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Book 1

Betrayed by My Party, I Summon the Queens of Legend


Chapter 1: The Porter’s Share

The deed-stone in Marrowford’s market square stood taller than a man and older than the kingdom, and I had spent five years standing behind it.

That was the trick nobody noticed. When the party swore their deeds and the stone weighed the words and the names lit up for the crowd, somebody had to be the one holding the spare cloaks, the warding salt, the second water skin, the rope. Somebody had to count the crowd for cutpurses and mark the exits and remember which of us had skipped breakfast. That was me. Dorian Marsh, twenty-six, certified [Summon Echo], the weakest summoner ever entered on a guild roll. The man at the back.

The man at the back sees everything. I will give the position that.

The square had filled since dawn. Marrowford was a ferry town that pretended to be a city on fair days, and a deed-fair drew the whole province down the guild road: hedge-knights who wanted their wayside kills weighed, hill-shepherds with sworn testimony about a lamed bridge they’d mended, a cheese-monger trying to get her late husband’s name etched before the year turned. Witness-bards drifted through the press with their little portable shards on cords around their necks, the shards that fed everything they saw back to the mother-stones, while fried dough, wet wool, and horse sweat mixed in the crush around the stone.

The little deeds went first, the way they always did, the warm-up acts before the headliner. The cheese-monger got her dead husband’s name etched for a bridge-toll he’d forgiven the whole village for a winter, and the stone took it and gave the dead man a small steady glow, and the widow wept and the village cheered, and that was Renown doing its proper work: a man’s weight outliving him, kept on the rock where a song couldn’t lie about it. A hill-shepherd swore he’d carried a broken-legged drover six miles to a healer, and two other shepherds put their hands on the stone after him and swore they’d witnessed it, and the stone weighed all three truths together and the drover’s rescuer caught a glow he could eat free on in any taproom between here and the coast. That was the thing the bards never explained to the children who came to watch the magic: the stone didn’t care who was famous. It cared what was true and what it weighed. A shepherd and a Hero stood on the same rock and the rock judged them the same.

I’d watched a thousand of these and I never tired of the honest ones. The stone was the one thing in the province that couldn’t be bought, and a man who’d spent five years watching his own work get folded into another man’s glow took a particular comfort in a rock that couldn’t be lied to, even if it had never once weighed me at more than an ember.

A hedge-knight tried to swear eleven bandit-kills and the stone gave him four, because four was the truth, and the crowd laughed, and he went red and took his four and slunk off, and that was the other thing about the stone: it scarred you, in front of everyone, if you swore bigger than you’d earned. A grey mark on a man’s entry, the brand of a sworn lie, and grey didn’t wash off. Men had killed over a grey mark. Men had died honest rather than take one.

I’d counted four ways out of the square before Cylas finished adjusting his collar.

He was good at that, the adjusting. Cylas Aurent had a face minted for coins and a body built by never once carrying anything heavier than his own reputation, and he stood at the foot of the stone as if the moment had been waiting for him and not the other way around. Golden hair, artfully disordered. Summer-blue eyes. The blessing on him caught the morning light and gave it back warmer, a sheen you could almost mistake for the sun if you didn’t know better.

I knew better. I’d watched that sheen for years. It brightened when a crowd loved him and it thinned when one didn’t, and that told you more about the man than anything he said with that lovely voice.

“Hollow Pass,” Cylas said, and laid his palm flat on the stone.

The square hushed on trained instinct.

“The Hollow Pass wyrm-nest, cleared. Eleven kills. The pass open again for the salt trade, the herders home for winter.” He said it like he was doing the stone a favor by touching it. “Sworn by Cylas Aurent.”

The stone took the words. I felt the small pressure of it even from the back, the way the air bent toward truth being weighed, and then the etch caught and his name flared gold up the grey face of it, big, the letters as long as my forearm. The crowd made the sound crowds make. Somewhere a child shrieked with delight.

Here is what was true about Hollow Pass.

There were nine wyrms in that nest, not eleven; the other two were the same juvenile counted twice from different angles by a man who didn’t want to climb down and check. The pass had been blocked by a rockfall as much as by the nest, and I’d spent two days with the herders and a borrowed mule re-cutting the switchback so the salt carts could pass at all, which was the actual reason the trade reopened. I’d mapped the nest. I’d timed the brood-mother’s hunting circuit so Cylas could walk in during the one hour she was gone. I’d packed the warding powder that kept the juveniles drowsy and patched Saskia’s bracer when a hatchling got through anyway.

None of that lit up gold. None of that had a name on it. My work went into the deed the way salt goes into bread: you can’t see it after, but the loaf doesn’t rise without it.

Cylas stepped back. Saskia put her palm on the stone next, copper hair shaved close at the sides, and swore her four kills with a duelist’s economy and a smile that had something wrong with it, all bright edge and no warmth in it. Odette went after, precise, ash-grey robes, eyes flat as slate, and swore the warding she’d “maintained through the engagement,” which was a generous accounting of standing forty feet back and writing in her ledger. The stone took it. More gold.

Then there was the gap. There’s always a gap, the little awkward pause where the party realizes they’ve forgotten there’s one more of them.

“And our support,” Cylas said, finding me in the crowd with that warmth he kept polished for a watching crowd. “Dorian. Come weigh your share.”

I went. The crowd parted for me as it parts for a man carrying things: absently, without malice and without attention, and I put my hand on the stone where four golden names already towered.

“Logistics and camp for the Hollow Pass deed,” I said. “Sworn by Dorian Marsh.”

The stone weighed it. It is an honest thing, the stone; it took my words exactly as true as they were, which was completely. And it etched my name down at the base, in the under-shadow of theirs, in letters you’d have to kneel to read. A faint ember of a glow. The deed had already been claimed entire by the man above me; what was left for the stone to give me was the leavings, the porter’s share, a weight so small the stone barely warmed under my palm.

I’d seen it a hundred times. It still did the small specific thing to the inside of my chest that I’d long since stopped naming.

Liria didn’t swear. The priestess stood off to Cylas’s left in her temple veil, small, her hands folded, and when the gap in the swearing came around to her she shook her head, once, and looked at the cobbles. She did that sometimes. She’d done it more lately. Nobody asked her why. The crowd took it for piety and the bards took it for nothing at all, but I was the one watching from the back, and I’d started keeping a private count of how often the priestess found something to study on the cobbles.

“Magic!” A child’s voice, high and certain, cutting through the murmur. “Make the magic, mister!”

She was maybe six, gap-toothed, planted in front of me with her fists on her hips and her mother three steps behind looking mortified. She’d decided I was a summoner, because someone had told her the men at the deed-stone were summoners, and she did not care in the slightest that my name was the dim one.

I crouched down to her height. My knees told me about it. “What do you want summoned?”

“A SWORD.”

“Can’t do swords.” I held out my hand, palm up, and reached for the thread of the skill the guild had certified when I was nineteen. [Summon Echo]. The weakest grade on record. It found, somewhere in the worn map of everything I’d ever hauled, the shape of a tent pole, and pulled a copy of it into the world: a faint, translucent length of grey, humming softly, just solid enough to lean a tent on if you didn’t lean hard.

The child’s eyes went enormous.

“It’s a pole,” I said.

“It’s GHOST,” she breathed, which was a better word for it than the guild ever found.

I held it nine seconds. That was about my limit for something that size without spending more than I wanted to on a fair morning. Then it thinned and was gone, and her mouth made an O, and her mother laughed despite herself, and a few people nearby laughed too, the warm kind. I’d take the warm kind.

“Do the bucket,” Saskia said.

She’d come up behind the child, copper head cocked, the smile she saved for me already showing its edge. The bucket trick was a joke that had calcified into a ritual. Two years ago, drunk, I’d summoned an echo-bucket to win a bar bet and it had promptly faded and dropped the real water it was holding all over Cylas’s boots, and Saskia had laughed until she couldn’t breathe, and now whenever she wanted to remind a crowd what I was for, she asked for the bucket.

I could refuse. I’d refused exactly once, years back, and the cost of the sulk that followed had been higher than the cost of the bucket. I’d already weighed it. The man at the back is always doing the arithmetic.

So I summoned the bucket. Held it. Let it fade. The grey copy thinned and the morning light went through it and it was gone, and Saskia’s laugh did its ugly little work, and a couple of hedge-knights chuckled because a duelist with a famous sword had given them permission to. The child looked confused about why the funny man was being laughed at. I winked at her so she’d stop worrying about me.

Owning the joke hurts less than being the joke. I’d learned that early, on the docks, before the guild, before any of them. You take the laugh in your own hand and you point it where you want it. It’s the closest a man in my position gets to control.

“Charming,” Saskia said, and was already turning away.

The pay split happened in the inn’s back room an hour later, because Cylas liked to do it somewhere with a door so the crowd never saw the numbers.

Odette ran it. She always ran it. She had a ledger with a clasp and a way of reading figures aloud that made every coin sound already spent. The Hollow Pass commission had come in heavy: the salt guild paid for open roads. I knew the gross to within a few silver because I’d negotiated half of it standing behind Cylas while he nodded at things.

“Party shares as standard,” Odette said. “Hero’s portion to the lead.” Cylas. “Equal thirds of the remainder to the line.” Saskia, Odette herself, and Liria, who didn’t fight but channeled, and whose share Cylas had decided counted as line because it looked better in the songs to have a priestess. “Support stipend to Marsh.”

The support stipend was a flat figure that had not moved in three years. It was enough to keep my boots resoled and my notebook stocked and to put a copper at every shrine on the road, and not one bent coin more. Odette counted it out, neat little stacks, and I counted it again as she did because I’d caught her short twice in five years and both times she’d corrected it with the same flat face, no apology, a clerk fixing a clerk’s error.

“You’re two crates light on the inventory,” I said, while she was clasping the ledger.

Her hand stopped on the clasp.

“The Hollow Pass haul. You listed thirty-one crates of scale and gland to the assayer.” I didn’t have the ledger in front of me. I didn’t need it. I’d loaded those crates. I’d loaded every crate the party had moved in five years, and the count lived in my head the way a tune lives in a singer’s. “There were thirty-three off the mule line. Two went somewhere between the pass and the assay shed. They were the small heavy ones, gland, the valuable grade. If you file thirty-one and thirty-three come out of bond when the assayer reconciles, that’s your seal on a short count, not mine.”

The room got quiet in a different way than the square had.

Odette looked at me for a moment with those slate eyes, and I will say this for her, she didn’t bluster. She unclasped the ledger, found the line, and made a small correction with a steady hand. “Thirty-three,” she said. “Noted.” No thanks. I hadn’t expected thanks. I’d expected exactly what I got, which was the math being right, which was the only thing I’d actually wanted.

Cylas, by the window, had watched the whole exchange with lazy ownerly indulgence. “See, this is why we keep him,” he said, to no one, to the room. “Eyes like a counting-house.”

Keep him. Like a lamp. Like a good knife.

“Your shoulder’s pulling,” I told Saskia, because it was, because she’d been favoring it since the pass and rolling it when she thought no one watched. “The bracer-strap. You took a hatchling on the seam and the leather’s gone stiff over the burn. It’ll seize in the cold if you don’t dress it.”

“My shoulder’s fine,” Saskia said.

It wasn’t. I knew it wasn’t because I’d patched that bracer twice and the second patch was a field job that needed redoing properly. But Saskia Roehn would rather lose an arm to stiffness than admit a porter had read her body better than she had, so I let it lie, because you don’t argue with a wave you can’t stop, and that night, when the common room had thinned and she’d gone up to bed, I went up the back stairs with a needle and waxed thread and a pot of the burn salve I made myself, and I knocked.

She opened the door already annoyed.

“It’ll take ten minutes,” I said. “You can keep your shirt. I just need the bracer and the seam.”

She let me in because the alternative was a stiff sword-arm at the next fight, and Saskia loved her sword-arm more than she hated me, and that was a margin a man could work in. I restitched the seam and packed the burn with salve and rewrapped it, and she watched my hands the whole time with the flat assessment she gave a stranger’s blade, and when I was done she said, “You tell anyone I let you do this, porter, and I’ll cut your line for real,” which was a joke, then.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said, and packed up my needle, and went.

The thing about the party was that it had rotted from the inside in a way only the man at the back could see, because the man at the back wasn’t watching the show, he was watching the wings.

Cylas had stopped being a fighter sometime in the second year and become a performance of one. The blessing did the work now; he walked into a room and the crowd’s belief made him strong, and a man who’s strong because he’s believed in stops practicing, because why practice, and I’d watched his footwork go soft and his reads go lazy while the songs got better and better at describing a swordsman who no longer quite existed. He was magnificent for the length of a crowd’s attention and increasingly nothing without one.

Saskia was the realest fighter we had and the one with the rot closest to the bone, because she’d started enjoying the cutting for its own sake. A duelist is supposed to love the contest. Saskia loved the moment the contest stopped, the moment her blade found the line and the other man understood he’d lost; she loved the understanding more than the winning. I’d seen it on her face in three fights now, the small private pleasure when an opponent’s eyes changed, and a fighter who loves that moment is a fighter who’ll arrange for more of them than the work requires.

Odette wasn’t rotted at all, which was the frightening thing about Odette. She was exactly what she’d always been, a ledger with a pulse, loyal to the work and not the man, and she’d have served any party that let her get near the knowledge she wanted, and Cylas’s party let her near a great deal of it. She filed everything. She forgot nothing. And she had, lately, started reading in the evenings from a set of grey-cased codices she kept in a lead-lined tube and didn’t explain, and when I’d asked once, mildly, what she was studying, she’d said “history” in a voice that closed the subject like a clasp.

And Liria prayed. Liria had started as a true believer, a temple-raised girl who thought she was channeling for a Hero blessed by the gods, and somewhere in those years she’d worked out that the blessing wasn’t from any god she’d been raised to, and she’d kept channeling anyway because she was debt-bound to Cylas’s patronage and because leaving is hard and because she’d convinced herself that staying close enough to pray was a kind of guarding. She prayed more every season. She spoke less. I’d watched a good woman fold herself smaller and smaller around a thing she couldn’t say, and I’d never pushed her, because pushing a folded thing only folds it tighter.

None of that made a case. The stone didn’t take a case. I kept the receipts anyway, long before I had any use for them, because the keeping was a habit of the hands, like the knot you tie a hundred times until your fingers do it in the dark.

The Sunken Crown survey came across the table the next morning at breakfast, and that’s where the road bent.

Odette laid it out flat between the porridge bowls, a fine vellum thing with the assay-guild’s commission seal and a ward-diagram in the corner and depth soundings down the margin in her tidy hand. The Sunken Crown. Everyone in Marrowford knew the name and nobody went there: a drowned mausoleum-city under Lake Marren, sunk in some old catastrophe four hundred years gone, galleries and halls full of grave-goods and worse, a place a Hero’s party went when they wanted a haul big enough to carry them to the capital.

“Commission’s from the assay guild direct,” Odette said. “First-clearing rights, full salvage. The soundings show the upper galleries above the waterline at low tide, the antechamber dry, the deep halls flooded but passable on the tide windows.” She tapped the ward-diagram. “Old funeral-warding, but degraded. I’ve drawn the dispel.”

I’d been reading upside down across the table, a habit learned when nobody hands you the documents. And the thing about the soundings was that I’d taken soundings of the Marren shallows myself, three summers ago, when the party did a salvage job on a barge wreck and I’d had a day to kill and a plumb line and nothing better to do than measure a lake.

The numbers were wrong.

“Your depths are ten fathoms shallow,” I said.

Odette didn’t look up. “The guild’s hydrographer took these last month.”

“The guild’s hydrographer took them off the south landing in the dry season.” I had my notebook out. I always had my notebook out. I found the page, three summers old, the ink gone a little brown, my own soundings in the cramped hand I used when a boat was rocking. “I took these off the same shelf in the wet season, when the snowmelt’s in the lake. There’s a ten-fathom swing between seasons. Your survey was shot at the lowest water of the year and you’re descending at the highest. The antechamber your diagram calls dry is going to be under four feet of standing water, and the tide windows on the deep halls won’t be windows. They’ll be a couple of breaths between drownings.”

Now Odette looked up. So did Cylas.

“And the ward.” I turned the survey so the diagram faced me. The funeral-warding in the corner was drawn as a simple degraded seal, the kind you’d dispel with a cantrip and a steady hand. But I’d seen funeral-script before, on a smaller tomb in the eastern hills, and I knew the shape of the real thing, the way the binding-runes nested. “This isn’t how it’s drawn on the original survey. Somebody simplified it. The runes here,” I touched the inner ring, “these aren’t a seal. Look how they nest. That’s a cage-form. A seal keeps things out. A cage keeps something in. You don’t want to dispel a cage from the inside, because then you’re inside it with whatever it was caging.”

Silence around the porridge.

Liria had gone very still across the table, her veil hiding everything but the soft brown of her downcast eyes, and her folded hands had tightened until the knuckles showed.

Cylas laughed. It was the warm laugh, the one for crowds, but there was no crowd here, so it landed in the small room like a coin dropped in an empty cup. “Dorian. You measured a lake when you were bored three years ago, and you’ve decided you know better than the assay guild’s own hydrographer.”

“I’m telling you what I measured,” I said. “I’m not telling you what to do.”

“He flags things,” Saskia said, to the ceiling. “It’s what he does instead of fighting.”

“It’s good that he flags things.” Cylas folded the survey back along Odette’s creases, gently, and pushed it to her side of the table. “Take the spare rope, Dorian. Extra. If the antechamber’s wet, we’ll want it. There, flagged and handled. Eat your breakfast.”

Take the spare rope. There it was. My standing in five words: a concern noted, a man patted, a length of rope assigned. I looked at Odette, because Odette was the only one at the table who’d understood every word I’d said and I wanted to see what she did with it.

She’d already clasped the survey back into her case. Her face gave me the math squared away and nothing else. But she’d heard me on the crates and corrected it; she heard me on this and didn’t. I marked the difference. At the time, I put it down to carelessness. The fit wasn’t clean.

I ate my breakfast. I’m not too proud to eat. And I packed the spare rope, extra, because whatever else was true, the antechamber was going to be wet, and somebody was going to need that rope, and it might as well be ready when they did.

That night I sat at the back-bar of the Gilded Antler with Bram Tideman, because the Antler was where the party stayed when they were in Marrowford and the back-bar was where Bram let a man sit who didn’t want to be seen drinking.

Bram ran the place one-armed. He’d been an adventurer once, generations of ale ago, and the arm had gone to a wyvern, which was the official story, except the wyvern changed size and species depending on the night and the audience. He had a barrel chest gone comfortable and a way of laughing with his whole remaining frame, and he kept a book under the bar that wasn’t a ledger of debts. It was a wager book. People bet on deeds in Marrowford like they bet on horses elsewhere, and Bram held the stakes and took his cut and remembered every line.

“Sunken Crown tomorrow,” he said, pouring me a half I hadn’t asked for. “Whole town knows. Heard your Hero say it on the steps. ‘Today we become legends,’ or words to that shine.”

“That’s tomorrow’s line. Today he just said it twice for practice.”

Bram snorted. He set the half down in front of me and didn’t charge me, which he did about one night in three and would not be argued with. “You don’t sound like a man about to become a legend.”

“I’m about to carry one to the legends. Different work.”

He looked at me for a while, Bram-style, like he was reckoning my weight for a load. “Can I tell you something, porter, and you not let it go to your head, on account of there’s no room in your head for it the way you wear your shoulders?”

“You can try.”

“I’ve watched your lot pack out of my yard nine, ten times now.” He wiped the bar that didn’t need wiping. “Heroes. Big names. And every one of them, when they roll out, the column’s tight and the loads are square and nobody’s left a water skin and the sick mule’s been swapped for a sound one overnight without anyone fussing. That’s not the Hero. The Hero’s still asleep when the yard’s loaded.” He pointed his stump at me, comfortable about it. “You pack a column like a man who means everybody to come home. I’ve known maybe three of those in my life. They don’t sing songs about that one. But I’d ride out under him.”

I didn’t have anything to say to that for a moment. It’s an odd thing, to be seen. It doesn’t feel how you’d expect. It feels like cold water on a tooth you didn’t know was cracked.

“That’s the kindest thing anyone’s said to me in five years,” I said finally.

“Then you keep poor company, son.” Bram took the rag away. “Drink your half.”

Liria found me on the stairs when I went up.

She was waiting on the landing, small in the dark, her veil pushed back enough that I could see her face, which she didn’t do for many. Her hands were folded and they were shaking, just a little, the tremor she got when her conscience was moving and she couldn’t.

“The survey,” she said, barely above the boards creaking. “Dorian. The ward. You said cage-form. I’ve read funeral-script. In the temple. I think you’re”

A door opened down the hall. Odette’s door. The ash-grey mage came out with her case under her arm, going somewhere with purpose at an hour with no purpose in it, and her flat slate eyes found the two of us on the landing and weighed us and put us away for later.

“Liria,” Odette said. “We rise early.”

And whatever Liria had been about to say folded back up inside her like a hand closing. The tremor stilled. She lowered her veil. “Of course,” she said, to the floor, and went past Odette to her own room, and the door shut, and the landing was just me and the dark and a thing half-said.

I think you’re right, was what she’d been going to say. I knew it then and I know it now. I lay awake a while turning it over, and the porter in me said: flag it again at the lakeshore, in daylight, in front of the bards, where Cylas can’t wave you to the rope without the crowd hearing the flag.

That was the plan. It was a good plan.

I packed for the descent that was actually happening, not the one the survey described.

The survey said dry antechamber, easy tide windows, degraded ward. So I packed for a flooded antechamber, queer tides, and a ward that was lying about its grade. Extra rope, the spare coil Cylas had assigned me, and a second spare coil he hadn’t, because two ropes is one rope and one rope is no rope, every porter learns that the hard way once and never again. Waxed line for a guide-rope, because you don’t cross flooded ground in the dark without a line back to the stair, and I rigged the ring-bolts in my head before I rigged them in the tomb. Lanterns, real ones, oil-tight, because my echoes wouldn’t hold a flame and a drowned city has no light of its own. Ward-salt and the burn-salve and the field-kit, laid out in the order I could find each thing by feel, because in the dark you find things by feel or you don’t find them. Tide-marked stakes I’d cut myself, to read the water’s rise off the walls.

I packed each of their loads before my own. Cylas’s pack light, because a Hero who tires is a Hero who blames the porter. Saskia’s blade-kit and a fresh bracer-strap, because I knew the old one would seize. Odette’s case-straps checked, her lead tube secure. Liria’s water and the little folding stool she needed because she channeled on her knees and her knees were bad and she’d never once asked for the stool, I’d just started carrying it. Then mine, last, the porter’s load, the heaviest, the one with everyone’s fallbacks in it.

I sat with the loaded packs in the lamplight a while, and I had the cold clean thought that I’d had before every bad descent and learned not to ignore: this one’s wrong. The tide’s wrong and the ward’s wrong and the survey’s wrong and the man who should care has waved me to the rope. So I packed the fallbacks deeper and made myself ready for the wrongness, because somebody had to be, and it was never going to be the man with the gold sheen.

Before dawn I went down the east road to the fox shrine.

It was a habit, not a faith. There’s a little stone shrine where the east road forks, a fox carved on it worn near to a lump by weather and hands, one of those wayside stones older than whatever it was built for. I’d paid a copper there every time I passed it for years, the way I paid every shrine, because the road is long and luck is cheap to court and my mother, before the docks took her, had told me you never walk past a hungry god. The fox shrine had a seal-stone set into its base, cracked grey granite with a spiral of old script around a hairline fault, and the local story was that something was sealed under it, a thief, a trickster, a fox-spirit that had stolen the wrong thing once. I never put much in the story. I put my copper in the bowl.

That morning the bowl was empty.

Which was strange, because I’d put a copper there two days back, coming in, and nobody robs a shrine bowl in Marrowford; it’s the one thing even the cutpurses leave alone. But the bowl was empty, swept clean, not a green flake of old coin in it.

And the seal-stone was warm.

I put my hand flat on it, palm to shrine-stone as if it were a deed-stone, and it was warm as late-afternoon rock, except the sun wasn’t up and the stone had been in shadow all night. The hairline fault in the spiral looked, in the grey almost-light, a hair wider than I remembered. I couldn’t have sworn to it. I trust my counting, as a rule, and I hadn’t counted the crack.

I put my copper in the empty bowl. “Morning,” I said to the fox, because I talk to things, it’s a porter’s habit, you spend enough nights with mules. “Quiet around here.”

The seal-stone gave one brief pulse under my palm, warm and sly, and the hairline crack clicked once, no louder than a beetle under bark.

I didn’t stay to feel it twice. I had a descent to pack for. I left my copper and I went back up the road in the thinning dark, and behind me, though I’d swear I didn’t look, I had the clear sense the bowl was already empty again.

The ferry left from the south landing at full light.

It was a flat-bottomed barge, the kind that crosses Lake Marren on a fixed line, and the ferryman was an old man named Coll who’d taken the party across before and didn’t like us, which was fine, because I didn’t need him to like me, I needed him to keep the line taut and watch the chop, and he did both. The party came down to the landing in their colors. Cylas in parade armor that had never been dented, the blessing-sheen catching the lake-glare and throwing it back gold. Saskia with her famous sword across her back. Odette with her survey case and a grey ward-tube I hadn’t seen before and didn’t like the look of, because Odette never carried a new container unless she wanted a secret to have handles. Liria veiled, hands folded, eyes down, having not slept either, I’d have wagered, and lost no money on it.

The lake was high. I noted that, because of course I noted it. The wet-season water was right up the landing pilings, exactly where my three-summers-old soundings said it would be, exactly where Odette’s survey said it wouldn’t.

“Look at it,” Cylas said, at the bow, to the bards who’d come down to see us off and the half-dozen townsfolk and the witness-shard one bard wore on a cord. He had his voice on, the one that filled a square. “Four hundred years, that city’s been down there, full of an empire’s grave-goods, and every party that’s tried it has come back empty or not at all. Today, friends. Today we go down a tomb and we come up legends.”

The townsfolk made the right noise. The bard’s witness-shard caught it all to be etched on a mother-stone somewhere, the world’s cold eye drinking it in.

I paid Coll the ferry fare myself, out of my own boot, because the party’s purse was Odette’s and Odette charged the crossing to the commission and I’d learned that if I waited for the commission to pay Coll, Coll didn’t get paid until the haul came up, and a ferryman who isn’t paid is a ferryman who doesn’t wait at the far landing when you come up bleeding and in a hurry.

“There and back?” Coll said, taking the coins, surprised, because nobody ever paid him both ways at once.

“There and back,” I said. “Wait for us at the far side past dark if you have to. There’ll be a haul. You’ll be paid double for the late hour out of my share before anyone else touches the purse.”

Coll looked at me. Then he looked at Cylas in his gleaming armor swearing we’d be legends, and then back at me, the man kneeling on the wet planks counting coins into a ferryman’s palm, and something in the old man’s face decided I was the one to ask. “Tide’s queer this week,” he said, low, just to me. “Lake’s high and the moon’s drawing it harder than it ought. You go down on a survey says the halls open on the tide, you tell your shining friend the tide’s not reading off his paper this week. It’s reading off the moon.”

“I’ve told him,” I said. “I’m telling you because you’ll listen.”

The barge pushed off. The line went taut and the lake took us, grey-green and high and queer-tided, out over the place where an empire’s drowned crown sat in the dark. Cylas faced the far shore with the wind in his golden hair. I sat in the stern with the spare rope, extra, coiled under my hand, counting the chop against the line, watching the water that was four feet deeper than the paper said, thinking about a cage drawn as a seal.

“Tell him again at the lakeshore,” I said to myself. In daylight. Where the bards could hear it.

Coll spat over the side. “He’s not going to hear you in daylight either, son.”


Chapter 2: The Sunken Crown

The mouth of the Sunken Crown was a stair going down into the lake.

Not a cave, not a shaft. A grand processional stair, broad enough for six men abreast, cut from the same cold blue-grey stone as the deed-stones above, descending from a drowned gatehouse on the north shoal straight down under the water. At low water, the upper steps stood dry and weed-hung in the morning air, and then the lake closed over them, green and secret, and the stair kept going down where you couldn’t follow with your eyes.

We went in at the slack of the low tide, through the dry steps and into the gatehouse and down, and the air changed under a roof of water: thick, still, tasting of old silt and cold iron, dead quiet enough that your own pulse keeps you company.

I lit the lanterns. Real ones; my echoes wouldn’t hold a flame. I went first on the down-stairs, which surprised no one, because going first on the bad ground was porter’s work, scouting the footing so the legends didn’t turn an ankle on the way to their glory.

Four hundred years under a lake teaches stone bad habits. Half the steps had silted to ramps and the other half had washed to drop-offs, and the funeral-script that ran the walls in unbroken bands moved under the lantern pass, carved figures of a procession that never reached its end. An empire’s worth of grief, cut into the dark and left to drown.

“Galleries open below,” I called back up the line, reading the air. “Big space. Watch the third landing, it’s a false ramp, silt over a void, it’ll”

Saskia’s leg went through the false ramp.

She’d come down past me on the wide part, all fighter’s contempt for a porter calling footing, and the silt crust she’d put her weight on was the crust I’d just called, the void under it I’d just named, and it ate her to the thigh in a puff of dead grey dust and she swore and caught herself on her hands before she went all the way through into whatever the void was.

I had the spare rope, extra, off my shoulder and a loop down to her before she’d finished the curse. She took it because the alternative was the dark under the floor, and I braced and hauled and she came up out of the false ramp filthy and furious, and the fury, naturally, went to me.

“You could have warned me.”

“I called it,” I said. “Third landing. False ramp. Just now.”

“He calls everything,” Saskia said, to Cylas, brushing four-hundred-year-old grave-silt off her thighs. “If you call everything, eventually you call the one thing that happens. That’s not foresight, porter. That’s noise.”

It is a particular skill, to be right and have it counted against you. The party had it down to an art. I coiled the rope and went on down first, because somebody had to, and behind me I heard Cylas chuckle his fond chuckle, the keep-him chuckle, and I marked the false ramp like everything else, and the floor of the great gallery came up out of the dark to meet us.

It was a hall to drown a cathedral in.

The antechamber of a royal mausoleum, the survey had called it, dry. It was not dry. It stood in four feet of black still water exactly as my soundings had promised, a flooded marble floor under a vaulted ceiling lost in dark, and ranged around the walls on dry plinths above the waterline were the grave-goods of an empire: chests bound in tarnished silver, racks of ceremonial arms gone green and beautiful, funeral-gold in drifts, a haul rich enough to pay a party for a season and a porter for a week of carrying it.

“There,” Cylas breathed, and the blessing-sheen on him warmed in the lantern light, fed by his own wonder. “Tell me that’s not legend.”

“That’s a season’s haul on the plinths alone,” Odette said, already pricing it with her slate eyes. “First-clearing on this, and we don’t work again until spring.”

I waded the antechamber edge with a lantern, reading the water, and I did not like the inner doors.

They stood at the far end above a short flight of dry steps, twin doors of black bronze, and the funeral-script around them was not the degraded simple seal Odette’s survey had drawn. It was the real thing, deep-cut and unworn because it had been under water and untouched, and the runes nested as I’d told them at breakfast: inward, layered, a binding folded on a binding. A cage, drawn as a cage by men who knew what they were caging.

I knelt at the foot of the dry steps and read the script with the lantern close, because reading is the one fighting I can do and the script was screaming if you knew the alphabet. The funeral-warding wasn’t a barrier-seal, the kind you raise to keep grave-robbers out. The runes nested inward, layer folding into layer, and at the heart of the nesting was a binding-knot I’d seen once before on a smaller tomb in the eastern hills, where a hedge-wizard had explained it to me over a campfire after I asked too many questions. This was the worse kind, and I knew it the way you know a frayed rope by the feel before you see the strands. This knot held the dead fast, lashing their unrest to a guard, so that cutting the binding wouldn’t unlock anything at all. It would slip a leash, and everything that leash was holding would come off it at once.

“Don’t open the inner doors,” I said.

“The haul’s behind the inner doors,” Cylas said. He’d come up beside me on the dry steps, and the doors were exactly what his blessing loved: locked, legendary, waiting for the right golden hand. “The plinth-stuff is the foyer. The crown’s behind the doors.”

“The doors are a cage-ward. Old funeral binding, deep grade, and it’s intact, not degraded. Whatever’s sealed behind there was sealed by people who buried an empire to do it. You open that from this side, you’re not clearing a vault. You’re letting something out into a flooded room with one stair, at the bottom of a lake, on a tide that’s reading off the moon and not your paper.”

Liria had come to the foot of the dry steps and stopped. Her veil was up but I could see her hands, folded, white at the knuckle, and her lips moving in something that wasn’t quite a prayer and wasn’t quite words, and she was looking at the funeral-script the way a woman looks at a thing she recognizes from a book and hoped never to see.

“Odette,” Cylas said. “The dispel.”

“The dispel I drew is for a degraded seal,” Odette said, and for one breath I thought she’d back me, because she was reading the doors now too and she was not a fool. “This is intact and it’s a binding, not a barrier. If I unpick the outer ring, the inner rings will” she paused, and chose her word, and I have thought about that pause for a long time since “release.”

“Then unpick the outer ring,” Cylas said.

Fairness had its own line in the ledger, even for the dead and the ones who left me to be one. Cylas did not know exactly what was behind the doors. He knew it was legend-grade and locked and golden, and he had a blessing that turned a crowd’s belief into strength and a crowd that believed he became legends in tombs, and he had never once in his life carried the cost of being wrong, because that was my job, and I had the rope.

Odette unpicked the outer ring.

She did it cleanly. I’ll give her that; she was the most competent person in that party by a wide margin and she knew exactly what she was doing. The outer ring of funeral-script flared a sick grey-green and died, and the inner rings did not release outward into the room.

They released inward. Down. Through the floor, through the water, into the foundations of the drowned city. And the Sunken Crown woke up.

It started as a sound in the water. A grinding, distant and enormous, the sound a glacier makes, and then closer, and then the black water of the antechamber began to move, not with the tide but with something rising under it, and all around the great hall the grave-plinths split open and the Vigil came up out of the dark.

I had read about the Vigil and not believed it. The story said the empress whose tomb this was had an honor guard, and that when her city was sunk her guard was sunk with her, leashed by the men who buried her into an eternal watch over the doors. Constructs. Armored dead, or the binding of them, bronze and bone and old funeral-script, rising now out of the splitting plinths in their drowned panoply with their visors down and their halberds long, and on each of them, around the throat, a band of grey light I knew without being told was a leash.

They were beautiful and they were horrible and there were a great many of them.

“Hold the steps!” I shouted, because the dry steps to the inner doors were the only ground in the room that wasn’t four feet of water, and four feet of water is a fighting man’s enemy, it eats footing and tires legs and hides the false ramps, and I knew that and the party, when I shouted it, knew it too because they’d learned to move when I called even while they laughed at me for calling.

The Vigil did not rush. That was the first thing I learned about them and the thing that should have told me what they were. A mindless construct rushes; a leashed one fights to a pattern, and these fought to a pattern four hundred years old, a parade-ground discipline drilled into men who’d been the finest honor guard an empire ever fielded and then bound into their own armor to keep watch forever. They advanced in line. They dressed their ranks in four feet of black water. They wheeled to cover each other’s flanks with the slow terrible precision of soldiers who’d had lifetimes to perfect a single drill, and the grey leash-light at every throat pulsed in time, all of them, one binding worn by many bodies.

I read the pattern even while I hauled the drowning lantern. A man who can’t swing a blade learns to swing his eyes, and the pattern was the only weapon a porter ever carried down a stair. “They wheel left every fourth advance,” I shouted. “There’s a beat where the left flank’s open, count the advances, four and the left opens”

For a few minutes we held the steps and it almost worked.

Cylas fought like the songs, I’ll grant the songs that much; he was magnificent in the small while his blessing burned high, gold light off his blade, taking the first Vigil-construct apart at the leash-band where it was weakest, because I called the leash-band, I shouted “the throats, the grey light, that’s the binding” and Saskia heard me and her back-cut took the next one’s throat and it came apart into bronze and silt. Odette held a ward over the steps. Liria channeled into Cylas and the gold burned higher.

For those few minutes the party was the machine I had kept oiled for five years, and I could see every gear. Saskia cut where I called, short and savage, her copper hair plastered to her skull with tomb-water. Cylas took the center because the songs needed him in the center and because, when his blessing held, he belonged there. Odette’s ward gave us a roof against the halberd sweeps, a pale grey curve that rang every time bronze struck it. Liria fed the gold and whispered prayers that came out thin and fast. I stood in four feet of black water with the lantern-line wrapped around one wrist and the guide-line around the other, calling the wheeling count, calling the false ramps, calling the gaps. Four. Left opens. Two steps back. Not there, Saskia, the floor’s hollow. Cylas, throat-band. Odette, the ward’s sagging right.

They obeyed because panic makes honest listeners, and because the dead do not care who gets credit for the call. The first rank broke. Then the second. For a breath I thought we might actually manage it, five people and a porter holding an empress’s leashed honor guard on the steps of her own tomb.

And then the variables I managed started coming due all at once, the way they do when there’s no one managing them, because I’d stopped managing them; I was fighting, or doing the porter’s version of it, hauling a fallen lantern out of the water before it drowned and left us blind, jamming an echoed plank under a sagging step before it gave, and a man can manage variables or he can fight, and the moment I had to fight, the variables ate us.

The lantern-line went dark on the left. The constructs flanked into the dark we couldn’t see. Saskia’s bad shoulder, the one she’d lied about, the one I’d patched on the back stairs, seized at exactly the wrong moment on a parry and her famous sword went wide and a halberd came through the gap.

It came through the gap at Liria.

She was the smallest of us and the only one not fighting, channeling on her knees at the back of the steps with her eyes shut, and she didn’t see it, and there was no one between her and the halberd but me and the four feet of water I’d just waded into to save the lantern.

I got there. Porter’s shoulders are good for one thing, and that’s getting somewhere with weight on them faster than a fighting man expects. I got my arm around Liria and hauled her sideways off her knees into the water, and the halberd that would have opened her throat opened my side instead, a long cold line under the ribs, and we went down together into the black water and her veil came off and my blood went across her cheek in a dark smear and her eyes, soft brown, came open six inches from mine, wide, seeing me, seeing the blood, seeing.

“Up,” I said, because the porter doesn’t stop working even with a halberd-cut in him. “Up the steps. Go.”

I got her up the steps. The priestess lived because the porter waded into four feet of water with a season’s worth of variables coming due. No song needed to carry that line. The blood on her cheek carried it well enough.

The retreat funneled to the flooded stair.

That was the only way out, the broad processional stair we’d come down, and it was four feet deep now where it had been dry, the tide reading off the moon, and the Vigil pressed us back across the antechamber toward it construct by construct while Cylas’s blessing thinned because a man who is losing is a man whose crowd, even a crowd of four, stops believing, and the gold went out of him by degrees as we backed toward the stair.

Precision was the only honor left in the rout. We didn’t lose because anyone fought badly. Cylas fought well while his gold held. Saskia was a marvel of economy. We lost because the dark came in on the left flank, and the seizing shoulder dropped a parry, and the false ramps swallowed footing under the black water, and the lantern-line went down, all at once, all of it the work I’d been holding while I still had hands free to hold it. A Hero’s party that has never once had to function without its porter does not know how much its porter does until the porter is bleeding in four feet of water instead of holding the machine together, and then it learns, very fast, in the dark, with the dead pressing in.

I was at the rear. The rear is porter’s ground in a retreat the way the front is porter’s ground in an advance: you take the bad end, both ends, all the ends, that’s the job. I had my guide-line out, the line I always rigged on a retreat through bad water, anchored to a ring-bolt at the head of the stair and paid out so that whoever came last in the dark could follow the rope up and out and not drown lost in a flooded gallery. I’d rigged that line going down. I’d shown them the ring-bolt and told them all where it was, same as I told them everything: Saskia, the line’s on the left of the stair-head; Liria, hand on the line in the dark; always the line. They’d nodded and not listened, same as they always did, and now in the rout they followed the line up out of the dark exactly as I’d rigged it for them to, which meant the line did its work, which meant they all reached the stair-head alive, on a rope a porter rigged, while the porter held the rear.

“Marsh!” Cylas’s voice, from up the stair, in the dark, and there was something in it I’d never heard before, and I should have heard it for what it was, but I was holding the rear with a hole in my side and counting constructs.

“Go!” I shouted up. “I’m on the line, I’m right behind you, go, get her up the”

“Saskia,” Cylas said.

Just the name. Quiet. The reasonable voice, the one for private rooms.

And Saskia Roehn, who I had patched on the back stairs not two nights gone, who’d said you tell anyone and I’ll cut your line for real and made it a joke, came back down three steps through the black water with her famous sword, and she found my guide-line where it ran taut from the ring-bolt down into the dark to me, and she cut it.

The signature back-cut. The one that severed his line, the songs would say later, except the songs meant a duelist’s line of attack, and they didn’t know they were singing the literal truth. She cut my rope with the cut that made her famous, clean, one stroke, and the line went slack in my hand, and the dark above me on the stair was suddenly a dark with no rope in it.

“Carry this for us too, porter,” Saskia said.

Then she went up.

“Odette,” Cylas said, from higher, fainter.

And Odette Calloway, who had corrected the crate count and not the survey, who had paused on the word release and chosen it anyway, did the last competent thing in that room. She collapsed the antechamber ward she’d been holding over the stair-head, the one that was keeping the worst of the press off the retreat, and she dropped it not behind them as a wall to cover their escape but in front of me, between me and the stair, a slab of grey funeral-binding re-folded into a barrier, sealing the antechamber with me inside it and the Vigil and the four feet of black water and the splitting dark.

The doors of the stair-head boomed shut. Stone on stone. The sound went through the water and into my chest and out the hole in my side.

The last thing through the closing gap was Liria’s voice, very small, praying. Not for herself. I knew the words; she’d taught them to a dying farmer once on a road I’d mapped. They were the words you say over someone who isn’t going to make it.

She was praying for me.

Then the gap closed and the prayer cut off and it was dark, and it was quiet, and it was just me.

I have died exactly once. I did it methodically.

The Vigil, with the doors sealed and the leash-bindings re-anchored by Odette’s collapse, settled back toward their plinths. They were keyed to the doors, not to me; with the threat to the threshold gone, they sank back into their cold watch, and that bought me the one thing a dying man wants, which is to be left alone to do it. I waded out of the deep water onto the dry steps below the inner doors, the only ground left, and I sat down with my back against the cold black bronze and I assessed the wound.

Field-medic voice. I’d patched enough men to do my own.

The halberd had gone in under the lowest rib on the left and out shallow; not a gut wound, which would have been slow and foul, but it had nicked something that mattered, because the blood coming through my fingers when I pressed the wound was the dark steady kind, not the bright spurting kind and not the slow seeping kind. A vessel, nicked, not severed. If it were severed I’d have had minutes. Nicked, I had longer. I pressed the heel of my hand into it and counted my own pulse against the seep and ran the cold sum, automatic, a porter pricing his own remaining load.

Forty minutes. Give or take the cold and the swimming. Forty minutes of Dorian Marsh left, sitting in the dark at the bottom of a lake, in a cage drawn as a cage, sealed in by the people he’d packed columns for so they’d all come home.

The cold came first, then the careful counting, and underneath both, a quiet I hadn’t expected. I’d thought dying would be loud. It came in soft as silt settling. It was the most attention anyone had paid me in five years, and the one paying it was me.

I cataloged what I had, because a porter catalogs. One field-kit, soaked. Two lanterns, one drowned and one guttering on the dry step beside me. The spare rope, extra, the coil Cylas had assigned and never thanked me for, still on my shoulder, useless now with no one to throw it to. The notebook against my skin, dry, with five years of soundings and tells and counted dogs in it, the only thing I’d ever made that was wholly mine. And the wound, the steady dark seep of it, my own pulse spending me out onto the cold stone of a queen’s grave.

I thought about the survey drawn wrong at breakfast. I thought about Odette’s pause on the word release. I thought about the way Cylas had said Saskia’s name, just the name, quiet, and how Saskia had come back down three steps to do a thing she’d joked about doing two nights before while I stitched her bracer. I laid the receipts out in my head by order and by feel, and the order spelled a single clean word, and the word was bait.

I didn’t rage. There wasn’t a rant in me, then or after. What there was, as the forty minutes started spending themselves, was a cold and total clarity, the kind you get when there’s nothing left to manage, and in that clarity one fact sat very still and very plain: someone had drawn the survey wrong on purpose. The depths shot at low water for a descent at high. The cage drawn as a seal. The rope cut by the one stroke. Every line of it deliberate, drawn by a steady hand. I had flagged the plan to the planner’s face over porridge, and they had needed bait at the bottom of the tomb, and the porter who flagged everything was the most expendable thing they owned.

I laughed.

It hurt, with the hole in my side, and it wasn’t a good laugh, but it was a real one, because the arithmetic was so clean and so stupid and so exactly like five years that there was nothing to do but laugh at the elegance of it. They’d kept me to make Cylas look taller and they’d spent me to make him a legend, and both were the same use, the using, and I’d been so good at being useful that I’d packed the column that left me to die.

My blood, where I’d pressed my hand to the wound and then to the bronze door behind me, had run down into the grooves of the funeral-script.

The script lit.

Not the grey-green of Odette’s dispel. Gold. A thin warm gold, running up out of the grooves where my blood had gone, following the carved figures of the unending procession, and somewhere not in my ears but behind my ribs, in the place where I’d always felt the deed-stone weigh a truth, words assembled themselves out of the dark.

[CERTIFICATION ERROR – RE-READING BLOOD.]

I’d been certified at nineteen. [Summon Echo], faint grade, the weakest on record. I’d carried that line on my guild roll for seven years like a sentence.

[SUMMON ECHO IS A FRAGMENT.] [ANCHOR OF LEGENDS – MYTHIC.]

“Now,” I said, to the dark, to the gold, to the bronze, “you read it right. With forty minutes left. Wonderful timing.”

The gold kept assembling. The procession on the doors was not a funeral procession, I understood now, watching my own blood teach me to read it. It was a coronation, run backwards, an empress carried down into the dark instead of up to a throne, and at the head of it, where the gold pooled brightest, the script offered me the last line, the one that mattered, the one that rhymed.

[A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED.] [BETRAYED BY THE CROWN SHE BUILT.]

And I understood what the cage was. They’d caged a queen. They’d sunk an empress’s whole capital district to drown her grave and leashed her own honor guard into a Vigil to keep her in it, and the assay guild had bought a survey that sent a Hero’s party here to “clear” it, and the Hero’s party had needed bait, and now the bait was bleeding into the door of the cage and the cage had read his blood and was telling him there was a queen behind it, and that calling her would cost.

[COST: BEYOND CURRENT WEIGHT.] [OVERDRAFT AVAILABLE.] [PRICE: THE BODY PAYS.]

I had no Renown to speak of. A faint ember on a stone in a square above a lake. The arithmetic said I could not afford to call her. It also said I had thirty-some minutes left and no rope and a sealed door, and there is a freedom in being unable to afford anything, which is that price stops being a consideration.

“All right,” I told the gold. “Put it on my account.”

I paid.

The price deserves honest accounting. Later, Maeva would tell me I had priced myself too cheaply. She was right.

It cost everything I had and then it kept going, the overdraft, drawing on the only collateral a man with no Renown has, which is the body. It came up my arms from the wrist, where my bloody hands were pressed to the door, a burning that wasn’t heat, that was more like the deep ache of a bone set without anything for the pain, climbing the veins of both forearms and turning them, as it went, to silver-grey, a tracery of scarred light under the skin like frost spreading up a window from the corner, like a river-delta drawn in cold metal, branching, climbing, and where it climbed the muscle locked and the breath sawed in my chest and I made a sound I’m not proud of, alone in the dark, paying a debt with the only currency I had left.

I have carried a man with a crushed leg down a mountain. I have set my own dislocated shoulder against a tree because there was no one else to do it. The overdraft was the worst pain I had ever paid, because it reached past the meat entirely, into whatever a man is under the meat, the thing that gets spent when there’s nothing left to spend. It felt like being read. Like a ledger laid open and a long cold finger going down the entries, line by line, taking. My breath went ragged and my heels drummed once on the wet stone and I bit down on the sound because a man dying alone still has the choice of how much noise to make about it, and I chose, mostly, to make my reckoning instead.

Thirty seconds, I thought, counting. Twenty. Pay it. Whatever’s behind the door, it can’t be worse company than drowning alone. Ten. The gold climbed. Pay it. Pay it. I have always paid my debts; it is the one thing the docks taught me before the guild taught me anything; you pay what you owe and you do not flinch from the paying, and if you have nothing left to pay with, you pay with yourself, because a man who won’t is a man no one will ever trust with a load.

The tracery reached my elbows and stopped. The gold in the door blazed white.

[ANCHOR ESTABLISHED.] [THE DOOR IS OPEN.]

And the inner doors of the Sunken Crown, that an empire had sunk a city to seal, opened inward on their own weight, gold light spilling out, and what was behind them was not a vault.

It was a throne, and a sarcophagus carved as a throne, draped in gold-threaded funeral silk gone soft with four hundred years, and rising up off it, out of the wrappings, unfolding into the gold light with the unhurried certainty of weather coming in off a sea, was a woman.

She rose the way the sun rises: no visible hurry, no wasted motion, then the whole world had changed its light. The funeral wrappings fell off her shoulders in lengths of gold thread, and underneath was a figure the church’s painters had spent four centuries failing to make modest: tall, full-bodied, an hourglass cut by a hand that wanted you to look and dared you to do anything about it. Golden-blonde hair, thick, half-bound in a crowned coil and half-loose down her back from lying down so long, catching the gold light and giving it back richer. Sun-gold fair skin without a mark on it, save one small old scar at the corner of her lips that no painting had ever shown. And eyes, when they opened, green, and not soft, not waking-confused, not grateful. Auditing. They opened and they priced the room in one sweep: the splitting plinths, the black water, the constructs, the sealed stair, and last, sitting in his own blood against her open door, the dying man who’d called her.

Her eyes settled on me and stayed.

She did not say a queenly thing. She did not say anything at all, for a moment. She stepped down off her sarcophagus-throne onto the cold stone, barefoot, in the ruin of her own funeral, and she turned and looked at her Vigil, her honor guard, the men leashed into eternal watch over her grave, and her mouth thinned until the small old scar at its corner stood out white, and what sat in those green eyes then was older and colder than grief.

Then she walked to the nearest one. It did not move against her; it was hers, leash and all. She reached up and she closed its visor with both hands, gently, the way you close the eyes of the dead, and as the visor shut the grey leash-light at its throat went out and the construct sank down onto its plinth and was only armor and bone and silt, at rest.

She went to the next one and did the same. And the next. Closing the visors of her own leashed dead, one by one, putting her honor guard to rest after four centuries on watch, and the room went quiet plinth by plinth as she walked it, gold light following her, until the last grey leash died and the Sunken Crown held nothing standing but a queen and a porter and the water going still.

One of them resisted her for half a breath. Not against her, I understood even dying, but against the leash, the old binding jerking the armor’s arm up with a halberd still in its fist, trying to make a dead loyal man strike the woman he had guarded in life. Maeva’s face did not change. She stepped inside the halberd’s reach, took the visor in both hands, and spoke the man’s name close enough that the bronze caught the warmth of it.

The halberd lowered. The grey at his throat guttered once, fighting its own extinction, and went out.

“Rest, Eamon,” she said, and shut the visor.

She spoke to them as she went. Low, in an old court-cadence I half-understood, names, I realized, she was saying their names, the names of her honor guard, each one as she closed its visor, four hundred years of men she’d known and lost and been buried beside and leashed above, and she said each name once and shut each visor gently and moved on, and not one tear, because an empress does not weep in front of her own dead, she settles their accounts. I lay against her open door bleeding and watched a woman do the saddest thing I have ever seen done without a single sign of grief, because the grief filled the act and showing it would have cheapened the names.

The last visor shut. The last grey leash died. And in the new quiet the gold light was the only light, and it lay over the black water like dawn over a flooded field, and the empress stood in the middle of her drowned mausoleum with her honor guard finally at rest and her capital sunk over her head and her killer four centuries dead and unpunished, and she turned, in all of it, to look at the one living thing in the room, which was the dying man who’d opened her door.

Only then did she come back to me.

She crouched, which an empress does not do, and she looked at me with those weighing green eyes, and she took my wrist, the right one, the worse one, and turned it to the gold light to look at the silver-grey tracery climbing it, and she pressed two fingers to the pulse at my throat, professional, reading the seep of the wound and the cold of my skin and the sum I’d already done.

“You’re dying,” she said. Her voice was warm, a contralto, exact as a tally, with something amused running underneath it even now, even here. “You called me with a debt your body is currently paying, and you have, by the cold of you, perhaps half an hour left, and you spent the last of yourself to wake a stranger you’ve never met.”

“It rhymed,” I said. My voice came out worse than hers. “With my need. The door said so.”

“And what is your need, summoner?”

I thought about it, because she’d asked it plainly and the dying owe plain answers. “Not to drown alone in a cage some cowards sealed,” I said. “And for the people who sealed it to find out what it cost them. In that order.”

The amusement underneath her voice surfaced, just slightly, and it was a terrible and beautiful thing to see on a face minted on dead coins.

“You have ruined your arms for me,” she said, turning my wrist again, “asked nothing, and apologized for nothing except, I suspect, the timing.”

“I’m sorry about the timing,” I said. “I’d planned to be a better host. There’s usually tea.”

She laughed. Once, low, surprised out of her, and four hundred years of dark made it the most expensive sound in the world.

“Tea,” she repeated, and she got an arm under me, an empress lifting a porter out of his own blood with a strength that had nothing to do with her frame, “will be discussed. As will repayment. I am not in the habit of leaving my debts unsettled, and you, summoner, have just become a very interesting debt.”

The fever came up over me then, the body collecting on its overdraft, the dark crowding in at the edges of the gold.

“Maeva,” she said, before I went under, putting the name into my fading account like a coin she meant me to keep. “Maeva Castellan. You’ll have heard me called other things. We’ll correct that. Sleep, summoner. You’re not going to die today. I’ve decided.”

And because four hundred years dead or not she was still an empress, and because empresses who decide things are obeyed even by their own dying bodies, I didn’t.


Chapter 3: The Empress’s Terms

I spent two days dying slower than I’d planned, supervised by an empress with the bedside manner of a quartermaster auditing a flood.

Fever does odd things to time. I have it in pieces. I have her hands, which were not gentle, peeling my ruined shirt off the wound and packing it with something from my own med-kit that she’d evidently field-stripped and reorganized while I was under, because when I surfaced enough to look, my kit was laid out on a dry plinth in an order that wasn’t mine and was, I had to admit through the fever, better than mine. I have the gold light, which never quite went out, banked low in the funeral-script of the open doors, throwing warmth across the cold blue-grey stone. I have her voice, reading.

She used the two-day lull like a general: gathering intelligence, and the intelligence she gathered was the century, off whatever I had on me, because I was the only century she’d met.

She found my almanac.

“This is appalling,” she said, on the first day, or the second, holding the little book to the gold light. “Four hundred years and the calendar has not improved. You still hang an entire harvest festival on a moon you can’t predict to the week. And the borders. Castellan held the Wend-march for a generation and now I cannot find the Wend-march on your map at all. Who let it go?”

“Before my time,” I managed.

“Everything is before your time, summoner. You’re a child.” She turned a page. “Your tea notes, however. These I approve of. One way, the same every time, no decoration. A man who brews tea like a man laying a fire. Honest.” She said it like she said everything, a ruling handed down, and I understood even fevered that to be called honest by this woman was to be paid in a coin she did not spend lightly.

She made the tea herself, the second day, from my leaf, following my own notes, one way, the same every time, and she brought me a cup and watched me drink it and waited, and I understood that I was being examined, that the empress had brewed tea to my own method to see whether the method was as honest in the cup as it was on the page, and I drank it and it was good, exactly right, and I told her so, and she looked, for one instant, absurdly pleased, an empress of three duchies gratified to have brewed a porter’s tea correctly.

“I have not made my own tea in four hundred years,” she said, taking the cup back to study the leaves in the bottom, an old court habit. “Servants made it. Tasters tasted it, after the garden; one learns caution. I’d forgotten the doing of it was pleasant. The doing of small things with your own hands.” She set the cup down. “He took even that from me, the husband-king. Made me an empress so thoroughly that I forgot I was also a woman who could lay a fire and brew a cup. You’ll let me do small things, summoner. I’ve decided. It’s part of the repayment, though I’ll grant it’s repayment to myself. I’m going to be a person again, not only a throne, and apparently it starts with tea.”

She made the antechamber into a quartermaster’s camp, better than I would have, and I am not a man who says that lightly about another person’s logistics. She found the dry plinths and the high ground. She salvaged usable oil from the drowned lantern and got two real flames going from the one guttering wick, and she banked the gold light of the open door low and steady so it warmed without blinding, and she rationed, out of my own field-kit, the things a fevered man needs in the order he needs them: water first, then warmth, then the wound, then the talking.

“Your blanket rolls are disgraceful,” she announced at one point, which was how I learned she had remade them while I was unconscious.

“They roll.”

“They bulge. They snag. A blanket roll that snags in a retreat is an enemy action committed by cloth.” She had my spare shirt torn into strips beside her, my knife cleaned and laid with its edge turned away from my hand, the water flask positioned where I could reach it without pulling the wound. “My second quartermaster lost a mule-train to blanket-rolls once. I had him teach the whole column to roll them properly while the enemy watched from a hill and laughed. The enemy stopped laughing when that column moved twice as fast the next morning.”

“You punished bad packing with a lesson.”

“I punished bad packing with survival. Men confuse the two.” She tucked the last roll tight enough that I would have saluted it if I hadn’t been busy being fevered. “There. Now if we run, your blanket won’t kill you. Your century has improved pepper and ruined folding. Appalling trade.”

She also made a chart of my fever on the back of an old route note, little marks in imperial shorthand beside the hours, pulse, water, wound heat, lucidity. I found it later and understood that while I’d drifted in and out of the dark, she’d kept me counted, watered, watched, refused permission to fail. She’d kept a ledger of my fever the way a quartermaster keeps one of grain, and somehow being counted like that had warmed me through. It felt like being carried by someone who knew exactly how heavy a man was and did not complain about the load.

“You keep your kit like a man who’s patched himself before,” she said, the first day, repacking it after she’d stripped it. “Everything where the hand falls in the dark. I had a battle-surgeon once who packed exactly so. I had him knighted. He told me he’d rather have the coin, so I gave him the coin and knighted him anyway, to spite his modesty.” She held up a twist of my burn-salve, smelled it again, and weighed the little packet in her palm. “You make your own salve.”

“Beeswax, pine-pitch, and a marsh-root the fen-wives sell. It draws heat out of a burn.”

“It’s good.” She set it in reach of my right hand, the burning one. “Better than the court physicians’, who’d have bled me for a burn and called it humors. Four hundred years, summoner, and I find the best field-medicine I’ve met belongs to a porter dying in my grave.” She said it like a verdict, which from her it was, and I learned across those two days that to be found competent by Maeva Castellan was a thing she handed out more rarely than her own trust, and that she’d handed me the first within an hour of waking.

She read my maps too, all of them, and corrected three. “Your Marren shoreline is wrong here,” she said, on the first day, tracing the lake-edge with a fingernail. “There was a landing district along this shelf, in my time, a whole quarter of chandlers and rope-walks. It’s under your blue ink, marked open water. The lake took it when he sank my capital. You’ve drawn the drowning and not the drowned.” She said it without weight, a cartographer’s correction, and then she was quiet a moment over the place a quarter of her city had been, and then she moved on, the grief folded and shelved with everything else she could not yet put right. But she told me, before she moved on, the names of three of the streets, so that someone living would know them, and I wrote them in the margin, and they are written there still.

She asked about the betrayal in pieces, between map-corrections: not all at once, not pressing, letting the account come in the order the survivor can give it. How many. What their skills were. Who gave the orders and who carried them. Who hesitated. She filed each answer with the slate-cool attention of a woman building an order of battle, and when I told her about Liria’s small boots and the prayer through the closing gap, she paused, and said, “One who watched and couldn’t speak. There’s always one. Keep her in a separate column, summoner. The one who can’t speak today is the witness who breaks the case tomorrow, and you do not spend a breaking witness early.” I’d think of that many times. She was right about that, as she was right about most things, having had four centuries and three duchies to practice being right.

The wound knit. Not by magic; she had no healing in her, she told me flat. By packing and rest and the simple fact that the vessel had been nicked and not cut, and a nicked vessel clots if you keep still and don’t bleed out first, and an empress standing over you telling you that you’ve decided not to die has a measurable effect on a man’s willingness to oblige.

The tracery did not knit. The silver-grey climbed both forearms to the elbow and stayed, scarred and permanent, the river-delta of cold metal under my skin. On the second day, when the fever broke enough that I could sit up against her sarcophagus and hold a cup of water without spilling it, she took my wrist again and turned it to the light and studied the tracery the way Bram studied a man’s weight.

“You’ll keep these,” she said. “They don’t fade.”

“I know how I drew them.”

“You drew them calling a stranger you owed nothing, with your last coin, while bleeding. I have known generals who would not spend that on their own sons.” She set my wrist down. Her thumb stayed a moment over the worst of the branching, the tally done. “Expenditure in your favor. I repay my debts. Remember that I said so.”

I’d noticed the thing about the bond by then, the small impossible thing.

She’d walked out of the chamber the first day, beyond the open doors, up the dry steps toward the deep water, scouting our way out, and I’d felt her go, not seen her, felt her, a thread of awareness at the very edge of my senses that ran out of the chamber with her and didn’t break and didn’t pull. When she came back it slackened. When she stood near it warmed. I’d seen a leash; the Vigil wore them, grey and tight and binding. This thread worked the other way around. It was a door left open between two rooms. You could feel the other room was there. You couldn’t make anyone stay in it.

“You felt that,” she said, the second time she came back, watching my face. “When I crossed the chamber’s edge.”

“Like there’s a room I can’t see, and you’re in it.”

“Anchored, perhaps. The door called it something close.” She lowered herself to sit on the steps, an empress folding gracefully onto cold stone, and the gold light moved with her. She’d tested it deliberately, I understood, as she tested everything; she’d walked to the chamber’s edge and beyond as a test of what I’d done to her, whether the man who’d called her had put a hand at the back of her neck like all the summoners in the histories, and she’d found no hand there, and she’d come back to tell me so, the finding delivered.

“I need you to understand what I’m telling you,” she went on, “because you don’t, yet; you think you’ve done a small strange magic and you’ve done something the archives of three kingdoms swear is impossible. Every summoner who ever lived leashed what he called. I was read once, long ago, by the men who put my guard in those visors; they tried to leash me too, dead as I was, and a leash you feel as a fist, a pressure, a will laid over your own. I have spent four hundred years braced against the feel of a fist that never quite closed, because I was too far gone in the dark for even the leash to hold.” Her green eyes held mine. “And then you opened a door, and there was no fist. I checked. I walked to the edge of what you’ve anchored and out past it, and the thread held and pulled at nothing. You couldn’t make me stay if you wished to. There has never, in any record I know, been a summoner with no fist.” She looked at me. “So. Knowing that, I am going to ask you the only question that matters, and you are going to answer it like the porter you are and not the hero you’re not, and then we’ll discuss terms.”

“Ask.”

She picked up the worn coin from my bag.

I hadn’t known she’d found it. It was an old coin, a four-hundred-year-old imperial half-mark, worn near smooth, that I’d bought off a junk-stall years back because the profile on it had a face I liked, an empress with a strong jaw and amused eyes, and I’d carried it for luck like I carried coppers to shrines. The profile on the coin was the woman sitting on the steps in front of me. I’d been carrying her face in my bag for three years without knowing whose it was.

She turned it in her fingers. “They minted me,” she said. “After. The husband-king put my profile on the half-mark and called himself the Unifier on the whole, and the histories you’d have read, if your appalling calendar left room for histories, will tell you that Aldous Castellan unified three warring duchies and that his beloved empress died young and tragic and that he wept at her funeral.” She set the coin down on the step, face up, the amused profile looking at the dark vault ceiling. “I unified the three duchies. Statecraft, charm, and two short wars I planned and he announced. And when it was done, when there was one throne and one crown and only one of us needed to sit it, he could not survive being the second-most-capable person in his own empire. So he fed me hemlock in my own garden, from a cup he poured himself, and he held my hand while it worked, and he wept, genuinely, I’ll grant him that, he was a sentimental coward, and then he had my capital district sunk over my grave and my honor guard leashed to watch it, so that the empress who built the empire could not, even dead, embarrass the man who took the credit.”

She said all of it in the same warm, measured voice she used for everything else, and only at the end, on the word garden, did something move under it that the four centuries hadn’t worn smooth.

She told me more across those two days, in pieces, each one measured before she spent it. She told me about the three duchies and how she’d unified them, which was not how the histories had it, all of it battle and her husband’s banner; it was mostly marriage-brokering and tariff-treaties and one very public mercy to a defeated duke that bought her two others without a sword drawn, and two short sharp wars she’d planned to the hour to make the marrying stick. She told me about the Wend-march and the fleet she’d kept for pepper, and laughed, bitterly, that the pepper was cheap now and the march was forgotten and the fleet was centuries of rot at the bottom of a sea. She told me about her physic garden, the one she’d planted with her own hands, the hemlock among the healing herbs because hemlock in small measure eases a racing heart, and she did not laugh at all when she told me about the garden, and I learned to step around the garden the way you step around a wound you’ve been told is there.

And she audited my betrayal like a campaign report, because she’d asked for the receipts and I’d given them, and a debt she had not yet priced was a debt that would keep her up.

“That’s the receipt,” I said.

She glanced at me.

“On Cylas.” I’d been doing the arithmetic the whole time, fevered or not; the porter never stops counting. “You asked what I need and I said for the people who sealed the door to find out what it cost them. But you’re showing me your own ledger, and you’re showing it to me because the shapes match. A man takes the credit for the work another person did, and then the person becomes inconvenient because they’re proof, and so he disposes of the proof and weeps at the funeral. Your husband and my Hero. Same trade. Different scale.”

The green eyes warmed, fractionally, as they had when I’d said tea.

“There it is,” she murmured. “I wondered if you saw it or only carried it. You see it.” She leaned forward, forearms on her knees, and now she was not an empress on a coin, she was a campaigner over a map. “Then hear the rest of the audit, summoner, because I priced your betrayal while you slept the way I’d price an enemy’s order of battle. Your Hero’s gold sheen, the one that brightens when crowds love him. That isn’t charm. I’ve had charm; charm doesn’t come with a tide that reads off the moon and a survey drawn wrong on purpose. That’s a blessing, and a blessing is a loan, and a loan has a lender, and a man who lends a peasant the strength of legends does not do it out of generosity. Someone owns your Hero’s glory the way a landlord owns a house. And tenants,” she said, and the word came out cold and exact, “are always cruelest about the rent. He spent you to make a payment. The question is to whom.”

I filed it. I didn’t have an answer; she didn’t expect one. She was teaching me to read a ledger I hadn’t known I was standing inside.

“That’s later,” she said, sitting back. “Now, the question. You’ve anchored me. The door’s open. I can step through it into your century or I can step back through it into the dark and be done, and you have not got the Renown to stop me or the cruelty to try. So I’m asking, with open eyes, the most dangerous question an empress can ask, which is whether to trust a man with everything, again.” Her chin lifted. “Tell me what I’m trusting. Not what you’ll give me. What you are.”

So I told her. Fevered, plain, no hero in it.

I told her about the docks first, because that’s where the accounting started. Orphaned young in a ferry town, raised by errands and dock-work, and the lesson the docks teach a boy with no people is that usefulness is the only currency he has, that a useful boy gets fed and an idle one gets nothing, and that you make yourself indispensable or you make yourself gone. I told her about the certification at nineteen, [Summon Echo], the weakest grade on the roll, and how Cylas had hired me not despite it but because of it, because a man wants a porter who can’t be anything else, who’ll never outshine him, who’ll stand at the back and make the column run and make the Hero look taller at the stones. I told her I’d taken it, gladly, for five years, because being useful to a famous man felt, to a dock-orphan, like being something, right up until the morning they used me as bait and I learned what useful had been worth to them all along, which was a tomb floor.

I told her I was a porter who’d been used for five years and had finally been used up, and that I’d called her because the door rhymed and because I didn’t want to die alone in a cage, and that I had nothing to offer an empress, no army, no Renown, no name worth the etching, only a habit of counting exits and packing columns so everyone came home, and that if she stepped through the door she’d be stepping into a man with ruined arms and an empty purse and a Hero’s whole party wanting him stay dead. I told her she’d be wise to step back into the dark. I told her I’d hold the door open while she decided, because that was the one thing I could do, hold a door, I was good at doors.

She listened to all of it without moving.

“You’re trying to talk me out of it,” she said.

“I’m telling you the true weight of the load. You decide if you carry it. I don’t lie about loads. People die when you lie about loads.”

And the green eyes, the auditing eyes that had priced ten thousand men and found every one of them wanting because every one of them wanted the throne, those eyes went, for a moment, unguarded.

“Four hundred years,” she said softly, “and the first man to wake me freed me with his last coin, closed my guard’s eyes for them before he saw to his own wound, and is now, while bleeding, trying to convince me not to trust him because he thinks I’d be making a bad investment.” She picked up the coin, my coin, her face, and she pressed it into my palm and closed my fingers over it. “Keep it. I’m choosing, summoner. With open eyes, knowing the price. The door opened. What you did with the door made the choice.”

Behind my ribs, where the deed-stones weigh truth, something settled, and the gold light in the script flared warm, and the words came.

[BOND OFFERED – TETHERED.] [HER CHOICE, FREELY MADE.] [ACCEPTED.]

The fever was gone. I knew it by the slack and the different pull, the body turning like a tide, and I sat up off the sarcophagus under my own strength for the first time in two days, and she watched me do it with frank approval, and the open door between us brightened from a thing barely felt to a warmth standing in the room with her.

“Good,” she said. “Now do it again without making the face of a martyr at a tax hearing.”

I did it again. Worse face, probably, but cleaner. She made me drink water, made me hold the cup myself, and did not help when my hand shook, which was mercy of a kind I understood. A man who has been carried back from dying needs one small task he can do without being carried through it. She let me have that, and I liked her for it before I had the strength to admit how much.

“Now,” Maeva Castellan said, and rose, and the gold-thread wrappings shifted over her skin, “we discuss repayment.”

She reached up and began to unlace the funeral-gold wrappings herself.

She did it slowly, and she did it watching me watch her, and that was the bargain, the watching; she was an empress and an empress does not undress, she unrobes, she conducts it, and she conducted this. The lengths of gold thread came away from one shoulder and then the other, deliberate, each one a sentence in a language I was learning to read, and the gold light moved on her sun-gold skin, and for once I stood perfectly still and let myself do nothing but look.

“You may,” she said, “use your hands. Slower. There.”

The church’s painters had lied, and I had no use for their modesty. She was full-bodied and heavy-breasted in a way the wrappings had only hinted, her bust the kind that no bodice four centuries past had been built to hold and the gold-thread wasn’t trying to, falling away to bare her by degrees, and when the last of it dropped to the cold stone she stood in the gold light over the dying man she’d decided would live, and she let me look, and she priced what looking did to me with those green eyes, and approved of the price.

I looked like a man who’d forgotten he was allowed to. My eyes went where eyes go, and I made no apology for it, because she’d unwrapped herself precisely so they would: down the long line of her, the bare feet that had stepped from a sarcophagus as if stone itself owed her passage, the strong smooth legs, the wide regal sway of her hips, the cinched waist the wrappings had hidden, and then up to the full heavy weight of her breasts in the candle-gold. They sat heavy and proud on her chest, sun-gold and flawless, the dark areolae wide and the nipples already standing, and they moved when she breathed, the soft mass of them shifting with a weight no cloth could ever have made decent. My breath went out of me rough and my cock answered before my mind had finished the thought, blood gone heavy and low, my length thickening hard against the inside of my clothes, my hands wanting her before I’d decided to let them. The exit-counting part of my brain, the part that had never once gone quiet in five years, went quiet. There was only the gold light and the woman in it and the warm thread between us carrying her satisfaction back to me, bright as new metal off a forge: she felt what looking at her did to me, through the bond, felt my pulse hammer and my cock strain, and it pleased her, and the pleasure looped back, doubled, and I was hard and aching and leaking against my own clothes, entirely riveted to a queen at the bottom of a lake.

“Better,” she murmured, watching the look land. “Four centuries of men who looked at me and saw a throne. You look at me and see me. I can feel it, summoner, through your strange honest door. There’s no throne in it. Only the woman.” Her hemlock-scarred lips curved. “Witness me, then. That’s all I’ve ever wanted and the one thing none of them could do.”

“Attend me,” she said again, lower, the decree gone soft at the edges.

She came down into my lap like a throne being lowered. Astride me, on the bedroll she’d laid out, her weight settled over my thighs the way a verdict settles, unhurried and already decided, the bare heat of her pussy pressing down over the hard ridge of me through the last of my clothes, and she took my hands, the burn-scarred ones, and set them where she wanted them, both of them, on the heavy soft weight of her breasts. They filled my palms and overfilled them, warm and yielding, the stiff peaks of her nipples pressing hard into the rope-scars on my hands. My cock jerked against her where she sat, and through the new thread between us I felt her notice it, approve it, feel the answering pulse of her own arousal go slick and hot against my clothed length, and want the evidence closer.

“Your hands are ruined,” she said, court-formal, narrating, “and they’re warm, and they have rope-scars and they spent themselves on me, and I am going to be worshipped by them, summoner, that’s the first clause.” Her hips found a slow rhythm against me through what was left of my clothes. “Witness me. That’s the second. Four hundred years no one has; they’ve used me, or sung me, or minted me. You’re going to be the one who does. Slower. Just so.”

I worshipped her as she’d decreed. I took the full heavy weight of one breast in my hand, learning it, the give and warmth of it, the soft mass spilling past my fingers no matter how I cupped it, and brought my mouth to the other. I closed my lips around her nipple and drew it in, working the stiff peak with my tongue, and the first hard pull pulled the court out of her voice in a low unguarded sound, and I felt it through the thread at the same instant I heard it, doubled, hers and the echo of hers, the bond making her pleasure mine. Her hands came into my hair and held me there, not directing now so much as keeping. I took my time. I sucked and licked and grazed her with my teeth, palming and squeezing the breast my mouth wasn’t on, rolling her wet nipple between my fingers, dragging more of those broken sounds out of her, until her hips rolled and ground her bare slick pussy down the length of my trapped cock and the gold light along her ribs brightened with each pass.

“Yes,” she breathed. “The other. Both. You may use your teeth, gently, ah, just there.” Her hips had started their slow grind against me of their own accord, the court-precision gone from her breath if not yet her words. “Since the garden, no one has, the painters hid these, the fools, they hid the best of me under modest cloth, and you’ll have what they hid, all of it, every last bit of it”

I got my clothes out of the way with hands that shook and not from the fever, and my cock sprang free hard and flushed between us. She looked down at it, her gaze dropping briefly somewhere south of imperial, and her mouth curved as if she’d just improved her estimate. “Oh,” she said, almost softly. “There is more to audit.” She lifted to let me, one hand braced on my shoulder, and reached down with the other to fit the thick head of my cock to the wet heat of her pussy. She was soaked, slippery and burning against my crown, and she dragged me through her slick once, twice, slicking me, notching me against her entrance. She held herself there for one measured breath, letting us both feel the choice, the stretch of her starting to part around just the tip. Then she sank down, slow and deep and unhurried, her pussy swallowing me inch by inch, gripping and yielding and gripping again, the slick clutch of her so tight I felt every measured descent in my teeth, until her thighs rested against mine and I was buried to the root inside an empress who had chosen my lap as the first throne of her second life. She sat there a moment, fully seated, full of me, and let out a long shaking breath that had no court left in it at all.

“Oh,” she breathed, low and full, and rode me, slow, commanding, setting the tempo with her hips and her hands flat on my chest, her crowned braid coming loose strand by strand to fall around us both. “This. The first thing I do with my second life, summoner, and I’m doing it astride a man who tried to talk me out of trusting him. Tribute received. Attend me.”

I witnessed her. I got my mouth on her tits where my hands had been, sucking one hard nipple while my thumbs worked the other, dragging the heavy weight of them against my face, and her composure broke into a plain hungry sound. Her pussy clenched around my cock each time she lifted and sank, tight and slick and gripping, the wet of her sliding down to where we joined, and I learned, with my hands locked on the warm regal spread of her hips, that I was permitted to direct her rhythm, and then that I was wanted to. The empress discovered with each slow drag of her cunt up and down my shaft that she liked the hands that had ruined themselves for her taking the tempo from her, and she said so, the diction shortening as it went.

“Like that. Yes. Slower, then, when I, oh, gods, yes”

I set my hands on her hips and held her to my pace, and that was the turn, the moment that mattered, the empress who’d settled astride to direct discovering that being directed was the thing she’d been hungry for under all the directing. I slowed her when she’d have hurried, drove up into her when she’d have stayed slow, snapped my hips up to meet her on the way down so my cock drove deep enough to punch a grunt out of her, took the rhythm out of her hands entirely, and she let me, and then she wanted it, and then she was past wanting into needing. Her wet cunt gripped me harder and wetter each time I lifted her off me and dragged her back down the full length of me, the slick of her running down my length and over my fingers, the soft slap of her riding me filling the chamber, and her court-language came apart in my hands.

“Oh, that’s, you may, no, don’t ask, just, gods, take it, take the, I yield the tempo, summoner, it’s yours, I” Her hands left my hair and braced flat on my chest, over the heartbeat, and she rode the pace I set with her head back and her gold hair loose around us both and four centuries of being the one who decided everything pouring out of her as plain hunger. “I had forgotten. I had forgotten what it was to be, oh, to be carried instead of carrying, harder, summoner, harder”

At her peak she took my hand off her hip and pressed the burn-scarred palm flat over her heart, over the wild gold pulse of it, and she said, “Witness it,” one last time. Then she broke. Her cunt clenched down around me in hard rippling spasms, gripping and releasing and gripping, the muscle of her milking the length of my cock in waves, her thighs locking against mine and her whole body going taut over me. Gold light blazed up under her skin and laced along her ribs in bright veins. Her head tipped back, her crowned hair spilled loose around us both, and a sound came out of her that no church painter had ever been allowed to hear, low and broken and entirely a woman’s, and the bond, at that exact moment, sealed.

[BOND: TETHERED – HER CHOICE, FREELY MADE.]

It was the strangest, most intimate thing that had ever happened to me, and I have a careful man’s vocabulary for strange and intimate things and none of it covered this. For three heartbeats I was inside her senses and she inside mine, the bond at its sealing throwing the door between us wide, and I felt my own hands on her from her side of it, felt what my mouth had done to her as she’d felt it, felt the centuries-deep ache of being wanted for a throne meeting the simple present fact of being wanted for herself, and she felt, from my side, what it was to be seen by someone who’d had the whole world to choose from and chosen the man at the back. There was no hiding in it. That was the thing the histories couldn’t have told me, the thing no leash-summoner had ever known: the anchor-bond at its peak is a place where nothing can be faked, where her pleasure and mine ran into each other with no wall between, and a man who’s spent five years being lied to about his worth feels a thing crack open in him when a queen’s honest wanting pours through a door straight into his chest with no lie in it anywhere.

For three heartbeats I felt her pulse from the inside. Her climax was mine, looped through the open door and back, the spasms of her cunt arriving in my own body as if I were the one coming apart, and mine, when it took me a breath later, was hers. I drove up into her once more, buried myself full-length, held her down hard on my cock with both hands locked on her hips hard enough to leave marks, and came deep inside her on a rough sound of her name. My cock pulsed and emptied in long hot spurts, jet after jet flooding into her, and I felt each one twice, once in the clench of my own release and once through the thread as she felt herself being filled, and she took every spurt with a low satisfied sound, her cunt still milking me, working the last of it out of me, gold light running along both our ribs at once. Three times, exactly three, I felt two hearts where there’d been one, and my cum and her wet ran warm between us where we were still joined.

Then it slackened to a low warm hum under my ribs, and she was sprawled over me, breathing, an empress in glorious disarray with her braid undone, and she traced one finger up the silver-grey tracery of my forearm where it lay against her thigh.

“Look what you spent on me,” she said, satisfied, fond, following the silver-grey line with one fingertip as if she were reading a sum. “I’m thorough about what I’m owed, summoner. You’ll learn that.” She settled her weight more comfortably over me, in no hurry to move, claiming the warmth back inch by inch like ground she’d been kept off too long. “Your satisfaction tastes of warm metal, did you know that? Through the thread. Like a struck coin. I’ll have to get used to that.”

She didn’t move off me. An empress reclaims her ground slowly. She lay along my chest with her cheek at my collarbone and her gold hair spilled across us both, and after a while she pressed two fingers to the pulse at my throat, the way she’d done when she was deciding whether to let me live, except now she only counted it because it was hers to count. The first person in five years to weigh the cost of me and call it worth paying.

She lifted my wrist and pressed her lips once to the worst of the branching, which was not a court gesture at all. “You called this down on yourself for a stranger,” she said, “and you’d do it again tomorrow, and you’ve decided that means it was free.” Her fingers closed around my wrist, possessive and careful at once. “We’ll discuss that. Not tonight.”

I lay in the gold light at the bottom of a lake with an empress’s pulse fading slow against my chest, and I did not count a single exit.

“Now,” Maeva said, against my throat, already planning, because the campaign never quite left the back of her mind, not even here. “About your Hero, and the rent he owes. We’re going to do this the way I unified three duchies, summoner. No speeches. No screaming at the man. We out-deed him, in daylight, with receipts, until the stones themselves say what happened and the whole province reads it off the rock.” She lifted her head, and the green eyes were bright. “Do you have receipts?”

“Severed guide-line,” I said. “Saskia’s signature cut. Odette’s ward residue. Soundings against the filed survey. They’re upstairs, where they left me. I never throw away a load.”

“Then we have everything we need,” she said. “Your Hero runs on belief, summoner; I felt it the moment you described his gold sheen brightening at the crowd. You starve a thing like that. You stand a true deed on a stone beside his bought song and let the province do its own arithmetic, and you never once raise your voice. That will cost him more than any blade.”

“No speeches,” I said.

“No speeches. Speeches are for men who can’t make the rock talk.” The empress smiled at the bottom of her own grave, and it was the most dangerous and the most beautiful thing I had ever seen.

She dressed in the gold light, gathering the funeral-wrappings back into something she could walk out of a tomb in, and as she did she gave me the first piece of the long campaign. “We tell no one what I am. Not yet. A foreign lady, an envoy, a patron’s representative; a story the bog-towns will swallow whole and the courts would choke on, which is fine, because we keep clear of courts.” She pinned the gold thread. “A province that isn’t ready for a truth rejects the man who tells it. So they meet Lady Maeva, and the stones build the case slowly, and one day they work out what I am on their own, from the inside, where it sticks. Reveal nothing the audience hasn’t earned the right to believe. Your Hero broke that rule trying to be a legend before he’d earned one. We won’t. We’ll be underestimated as long as it’s useful, summoner, and we’ll enjoy it, because being underestimated is the most comfortable armor there is.”

“Get dressed yourself,” she added, already imperial again. “We’re going to go and be inconvenient.”


Chapter 4: Walking Out

Getting out of the Sunken Crown was work I was actually good at, which felt strange after two days of being good at dying.

Odette’s collapsed ward sealed the stair-head from the antechamber side, but a ward folded shut is a ward you can read, and I read it. She’d re-anchored the funeral-binding onto the door-frame’s existing grooves, fast and clean, but fast and clean means she’d used the grooves that were there and not cut new ones, and a binding that uses the old grooves has the old gaps. I found the gap where the original coronation-script broke for a mason’s join, and I worked an echo-bar into it.

That was the trick I’d never been able to show the party, because they never gave me a problem worth it. [Summon Echo] copies things I’ve carried. I’ve carried a thousand pry-bars. The copy was faint and grey and would hold maybe twenty seconds before it thinned, but twenty seconds of leverage in the right gap of a binding that’s only as strong as its weakest join is all a porter needs, and the ward peeled back along the mason’s break with a sound like ice giving on a pond.

“You could have done that on the way down,” Maeva observed, behind me, watching me work with the close attention she gave everything.

“On the way down it was a sealed tomb I didn’t want opened,” I said. “Different problem.”

Two Vigil constructs hadn’t sunk back when she closed the others; stragglers, anchored to a deeper part of the binding, still standing in the black water of the flooded stair with their visors down and their halberds long. I felt my pulse want to climb at the sight of the things that had killed me, and then Maeva’s certainty struck under my ribs like a coin laid flat on a table, and she stepped down past me into the water.

“Call them,” she said. She didn’t mean summon. In her mouth it was the caller’s word, the shot named before it lands.

“Left one’s footing is on a sound step, right one’s standing on the false ramp silt,” I said, reading the water: sound step, false ramp, silt over a drop. “Take the right one first. When it falls it’ll go through the ramp and the left one will turn to track the noise. That’s your opening on the left.”

She did exactly that. She was not a duelist; she didn’t fence as Yrsa would later teach me to read. She was a lance, a force aimed and released, and watching her fight was watching a thing decide a question. She closed on the right construct through the black water without a wasted step, and it brought its halberd around in the four-hundred-year drill, and she didn’t parry it, she simply wasn’t where it went, the way weather isn’t where you point at it; and she took its halberd-arm at the leash-band where the binding was weakest, because I’d told her the leash-band was weakest, and the bronze came apart along the grey light and the construct went down through the false ramp into the dark under the floor.

The left one turned to the noise, exactly as I’d called, exposing the throat for the half-second it took to track the sound, and Maeva put her hand through its throat at the band, and it sank, and she crouched in the water and closed its visor where it lay, as she’d closed all the others, a name said low, before she let it rest.

“You called both shots true,” she observed, wading back, gold light dripping off her with the lake-water. “I felt you brace through the door each time, the way a man braces before he speaks and isn’t sure he’ll be heard. You’re not used to being heard.”

“I’m used to being told to take the spare rope.”

“You will adjust,” the empress said, “to being heard.” She said it like a decree, which meant it was one.

She waited for my call before each one. An empress, waiting on a porter’s call. I noted that and tucked it away somewhere warmer than the receipts.

I timed the flooded stair against the tide. It was reading off the moon, like Coll said, so the windows weren’t on the survey’s schedule, they were on the lake’s, and I’d been reading the lake’s schedule off the water-marks on the stair walls the whole two days I lay fevered, because I have never once been able to stop counting, fever or no. The marks on the wall told me the rise and fall to the inch, and the inches told me the slack, and the slack was the one window where the deep stair dropped below the worst of the flood for the length of time it takes a careful pair to climb it.

I threw an echo-plank across the worst of the false ramps, the same trick that had bogged Saskia on the way down turned now to a bridge, and I sent Maeva first because if the plank thinned under weight I’d rather it thinned under the one of us least likely to panic in black water, and she crossed it with an empress’s disregard for the possibility of falling, and I came after on the fading copy in the last second of its holding, and we went up through the deep water on the slack with the cold to our chests and the gold light of the open doors falling away behind us into the dark.

The last stair fought me for every step. My side had stiffened during the climb, and the wet bandage dragged cold against the cut each time I lifted my knee. The anchor-burn in my forearms made the stone feel too sharp under my palms, as if every groove in the drowned masonry had teeth.

Maeva noticed, of course. Empresses noticed weakness because weakness killed courts, and because she had decided mine was not to be wasted without her consent.

“Pause,” she said.

“Slack won’t.”

“Then spend the pause properly.”

She took my wrist before I could answer and set my hand on the next intact rail-stone, placing me exactly where the climb wanted me. Her fingers were warm through the lake-cold. The thread between us tightened, and for a breath I felt her read the stair through me: the old chisel-marks under my palm, the pull of the water against my thighs, the place my bad foot wanted to slip.

“There,” she said. “You are not hauling a column alone anymore.”

I wanted to tell her I knew that.

I didn’t. Knowing a thing and living like it was true are separate loads.

So I took the next step where she’d set me, called the next echo-plank across a broken run of black water, and she waited for my hand signal before she crossed. Not because she needed it. Because I did.

We came up out of the gatehouse onto the north shoal into a grey afternoon with the wound in my side aching and the tracery cold on my arms and an empress at my shoulder dripping lake-water and entirely unbothered by it. She stopped at the top of the dry steps and turned and looked back down into the dark of her own tomb for a long moment, at the place she’d lain four hundred years, at the doors standing open now that an empire had sunk a city to keep shut.

“Leave them open,” she said, before I could ask. “Let the lake have it. There’s nothing down there now but rest, and I’ve no more use for a grave.” She turned her face to the grey sky and the cold air and the smell of the living lake. “Up, summoner. I’ve a century to catch and a Hero to ruin, and I find I’m in a hurry about both.”

“There’s the sky,” Maeva said. She looked at it for a while. Four hundred years is a long time to go without a sky. “It’s the same sky. I find that reassuring and a little insulting.”

The party’s survey camp was on the north shoal, a long stone’s throw from the gatehouse, and they’d struck it and gone, of course, days ago. But struck in a hurry. I read the ground.

“They left fast,” I said, crouching over the scuffed turf. “Three horses out hard, north, the Veltmark road. They looted my pack.” My spare gear was scattered, the things they’d wanted gone, the things that could contradict a story. “They took my soundings. Or tried.” I checked my notebook, which I’d had on me, in my coat, against my skin, because a porter sleeps with his maps in reach and dies with them too. The three-summers-old soundings were safe. “They didn’t get the original. They got my fair copy. Whoever drew the wrong survey, they wanted the right numbers gone.”

“Odette,” Maeva said, who had been listening to two days of betrayal-ledger and learned the names.

“Odette.” I found the rest of it then. The receipts. They were exactly where competence and contempt leave receipts: in plain sight, because the people who left me didn’t think a corpse would ever read them.

The severed guide-line, where Saskia had cut it, the cut end fused not frayed, the signature back-cut that her own admirers wrote songs about, distinctive as a seal. I coiled it, cut end out, and pocketed it. The ward-residue where Odette had collapsed the antechamber binding had left a scorch-ghost on the gatehouse stone, a grey burn in the exact nested pattern of her dispel-signature, and I sketched it into my notebook against the original survey’s ward-diagram, the two side by side, the simplified seal and the real cage, in the same hand, hers. And the soundings, my brown-inked true ones, folded against a charcoal rubbing I took of the survey’s filed depths off the camp’s discarded copy.

Itemized. Cold. A porter’s inventory of a murder.

I sketched the ward-residue carefully, because a sketch made on the spot, dated, with the survey’s filed diagram drawn beside it in the same hand for comparison, is exactly what a stone will weigh someday if a witness will swear to it. I labeled each receipt by load-rule: what it was, where I found it, what it proved. Severed guide-line, north gatehouse, Saskia’s signature cut, proves the rope was cut not frayed. Ward-residue, gatehouse stone, Odette’s dispel-signature, proves the binding was collapsed by a trained hand and matches her work. Soundings folded against the filed survey, proves the depths were shot at the wrong season on purpose. I did not write proves Cylas gave the order, because no receipt in the camp proved that, and a porter does not write down what he cannot weigh.

Maeva crouched beside the severed guide-line without letting her skirts touch the mud, which was a talent I had not known empresses trained for and would not have believed if I had not seen it done. She studied the fused cut end, then the clean angle of it, then Saskia’s little flourish where the blade had drawn back through the last strand.

“She signed it,” Maeva said.

“She always signs it. Her admirers call it art.”

“Cruelty often hires critics.” Maeva held out her hand. “May I?”

I gave her the rope. She weighed it on her palm as if it were a tax ledger and not six feet of wet hemp that had once been my way home.

“This cut says she expected the dead to admire her workmanship,” she said. “Good. Vanity is a generous witness. It leaves itself behind.”

I took the rope back and coiled it tighter, cut facing out. “I’ll thank her for that someday.”

“No,” Maeva said.

I looked at her.

The gold in her eyes had nothing soft in it then. “You will let the stone thank her. You will stand close enough to watch her hear it.”

I put the rope in my pack.

“Filed,” I said.

“You collect these,” Maeva said, watching me, “like you packed columns. Without heat.”

“Heat spoils the load.” I tucked the folded soundings into my notebook. “If I scream at Cylas in a square, the crowd hears a grieving porter and a Hero’s denial and they believe the man with the gold sheen. If I lay these on a stone in daylight and let the stone weigh them, the crowd does the math themselves and I never raise my voice.” I closed the notebook. “He spent five years teaching me my work was invisible. I’m going to spend it back at him in public, with receipts, until the stones say what happened. No speeches.”

“Spoken like a woman who unified three duchies.” She said it as the highest compliment she had, and from her it was.

There was one more thing in the camp, and it didn’t fit the rest, and it took me a moment to read it because it was a kindness and there hadn’t been many of those.

A single set of boot prints, small, had come back to the camp alone after the others rode out. Come back, not stayed. They’d come from the south, the lakeshore, on foot, after the horses left, and they’d done one thing and gone again, south, on foot, in the rain that had fallen the first night. The one thing they’d done was take my med-kit, which had been scattered with the rest, and set it under the lee of a standing stone, out of the rain, closed, the strap looped neat. As if someone thought a dead man’s kit deserved to stay dry. As if someone couldn’t say a word but could, in the dark, alone, after the fact, do one small thing and carry the rest.

I read the rest of the trace off the mud. She’d peeled off from the party somewhere up the Veltmark road and walked all the way back, alone, hours of it, in that first night’s rain, to a camp she knew held a dead man’s scattered gear. She hadn’t buried me; there was no body to bury, I was sealed in the tomb. She hadn’t left a note; a note can be found, and a note can be sworn against the one who wrote it. She’d done the one small wordless thing a folded woman could do for a man she’d watched die, where no stone would witness it and no song would ever sing it, and then she’d turned and walked the whole road back again, to rejoin a party that thought she’d spent the night on her knees praying, and she’d said nothing to any of them.

I didn’t say the name. I knew the boot. Small, slight, a temple-issue sole.

“Someone came back,” Maeva said.

“Someone always almost does.” I picked up the med-kit. It was dry inside. The burn-salve was there, the needle, the waxed thread, every item in the order I’d packed it, untouched, kept dry by a woman who couldn’t say a word but couldn’t quite let a dead man’s kit rot in the rain. “Leave it in the column,” I said, which was the porter’s way of saying I’d keep her in the separate column Maeva had named, the one for the witness who couldn’t speak yet. “We don’t name that one. Not yet. She’ll name herself, when she can carry it. Until then she’s a kindness in the rain and a separate column, and we don’t spend her early.”

Maeva looked at the med-kit in my hands, and at the standing stone, and at the small returning bootprints, and she said, softly, “He killed an empire’s worth of better people than that priestess and never once had a single one of them walk back through the rain for him. Keep her, summoner. Not as a weapon. As proof that even in that party, one person couldn’t quite become what he needed them to be. That’s worth more than a receipt. That’s a crack in the thing, and cracks travel.”

We walked into Marrowford at dusk, two days dead, and the town was singing my funeral.

I heard it before I saw the square. The bard had a good voice and a packed common room at the Gilded Antler, and the song carrying out the open door into the street was new, with that fresh-commissioned shine on it, and it was about me.

“The Porter’s Door,” it was called, I’d learn. The chorus was already catching, an innkeeper’s room full and the ale flowing and the tune spreading hand to hand, and the verse going as we came up the street was the heroic one, the bait-tomb made beautiful, the loyal porter who held the door of the flooded stair so his brave companions could escape the waking dead, and gave his life, and was mourned, and the Hero who wept for his fallen friend and swore to honor his memory by becoming the legend the porter died to make.

Cylas had commissioned my death. Of course he had. A grieving Hero plays better than a careless one, and a porter who dies holding a door is a porter who can never come back and say the door was held shut on him by a mage’s collapsed ward.

“He’s given you a lovely funeral,” Maeva murmured, beside me in the street, listening. “Pity about the corpse. He’s buried you very thoroughly, summoner. People are going to be confused.”

“Let’s confuse them,” I said.

We walked in through the open door of the Gilded Antler in the middle of the second chorus.

I’ll give Marrowford this: it took them a beat. The bard, facing the door, saw us first, and his voice did a thing voices do when a man sees a ghost mid-song, a little crack on the high note, and a few heads turned to see what he was looking at, and then the rest turned, and the song fell apart in pieces across the room as people stopped singing about the dead porter and looked at the dead porter standing in the doorway, soaked, scarred, alive, with the most beautiful woman any of them had ever seen at his shoulder in the ruins of imperial funeral-gold.

Bram dropped a tankard. It hit the boards and rolled, beer everywhere, and the one-armed innkeeper stared at me across his own taproom, and then he started to laugh, the whole-body laugh, the wheeze building until he had to lean on the bar with his stump, laughing at his own dropped tankard and his own funeral song and the dead man in his doorway, until tears ran into his beard.

“You,” Bram wheezed, “owe me a tankard, porter, and an explanation, and the explanation had better be at least as good as the lady, which it won’t be, because nothing is.”

I went to the bar through a dead-silent room and put a copper on it for the tankard. “Held the door,” I said. “It held shut. Turns out that’s a different story than the one you’re singing.” I looked at the bard, who was still gaping, witness-shard around his neck quietly catching all of it. “Don’t stop on my account. It’s a good song. Sing the second verse.” I put another copper down, slid it to him. “For the fiction. I liked the bit where I’m brave.”

The bard, to his credit, took the copper, and looked at the witness-shard on his cord, and you could see the man working out that whatever he sang now was being caught and carried to the mother-stones, and that the smart play was to sing the truth he was looking at and not the lie he’d been paid for.

He sang the second verse, and it was a new one, made on the spot, as good bards make them, and it was about a porter who walked out of a tomb a Hero fled, and it was clumsy and it scanned badly and it was the truest verse anyone had sung about me in five years, and I bought him a third ale for it. The room took it up halfway through, the bog-province quick to learn a tune, and by the end of the night the Antler was singing a “Porter’s Door” that ended with the door held shut on the porter and the porter walking out anyway, and I sat at the bar and listened to my own song mutate from a Hero’s elegy into something else, and Bram, mopping, said, “That’s the thing about songs, porter. They go where the singing is, and the singing’s here now, and you bought it for three coppers. Cheapest war I ever saw won.”

“I didn’t win anything,” I said. “I just bought a verse.”

“You bought the second verse of the song that’s about to chase your Hero across a province,” Bram said. “Sing it in every town between here and Veltmark by harvest. You’ll see. A bought song’s a rented thing; it goes home when the coin stops. A song a room makes up because it’s looking at the truth, that one’s owned, and owned songs outlast their subjects.” He wrung the rag. “He commissioned a wreath. You bought a second verse for three coppers and turned his wreath into a noose. I’ve held wagers forty years and I’ve never seen a man do more with less. Drink your half.”

The empress at my shoulder chose that moment to become someone else.

She changed registers completely and without visible effort, and I watched it happen and it was a kind of magic I had no name for. The imperial bearing folded down half a notch into something a touch warmer, a touch more foreign, a noblewoman of somewhere far rather than a queen of everywhere, and when she spoke her precise diction picked up a faint traveled accent that hadn’t been there an hour ago.

“Lady Maeva,” she said, to Bram, to the room, with a small gracious incline of the head. “I represent a patron with interests in this province, who has retained the services of Master Marsh as guide and surveyor. We were delayed in our business at the lake.” A perfect pause. “I understand there has been some confusion about his health. As you see, the reports were premature.”

A patron. An envoy. A foreign lady of means retaining the local surveyor. It was a cover you could drive a wagon through if you looked hard, and nobody in that room was going to look hard, because nobody in that room had ever seen a woman like her and the story she was offering let them keep looking without being rude about it. She’d designed it in the time it took to cross a threshold, and it was airtight in exactly the ways a tavern needs and porous in exactly the ways a court would notice, and there were no courts in Marrowford.

“Lady Maeva,” Bram repeated, recovering, mopping beer one-handed. “Welcome to the Gilded Antler. The porter’s friends drink free tonight, and that’s everyone, because the porter’s not dead, and that’s worth a round on the house.” The room broke into noise then, the relieved confused glad noise of a town that had been told to grieve and got to stop, and I bought the bard’s second verse with a copper and an empress made herself a foreigner and somewhere under it all Maeva’s delight came down the thread, warm and unhurried, a woman enjoying a part she’d written herself.

I went to the deed-stone in the morning, when the square was full.

The party’s tour-entry towered on the grey face of it, the fresh gold of the Sunken Crown deed they’d sworn in absentia, claiming first-clearing of the upper galleries and the tragic loss of their support, and the wreath of smaller deeds the memorial tour had hung around it. A monument to a lie, in gold, as tall as four of me.

I put my hand on the stone.

“I survived the Sunken Crown,” I said, plainly, to the stone, in the hearing of the square. “Sealed below the inner doors on the day of the descent. Two days. I walked out under the north gatehouse at the turn of the tide.”

I did not say betrayed. I did not say Saskia cut my line and Odette dropped the ward and Cylas gave the order. The receipts for those were in my notebook, and the stone takes witnessed truth or sworn deed, and I had no witness yet who’d swear and the stone would not take an order I couldn’t prove was given. An accusation I couldn’t make the stone weigh was just a grieving man shouting, and shouting was Saskia’s game. So I swore the one thing I could prove with my own body, which was that I had not died in that tomb, and I let the stone weigh it.

I felt the stone weigh it as I’d felt it weigh a thousand deeds from the back of the crowd, the small bending of the air toward truth, except this time my palm was on the rock and the truth being weighed was mine, my own survival, sworn in my own mouth, and the weighing went into my hand like warmth into cold fingers. I’d stood behind this stone for five years. I’d never once felt it weigh me at more than an ember. Now it took my words and found them heavy, and the warmth ran up my arm, and I understood, with my hand on the rock, that the deed-stone had never been against me. It had simply never been given anything of mine to weigh, because everything of mine had been folded into another man’s name before it reached the rock. Given my own truth, the stone was as honest in my favor as it had ever been in his.

It weighed it. It was true. And my name lit.

It lit beneath their towering entry, in the under-shadow as it always had, but it lit with weight now, real weight, brighter than the porter’s-share ember the stone had ever given me, because surviving a sealed royal tomb two days alone is a deed the stone respects even when the man swearing it won’t claim more than the survival. DORIAN MARSH, alive, glowing under the gold lie of his own funeral, and the square went very quiet reading it.

The crowd put the stone beside the song. They looked at the gold entry that said the loyal porter died holding the door, and they looked at the porter standing at the stone with his name freshly lit saying he survived sealed below the inner doors, and the two stories did not fit, and nobody had to say the word betrayed, because the murmur was already moving from mouth to mouth, low, person to person, was he sealed in, who seals a man below the doors, that’s not what the song says, the song says he held the door for them.

I never raised my voice. I never named them. The stone said survived and the song said died-for-them and the gap between was wide enough for the whole province to fall into, and they were starting to fall.

Bram had come out to the square to watch, and he stood at the edge of the crowd with his one arm folded across his barrel chest and his eyes already adding it up, and when the murmur went around he caught my eye across the square and gave me a single slow nod: his wager was paying. He’d write it in his book that night, I knew. First believer. He’d been first before I was even alive again, and he’d want it on the record that he’d been first, and I’d let him have it, because a man who bets on the porter when the porter’s a faint ember deserves to be first when the porter starts to glow.

A cooper near the front said it first, out loud, not loud, just a man working it out: “Sealed below the doors. That’s not holding a door for someone. That’s being shut in.” And the woman beside him said, “Who shuts a man in?” and the cooper said, “His own party, by the song; they’re the only ones who were down there,” and the two of them looked at each other and looked at the towering gold lie of the tour-entry and looked at my freshly lit name in its under-shadow, and you could watch the conclusion land on their faces and not need a single word from me.

Maeva stood at my shoulder as Lady Maeva, foreign and gracious, and said nothing at all, which from her was a roar.

The fox shrine, on the way out of the square, had my copper gone again.

In the bowl, where I’d left the copper, was a small smooth pebble of glass the color of fox-fire, orange, warm to the touch when I picked it up, with a faint hum to it I felt in my teeth more than heard. The seal-stone in the shrine’s base was warm again, the spiral crack a hair wider, and when I held the pebble near it the hum got stronger, the two of them answering each other.

“That’s a fox-spirit’s trade,” Maeva said, looking at the pebble in my palm with a connoisseur’s interest. “Copper for glass. Someone in there is doing business with you, summoner, and someone in there has good manners, which is rare in a sealed thing. You paid politely and they’re paying you back in kind, with interest noted.” She glanced at the warm seal-stone. “I’d keep paying. A debt with a fox is a long contract, but a fox that owes you is worth more than a god who doesn’t.”

The seal-stone hummed under my hand, the spiral crack a hair wider than the copper before, and I had the clear sense, the way you sense a fish under still water, of something inside paying close attention. Not malice. Attention, the bright opportunistic attention of a thing that has noticed it’s found, in a province of people who walk past shrines, the one man who always pays and always speaks. I’d been the polite copper in the bowl for five years. Apparently the bowl had been keeping count.

“There’s a story about this shrine,” I told Maeva. “A thief sealed under it. A trickster. A fox-spirit that stole the wrong thing once and got bound for it. I never put much in the story.”

“Put more in it now,” Maeva advised, studying the warm stone with frank professional interest. “I had foxes in my empire; there’s always a fox somewhere, sealed or free, and they’re never quite the villains the sealing-priests claim, because the priests who seal foxes are usually covering for whatever the fox caught them at. This one’s been trading with you. Copper for glass. Politely. A sealed thing with manners and an accountant’s memory.” She glanced at me. “When that seal cracks, and it’s cracking, summoner, that’s not weathering, that’s a tenant working a loose board, you’ll have a fox in your debt and a fox you owe both, and I cannot tell you which is more dangerous, having never managed to stay ahead of one.”

I put a copper in the bowl. The pebble I kept, warm, in the pocket with the worn coin. “Anything else I should know about foxes?”

“Never let one hold your pencil,” she said, with the absolute certainty of a woman who’d ruled an empire that apparently had foxes in it. “That’s how they get you. You’ll lose a pencil and gain a contract and never know which page you signed.”

I laughed. I was doing that more, the last day, the real kind.

The Antler that night was the strangest evening of my life to that point, and I’d had a strange week. The common room was full of people who’d come to see the dead man who wasn’t, and Maeva held court at the fire as Lady Maeva, and I watched a four-hundred-year-old empress meet the century one astonishment at a time and rate each one with imperial precision.

She tried beer and pronounced it “honest, low, the drink of a people with no fleet.” She tried, at Bram’s urging, a fried thing on a stick that the fair-stalls sold, and her face when the grease hit was a thing I would have paid coin to see again. She asked a drover where the Wend-march was now and the drover had never heard of the Wend-march, and I watched her absorb the news that a province she’d held for a generation was so thoroughly gone that a man who lived a day’s ride from it didn’t know the name. Her court face held, but the warmth drained out of it for a beat, the way a ledger goes quiet when the loss is too large to total, and then she gave a small dry remark: “Well. I shall have to make some new ones, then. Marches. It passes the time.”

A child asked her if she was a queen, because children ask the true thing, and she looked down at the child with all the warmth she let the room see and said, “I’m a lady, little one, traveling,” and the child said, “you walk like a queen,” and Maeva said, “that’s because I have excellent posture, which you should cultivate,” and the child stood up very straight and the whole near corner of the room laughed, and Maeva’s pleasure ran warm and bright down the bond, an empress delighted to be exactly as inconvenient as she’d promised.

The laughter mattered more than the room knew. An hour earlier the town had stood in the square measuring a song against a living man and finding the song wanting. Laughter let that settle without curdling into panic. Bram knew it; he kept the ale moving and the questions practical. Who paid for the room? Future deed-weight. Who was the lady? A patron with taste. Was the porter going back down there? Not tonight, and anyone who asked twice could sleep in the stable with the mule that bit.

So I did what I was good at and turned rumor into logistics. I took the corner table, laid out the soundings, and showed Bram the filed survey against my own numbers without naming Odette yet. I showed him the severed guide-line and the signature back-cut, coiled and tagged. I sketched the ward-residue while Maeva watched the room watch me, the foreign lady letting the porter speak and making that permission look like rank. Bram brought out an old dispatch box with a broken lock and put my papers in it as if they were tavern accounts.

“Receipts file,” he said. “Behind the bar, under the loose board. If anyone comes asking, I don’t know words longer than beer.”

“You know wager,” I said.

“Aye,” Bram said, and slid the box away. “And I know when a man comes back from the dead with papers, the papers matter.”

That night Bram traded me a room against future deed-weight, which is a Marrowford thing, a wager dressed as a lease: the room and board now, paid out of the next deed my stone could carry, the innkeeper betting on my rise like he held wagers on everyone else’s. He wrote it in the wager book under the bar, his own hand, witnessed.

“You’re betting on me,” I said.

“I’m betting on the man who packs a column,” Bram said. “I told you that before you were dead. I’ll tell you again now you’re not. You’ll rebuild your weight deed by deed off the bog-work and the road-work, the small honest deeds nobody famous wants, and the stone’ll carry you, and one day you’ll have weight enough to call whatever it is you called down there in the dark a second time, won’t you.” He glanced at Lady Maeva, foreign and gracious by the fire, and lowered his voice. “I won’t ask what she is. I’ve held wagers forty years. I know a queen when one walks into my taproom and lets me call her Lady. But I’ll bet on you both, porter, and I’ll keep the receipts, and the day they call you what you are, I’ll have been first.”

I shook his one hand. “Keep the receipts,” I said. “I’ve started a file myself.”

Up in the loft, with the wound aching and the tracery cold, Maeva sat by the candle and read my appalling almanac as if it had personally offended three duchies. She had one finger marking a page of tide tables, one of my pencils tucked behind her ear, and the fox-glass pebble on the table beside the worn coin with her face on it.

“Your century,” she said, “has made pepper cheap, silk insulting, and almanacs arrogant.”

“Almanacs can’t be arrogant.”

She tapped the page. “This one lists my empire as a disputed historical confederation.”

“That sounds arrogant.”

“Actionably so.” She closed the book and set her hand over the coin, not hiding it, just feeling the old worn profile under her palm. “Bram is correct about the small deeds. Bog-work. Road-work. Honest things famous men refuse to touch. We buy your name back with what they leave lying in the mud.”

“Buy it back,” I said.

“No.” Her gaze lifted to mine, green and exact in the candlelight. “Wrong verb. You never sold it. They fenced stolen goods.”

The fox-glass pebble hummed once beside her coin.

Maeva smiled.

“Tomorrow,” she said, “we begin repossession.”


Chapter 5: Renown and the Gilded Antler

Bram taught me Renown over breakfast, which was generous of him, because he’d been teaching it to me for five years and I’d been too busy carrying things to hear it.

“You think it’s a tally,” he said, pushing eggs at me and a separate plate of something pale and elegant at Lady Maeva, who’d requested, and I quote, “an egg that has not been tortured.” “Most do, and most are wrong. It’s a weight. Stone doesn’t count your deeds, it weighs them, and weight tells. Heavy name, you eat free in towns you’ve never been to, because the stone says you’re a man who closes breaches and people who close breaches are good for a town. Light name, nobody dies of it, you just pay full coin like a stranger.” He leaned his stump on the table. “But a name that goes dark? A name that had weight and lost it, or a name that gained weight nobody can explain?” He shook his head. “That reads as scandal, porter. A dark name reads as a man who swore a forward-deed and failed it and took the grey scar for the lie. And a name that lights up overnight from a porter’s ember to a tomb-survivor’s glow, with a foreign lady on his arm nobody can place?” He grinned. “That reads as a story the whole province wants the next verse of. Which is good for business and good for you, long as the next verse is true. You give that stone a lie, it scars you grey in front of everyone, and grey doesn’t wash off.”

“So a glowing name’s a kind of coin,” I said.

“It’s better than coin, because coin spends and weight compounds.” Bram warmed to it; Renown was his religion and his trade both, and he’d never had a pupil who actually listened. “Think on it. A heavy name walks into a town that’s never seen him, and the baker fronts him bread, because the stone says he’s a man who closes breaches, and a man who closes breaches is good for the bread to be near. The smith sharpens his blade first. The girls look twice. None of that’s magic, porter, it’s just the stone telling the truth about a man to people who’ve no other way to know him. In the old days a man’s worth lived in his village, where they knew him. The stones let a man carry his village’s knowing on his back, anywhere, written where no liar can touch it.” He tapped the bar. “And that’s why your Hero’s worth so much to whatever owns him. A blessing that makes a crowd believe is a blessing that makes a stone heavy by feeding it belief instead of deeds. But belief’s a loan. Deeds are owned. You’re building owned weight, the slow honest kind. He’s renting his. Comes a day the loan’s called, the man with the owned weight’s still standing.”

“You’ve thought about this a great deal,” I said.

“I held wagers on heroes forty years,” Bram said. “I watched a dozen of ’em rise on borrowed shine and I watched most of ’em wink out when the crowd found a brighter toy. The ones that lasted were the ones with deeds under the shine. Your Hero’s got shine and no deeds under it but the ones you packed for him.” He refilled my cup. “Which means the deeds are yours, porter. They always were. You’re just going to start signing them.”

“So we keep it true,” I said.

“You keep it true and you keep it coming. Weight bleeds off slow if you don’t add to it. A man rests on one big deed, six months later he’s just a fella who did a thing once.” Bram refilled my cup. “You want the next door you’re saving for, you don’t get there on the Sunken Crown alone. You get there on the bog-work. Speaking of.” He produced a slip from under the bar, a commission notice. “Edge-farms east of the fen. Wight nest in the old drainage works, fouling the well-water, eating the geese. Nobody famous’ll touch it, no song in a bog. Pays in coin and goodwill. Goodwill weighs, on a stone. You want it?”

I wanted it. We rode out that afternoon.

The bog-wight nest was textbook: a problem with a shape, and I’d been solving problems with shapes for five years while better-paid people took the credit. The wights had nested in a collapsed stone drainage gallery, old earthwork, three mouths, and they came out at dusk to foul the wells and take the farmers’ geese. You don’t fight wights in the open at dusk; they’re fast and they’re many and the bog footing is a liar. You make them come to you, in a line, into a place you’ve chosen, in the order you want.

“Three mouths,” I told Maeva, walking the works in the last light, reading the ground. “We block two with the old sluice-gates, jam them with a bar, force everything out the east mouth into the drainage channel. The channel’s a funnel; it’ll bring them to us four abreast at most, and the high banks mean they can’t flank. We light decoys down-channel to draw them, and you take them at the chokepoint, one strike per wight, while I keep the decoys moving so the line keeps coming and never bunches.”

I walked her the whole plan first, on the ground, because a plan unwalked is a plan unowned, and because she’d asked, which no one in five years had bothered to. I showed her the three mouths and which two I’d block and why; the drainage channel and how its high banks made a funnel; the chokepoint and why I’d put her there and not somewhere with more room, because more room is a fighter’s instinct and a porter’s trap, a thing that lets the enemy spread when you want them in a line. I showed her the dead willow with the crows on it and explained the carrion-birds, and she listened to all of it with the close attention she gave a campaign report, and asked two questions, both good ones, the questions of a general checking a junior officer’s plan for the gap, and both times I had the answer because I’d walked the ground.

“You’d have made a quartermaster-general,” she said, when I’d done. “I had three in thirty years and only one I’d have trusted with this. He died of being right about a bridge nobody wanted to hear was failing.” A pause, brief, for a man dead these four centuries. “Don’t die of being right about a bridge, summoner. It’s a porter’s death and I’ve decided you’re more than a porter, whatever you keep telling me.”

“And how does a porter move a decoy in a bog at dusk,” she asked, “without being the decoy.”

“Echoes,” I said. “Lanterns. I can copy a lit lantern for nine, ten seconds, faint, but a wight doesn’t know faint from real, it knows light from dark. I throw an echo-lantern down-channel, it draws the line, it fades, I throw the next one closer. The light walks them to you and never gets close enough to be a man.” I jammed the first sluice-gate with an echo-bar in the gap, the real bar braced behind it. “You watch the carrion-birds. The crows on the dead willow. They lift off a heartbeat before the wights move, every time, because the wights stir the bog-gas and the birds taste it. When the crows go up, you’ve got a count of three before the line comes. I’ll call it, but watch the birds, in case I’m slow.”

She looked at me for a moment in the dusk, green eyes catching the last light and weighing me more gently than the day deserved.

“You planned a battle off the behavior of crows,” she said.

“Crows are reliable. People aren’t.”

“No,” Maeva said softly. “They’re not.” And she took her position at the chokepoint, and waited for my call.

It took the shape I’d built for it, which is the only kind of victory a porter wins.

The light died out of the sky and the bog went the color of old iron, and I crouched at the chokepoint with Maeva at the mouth of the drainage channel and my echo-lanterns ready in my mind, copies of a lantern I’d carried ten thousand miles. The two blocked sluice-gates held, jammed with echo-bars braced by the real bars, forcing the whole nest to the one open east mouth. And I watched the dead willow, where the crows roosted.

The crows went up.

All of them at once, off the willow into the iron sky, a black scatter, because the wights below had started to stir and stirred the bog-gas and the birds tasted it and fled, exactly as I’d promised. “Three,” I said, and counted it, and on the three the first wights came boiling out the east mouth into the channel.

I threw the first echo-lantern.

It bloomed down-channel, faint and grey and bright, a hanging light in the dark forty feet past the chokepoint, and the wight-line turned to it the way drowning things turn to light, came on into the funnel four abreast because the channel’s high banks wouldn’t let them spread wider, and they couldn’t flank and they couldn’t bunch, they could only come, in a line, toward a light that wasn’t a man. As they reached the place the first lantern died I threw the second, closer, ten feet nearer the chokepoint, and the line followed it, walking themselves up the channel into Maeva’s reach one rank at a time.

She took them as they came. One strike per wight, clean and economical, a lance and not a duelist, ending each one at the throat where the old binding-light of an unquiet thing sits, stepping back a single pace as each rank fell so the next walked onto the same ground and met the same blade. I kept the lights moving, throwing the next echo a beat before the last one died so the line never had a dark moment to think in, never broke, never bunched, just came and fell and came and fell, drawn up a funnel by a porter’s lanterns onto an empress’s strike.

A big one came third in the line, a brood-warden, slower and armored in its own corruption, and it didn’t turn to the light as the small ones did; it slowed, suspicious, in the channel-mouth, and the line bunched behind it, which was the one thing I didn’t want.

“Hold,” I called, and didn’t throw the next lantern. The warden, with no new light to chase, came on toward the dead light’s after-glow and the smell of the dropped ones, and the moment its slow head cleared the channel-mouth I threw the echo-lantern not down-channel but right at it, the copy blooming bright a foot from its face, and it reared back into the bunched line behind it and fouled them, and Maeva was already moving, because I’d told her at setup that if I threw a light at a wight instead of past it, that was her cue to close, and she closed and took the warden through the throat while it was blind and tangled in its own backed-up rank, and the bunch broke, and the line was a line again.

It was over in less time than it took to set up, the way a good fight is, because the fight is won in the setup and the fighting is just collecting. The geese lived. The wells would clear. And I’d thrown lantern-light around like a man who finally had a problem worth his skill, and an empress had been the killing edge of a plan I drew, and Maeva’s satisfaction rang through me the whole time, crisp and pleased.

“You threw a light at one,” she said after, cleaning her hands in the channel-water, the small frown of a tactician revisiting a move. “Not past it. At it.”

“The warden wouldn’t chase. It was bunching the line. So I made the light the threat instead of the lure, blinded it, gave you the throat.” I coiled my real lantern-line. “Lures work on the dull ones. The smart ones you have to threaten. Most plans fail because the planner only made one kind of move.”

Maeva looked at me across the dead willow’s roost with an expression I was learning to read as the empress filing a man under a heading she respected. “I had captains,” she said, “who never learned that in thirty years of war. Make a second kind of move. You did it by instinct, in a bog, for geese.” She shook the water off her hands. “You are wasted on geese, summoner. We’re going to fix that.”

The edge-farms fed us goose that night out of pure gratitude, and patched my bog-soaked cloak without being asked, and did the thing that surprised me, the thing that paid off a long way down the road.

They had a little local deed-stone, a waist-high field-stone the farm-hamlet shared, and the eldest farmer, a woman with a goose-grease apron and a hard fair face, put her hand on it and swore the deed plain: the surveyor and his lady cleared the drainage works, the geese are saved, the wells will clear. The stone took it and my name caught a little weight off it, honest bog-weight.

And then she added a line the stone didn’t have to take, because it wasn’t a deed, it was a thing she’d watched.

“And before he asked his pay,” she said to the stone, “he counted our dogs. All six. Asked which were lame and which were due pups and whether the bog-damp was in their chests, before he counted his own coin.” She took her hand off. “Witnessed. The stone can keep that or not.”

The stone kept it. It glowed faint, an unsworn truth witnessed and weighed, a line about a man counting dogs before pay, and I didn’t know then that it would matter, I only knew that my throat did something inconvenient and that Maeva, beside me, had stopped pricing the square entirely, her whole attention pulled off the stalls and the exits and fixed on me, looking at me with an expression I didn’t have a name for yet.

The edge-farms paid the coin of the commission and then, embarrassed that coin was all the commission asked, paid me again in everything coin couldn’t buy, because that’s the country way: a debt that coin clears too cleanly feels unpaid. They fed us goose in the eldest farmer’s long room, patched my bog-soaked cloak while I ate, and pressed jars of honey on me and Maeva “against the bog-damp, it gets in the chest.” Maeva accepted hers with a graciousness that made the farm-wife stand up straighter, the old craft of making a gift to her feel like an honor done to the giver. The children wanted magic, so I summoned them a tent-pole, the same nine-second ghost I’d shown the child in the square, and out here, with no Saskia to ask for the bucket, it was just a wonder.

“You count their dogs,” she said on the dark ride back, as though the words were a problem she couldn’t put down. “There was no stone there when you did it. No witness you knew of. The farm-wife only swore it after, on her own. You didn’t count their dogs for the etch. You counted them because the dogs had bog-damp in their chests and you knew it and no one else did.”

“Somebody has to count the dogs.”

“No,” Maeva said. “They don’t. That’s the entire point. Nobody has to. You do it because you can’t not.” She was quiet a while, the horses’ hooves wet on the road. “I have ruled men who’d have let a province of dogs cough to death rather than spend an idle thought on it. And I find myself riding through a bog at night beside one who can’t pass a coughing dog without bedding it warm. I’m recalibrating, summoner. Don’t let it go to your head. But I’m recalibrating.”

Market day in Marrowford, two days on, was where I learned that four centuries had been very bad for the empire’s understanding of pepper.

Maeva went through the market like a tax-assessor through a delinquent province. She stopped at the spice-stall and picked up a twist of black pepper and asked the price, and when the spice-man said it her chin came up a fraction and the gracious smile sharpened at the edges, a look I’d already learned to be cautious of.

“That,” she said, “is the price?”

“Aye, lady. Per twist.”

“Pepper,” Maeva said, with the deep affront of a woman who had once paid in war for trade routes, “was worth its weight in silver. Castellan kept a fleet to bring it. Men died for this. And you sell it” she gestured at his heaped bins “by the twist, for coppers, in a bog-town, as though it were sand.”

“World’s bigger now, lady,” the spice-man said, baffled. “Lots of ships.”

She bought, I am not exaggerating, a scandalous amount of pepper. She bought pepper like a woman buying back a stolen birthright. She had me carry it, of course, a porter’s lot, and the whole way down the market row she kept stopping to be quietly outraged at how cheap things were that empires had bled for, and to be openly delighted at the one thing that had gone the other way, which was silk, where she took one look at the bolt-prices and her imperial diction came out in full force.

“This,” she informed the silk-merchant, “is robbery dressed as commerce. In my day a length like this cost a duchy a wedding. You will give it to me at two-thirds, because I am buying three bolts and because I have decided to be generous about your lighting, which is poor, and your display, which is provincial, and which I will not mention to anyone if you are sensible.”

The silk-merchant gave her the silk at two-thirds. He gave it to her gratefully. He thanked her for the privilege of being haggled down by her, and I understood, watching it, that this was a woman who had turned whole towns into war efforts by making them feel honored to be conscripted, and that the bog-province had no idea what had walked into its market.

She found other century-shocks down the market row, and each one she ruled on without appeal. A clockwork-toy stall stopped her cold; the little tin birds that pecked when you wound them did not exist in her age and she examined one for a full minute with the focused attention she’d given the Vigil’s binding, and then bought three, “for study,” and made me carry those too. A printed broadsheet, the cheap pressed kind, undid her entirely: in her day a single book cost a manor and was copied by hand by monks, and the notion that a man could buy news on paper for a copper and use it to wrap fish struck her as either the collapse of all civilization or its triumph, she couldn’t decide which, and she read the entire broadsheet standing in the row, including a notice about a missing goat, and pronounced the prose “flabby” and the goat “almost certainly stolen, look at the reward, no one offers that for a goat that wandered.”

The soap stall offended her in the opposite direction.

“Three coppers,” she said, holding a pale square of lavender soap as if it were a captured spy. “For soap that smells like a court garden and does not require a week of ash-boiling and lye burns.”

“Good soap’s common now,” I said.

“Common,” she repeated, suspicious of the word. “Clean hands were statecraft in my hospitals and now a bog-town sells court soap beside onions.” She bought six bars, then turned on the soap-maker with imperial seriousness. “You should charge more.”

The soap-maker, who had plainly never been told by a customer to raise prices, looked to me for help.

“Don’t,” I advised him.

“Coward,” Maeva said, and bought two more.

And she found a coin-stall, where a collector sold old currency, and on it, among the trays, was a worn imperial half-mark with her own face on it, priced at two coppers.

She stopped, her hand halfway to the tray.

She picked it up, the small worn coin with the amused profile, and she turned it in her fingers as she’d turned the one from my bag, and the collector, sensing a sale, said it was “an old empress, very rare, the Castellan mark, she died tragic, the Unifier wept,” and Maeva set the coin down on his tray with great care and said, in the traveled Lady-voice, “Two coppers,” not haggling, simply pricing four hundred years of her own afterlife at two coppers and finding the number instructive, and she paid the two coppers and put her own face in her pocket and walked on, and I did not say a word, because some prices you let a person pay in silence.

“Up to the loft, summoner,” she said, when the market was carried. “I’ve spent enough of your century for one afternoon. I want to fix this monstrosity and then I want you to be useful in a different register, and you’re going to find out tonight whether you’ve understood anything I’ve been teaching you about your own worth.”

“You enjoyed that,” I said, hauling pepper and silk.

“Immensely,” Maeva said. “Now take me up to the loft, summoner. I’m going to make this ceremonial monstrosity fit me again, and you’re going to make yourself useful while I do.”

The ceremonial bodice was a problem she’d been circling for days.

It was off the funeral-gold, the only garment she’d come back in that read as anything but wrappings, and it had been built four hundred years ago by court tailors for a state occasion and it did not fit the woman who’d come back out of the dark, because the woman who’d come back was the same magnificent shape but the bodice had been engineered for armor underneath and ceremony on top, and Maeva, in the loft’s evening light, took it apart at the seams with a small knife and a court-trained hand and rebuilt it on her own body, pinning and cutting and re-lacing.

“There,” she said, when she’d basted the new lacing, turning in the long evening light from the shutter, the rebuilt bodice cinching her waist and straining, deliberately, at the bust. “You see what I’ve done.”

I saw exactly what she’d done. The new lacing ran the strain to the front and the new cut sat the heavy weight of her breasts high and barely held, and the whole thing was a magnificent feat of tailoring engineered, visibly, on purpose, to fail at the right moment under the right pressure.

She worked it with trained competence that had no waste in it, pinning the new lacing on her own body, turning to the small mirror she’d commandeered, adjusting, re-pinning, and she conscripted my hands as measuring tools without asking, as she requisitioned everything useful that came within reach. “Hold this. Your finger there, on the seam, while I baste. No, lower. You have steady hands; I’m told it’s the map-work. Useful.” She talked while she sewed, a low precise patter, half about the bodice and half about the century, and I stood with my finger on a seam over an empress’s straining bodice in the gold evening light and tried to attend to the sewing and not to the warm weight my knuckle kept brushing, and she watched me try in the little mirror while her amusement rang through the bond, bright and merciless.

“You’ve built a bodice that loses,” I said.

“I’ve built a bodice engineered to lose,” she corrected, pleased that I’d seen it, turning so the evening light caught the strain of the lacing. “An empress does not have wardrobe accidents, summoner. She has wardrobe decisions. This one is a decision I make in advance and let the room think is an accident.” She lifted her chin. “The farm-wives at the edge-farms watched you the whole goose dinner, did you know that. Counting your dogs. Patched your cloak. You didn’t notice a single eye on you.”

“I was counting dogs.”

“You were. It’s maddening.” She held my gaze in the evening light, the rebuilt bodice straining, the lacing one decision away from its engineered failure. “A man who can read a battle off crows and cannot read three farm-wives undressing him with their eyes. So I’m going to make this very simple, summoner, the way I make everything simple.” She set the knife down. “You have hands. I’ve felt them. Use them. I’m done conducting tonight. Show me you’ve learned the difference between being led and leading.”

I crossed the loft and called her bluff, and her court-diction broke into a delighted, undignified, “oh, THERE he is,” and I took charge of the empress, and she let me, and wanted me to, and that was the whole point of the night.

My hands found the engineered lacing, and she let her head tip back against the shutter and watched me through half-lidded eyes, waiting to see if I’d actually take what she’d built for me to take.

“The farm-wives,” I said, finding the strain-point she’d engineered, “weren’t undressing you with their eyes. They were undressing me. You were watching them do it.” I pulled the lacing’s decision a notch closer. “You’re jealous.”

“I am an empress,” Maeva said, with great dignity and a fraying breath. “Empresses are not jealous. Empresses notice. There is a, ah, a difference of, oh”

I backed her against the window-shutter, her bare back to the wood, the evening light coming gold through the gap, and I got the engineered bodice to make its decision under my hands. The lacing gave with a soft rush of cord through eyelets. Her heavy breasts spilled free, warm and soft and far too much for any court tailor’s lies, the full weight of them dropping loose with the nipples already dark and stiff. She made a sound against the shutter that had nothing court in it at all. I didn’t go for them first. I took her jaw in one hand and turned her head and set my mouth to the cord-mark the lacing had pressed into her throat, working down the line of it to her collarbone, slow, while she arched and waited for the hands that didn’t come yet. Only when her breath had gone ragged with the waiting did I sink to one knee and take the heavy underweight of both breasts up in my palms and learn them from beneath, my mouth dragging up the soft underswell of one toward its peak by inches, making her feel the whole climb of it. I caught through the thread the exact moment her composure went from performance to honest hunger, the jealousy and the wanting and the four centuries of being looked at and never seen all braided into one unguarded pull low in her belly. Then I rose, and she came up off the shutter reaching for me.

I hooked one of her long legs over my arm, freed my cock with my other hand, and ran the head of it up through her slit. She was drenched, slick and hot and ready under the gathered wreck of her skirts, her pussy parting wet around my crown when I notched it there. She watched me feel that, green eyes bright and unguarded for the length of one breath, and then I pushed into her standing there, working in by slow degrees, her tight wet heat stretching to take me, gripping and giving until I was seated to the hilt and her back pressed harder to the shutter and her arms locked around my neck.

“This is not, ah, this is not how an empress, summoner, this is, oh, against a window, anyone in the yard, do that again”

“Let them look,” I said against her throat, and drove up into her until her wet heat swallowed the whole length of me.

“You wanted leading,” I murmured against her ear, slowing when she’d have hurried, and she made a wrecked, undignified sound and dug her nails into my shoulders. “Then take being led, your majesty. All of it.”

I pulled out of her slick and gleaming, carried her to the bed, and laid her back and put her long legs up over my shoulders, folding her open. I lined up and drove back into her in one deep stroke. The angle buried me deeper than the shutter had, my cock pushing into her until the head of it pressed somewhere that made her gasp, and she felt the difference through the bond at the same instant I did. Her pussy clenched around me, slick and scalding, fluttering each time I bottomed out, and the rebuilt bodice lay in ruins around her waist while evening light moved across the heavy sway of her tits with every thrust, the soft mass of them rocking up and back as I fucked into her. She stopped trying to narrate it in imperial cadence and just took it, hands fisted in the bedroll, the guarded calculation gone from her face, her breath punched out of her on every stroke, and the Tether rang bright in me as something broke in her that was older than this room.

I slowed there so she felt every inch. The evening light crossed her body in strips through the shutter, gold on the heavy breasts her own clever lacing had failed to hold, gold on the cinched waist and the full regal hips I had gripped hard enough to leave my hands in her skin. She watched me watch her. That mattered to her, the watching, the fact that I did not look past her to a throne or a title or a use. I looked at Maeva Castellan laid out in the loft of a ferry-town inn, an empress in a ruined bodice with her legs over a porter’s shoulders, and my body answered the looking so hard she felt it through the Tether and made a low sound that had no court left in it.

“There,” I said, driving in slow and deep enough that her hands lost the bedroll and found my forearms instead, fingers closing around the silver-grey tracery. “Feel how wanted you are. For the woman, summoner. All the way down, under the crown, under every use a man ever made of you. That’s what I want.”

“Summoner,” she said, and the word came out plain, stripped of every title she’d wrapped around it before. Her green eyes stayed on mine, wet-bright and furious with how much she wanted. “Again. Say it again.”

“Wanted,” I said, and gave her the next stroke with the word.

Her fingers tightened on my burned arms, not hard enough to hurt, hard enough to hold the word in place.

She kept them there.

That was her answer before speech caught up: imperial fingers around the visible cost of me, holding the scars as if they were proof and not damage, as if she meant to make my own body testify that the price had purchased something living.

I shifted my grip under her thighs and folded her tighter, not hurried, just deeper, making her take the whole angle she’d asked for without having the breath left to direct it. The ruined bodice scraped against my wrists, its laces hanging loose like surrendered standards, and she laughed once under the force of it, a queen’s laugh ruined into hunger. The sound went through the Tether and came back as approval so bright it nearly made me lose the rhythm.

“There,” she managed, one hand leaving my forearm to grip the bedpost above her head. “You see the difference, summoner? This is leading. The reading of the room, the moving of the queen exactly where she already wished to go, before she’s said it aloud. That’s the whole art of it.” Her eyes held mine, green and wet-bright. “Again. Lead me again.”

So I did. I set the pace with no apology and gave her the next strokes slow enough that she had to feel every inch, hard enough that the bedframe complained against Bram’s old wall, and when she tried to turn the complaint into language, all that came out was my name.

The Tether carried the answer both directions. Her pleasure hit me as warm metal and the vertigo of an empress who had stopped steering; my own need hit her back, blunt and male and unhidden, and she opened around it with a sound that made Bram’s floorboards creak under my knees and made her laugh once into the back of her hand, not shy, never shy, but delighted by the scandal of being alive enough to need quiet.

A lifetime and four centuries of holding every decision in the room, and she let go of the deciding entirely. I felt it the way you feel a held breath finally spend itself, the whole long clench of command running out of her at once, and she came around me with a cry that was half a laugh and half something she’d forbidden herself a long time ago. Her cunt seized down on my cock in hard rhythmic pulses, clenching and milking, so tight and so wet that I lost the clean rhythm I’d been holding and drove into her rougher, the bed knocking the wall, her tits jumping with every snap of my hips. One tear ran from the corner of her eye into her gold hair, exactly one. Then her clenching took me with it. I buried myself deep, held there, and came inside her with my hands gripping her hips and her name in my throat, my cock jerking and emptying in thick pulses, spilling thick and hot against the mouth of her while she ground down to take all of it, and the gold light laced faint along both our ribs, the Tether warming, not advancing, just glad. When I finally drew back, my cum slicked us both and seeped from her, and she let it, sprawled and unhurried, in no condition to care.

After, she lay sprawled in the wreck of her engineered bodice in the gold evening light, and she touched the one tear-track with two fingers as though auditing it, and then she pointed those two fingers at me.

“That,” she said, “is classified intelligence, summoner. The tear. You will not mention it. To anyone, including me.” But her voice was warm and unguarded still, the unguarded lasting one tear’s length and no longer, and then the empress came back up over her like a tide, fond and certain.

She reached past me to the sill and took up the worn half-mark she’d bought that afternoon, the one with her own amused face on it, and she set it on my bare chest over the heartbeat, face up, the cold of the metal a small shock against my skin.

“Two coppers,” she said. “That is what a collector priced four hundred years of me at, and I paid it without quarrel, because the number was instructive, not because it was correct.” She held the coin there under one finger, pinning her own profile to my sternum. “You do your own pricing the same way. You spent your last coin to call a stranger and made it sound an inconvenience to me. You waded into black water for a priestess who watched you die. You count other men’s dogs before your own pay. A man who does all that has decided, somewhere a porter put it and never dug it out, that his only worth is in the spending.” Her eyes stayed on mine, no audit-warmth in them now, just flat imperial certainty. “I do not buy undervalued assets and then permit them to undervalue themselves. I’m correcting your accounts, summoner. We start downstairs, tonight, where the room can hear it.”

She let that sit a moment, and then she did a more dangerous thing than say it again.

She made me take the better chair when we went down. She made me take the first cut of the meat. She made me, in front of Bram and the room, accept the credit for the bog-deed in my own name, out loud, and she watched me do it like a tutor watching a sum come out right. It was harder than it should have been. The words “my deed” felt like a coat cut for someone else, and I stumbled on them, and Bram pretended not to notice and Maeva noticed everything and said nothing and simply waited, and I got the words out, and the room nodded, and the thing she’d been engineering all evening came quietly true: my name, said by my own mouth, attached to my own work, in a room, out loud, and the world did not end and the ceiling did not fall and a few people just nodded because of course the man who cleared the wells should say he cleared the wells.

And that night, lying awake with an empress’s breath slow against my chest, the registry came behind my ribs, quiet and ledger-voiced, the next door’s shape forming in the gold.

[A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED.] [THE BLADE THAT WAS NEVER BEATEN, ONLY ABANDONED.] [YRSA KALDWYN, BLADE SAINT.] [COST: BEYOND CURRENT WEIGHT.]

Beyond current weight. Not by as much as Maeva had been. I’d already climbed off the ember, off the bog-deed and the survival and the goodwill that weighs. I did the sums in the dark: a season of fen-nests and broken culverts and the small unsung deeds no bard would carry, and I could call her clean, no overdraft, no fresh tracery, paid for out of earned weight. Or I could overdraft and call her tomorrow and pay for it with my arms again. And the old porter reflex, the one Maeva had named not an hour before, reached for the overdraft, because the overdraft was the cheap fast spending of myself I’d always defaulted to, and I caught it reaching, and I made it stop, and I chose the season of honest deeds instead.

That was the first time I ever caught the reflex and overruled it. It felt strange, like favoring a sound shoulder you’ve spent years pretending isn’t hurt. I started saving, deed by deed, toward a sword that died undefeated and got the credit stolen, the same trade, the same receipt, a name I could already feel rhyming with mine, and I saved it the slow patient way, on purpose, as the first installment of the correction the empress was making to my accounting.

“Stop counting coins you don’t have yet,” Maeva murmured, not waking. “Sleep, summoner. You’ve earned the night.”


Chapter 6: Calling the Blade Saint

The salt-fish convoy was supposed to be an ambush, and I unwound it without a sword being drawn: a songless deed, exactly what I needed.

Bram had brokered it: a string of carts hauling salt-fish from the coast up the guild road to Veltmark, hired guards too few, the road known for a gang that took a cut off everything that crossed the fen causeway. The merchant wanted escort. He could afford a porter and a foreign lady at a porter’s rate: cheap enough that nobody else would take it, cheap enough that it was mine.

We were a day out, on the causeway, when I heard the whistle.

I’d spent five years on roads, and a road teaches you its language if you listen, and one of the things it teaches you is that gangs don’t shout, they whistle, and that every gang has a code, and that the codes are mostly stolen from older codes, and that the causeway gang’s code was a herdsman’s whistle-pattern I’d heard used plainly a hundred times on hill-roads, repurposed. Two short, a long, a short. Spotter to ambush: cargo confirmed, count of guards, hold.

“Stop the carts,” I told the merchant. “Not panicked. Like a wheel’s loose. Bunch them on the high part of the causeway where the banks fall away on both sides, so anyone coming at you has to come single-file up the road and can’t flank through the bog.”

Then I whistled back.

I gave the spotter’s own code the answer an ambush-leader gives when the job’s gone wrong and called off, which I knew because I’d heard it given on those hill-roads too: a long, two short, the pattern for scatter, the day’s bad, go home. I had it exactly. I’d been listening to roads for years while better men ignored them.

The ambush scattered. They thought their own leader had called it. By the time the spotter and the leader sorted out that neither had whistled the abort, the carts were bunched on the high causeway with the banks falling away, Maeva standing at the front of them looking like a foreign lady of obvious means and unobvious menace, and the moment for a clean ambush was four whistles gone.

The merchant, a nervous man named Pell who’d hired us cheap and regretted it the moment he saw how few guards his money bought, came to find me at the head of the bunched carts in a state. “They’re going to come,” he hissed. “I’ve heard the whistles. We’re three guards short and the lady’s a lady and you’re a, no offense, you’re a surveyor, we’re going to lose the whole load, I’ve staked my season on this fish”

“Nobody’s losing the fish,” I said. “Stand the carts where I put them. Tell your guards to look bored, not afraid. Bored reads as confident, and confident makes an ambush wonder if there’s a trap.” I’d already whistled the abort and watched the spotter’s position go quiet; now I was just managing Pell, which was the harder job, because wights have no nerves and merchants have nothing else. “I’ve been listening to this road all morning, Master Pell. Their leader’s about to walk out here confused about why his own ambush scattered, and a confused man with no ambush left is a man who’ll listen to a better offer. Let me make him the offer. Keep your guards bored.”

The gang’s leader came out to talk, because once an ambush has scattered around a man there is nothing left to do but talk.

It took longer than a whistle to turn it into wages, because men who planned to rob a road do not become lawful outriders because a porter smiles at them. Holt came out with two men on the bank and one still hidden in the reed-line, and I named the hidden one before Holt could pretend he wasn’t there. I named the whistle-code, too, and the old hill-road it had been stolen from, and the fact that his left boot had a split sole because I’d seen the track on the mud-shelf twenty paces back. A man who feels seen gets careful. A careful man hears offers.

“You can try the carts,” I told him. “You’ll lose two men before you reach the first axle, because the bank narrows there and Lady Maeva will take whoever steps into it first. Then the merchant’s guards panic and someone burns a cart and the fish rots in the mud. Or you can ride with us for honest coin, eat tonight, and have four witnesses say you took paid work instead of gallows work.”

Holt looked at Maeva. Maeva smiled like foreign money with knives behind it.

“Paid work,” Holt said.

“Good,” I said. “Start by telling your reed-man to stop aiming at my mule. She bites.”

The reed-man lowered his bow. My mule flattened her ears at him anyway, because she had a better memory than most men.

Holt saw the ears and stepped wider. Sensible man.

Maeva noticed that too, of course. “Your mule has excellent strategic judgment,” she said. “She dislikes hidden archers and men who stand too close to her teeth. I may appoint her to review my next cavalry screen.”

“She’ll bite the cavalry,” I said.

“Then the cavalry will learn.”

“You won a fight by knowing a tune,” Maeva said, that night.

“Roads talk. Most people don’t listen. That’s the whole trade.” I marked the day’s weight in my notebook, the small clean deed-weight of a convoy brought through whole. Climbing. Toward the door. “Bloodless deeds weigh less on the stone than kills, but they weigh, and they don’t cost anybody an arm, and the four outriders’ll swear for me at the next stone if I ever need witnesses.” Receipts. Always receipts. “Tomorrow there’s a wayshrine on the ridge gone bad. Corpse-lights. That’s the deed the convoy’s actually paying for; the escort’s just so I’m here to do it.”

The four outriders turned out to be the best company I’d kept in years, which says something either about ex-bandits or about the company I’d been keeping. Their leader was a scarred fen-man named Holt who’d taken to paid work the way a tired man takes to a chair, and around the fire that night he wanted to know how I’d known their whistle-code. I told him the road had been saying it all morning to anyone who’d stopped talking long enough to hear, and Holt nodded like a man who’d just heard scripture.

“You’re the dead porter,” he said, not a question. “The one the songs are wrong about. Word came up the road. Surveyor, foreign lady, walked out of a tomb.” He looked at Maeva across the fire, Lady Maeva, gracious and unreadable, and was wise enough not to look long. “We’ll swear for you, if it comes to a stone. The four of us. You turned an ambush into a wage and didn’t draw a blade doing it. That’s a thing a man remembers.” He spat in the fire, companionable. “Most who hire us treat us like the gallows we dodged. You hired us like men. Stone’ll hear about that from me whenever you like.”

Receipts, I thought, and didn’t say. Four witnesses who’d swear, banked against a day I might need them. But it wasn’t only receipts, and I’d have been lying to call it only that. It was the first work-crew in five years that had thanked me by name, and I filed that somewhere the notebook didn’t reach.

The ridge wayshrine was a small deed with a large shadow on it, and the shadow was the part that kept me up.

Corpse-lights are easy if you know what they are and a nightmare if you don’t, which is why the shrine had stood haunted for years while braver men than me avoided it. They’re cold drifting flames over a place where the unburied lie, and they don’t burn and they don’t chase, they just grieve, drifting, and the lights go out the moment the dead are laid properly, because a corpse-light is only an unfinished funeral. I found the caravan under a slumped drift of old snow-rot, a whole trade-string that had died in a winter generations gone, frozen and forgotten, never buried, and I laid them, one by one, in the cold, while Maeva stood watch.

“There’s no deed-weight worth the labor in century-dead drovers,” Maeva said, not unkindly, as I cleared the last of the rot off a small skeleton, a child’s, that had died in the back of a wagon.

“The shrine reopens. The road’s clear. Travelers stop dying of fright on the ridge.” I laid the child last, because you always lay the children last, the small ones get the most care. “But that’s not why. I’d bury them with no stone watching. Somebody died here and nobody finished it. Finishing it is the job.”

Maeva said nothing after that. She helped with the heavy ones, gold-thread skirts pinned up out of the snow-rot, and when the last drover was laid she closed her eyes for one measured breath.

The lights went out as the last drover was laid, drifting up and gone, the unfinished finished, and the deed was done and weighed. But while I was up on the ridge I read the ground below, as I always read ground, and what I read was warren mouths.

The deed-stone at the wayshrine was no taller than my knee, half-buried in frost-heaved ground, and it took the burial slowly, as if an old stone needed time to remember how to glow. Holt put his hand on it first, surprising me, and swore what he’d seen: the dead found, named by wagon marks and trade-tokens, laid properly, the corpse-lights gone. His men followed. Pell followed, voice thin but true, because merchants know the price of an open road. My name brightened a little on that cold ridge, not with glory, but with the quiet weight of finished work.

We found names for nine of them. Not all. A cracked trade-token, a belt-plate stamped with a caravan mark, two tally-sticks sealed in wax gone brittle, a child’s wooden horse with one wheel missing and a name scratched underneath by a careful parent: Senn. The rest we marked by what we had. Drover in blue coat. Woman with brass buttons. Child with horse. A bad name is better than none, and none is what the snow-rot had given them for generations.

Holt watched me scratch the markers into flat chips of shrine-stone and said nothing for a while.

“You do this every time?” he asked finally.

“When I can.”

“No pay in it.”

“No,” I said, setting Senn’s marker last.

Holt spat into the frost, not disrespectful, just because he needed somewhere to put the feeling. “Roads remember men who do that.”

“Maybe. The dead waited long enough either way.”

Maeva watched the glow settle and said nothing for a long moment.

“No bard will sing that,” she said.

“Good,” I said. “The dead don’t need one. They needed a shovel.”

She looked at me then, the green weighing-gaze softened by something she chose not to name, and I set that look away beside the child’s bones and the extinguished lights.

New ones. Wight-warren mouths in the low fen below the ridge, more than the province knew about, and they ran the wrong way, deeper and more organized than scattered nests should, all angling toward one low drowned place in the deep fen the locals called the breach, where the old sea-marsh had broken its banks generations back and never healed.

“Someone’s growing them,” I said, marking the warren mouths against my fen-map. “Nests don’t organize. These are organizing. Pointing at the breach.” I didn’t like it. The fen was wrong in a way that would get worse.

Maeva crouched beside me at the ridge’s edge and read the fen with the battlefield eye I’d been teaching her, which she’d absorbed quickly. “If I wanted a province grateful to me,” she said, conversational, pricing the warren-mouths like taxable acreage, “and I had a blessing that fed on gratitude, I might arrange for a disaster only I could be seen to avert. A breach, say. Fed quietly over a season until it’s large enough to terrify, then averted in front of every witness-stone in the province, the Hero who saved three districts from the wight-flood.” She said it lightly, a hypothesis, not an accusation. “I’m not saying it’s your golden boy, summoner. I’m saying I have arranged a useful crisis or two in my own reign, and I know the shape of one when I see it growing in a fen, and this has the shape.” She stood, brushing ridge-grass from her skirts. “Mark it. Don’t swear it. You can’t prove the hand that fed it, yet. But a man who’d flood three districts to feed a blessing is a man whose rent is coming due to someone, and the someone is the thing I keep telling you to watch for. Tenants who’d drown a province for their landlord are tenants in deep arrears.”

I marked it. I had no name for the thing behind Cylas’s blessing yet, only the shape of a lender in the dark and a rent coming due. That was enough to put a colder line in the notebook.

The iron-shell troll hit the convoy rear at the causeway bottleneck on the third day, and that was the day I overdrew the second time.

It came out of the bog at the narrowest part, where the causeway ran between two deep channels and the carts had to string out single-file, and it took the rear cart before anyone saw it, an iron-shell, a troll grown a carapace of mineral and bog-iron over generations in the deep fen, a thing my echoes couldn’t scratch and the outriders’ blades skated off and even Maeva, who could end a Vigil-construct with a hand through its throat, would need to be standing in front of to stop.

She was half a mile forward, at the head of the convoy. By the time she heard, by the time she turned and ran the half-mile back down a single-file causeway crowded with panicking carts, the rear would be a slaughter.

I had a choice and I made it fast and too cheap.

I had weight now. I’d been saving it. The registry had said Yrsa Kaldwyn was beyond my current weight, and she was, by a margin, but the door behind my ribs offered me the overdraft as it had in the tomb, and a margin you can’t afford is not a consideration when the thing you can’t afford is a slaughter.

[A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED.] [YRSA KALDWYN, BLADE SAINT.] [COST: BEYOND CURRENT WEIGHT – OVERDRAFT AVAILABLE.] [PRICE: THE BODY PAYS.]

“Put it on my account,” I said, and accepted the overdraft.

The second time is worse than the first because the body remembers the first, and mine remembered, and it braced against the spending the way you brace against a blow you’ve already taken once, which doesn’t help, it only means you feel the bracing fail. The silver-grey came up out of my forearms where it had stopped at the elbows and climbed past them, up over the elbows toward the upper arm, branching, cold, the river-delta of the tomb spreading its tributaries higher, and the price came up with it: my vision greyed at the edges, the causeway going dim and silver and far away, a roaring in my ears like the deep-water pressure of the flooded stair, my knees trying to fold under me, the deep ache of bone set without ease spreading up through both shoulders into my chest.

A part of me, the cold counting part, noted the cost and filed it even as I paid: higher than the tomb, past the elbows, this would be days of fever and weakness, this would be tracery I’d carry to my grave, this was expensive. And the rest of me, the part that had waded into four feet of water for a priestess who watched me die, paid it without a flicker, because the rear cart was screaming and the carter was a man with a name I didn’t know who wanted to go home, and a man who’s calling shots doesn’t get to fall down while there’s a line to hold. I stayed up. I don’t entirely know how. The Standard wasn’t mine yet, the steadying; this was just will and five years of not being allowed to fall down, and it held me on my feet long enough to keep calling targets at a saint who hadn’t arrived.

“East channel’s deep, west is shallow,” I called, to no one, to the door, to the legend coming through it, because the porter calls the shots even mid-collapse, even grey, even paying. “It’s between the channels, it can’t go wide, the bottleneck’s holding it single. Take it from the cart-side, the shell’s thin at the joint of the foreleg where it has to flex”

The troll reached the rear cart while I was still calling. It was the size of a hay-barn gone wrong, bog-iron crusted over old grey muscle, and the carter’s mule screamed and the carter scrambled and the iron fist came up against the iron sky to come down, and the outriders’ blades were skating off the shell with the sound of steel on slate, and I had a half-second to spend and I spent it the only way a porter can, which is to make the ground do the fighting.

“Holt, the off-wheel, drop the cart’s off-wheel chock, let it roll into the deep channel, give the thing something heavy to look at”

The cart lurched and the troll’s slow attention went to the moving weight, the half-instant of distraction I’d bought. But the carter wasn’t clear. Holt had him by the collar and couldn’t pull him free, because the cart’s harness had twisted around the man’s boot, and the troll’s fist was still coming down, slow only because a thing that large makes slowness look inevitable. Pell shouted something about his fish that no god of roads would have dignified as a prayer.

“Cut the harness,” I called.

Holt’s knife flashed, missed the leather, hit the buckle, sparked. The echo-rope I’d thrown thinned in my hands, ghost-fibers slipping through my fingers because I had no strength left to feed it, but it held the mule’s head down for the one breath Holt needed to strike again. The buckle parted. The carter came free in a heap, and Holt dragged him back by the collar.

That was the breath I bought, and the door opened into it.

She did not arrive cleanly, because no battlefield gives clean arrivals. The door opened in the mud and the rain and the stink of salt-fish, and the first thing through it was the edge of her blade, already cutting, then the long pale line of her body following the cut as if the sword had pulled her into the world. My vision was greying at the edges, but I saw the exactness of it. She took one step on the rolling cart-rim, used the cart’s fall for height, and launched off it under the troll’s descending fist.

The fist hit the cart instead of the man. Boards exploded. Salt-fish went everywhere, a silver scatter across black mud, and Pell made a sound like his season had just died. My knees buckled when the last echo thinned, because I had nothing left to spend and had spent it anyway.

“Foreleg joint,” I called, though she’d already seen it. “Then throat.”

She fought the way a sword fights, already moving, already committed, because the legend the door rhymes with arrives whole and at the moment of her own legend, and her moment was a fight. The stroke she’d begun ninety years dead finished here, on the causeway, in the rain, and the iron-shell troll had four exact things happen to it in the space of one of my greying heartbeats.

One: she read the shell. I watched her do it, a flat instant assessment, the same read I’d called, the foreleg joint where the shell flexes, except she found it in the time it took me to draw breath. Two: she went low under the descending fist, inside its reach, where a thing that size can’t turn. Three: she put her blade into the foreleg joint at the flex, the one thin seam, and levered, and the shell that turned every other blade opened along its own joint because she’d hit the one line that had to stay soft for the thing to move at all. Four: she came up the inside of its collapsing guard and took the throat, the same place Maeva took throats, the place where a thing’s binding sits, and the iron-shell troll came down in pieces in the deep channel and the causeway was quiet.

Four moves. I counted them, the way the docks had taught me to count anything that mattered. And I understood, counting them, that I was looking at a kind of perfection I’d never get near with a blade, and that my only hope of ever winning her duel-debt was to never once try to meet that perfection on its own ground.

She stood over the wreck of it in the sudden quiet, breathing, blade dripping, and she was tall, taller than me, five-eleven of long-limbed athletic line, built like a drawn sword and standing like one, weight already shifted to her back foot the way a duelist stands when a fight might still be coming. My greying eyes took her in as they took everything, bottom to top, because that’s how you read a stranger who might be a threat: scuffed duelist’s boots, planted light; long hard-muscled legs in fighting leathers; narrow hips and a worn sword-belt; a chest wrapped flat for combat under the leathers; pale scarred forearms, old training scars, thin and many; jaw-blunt black hair cut clean at the jaw and sawed back to length by her own hand by the look of it; and storm-grey eyes that had already scored my stance and the convoy’s panic and the wreck of the troll and found all of it wanting.

The convoy cheered. Of course they cheered. A saint had dropped out of the air and saved the rear, and the carters whooped and the outriders banged their blades on their bracers, and Yrsa Kaldwyn ignored every one of them.

She looked at the cheering convoy once, flatly, and then she looked at me, the grey-faced man swaying at the bottleneck with silver-grey climbing past his elbows, the man who’d called her, and her stare narrowed by a blade’s width.

“Who,” she said, and her voice was low and clipped and entirely unimpressed, “spent themselves down to grey, on an overdraft I can feel like a debt collector’s hand, to summon a saint” she gestured with the dripping blade at the dead troll, at the salt-fish carts “for fish?”

“Convoy was going to lose the rear,” I said. My voice came out about as steady as my knees. “Couldn’t reach it in time. You could.”

“So you burned your own arms past the elbows for a cargo of salt-fish and four men you’ve known three days.” She wiped her blade on the troll’s hide, unhurried, reading me the whole time, the grey, the tracery, how I was staying up on will and not much else. “I felt the door open. I know what you are now; the kingdom never had your kind, an anchor, the door said. You free what older summoners only ever chained.” She sheathed the blade. “And the first thing I learn about the man who’d free me is that he throws himself away for fish.”

I felt the door between us, the open one, the offer hanging there as it had hung with Maeva. I felt Yrsa feel it too. And I felt, before she said it, her decline it, the door staying open and her standing on the far side of it with her arms crossed.

“Like hell,” she said.

That first, hard and graceless as a thrown punch. Then the rest, flat and final and entirely hers.

“I am not a sword you pull from a stone, anchor. I died undefeated. I held a bridge alone so my unit could run, and the kingdom filed my death under the lord who ran, and I have had ninety years in the dark to think about being a tool that other men get the credit for. I am not going to come back to the world to be the convenient blade of even a kind man, summoned at a thought, grateful to be useful.” Her chin came up, eyes flat. “Death didn’t take my right to choose my battles. You don’t get my oath because you opened a door. You don’t get it for free, and you don’t get it for fish.”

Maeva had arrived by then, half a mile run at speed and not even breathing hard, and she stood at my shoulder, and the two of them, the empress and the saint, looked at each other across me with the immediate frank assessment of two powers meeting on a road.

“And yet,” Maeva observed, “you’re still standing here, blade saint, on this side of the open door. You could have walked back through it the moment you declined. You haven’t.”

Yrsa’s jaw worked. “Because I want to know what kind of man overdrafts for fish,” she said. “So here’s my terms, anchor, and they’re mine, not yours. The new moon’s in five weeks. Before it, you beat me. In a duel. Fairly, witnessed, by my own word called fair. Beat me once, and I’ll consider staying, because a man who can actually beat the blade saint is a man worth choosing, and a man who can’t has no business calling himself anyone’s anchor.” She picked up her sheath-strap and slung it. “Until then I walk beside you. Unbonded. Owing you nothing, owed nothing. I’ll fight when I please and I’ll watch the rest, and what I’m watching for is whether you’re a man worth losing to, or just another fool with a martyr’s reflex and a hero’s name for it.”

Maeva, beside me, did not argue the refusal, which surprised me until I understood it. An empress who’d spent four hundred years being a leashed asset in a drowned tomb was the last person alive who’d tell another woman she couldn’t refuse a summons. If anything the empress approved; I felt it through the thread, a clean warm chime aimed not at me but at the saint, one power recognizing another’s right to choose her own ground.

“She’s right, summoner,” Maeva said. “Leave her unbonded. A queen who can refuse and does is worth ten who can’t. If you want the blade saint, you’ll have to be worth losing to, and you’ll have to do it her way, fairly, witnessed, called fair by her own word. I’d think less of her if she gave herself away for fish, and so, if you’re honest, would you.” She turned her green gaze on Yrsa, queen measuring saint. “I unified three duchies, blade saint. Two by marriage, one by mercy, none by force, because a thing you take by force you have to hold by force forever. He’ll have you the only way worth having you, which is the way you choose, or he won’t have you at all. I approve.”

“I don’t need an empress’s approval,” Yrsa said.

“No,” Maeva agreed pleasantly. “And that’s exactly why you have it.”

“That’s fair,” I said.

“It’s mine. Fair’s got nothing to do with it,” Yrsa said. “Choice isn’t a favor anyone does you. Now sit down before you fall down, anchor. You’re grey as a corpse and you’re embarrassing the woman who came out of a tomb to stand next to you.”

I sat down. It was that or fall, and I’d rather choose it.

Pell the merchant came to me where I sat grey on a cart-tail, his salt-fish saved twice over, once from the ambush and once from the troll, and he didn’t know what to do with his hands. “I hired you cheap,” he said. “A surveyor and a lady, at a porter’s rate, because nobody else would take the job and I thought I was buying a man to read maps. And you turned an ambush into outriders with a whistle and you called a saint out of the air for my fish and you’re sitting here grey as a dead man having spent your own self on my cargo.” He pulled out his purse. “I’m paying you the guard’s rate. The full one. Three guards’ worth, for the three you saved me from losing. I won’t be argued with.”

I started to argue with him. The porter reflex, the cheap-spending one, opened my mouth to say the commission was the commission and I’d taken the job at the rate I’d taken it. Across the cart Maeva’s gaze went from the purse to my face, and the bond carried audit-cold disapproval before Yrsa, around a strip of someone’s jerky, said, “Take the money, anchor. You greyed yourself out for his fish. The money’s the least of what it cost and you’ll take it or I’ll take it for you and spend it on a blade you’ll disapprove of.” So I took the full guard’s rate, and it sat strange in my hand, the correct price of my own work, and I noted that taking it was getting fractionally easier, and that two queens were apparently going to make a campaign of teaching me to be paid.

Camp that night was an education in the blade saint.

She ate like a siege was coming. I’d cooked for fighters for five years and I’d never seen anything like it; she went through the convoy’s stew like it had insulted her and went back for more and tested the bench she sat on for structural integrity before she trusted her weight to it, a habit, I’d learn, a fighter’s reflex about furniture that never switched off. She inspected every blade in camp, the outriders’, the merchant’s, mine, the cook’s, with a saint’s blunt professional contempt, and she condemned all of them except the cook’s heavy cleaver, which she pronounced “honest steel, badly kept, but it’ll cut,” and the cook was so absurdly proud of the compliment that he gave her the larger portion the rest of the trip.

She did not, I noticed, know the century either, and she met it differently than Maeva did. Where the empress audited each change and weighed it, Yrsa simply distrusted all of it. She distrusted the convoy’s new repeating crossbow on principle (“a weapon you can fire without thinking is a weapon you’ll fire without thinking”). She distrusted the smooth modern road (“ground that gives you no excuse to watch your feet makes soldiers who don’t”). When I asked about the bench-testing she looked at me like I was simple. “I died on a bridge,” she said. “You learn what holds and what doesn’t. Everything’s a bridge if you’re heavy enough.” Then she went back for more stew.

And she and Maeva negotiated, all evening, like two governments opening an embassy.

It was a marvel to watch. Neither of them gave an inch and neither of them wanted blood; it was all precedence, all protocol, two powers establishing whose sphere was whose. Maeva opened with graciousness, the imperial kind that’s a weapon. Yrsa answered with bluntness, the saint’s kind that’s also a weapon. Maeva let it be known, without once saying so, that she’d been here first and ran the strategy and had unified three duchies. Yrsa let it be known, without once saying so, that she answered to no strategy, had held a bridge alone, and was unbonded and owed nobody anything.

“You command well,” Maeva allowed, somewhere in the second hour, a concession that cost her nothing and bought her ground. “I watched you take the troll. Four strokes. Economical. I dislike waste.”

“You command from half a mile back,” Yrsa returned, which was not quite an insult and not quite not. “Through him.” A jerk of the chin at me. “Useful, if your caller’s good. His caller’s good.” Which was, I realized, the highest thing Yrsa Kaldwyn had said about anyone all evening, delivered as a complaint, and Maeva caught it and tucked it away. The empress ran the plan, the saint ran the line, and the porter, apparently, ran both of them, a thing they agreed on by pointedly not contesting it.

“He overdrafts,” Yrsa said to Maeva, jerking her chin at me where I sat marking the day’s weight in my notebook, grey still, arms aching. “You let him do that?”

“I’m correcting it,” Maeva said. “It’s a deep flaw. He believes his worth is in being spent.”

“It’s stupid,” Yrsa said.

“It’s heroic and stupid,” Maeva said. “Both. That’s the trouble.”

Yrsa got up. I thought she was getting more stew. Instead she came around the fire to where I sat, and without asking, without ceremony, she took my right arm, the worse one, where the fresh tracery had climbed past the elbow, and she unwound the field-wrapping I’d put on it badly with one hand, and she re-wrapped it. Properly. Tight where it should be tight and loose where the swelling needed room, a soldier’s field-dressing, fast and exact, done in the time it took me to start to say something.

“Stop spending what other people are for,” she said, not looking at me, finishing the wrap with a tuck. “Plain sense. You’ve got a saint and an empress now; you don’t need to burn your own arms off proving anything.”

“Thank you,” I started.

But she was already gone, back around the fire to the stew, gratitude-allergic, vanished before the thanks could land on her, and I sat there with my arm wrapped better than I’d wrapped it. She’d done it without asking and left before I could make it a thing, which I’d learn was the only way Yrsa Kaldwyn knew how to be kind, in motion, in passing, gone before the kindness could be acknowledged and turned into a debt she’d have to feel. A woman who repaid every gentleness instantly so she’d never owe one. A woman who’d wrap a stranger’s burned arm and flee the thanks.

And Maeva, watching me watch the place Yrsa had been, let her silence sit with the particular weight she used when she’d reached a conclusion and was deciding how to spend it.

“Don’t,” I said.

“I haven’t said a word,” the empress said.

“You’re going to.”

“I’m going to say,” Maeva said, with enormous satisfaction, “that the blade saint who will not be summoned like a servant just re-wrapped your arm better than you wrap it yourself, unasked, and fled before you could thank her, and that this is a woman who has decided your continued survival is worth monitoring while loudly maintaining that she’s decided nothing at all.” She returned to my almanac. “Five weeks to the new moon, summoner. She has chosen to keep watching. Win the duel and let her name the rest.”

“She’ll watch you the whole five weeks,” Maeva said that night, when the camp had quieted and the saint had taken first watch on a stool with her back to a wall and her blade across her knees. “Everything you do, and the deeds least of all; deeds are easy to fake. The small things. How you treat the people who can’t repay you. Whether the man at the deed-stone is the same man at the cook-fire.” She turned a page of the almanac she’d stolen back from my pack. “It’s exactly how I’d have done it, in her place. So be the same man at the fire that you are at the stone, which you are anyway. You won’t even notice you’re taking the test.”

I started a new page in the notebook, and at the top of it I wrote one word: Yrsa. Under it, I began to count.


Chapter 7: The Debt and the Drills

Yrsa put five touches on me in two minutes the first morning, and then she sat me down in the dirt of the training yard and explained, with the patience of a woman explaining gravity to a stone, exactly why I would never beat her with a sword.

“Five,” she said, holding up the practice blade she’d tapped me with, throat, heart, both wrists, gut, in the time it took me to remember which end of my own practice sword to point at her. “And I was bored. You know what your problem is, anchor? Your speed is bad and your reach isn’t enough, but the real flaw is this.” She tapped my chest with the flat. “You guard wrong. Every parry you make, you make it like you’re protecting something behind you. You step in front of the line, you don’t take the line. I’ve watched you since the causeway. You guard other people’s lines like it’s reflex, because it is, because you’ve spent five years standing in front of fools so the blow that was meant for them lands on you instead.” She crouched to my eye level in the dirt. “You’re a shepherd trying to duel a wolf. A shepherd’s whole craft is putting himself between the wolf and the flock. That’s a beautiful thing and it’ll get you killed in a duel, because in a duel there’s no flock. There’s just you and the wolf, and you keep guarding a sheep that isn’t there.”

It was the most anyone had ever understood about how I fought, and she’d done it to insult me.

“So I can’t win with a sword,” I said.

“You can’t win with a sword,” she agreed, standing. “Good. You’ve understood the first thing. Most men never understand the first thing.” She turned to walk off. “Find another way, anchor. You don’t need five weeks unless you’re planning to waste them. Surprise me.”

She drilled the grapple-work hardest, because that, she said, was the only ground where a slow man had a prayer against a fast one. “A blade’s all tempo,” she said, locking my wrist and turning me off my feet for the ninth time in a morning, “and you’ve no tempo, you’ve a porter’s plod. But a grapple’s leverage, and leverage is patience and weight, and you’ve both. You’ll never out-cut me. You might, on a very good day, with the gods drunk, out-wrestle me, if you stop trying to be a swordsman and start being what you are, which is a strong patient man who knows how things fall.” She let me up. “Things falling. That’s your whole talent, anchor. You know how things fall. A cart, a ward, a man off-balance. Stop fencing and start dropping me, and you’ll surprise yourself.”

She showed me what she meant on the next pass, slow, so I’d feel it land. “Watch. You’re trying to stop me here.” She drove her forearm at my throat, and I did what I always did, threw both hands up to cover it, and she stepped through the gap my covering made and put me on my back in the dirt before I’d finished the block. “You covered the throat. I took the hip. You can’t cover everything, anchor, I keep telling you. So stop covering. Take one thing away from me instead.” She hauled me up by the collar. “Again. This time don’t guard. Find where my weight is and pull the floor out from under it.”

So I stopped guarding. I let her come, and instead of covering I read her the way I’d read a loaded cart on a bad grade, found the foot her weight had committed to, and took it. She went down. Not gracefully, not beaten, but down, in the dirt, on her back, the first time all morning, and she lay there a half-breath with the wind knocked half out of her and something in her face I hadn’t earned off her before.

“There,” she said, getting up, brushing the yard off her leathers, and she didn’t smile, but the insult that came next ran warmer than the rest. “That’s the first true thing you’ve done with your hands since the convoy. You stopped fighting like a shepherd and fought like a man who knows how a cart falls. Do that to me in front of a crowd and I’ll deny I taught you.” She reset her stance. “Do it again.”

I did it again. She let me, once, and then she stopped letting me, which was its own lesson: a trick works until the other fighter reads it, and a saint reads fast. The third time I reached for her committed foot it wasn’t there anymore, and I ate the dirt for it, and she stood over me almost approving. “Good. Now you know the shape of it. A thing that drops me once won’t drop me twice, so whatever you’re saving for the duel, anchor, you save it, you show it once, and you make the once count.”

She drilled me anyway, every morning, even knowing I’d never beat her with the blade, because, I worked out slowly, drilling was how Yrsa Kaldwyn showed she’d decided you were worth keeping alive. She didn’t say it. She’d have bitten through her own tongue before she said it. But a saint who’d written you off doesn’t spend two hours a morning fixing your guard; she spends them ignoring you. Yrsa spent them on me, furious and exact, calling me a shepherd and a fool and a man who’d get himself killed guarding a sheep that wasn’t there, and every insult was a correction and every correction was an hour of her time, and somewhere around the third morning I understood that the insults were the affection and the drilling was the courtship, and that she’d kill me for noticing, so I didn’t say a word.

“Your wrist’s still soft on the parry,” she snapped, tapping it for the hundredth time. “You’re trying to protect your whole body. You can’t. Pick what you’re keeping. A duelist keeps one line and lets the rest take care of itself. You keep everything, which means you keep nothing.”

“Porters keep everything,” I said. “That’s the trade. You drop one thing, somebody dies on the road.”

She stopped, the practice blade lowering, and looked at me with the duelist’s read gone briefly thoughtful. “On the road. Not in a duel.” She tapped my wrist again, softer. “Different work, anchor. On the road you keep everything because everyone’s yours to keep. In a duel there’s only you. You’ve never once in your life fought a fight that was only yours, have you. You’ve always been guarding someone.”

“No,” I admitted. “I haven’t.”

“Then that’s your whole problem and your whole answer both,” Yrsa said, and turned away, and I think she didn’t know she’d handed me the duel right there, because I went and counted my way to another answer, starting exactly where she’d pointed: a fight that was only mine.

I couldn’t beat Yrsa Kaldwyn with a blade. I’d known that before she proved it; you don’t beat the blade saint at blades any more than you beat the tide by swimming harder. But I’d spent five years watching every fighting style on the continent from ten feet back with nothing to do but observe, and I’d mapped dungeons that wanted to kill me by learning their patterns, and a duelist is just a dungeon that moves. So I mapped her.

I filled notebook pages. I watched her drill, watched her spar the outriders, watched her eat and walk and stand, and I wrote her down like a tomb’s false ramps. Her tempo: she fought in a rhythm, fast, but a rhythm, and rhythms can be counted and counted-against. Her angles: she favored the cross-body cut, the back-cut’s honest cousin, because her reach was long and it covered the most ground. Her boredom: this was the thing nobody else would have written down, because nobody else was a porter who’d learned that the most useful thing about a person is usually the thing they’re not aware they’re showing. Yrsa, winning easily, got bored, and bored, she got fast and a little sloppy and a little impatient, and an impatient saint was a saint reaching for a finish.

Maeva annotated my notebook in imperial shorthand.

“You’re reading her like a soldier,” she said, leaning over the pages by candle. “Read her like a court. I spent thirty years reading men who lied with their whole bodies. Look.” She tapped my sketch of Yrsa’s stance. “Here. When she’s genuinely angry, she gets slow and careful, like she did when she condemned the outriders’ blades. Anger makes her precise, you can’t use anger. But here, when she’s only irritated, peeved, when something’s beneath her and she wants it over, she gets fast and impatient. You’ve recorded what she does: tempo, angles, reach. That’s good reconnaissance. Now record when she wants the fight finished.”

I thought about it. “When it’s beneath her. When she’s bored, or peeved, or, the outriders’ blades, when she condemned them, she got fast then, contemptuous fast.”

“Contempt is a mood. Boredom is a mood. Irritation is a mood.” Maeva’s eyes were bright in the candlelight, thirty years of reading lying men in them. “And here is the empress’s lesson, the one I paid for in a garden: people guard their strengths and leak through their moods. Yrsa Kaldwyn has guarded her technique for a hundred years; you’ll find no hole in it, there isn’t one. But she has never once had to guard her irritation, because no one has ever survived long enough in front of her for it to matter.” The empress smiled. “You’re going to survive long enough for it to matter. You’re going to bore a saint. And somewhere in the boring, she’ll leak.”

I found the finish-tell three days later.

We were drilling, the grapple work, because she said a duelist who can’t grapple is a duelist who’s never fought dirty and I was, she’d decided, going to fight dirty, it was the only way I’d win and she wanted to know if I had it in me. And I irritated her on purpose, with deadpan, with the bog-province pace of everything, with a porter’s refusal to be hurried, and at the peak of her irritation, going for a quick contemptuous finish on a grapple, her left heel loaded.

A half-breath before the lunge. The weight rolled back onto that left heel, set, and then the killing line came off it like an arrow off a drawn string. Every time. When she was irritated, when she reached for the finish, the left heel loaded a half-breath early, and that half-breath was the whole duel, because a half-breath is enough warning to not be where the line is going.

I wrote it down. Left heel loads before the finish. Half-breath. When irritated, not angry. And I underlined it twice, and I did not tell her I’d found it, because the whole craft of the porter is knowing things and not saying them until they’re worth the most.

The tell was half the duel. The other half was the ground, and the ground I went and found before dawn, alone, three mornings running, on the tide-flats below the south landing.

I went down at the slack each morning with a notebook and a bag of cut stakes and learned the flats by walking them with my whole attention until they stopped being a place and became a map. I learned which runnels firmed first as the ebb drew off and which stayed soft. I learned that the deep runnel in the middle of the flats was the one the flood filled fastest, and I learned, by sitting on a stake-marker through three turnings of the tide with my pulse for a clock, that the flood came up in pulses, not a smooth rise, and that the seventh pulse after the turn was the one that filled the deep runnel and hid the soft ground around it under a sheet of moving water.

Seventh wave. I counted it three dawns running and it was the seventh each time, because the lake’s queer moon-drawn tide ran to its own true rhythm whatever the survey said, and a rhythm you can count is a weapon. I marked the soft patches with my mind, not with stakes, because stakes she’d see, and I planned a duel the way I’d plan a tomb-descent: every step she’d take, mapped before she took it, the ground itself recruited onto my side, the seventh wave waiting at the end of it like a trap with a tide for a trigger.

“You’ve been going down to the flats,” Maeva observed, the third morning, when I came up wet to the knee and cold. “Before light. Alone. Three days.”

“Learning the ground. The duel’s on the flats. She gave me the flats. She thinks she gave herself room to move. She gave me a liar’s floor and a counted tide.”

“She gave you home ground,” the empress said, understanding, “and doesn’t know it, because she thinks like a fighter, who wants space, and you think like a porter, who wants ground that lies.” She looked at me with that filing approval. “She’s going to lose to her own gift. There’s a justice in that I find very satisfying. Now go and be irritating to her at drills, summoner, and keep the heel a secret, and let her walk into the flats certain she’s chosen them.”

The second grapple drill that day went a beat too long.

She’d taken me down, as she took me down every time, but it was close drill-work, both of us on the mat, and she pinned me, and I twisted out of it as she’d been teaching me, and somehow the twist ended with the two of us reversed, my weight over hers for half a heartbeat, my hand braced by her jaw-cut black hair, her eyes six inches from mine and gone, for that half-heartbeat, not flat. Wide. Open. And she didn’t call halt.

She held there a beat too long. One beat. Long enough for me to read the held stillness, the not-moving, the way her wrist stayed caught in my hand without a twist to break it. Her gaze was six inches from mine and, for that one beat, not flat at all but open, startled, as if some door she kept bolted had been jarred by the reversal and she’d felt the draft from it. Want was there. Plain. Large. Decades old. Not through a bond, because she had refused that, but in the grip she tested and did not immediately break.

Then she shoved me off, hard, and was on her feet and across the yard, and “halt” came late and clipped and her winter-pale skin had a flush high on the cheekbones that hadn’t been there from exertion. She busied herself with the practice blades, her back to me, and I let her have her back, because the moment had sharp edges and because a woman who’d been the strongest thing in every room for ninety years deserved the space to bolt the door she’d felt jar open.

Maeva, watching from the rail, let her gaze travel once from the flush on Yrsa’s cheekbones to me and back, a single unhurried audit, and filed the result away behind her eyes with the smallest tilt of her chin. That was all. It did a scene’s work, and I filed it after her, and I did not, by some miracle of restraint, say a word about it, because the timing was wrong, because the discovery had teeth, and because a porter who’d just found the heel-tell knew better than to spend two discoveries in one afternoon.

The two queens were, between drills, a comedy I’d never have scripted, because they met the century from opposite ends and the bog-province kept catching both of them off guard in different directions. Maeva delighted in the cheapness of things that had once cost wars; Yrsa distrusted the cheapness on principle, certain that a world where pepper was a copper and a crossbow fired itself was a world gone soft and asking to be invaded. The Antler’s furniture took the worst of it. Yrsa condemned the common-room benches as “built for sitting, not for standing on if a fight comes through the door,” tested the loft’s bedframe with her full weight and a small grim bounce, pronounced it “adequate, barely,” and refused outright to trust the padded chair Bram offered her, sitting instead on a stool with her back to the wall and her eyes on the door, as if comfort were an enemy she meant to keep in sight.

“You sleep sitting up,” I observed, the second night, finding her dozing against the wall with her blade across her knees while a perfectly good bed sat empty.

“I sleep where I can see the door,” Yrsa said, not opening her eyes. “I died because a door I trusted had a lord behind it who ran. I don’t trust doors. I trust walls, and the wall’s behind me, so.” She cracked one eye. “And before you say it, anchor, no, I will not take the bed, the bed faces away from the door, only a fool faces away from a door, and I have spent ninety years being many things but never once a fool.” She shut the eye. “Go to sleep. You’ve a saint to lose to in two days. Rest, so I can beat you fair and not feel I robbed a tired man.”

The next morning she found the tide-stink on my boots and the sand in the cuff of my trousers and said nothing for a full minute, which from Yrsa was a speech. Then she handed me a practice blade and drove me across the yard until my lungs burned, every cut forcing me to step where I did not want to step, every correction aimed at my feet rather than my hands.

“Ground lies,” she said, taking my ankle out from under me with the flat of her blade. “You keep looking at my sword. Stop. Swords tell the truth late. Feet tell it early. Ground tells it earliest, if you’re any good. You’re a porter. Be any good.”

I got up and set that away under lessons she did not know she was giving me. She thought she was teaching me to watch feet. She was teaching me exactly how much she believed a fighter trusted the ground under her. Enough. Too much, if the ground had a tide in it.

That evening the bard sang “The Porter’s Door” again, and I bought him an ale and asked for the second verse.

It was a different bard, a travelling one, who didn’t know the porter in the song was sitting at the bar, and he sang the heroic dead-porter verse to a half-full common room, and I leaned on the bar next to Bram and listened to my own funeral with the deadpan calm of a man hearing the weather. When the verse ended I put a copper down and slid it to the bard.

“Good verse,” I said. “Sing the second.”

The bard, flattered, sang the second, the Hero-weeps-for-his-fallen-friend verse, and I listened to that one too, and bought him another ale, and at the bar beside me Yrsa Kaldwyn, who’d been silently working through a plate of something the size of a cartwheel, looked at me listening to my own elegy and buying the singer drinks, and she laughed.

It came out of her like something escaping, an ugly honest bark of a laugh, loud, surprised, the first I’d heard from her, and she clapped a hand over her own mouth like it had betrayed her and glared at me over it as though the laugh were my fault.

“You’re buying him drinks,” she said, when she could. “He’s singing your death and you’re buying him drinks.”

“It’s a good song,” I said. “And every town that sings it is a town that’ll be very surprised when the stone says different.” I raised my cup to the bard. “I tip for the fiction. It’s the cheapest revenge there is. He thinks I’m dead and grateful. I’m alive and amused. One of us paid for that song and it wasn’t me.”

Maeva, on my other side, watched the travelling bard sing my death and lifted her cup a fraction in a private toast. “They sang my husband the Unifier for four hundred years,” she said, low, just for the two of us. “And then a woman they swore was dead walked out of a tomb at full weight.” She sipped, and let it lie there, because she didn’t need to finish the thought for me.

“That’s grim,” Yrsa observed, working through her cartwheel of a meal. “I like it. Grim’s honest.” She pointed her fork at the oblivious bard. “Where I died, there was a song too. The Bridge of Lord Vael’s Valor. The lord ran. I held the bridge so his men could run with him, and the song’s about his valor, and there’s a verse where he weeps for the brave saint who fell.” Her flat voice didn’t change, but her grip on the fork did. “Ninety years that song’s been sung. So yes, anchor. Let them sing. And then let’s make a stone so heavy the songs sound like the lies they are.”

Yrsa looked at me for a long moment, and the bark of a laugh had done something to the storm-grey stare, softened a corner of it she didn’t want softened.

“That’s almost clever, anchor,” she said. “Don’t get used to it.”

The two queens continued their embassy, and by the third day it had become the best entertainment in Marrowford that wasn’t a duel. They negotiated everything. They negotiated who sat where at the table, which sounds small and was a treaty. They negotiated the watch-order, Maeva proposing a sensible rotation and Yrsa rejecting it on principle and then proposing the identical rotation as her own idea, which Maeva accepted with a graciousness so total it was its own kind of victory. They negotiated, most memorably, over me, in the third person, while I was in the room, as though I were a disputed border province.

“He needs correcting,” Maeva said. “I’ve been at it since the tomb.”

“He needs re-forging,” Yrsa said, flatly, around a mouthful of bread. “You don’t talk a blade out of being brittle. You heat it and you work it. Repeatedly.” She pointed the bread at me. “Less correcting. More proof he’s worth keeping. The spending stops on its own once he believes it.”

Maeva considered this with the genuine attention she gave a good argument from a worthy source. “Statecraft corrects the behavior,” she allowed, which from her was a treaty-clause. “The forge proves the worth. Perhaps both.”

“Perhaps both,” Yrsa agreed, and the two of them looked at me, the disputed province, with identical expressions of proprietary intent, and I understood that I had been, somewhere in the last three days, jointly annexed by two governments who’d just agreed on a development policy, and that resistance was both futile and, if I’m honest, not something I wanted to mount.

The Cinderwell refugees came in on the evening cart, and they were the deed that didn’t go in any notebook.

There were six of them, a family and a half, from a village two days east called Cinderwell, and they had the look I’d seen on plague-roads before, the hollow watchful look of people who’ve buried someone recently and aren’t sure they’re done. They were afraid of water; they wouldn’t drink from the inn’s well, only from the rain-barrel, and they flinched from the wash-house. And their lamps kept going out, the children said, in Cinderwell, the lamps wouldn’t stay lit, and that was why they’d left, the lamps and the fever and the funerals.

The youngest boy carried a lamp with no oil in it, just the empty brass cage and a cracked glass pane, and he would not let it go. Bram tried to take it from him so the child could eat two-handed, and the boy’s fingers locked white around the handle until Bram backed off, slow and gentle.

“Lamp’s mine,” the boy said. “Esra said keep a lamp. If the lamps go out, you walk toward the high road.”

He was too young to know he’d given me a name that mattered. Esra. I wrote it down later, not beside a conclusion, beside the empty heading. Names first. Conclusions after.

The grandmother saw me write it. “She kept the ridge lamps,” she said, voice scraped raw by travel and grief. “Every night. Even when the fever took her legs and she had to lean on the pole. Fool girl. Proud girl. Said dark roads kill twice, once when you walk them and once when folk stop walking them because they’re afraid.”

I wrote that down too. Kept the ridge lamps. Proud. Fever in the legs. It was not proof of anything except a girl had done her work until she couldn’t, and that was enough to earn the line.

The lamp-cage clicked against the boy’s knee whenever he shifted, a small dry sound under the common-room noise. I found myself listening for it the way I listened for cart-rattle on a bad road. A thing out of place. A thing asking to be followed later, when the road led there.

The click of the lamp-cage. The boy’s white knuckles. The grandmother’s raw voice saying Esra kept the ridge lamps when her legs were failing. None of it was proof of anything. All of it bothered me, and it bothered me in the specific way that means a man is going to lose sleep over it whether he wants to or not. The things that bother a porter usually become a route.

Maeva saw me write it and did not ask. Yrsa saw the child’s grip on the lamp and, without comment, moved her own stool so that her sword-side faced the door and the family both. The boy noticed. He ate after that, one-handed, the empty lamp against his knee.

The thing to do with a problem that has a shape is count it, so I drew the grandmother out over a bowl of stew, gentle, the way you draw out a frightened witness who doesn’t know yet that she’s one.

It came in pieces, and none of it was a normal fever. The children flinched from clean water and drank only rain. The grandmother’s own hands had a tremor and her gums had gone dark. The lamps wouldn’t hold a flame, the children swore, not the wicks’ fault, the flames just thinned and died. And all of it had started after the spring, after the rains came down off the warren ridge above the village, when the village stone went dim around the same time and nobody knew why. A priest had come to bless the water before it turned, she said, and taken sick himself, and ridden on, and she could not give me his face or his order, only that he’d come from the ridge-side and left by it.

A dim village stone. Sickness off a ridge. Lamps that wouldn’t hold. I didn’t have a shape for it yet, only the start of one, and I didn’t like where it pointed, the same way I hadn’t liked the warren mouths or the wrong survey. I wrote it in the notebook under a heading I left blank because I didn’t yet know its name: Cinderwell. Spring-line. Lamps out. Stone dim. Started after the rains crossed the ridge. I wrote the priest into the witness column and left a blank where a name went. And under all of it, because the porter writes down what he can’t yet weigh: Who arrives at a ridge to cleanse it, and leaves a plague in the spring-line?

I underlined nothing. Underlining too early is how a man talks himself into mistaking a guess for a fact, and I didn’t have the witness who’d swear it. But the grandmother had a village name, a stone gone dim, and a dead grandchild, and I kept all of it in the column for witnesses who couldn’t speak yet, beside the priestess’s small boots.

The inn was full with fair-traffic. There was one room left and it was mine, the one Bram had traded me against future deed-weight, and the family had coin for the cart but not for a room, and they were going to sleep in the yard with the children flinching from the rain-barrel.

I gave them the room.

I didn’t announce it. I just told Bram to put the Cinderwell family in the loft-room and charge it to my deed-account, and I took my bedroll out to the stable and slept in the straw with the mules, which was no hardship, I’d slept in worse for less reason, and there was no stone to witness it and no song to sing it and I’d have been annoyed if there had been. A man counts dogs because dogs need counting, not so a farm-wife will swear it on a field-stone. The deeds that go on stones are the ones the world needs to see. The deeds that don’t are the ones that tell you who a man is when he thinks no one’s keeping the receipts.

Maeva found me in the stable after, setting my bedroll between the least ill-tempered mule and the wall.

“You gave them the room before you knew I’d approve,” she said. “You didn’t look at me first. You looked at the rain and the children and you decided, and then you acted, and my approval never entered the sum.” Her hand stilled on the stable rail; through the Tether came a warm, pleased thing with grief along the rim. “Four hundred years of men who did kindnesses where I could see, for the credit of being seen to. You did one where the only witness was a stable full of mules, and you didn’t check whether I was watching. That’s the difference between a kindness and a performance, summoner, and I’d forgotten the first one existed.”

The criers came through at midday with the news, and the news was the funeral guests.

The Hero’s party had announced a memorial tour. They were riding the province grieving their fallen support, dedicating deed-stones to my memory, gathering belief as Cylas always did, and the tour’s route ran through Marrowford. Two days out. The party that had sealed me in a tomb was coming to the town where I’d walked out of it, to mourn me, in front of the stone that already said I’d survived.

“They don’t know,” Maeva said, reading the crier’s notice over my shoulder, her eyes bright with the cruelty of clean arithmetic. “They think you’re dead, summoner. They’ve heard the rumor of a foreign lady and a surviving surveyor and they’ve decided it’s a different man, or a story, because a Hero’s party cannot afford for the bait to have walked out. They’re riding here to bury you. And they’re going to find your name lit on the stone they came to dedicate.”

“And me standing next to it,” I said.

“And you standing next to it, flanked by an empress and a blade saint.” Maeva’s smile was the dangerous one. “Oh, summoner. We are going to be so inconvenient.”

“You won’t accuse him,” Yrsa said. It wasn’t a question; she’d been listening, and she’d worked me out faster than most. “When they come. You’ll want to. Whole town watching, the man who sealed you in walking up to mourn you. You’ll want to put it to his face.”

“I’ll want to,” I agreed. “I won’t. The stone can’t weigh an order I can’t prove was given, and an accusation I can’t make the stone weigh is just a grieving porter shouting, and a grieving porter shouting is exactly the fight Saskia wants, because then it’s a duel of honor and she cuts me down for the crowd and the whole thing’s hers.” I shook my head. “No. I let the stone say survived and let the song say died-for-them and let the crowd land on the conclusion by itself. Cold. Daylight. Receipts ripening. The day Liria swears, or the day a witness puts the order on a stone, that’s the day I name him. Not before.”

Yrsa studied me, weighing me the way she weighed a blade, and the whetstone slowed against the steel until the scrape went nearly silent. “Most men can’t hold that,” she said. “The wanting-to. They spend it the first chance, and it’s gone, and they’ve got a duel they lose instead of a case that wins.” She went back to cleaning the blade she cleaned when she was thinking. “You hold it like a man holding a line. Fine. I’ll guard your line, anchor. You hold it as long as you need. But understand: the day you do name him, I’m the one who answers Saskia, not you. You point. I cut. We established that.”

“We established that,” I said.

Yrsa set the duel for the next dawn, on the tide-flats, before the funeral guests arrived.

She told me at the rail of the training yard, blunt, decided. “Dawn. The tide-flats below the south landing. Low tide turning, so there’s ground and water both, which I’m told you like, water and ground and tricks.” Her stare was flat and serious. “Before your funeral guests come. I want your measure while you’re still honest, anchor, before there’s a crowd of liars to perform for. A man fights different when the people who wronged him are watching. I want to see how you fight when it’s just me.” She turned to go, then stopped. “Bring your tricks. All of them. I’m not interested in beating a fair swordsman; I’ve beaten a thousand. I want to see if the porter can take the saint. If you come at me fair and lose like a gentleman, I’ll walk back through the door and you’ll never see me again. Come at me filthy. It’s the only way you’ll have me.”

She paused at the rail, and for once the cool read had something under it she didn’t usually let show. “The only fight that ever tells you who a man is,” she said, “is the one with no audience that matters. One man, one problem, and what he does with it when the watching falls away.” She straightened. “I died in one of those, anchor. I’d like to see how you live in one.”

“Dawn,” I agreed. “Tide-flats. Filthy.”

“Filthy,” Yrsa said, and almost, almost, her jaw twitched on a smile she wouldn’t allow, and she killed it and walked off before it could finish.

That night I didn’t sleep much, and not from nerves; from the counting. I lay in the loft and walked the duel a hundred times in the dark, every runnel I’d marked, every soft patch I’d sold myself in three dawns of practice, the seventh wave, the heel-tell, the declared tools. I rehearsed the declaration I’d make to the crowd, because the declaration was load-bearing; if I cheated unannounced she’d never call it fair and the whole thing was wasted, and if I declared everything and then did exactly what I’d declared, it became a tactic, and a tactic was fair even when it was filthy, and fair was the only currency that bought a blade saint.

“You’re not sleeping,” Maeva said, from the dark, not asleep either.

“Walking it.”

“Walk it twice more and then stop,” the empress advised. “A plan walked too many times goes soft, like a road with too much traffic. You have it. The ground, the tide, the heel, the declaration. Trust the porter, summoner. The porter is the most competent man I’ve met in four hundred years, and he’s about to beat a saint with a tide-table and the truth, and the only thing that can lose him this duel is the porter forgetting, for one moment, to be the porter, and trying instead to be a swordsman.” A pause in the dark. “Don’t be a swordsman tomorrow. Be the porter who counted the tide. That’s the man who wins this, and he’s the one thing she hasn’t planned for.”

I stayed at the rail a while with the tide-tables open in my head, the heel-tell underlined twice, three days of mapping a saint like a dungeon coiled up ready to spend.


Chapter 8: The Duel-Debt

The tide-flats below the south landing were a duelist’s nightmare and a porter’s home ground, which was the entire reason I’d chosen them, except I hadn’t chosen them. Yrsa had. She’d handed me my own ground without knowing it was mine, because she’d been thinking like a saint, who wants room to move, and I’d been thinking like a porter, who wants ground that lies.

Half of Marrowford came down to the sea-wall at dawn to watch. The funeral guests weren’t in yet, but a duel between the foreign lady’s surveyor and the tall pale stranger who’d dropped out of the air to kill a troll was the best entertainment the town had had in years, and Bram held the wagers on a board at the wall, calling odds, taking coin, refusing, I noticed, to lay any odds against me himself.

“Three to one against the porter,” Bram bawled, and then, lower, to me, as he passed, “which is robbery, and I’m taking the porter’s side of it with my own purse, so don’t you dare lose, I’ve a wyvern story riding on you.”

Maeva walked the flats with me in the grey light before the tide turned, the last counsel, court-quiet.

“Irritated, not angry,” she said. “You’ve found the heel?”

“I’ve found the heel.”

“Then don’t make her angry, summoner. Angry is precise and precise has no tell. You want her bored and irritated and reaching for a finish she thinks beneath her, all the way to the moment the heel loads.” She looked out at the flats, the runnels of firm ebb-sand winding between patches of soft suck-mud that looked exactly the same in the grey light to anyone who hadn’t spent a dawn learning the difference. “And you want the tide. When does it turn?”

“It’s turning now. Low slack. The flood comes up the runnels in waves once it starts, and the seventh wave is the one that fills this runnel here.” I’d counted them at three dawns running. The tide came in pulses, and the seventh pulse after the turn was the one that flooded the deep runnel where I meant to end it. “Seventh wave. I just have to keep her here, and irritated, until the seventh wave.”

“You’ve planned a duel around the seventh wave of a tide,” Maeva said, “and the boredom of a saint.”

“And one declared trick,” I said. “Has to be declared. She said come at her filthy, but filthy and cheating aren’t the same, and she’ll know the difference, and if I cheat she’ll never call it fair and the whole thing’s wasted. So I declare my tools before we start. In front of the crowd. A declared tool is a tactic, and a tactic’s fair even when it’s filthy. Cheating’s the thing you hide. I won’t hide a thing.”

Bram was doing a brisk trade in my doom, and the comedy of it was that half the town loved me and the same half was betting against me, because love’s love and odds are odds, and a fen-farmer I’d cleared the wells for could cheer my name and hedge his purse against me in the same breath without the slightest sense of contradiction. Bram found it the funniest thing he’d seen in a year and said so, loudly, while taking the porter’s side of every wager he could reach.

Yrsa came down to the flats in plain fighting leathers with her blade and nothing else, no ceremony, no spare motion, and she looked at the bunting and the crowd and the wager-board with flat distaste. “All this,” she said, “for a duel. In my day you found a quiet field and a witness and got it done.” She rolled her shoulders, loosening. “Don’t let them make you perform, anchor. The crowd’s not your problem this morning. I’m your problem. Forget they’re there or you’ll fight for them instead of me, and fighting for a crowd is how men lose.” Which was, I understood, the last piece of free instruction she’d give me before she tried to kill me, a teacher to the end.

Maeva looked at me with something that wasn’t quite pride and was close to it. “You’re going to win the most important duel of your life,” she said, “by being scrupulously honest about how you intend to be unfair.”

“That’s the porter’s trade,” I said, and went to meet the saint.

We faced off on the flats with the town on the sea-wall and Bram’s odds in the air, and before I drew I did the thing that mattered, the thing I’d planned for a week. I declared my tools.

“For the record,” I called, loud enough for the wall, loud enough for Yrsa, “I’m a summoner. My echoes hold a few seconds, faint copies of things I’ve carried. I’ll use them. I’ve got one echo-lantern I’ll flare and one echo-mooring-post I’ll set, and I’ll use the ground and the tide, because that’s all I’ve got against a saint. No hidden tricks. Everything I do, you’ll have been warned of. That fair, blade saint?”

Yrsa’s eyes narrowed, and something in them approved, because a fighter respects a declared stratagem as much as a fighter despises a hidden one.

“That’s fair,” she said. “Declared and filthy. I like it already. Now stop talking, anchor, and lose.”

The first movement was survival, and it lasted longer than she wanted, which was the point.

She came at me fast from the first exchange, testing, and I didn’t try to fence her, because fencing her was dying. I gave ground along the firm runnel-lines I’d read in the grey light, the winding paths of packed ebb-sand, and I sold her the soft patches. That was the porter’s craft: I made the soft suck-mud look like the firm path with my own footwork, stepping where I wanted her to step, then not being there, so that twice in the first two minutes Yrsa Kaldwyn put a saint’s perfect lunging foot into soft mud that grabbed her boot and bogged her drive for a half-second, and a half-second is a lifetime, and I was somewhere else when the cut came.

The first touch of her practice blade took a button off my coat without touching the cloth around it.

That was Yrsa teaching and threatening at once. The button jumped, neat as a coin flipped by a knife, and landed in the wet sand between us. The sea-wall made a noise, half cheer and half wince. I did not look down at it. Looking down at a lost button while a saint is in front of you is how you lose the rest of the coat and the ribs under it.

“You’re underdressed,” she said.

“You cut my luggage budget.”

“Good. Travel light.”

She came again, and this time I gave her a clean-looking line straight through the center, the duelist’s favorite promise: the shortest distance between contempt and conclusion. It wasn’t clean. It crossed a thumb-wide tongue of firm sand with soft mud on both sides, and I stepped it narrow, heel-to-toe, the way a man walks a mooring rope. Yrsa followed a half-step wider, because she had long legs and confidence and a saint’s belief that the ground existed to meet her foot, and the mud took the edge of her boot and stole the finish out of the cut. Her blade hissed past my shoulder close enough to stir my collar.

“Counting buttons now?” she asked.

“Waves,” I said.

I did it twice more in the first minutes, light-footed, a porter who weighs his steps because he’s spent a life on bad ground, and twice Yrsa Kaldwyn’s perfect lunge bogged at the root because she’d trusted ground a porter had only borrowed for the half-breath he skimmed across it.

“You’re running,” she said, the second time the mud took her foot. Not angry. Irritated. Exactly irritated. “Is that the plan, anchor? Run until the tide takes us both?”

“Until something better,” I said, deadpan, giving ground along the next firm runnel, selling her the next soft patch. “I’m a patient man. I count things. Right now I’m counting waves.”

“You’re counting waves,” she said, with the flat disgust of a saint who’s been told her opponent’s strategy is sums, and she came on harder, faster, more impatient, the irritation building exactly as Maeva said it would, a saint who wanted this beneath-her business over.

The second movement was when I spent my declared tools, and I spent them to keep her exactly that irritated and not a degree angrier.

This was the move I’d timed to the horizon, and timing it to the horizon was why I’d insisted on dawn. I’d positioned the duel through the first movement so that the rising sun would be behind me and in her eyes, not by luck, by herding, giving ground in the directions that kept the brightening east at her back-quarter, so that when the sun finally cracked the horizon she’d have to squint into it to track me. A fighter reads her opponent through her eyes; take her eyes for a half-second and you’ve taken everything for a half-second, and a half-second is a duel.

The sun cracked the horizon behind me, low and red over the water, and I flared the echo-lantern. I’d carried it for nights; the copy came faint and grey and bright all at once, and I flared it at the exact moment the real sun broke, so that for one instant Yrsa had the rising sun and a sudden close grey light both in her eyes at once, the natural glare and the summoned one doubling, and a fighter’s eyes are her whole world, and she lost me for a half-second in the doubled glare. I didn’t strike into the half-second; striking the saint was dying, and a porter who’s just blinded a saint and then closes to strike her is a porter who’s overreached and earned the riposte that comes by feel. I used the half-second to move a load, and the load was her, repositioned one exact pace into the mouth of the deep runnel, the runnel the seventh wave would fill, set exactly where I needed her by a light she never quite saw.

“Cheap,” she said, blinking the glare away, finding me again, more irritated.

“Declared,” I said. “I told you about the lantern. You weren’t listening.”

She came at me with the cross-body cut, her honest favorite, and I set the echo-mooring-post.

One parry. That’s all I’d promised myself and all I’d declared. The copy of a mooring-post I’d carried a hundred times came into the world faint and grey and just solid enough, for the two seconds it held, to take the cross-body cut that would have ended me, the post catching her blade’s force so I didn’t have to, and her steel bit into the grey copy and the copy thinned and was gone, and her cut went through empty air where a post had been, overbalancing her a half-step forward into the runnel-mouth.

“That’s two,” she said, recovering, and now there was the first edge of something past irritation, and I pulled it back, because anger was precise and I needed irritated.

“That’s my last one,” I said, easy, deadpan, giving ground into the runnel ahead of her. “No more tools. Just me and you and the ground and the tide now, blade saint. Told you I’m a patient man.” I let myself smile, just a little, the porter owning the joke. “I’m a shepherd, you said. No flock out here. Just the wolf. So come and get the shepherd.”

It worked. It worked because I’d mapped her for three days and Maeva had taught me to read her like a court, and a saint who’s been run around a mud-flat and tricked twice by a porter’s faint copies and called patient to her face is a saint who is now, precisely, irritated past the point of caution, reaching for the finish, wanting this over, this beneath-her thing, this porter, done.

The seventh wave came up the runnel.

I’d been counting since the slack. Six pulses of flood had come up the flats since the turn, and the seventh was the one that filled the deep runnel where I’d put her, and I felt it coming under the sand before it showed, the way you feel a cart on a road through your boots. And at the moment the seventh wave flooded the runnel-mouth, turning the firm sand to a sheet of moving water that hid the ground entirely, Yrsa Kaldwyn reached for her finish.

Her left heel loaded.

The half-breath. I saw it because I’d underlined it twice. The weight rolled back onto the left heel, set, the killing lunge drawing back like an arrow, the cross-body finish coming for the porter who’d irritated her one cut too many. And her loaded left heel set down, for its drive, into the soft-sand lie I’d sold her, the patch I’d stepped on and stepped off, now hidden under the seventh wave’s sheet of water so even a saint’s eyes couldn’t read firm from soft.

The lunge came off a heel planted in suck-mud, and the mud took it. Her drive bogged at the root, the saint’s perfect killing line robbed of its ground at the half-breath it needed most, and for one instant Yrsa Kaldwyn was overcommitted on a lunge that had no foundation under it, her weight forward, her foot caught, the seventh wave rising around both our shins.

Her sword was still perfect. That was the terrifying part. The blade came on in a line that would have opened me from shoulder to hip if the ground had given her one honest inch. It missed by the width of my thumb because the mud had stolen that inch from her heel.

I didn’t try to be fast. I’m not fast. I’m a porter. I did the porter thing, the dirty thing, the thing she’d told me to do: I hooked her bogged ankle with my own foot and put my shoulder into her overbalanced weight, the porter’s shoulder that gets somewhere with weight on it faster than a fighter expects, and I took the blade saint down into the surf.

She went down. The saint who died undefeated went down in a sheet of tide-water on a mud-flat, taken off her own bogged lunge by a porter’s hook and shoulder, and I came down over her with my practice blade’s point at the hollow of her throat, in the surf, the seventh wave breaking white around us both, and the whole sea-wall went silent.

I had her. The point was at her throat. The duel was won.

And I dropped the point.

I lifted it off her throat and I sat back on my heels in the surf and I looked at her, lying in the rising tide with her black hair fanned in the water and her eyes wide, and I said the thing I’d decided to say a week ago, the thing that was the whole reason any of this would matter.

“The win needs your word,” I said. “I tricked you with the ground and the tide and a declared lantern. I sold you a soft patch and I hooked your ankle. If you call that filthy and unfair, then I got lucky in the mud and the stone gets nothing from me. So you tell me, Yrsa. Fair or not? Your word. It’s the only word that counts.”

She lay in the surf and looked up at me, and I watched her do the thing only a true professional can do, which is reconstruct her own defeat from the inside, walk back through it move by move, and find it sound.

“You read the heel,” she said slowly, the seventh wave running back down the runnel around us. “The left heel. How long have you had the heel?”

“Three days. I didn’t tell you, because telling you was spending it early.”

“And the soft patch. You sold it to me. You stepped there so I’d think it was firm, then you weren’t there, and you put me in the runnel-mouth with the lantern so I’d be standing where the seventh wave would hide the ground.” She was reconstructing it aloud, professional, and I could hear the admiration building under the cold scoring read like a flush under winter-pale skin. “You declared every tool. The lantern, the post. You didn’t hide one thing. You told the whole sea-wall how you’d cheat and then you cheated exactly that way and not one inch more.” She blinked tide-water out of her eyes. “You beat the blade saint with a tide-table and a heel-tell and a borrowed lantern and the truth.”

“Fair or not?” I said again.

Yrsa Kaldwyn smiled. In the surf, flat on her back, beaten, she smiled, and it was a real one, the bark of the laugh’s older cousin, and it changed her whole face.

“Fair,” she said. “And filthy. Gods, anchor, it was filthy. You ran me around a mud-flat for ten minutes and beat me with arithmetic.” She let her head fall back into the running water, and she laughed up at the dawn sky, the loud surprised crack of it escaping her again before she could catch it. “I like filthy. Fair. Witnessed. Call it on the stone before I change my mind, because I have not been beaten in ninety years and I am going to want to pretend this didn’t happen by tomorrow, and I want it on the rock before I can.”

We walked up off the flats soaked and filthy, the two of us, and the sea-wall came down off its perch to meet us, and the thing I’ll remember is that Yrsa walked up beside me and not behind me, beaten and walking beside the man who beat her, her chin up, daring anyone on that wall to so much as breathe a word about the saint who’d lost, and nobody did, because a saint who lost to a tide-table and walks up grinning is more frightening than a saint who wins.

“They’re going to make a song of this,” she muttered, low, as the wall closed around us. “I can feel it. The porter and the saint on the tide-flats. Gods help me, there’ll be a verse.” She didn’t sound as displeased as the words. “Tell the bard to get the heel-tell wrong in it. I’m not having a hundred years of duelists knowing my left heel loads. Let the song say you out-fenced me. It’s a lie, but it’s a lie that doesn’t get me killed in the next war.”

I called it on the stone in the square, with the whole sea-wall as witnesses and Yrsa’s own word given loud and plain: bested the blade saint, fairly, by her own call, in the tide-flats at dawn. The stone weighed it. It was true to the last grain of mud. And my name jumped on the grey face of it, a real leap of weight, BESTED THE BLADE SAINT, FAIRLY, BY HER OWN WORD, and the crowd swore the etch with their own witness because half of them had stood on the wall and seen it, and Bram collected three-to-one on his own purse and bought the square a round and told everyone the wyvern that took his arm had, on reflection, been the size of a barn and possibly two barns.

Yrsa put her own hand on the stone after me.

That quieted the square faster than Bram’s shouting ever could. She stood there soaked to the knees, black hair drying in jagged points at her jaw, and pressed her palm to the grey rock as if she meant to test whether it had courage.

“Fair,” she said again, for the stone, not for me. “By my word. He beat me with the ground and the tide and the truth. Any song that says he out-fenced me lies, and any duelist who believes that song deserves what happens to his heel.”

The stone brightened another fraction. The deed stayed the same; the woman weighed inside it refused to let the world file her loss as anything but hers to name. That mattered. The whole square felt it matter.

Maeva watched the etch settle with the deep satisfaction of a woman watching a treaty signed. “Two queens on your stone now, in everything but the swearing,” she murmured. “Survived the tomb. Bested the saint. The province is going to look at that grey rock and do the sums that end with a question, summoner, and the question is going to be: who is the porter, that legends out of history stand at his shoulder? And the answer is the one thing your Hero can’t survive, which is the truth.” She set a hand on the warm stone. “Heavy enough now to be inconvenient at scale. Good. Let’s go be inconvenient at scale.”

That evening, in the loft, Yrsa Tethered on her own words, and then she bolted the door.

“The beating isn’t why,” she said, standing in the middle of the loft with the lamplight on her, blunt, decided, her arms crossed. “Understand that, anchor. The how is why. You won the duel and then you dropped the point and asked if it was fair. You could have had the win clean and let the crowd call it for you and I’d have walked back through the door, because a man who’ll take a cheap win is a man who’ll spend a saint on fish. But you wouldn’t take it unless I called it fair. You wanted me to choose to have been beaten.” Her eyes held mine. “That’s the man worth choosing. The one who won’t keep the win unless I hand it to him.”

The anchor answered like steel taking an edge, and the ledger-words came, and they were hers, every letter, given not taken, a saint who could have walked back through the open door at any moment choosing, on her own words, in her own time, after a fair loss called fair by her own mouth, to stay.

[BOND: TETHERED – YRSA’S CHOICE, FREELY MADE.]

I felt it settle differently than Maeva’s had. The empress’s Tether had come in afterglow, warm, an audit concluded in my favor. Yrsa’s came standing up, fully clothed, arms crossed, a decision announced like a duel-call, and the new awareness of her arrived not as warm metal but as a drawn blade, cold and bright and ready, the saint at the rim of me the way she stood at the rim of every room, watching the door.

Then she crossed the loft and bolted the door, and the clipped duelist’s voice changed into something else, terms stated like duel terms, exact, hers.

“Now. Here’s the rest of it, and these are mine too. Hands. Yours. No reverence; I’ve had ninety years of being a saint and I want none of it in this room. If I say stop, you stop, that instant, no questions. And you don’t go easy on me because I’m a woman or because you respect me or because you think a saint is delicate.” She started, with her own hands, to unwind the wrap that bound her chest flat for fighting, her own choice, daring me with her eyes to say a single soft word about it. “I came back to the world undefeated and starving, anchor. Ninety years the strongest thing in every room. Just once, I want to not be. So pin me, and mean it, and find out if the grip’s real, and don’t you dare be gentle about it.”

“Yes,” I said. Plain, because that was her register. “All of that. Yes.”

She came at me like it was a grapple, because that was the only way she knew how to start, intending, I think, to half-win it, to give the surrender while keeping the saint. I didn’t let her half-win it. She’d told me not to go easy, and a saint who tells you not to go easy and then tries to half-win is a saint testing whether you meant your yes, and I meant it.

I took her down to the floor mat with the same weight and leverage I’d used in the surf, no reverence at all, and I caught both her wrists in one hand and pinned them over her head against the mat, my body over hers, and I held the grip, and she tested it.

She tested it with a fighter’s real surge of saint-strength against my one hand, checking whether the pin was true or whether I’d flinch and let her up, and I held it, the grip real, my weight set, and she surged again, harder, and I held it again, and on the third test, when she found the grip wouldn’t break, when she understood the pin was real and the man over her wasn’t going to flinch or go gentle or let her keep the saint, she melted.

It was total and it was instant. There was no gradual. One heartbeat she was a saint fighting a hold, and the next every line of that long winter-pale body went soft and pliant under me at once, her eyes going from defiance to wide-open, and the change was so complete and so fast that it pulled a groan out of both of us.

“That’s it,” she breathed. “Oh, gods, that’s it. Don’t let go. Mean it.”

I meant it. I kept her wrists pinned in the one hand and got my other hand into the jaw-cut black hair and took her mouth, rough, as she’d ordered, no reverence, and she arched up into it, the small high chest she’d unwrapped herself pressing to my chest.

I took a moment over her then, because the surrender deserved the looking. Winter-pale skin gone flushed pink across her chest and throat, the long hard line of her laid out under me, the thin old training scars on her forearms and the new flush of a saint who’d finally been bested and held down for it, and her storm-grey eyes, the flat duelist’s eyes that scored every stance, gone wide and open and fixed on me with something raw in them that ninety years of being undefeated had never let her show. Her blade lay propped against the bedframe an arm’s reach away, exactly where she’d set it, and she didn’t look at it, and that, I understood, laid her trust bare: the saint who could end me in a heartbeat, pinned by one hand, her weapon in reach, choosing not to reach.

“You’re looking at me,” she said, breathless, half a challenge. “Stop looking and do something about it.”

“I’m allowed to look,” I said. “You unwrapped. That was for me to look. So I’m looking.” I tightened my grip in her hair, just enough, and watched her test the pin again instead of reaching for the blade. “And then I’m going to do something about it.”

I freed my cock with one hand while the other kept her wrists pinned, dragged her fighting leathers down off her hips and out of the way, and found her slick and ready between her hard thighs. I notched the head against her and took her there on the floor with her hair in my fist, hard, as she’d told me to, driving in to the root in one stroke. Her cunt was wet and gripping tight around me from the first rough push, clenching down on the intrusion, so tight I felt her stretch to take me, and her commentary, the famous flat duelist’s commentary, started degrading at once.

“Yes, like, that, harder, you, gods, harder than”

I pulled out, hauled her up and shifted her to the bedframe, bent her over it, and drove back into her from behind with one hand still controlling her wrists at the small of her back and the other in her hair. The angle sank me deeper, and I set a hard rhythm, my hips snapping against the taut muscle of her ass, the wet slap of it filling the loft. Her long body bowed under me, small high tits swinging with each thrust, bared by her own dare, the nipples gone tight, color blooming all the way down her throat. Her tactical vocabulary fell apart syllable by syllable, the flat duelist’s commentary that had scored a hundred fights collapsing into broken single sounds, her pussy fluttering and clenching around my cock on every drive, and the Tether carried her like blade-pressure through my body, sharp and exact, so I knew the exact moment she stopped holding any of it back.

“More, that, gods, please, anchor, please”

The saint said please. I filed it somewhere I’d never spend it.

I changed the angle, drew her hips back into me harder, kept the control of her wrists at the small of her back and her hair wound in my other fist, and the Tether gave me her tells the way a duel gives tells: pressure, clench, the half-breath before silence. I knew the exact stroke that made her go silent, the exact grip that made her pussy clench around my cock, and I gave her each one a beat before she could ask. The giving-it-before-she-asked undid her more than anything, the saint who narrated every fight reduced to wordless sounds against the bedframe because the man behind her was reading her like terrain and finding every line.

“How,” she managed, the words coming in pieces, “do you keep, gods, knowing”

“I feel you,” I said against the back of her neck. “Through the door. I know what you want before you do. That’s the trade now, Yrsa. You don’t have to ask. You don’t have to be the strongest thing in the room. I’ve got it.” And I felt that land in her like a key in a lock, the thing she’d come back to the world starving for, permission to set the weight down, and her whole body shuddered with it.

I brought her to the brink bent over the frame, and I felt it coming through the bond, the cliff-edge of it, and I put my mouth by her ear and I gave her the word, the word she’d spat at a hundred opponents across a hundred duels, reframed in one breath into the only release she’d ever wanted and never been able to ask for.

“Yield,” I said.

And Yrsa Kaldwyn came apart on the word. She came saying it, “yield, yield, gods, yield,” the brink-word turned in her mouth from defeat into the thing it had always secretly been, the release a hundred opponents had wrung from her as surrender given back to her now as the only freedom she’d ever wanted. Her whole long body clenched and shook around me, the winter-pale length of her gone rigid and then loose all at once, and her pussy gripped my cock in hard rhythmic spasms. The bond shorted the distance between us to nothing, her release crashing into me and mine breaking back over her, each surge feeding the next and climbing, until I couldn’t have told you whose pleasure was whose.

I came hard with my hand fisted in her hair and her wrists locked in my grip, saying her name like a grip held in the dark, driving deep one last time and burying myself in her as it took me. Release hit in sharp hot strokes, my cock buried inside her while she clenched down around every pulse, and a thin edge of storm-grey light ran along her skin for the length of it, the bond’s mark, there and gone, the only light her register ever showed. She milked the load out of me with the aftershocks still moving through her, her cunt wringing the last of mine into her with a tight rhythmic clench she had no say over, and I stayed buried in her through it, both of us shaking, the saint and the porter undone together on a loft floor while a duel-won stone glowed in a square below. When I drew out of her, my spend slid down the inside of her pale thigh, and she didn’t move to catch it, too spent and too satisfied to care.

For a moment neither of us could speak, which for Yrsa was a familiar country and for me a rare one. Then she let out a long breath against the bedframe and said, hoarse, “Right. Yes. That. Again, later. Often.” Which was, from the blade saint, a declaration of intent roughly equivalent to a royal proclamation.

After, she pulled away from any softness and dropped to sit on the floor with her back against the bedframe, breathing hard, sweat-damp and loose-limbed, and she reached up without looking and tugged me down to sit beside her on the floor, hip to hip against the bedframe, and handed me the water skin off her belt.

We sat on the floor and shared the water skin like two soldiers after a fight, which is what she needed, no cuddling, no words about feelings, just shoulder to shoulder and the water passing back and forth. She’d have flinched from anything softer; I could feel it through the thread, how tenderness made her itch the same as gratitude did, a thing she’d take in passing but never sitting still. So I sat still and offered nothing soft and let her lean her shoulder into mine on the floor, and that, for Yrsa Kaldwyn, was the whole of intimacy, the sitting still beside someone you’ve decided not to have to guard against.

“Ninety years,” she said, eventually, to the far wall, not to me. “I died at twenty-four and I was the strongest thing in every room for ninety years in the dark, undefeated, and I’d have told you, if you’d asked, that I wanted a worthy fight, a battle worth dying on again. That’s what a saint’s supposed to want.” She passed the water skin back. “That’s not what I wanted. I wanted this. One room where I’m not the strongest thing in it. One man who can hold the pin and won’t flinch and won’t make it tender and won’t make it a debt. Ninety years I didn’t even let myself know that’s what I wanted, because a blade saint who wants to be held down isn’t a blade saint, she’s a, I don’t know what she is, but I know what the songs would do to her.” Her jaw worked. “You felt it. Through the door. When you said you’d got it, that I didn’t have to be the strongest thing in the room. You felt it land.”

“I felt it land.”

“Then we never speak of it again,” Yrsa said, “and you give me that exact thing whenever I bolt a door and state terms, and that’s the arrangement, and if you tell a living soul I’ll cut your line for real, and this time it’s not a joke.” But there was no edge in it, the threat worn soft as the water skin, and she leaned her shoulder harder into mine.

“That word,” she said, finally, staring at the far wall. “Yield. That’s yours now. You understand? No one else gets to say it to me. Ever. Not in a fight, not in a bed, not anywhere. A hundred people have made me say it. You’re the only one who gets to make me want to.” She took the water skin back. “That’s the deal. That’s all of it.”

“It’s yours,” I said. “I’m just the one who gets to say it.”

She made a rough sound that was almost a laugh, and then she reached over and took up her blade from where it leaned against the frame, the blade she’d kept in reach all night and never once touched, and she dragged her discarded wrap down the flat of it, cleaning tide-salt off steel that didn’t need cleaning, the way she handled a blade when she was thinking and didn’t want to be caught thinking.

“A blade goes brittle if all you ever do is swing it and never tend the join,” she said, to the steel and not to me, turning the edge against the lamplight. “Heat it too hard, too often, work it past its grade, and one morning it snaps in your hand at the worst possible moment and takes somebody down with it. I’ve buried men under that exact failure.” She laid the flat across her bare knees, possessive, done with it. “You temper like a bad smith, anchor. All heat and no rest. You burned past your elbows for fish, for me, for a priestess who watched you die. Well, you’ve got a finished blade now, lying right here in reach. You point, I cut. That’s the arrangement, and the arrangement means you stop hammering yourself down to a stub when the cutting’s already covered.”

Her eyes were soft, exactly once, in the lamplight, and then she scowled and the soft was gone and she tipped her head back against the bedframe and shut her eyes, her arm a warm line down the length of mine.

I felt it then, the bond’s gift settling in, the Tether’s edge sharpening: a faint blade-pressure that hadn’t been there, a thing I’d come to know as the feel of a cut before it landed, the saint’s instinct ghosting at the rim of my own. I’d feel blades now, faintly, as I felt her in the room without looking. Two queens held in me differently, the empress like struck-coin and the saint like a drawn blade.

“You’re thinking,” Yrsa muttered, not opening her eyes, her shoulder warm against mine on the floor. “Stop thinking, anchor. The funeral guests come tomorrow. Sleep. You’ll want to be rested when you ruin their morning.”

She fell asleep sitting up against my shoulder, mid-sentence, as if sleep itself had found a guard post, and I sat on the floor of the loft with a saint asleep on one side and an empress warm in the link somewhere below, and I thought about the funeral guests riding in at dawn to mourn a porter, and I did not, for once, feel like a man at the back.


Chapter 9: The Dead Man’s Stone

The Hero’s party rode into Marrowford to mourn me with banners, three bards, and a witness-stone, and the town did not weep as they’d been told to.

We’d planned it over breakfast: I told them the plan, and they improved it.

“You go to the stone,” Maeva said, “before they arrive, and you do nothing. You don’t make a scene. You let them come to a square where your name is already lit, and you let the mismatch do the work. The crowd has been singing your death for two weeks; let them feel, in their own bodies, the wrongness of mourning a man who’s leaning on the bar.” She buttered bread with imperial precision. “Then, at the moment of his eulogy, you correct the masonry. Six words. No more. The fewer words, the heavier they land. I learned that the hard way; I once gave a defeated duke a speech and he recovered. I should have given him a sentence.”

“And I stand where Saskia can see me,” Yrsa said, “and I don’t say a word, because the duelist needs to do the counting herself without anyone explaining it, and an explanation she can argue with. A stance she can only read.” She ate like the breakfast had wronged her. “She’ll want to fight you, anchor. Don’t give it to her. If anyone fights Saskia Roehn it’s me, and not today, and not in a square they’ll sing about. Today we just let her see what’s standing next to you and let her do her own counting.”

“And I,” Maeva finished, “am Lady Maeva, foreign and gracious, and I say nothing at all, because an empress saying nothing in the right way is louder than a herald.” She smiled the dangerous smile. “We are going to ruin this man’s morning with cold counting and silence, summoner. It’s how I unified three duchies. Nobody ever remembers being conquered by a woman who was simply, relentlessly correct.”

I watched the arrival from the steps of the Gilded Antler, with Maeva on one side as Lady Maeva, foreign and gracious, and Yrsa on the other with her arms crossed and her flat assessing stare already scoring Saskia’s stance from a hundred feet. The party came up the market road in procession, Cylas in white-and-gold with the blessing-sheen turned up for the crowd, Saskia behind him with the famous sword, Odette in her grey with a sleeve-hidden measuring charm ticking against her wrist, and Liria veiled at the rear, hands folded, eyes down.

The whole arrival was staged, and I’d seen the staging built a dozen times from the inside, so I read every seam of it. The grief was choreographed: Cylas rode with his head at the angle that read as nobly burdened from the witness-shards’ height, and the bards were positioned to frame him, and there was a black mourning-banner that had been pressed and folded so it would unfurl on cue, and a wreath that someone, probably Liria, had been made to weave. It was a production, and a good one, and it had played in every town between here and the last, and it had been built on the load-bearing assumption that the porter was dead and couldn’t contradict the script.

The bards struck up “The Porter’s Door” as they came, the heroic verse, the dead loyal porter, and that was their mistake, because Marrowford had been singing that song for two weeks with a twist nobody had told the touring bards about, which was that the porter was alive and had walked out of the tomb and had his name lit on the very stone they’d come to dedicate. A production is only as good as its assumptions, and their central assumption was sitting on the inn steps with an empress and a saint, watching them perform his funeral, and the moment the assumption failed the whole gorgeous machine had no idea it was already broken and kept playing its cues into a square that had stopped believing them. The townsfolk lining the road didn’t take up the chorus. They watched the grieving Hero ride in to mourn a man half of them had seen win a duel on the tide-flats yesterday, and the mood that came off the crowd was not grief. It was the held-breath quiet of a room watching a man walk toward a hole he can’t see.

From the angle nobody performs for, I read the rot in the procession that the crowd couldn’t. Cylas rode well, he always rode well, but the bards were working harder than they should have to, pushing the chorus, trying to lift a mood that wasn’t lifting. They’d lost the crowd already and hadn’t noticed. Saskia rode with one hand never far from the famous sword, scanning the crowd the way a duelist scans for the man who’ll be trouble, and not finding him, because the trouble was standing on the inn steps and she hadn’t looked there yet. Odette rode reading, actually reading, a small grey-cased book open against her saddle-bow, which told me plainly she’d decided the entry was theater and the book was the real work. And Liria rode at the rear with her veil down and her shoulders folded in, smaller than I remembered, a woman being carried somewhere she didn’t want to go by a debt she couldn’t pay off.

Cylas felt the crowd. I’ll give him that; his whole craft was reading rooms, and he rode into a room he couldn’t read, and the gold sheen on him thinned just slightly at the edges, as it did when a crowd didn’t love him the way it was supposed to. I’d seen the sheen thin a hundred times and recover, fed back up by the next cheer, but this crowd wasn’t cheering on cue, and the sheen kept thinning, by degrees, the further he rode into the held-breath quiet, and I watched a man whose strength came from belief ride into a square that had stopped believing and couldn’t work out why his own legs felt heavier.

The witness-bard noticed before Cylas did. He was a thin man with a silver-bound shard on a chain at his throat, sworn-neutral and trained to keep his face empty, but the shard turned faintly toward the stone before the procession reached the dais, tugged by the stronger truth already etched there. His hand went to it by reflex. He looked at the glowing lines behind Cylas’s intended wreath, then at me on the inn steps, and his mouth tightened as if he’d bitten into a lemon and found a nail in it.

Good, I thought. Let the stones see before the actor does.

The shard brightened once, faintly, as if clearing its throat.

It was ready before he was.

So was the town. The baker’s wife had stopped pretending to arrange her stall. The ferryman Coll stood by the horse trough with both hands on his belt, eyes narrowed. Even the children had gone quiet, which is how you know a square has stopped being a crowd and started being a witness.

They went to the deed-stone in the square to dedicate it to my memory.

That was the plan they’d ridden in with: a public memorial, a fresh tour-entry, the grieving Hero swearing to honor his fallen support, more belief gathered, the gold fed. Cylas mounted the little dais by the stone and the bards quieted and he put his hand on the grey face of it and began the eulogy, the lovely voice filling the square, our brother Dorian, who held the door, who gave his life so that we might

And the square was looking past him, at the stone behind his hand, where my name was glowing.

DORIAN MARSH. Survived the Sunken Crown. Bested the Blade Saint, fairly, by her own word. Lit, bright, with real weight on it now, glowing right there beneath the towering gold of the party’s own tour-entries, and the crowd had been reading it the whole time he spoke, and the gap between the song and the stone had opened under Cylas Aurent’s feet while he eulogized a man whose name was shining a foot from his hand.

I’d waited for the right line of the eulogy, because timing is the whole of a porter’s craft and I’d learned long ago that a thing dropped into the right gap lands ten times as hard as the same thing shouted at the wrong moment. I waited until he reached the line about my sacrifice, our brother gave his life so that we might live, and I walked up the side of the dais while the lovely voice was still warm on the word live.

“Good wreath,” I said.

I said it from the edge of the dais, flanked by an empress and a blade saint, and the square heard it, and Cylas Aurent turned with the eulogy still in his mouth and saw the dead man standing at the stone he’d come to dedicate to him, alive, scarred, dry-eyed, with a four-hundred-year-old empress on one side and an undefeated blade saint on the other, neither of whom should have existed and both of whom were looking at the Hero of the kingdom the way you look at a thing you’ve already weighed and found light.

“Wrong stone,” I said.

I let the two halves of it land separately, because they did separate work. Good wreath was for the crowd, a deadpan acknowledgment that he’d done a fine job of burying me, and the crowd, who love a man who can take his own funeral lightly, warmed to it. Wrong stone was for him, a fact, plain, that the monument he’d built was a lie the rock beneath his hand was already contradicting, and I watched the fact reach him and do its work, the eulogy dying in his throat, the practiced grief going slack on his face because there was no script for the dead man interrupting his own funeral to correct the masonry.

I have replayed his face many times. It did several things very fast. First, the blank shock of a man seeing a corpse. Second, a flicker of something that on a lesser man would have been guilt and on Cylas was closer to accounting, the rapid sum of a man working out exactly how bad this was. And third, the recovery, because Cylas always recovered, the charisma a reflex, and he reached for the only move a Hero has when the dead walk up at his own memorial.

He made it a miracle.

“He lives!” Cylas cried, and flung his arms wide, and turned to the crowd with his face transformed into joy, pivoting the whole disaster in one breath. “Our brother lives! I prayed for it, friends, I prayed and would not believe him lost, and the gods” the gold sheen flared, drinking the crowd’s surprise, the shock of the resurrection feeding the blessing as belief always fed it “the gods have returned him to us!”

I’d been counting on the blessing’s appetite. It could drink surprise as easily as worship, for a moment. The sheen brightened on Cylas as the square gasped at the living porter, because a crowd’s astonishment is a kind of belief, and for that one breath the miracle-pivot worked and the gold burned high.

But surprise curdles faster than worship, and curdled surprise is doubt, and doubt gutters the gold.

Because the people in that square were not fools, and they’d been reading the stone the whole time, and a miracle is a man returned by the gods, and the stone didn’t say returned by the gods, the stone said survived the Sunken Crown, sealed below the inner doors, and you don’t get sealed below the inner doors by the gods, you get sealed below the inner doors by someone who seals doors. The pivot bought Cylas a breath. The stone took the breath back.

And I helped the stone take it, with one quiet sentence, because a porter knows that the cheapest way to starve a borrowed flame is to ask it a question it can’t answer in front of the people lending it the light.

“It’s good to be prayed back,” I said, mild, into the gap, loud enough for the front ranks. “Funny thing, though. The gods returned me from below the inner doors. Which is strange, because the song says I died holding the door open for the rest of you. A man can’t hold a door open and be sealed behind it both. So either the gods un-sealed a door, or somebody sealed one.” I let it sit one heartbeat. “I’m sure it’s the gods. They do good work.”

I never said betrayal. I never said his name. I praised the gods and thanked him for the prayer and pointed, very gently, at the one fact the miracle and the stone couldn’t both contain, and the crowd’s murmur, which had been a low tide, turned, and you could hear it turn, fixing now not on the seal they’d already chewed over for two weeks but on the timing of it, two days he was down there, two whole days, and the gods waited out a tide before they fetched him, gods don’t keep a man waiting on the turn of the water, men do, and the gold sheen on Cylas Aurent went ashy another visible degree as the doubt fed back into him as belief used to.

Beside the dais, Saskia read the stone.

Her eyes went to the line that said bested the blade saint, fairly, and then to Yrsa standing at my shoulder, and the duelist in her recognized the saint in Yrsa the way a wolf recognizes a bigger wolf, the stance, the balance, the cold scoring gaze aimed back at her. Saskia Roehn’s sneer, the one she’d worn for five years, died in stages, not all at once, by degrees, as she understood what was standing next to the dead man she’d cut the line of.

Across the dais, Odette scanned Maeva.

That was the one that mattered. Odette Calloway looked at Lady Maeva, foreign and gracious, with the flat slate clerk’s-eyes, and the mage’s professional attention caught on something and snagged, and went very still. Because Odette knew summoning. Odette knew leash-arts; she’d come to requisition leash-codices, I’d learn within the hour, she knew exactly what a summoned thing looked like, and a summoned thing looked diminished, leashed, fading at the edges, obedient. And Lady Maeva stood in the square at full power, whole, free, diminishment absent, radiating the unbothered total presence of a woman who’d unified three duchies, and that was impossible, that was a thing the archives said could not be, and Odette Calloway’s stillness went specific: the stillness of a clerk who has just seen a number that cannot exist on a page that cannot be wrong.

She reached into her sleeve and touched the edge of a measuring charm, a flat brass thing no one else would have noticed because no one else had spent five years watching her hands for the moment she decided a room contained work. The charm gave no reading I could see, but Odette’s face told me enough. A leashed summon would have pulled the charm down, dimmed, diminished, obedient enough to be weighed. Maeva did not pull. Maeva did not dim. Maeva, if anything, made the brass flinch back into Odette’s sleeve.

The mage’s fingers closed around the charm until the knuckles went pale. Then she let it go and smoothed the sleeve as if nothing had happened.

Receipt, I thought. Not paper yet. But a receipt.

Yrsa, beside me, never stopped watching Saskia, and Saskia, having finished reading the duel-etch, started watching Yrsa back, and the two of them held a conversation across the square that didn’t use a single word. Saskia’s hand drifted to the famous sword, an old reflex, the duelist sizing the bigger duelist, and Yrsa went still in the particular way she went still before a strike, the drawn-sword line of her loading low and quiet, and the message of that stillness was plain to anyone who’d ever fought: try it. Saskia read the message. Saskia’s hand came off the sword. And the copper-haired duelist who’d cut my line learned, in the space of a held breath, that the woman beside the dead man was not a fight she wanted in a square full of witnesses, and the sneer she’d worn so long died another stage, because a sneer is a thing you wear when you’re certain you’re the most dangerous person in the room, and Saskia Roehn had just stopped being certain.

And I watched Liria.

The priestess at the back, veiled, her folded hands shaking, looking at me alive, looking at the blood she’d had on her cheek when I hauled her out of the water, her lips moving, almost speaking, the almost-word right there at the edge of her, and Odette’s hand found Liria’s elbow without Odette ever turning her head, a clerk’s grip, gentle and final, and the almost-word folded back up inside the priestess like a hand closing. But it had been closer this time. On the landing, weeks ago, the almost-word had folded the instant Odette appeared. Here, in the square, with my name glowing and the blood-memory on her cheek, it had taken Odette’s hand to fold it, and even then I’d seen it fight the folding, and a thing that fights the folding is a thing that, one day, won’t fold.

I gave no accusation.

This was the part the crowd wanted and didn’t get, and the part that cost Cylas the most. They wanted the j’accuse: the dead man crying murderer, betrayer, you sealed me in. Cry it, and Cylas spreads his hands and grieves that the tomb has unhinged his loyal porter, and Saskia offers her famous sword against the slander, and now it’s a duel of honor, Saskia’s game and not mine. So I gave them a living body that had survived sealed below the doors, set beside his bought song, and let the crowd close the gap from inside its own conviction, where nothing he said could reach.

So I gave them the opposite, which was worse.

“Thank you for the song,” I said, to Cylas, plainly, in the hearing of the square. “It’s a lovely song. The bit where I’m brave is very good.” I let it sit. “I’m not dead, as it turns out. Sealed below the inner doors, two days, walked out at the turn of the tide. The stone has it. You should update the memorial. It’s a little premature.”

And then I stopped, and I let the silence do the work, and the silence did more work than any accusation could have, because the square filled the silence with its own low murmur, person to person, and the question that moved through it this time was not where the seal came from but where the rescue went, two days he was sealed and his own party rode three towns over dedicating stones to him, they never came back down, a man’s friends come back for him, these came back to bury him, they didn’t dig, they grieved, you don’t grieve a man you could’ve dug out. I never said the word. The crowd said it for me, in a murmur that went around the square like water finding its level, and Cylas Aurent stood on the dais with the gold going thin at his edges and could not, this time, find the line that fixed it, because the line that fixed it was an answer to a question no one had asked out loud and he couldn’t answer a murmur.

Then I gave him the deed-race, because the surest revenge was a contest he couldn’t refuse and couldn’t win.

“There’s real work in this province,” I said, loud now, to the square, the porter who’d found a name. “The kind no one bothers to write a song about. There’s a breach in the Mirefen, in the deep fen, and the warrens are growing toward it, and if it opens it floods three districts with wight-fouled water and the plague that’s already in Cinderwell spreads down every spring-line in the province. I’ve mapped it. I know where the root is.” I put my hand back on the stone and I swore it forward, the dangerous kind of oath, the kind that scars you grey if you fail it. “By the next full moon, I will close the Mirefen breach at the root. Sworn by Dorian Marsh.”

The stone took the forward-oath. It glowed, my name brightening as the public promise settled into it, and the grey scar waiting in it for me if I failed.

And Cylas Aurent, cornered by his own crowd, by the murmur, by the dead man swearing real work in daylight, had to match it or be the Hero who let the porter out-promise him in a square full of his own bards.

“Then the kingdom’s Hero will not stand idle,” Cylas said, and the gold flared as he reached for the crowd again, the reflex, the recovery. “My party will assist the province. We’ll secure the causeway approach to the Mirefen and clear the way for the relief. Sworn by Cylas Aurent.”

He swore it to claim the stage, the causeway, the visible front, the part the bards could sing. He didn’t know the breach closed from the bottom and not the approach, that he’d just sworn, in front of the witness-stone, to do the loud half of a job while I did the half that mattered. I knew it. I’d mapped it. I let him have the causeway with the same generosity Maeva had let the silk-merchant feel honored to be haggled.

It was a trap built entirely out of his own pride and the truth. I hadn’t tricked him into anything; I’d sworn a deed I could land and let him reach, cornered by his failing sheen, for the part of the job a song could see. A man whose strength is belief always reaches for the part the bards can count. He took the stage. I took the work.

The deed-race was born of oath and pride in the square, with no committee, no petition, no procedure. Two men swore two oaths in front of a witness-stone, and the province had a race. The stones would weigh which oath landed truer. Nothing else mattered.

The stone took my oath first. Mirefen breach, closed at the root by the next full moon, sworn by Dorian Marsh, support-class summoner, Anchor, whatever that last word meant to the crowd yet. The letters burned white, then settled into hard gold, and I felt the cost of a forward-oath settle on my name like a loaded pack. If I failed, the scar would go grey where everyone could see it. If I succeeded, the province would read the truth off the rock.

Cylas put his hand over mine on the stone because he could not bear to swear from below me, and the blessing flared around his fingers.

“The Hero’s party will assist the province,” he said, lovely and loud, claiming the causeway approach because it was the visible road, the bard-road, the road that let him charge monsters where people could count them. “We swear the same moon. We swear the same breach. Let the stones weigh which company serves Veltmark best.”

The stone called him best. It would never once call him truest. He still didn’t understand the stones as well as he understood crowds.

The witness-bard’s shard chimed once as both oaths took, and the square exhaled. People love a race. They love it more when one runner is a Hero and the other is a dead porter with queens at his shoulders.

The party left the square in a procession that had lost its music. The bards didn’t strike up; there was nothing to strike up; you can’t sing “The Porter’s Door” with the porter standing dry-eyed at the door it was named for, and a witness-shard had caught the living porter and the fading Hero and the murmur that named the thing no one had to say. I watched them go and I felt no triumph, exactly, which surprised me. I felt the cold clean satisfaction of a load delivered to the right address. The crowd had done the naming. I’d sworn one true thing and let a stone hold it and let a square fill the silence, and the silence had cost Cylas more than any accusation could have, and it had cost me nothing but patience, which I had in great supply.

The touring company’s music died at the edge of the square. A local one started up to replace it before they were fully out of earshot.

There was a Marrowford lad who’d been working a new second verse to “The Porter’s Door” all week, a thin boy with a borrowed lute and more nerve than tuning, and he chose the exact moment the Hero’s procession reached the road to try it on the crowd. His version did not have me dying. His version had the door sealed behind me, and the porter counting the tide in the dark, and walking out at the turn of the water with a queen at his back. The melody was the company’s. The words were Marrowford’s now. He rhymed “inner door” with “wanting more,” which is a crime against masonry and language both.

The square took it up anyway, badly, half of them a beat behind, and a crowd will forgive a clumsy verse it owns faster than a polished one it’s been sold.

“That scans like a cart with a square wheel,” I told the boy, and dropped a coin in his cup, because a man should be paid for the fiction even on the day the fiction finally comes true. “Keep the tide. Lose ‘wanting more.’ I never wanted more. I wanted out.”

He kept the tide. He kept “wanting more” as well, the little thief, because it rhymed and because nobody who’s actually been sealed in a tomb gets a say in how the song about it goes. That’s the version Marrowford sings to this day. I’ve stopped correcting it. Yrsa says a man who argues with a ballad has already lost, and a man who argues with a ballad about himself has lost twice and should buy a round to cover the embarrassment.

“You didn’t gloat,” Maeva observed, beside me, low, as the procession dwindled up the Veltmark road. “I watched you. You had the whole square and a dimming Hero and you said six words and stopped. A lesser man would have made a speech.”

“A speech is a thing he could answer,” I said. “Six words and a stone he can’t.”

“Yes,” the empress said, with deep satisfaction. “That is exactly the lesson my husband never learned, and exactly why the histories had to sing him for four hundred years to make him sound like what I actually was. The man who has to explain himself has already lost the room. You let the room explain him.” She looked at me sidelong. “You’re a frightening man, summoner, in a very quiet way. I find I enjoy it enormously.”

Maeva fixed my collar after, on the Antler steps, in the thinning crowd.

It was a small thing. My collar had come askew somewhere in the swearing, and she reached up and set it right with both hands, an empress’s hands smoothing a porter’s worn collar, and it was the most private thing two people had ever done in a public square, a coronation in the size of a collar-fix.

“There,” she said softly, just for me, the audit softened into warmth. “You sounded like a man with a name, summoner. Took you long enough to use the voice. Now keep using it.”

“Took him long enough,” Yrsa agreed, from my other side, watching Saskia mount up across the square. “Saint’s measure: he’ll do.” She was still tracking Saskia, her storm-grey eyes never quite off the copper-haired duelist. “She wanted to come at you, that one. I watched her want it the whole eulogy. The clerk talked her down, but it’s in her, the wanting, and a duelist who wants a fight she’s been refused gets reckless.” Yrsa’s gaze sharpened. “She’ll come for me eventually, not you. Saint to saint. She has to; she’s spent five years certain she’s the most dangerous edge on the continent, and she just stood in a square and learned she isn’t, and a duelist can’t carry that. She’ll need to test it. I’ll let her, when she asks honest. Not before. Not in a square they’ll sing about.”

“You’re already planning her duel,” I said.

“I see the fight when I meet the person I’ll have it with,” Yrsa said. “She’s a fight I’ll have someday, the way you saw the breach was a deed you’d do someday. We just know our work when we look at it.” She finally turned from Saskia. “Your work today was six words and a stone. Mine was standing still so a duelist could count. Hers” a tilt of the head at Maeva, fixing my collar “was silence. We each did our work. The Hero did a eulogy for a man who interrupted it. That’s the whole day, anchor, and we won it without drawing steel, which is the only kind of winning I never learned alive and find I like dead.”

I went back into the Antler, and I did one more thing before the day was done, the thing the shape of my revenge required, which was that I watched them.

The party took the far corner of the common room before they rode for the causeway, a council in the open because they thought the dead man was busy being celebrated, and I sat at the back-bar with Bram and I watched them as I watch everything, reading the table across the room: the body language, the lean of the shoulders, the fragments that carry across a taproom when you’ve spent five years learning which words travel.

Cylas’s fury was not the loud kind. He sat very still and very reasonable, and the gold sheen had come back up now that he was among his own believers, fed by the small private worship of his own party, and whatever he was saying to the others was low and even and I caught only pieces, should have stayed a story, and bait that walks back, and the word liability, said the way a landlord says a word about a tenant he means to evict. His fury was quiet and reasonable, and that was the most dangerous thing about him, because he hadn’t spent a copper of it in the raging as a louder man would have. He’d been banking it since I said wrong stone, and a banked fury draws interest. I’d watched him be charming for five years and I’d learned that the charm was the surface of a very cold accountancy, and the accountancy was running now, behind the summer-blue eyes, totting up what the dead porter had cost him in one square and what it would cost to make the cost stop.

He didn’t look at the door I’d left through. That was the tell. A man with nothing to hide would have glanced at the man who’d just bested him; Cylas kept his eyes on Odette’s ledger and his voice low and reasonable, and I knew, watching it, that the loud charming Hero was a costume and that the thing wearing it had just decided I was a problem to be solved rather than a rival to be beaten, which was worse, and I filed that too, in the column with everything else, and went on watching.

Saskia wanted the duel. She kept touching the famous sword and glancing toward the door I’d gone through, and her lips shaped something to Cylas that I read as let me, and Cylas’s flat reasonable refusal, and Saskia’s jaw working, the duelist denied her clean answer to the dead man and the saint who’d out-stanced her.

Odette held my attention longest, because Odette wasn’t angry at all. She had her ledger out and she was writing, calm, the only calm person at a table coming apart, and that stillness, while everyone around her unraveled, was what made the back of my neck prickle. I read her in pieces: the words that carry across a taproom to a man who’d long since learned which ones travel. Diminishment absent, she said, and Cylas didn’t understand it and Odette didn’t bother to explain. The archive at Vael, she said. And codices, the grey-cased books, said the way a craftsman names her tools. And then, clearest of all, because she said it looking directly at the door I’d left through, in case the kingdom’s assets need recovering.

She wasn’t proposing murder. Saskia wanted a duel, a clean killing, exactly what she enjoyed. Cylas wanted me to have stayed a story. But Odette wanted to study the impossible thing, the summon without diminishment, the anchor the archives said couldn’t exist, and the way you study an impossible asset is you don’t kill it, you recover it. She counseled patience to Cylas, and there was no mercy in the counsel, only method. A clerk does not waste a unique specimen on a rash duel. A clerk catalogs it.

Assets. Recovering. I planted them in the notebook that night beside leash-codices, archive at Vael, diminishment absent, and a clerk who counseled patience while she requisitioned the tools of a leash.

Liria they sent to pray. Cylas dismissed her toward the little temple at the edge of the square with a low word, go and pray for guidance, and I watched the priestess go out the door toward the temple.

She didn’t go to the temple. She stood in the square in the dusk, veiled, her folded hands shaking, looking at the deed-stone where my name glowed, and not praying. Just looking. A witness the stone would believe, if she ever swore, standing in the dusk between the man who used her and the man who pulled her out of the water, not praying, for once, at all.

I didn’t go to her. Every instinct I had said cross the square, ask her the gentle question, give the folded woman the chance to unfold. But I’d watched Odette’s hand find her elbow on a landing once and seen the almost-word fold back up, and I knew the priestess would swear when she could stand at the stone without folding under Odette’s hand again, and not a moment before. Pushing her toward the stone would only fold her tighter. A witness you press is a witness you lose.

So I watched her stand in the dusk not praying, and I let her stand there, and I went up to the loft to plan a breach with two queens, and I left the priestess to find the floor under her own feet, in her own time, which the porter knew, even then, was the only way she’d ever truly stand.

“The small one,” Yrsa said, when I came up, having watched the same thing from the window with the duelist’s read that missed nothing. “The priestess. She’s the one who’ll break, if anyone does. The duelist’s too in love with herself, and the clerk’s loyal to her books. But the praying one’s already broken. She just hasn’t fallen yet.” She turned from the window. “Don’t catch her, anchor. I know you want to. You catch everyone. But that one has to fall by herself, or the stone won’t take her weight.”

“I know,” I said.

“I know you know,” Yrsa said. “I’m telling you anyway, because you can know a thing cold and still do the opposite the second someone starts falling, and that’s you all over. It’s your whole rot. Let this one fall.”


Chapter 10: The Empress Sworn

Closing a breach is mostly carrying things to the right place before anyone fights anything, which meant the week before the full moon was the closest I’d come to happiness in five years.

I had a real problem with a real shape and the tools to solve it and two queens who did what I asked because the asking was always right, and I spent the week being a porter at the scale a porter dreams of. I rendered ward-pitch from the wight-bones we’d taken at the bog-nest, because old wight-bone boiled down makes a pitch that the warren-spawn won’t cross, and I laid it in lines along the fen-paths to channel the brood when it came. I read the tide-tables for the deep fen, where the old sea-marsh still breathed with the lake, and I marked the windows when the drowned galleries under the breach would be low enough to drop the channel-gates. I recruited the farm militias as beaters, the edge-farm folk who’d watched me count their dogs, because beaters who know the ground are worth more than soldiers who don’t. And I set caches at three fallbacks, food and ward-pitch and spare lanterns and bandage, because a plan that doesn’t have three fallbacks is a plan that kills people, and I’d stopped letting people get killed by plans the day I walked out of the Sunken Crown. Three fallbacks, not one, because one fallback is a man’s optimism and three is a man’s experience: the first cache is for when the plan goes wrong the way you expected, the second for when it goes wrong the way you didn’t, and the third for the day the second cache is also on fire. I’d learned that on roads, where the difference between an inconvenience and a funeral is usually whether somebody packed the third cache, and the somebody was always me, and now the somebody was me at a scale that could save three districts, and I packed the third cache for the Mirefen with the same care I’d once packed it for a Hero who never knew it was there.

Yrsa inspected my fallback caches and pronounced them, grudgingly, “You’ve buried people you didn’t have to and decided not to do it again.” Which was exactly right, and exactly the thing I’d never said out loud, and I didn’t ask how she knew, because she’d held a bridge so her unit could run and then died on it, and a woman who’d done that recognized third caches without needing them explained.

The channel-gates were the heart of the plan and the thing I was proudest of. The breach was a low drowned place where the old sea-marsh broke its banks, and under it ran the nest-galleries, flooded passages where the warren-mother brooded and the spawn bred. You can’t dig out a flooded nest and you can’t burn what’s underwater. But the galleries flooded on the tide, and a thing that floods on the tide can be drowned past recovery if you drop the right gates at the right windows: barrel-stave gates, weighted, set in the gallery mouths, dropped at high water to seal the nest under its own flood with no slack to breathe in. Drown the galleries from the bottom while the spawn are out and the breach closes itself, permanently, because there’s no nest left to keep it open.

But to drop the gates you had to clear the gallery mouths of spawn first, in the open, which meant a fight on the drowned ground at low water, which meant beaters and a killing-floor and a caller who could read the tide to the inch. So the plan had three parts stacked: clear the mouths at low water, draw the brood onto a killing-floor I’d ward-pitched, and drop the gates at the high-water window to drown what was left. Three parts, each with its own tide, each with its own fallback, and I drilled it on a sand-table in the Antler’s back room until the militia could walk it in their sleep.

The sand-table became Marrowford’s favorite nuisance. Bram gave me the back room and complained every hour about mud on the floor, then stood in the doorway with his one arm folded and corrected any farmer who stepped a bean-marker through a channel I’d marked drowned. The cooper brought barrel hoops and shaved them down into gate-markers. The edge-farm children stole three beans for counters and were conscripted by Maeva into replacing them with pebbles sorted by size, which they did with the solemnity of a royal levy.

“No,” I told Holt, moving his marker back. “If you chase the brood there, you’re below the tide-line when the second pulse comes. You drown with the thing you’re chasing.”

“Feels cowardly stepping back before they’re dead.”

“Feels dead staying forward after the water says leave.”

Yrsa, leaning on the wall, grunted. “Listen to him. Water doesn’t care if you’re brave. I approve of water.”

By the third run Holt stepped back on the count without being told, and the whole table moved with him, bean by bean, a line of farmers learning that survival could be drilled the same as courage.

Maeva turned Marrowford into a war effort by charm, which I’d thought was a figure of speech until I watched her do it.

She went through the town as Lady Maeva and made closing the breach the thing everyone wanted to be part of. She got the cooper to donate barrel-staves for the channel-gates by making him feel his staves would save three districts, which they would. She got the fen-farmers to lend their flat-boats by making the lending sound like the honor it was. She got Bram to open the wager book on the breach-close so that half the town had coin riding on me succeeding, which meant half the town was now invested in my forward-oath landing true. By the end of the week the whole town was leaning into the breach-close the way a town leans into a harvest, and I’d watched an empress do the thing the histories credited her husband for, turn scattered people into one purpose, and I’d watched her do it in a bog-town in an afternoon.

The militia drills were their own comedy, because Yrsa ran them and Yrsa had opinions. The edge-farmers came in with billhooks and boar-spears and one ancient halberd a grandfather had brought back from a war nobody remembered, and Yrsa inspected each weapon with the flat professional despair of a saint among amateurs and condemned most of them, except, again, the cleaver-grade tools, the honest farm-steel, which she pronounced “better than half the army blades I died beside, because a man sharpens a tool he eats with.” She taught them not to fence, which they’d never do, but to hold a line and step back together and trust the beater beside them, which was the only thing they’d need, and she taught it by making them hold a line against her, once, which cured them forever of overconfidence and gave them a story they’d tell their grandchildren.

She also taught them how to retreat, which offended every farmer in the yard until she explained it in the only way Yrsa explained anything: by knocking three of them flat when they tried to stand bravely in the wrong place. “Brave dead men feed wights,” she said, hauling the first one up by his collar. “Step back together and you live to swing again. Again.” By sunset the edge-farmers could give ground in a line without turning their backs, and I watched the drill with a satisfaction that had nothing to do with glory. A line that can retreat is a line that can survive long enough for the seventh-wave count to matter.

I added the retreat steps to the sand-table that night, moving bean-markers back in pairs instead of forward in a heroic clump, and the farmers grumbled until Maeva asked which of them planned to make his widow proud by dying in the wrong square. That ended the grumbling. Nobody wants to be the man an empress uses as a bad example in front of his wife.

Even the bean-markers stood straighter after that.

The next run went clean. Not pretty, not brave, clean. The line stepped back together, billhooks low, boar-spears level, each man watching the shoulder beside him instead of the fear in front of him. Yrsa grunted once, and the farmers took it like a medal.

Maeva, meanwhile, read my almanac to the militia-wives in the evenings, having decided the century’s calendar was a personal affront she could at least correct locally, and held court over the cook-fires pricing every modern convenience against the world she’d died in. She approved of the new iron cook-pots (“we’d have killed for these; you cook a siege-camp’s stew in copper and you poison your own army by the third week”). She disapproved of the fashion for printed almanacs over hand-copied ones on the grounds that “a thing too cheap to lose is a thing nobody learns by heart, and a calendar you don’t know by heart is a calendar that’ll surprise you on the worst day.” And she rated my tea, again, “honest,” and counted out the militia-wives’ grain stores against the muster-roll in her head faster than their own tallyman could with chalk, and pronounced their winter provisioning “adequate, badly distributed,” and fixed it in an afternoon by moving three families’ shares around, as she’d once moved a province’s, and the wives loved her for it without quite knowing what they’d just been managed by.

“You did this for three duchies,” I said.

“I did this for three duchies,” she agreed, pricing the loaded flat-boats with satisfaction. “It’s the same craft at any scale, summoner. People want to be part of something that’s going to matter. You give them the part and the mattering and you make the asking honest, and they’ll carry barrels into a bog for a foreign lady they met last week.” She glanced at me. “You do the same thing, you know. With your fallbacks and your counted dogs. You make people feel safe enough to be brave. We’re the same trade, you and I, at different ends of it. I make them want to march. You make sure they all come home.”

My weight climbed all week, deed by prep-deed, and I felt it climb, and I budgeted against it, because the registry had named the next door and this time I meant to pay it clean.

Scouting the breach with Yrsa, two days out, we found the thing that turned the breach from an accident into a crime.

“Carrion,” Yrsa said, crouched at a warren mouth in the deep fen, the scoring stare aimed at the ground now instead of a stance. “Someone’s been feeding these. Look.” She pointed at the drag-marks, the bones, the deliberate piles. “Wights nest where there’s death. Scatter enough carrion at a warren mouth and the nest grows fast, and grows organized, because there’s a reason to spread, a feeding-pattern to follow. Someone’s been hauling carrion into the fen for a season. These warrens didn’t grow toward the breach by accident. Someone grew them that way.”

I read the drag-marks and I didn’t like where they pointed, the same way I hadn’t liked the warren mouths on the ridge a month ago. They ran deeper than the province believed, organized, fed, aimed, and aimed at the breach, the one low drowned place that, if it opened, flooded three districts with wight-fouled water.

“Who feeds a breach,” I said.

“Someone who wants three districts flooded,” Yrsa said. “Or someone who wants a deed-race to have stakes high enough that the Hero can’t be seen to lose it.” She stood, brushing fen-mud from her knees, eyes hard. “I’m not saying it’s your golden boy, anchor. I’m saying carrion got hauled into a fen by somebody, and your golden boy just swore in a square to be the one who saves the province from it, and a man who saves a province from a disaster he arranged is a man who gets a very good song.”

I kept it. I didn’t have the receipt yet, the proof of who hauled the carrion, but I sketched the drag-marks and added them to the notebook against the day a witness would swear, and the file on Cylas got one page thicker and one degree colder.

“You’re not surprised,” Yrsa said, watching me sketch.

“I’m a porter. I read drag-marks on roads for a living. Somebody’s been hauling carcasses into a fen for a season, and there’s only a few reasons to do that, and none of them are good, and one of them is a Hero who needs a disaster big enough that saving the province from it makes a song worth a kingdom.” I closed the notebook. “I can’t prove it’s him. The drag-marks don’t have a name on them. But I can prove a fen got fed, and I can prove the warrens grew toward the breach, and I can hold those receipts until the day they meet a witness who’ll put a name to the hand that did the hauling.”

“And if that day never comes?”

“Then I still close the breach,” I said, “and the province is still saved, and the song still curdles when the stone says who closed it. The receipt’s a bonus. The deed’s the point. I don’t do the deed for the receipt, Yrsa. I do the deed because three districts flood if I don’t. The receipt’s just what I pick up off the ground while I’m there.” I shouldered my fen-pack. “That’s the whole difference between me and him. He’d flood the districts for the song. I’d close the breach for the districts and let the song fall where it falls.”

Yrsa was quiet a moment, studying me, and then she said, gruff, “That’s the second thing you’ve said this week that I’m going to pretend I didn’t find admirable,” and turned and walked the fen-line, scouting, and her place in the link tasted, faintly, of a drawn blade gone briefly, reluctantly soft.

The plague thread crossed the breach thread the same day, and that was the call.

A second Cinderwell family came down to Marrowford, more hollow than the first, and the sickness in them followed the water as the first family’s had. When I overlaid my fen-maps with the plague-reports, I saw a shape I couldn’t read. The sickness wasn’t spreading like a sickness. It was spreading along the spring-lines, the underground water, strongest where the rains crossed the warren ridge above Cinderwell, and there was a cause under it I couldn’t see, a thing happening in the dark of the ground that my maps could show me the effect of and not the source, and I needed eyes that saw around corners, eyes that saw a half-second further than mine, eyes that had seen, two hundred years ago, exactly what a Hero’s sloppy work does to a spring-line.

I sat with the overlaid maps half a night, the fen-map and the plague-reports and the warren-mouths and the spring-lines all laid over each other on the loft floor, and I couldn’t read the shape, and not being able to read a shape is a rare and unpleasant feeling for a man who reads shapes for a living. Everything pointed back at the warren ridge above Cinderwell, at the ground the party had “cleansed” last spring, and there it went dark on me. Whatever the cause was, it was happening underground, in the warrens and the graves and the spring-line, where no surface-map could follow.

“You’re stuck,” Maeva observed, finding me on the floor among the maps at an hour with no business in it. “You’re never stuck. I find it fascinating.”

“I can see what it’s doing. I can’t see what’s doing it. It’s underground, in the warrens and the graves, where a map can’t go. I need eyes that see around corners.” I sat back on my heels. “The registry’s been showing me a name for it. A seer.”

“Then call the seer,” Maeva said, simply. “You’ve the weight, once the prep lands. You said so yourself. No overdraft.” She crouched beside me among the maps, the old weighing-gaze warm now. “And summoner. When you call her. Whatever she is, whatever she’s seen, you call her the way you called me. Whole. Free. Asking nothing. A seer will know the difference between a leash and a door faster than I did, and a seer who feels a leash will step back through it and you’ll never see her, and a seer who feels a door, a true open door, after two hundred years of watching Heroes arrive late on purpose, that seer might decide the man who opened it is worth seeing from the inside.” She stood. “But that’s hers to decide. Don’t plan her. We’ve discussed this. Plan the deeds. Meet her honest. Empty hands.”

The registry came, ledger-quiet, behind my ribs.

[A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED.] [THE SEER WHOSE WARNINGS WERE WORTH A CITY.] [NAHARI OF SUNDERMERE, ORACLE.] [COST: WITHIN WEIGHT ONCE THE PREPARATION DEEDS LAND.]

Within weight. Not beyond it. Not an overdraft. I’d climbed enough, deed by prep-deed, that once the breach-prep deeds landed on the stone, I could call the oracle clean, with no body-cost, no fresh tracery, the price paid out of earnings at last and not out of flesh. I did the sum and I budgeted the call for after the prep landed, and I felt, doing it, the difference between the man in the tomb who paid with his arms and the man in the loft who paid with his earnings, clean and counted, and the difference was my own progression set down as a clean sum, and I let myself feel it.

“You’re growing,” Maeva observed, that evening, watching me budget the call instead of brace for an overdraft. “You can feel it. The arithmetic doesn’t cost you flesh this time.”

“This time,” I said.

“This time,” she agreed. “Come down to the back room, summoner. The town’s gone home and the sand-table’s ours for the night. I have something to give you, and I’m going to give it properly.”

She’d been building to it all day, I understood later, deliberately, with the whole campaign laid out before the first move. She’d watched me catch the overdraft-reflex and overrule it, budget the oracle’s call clean instead of cheap. She’d watched me steady a militia line. She’d watched me, that afternoon, accept a farmer’s thanks without deflecting it, just say you’re welcome and let it land, and I’d seen her note it, the audit finding a sum it approved of. And that evening, with the breach four days off and the prep landing and the man she’d chosen finally beginning to take up the space she’d been telling him to take, she decided it was time to do the most dangerous thing an empress can do, and she did it on purpose, with open eyes.

The back room was buried in maps, the breach-plans spread over the sand-table and every bench and crate, and Maeva swept a clear space across the wide map-table with one pass of her arm and stood in the candle-gold with the rebuilt ceremonial bodice laced and straining, and she began to take the pins from her crowned braid, one at a time.

I knew, by then, what the pins meant. Each pin out of the crowned braid was a clause of consent, a sentence in the language I’d learned to read on her, and she took them out slowly, watching me watch her, and as she took them she told me the hemlock garden entire: not the campaign-report version she’d given me in the tomb, but the thing itself.

“I trusted one man with everything, once,” she said, a pin coming free, the braid loosening. “Aldous. My husband-king. I built him an empire because I loved him, or because I’d decided I loved him, which at the time I could not tell apart, and I handed him the credit because I thought we were the same purpose, two hands on one crown.” Another pin. “And he stood in our garden, the physic garden I’d planted, with the hemlock I’d grown for medicine, and he made a tea from it, and he handed me the cup with his own hands, and he held my hand while it worked, and he wept, and the weeping was real, summoner, that’s the part I’ve had four hundred years to understand. He loved me and he poisoned me, both, truly, because he could not survive being the second-most-capable person in his own empire, and love does not protect you from a man who needs to be first.” The last pin came free and the golden cascade fell down her back, the event of it, and she stood there with her hair down and her oldest wound open. “I swore I would never hand anyone everything again. All those centuries in the dark, I kept that oath. It was the only thing I had that was mine.”

She crossed the room and she stood in front of me, and she took my burn-scarred hands in both of hers.

“And then a porter freed me with his last coin and asked nothing, and tried to talk me out of trusting him because he didn’t want to lie about the load. So I’m breaking the oath I kept for four hundred years, summoner, with open eyes, knowing the price, knowing exactly what it costs to hand a man everything.” Her green eyes held mine, unguarded, the empress and the woman both. “Here is everything. Again. Freely. My oath. I’m Sworn to you, Dorian Marsh, and I have not sworn myself to anyone since I poured my own death from a teapot.”

Gold gathered under my breastbone, the Standard answering before it had a name, widening in answer to the oath she had placed between us.

She presented herself to me like a treaty, then, the offering made physical, and she reached up and unlaced the ceremonial bodice herself, deliberate, and this time she let it lose entirely, the engineered failure she’d built for weeks finally allowed, her breasts spilling warm and full into the candle-gold, and she put my hands on them and held them there.

“Witness me Sworn,” she said, court-formal, the diction full and warm. “What the church kept covered, what no one since the garden has been given, you’ll have. It was never theirs to ration. It’s yours to witness. Attend me, summoner.”

I attended her, and this time I gave her no quick claim of a peak. I pressed the heavy softness of both breasts together around my face and breathed her in, mouthed the deep line of the valley between them, the sternum, the upper swell of each in turn, slow, unhurried, while her court-formal praise narrated over me, tribute, witness, attend, the coronation vocabulary. Her hands threaded into my hair, not directing now, only holding. I made her wait. Only when she’d begun to arch up after my mouth did I finally close my lips around one dark peak and draw it deep, and her gasp broke the cadence of the praise mid-word, and I kept her there at the edge of it, working her slow with tongue and the flat of my teeth and the heavy weight of her own breasts lifted to my mouth, until both nipples stood hard and wet and dark and the diction frayed sentence by sentence and her pussy grew slick against my thigh through the bond.

And then she gave me the thing that was hers and no one else’s, the signature she framed as bestowal.

She backed me down onto the cleared map-table and knelt over me, deliberate, an empress arranging a ceremony, and she gathered her breasts in both hands and held my gaze until the looking itself became part of what she was giving.

“Here,” she said, low, and she gathered them around me, presenting it, the empress bestowing what the church’s painters had hidden, and she took my cock between them. The soft warm flesh closed around my shaft, swallowing me in heavy heat, slicked by her hands and the heat of her breath, the head of me appearing and disappearing in the deep gold-gilded cleavage with each stroke, candle-gold shining off the slick crown when it pushed up into view. Her green eyes audited me the whole time from above, watching my face while she fucked me with her tits, and that warmth undid me more than the friction did. “Yes. Four centuries they painted me modest and the fools failed and I let them fail, and now you’ll have what they hid. Tribute, summoner. Witness what they hid.” She set a slow rhythm, pressing the soft mass tighter around me, her own hands working the heavy softness up and down my cock, and dipped her head to flick her tongue across the head each time it crested the top of her cleavage, narrating it low in the same imperial register she kept for everything she meant to hold onto. “Slower. There. You may put your hands over mine. Feel what I’m giving you now. The painters wanted it and the church wanted it modest and the husband-king wanted the throne, and you, who wanted nothing, have me choosing this.”

The praise frayed as it always did, coming apart sentence by sentence as her own arousal climbed, the bond looping her pleasure into me and mine into her, and the empress who’d begun by conducting was, by degrees, no longer in command of her own ceremony. “There, gods, you, the way you, oh, attend, attend me, I, summoner I cannot keep the, the words, I”

I let her conduct it until the conducting broke, and then I took the tempo. She’d sworn herself to me an hour before with her hair down and her oldest wound open, and this was the same oath spoken again with her body, the empress handing over not only everything but the keeping of it. I drew her up off the bestowal and turned her, and I laid her back in the cleared space among the breach-maps. She rose to me astride, her throne posture, the position that was hers, reached down and fit me to her soaked entrance, and sank down onto my cock with a low broken sound, her pussy closing wet and tight around me as she took me all the way down, riding me slow at first with her hands flat on my chest and her gold hair coming down around us both, her full tits swaying heavy over me with every roll of her hips. Then I set my hands on her hips and took the pace from her.

She let me. She always let me, and it was always the point. I drove up into her and slowed her when she’d have raced and quickened when she’d have lingered, snapping my hips up to bury myself balls-deep each time she came down, my cock sliding deep through the wet grip of her pussy until our joining was wet and loud between us, while the empress’s court-language came apart entirely into plain hunger. Her eyes lost the room, the maps, everything but me. Every ounce of imperial control she’d carried for four centuries poured out of her as need. “Take it, summoner, take the keeping of it, I swore it at dusk and I’m swearing it again now with this, take it, gods, harder, I cannot, I will not keep the words, there, I’m” and her cunt began to clench in fluttering waves around me, the gold already starting to gather under her skin, building toward something larger than the Tether’s faint lacing, a flood of it waiting at the edge.

Her climax took her astride me. Her cunt clamped down and rippled along my cock in hard spasms, milking me, her whole body going taut and then loose, the gold light surging up bright under her skin as she came apart with my name breaking out of her in place of any decree.

“Take it,” she said through the aftershocks, abandoning all ceremony, “take it from me, summoner, finish for me, on me, tribute, I want to wear it, I want”

I pulled free at her command, the loss of her wet heat almost too much, and worked myself once, twice, in my fist over her, and finished over her chest with her name leaving me rough and low. My cum spurted across her heavy breasts in thick hot streaks, rope after rope of it landing white on sun-gold skin and candlelight, pooling in the deep cleavage she’d just had wrapped around me, and she pressed her own hands to it where it landed and worked it into her skin and claimed it as she claimed everything, “tribute received,” breathless and gold-lit and gloriously undone.

And at the peak the oath sealed.

Gold sigil-light washed up out of her skin and out across the whole room, not the faint lacing of the Tether but a flood of it, gold light running over the maps and the walls and the candle-flames, and every flame in the room, at the moment the bond crossed, straightened. The guttering candles drew up into parade-straight columns of steady gold flame, standing to attention, and the ledger-words came with them.

[BOND: SWORN – OATH FREELY GIVEN.] [REGALIA ECHO GRANTED: THE STANDARD (LOW POTENCY).]

“There,” Maeva breathed, sprawled gold-lit in the wreck of her maps, fond and satisfied and watching the flames stand straight. “Now you have the Standard. Now you can make a room steady the way I do. It’s a low echo, you’ll have to grow it, but it’s yours, summoner. A facet of me, in you.” She pressed her gold-lit palm flat to the center of my chest, over the place the new echo had settled, and held it there as if she could feel her own legend taking root under his skin. “Do you feel what Sworn means? My ceiling’s risen. I’m more than my legend now, because of you. Four hundred years I was as strong as I’d ever been, frozen at the height of myself. Now I can grow past it. That’s what you give a queen, anchor. A height she never reached. The others leashed what they called. You raised it.”

The candles stayed straight longer than they should have, even after the first flood of gold drew back. Little flames do not hold military posture on their own, but these did, each wick a tiny soldier at attention while Maeva lay among the breach-maps with my cum cooling on her breasts and a look of triumph so intimate it had no court in it.

“You see,” she said, softer, following my gaze to the flames. “That’s the difference. A Sworn bond makes even candles remember how to stand.”

Afterward she lay in the candle-gold and the ruined maps and planned my wardrobe, drowsily, an empress in glorious sprawl, telling me the coat she’d commission, dark grey wool, she’d decided, with a collar that stood, “to make you stop hunching like a man apologizing for his own height,” and the better boots, and how I’d carry the Standard once I’d grown it, “from the spine, summoner, command comes from the spine, you carry yours like a question and we’re going to make it a sentence.” I let her plan, and I let my name stay bright in my own chest for once, as she’d been teaching me, and I did not feel like the cheapest thing I owned.

“You’ll have to learn to be looked at,” she murmured, half-asleep, her gold hair spread across my chest. “It’s coming, the being looked at. The province is going to start looking at you as it looks at him, and you’ll want to step back into the frame’s edge, where you’ve stood for five years, and I won’t allow it. An anchor at the edge of the frame is a leash that hasn’t noticed it’s loose. You’ll stand in the center, summoner, where the banner goes, and you’ll let your name stay lit, because that’s the whole of the correction I’m making to you, and I am, as I’ve said, thorough.”

The Standard’s first test came in the morning, and it was small and it was proof.

I was at the training yard while Yrsa drilled the militia beaters, and the sparring got ragged, the farm-folk losing their nerve against the practice-press, the line wavering. And I raised my voice, just to steady them, the way you steady a column, and the Standard moved in me, low and new, and the line firmed. The wavering militia steadied at my voice, drew up as the candle-flames had drawn up, allies steadying, and a teamster who’d swung a wild frightened haymaker at a sparring-partner had his blow flinch off-line, the enemy-flinch, the swing going wide of its own accord at the sound of my steadied command.

It was a low echo. It barely registered. But it registered, the Standard live in a porter’s voice, and I felt the door’s facet of an empress working in me. It was nothing like Maeva’s; hers made lamps stand at attention and crowds firm and enemies break. Mine made a wavering line of frightened farmers hold one beat longer. A seedling of the thing. But a seedling is a thing that grows, and I’d been given a growing thing by a woman who’d just told me she could grow past her own legend, and I understood, holding the steadied line, that we’d grow together, the empress and the anchor, each making the other larger, which is the opposite of what a leash does, and I thought: let the archives call it impossible. Let them watch.

I tested it the rest of the morning, quietly, as I test any new tool. I found it answered to the spine, as Maeva said command did; when I stood as she’d been at me to stand, the Standard came easier, and when I hunched into the frame’s edge from old habit, it guttered. So I practiced standing. A porter learning to take up space, one steadied militia-line at a time, the empress’s facet teaching my own body the lesson the empress’s mouth had been teaching me for weeks.

Yrsa watched it happen, leaning on the rail, loose and unhurried, scoring it the way she scored a stance.

“Useful,” she said. And then, because I was smiling, the Standard live and the line steady and an empress Sworn and the oracle’s door budgeted clean: “Stop smiling, anchor. You look like a man who’s pleased with himself. It’s unbecoming.”

But the smile she keeps killed got loose anyway, just for half a second, and she let it live before she stamped it flat again and turned back to the militia and barked them into order.

Maeva came down to the yard to watch the Standard’s first test and weighed it with proprietary pride, because it was her facet living in me and a craftsman admires her own work wherever it turns up. “Low,” she pronounced, “as I said it would be. You steadied a line of frightened farmers for one extra beat and turned one wild swing an inch. Mine empties throne-rooms and makes armies hold against routs. But mine took a coronation and a war to grow, and yours took a single night, and you’ll grow it the same way I grew mine, by using it until it’s larger.” She set a hand flat on my chest, over the place the Standard sat, and watched the line hold under my voice. “And you carried it from the spine without my telling you to, this time. We’ll make a banner of you yet. You hunch less already. I’ve been counting.”

“You count things too,” I said.

“I count you,” the empress said. “It’s a short list and you’re near the top of it, which, given the company you keep, is either the greatest honor of your life or a sign of the company’s poor judgment, and I’ll let you decide which while you grow my Standard into something that can hold a wall.”

I stood in the morning yard with the Standard warm in my chest and two queens at the edges of my senses and a clean call budgeted toward a third, and I let myself be, for one whole morning, a man who was pleased with himself.

The prep landed on the stone over the next three days, deed by deed, and I felt my weight climb with each one, the channel-gates sworn, the ward-pitch lines sworn, the militia drilled and the caches set and the tide-windows mapped, each a small earned etch, and the budget for the oracle’s call filled the way a careful purse fills, copper by deed by copper, until the sum behind my ribs read clean: within weight. No overdraft. No fresh tracery. A call I could pay honest.

I told Maeva and Yrsa the night before I meant to make it, over the maps, and Maeva approved with a tactician’s satisfaction and Yrsa approved in her own register, which was to say she grunted and observed that I’d “finally started listening, calling without burning my arms off to make a point of it,” and then, unasked, crouched over my fen-pack and went through it strap by strap, testing each buckle with the same hard short tug she gave a bench before she trusted her weight to it, re-seating the third cache where the load had been riding wrong against my bad shoulder. When I started to thank her she cut it off before the word could form. “Don’t. It’s not for you. A caller who throws a shoulder mid-deed gets people killed, and I’m standing in the splash radius of that. Self-interest, anchor. Leave it lie.” And she stayed exactly where she was, daring me to make it anything else, which was a newer trick than fleeing and harder to argue with.

“What’s she like,” Yrsa asked, from the door, gruff, not quite looking back. “The oracle. The registry names them. The blade saint, the seer whose warnings were worth a city. You’ll have read it.”

“I’ve read it,” I said. “Sundermere. She warned a city that burned anyway, and the histories filed the ashes under a Hero’s myth. Anything more than that belongs to her, if she chooses to spend it.”

Yrsa was quiet a moment. “Then she’ll want to know what kind of man you are before she stays,” she said. “Same as I did. The good ones always do.” A pause. “Pay the call clean, anchor. Don’t burn for her. Show her a man who learned. It’ll mean more to a seer than blood would.”


Chapter 11: The Oracle and the Lamplighter

It was raining on the stone-yard the morning I called the oracle, a thin grey lakeside rain that beaded on the deed-stone and ran through the etched grooves of every glowing name.

I stood in it bare-headed with enough weight to open a door clean.

That was new.

The last two doors I’d opened had read beyond my weight, and I’d paid them both in flesh: blood and fever for Maeva, greyed sight and fresh tracery for Yrsa.

This time the sum read different. A week of breach-prep had landed on the stone: ward-pitch lines, channel-gates, drilled militia, mapped tide-windows. Small weights, one after another, until when I touched the wet stone and let the registry read me, it read me as a man who could afford what he was about to buy.

[A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED.] [THE SEER WHOSE WARNINGS WERE WORTH A CITY.] [THE DOOR IS OPEN – THE CHOICE IS HERS.]

No overdraft warning. No price the body pays. Just weight going out of my name to hold the door open, a clean withdrawal from a balance I’d earned. My Renown dimmed, spent and not coming back, but no fever came, and no new vein climbed my skin.

I stood in the rain whole and tired and a little lighter, and watched the door open in the air over the wet stone.

It opened slow. The others had come fast, Maeva rising in funeral-gold like an event, Yrsa arriving mid-swing because the call caught her mid-swing in death. This one opened like a person who is in no hurry deciding whether to come in out of the rain.

Nahari of Sundermere stepped through barefoot.

I’d read her registry name and I’d read the histories Maeva had helped me dig out of the Antler’s water-stained almanacs, and none of it had prepared me, because the histories described a seer and the woman who stepped through the door was a presence that rearranged the rain around her. She was not tall. She came maybe to my collarbone. But she walked out of the door and onto the wet stone-yard the way the lake walks onto a shore, without hurry, certain of its own arrival, and the eye went to her and stayed.

Deep brown skin, rain-beaded and luminous even in that grey light, and silver-white hair, straight and heavy, falling past her waist, the most arresting contrast in any room I’d ever stand in, silver on deep brown like moonlight laid over dark water. She wore layered wraps in ember and ash and bone, cloth that moved when she moved and went on moving a half-beat after she’d stopped, and her bare feet rested on the cold wet stone as if the stone had agreed to be warm for her. An old script tattoo circled one ankle, fine bone-dark lines I couldn’t read. She had wide hips and a soft, unhurried way of carrying her weight that drew the eye down the line of her and held it there a beat too long before I caught my own gaze and brought it up, and her chest was understated under the layered cloth, deliberately framed downward, so that the whole architecture of her pointed the eye low and slow.

Her eyes were near-black, dark and deep, and they blinked slowly, and they were the last thing in that whole rainy yard to settle, moving over the stone and the names and the rain and Maeva at the yard’s edge and Yrsa already shifting her weight to stand between this stranger and me, and her gaze came to rest on me last, as the others’ had, and when it landed it had a quality I’d never been looked at with before, which was the quality of being recognized.

“You’re early,” she said.

Her voice was low and slow and warm, the words landing exactly when they meant to, each one a small private delight as she tipped her head.

“Earlier than I saw,” she went on, and a slow warmth moved through the dark eyes. “Three days earlier. You closed your breach-prep faster than the glass showed me, which means you didn’t overdraft to call me, which means you’ve learned to be heavy, which I did not see, and oh.” The slow blink. “Oh, that’s good. I hate being right on schedule. Two hundred years of being right exactly when I expected to be right. You’ve started already. Good.”

“Nahari of Sundermere,” I said. “I’m Dorian Marsh. I called you because I have a plague spreading along a spring-line and I can see what it’s doing and not what’s doing it, and I need eyes that see around corners.” I stood in the rain with empty hands, as Maeva had told me, and I said the rest plain. “The door’s open. You felt it open. You can feel, I think, that it’s a door and not a leash. Whatever you decide, you decide free. I’m not going to pretend the call was anything but me needing your eyes, because I won’t start by lying to a woman who sees through lies for a living. But the staying’s yours. I asked for nothing but the looking, and even the looking you can refuse.”

Nahari of Sundermere looked at me for a long, slow moment in the rain, and then she laughed, low, a warm unhurried sound.

“He apologizes for needing me,” she said, to no one, to the rain, to Maeva at the yard’s edge. “Two hundred years I waited and the man apologizes for needing me.” She came a few barefoot steps closer over the wet stone, and the dark eyes were doing something complicated and amused. “I’ll tell you what I told the glass, anchor, when the glass first showed you to me, decades before your mother bore you. I have seen the night I choose you. I have seen it from the outside: the lamp and the rain and the words. I have known for two hundred years that there would be a night I’d choose you.” Her gaze arrived a beat after the words, as if the future had sent it late on purpose. “And I have not decided whether to let it happen.”

“That’s not how prophecy works,” I said. “Or it’s not how I’d want it to.”

“Good,” she agreed, pleased. “Then we want the same thing. The glass shows what is worth choosing; the choosing still belongs to the woman seeing it. That’s the part the Heroes never understood and it’s why their blessings are leashes and yours is a door. A vision that compels is just a chain dressed up as sight, a picture painted on the link so you’ll walk toward it gladly. The glass showed me a man worth choosing. It left my hand mine.” She held up one hand, dark and ringed in bone and glass, and turned it in the rain. “I’ll choose you, if I choose you, for what you do when you think no one who matters is watching. The glass can show me the night. The choosing has to happen from the inside, like a living woman, and I have been very tired of doing everything from the outside.”

“Then look,” I said. “Decide later. I’ve a village dying in the meantime, and I’d take your eyes on it whether you ever stay or not.”

“Yes,” Nahari said softly, and the dark eyes did the recognizing thing again, deeper this time. “You would. That’s the right answer. The glass didn’t tell me you’d give it. Good.” She turned her slow gaze to the deed-stone and read my glowing name down its grey face. “Cinderwell. The water. Yes. I smelled it coming three days off, you know, the way you smell rain. I’ll look. Take me to your dying village, porter-of-the-open-door, and we’ll see what’s eating the spring.”

Maeva crossed the yard to us then, and I watched two of the most formidable women who ever lived take each other’s measure in the rain, and it was like watching two cats decide whether to fight or to share the warmest spot on principle.

“Lady Maeva,” Maeva said, offering the cover-name with her court smile, because the yard had ears.

“Empress,” Nahari said, not taking it, mild, and the warmth went out of Maeva’s gracious smile because the oracle had read her in one measured look, four hundred years and a hemlock garden and a drowned crown, and filed it without effort. “Don’t worry. The yard heard ‘Lady Maeva’ and the yard will go on hearing it. I keep secrets the way I keep hair, all the time, with both hands, ritually.” A pause, her fingers smoothing one silver strand over her shoulder. “Castellan. You unified three duchies and your husband took the credit and then took your life. I’m sorry. They sang him for four hundred years. They’ll stop, now. I’ve seen the part where they stop.”

And Maeva, the empress who priced every room and gave nothing away, let the silence run one full heartbeat, the rare pause of a woman handed something she hadn’t already counted, and then inclined her head, the small precise bow of one sovereign to another, and said, “I like her, summoner. I can’t read her at all. Do you know how long it’s been since I met someone I couldn’t read? I’m going to enjoy this enormously and you’re going to find it tedious.” Which was the highest compliment Maeva had in her, and Nahari received it with a slow pleased blink, and I understood I’d just summoned the one woman in the world the empress would never beat at chess and would happily lose to forever.

Yrsa, who had spent the whole exchange coiled and ready on the balls of her feet, her storm-grey eyes scoring the barefoot stranger and her body angled to put herself between Nahari and me, finally relaxed it a fraction, having decided the oracle was not, in the next ten seconds, going to be a threat.

“You see things,” Yrsa said to her, blunt, the duelist getting the only fact that mattered to her on the table. “Before they happen.”

“A half-second,” Nahari said. “Sometimes more. Enough to move someone out of a mistake before the mistake exists.”

“Then you’re worth guarding,” Yrsa said, “because a thing that valuable in a fight is a thing the enemy wants dead first,” flat, a tactical assessment, and then she appointed herself the oracle’s bodyguard in the same breath, silently, by shifting her stance one final time so that her sword-side faced outward from where Nahari stood, and she didn’t say a word about it, and I watched Nahari notice and not comment and file it with a small private warmth, and the two of them had settled something without a single word that I’d have needed a paragraph to settle.

We went to Cinderwell on the guild road, half a day west and up, and the road was where I learned what it was to travel with a woman who answered questions a beat before you asked them.

“It’s the third milestone,” Nahari said, before I’d asked how far. “You were about to ask. The one with the moss on the north face. We’ll reach it at the next bell.” We reached it at the next bell. An hour on, when Yrsa’s hand drifted to her water skin, Nahari said “there’s a spring forty paces ahead on the left, cleaner than what you’re carrying,” before Yrsa had said a word about being thirsty, and there was. She did it lightly, a half-prophecy here, a small foreseen kindness there, and twice I caught the joke in it, the maddening pleasure she took in landing the answer just before the question, and twice the joke turned out to be a real prophecy under the joke and the prophecy under it turned out to be a small mercy, a warning that kept Yrsa’s boot off a loose stone, a remark that made Maeva laugh in spite of herself.

“You do it on purpose,” I said, somewhere on the climb. “The answering before. It amuses you.”

“It amuses me,” Nahari agreed, barefoot on the wet road and not minding it. “And it tells me things. Your empress finds it charming and files it as a tool she’ll want to borrow. Your saint finds it useful and slightly insulting and respects it more for the insult. And you.” Her dark eyes slid to me, patient and exact. “You find it restful. You’ve spent five years being the only one who sees what’s coming. You’ve never had someone see the corner before you did.” She faced forward again. “That’s the first thing about you the glass got exactly right. You are so tired of being the only one watching the road.”

I didn’t answer that, because there was no answering it. She’d read me down to the keel in half a day, after reading Maeva in a blink, and the unsettling thing wasn’t that she was right, it was how gently she’d done it, as carefully as a person sets down something fragile.

Maeva and Nahari played at conversation the rest of the climb, two women fencing with words where the points never quite landed because each saw the other’s coming. By the top, both claimed to have won and neither would say what game it was, and Yrsa muttered that listening to them was like watching two people knit the same scarf from opposite ends and argue about whose pattern it was.

Nahari laughed outright, low and delighted, the first real laugh I heard from her.

“You unified by knowing what people wanted before they did,” Nahari said, on the climb, mild. “That’s a kind of sight.”

“It’s reading,” Maeva said. “It’s craft. I priced rooms. You price the next hour. They’re cousins, our trades.”

“They’re nothing alike,” Nahari said, pleasant. “You read what is. I read what’s coming. You’d have ruled Sundermere beautifully. You’d have ruled it right up until the night it burned, and you’d never have seen the fire because the fire wasn’t in the room yet.” Her voice stayed warm; the warmth only made the old ash under it easier to hear. “That’s not an insult. It’s why I’d have liked you. A woman who reads the room is a comfort. A woman who reads the fire is a curse. I’ve been the curse two hundred years. I’d have traded it, some nights, to be the comfort, and not know.”

And Maeva went quiet at that, the gracious smile fading into something more honest, and she said, after a moment, “I drank hemlock I’d grown myself and didn’t read the man pouring it. So I’d say the comfort has its own curse, oracle. We’re both women who saw everything except the one thing under our own roof.”

The two of them walked a while in a silence that was companionable rather than fencing. I understood I was watching a friendship begin, and I held onto that, because it was a thing worth keeping.

Yrsa, who did not read rooms or fires and was profoundly suspicious of anyone who claimed to, walked point the whole climb with her hand near her blade and the scoring read running on every bend of the road, and when Nahari said “no one’s ahead, saint, the road’s empty to the ridge,” Yrsa said “I’ll trust my own eyes, oracle, no offense,” and Nahari said “none taken, that’s why you’re worth guarding me; trust a seer and you stop looking for yourself,” and something jumped in Yrsa’s jaw, the smile she never let finish, and she said “stop being right, it’s irritating in a person you’ve just met,” and kept walking point, and that was the two of them settled for good, the saint who trusted only her eyes and the seer who approved of exactly that.

Then we came over the ridge and down into Cinderwell, and the laughing stopped.

I’d seen plague villages before. Cinderwell had gone past plague into something worse, into the mood a place gets when fear has had time to curdle into cruelty.

The doors were lime-washed, white slashes painted across too many lintels, and the well in the village square was roped off with a man guarding it with a billhook held low and a grip already chosen. People drew water from the rain-butts and the high spring instead, and they drew it afraid. A small funeral was breaking up at the edge of the square, a child’s funeral, the box too short. The local deed-stone stood grey and nearly dark, its few names barely glowing, a village whose deeds had stopped because fear stops the brave small things that light a stone.

And there were the refugees, a knot of them by the chapel wall, the families who’d fled the warren-ridge holdings and come down sick or come down with the sick following them, and the village had decided the refugees brought it, and there was a mood on the square, a hanging mood, the kind that’s three drinks and one more dead child away from a rope, and the refugees knew it, and they stood with their backs to the chapel wall and their children behind them and waited to see whether today was the day.

“Lime on the doors and a guard on the well,” Yrsa said, low, reading the same shape I was. “And a mob that hasn’t decided it’s a mob yet. I’ve seen this. It ends with a hanging or a fire unless someone gives them a true thing to do with the fear.”

“The water,” Nahari said.

She had stopped at the edge of the square, very still, her attention narrowing until even the rain waited on it, and her dark eyes had gone unfocused in a way I’d come to know meant she was seeing more than the square, and she stood barefoot on the cold ground and read the shape of the thing like a tide.

“The sickness walks the spring-line,” she said, slow, certain. “The underground water. It’s strongest where the rains come down off the warren ridge above the village and cross the deep springs. Here.” She traced a line in the air, following something only she could see, the dark water under the ground. “And here. It pools in the low wells and thins in the high ones. Your maps showed you this. You overlaid the springs and the sickness and you saw it walk the water.” Her gaze came back to me, and there was a frustration in it, the rare frustration of a seer who can see the effect and not the cause. “I can see what you saw, anchor. The water carries it down off the ridge. But I can’t see what’s poisoning the water up there. It’s underground, in the warrens and the graves above the spring-heads, in the dark of the ground, and the glass shows me the now and the next, not the buried past. Something happened up on that ridge, and the something is leaching into the spring-line, and I can see the leaching and not the wound it leaches from.” Her hand lowered, fingers closing on air as if she hated having nothing solid to hold. “I need eyes that watched the nights up there. Someone who was here. Someone who walked that ground in the dark and saw it go wrong, before the wrongness went under the water where I can’t follow.”

“Someone who’s dead,” I said, because the village was full of dead, because the funerals had been going for weeks, because the people who’d watched the ridge go wrong were under the short boxes and the lime-washed doors, and Nahari turned her slow gaze on me and saw the thought arrive in me and let it.

“Someone who’s dead,” she agreed, quiet, and waited, watching, and I understood the watching was the test, the whole test, the thing she’d choose me for or not, and that she would not tell me what to do, because telling me what to do would have made the choosing hers and not mine, and the choosing had to be mine.

I asked the well-guard who’d kept the village in the worst of it, who’d walked the dark when everyone else hid, and the man’s hostile face softened by a crack, because even a frightened village remembers its own, and he told me, gruff, that it was the lamplighter girl. Esra. Nineteen. She’d kept the lamps lit through the plague, walked the village every dark dusk with her pole when the rest of them had barred their doors, lit the square and the chapel and the well so the sick had light to die by and the scared had light to be scared in, and she’d kept it up until the sickness took her too, three weeks gone, and they’d buried her up the ridge-path because she’d asked to be, near the high spring she’d loved, and the village had been a darker and a meaner place every dusk since, because the girl who lit the lamps was under the ground and nobody else would walk the dark.

“She walked the ridge,” the well-guard said, and his voice cracked on it. “Every dusk. She’d have seen anything there was to see up there. She saw everything. She was always going on about the lights, the graves, something about the graves, and we thought it was the fever talking at the end.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Should’ve listened to the girl. She kept us lit and we buried her up a path and stopped listening.”

While the well-guard talked, Maeva drifted into the square, unhurried, and put herself between the hanging-mood and the refugees by the chapel wall. Then she started doing the thing she did, the crowd-craft, low and gracious, a foreign lady asking a frightened woman whether the rain-butts held and complimenting a man’s billhook and standing, just standing, in the gap where a mob wants to form, taking up the space a mob needs to be empty before it can become a mob. She bought us the time. She always bought the time. I watched her hold a square off a rope with nothing but presence and the right small questions, and I understood again that I’d Sworn myself to a woman who could disarm a mob as Yrsa could disarm a man, by reading exactly where the weight was about to fall and standing there first.

A nineteen-year-old lamplighter, dead three weeks of the plague she’d kept the lights against. No song would ever name her. No deed-stone glowed with her weight; she’d never done a single thing the bards counted as a deed, never killed a monster, never closed a breach, never bested a saint. She’d lit lamps. She’d kept the nights. And she’d walked the ridge in the dark when no one else would, and she’d have seen what poisoned the spring.

[A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED.]

The registry came faint, almost questioning, because what I was reaching for wasn’t a legend at all.

[CALL: ESRA OF CINDERWELL, LAMPLIGHTER.] [LEGEND GRADE: NONE – A LIFE, FAITHFULLY KEPT.] [COST: BEYOND CURRENT WEIGHT – OVERDRAFT AVAILABLE.] [PRICE: THE BODY PAYS.]

Beyond current weight. The world weighed a girl who lit lamps at nothing, weighed her death at nothing, weighed her testimony at nothing. The door did not. The door to her was the same miracle-grade door that had opened for an empress, and it cost what it cost.

I’d spent a week becoming heavy enough to call a seer clean. I was not heavy enough to call a lamplighter, because a lamplighter was a greater thing than the world had a way to weigh.

I didn’t hesitate.

I’d hesitated over the breach budget, careful, husbanding my weight, learning at last not to spend myself like the cheapest thing I owned.

Then a dead girl who lit lamps could give a poisoned village its truth back, and I did not hesitate for half a heartbeat. Some sums you don’t do. I put my hand to the dim local stone and paid the overdraft for a nobody.

The burn came up worse than it had ever come.

In the tomb it had been agony and I’d been dying anyway, so the agony had somewhere to go. On the convoy road it had greyed my sight and I’d been mid-battle, so the agony had a job to do. This time I was kneeling in the mud of a quiet square with nothing to die from and nothing to fight, and the price came due with my whole attention free to feel it, and that was the worst of it, the having nothing to do but burn.

It went up both forearms and past both elbows and reached for my shoulders, the silver-grey tracery branching under my skin, each new line a bright wire of pain laid under the flesh. The fever hit between one breath and the next, deep wrong cold from the marrow, and my teeth set against it and my breath went short and ragged. The square greyed at the edges.

My legs went. I finished the call on my knees in the mud, both arms blazing to the shoulder with the price of a girl no song would ever sing. The field-medic part of me noted, distant and clinical, that this was the most I’d ever overdrawn and that there’d be days of weakness past the tracery. I noted it and stayed on my knees.

Then I held the door open with the last of myself and did not let it close.

I heard Yrsa swear and start toward me and I heard Maeva say her name once, sharp, a single command that stopped her, because Maeva understood, Maeva had watched me do this and had decided not to catch me, because catching me would have made it less than it was, and an empress who’d been spent her whole first life knew that some prices have to be seen to be paid, and she held Yrsa back with one word and let the square watch the porter kneel in the mud and burn for a lamplighter.

And Nahari of Sundermere went very, very still.

The door opened slow, as hers had, and through it came a small wiry girl in a soot-smudged smock, cheeks streaked with old lamp-soot, hands proud and sure around a lamplighter’s pole.

She was nineteen and she was dead and lamplight clung to her edges. She looked around the square at the lime-washed doors and the roped well and the funeral just ended. Her soot-smudged face crumpled for a moment, because she knew where she was and how long she’d been gone and who was under the short box.

Then she squared her thin shoulders and gripped her pole, because there was light to be kept and she was the one who kept it.

“Esra,” I said, from my knees in the mud, my voice gone to gravel with the burn. “Esra of Cinderwell. Thank you. I’m sorry to call you back to this. We need your eyes.”

And the girl stood straighter still at her own name said with thanks in it, as I’d learn she always did, a nineteen-year-old nobody who’d never once been thanked by name on a deed-stone, standing straighter because a stranger on his knees had thanked her, and her testimony, when it came, was precise the way only the testimony of the unfamous ever is, because the unfamous have nothing to gain by shaping it and no song to protect.

“The warren up the ridge,” she said, and pointed her pole up the ridge-path, sure. “Last spring. The Hero’s party came through, the golden one, Cylas, with the banners. There was a goblin-warren up there, under the old grave-field, the plague-cairns from the old dying two hundred years back, and the warren had got into the cairns and was nesting in the bones, and the village asked the Hero to clear it, and he did, sort of.” Her soot-smudged face went hard, a nineteen-year-old’s contempt, clean and total. “He killed the goblins in the mouth of it, the ones you could see from the path, where the banner-folk could watch, and he swore the warren cleared on the stone and took the deed-credit and they sang it that night, the Hero who cleansed Cinderwell ridge. And then he left. He never burned it. You have to burn a warren that’s nested in plague-cairns, everyone up here knows that, you burn it to the root or the disturbed bones leach into the ground, and he didn’t burn it, he killed what showed and swore it clear and rode off with the song, and the warren grew back in the dark and the disturbed plague-cairns started leaching into the spring-head.” She gripped her pole. “I walked it every dusk lighting the high lamps. I watched the spring go wrong all summer. I told them. I told them it was the cairns leaching, I told them the Hero never burned it, and they said the Hero cleansed the ridge, the stone says so, the song says so, and a lamplighter doesn’t know cleansing from a hole in the ground.” Her voice cracked, the old grief of being right and disbelieved. “And then the water made us sick, the way I said, and they roped the well and blamed the ridge-folk who came down with it, and they buried me up by the high spring three weeks ago, and they’re going to hang somebody innocent over a thing a Hero did for a song.” She looked at me, fierce, nineteen and dead and finally, finally being listened to. “Burn the warren. To the root. Re-cut the spring above the leach-line. It’s not the ridge-folk. It was never the ridge-folk. It was a song nobody burned the warren for.”

The square heard it. The whole hostile frightened square heard a dead girl they’d buried up a path tell them the thing she’d told them living and they’d refused, and the funeral-keening stopped, and the well-guard put his billhook down in the mud, and I watched the hanging-mood break apart against the testimony of the lamplighter they’d stopped listening to, and the refugees by the chapel wall straightened off it for the first time, because the dead girl had just said it wasn’t them, and the dead girl had no reason to lie.

And then Esra gave me the thing I hadn’t asked for, the unasked extra, in a smaller voice, the way the dying sometimes hand you the worst of it last.

“There was something else,” she said. “Up on the grave-ridge. In my last nights, when the fever was on me and I couldn’t always tell the seeing from the dreaming, I’d be up there lighting the high lamps and there’d be a thing walking the cairns.” Her soot-smudged face had gone uncertain, a girl trying to report a thing she wasn’t sure was real. “Tall. Pale. It didn’t hurry. It walked the grave-ridge where the old dead are, the legend-dead, there’s old champions up there from the first dying, and it walked among them, and where it walked the lamps went dim. My lamps. I’d light them and it would pass and they’d gutter, and I thought it was the fever, I thought I was dreaming the pale walker, but the lamps were really guttering, I’d have to relight them after it passed.” She gripped her pole. “It was eating the lights. That’s what it looked like. A tall pale thing walking the graves of the old champions, eating the lights, slow, like it had all the time there was.”

Maeva stood rigid at the yard’s edge, her hand white on the fence-rail. Nahari had not moved at all. And I knelt in the mud with my arms on fire and burned it into memory, the tall pale thing on the grave-ridge eating the lights of the legend-dead, the first eyewitness anyone living had given of the thing Maeva had named a deniable seed in the tomb, the tenant’s landlord, and I knew without being told that I’d just heard the first true thing about the largest thing, and that a nineteen-year-old lamplighter dying of a Hero’s neglect had seen the shape of the world’s whole cruel machine and reported it precise because she had no reason not to.

“Thank you, Esra,” I said again, and meant it down to the burn in my bones. “You’ve cleared the ridge-folk and named the cause and given us the root. The breach we close in four days; the warren we’ll burn before it. Your village will drink clean water because you kept walking the ridge when no one would, and because you told the truth twice.” I gathered the last of myself, kneeling, the burn screaming. “You did your whole job. Every night of it. You kept the nights. Now I’m going to do something for you, and then I’m going to let you rest.”

The girl’s soot-streaked face crumpled again, and steadied.

“I never saw the dawn after,” she said, very small. “The last dawn. I went in the dark before it. I always wanted to see one dawn from the high spring where it comes up over the lake, I was always working the dusk and sleeping the dawn, lamplighter’s hours, and I never once watched the sun come up from up there, and then I was gone in the dark and I thought, that’s it, that’s the one I’ll never.”

So I held the door open until dawn.

It cost me. The overdraft was already past anything I’d paid, and holding a closed-grade door open past the call’s need cost more, fever on fever. Maeva knelt beside me at last because there was nothing left to prove and held my shoulders so I wouldn’t fall. Yrsa stood guard over us with her blade out.

Nahari sat down in the mud across from the dead girl, barefoot and unhurried, and talked to her through the long hours till dawn. She asked about her lamps and her pole and the high spring and the dawn she wanted, and kept a dead lamplighter company through her last dark with two hundred years of patience spent on a nobody.

And the dawn came up grey and then gold over the lake, and Esra of Cinderwell stood at the high edge of the square where she could see it come up over the water from near her own beloved high spring, and she watched her one dawn with her pole in her proud hands and the lamplight fading off her edges as the real light came up, and she watched it the whole way up, every minute of it, and the village watched her watch it, and when the sun was fully up and warm on the square she turned to me with the soot-streaked face gone peaceful and said, “That was a good one. That was worth coming back for, just that,” and I let her go, and I let the door close gentle, and the lamplighter went into the dawn she’d never seen, and a hard plague village wept in its square for the girl it had stopped listening to, and so did I, kneeling in the mud, brief and earned, the only tears I’d shed since the tomb.

When the door had closed and the square was quiet and the dawn was full, Nahari of Sundermere got up out of the mud, unhurried, and came and crouched in front of me where I knelt spent and burning and wet-faced, and she looked at me from a hand’s breadth away, and she was not amused anymore, not playing, not maddening, just looking, and what was in her face was the recognizing thing gone all the way down to the bottom of it.

“That,” she said, very quiet, just for me. “That is the man from the glass.”

She reached out and turned my burning forearm to the dawn light and looked at the fresh silver-grey tracery climbing past the elbow toward the shoulder, the price of a lamplighter, and her dark eyes traced it with a third grammar, slow and reverent, as if the burn had been written there for her to read.

“Two hundred years,” she said, “I have watched men spend miracle-grade power. I watched the Hero of my own city hoard his for the deed that paid, and arrive late on purpose, and let Sundermere burn because saved cities don’t sing as well as avenged ones. I have watched a hundred Heroes since, and every one of them spent their gift on the famous, the watched, the singable. When the glass first showed you to me, I told it I’d believe in you when I saw you burn for a nobody.” The slow blink, and the dark eyes were wet now too. “And here you are on your knees in the mud, burned past the elbow, holding a door open till dawn so a dead lamplighter could see a sunrise. For nothing. For no song. For her.” Her voice dropped lower. “I have decided to let it happen, anchor. The night. Not today, you can barely stand, and I don’t do things in mud and grief, I do them slow and right. But I’ve decided. You should know it. You earned the knowing.”

And she stood, unhurried, and helped Maeva get me to my feet, and the two of them held the burned porter up between them in the dawn-lit square while a saint stood guard and a village wept for a lamplighter, and I stood swaying between an empress and an oracle with my arms on fire and a girl’s one dawn behind me, and I had never in my life felt so spent or so sure I’d spent right.

“Four days to the breach,” I managed, because I was still a porter, because there was still a load. “Warren burns first. Spring re-cut above the leach-line. The ridge-folk go free. Then the breach.”

“Yes,” Maeva said, holding me up, her voice gone rough at the edges in a way I’d hear from her exactly once. “Yes, summoner. All of that. After you’ve slept a day. The lamplighter cleared the ridge-folk; the ridge-folk can wait one day for a man who burned both arms for the clearing.”

“He won’t sleep a day,” Nahari said, with the small returning amusement, holding up my other side, barefoot in the mud. “I’ve seen tomorrow. He sleeps four hours and gets up to render ward-pitch and pretends the arms don’t hurt.” Her mouth softened around the next cruelty because it was true. “But he tries. He’s about to argue that he should start the pitch tonight.”

“I should start the pitch tonight,” I said.

“Exactly on schedule,” said the oracle, and the empress laughed, rough and wet, and a saint cracked a laugh from the square’s edge, loud and startled out of her.


Chapter 12: What the Glass Showed

I slept four hours and got up to render ward-pitch with arms that wouldn’t fully close their fists, exactly as the oracle had foreseen, and she sat in the corner of the Cinderwell mill-house we’d taken over and watched me do it with a small private amusement, a woman whose prophecy had just come true in the least surprising way possible.

“You could have not,” she observed. “Proven me wrong. Slept the day.”

“You’d have liked that too much,” I said, grinding the wight-bone in the mortar, my forearms screaming. “Being wrong. I’m not giving it to you cheap.”

And Nahari of Sundermere laughed, the low delighted sound, and said, “Oh, I am going to enjoy you,” and went on watching me work with the contentment of a woman settling into a chair she’d been eyeing for longer than I’d been alive.

The fix came in three labors, and the killing was only the first of them, and the smallest. Burning the warren to the root was the part a song would remember. The two labors after it were the ones that actually held, and no song ever bothered to learn their names.

The first labor was the warren, and the warren had to burn to the root.

We went up the ridge-path at dawn the next day, the militia beaters who’d come up from Marrowford and a good half of Cinderwell besides, because a village that has heard a dead girl clear its conscience will follow a porter up a hill it was too afraid to climb, and we found the warren exactly where Esra had said, under the old plague-cairns, grown back fat and organized in the year since Cylas killed the mouth of it for a song and rode off.

It was worse than a goblin-nest now. The cairns were plague-cairns, the legend-dead and the common-dead of an old dying two centuries gone, and the warren had nested in the disturbed bones and grown plague-bloated wights out of the leaching, swollen grey things that boiled up out of the cairn-mouths when we put the first fire to the warren, far more of them than the province believed, the whole sick harvest of a year’s neglect coming up at once into the dawn light.

I couldn’t fight. My arms were burned to the shoulder and wouldn’t grip and the fever still rode me, and I was no use with a blade on the best day I ever had, and on this day I was less than no use, a porter who could barely lift a lantern. So I did the only thing I’ve ever been good at. I conducted.

“Standard up,” I said, and found I could do it sitting, leaning on a cairn, my voice steady even when my hands weren’t, and I raised the practiced steadying note over the militia line, and the frightened farmers held against the boil of grey bloated things coming up out of the graves, the Standard low and new in my chest firming the line for the one beat longer that’s the difference between a line and a rout.

“Yrsa, the left mouth, that’s the breeding-cairn, the bloated ones are coming from there, open me a road to it.”

And Yrsa opened the road. She went into the boil of plague-wights as she went into everything, no theater, four exact movements and a fifth, the drawn-sword line cutting a clean corridor through the swollen grey bodies, dropping them with the economy of a saint who has decided a thing will die and is merely doing the paperwork, and she held the road open with her body while the militia came up behind.

“Cut the cairn-sluice, the silted one under the left mouth. Flood the low gallery. We float them down onto the pitch.”

I hadn’t trusted light for this one. Light is a lure for the quick dead, and the plague-bloated were not quick; they were gas-swollen and slow and half-buoyant already in the leach-muck, too dull to chase a lantern and too heavy to herd. So I’d read the cairn as I read every drowned thing in the province, in the dark before dawn, and found the old silted drainage-sluice the gravediggers had cut generations gone to keep the dead dry, choked now with root and muck. I echoed a bar against the choke and knocked it loose, and the backed-up cairn-water came down through the disturbed galleries in a grey reeking flood, and it did the thing I’d wagered it would: it lifted the bloated harvest off their feet. The swollen things floated, exactly as gas-filled carrion floats, and the flood carried them down the slope onto the low ward-pitched ground where the water sheeted thin and let them ground, stranding the whole boiling mass of them bogged and beached on the one patch of earth I’d cut to be their grave. Water did the herding no light could have done. The porter who’d spent a night re-cutting their spring turned their own poisoned water against them.

“Maeva. The firebreak. Now.”

And Maeva, the empress, walked to the head of the pitch-line in her re-tailored bodice with her gold hair bound up for war, and she did the thing only her risen strength could do. There was a fallen cairn-lintel, a slab of old grave-stone the length of a cart, and she set her shoulder to it and shoved it, alone, an empress moving a tomb-stone the size of a cart with the strength a Sworn bond had risen her ceiling to, and she toppled it across the warren’s main mouth and sealed the breeding-galleries shut, and then she took a brand from a militiaman’s hand and walked the pitch-line and fired it, the whole ward-pitched killing-floor going up at once with the stranded plague-wights beached and bogged in it, and the warren burned, finally, to the root, the way Cylas should have burned it a year ago for a town instead of for a song.

It took the morning. We burned it down through the cairn-galleries with pitch and fire and patience, and Nahari walked the ridge while we worked and marked the cairn-mouths we’d missed before we missed them, “there’s a back-gallery there, anchor, that’ll boil in a count of ten, send the saint,” and Yrsa would be there in a count of nine, and the oracle’s foresight and the saint’s blade and the empress’s strength and the porter’s pitch-lines took the warren apart through a long smoke-stinking morning, and when it was done the ridge was clean and the old dead could rest under properly burned ground and the spring-head above the leach-line had a chance.

I noticed something while we worked, and I filed it away with everything else that didn’t sit right. The grave-ridge where the legend-dead lay, the old champions from the first dying, the high cairns Esra had said the pale thing walked, those lamps, the high ridge-lamps Esra used to light, were guttering wrong. We’d set lanterns up there to work by and they leaned and dimmed without wind, the flames bending toward the open graves we were burning out, against the still air, draftless and wrong. I marked it. I didn’t understand it. I set it next to the lamplighter’s testimony about the tall pale thing that ate the lights, and I left it for later, because there was a spring to re-cut.

The second labor was the spring, and the spring was just work, the honest kind, and I loved it.

The leach-line ran where the disturbed cairn-water came down into the spring-head, and the fix was to re-cut the spring above the leach, divert the clean high water around the poisoned ground with cribbing and channels so the village drank from above the cairns instead of below them. It was a night of mud. The whole village turned out for it, Cinderwell and the Marrowford militia and the ridge-folk refugees all in the mud together cutting channels by lamplight, and there’s a thing that happens when frightened people who almost became a mob are given plain mud to move together instead, the fear turning into work, the work turning into the rough easy talk of people doing a hard thing side by side, and by the grey hours before dawn the new channel ran clean high water past the leach and into the village cisterns, and Cinderwell would drink clean, and the spring-line plague had its root cut.

It was ugly engineering. The best kind. No marble, no song, no grand spell, just cribbing hammered into muck and stones hauled by hand and a channel cut one shovel at a time above a line of poisoned ground. I set the grade with a stretched cord and a lantern hung low so the water would tell me if I lied about the slope. Water is the best inspector in the world. It finds every lazy inch.

“Another finger lower on the downstream side,” I called, leaning on the shovel because my arms still shook too hard to trust them with the cut. “If the channel pools there, it’ll go stagnant by midsummer and we’ll be back here with fever by harvest.”

A Cinderwell boy of sixteen, mud to his chin, stared at the shallow trench as if a finger of slope were a riddle.

The refugee woman beside him took his shovel, shaved the bank down exactly one finger, and handed it back. “Like that,” she said.

He nodded, chastened, and did the next one right without being told.

That was how the village started becoming workable: one person who’d been blamed teaching one person who’d blamed her how to cut water clean.

I worked it leaning on a shovel more than digging with it, my arms half-dead, and the ridge-folk refugees, the ones the village had been ready to hang, worked beside the villagers who’d wanted to hang them, and somewhere in the mud and the lamplight the hanging-mood died for good and became something else, became neighbors, because a dead lamplighter had cleared them and a porter had given them a channel to dig together, and you cannot easily hang a man you’ve been waist-deep in the same ditch with all night.

Yrsa worked the channel-night harder than anyone, which surprised the village and didn’t surprise me. A blade saint with nothing to cut will find a thing to lift, and she lifted cribbing-timbers two at a time that took the farmers two men each, and she set them with the flat exact economy she did everything, and when a Cinderwell man tried, shyly, to thank her for the strength of her, she told him to stop talking and pass the next timber, and he did, and they got along splendidly after that, as Yrsa got along with everyone who learned fast that she meant her insults as praise. Maeva, meanwhile, did the thing only she could do: she walked the channel-line in the lamplight and made the work feel like a campaign, naming the sections, setting a friendly murderous competition between the upstream crew and the down, and by the third hour the two crews were racing to meet in the middle and the empress was keeping score on a slate and the mud-soaked exhausted village was happier than it had been in a season, because the Golden Empress had four hundred years of turning misery into a war effort by charm and she had not lost a step.

And Bram, who’d ridden out from Marrowford with cider and hard cheese the moment he heard there was a spring to dig, set up at the channel-head with his one arm and a pot and fed the whole muddy crew through the small hours, and when Maeva drifted near the pot and opened her mouth to suggest the broth wanted something, Bram said, without turning, “Don’t,” and the empress closed her mouth and accepted a bowl and seasoned it herself at the rim like everyone else, and the down-crew cheered, because the down-crew had seen it, and a story was already forming that the foreign lady had been overruled on soup by a one-armed innkeeper, which was true, and which Maeva would carry with the fond exasperation she reserved for the few people alive willing to overrule her.

The third labor wasn’t a labor at all. It was Nahari, unwinding the quarantine with her eyes.

The village had lime-washed doors and roped wells and a panic that wouldn’t quit even with the spring re-cut, because fear outlasts its cause, and Nahari walked the village in the dawn after the channel-night, barefoot, slow, and read the sick houses a half-second further than anyone, and she marked them. “This one wakes clean by noon; the fever’s breaking, take the lime off the door. This one needs the new water and three days; leave the lime, but tell them three days, a marked door with a number on it is a door of hope, a marked door with no number is a door of despair. This one.” She paused at a door, fingertips resting on the frame. “This one you bury tomorrow. I’m sorry. The new water came a day too late for the old woman inside. But only her. Only her, and then no more, if you drink from above the cairns.” She went down the whole village, turning a blind panic into a list with numbers on it, this many days, this one clean, this one grieve and then stop, and panic cannot survive a list with numbers on it, panic needs the dark of not-knowing, and the oracle put a lamp to the dark of not-knowing and the panic guttered out by breakfast.

At the last roped well, the man who’d held the billhook two days ago stood with his hands empty and his jaw tight, watching the ridge-folk draw the first clean buckets from the new channel. He started to say something to them and failed twice. Maeva let him fail; an apology dragged out by a queen is worth less than one a man hauls up himself. On the third try he took the bucket from the refugee woman’s hands, set it at her feet, and said, rough, “I was wrong.”

The woman looked at him for a long moment. Then she handed him the next bucket.

“Carry that to the chapel,” she said. “If you’re sorry, carry water.”

He carried water all morning. By noon half the men who’d wanted a hanging were carrying buckets for the families they’d blamed, and Nahari watched the line of buckets cross the square and said, “Good. Penance with handles. It travels further than shame.”

Yrsa, passing with a cribbing-timber on one shoulder, grunted approval. From her, that was practically a hymn.

The man carried two buckets after that.

By the time the sun cleared the ridge, the clean water had a human chain from the new channel to the chapel, and the lime on the cleared doors was being scrubbed off by the same hands that had painted it there in fear. The village did not become good in a morning. Villages don’t. But it became workable, and workable is where mercy starts.

Then came the acclamation, and the acclamation paid an old debt and lit a dim stone.

The elders of Cinderwell came to the village stone in the square, the grey nearly-dark stone, and they swore the deeds onto it, the warren burned, the spring re-cut, the plague rooted out by the foreign lady and the saint and the seer and the porter who’d burned both arms for a lamplighter, and my name lit on a second stone, a village stone two valleys from Marrowford, the deed-propagation that would matter later carrying my weight further across the province.

But that wasn’t the part that mattered. The part that mattered came unprompted.

An old woman, the dead lamplighter’s grandmother as it turned out, came forward when the elders had finished swearing, and she put her shaking old hand on the village stone, and she swore a deed the stone had never been asked to weigh before, the deed of a girl who’d never killed anything or closed anything or done one single thing the bards counted.

“Esra of Cinderwell,” the old woman said, her voice cracking, “kept the nights. Every dusk of the dying, when we barred our doors, she walked the village and lit the lamps so the sick had light to die by and the scared had light to be scared in. And she walked the high ridge and saw the truth and told us, and we didn’t listen, and she told us again from beyond and we listened, and she cleared the innocent and named the cause. And she saw the pale thing walking the graves and named it first of anyone living or dead.” The old woman’s hand shook on the stone. “Esra of Cinderwell. Lamplighter. She kept the nights. First witness against the pale thing. Sworn by her grandmother, witnessed by the whole village.”

And the stone took it.

The whole square held its breath, because a deed-stone weighs deeds and a girl who lit lamps had never been a deed the stones knew how to weigh, and for a moment the grey rock did nothing, and then it weighed her, it weighed the whole of a faithfully-kept life, every dark dusk of it, and a name lit on the grey stone that had never lit for a lamplighter in the history of the stones, ESRA OF CINDERWELL, LAMPLIGHTER, SHE KEPT THE NIGHTS, FIRST WITNESS AGAINST THE PALE, and the dim village stone brightened, a girl’s faithfully-kept life weighing heavy enough on the rock to light it, and the village wept again, the good kind this time, and I stood in the square with my dead arms and watched the world learn how to weigh a nobody, and I thought, that’s it, that’s the whole of what I’m for, the door opens for anyone if someone pays, and the stone weighs anyone if someone swears.

The would-be hangmen did their penance under Maeva’s mercy, which was precise and useful and not in the least gentle.

She did not forgive the men who’d nearly hanged the ridge-folk; the empress did not traffic in cheap forgiveness. She put shovels in their hands, stood them in front of the people they’d nearly murdered, and made the bargain plain enough for the village stone to hear: a season of cribbing and channel-maintenance, keeping clean the water they had almost answered with rope. “Mercy is policy, summoner,” she told me, watching the men take up the shovels, “not feeling. I don’t forgive them. I have no forgiveness in me for men who reach for a rope because fear is easier than thought. But a hanged hangman feeds nothing and a working one keeps a spring clean, so they’ll work the spring, and the ridge-folk will watch them work it, and that’s justice that builds a channel instead of justice that digs a grave. I learned the difference ruling people. You can have the satisfaction of the rope or the clean water. You cannot have both. I take the water every time.”

That night the rain came back, and Nahari told me her city.

We were in the mill-house, the others bedded down, and there was a fire and the rain on the roof, and she warmed oil over the lamp in a small bone dish and took my burned arms into her lap to tend the tracery, slow, and while she worked the oil into the silver-grey lines that climbed past my elbows she told me Sundermere, the valve opening a third of the way, no more, because some debts notice being spoken of.

“My city was a lamp-city,” she said, working the warm oil up my forearm with both thumbs, unhurried. “We carved our murals twice life-size and lit them from below, and I read the glass in the high temple, and I saw the raiders coming up the valley three days out, and I sent the warning, and the warning reached the Hero of our era, who was a day’s ride off with his blessed company, and he could have come.” Her eyes stayed on the oil and the tracery, not on me. “He didn’t come. Not for two days. He came on the third day, after the city burned, after the murals cracked in the heat and fell, after my temple was ash and I was ash in it, and he came up the valley into the smoke and he wept where the witness-stones would catch it, performing his grief for every shard the bards had carried, and he avenged us, he hunted the raiders down and made a great song of the avenging, the Hero who came too late to save Sundermere and swore vengeance on its ashes.” Her thumbs stopped on the worst of the tracery. “I saw it from the glass, in my last hour, before the smoke took me. I saw him sitting in his camp a day’s ride off, reading my warning, and choosing. Doing the sum. A saved city is one song, sung once, the day it’s saved, and then forgotten because saved cities are boring, cities are supposed to not burn. But an avenged city. An avenged city is a song sung forever, the tragedy and the vengeance and the Hero weeping in the ash. Avenged ashes pay better than saved cities.” Her voice was very level, the way only the long dead go level. “He arrived late on purpose. I watched him decide it. And I died at twenty-nine knowing exactly what a Hero’s blessing costs and exactly who pays, and exactly who” she stopped, at the very edge of a name, the dark eyes coming up to mine, and the rain was loud on the roof “who lends the Heroes the gift that makes the sum worth doing. There’s a name for the lender. I’m not going to say it tonight. Some debts notice being spoken of, and I’ve only just decided to live a little, and I won’t draw its eye on the first night I’ve chosen to feel something. But you should know there’s a lender. You’ve half-met its handiwork already, on a grave-ridge, in a lamplighter’s fever. We’ll speak its name when we have to, and not before.”

I didn’t push. She’d given me a third of it and I’d learned, with the lamplighter, that you don’t press a witness toward the weight before she can carry it, and the oracle was a witness to the largest thing of all, and she’d swear it when she could carry it and not a moment before.

“You spent a miracle on a lamplighter,” she said instead, the oil warm on my arm, her thumbs moving again, slow, “and you held the door till dawn for a sunrise, and you didn’t do the sum. That’s the man I told the glass I’d believe in. So.” She set the bone dish aside and looked at me, the dark eyes serious and warm at once, and the rain came down. “I’m going to tell you a thing about myself, anchor, and then I’m going to ask you a question, and the asking is the whole point, so listen to how I ask it. The glass showed me the night I choose you, two hundred years ago. It showed me this room, near enough, the rain, the lamp, the oil. It never once asked me whether I wanted it. Visions don’t ask. They show, and they expect you to walk into them like a road. I have spent the whole of my death refusing to walk into a road just because the glass laid it. Tonight I walk into this one freely, because I watched you kneel in mud for a girl with no song.” She let the question gather instead of rushing it. “But the glass never asked you, either. It showed me your face; it never asked the man behind the face whether he’d have me. So I’m asking. That’s the thing the Heroes never do and I’ll never not do. Dorian Marsh. I have chosen the night, and the night is tonight, if you choose it too. Do you?”

“Yes,” I said, plain, because each of them wanted the plain word in her own register. “The glass can keep its pictures. It’s you, and you asked, and I want the thing you’re offering with my whole self. Yes, Nahari.”

She closed her eyes at that and let the answer arrive without the glass between her and it.

“That,” she murmured. “That was the part the glass never gave me. It showed your face. It showed this room. It never once gave me the sound of your yes in my own ears.” Her eyes opened warmer. “I prefer the ears.”

The anchor opened to her like still water accepting a dropped stone, slow rings moving through me, and the ledger-words settled in, the third weight, given on her own slow terms by a woman who’d refused a road her whole death long and chosen this one with open eyes.

[BOND: TETHERED – NAHARI’S CHOICE, FREELY MADE.]

She undressed without hurry, and she made me watch.

That was the first thing, the watching, and it was nothing like the others. Maeva conducted; Yrsa contested. Nahari presented, slow, the way the murals of her city were meant to be viewed, lit from below by the one lamp, and she set aside her layered wraps one at a time, ember and ash and bone, each layer a slow deliberate revealing, and her dark eyes held mine the whole time to make the looking deliberate, chosen, and part of the offering.

“They carved me twice life-size,” she said, low, the last wrap sliding from her wide hips, “on the temple walls, and lit me from below, and the pilgrims came to see the oracle of Sundermere and they stayed to see this.” She turned, slow, deliberate, and showed me the line of her, the wide hips and the heavy round ass that the murals had carved larger than life because the carvers had understood exactly what they were carving, the deep-brown skin gone luminous in the lamp-gold, oil-warm where she’d warmed it, and my dead arms forgot they were dead and my breath went short and the want of her settled low and heavy and refused to hurry, matched to her own slow tempo, until I could feel my own pulse slowing to the beat she set just by standing there, no part of me in a hurry for the first time I could remember. “Not once in all my death has anyone looked at this and meant it. Look at it, anchor. Slow. We do everything slow. I have waited two centuries; we are not going to rush the part I waited for.”

I looked. I gave her the slow sweep she wanted, bare feet and the bone-script circling her ankle, soft strong thighs, the wide hips and the heavy mural-worthy ass that held the eye as the carvers had intended, the soft waist, the understated chest she’d framed downward on purpose, the silver-white hair falling to her waist, the dark eyes holding mine, and every place my gaze landed she let it land, unhurried, and my whole body answered the looking, blood and heat and the rough want of it, and she watched me answer with visible satisfaction.

“Now I see him from the inside,” she murmured, turning Maeva’s recognition into prophecy and heat. “The man from the glass, wanting me. I’ve seen this look on you since before you were born and I’m only now feeling it land on my skin. Come here. Slow.”

I came to her slow, and the first touch I gave her weight, because she’d taught me already that she gave everything weight. I set my burned hand to the curve of her hip, the warm oiled skin, the porter’s rope-scarred palm on the deep brown of her, and she made a low sound at the contact, the first sound, and the bond spiked at the touch, her satisfaction moving through me, a different flavor than the others: where Maeva came through as warm metal and Yrsa as a drawn blade, Nahari moved slow and deep, the lake going still, and I held the touch and let it land before I moved.

“Window first,” she said, against my mouth, when I’d kissed her slow and long. “Palms on the sill. From behind. That’s mine, anchor; that’s the frame that’s mine, the window and the sill and the hips, no one else’s. I’ve seen it. We start there.”

I took her to the window, where the rain ran down the dark glass and the one lamp gilded the curve of her, and she set her palms flat on the sill and arched her back and presented herself in the mural frame, the wide hips and the heavy round ass lifted into the lamp-gold, the silver hair falling forward off her shoulders, and I stopped a moment before I touched her, because she’d taught me already that she gave everything weight and the first joining deserved the most weight of all.

I ran my oiled hands down the line of her first, slow, hip to thigh and back, learning the mural-worthy weight of her, palming the heavy round cheeks of her ass and spreading them open with my thumbs to look at all of her, and she made a low sound and pressed back into my hands, wanting. She was wet already, her slit slick and parted and gleaming in the lamp-gold when I bared it. Only then did I guide my cock to her pussy and push in from behind, slow, as she’d told me, the thick head of me parting her, easing into her unhurried and deep, a breath at every depth, her wet heat closing tight around me an inch at a time until my hips met the soft give of her ass and I was seated to the root. She made a long low sound that finished a breath after it started, her voice settling late like her wraps always did. The bond ran the joining through both of us at once, her sensation into me and mine into her, the deep slow tide of her register, and I felt her feel me feeling her, the loop of it cycling low and warm, her gaze waiting for mine in the rain-dark glass.

“Slow,” she breathed, palms braced on the wet wood, her silver hair falling across her shoulders, her reflection steadying mine in the rain-dark glass. “Slow. Two centuries, anchor. Make it last the way I made the waiting last.” And I made it last, both burned hands sinking into the warm, full weight of her, fucking her at the pace she set, slow and deep, the wet sound of it under the rain. The joining moved through us like a deep tide, low and warm, and the want of two long lifetimes came up through her in long shudders.

She whispered foresight in time with it, the prophecy turned to edging, her low voice landing exactly when it meant to.

“In a moment,” she breathed, “you’ll grip here, the right hip, and pull me back, harder. Do it better than I saw.” And I gripped the right hip and pulled her back harder and did it better than she saw, and she gasped, delighted, and whispered the next one, “now you’ll slow, you’ll deny me the fast thing I’m about to want, you’ll make me wait, you can see it too now, can’t you, through the door, you can feel what I’m about to want,” and I could, the bond running her wanting into me a half-second before she knew it herself, and I gave her the slow denial and the wait, and she clenched around me and laughed, low and unspooled, two hundred years of patience meeting its match in a porter who’d just learned to feel her wanting through the bond and use it against her, slow.

I moved her to the bed when the window had given what the window gives, and the moving was slow too, because nothing with her was fast, and I laid her down and bent her over the edge of it, deeper, the angle she wanted next before she said it, the bond telling me where she wanted me a half-second before she knew herself, and she pressed her face to the blanket and her silver hair spilled across it like spilled moonlight on the dark wool and she gave up the orchestrating by degrees, the foresight-whispers coming apart into want.

I worshipped her with both hands while I drove into her slow and deep, kneading the full oiled cheeks of her ass, watching my cock disappear into her and draw back gleaming wet with each unhurried stroke, the oiled deep-brown of her gilded in the one lamp. I took my time as she’d demanded, grinding deep on every push so she felt the whole length of me at the end of each slow stroke. She rewarded the slowness with sounds she’d plainly not made in the whole of her long death, low and long and undone, the disciplined serenity of the oracle melting off her layer by layer the way her wraps had come off, her pussy clutching wetter and tighter around me with every patient drive, until there was just a woman in a rain-loud room taking my cock from the inside after two centuries of only ever watching it, and not bothering to narrate it anymore.

“Yes,” she breathed. “The depth, oh, I saw this, I saw this and it’s better, all that watching and I never knew it would be better from the inside.”

And then she played her best game, the edging game, the one she’d been building to.

“I’m going to tell you when you finish,” she whispered, looking back over her shoulder with that slow, wrecked delight, entirely in command of the one thing she’d kept command of. “I’ve seen it. I’m going to say the moment, and I dare you to outlast my telling. I dare you to make me wrong, anchor. Make the oracle wrong. No one’s made me wrong in two hundred years.”

So she held me at the brink with her foresight, narrating it, slow, certain, the oracle who’d never once been wrong about a body. “Now,” she breathed, her voice warm against the rain, her gaze locked on my reflection over her shoulder. “You’ll finish now. I’ve seen it. I see it every time and I’m never wrong; in a breath you’ll grip my right hip too hard and finish and call my name, I’ve seen the exact shape of your mouth on it. Now.” And I didn’t. I held. I gathered every scrap of the patience she’d been trying to teach me and I held past the moment she’d called, counting tide-tables in my head, the seventh-wave count, the Mirefen gate-windows, the depths off a sounding-pole, anything, the whole of a porter’s counting turned to the one job of outlasting an oracle’s prophecy of my own finish, driving into her slow and deep and not finishing, and she felt me hold past her telling, felt the future she’d been so sure of fail to arrive, and her dark eyes went wide.

“You held,” she breathed, disbelieving, delighted, “you held past it, you made me, you made the oracle, oh” and being wrong, being outlasted, being surprised after two hundred years of glass and ash undid her completely, the thing she’d waited centuries to feel, the not-knowing, the surprise, and she came apart around me on the wrongness of her own prophecy, “oh, I am going to enjoy being surprised,” she gasped, and her cunt clenched around me in long slow rolling waves, gripping and milking the length of my cock, her whole soft body shuddering with it, her ass pushing back to grind me deep, and the ember-orange filigree of her bond-light traced briefly along the script tattoo at her ankle, there and gone, the only light her register ever showed.

I finished a breath after her, when the slow milking pull of her cunt took me past the point I could hold, driving deep and burying myself in her to the last inch with both burned hands locked on the wide, oiled fullness of her. My groan went low in my throat, and release rolled through me in slow hot pulses, spurt after spurt spilling deep while the bond carried the warmth of it out into her and brought her satisfaction back into me, the two tides meeting low and unhurried the way everything with her ran. She took the whole load with a long satisfied sound and pressed her ass back into me to take the last of it, unhurried even in this, the oracle savoring the warmth of it as she savored everything, my spend slicking us both where we stayed joined.

After, she didn’t pull away like Yrsa or sprawl in audit like Maeva. She stretched out long and warm and slow across the bed and pulled me down with her, into the heat of her, and the bond’s gift arrived as she’d warned it would, as vertigo, the world skipping a half-second ahead and snapping back, my own future-flickers arriving uncontrolled and dizzying, and she felt me reel with it and put her warm hand flat on my chest.

“Breathe through it,” she said, low, drowsy, her silver hair across my arm. “The Glimpse comes rough at first, vertigo, the future arriving before you’re ready for it. I’ll steady it, later, when we’re Sworn. For now, breathe. Don’t chase the flickers. You’re always trying to be early, anchor; that’s the oldest fault in you, the third cache, the called false floor, always early. The Glimpse will kill you if you chase it. Stop trying to be early. Breathe.” And I breathed, and the flickers settled to a manageable swim, the half-second future lapping at the rim of my sight while the empress and the saint held their own places in me, a third queen and a third gift, given on her slow terms.

She fell asleep mid-sentence, on purpose, I was almost sure.

“The thing about the night I let happen,” she murmured, drowsy, “the thing I never told the glass, the thing I’ll tell you in the morn” and she was asleep, cutting the word clean in half, a joke and a prophecy both. She’d finish it exactly when she meant to and not before.

The next courier out of Veltmark brought Bram a taproom story with the wax still damp on it: a drunk teamster had rewritten “The Porter’s Door” so the porter walked out with an empress on his arm and corrected the masonry, and Cylas had laughed along beautifully in front of the whole room.

The teamster swore the laugh was perfect. A servant from the inn, less drunk and more useful, swore something else to Bram for two coppers and a meat pie: later, on the stairs, the Hero’s reflection looked dimmer than the lamps allowed, and Odette Calloway saw it over his shoulder with her grey-cased codices under one arm and a sealed archive tube in her hand.


Chapter 13: The Mirefen Breach

The full moon came up over the Mirefen on the night of the deed-race, and it came up over two completely different wars, because Cylas and I had each chosen the war we knew how to win, and his was on the causeway in the light and mine was on the drowned ground in the dark.

The causeway was a spectacle. I’ll grant him that; he’d built it well. Cylas had taken the high stone causeway that ran across the north fen toward the breach, the dry approach, the one a crowd could line and a bard could see, and he’d turned it into theater. There were witness-stones planted along its length on poles so the mother-stones in every town would etch what they saw. There were three bards in relay, singing the tally in real time, the way bards sing a duel. There were banners. And there were monsters, because Cylas had built his spectacle around the simple fact that someone had let the warrens grow for a season, leaving a great loud charge of fen-wights to be heroically cut down for the crowd, a running tally of kills sung out, Forty! the bards cried, Sixty! the kingdom’s Hero clears the Mirefen approach! and the gold sheen on him blazed high, fed by the lined crowd’s belief, every cheered kill feeding the blessing as belief always fed it.

For two acts of the night, if you’d been reading the tally, the race looked lost.

The bards on the causeway sang Cylas past a hundred kills before my coalition had killed a thing, because we weren’t killing for tally, and the crowd-arithmetic, the simple count of monsters slain in the light, ran all his way, and somewhere out in the dark on the drowned side a man with a notebook had to trust that the stones weighed the closing and not the counting, and trust it while a bard’s voice carried the rising tally across the still water and the gold blazed up off the Hero on the causeway.

Yrsa had a spyglass off a Marrowford fishing-captain, and she put it in my hand without being asked, because she’d learned my habits as cleanly as I’d learned her tells. I gave the causeway one count. A man conducting a battle on dark ground can afford to look at the bright ground for exactly one count and not a heartbeat more.

What I saw, I kept. Cylas at the causeway’s head in royal-lent plate, gold-chased, made to throw light, and the light it threw was real: the blessing-sheen climbed him a hand’s breadth into the dark air each time the bards cried a fresh number. Saskia ranging ahead of him, the copper-shaved head low and fast, cutting wights for the tally and never once for the closing. And at the rear, not fighting at all, Odette in her grey robes with her slate ledger open against one forearm, watching the witness-stones instead of the monsters, turning the Hero’s good side toward the world’s eye.

A war staged as a portrait. Every kill a brushstroke. None of it touching the thing under the water that made the kills.

“It’s a beautiful lie,” Maeva said at my shoulder, her empress’s eye reading the staging like tide-math. “I staged a hundred of those. A field arranged so the record sees what you want it to see. He’s good at it, your Hero. Better at the portrait than the battle, and that’s a tell, summoner: a man who’d rather be painted winning than win.” She turned her back on the bright ground and faced the dark with me. “Paint him a closed breach. It’s the one picture he can’t out-pose.”

I closed the glass and handed it back to Yrsa, who took it and propped her sword in the boat-bottom where she could reach it without looking. Everything she cared about lived within reach.

“He’s winning,” a militiaman muttered, low, on our side, hearing the tally drift across the water. “Listen to it. He’s past a hundred and we haven’t dropped the first gate.”

“He’s killing what comes to him in the light,” I said, not looking up from the tide-mark I was reading off a sounding-pole. “We’re closing the thing the killing comes out of, in the dark, from the bottom. The stone weighs the breach closed, not the wights killed. Let him have his tally. A tally’s a number. A closed breach is a fact. Hold the line and drop the gates and let the rock settle it at dawn.” I marked the pole. “And this fen doesn’t run to seven like the flats. I counted it three ebbs running, and the deep window here lands on the fifth pulse, not the seventh. Different water, different count, and a man who brings the old number to the new ground drowns on it.” I marked the pole again. “Tide’s at the turn. Four pulses to the gate-window, then the fifth fills it. Positions.”

This was what I’d built, in the dark, on the drowned ground while the Hero counted kills in the light.

The breach was a low drowned place where the old sea-marsh broke its banks, and under it ran the nest-galleries, and you don’t close a flooded nest by killing what crawls out, you close it by drowning the galleries from the bottom at the high-water window with the channel-gates, after you’ve cleared the gallery mouths and drawn the breeding-brood onto a killing-floor. Three parts stacked, each on its own tide. And I had three women of legend, a notebook, a militia of edge-farmers who’d held a line against the blade saint once and lived to tell it, and the drowned ground, which was a porter’s home as the tide-flats had been.

The first part was the gallery mouths, at low water, and it was a grind, and it was the worst of the night.

We went out onto the drowned ground when the tide pulled back and bared the gallery mouths, the militia in the flat-boats and on the firmed ebb-ground, and the brood came up to meet us, the silent kind this time, a nest’s swarm rising to defend its galleries rather than charging as the causeway pack did, fen-wights boiling up out of the bared mouths in the dark, and we met them on the pitch-lines I’d laid, and I conducted from a flat-boat with my half-healed arms and the Standard low in my chest.

“Standard, hold,” I called, and held the steadying note over the militia line, the farmers wavering as the dark swarm came up and then firming, the Standard giving them the one beat longer that’s the difference between a line and a rout, and the line held against the first wave.

“Yrsa, the third mouth, the big one’s coming out of the third mouth, that’s the gallery we drop first, carve it.”

And Yrsa carved it. She went off the boat and onto the ebb-ground into the rising swarm, the drawn-sword line opening a corridor to the third gallery mouth, no wasted stroke, the swarm folding away from her edge in pieces faster than it could close, and she held the mouth open with her body while the gate-crew came up behind to set the first channel-gate in its runners.

“Nahari, where’s it going to break?”

And the oracle, on the flat-boat beside me, her dark eyes unfocused and seeing a half-second further than the dark allowed, read the swarm before it moved. “Left flank, the militia’s left, in a count of eight the swarm finds the soft end of the line and rolls it. Send the empress.”

“Maeva, the left flank, now.”

And Maeva went to the left flank and was the lance, the empress wading into the dark water with her ceremonial bodice laced for war and her risen Sworn strength turning each strike into a killing one, and she shored the soft end of the line a count of two before the swarm found it, and the line held, and the first gate went into its runners, and we had one of three.

The gate-crew that set it was four edge-farmers, Holt, and the cooper who’d shaved Bram’s barrel-staves into gate ribs, and they dropped the first channel-gate into its runners with the grunting, swearing, businesslike fury of men who’d rather be killing a thing with their hands than wrestling an iron frame in cold water in the dark. The gate stuck on its second runner. It always sticks on the second runner. I’d told them it would, and they’d nodded the way men nod at a thing they don’t believe, and now it stuck and Holt swore a word I’d not heard since the docks of my childhood and put his roadman’s shoulder to it.

“It’s stuck, porter,” he called, over the swarm-noise. “You said it’d stick. You didn’t say it’d be a whoreson about it.”

“Slack the upstream rope a hand and it’ll drop,” I called back, not looking, reading the next mouth. “It wants to be level before it’ll seat. Level it and it’ll go like it was greased.”

He slacked the upstream rope a hand. It went like it was greased. The cooper looked at the seated gate and then at me across the dark water with the specific aggrieved respect of a craftsman who has just watched another craftsman be right about the craftsman’s own gate, and he didn’t thank me, because no one thanks the porter, but he set the next gate ten minutes faster, which is the only thanks that ever mattered to me.

“One down,” I told the line, and pitched the Standard under it, and the line firmed on the small victory of a thing that worked. “Two to go. Hold your ground, Holt’s crew is faster than they look. Yrsa, hold the third mouth. Nahari, eyes.”

The uncontrolled flicker nearly killed me on the second gate.

The Glimpse was new and rough, untethered, vertigo-grade, and I’d been told to breathe through it and not chase it, and in the heat of conducting a battle on drowned ground I forgot, I chased a flicker, the half-second future arriving as I called a position, and the chasing pulled the present out from under me, the world skipping ahead and snapping back wrong, and I lost my balance on the boat and lost the thread of the call and for one greying instant I didn’t know which half-second I was in, the now or the foreseen, and a fen-wight came up out of the water at the boat’s edge with a claw raised at my unguarded skull.

“DOWN,” Nahari shouted, no prophecy in it, just a flat shout, the oracle who saw it coming a half-second before the wight did, and I went down on the boat-boards on instinct at her voice and the claw went through the air where my head had been, and Yrsa’s thrown boot-knife took the wight in the throat from twenty feet, the saint’s reflex, and the danger passed, and Nahari hauled me up by the collar with surprising strength and put her mouth by my ear.

“You chased it,” she said, low, furious in her slow way. “I told you not to chase it. The Glimpse will kill you faster than any wight if you chase it untethered. Breathe. Call the battle with your own eyes and let the flicker ride at the edge. Do not chase the future, anchor. The future will arrive on its own; it always does; that’s the one thing I know for certain.” And I breathed, and stopped chasing, and called the second gate with my own eyes and the flicker swimming at the edge where it belonged, and the second gate went into its runners, and we had two of three, and the tide was climbing toward the high-water window.

The grind ground on between the second gate and the third, and that was the worst stretch, the long middle of a fight where nothing’s decided and everything’s tired and the tide climbs by inches and the swarm keeps coming. The militia had been at it for hours by then, soaked and bloodied and holding only because the Standard held them and because every farmer on that line had a low farm behind him that flooded with wights every spring and they’d all of them decided, privately, that this was the night it stopped. Holt’s crew set the gate-runners for the third gate by feel in the dark, their hands cut, their voices gone. Yrsa carved and carved and her commentary had gone from full sentences to clipped calls to nothing, just the work, the drawn-sword line opening corridor after corridor. Maeva shored the flanks wherever Nahari called the breaks, the empress wading the black water with her ceremonial bodice black to the waist with bog-mud and her gold hair come half down and her face the calm terrible thing it had been at the head of the killing-floor. And I called it from the boat, the fifth-wave count rising under everything, the whole drowned battle running on one porter’s counting and three queens’ refusal to quit, and that, the long ugly tired middle of it, is the part the bards never sing and the part that wins a breach.

Then came the shear-claw, and the shear-claw was meant for my spine, and Yrsa took it across her ribs instead.

There’s a kind of fen-wight that grows a shear-claw in a fed nest, a long curved bone-blade of a thing, and one came out of the dark behind me while I conducted the third gate, low and fast and aimed at my unguarded back, and I never saw it, and the Glimpse didn’t flicker it because I’d stopped chasing, and it would have opened my spine, and Yrsa Kaldwyn was there.

She came across in front of me from the side and took the shear-claw across her own ribs, the curved bone-blade laying her open in a long line under the wrapped chest, and she did not break stride, she took the wound and on the same motion brought her sword around in the return stroke and killed the thing that gave it to her, one movement, the wound and the kill in the same breath, and then she stood over me with her ribs opened and bleeding through her leathers and murder held flat in her stare.

“Keep calling,” she said, through her teeth, blood coming through her fingers where she pressed her free hand to the wound. “It’s a scratch. Keep calling the gates, anchor, that’s your job, mine’s the keeping you alive, and I just did it, so do yours.”

“It’s not a scratch, that’s a rib-deep shear, you’re getting in a boat and going back to the bank.”

“I am not,” Yrsa said, and there was something almost like delight under the fury, the gratitude-allergic saint discovering she’d flipped the arithmetic she could never abide, “because since I met you, anchor, you haven’t owed me anything this good, and I am not spending a debt like that by bleeding it out in a boat. You hear me? I took that for your spine. By choice. Now you owe me a saint’s whole worth, and I am going to enjoy holding it over you until I decide the debt is spent, and I cannot hold it over you from a boat. So bandage it standing and keep calling the gates.” She grinned, white and bloody and fierce. “Gods, that feels good. You owing me. Bandage it. Standing. Call the gate.”

I bandaged it standing, fast and tight from five years of field-medicine, pressure and a wrap and a prayer, my burned fingers clumsy on the wrap and getting it done anyway, and she stood through it with her eyes on the swarm the whole time, calling me two threats I’d missed while I worked, because the saint did not stop being the saint to be bandaged.

“Higher,” she said, of the wrap. “Mean it. I move on this in a minute. A loose wrap is worse than none; it just gives the blood somewhere private to pool.” She watched me cinch it higher and harder, and through her teeth, almost fond: “Better. You’ve good hands, porter. Filthy fair win, good hands, owes me a saint’s worth. I’m keeping you.”

She was right that it wasn’t immediately killing, a long shallow-to-deep rib-line that needed proper stitching and would scar but wouldn’t drop her in the next hour, and I made the field-medic’s call, against every instinct, that a saint who’d taken a wound by choice and wanted to keep fighting was a saint I’d insult by sending back. So I left her on the line. Yrsa burned in the link bright and fierce and pleased, a drawn blade that had finally been allowed to be a shield, and under the brightness ran something I’d not felt off her before, a low private satisfaction at the wound itself, at the proof of it, the scar she was already wearing like a medal she’d pretend she didn’t own. I owned the debt as she wanted me to, and I called the third gate.

The third part was the breach-mother, and the breach-mother was where the plan I’d drilled into a hundred people came apart in my hands and I had to build a worse, truer one in the dark.

I’d meant to draw her out. The brood I took with a lamplighter’s trick: I’d banked every real lantern low all night and kept the drowned ground dark, and at the high-water window I flared them all at once, the real ones unbanked and a dozen faint grey echoes blazing with them, a false dawn lit on the ward-pitched floor, the brightest thing in the whole dark fen. The brood came for it as the bloated ones had come for the lanterns on the ridge, and they died on the pitch-lines in the blaze. Esra’s trick, paying out one more time.

But the breach-mother did not come.

The great swollen thing at the heart of the nest held in the deep gallery and went on breeding, too old and too fed to chase a light it hadn’t been born hungry enough to want, and I stood in the boat with my false dawn burning and the brood dead on the pitch and the one thing the whole night turned on still down its hole, and the high-water window closing on me by the inch.

So I stopped trying to draw her out, and I decided to drown her in.

“Change the call,” I shouted, over the swarm-noise and the climbing tide. “We’re not drawing her. We can’t. Two gates are down already, which means her galleries can’t drain, which means when the third drops the trapped tide has nowhere to go but up, over her, into her nest. So we don’t kill her. We bury her. The last gate drops on the fifth pulse and we hold the window open one pulse past the drill and let the water seal her into deep dark she can’t breed in and can’t breathe. She’ll feel it take her nest and she’ll come up and throw the whole of herself at the last gate to keep her hole open. We do not let her. We hold that gate down until the tide finishes her for us.”

It was a worse plan, because it hung the whole night on one gate and one count. It was a truer one, because it let the drowned ground do the killing instead of asking three women to wade into a breeding-thing’s reach and open it by hand. The ground was mine. I’d spend the ground before I spent them.

“Nahari.” I didn’t give her a target this time. I gave her the count itself. “You take the tide and the mother both. You’ll see her surge a half-second before I can count it. The fifth pulse is yours to call, not mine. When you say drop, the gate drops.”

“I have her,” the oracle said, gone still and far away on the boat beside me, her dark eyes reading the black water and the half-second past it. “She’s already coming up. She knows what the water means. Hold.”

“Yrsa, the last gate-mouth. The brood will throw itself into the runners to wedge the gate open for her. Keep the channel clear. That’s the whole job, nothing gets in the runners.”

“Clear,” said Yrsa, ribs bound and bleeding, already off the boat, the drawn-sword line setting itself across the last gate-mouth.

“Maeva, the downhaul rope. When she hits that gate she’ll lift it. You’re the thing that doesn’t let her.”

And the empress went to the gate-rope instead of into the water, and that was the change of the night, the lance set down and a rope picked up, an empress with her risen Sworn strength bracing the downhaul of a channel-gate against a thing the size of a cottage. She set her ruined gold slippers in the mud and took the rope in both fists. “Tell me when, summoner,” she said. “I have held worse lines than a rope, and held them for worse reasons.”

The breach-mother came up out of the deep gallery as the fifth pulse began to fill it, driven up by the one thing in the whole fen she could not fight, the water rising in her own nest, and she threw the swollen bulk of herself at the last open gate to keep her hole from closing. The gate bucked in its runners. The downhaul went bar-taut and Maeva went back on her heels with it, and for one long moment the most powerful woman who ever lived and a breeding-thing as old as the breach were two ends of a single rope strung over an iron gate. The gate lifted a hand’s breadth. The brood swarmed the runners to jam it there, and Yrsa stood in the gate-mouth and cut them out of the channel as fast as they came, the runners staying clear on a saint’s whole attention, and I pitched the Standard up under all of it, low and new, and the gate-crew’s fear flattened and they hauled with the empress instead of breaking, and every flame of my false dawn stood straight along the pitch.

“Hold,” I said. “Hold. Nahari?”

“Not yet.” The oracle’s voice was glass-flat, already a half-second downstream of the rest of us. “She’s strong, anchor. She’ll have the gate up another hand before the pulse crests, and that’s what we want, the higher she lifts it the more of her is in the channel when it comes down. Let her. Maeva, give her the gate. Let it rise.”

And Maeva, trusting a seer’s count over her own straining arms, fed the breach-mother the inch she was fighting for, let the gate rise, and the swollen thing heaved itself half into the open channel to force the gate the rest of the way, committed now, its whole bulk wedged in the gate-mouth exactly as the oracle had seen it.

“Now,” Nahari said. “Drop it. Now.”

And Maeva let the gate go free for half a heartbeat and then threw her whole risen weight onto the downhaul the other way, and the last channel-gate came down into its runners at the crest of the fifth wave, down across the breach-mother where she’d wedged herself, and the trapped tide came up over the sealed galleries with no slack left anywhere to breathe. The breach-mother drowned in her own flooded nest under the weight of an iron gate and a porter’s count, pinned at the root by water and patience. She fought the gate a long while in the dark under the rising flood, the iron juddering and groaning in its runners, and then the fifth wave crested full and the gallery filled to the roof and the juddering stopped. And the low drowned place that had been a breach was, in the space of one falling tide, just a low drowned place again, a marsh with no nest under it, closed at the root, permanently, with water and patience and a count.

Maeva let the dead rope fall from her hands and looked across the sealed ground to me, gold hair half down and her bodice black to the waist, breathing hard for once, and the green eyes said, plainly, that one we did your way.

And across the water, the bards were still singing the causeway tally. Two hundred and ten! they cried, the kingdom’s Hero past two hundred kills! and the gold blazed on Cylas in the light, and his crowd cheered, and the whole loud spectacle of the causeway war went on, a charge being heroically held, monsters being counted, a tally climbing, while on the dark drowned ground a porter and three queens dropped the last gate on a closed breach and the cause of every one of those monsters quietly stopped existing.

The etch settled it at dawn, because stones weigh truth and not theater.

When the sun came up over the drowned ground and the tide-locks read closed and the gate-crews swore what they’d done and the militia swore the killing-floor and Maeva swore the breach-mother dead, the stone took it, the witness-shard on our side carrying it to the mother-stones, and the etch came clear and cold and final: BREACH CLOSED AT THE ROOT. MARSH COALITION.

And on the causeway, the tally stopped meaning anything.

Because the rock does not care which war the bards sang louder. It weighed what I’d sworn in a market square it would weigh, and the cheering on the causeway curdled by degrees as the dawn-etch propagated, as the crowd that had been counting kills all night read the stone and understood that the loud war on the causeway had been the charge and the quiet war on the drowned ground had been the closing. You cannot cheer a tally once the rock has told you the tally was the sideshow.

I watched Cylas across the water as the etch landed, through Yrsa’s spyglass, because I wanted to see it.

He smiled for the witness-stones. Of course he did. He stood on his causeway with his banners and his bards and he turned his well-rehearsed face toward the witness-shards and smiled the gracious smile of a Hero glad the breach was closed by anyone, well done the coalition, the province is saved, what does it matter whose hand did it. It was a good performance. It would play in the towns the bards reached first.

But his hands shook.

I saw it through the glass, the smile fixed and gracious and his hands shaking at his sides, the gold sheen on him gone thin and flickering in the dawn light, fed all night by a crowd that had now stopped believing, the second flicker, semi-public, the gold faltering visibly enough that the nearest bards saw it and made the only sense of it they could, blamed the wind, blamed the dawn-chill, blamed anything but the truth, that the Hero’s borrowed light was failing because the province had read the rock and the rock had told it the truth, and a blessing that runs on belief gutters when belief reads a stone.

And the crowd crossed the water.

That was the thing I’ll remember, the slow shift of it, the lined causeway crowd that had cheered a tally all night drifting, by ones and twos and then in a current, off the bright causeway and around the fen-shore to the drowned side, to see the thing the rock had weighed, the closed breach, the dropped gates, the dead breach-mother on the killing-floor, the porter and the three women standing filthy in the dawn over a thing that was actually finished. They came to see the fact instead of the song. A bog-country grandmother got there first, stumping over the wet ground on a stick, and she looked at the dropped channel-gates and the still water where a nest had been, and she said, to no one, to the dawn, “It’s closed. He’s gone and closed it. My grandson farms that low ground; it floods with wights every spring; it’s never once been closed.” And she put her stick-hand on my filthy sleeve and didn’t thank me either, the country way, just gripped the sleeve once and stumped off to tell her grandson, and behind her the crowd came on, the cheering on the causeway dying to nothing as the people who’d done the cheering walked away from the song to stand in front of the fact, and you cannot sing a tally to a crowd that’s left to go look at the closed breach.

We came off the drowned ground filthy and bloody and victorious in the dawn, and I sent the militia home with pay and pride and got Yrsa to a healer for her ribs, over her flat objection that she’d stitch it herself.

She lost that argument by the only method that ever worked on her, which was Maeva looking at her once, without a word, an empress regarding a thing already decided, and Yrsa swore and sat down on the log and let the Cinderwell bone-setter put fourteen stitches in her ribs, and she counted them aloud, all fourteen, in the flat voice of a woman keeping a ledger, and when the bone-setter tied the last she said, “Fourteen. The most I ever took was nine, on the bridge, and I died of the tenth,” and the bone-setter went white, and Yrsa ate an entire fen-goose by herself directly afterward, because the saint refilled like a siege was coming, and watched the camp with the contentment of a woman who’d taken a wound that meant something.

We made camp on the bank to rest before the road back. Bram had come out from Marrowford to hold the wager-book at the causeway crowd’s edge, and he limped into our fire near midnight with his one arm full of a wheel of hard cheese and a skin of the good cider and a grin that took up the whole of his face, and he set it all down and said, “Boys at the causeway are still arguing whether the rock made a mistake,” and laughed until he wheezed, his whole comfortable barrel of a body shaking with it. He’d taken every wager offered against his own stone all season and paid out exactly none of them, and he told us so three times, happily, and overruled Maeva on the seasoning of the camp-stew once, just once, adding a fistful of wild thyme he’d pulled on the walk out, and the empress tasted it and conceded the point with a small regal inclination of her head that cost her visibly and which Bram pretended not to notice and treasured anyway. It was good stew. The thyme made it. I told her so. She told me my loyalties were a disgrace to the institution of empire, and took a second bowl.

And that was where Saskia came in the night.

She came alone, on foot, no banner. No apology, which I’d never expected. A probe, a duelist’s reconnaissance, aimed at Yrsa’s fire instead of mine.

Yrsa was sitting against a log with her ribs freshly stitched and wrapped, the new shear-claw scar laid across them, drinking from her water skin, and she watched Saskia come into the firelight with the same cold scoring read she’d been running on the copper-haired duelist since the market square, and she did not stand.

“Blade saint,” Saskia said. She’d left the famous sword in camp; she came empty-handed, which was its own message. “I’ve a thing to ask and I’ll ask it plain. They say you’re the real article. Undefeated, died on a bridge, ninety years gone. And I’m the best edge on this continent, or I was until you stood in a square and out-stanced me, and I can’t carry that. So.” Her jaw worked. “A duel. You and me. Saint to saint. A real one, not a porter’s mud-trick. Somewhere quiet, no stones, no songs, just to know. I have to know.”

Yrsa looked at her for a long moment in the firelight, and then she drank from her water skin, unhurried, and did not stand.

“You’re good,” Yrsa said. “I watched you in the square. You’re fast and you’re cruel and the cruelty makes you faster, right up until it doesn’t, and then it kills you. I’d have liked you, I think, if you’d been pointed at anything but yourself.” She set the water skin down. “The ribs aren’t why I’m staying seated. I have a debt-holder now.” She tilted her head at me, across the camp. “You see the porter? I took a shear-claw across my ribs for his spine tonight, by choice, and I’d do it again, and that means I’m spoken for, duelist. My blade has an address. If you want a saint’s whole worth, you get in the line, and the line forms behind him, and it’s a short line and he’s at the head of it and you’re not on it at all.” She picked the water skin back up. “Ask me honest some spring, in a quiet field, after the need to feel like the most dangerous thing alive has stopped steering your hand. Ask me when you’ve stopped needing the answer. I might say yes. But I’ll never say yes to a woman who needs to win, and you need it like air, and a duelist who needs to win is a duelist I’ll bury, and I’ve buried enough.”

Saskia held where she stood in the firelight, the duelist denied her clean answer, her hand closing once on empty air where her sword should have been. The obsession found no purchase and grew teeth. She turned to go, and at the edge of the firelight she stopped and gave me the thing she’d really come to give, the probe under the probe, her exit-line, pitched to me across the camp.

“The Crown remembers what it buried, porter,” Saskia said, not looking back. “Ask your empress what’s still down there. Ask her about the Vigil, and the deep galleries, and what the husband-king put in the vault with her grave-goods to make sure a queen stayed buried. You think you walked out of the Sunken Crown. You walked out of the antechamber. You’ve never been down to the vault. We’re coming back for it, all of it, and you should ask your empress what’s waiting at the bottom before you meet it in the dark.” And she was gone, into the fen-night, and I sat by the fire and filed it, the Crown remembers what it buried, and I looked across the camp at Maeva, who was watching the place Saskia had vanished, the green eyes that priced everything gone unfocused and ancient, four hundred years deep, and I understood that there was a bottom to her tomb I hadn’t seen, and that I’d be seeing it soon.

Maeva came to find me at the fire after Saskia had gone, and the battle still lived in both of us hours later, the deferred heat of survival looking for somewhere to land.

“She’s not wrong,” Maeva said, low, sitting beside me, close, her shoulder against mine, and the green eyes still held whatever was at the bottom of her tomb. “There’s a thing in the vault. My husband was thorough; he learned that from me. He didn’t only sink my capital over my grave and leash my honor guard into the Vigil. He put a thing in the vault to keep a queen buried, and I’ll tell you all of it before we descend, every grain, because you don’t walk a man into the dark on half a map.” She turned her face to me, and the cold went out of it by degrees, replaced by the heat the battle had left in both of us, her hand finding the burn-scarred line of my forearm. “But not tonight. Tonight you closed a breach and out-deeded a Hero and a saint bled for your spine, and I watched you conduct a war from a boat with arms that won’t close their fists, and I find, summoner, that I want very badly to put my hands on the man who did that, and I’m not going to, here, in a camp full of militia, because an empress has some standards and a bank of mud is below them.” She pressed her palm flat over the worst of the tracery and held it, and the bond ran the wanting between us, hers and mine looped and climbing with nowhere to go.

I felt the warm-metal edge of her satisfaction go molten, the empress’s want striking under my ribs with none of the cool reserve she wore everywhere else, a thing she let me feel on purpose because the bond made hiding it pointless and she’d decided long ago that an empress doesn’t waste effort on pointless things. Her thumb moved once over the silver-grey lines, a slow read, and her breath was not quite even, and that not-quite was the most imperial woman who ever lived telling me, without one word that would cost her dignity in a militia camp, exactly how much restraint this was costing her.

“You’re doing the thing,” I said, low, only for her. “Reading my arms so you don’t have to read your own face.”

“I am the only one permitted to make that observation,” she said, and the green eyes came up, court diction shortening around the heat she was refusing to spend in a militia camp. She removed her hand from my arm with the deliberate care of a woman disarming a thing she’d very much rather set off. “And you are correct, which is insolent, and I am going to make you pay for it at length, in a bed, with a door that bolts, the night before I go back into the dark.”

She stood, unhurried, and the heat banked itself, deliberate, saved.

“So consider this a promissory note, drawn on the loft, payable the night before we go down. I intend to be paid in full. I intend to do a great many things to you before I meet my husband’s monument, because I want your hands the last thing on me before I go back into that dark, not his architecture.” She looked down at me with the green eyes still molten. “Sleep, summoner. You’re owed it. And I’m owed you, soon, and I find I’m impatient about it, which I have not been about anything in four hundred years.”

I walked out to the east-road fox shrine before we broke camp, in the grey before dawn, to pay my copper, and I found the second thing.

The shrine-post was scorched. Not burned, scorched, in a neat deliberate spiral that ran up the old wood from base to tip, a perfect spiral of char that no fire makes on its own, fox-fire orange at the edges of the char where it caught the dawn, and the fox-fire glass pebble I’d carried since the first copper, the one that had appeared where my copper went, sat warm in my pocket and hummed, faintly, a small live vibration, when I came near the scorched post. My years of coppers were still stacked in their little tower at the shrine’s foot, undisturbed, a porter’s small honest tithe to a sealed thing, and the scorched spiral climbed the post above them like a signature, like a thing inside the seal had reached out and signed its name in fire and pulled back, and I stood in the grey dawn with the pebble humming in my pocket and the spiral scorched up the post and I had the strong and specific sense of being watched by something amused, something that had been counting my coppers, something that was almost, but not quite, ready to come out.

I paid my copper anyway and set it on the tower. The pebble hummed. Far inside the seal, a fox-fire pulse ran once around the spiral crack and went dark.


Chapter 14: The Saint’s Oath

Yrsa told me the bridge the night we came back to Marrowford, and the most intimate hour she’d allowed since the bridge itself involved no touching at all.

I’d been changing the dressing on her ribs, the shear-claw line stitched and angry across her side, and she’d let me, which was its own thing, the gratitude-allergic saint sitting still under a man’s careful hands, because a wound dressed is a tactical necessity and not a kindness and so it didn’t make her itch. And while I worked the fresh wrap around her, careful of the stitches, she started talking, flat, to the far wall, her voice in the register she used for things that mattered: not to me, just out loud where I could hear.

“You want to know about the bridge,” she said. “You’ve read the registry name. The blade that was never beaten, only abandoned. You’ve been too polite to ask, which is worse than asking, so I’ll tell you and then you’ll stop being careful around it.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I know I don’t have to,” Yrsa said. “That’s the whole reason I’m going to. Pay attention; I won’t say it twice.” She stared at the wall. “I held a bridge. Everyone knows that part; it’s the part the registry weighs. A border war, ninety years ago, my unit caught on the wrong side of a river with a force coming that would have rolled them up in the open. There was one bridge. So I held it. Alone. While my unit crossed and re-formed on the far bank, I stood on the bridge and I fought, and I was the blade saint, undefeated, so I held it a long time, long enough, and they all got across, every one, and that’s the part the songs got right.” Her jaw worked. “Here’s the part they filed. The lord who commanded that unit, the man who was supposed to hold the rearguard, ran. First. Before me. He saw the force coming and he was across the bridge and gone before I’d drawn, and he left a saint to hold his line because a saint’s cheaper to spend than a lord, and he ran all the way back to court, and when the histories were written, the lord who ran wrote them. He filed my stand as his command. The lord ordered the saint to hold the bridge while he secured the crossing. As if he’d stayed. As if he’d done anything but run. The bridge I died on holding, alone, abandoned, became a line in his record, a brave order bravely given, and I became the blade he pulled and spent and left, and the kingdom sang the lord who ran and filed the saint who held under his name.” She turned from the wall to me, finally. “Abandoned. Not beaten. The registry’s got it exactly right and it’s the only thing in ninety years that ever did. I wasn’t beaten on that bridge. I was abandoned on it, by a man who ran, and then I was robbed of it by the same man’s pen.”

I sat back on my heels with the dressing finished and I didn’t comfort her, because comfort was the wrong thing, comfort was a thing you’d offer a person who’d been hurt and not a soldier who’d been wronged, and Yrsa Kaldwyn didn’t want her wound soothed, she wanted it witnessed by someone whose own wound rhymed with it.

“Saskia cut my guide-line,” I said, to the far wall, matching her method, not to her, just out loud. “In the Sunken Crown. On Cylas’s order. They needed bait, a thing left behind to occupy what was coming so the party could get clear, and a porter’s cheaper to spend than a Hero, so she severed my line and Odette sealed the ward and they left me to die in the dark holding a thing I never agreed to hold. And then they rode out and commissioned a song where I died nobly holding a door open for them, my abandonment filed as my sacrifice, the porter who gave his life so the Hero might live. They didn’t just leave me. They wrote the leaving as a gift I gave. Same as your lord. The pen does the second murder.”

Yrsa was quiet a long moment, and then her jaw worked around words she did not like needing. “Yeah. That’s the one. That’s the exact one. Abandoned and then robbed of the abandoning, made into a thing you chose so the men who chose it for you come out clean.” She gripped the edge of the bench hard enough to pale her knuckles. “Ninety years I thought no one would ever understand the specific shape of it, and here’s a porter carrying the same two wounds in the same order, the leaving and then the lie about the leaving.” She looked at me. “That’s why, you know. Not the duel. The duel told me you were worth choosing. This tells me why I want to. You’re the only person I’ve met, living or dead, whose wound is shaped like mine. We were both spent and then we were both written, and the writing is the part that doesn’t heal, and you’ve got it too, and you’re the only one.”

We compared receipts, then, the two of us, late into the night, not for comfort, for inventory, the lord’s pen and Cylas’s song, the bridge filed and the door sung, two abandoned people laying their wounds side by side and finding them the same wound, and it was, she told me after, the most intimate thing she’d done in ninety years, and there’d been no touching in it at all, just two soldiers comparing the maps of where they’d been left.

She told me the names of three soldiers from the bridge. Not all of them. Three. The first man across, who’d dropped his shield and come back for it because it had his sister’s mark painted on the inside. The drummer boy who’d stopped drumming halfway across and started counting cadence instead because counting was less frightening than music. The woman with the broken spear who’d tried to turn back for Yrsa and had been dragged onward by two friends while Yrsa shouted at her to keep moving.

“They lived,” Yrsa said, staring at the cold wall. “I know that much. I bought that much. The lord’s pen didn’t take that part, because even a lord’s pen can’t unlive a soldier who crossed a bridge. But it took their knowing who held it. It made my holding his order instead of my choice.” Her mouth went flat. “That’s what I hate most. Not dying. Dying’s easy. Having your choice stolen after you’re dead is the part that keeps.”

“Then we put the choice back where we can,” I said.

“Yeah,” she said. “That’s the work, isn’t it.”

We sat with it a long while in the cold training hall. Somewhere across the inn-yard Maeva’s window was gold with candlelight where the empress sat up late annotating my maps in imperial shorthand, and somewhere Nahari was awake, barefoot on a roof reading the night, and the household existed quietly around the two of us comparing our abandonments. We weren’t alone with the wounds anymore. There was a loft full of people who’d chosen us and a town that had learned to weigh us, and Yrsa felt it too, the not-being-alone-with-it, and it loosened something in her shoulders that ninety years hadn’t.

“I held a bridge for a unit that crossed and forgot me,” she said, finally, to the dark. “And here I am in a building full of people who’d hold a bridge for me. It’s a strange thing to come back to, after ninety years of being the one who holds. I don’t have the words for it. I’m not going to look for them. But I noticed it, so I’m telling you I noticed it, and that’s the most I’ve got.” She stood, and stretched, the long line of her uncoiling, and went to sleep against a wall she’d tested for structural integrity earlier in the evening and pronounced sound, and the dark came on, and toward dawn she woke me with her boot, not unkindly, and said it was time.

She swore to me at dawn, soldier-plain, in the training hall, with her sword point-down in the floorboards between us.

She didn’t take pins from her hair; she had no pins, she sawed her hair to length with a knife. She didn’t ask my yes in full sentences; that was Nahari’s register. She drove her sword point-down into the floor between us in the grey dawn light and put both hands on the pommel and looked at me over it, and she said it clipped, exact, complete.

“My blade. Your line. Don’t waste me.” Her storm-grey eyes were flat and certain. “That’s the oath, anchor, and it’s the only one I’ve got. You point, I end it. I’m yours to spend on the things worth spending a saint on, and there’s only one rule, and it’s the one I’ve been giving you since the convoy road. You don’t spend yourself buying what I’m for. You’ve got a blade now. You stop burning your own arms off calling reinforcements and overdrawing on overdrafts, because the reinforcement’s already here, point-down in your floor, and a man who burns himself when his saint’s standing right there is a man insulting his saint. Point me. Don’t waste me. And don’t waste you, because you’re mine now too, and I don’t let my things get spent cheap, and you’re the cheapest-spending thing I ever met and I’m going to fix it.” She held my eyes. “That’s the oath. My blade, your line, don’t waste me, and I won’t let you waste you. Sworn by Yrsa Kaldwyn, blade saint, undefeated, abandoned once and choosing not to be again.”

The sword-point hummed in the floorboards between us. Not magic, not yet, just steel carrying the tremor of her hands into the wood. She did not look away from me, but her grip whitened on the pommel, and I understood what the oath cost her: not service, because she’d never feared work, but being able to be spent again without being wasted, trusting another hand with the line she’d died holding alone.

“I hear it,” I said. “All of it. Your blade, my line. I don’t waste you. I don’t waste me.”

Her jaw tightened once. That was all the relief she allowed herself.

The anchor took her oath like steel taking a whetstone, cold and bright and sharper for the contact, and the ledger-words came, given on her own clipped terms by a saint who’d been pulled and spent and abandoned and was choosing, with her eyes open, to be spent only by the one hand that wouldn’t waste her.

[BOND: SWORN – OATH FREELY GIVEN.]

Then she pulled her sword out of the floor and propped it deliberately against the wall, within reach, and she crossed the hall and barred the door, and she unbuckled her own sword-belt and held it out to me.

“Now,” she said, and her voice had gone to the clipped duel-terms register, the one that was hers. “An hour ago I swore myself to you and that means the wall’s got a door now, and I want it walked through harder than last time. The hands were the start. This is the next thing, and these terms are mine too.” She put the sword-belt in my hands. “Wrists. The belt, not your hands this time. Bound. Mean it. And before you ask about the ribs, the ribs are stitched and the ribs are fine and if you go gentle on me because of the ribs I will take the belt back and do this myself. Same rules as the flats. If I say stop, you stop, that instant. The word’s the same word. But I’m not going to say it.” Her eyes held mine, and the winter-pale skin was already flushing at her throat. “Wrists. Belt. The bench. And the blade stays where I put it, and you’ll notice I never look at it, and you’ll know what that means, because you’re the only one I’d ever let bind my hands in a room with my own sword in reach.”

“Yes,” I said, plain. “All of it. Stop-word’s the same. Blade stays. Say it if you mean it and not before.” I took the belt and weighed it in my hands, the worn leather warm from her hip. “And the ribs are fine right up until they’re not, and I’ll know the difference, and I’ll mind it whether you like it or not, because you’re mine now too and I don’t waste my things either. Now turn around and put your hands behind you.”

Something went through her at being told, the switch-flip starting before I’d even touched her, the saint who gave orders her whole life going soft at being given one she’d chosen, and she turned around and put her wrists together behind her back, and I bound them in her own sword-belt, the leather drawn snug around her pale wrists and buckled. I tested it with a real pull, and it held, and she made a low sound at the holding.

Then I did the thing she’d hate me for and want me for in the same breath: I closed my fist over the belt and her bound wrists and pulled her a half-step back into me by them, off her balance, the saint’s whole weight hanging on a strap of her own leather in a porter’s hand. She could have broken it. A saint can break a grip; it’s the first thing they teach, and on the flats she’d flexed against my hands three times to be sure they were real before she let herself believe them. She didn’t flex now. That was the new thing, the Sworn thing. She’d already learned the grip was real, weeks ago, on a loft floor, and this time she simply let it hold her, no test, no proving, the saint who had tested every hold and every doorway and every floorboard her whole life choosing, for once, to trust one without checking it first. And the not-testing undid her deeper than any pin ever had.

The switch flipped, and Sworn, it flipped deeper than the loft floor had ever reached, because there was more of her to hand over now and she’d already handed it. The coiled saint unstrung against my chest one held year at a time, the breath leaving her slow where on the flats it had punched out all at once, the assessment in her going wide and dark and then gone, replaced by a woman who’d spent ninety years never once able to set her own edge down finding out she could set it here, that someone had the grip, that a porter was holding the whole crushing weight of being undefeated now.

“It’s real,” she breathed, wrecked, not testing it this time, just feeling it hold and letting it. “You’ve got it. Gods. You’ve actually got it.”

“I’ve got it,” I said, low, against the back of her neck, my free hand sliding flat up her bared side, the first long stroke of skin, careful of the stitched ribs and not gentle anywhere else, and she shuddered the length of her at the first-touch, her pale skin going to gooseflesh and then to flush under my palm. “I’ve got it and I’m not letting go and your hands are mine for the next hour and your sword’s right where you left it and you’re not going to need it. Say you’ve got it. Say you don’t have to hold it tonight.”

“I don’t have to hold it,” she said, and the saying broke something loose in her, and she sagged back into the grip, all of her, surrendered to the binding before I’d done more than stroke her side.

She’d already taken the wrap off. She’d done it before she handed me the belt, her own hands, the chest-wrap that bound her flat for fighting unwound and dropped, the small high firm chest bared on her own dare, and I’d noticed and not said anything yet, and now with her wrists bound I bent her over the training bench and got my hand in the jaw-cut black hair and put my mouth by her ear and said it, reverent, because the unwrapping was her trust laid bare and it deserved naming.

“You took the wrap off.”

“I took the wrap off,” she gritted, bent over the bench, her bound hands at the small of her back, the flush spreading down her bared chest. “For you to look at. So look, and stop talking about it, and”

“I’m looking,” I said, and I looked, the long winter-pale athletic line of her bent over the bench, the new shear-claw scar laid across her ribs that she wore like a medal she pretended not to own, the small high chest bared and flushed, the bound wrists, the endless hard-muscled fencer’s legs, and her sword propped against the wall an arm’s reach away that she would not look at, and I took my time looking because she’d unwrapped for the looking, and the taking-my-time undid her, the saint bent and bound and made to be looked at, her breath going ragged before I’d done a thing.

“You’re doing the slow thing the empress taught you,” she accused, breath already gone short. “The looking. I hate the slow thing. Do the not-slow thing. Now.”

So I did the not-slow thing.

I freed my cock, dragged her leathers down off the taut spring-steel of her ass, and found her soaked, slick down the insides of her pale thighs from the binding alone. I took her from behind over the bench, rough, as she’d ordered, no reverence, one hand keeping her bound wrists pinned at the small of her back and the other fisted in her hair, and drove into her cunt in one hard stroke to the root. The first hard drive into her pulled a sound out of her she’d never have let any opponent hear, a raw open thing torn from the bottom of her, her tight wet heat stretching and clenching to take all of me at once, and then her famous running commentary came apart, faster than it had on the flats, the duel-grammar she’d worn like armor for ninety years stripping down to bare sound as I set a brutal rhythm, my hips cracking against her ass, balls-deep on every stroke. The belt at her wrists was the difference, and we both felt it: bound in her own leather, she had nothing left to do with her hands but trust the strap, and the having-nothing-to-do undid her past anything the loft floor had reached.

It started as it always did with her, in duel-grammar, because that was the only language her body had for anything that mattered. “Good angle,” she gritted into the bench, the assessment reflex still firing. “Tempo. Hold the. Hold the tempo, don’t you dare slow, that’s an order, that’s a.” And then the Sworn link gave me her tells in hard flashes: the clench before speech, the shift of her hips, the half-breath where pressure became need. I knew the exact stroke she wanted and the exact grip and gave her each one a beat before she could name it, reading her like terrain, driving harder on the upstroke where the link told me to, feeling her clench slick and tight around my cock, and the order died in her throat half-said. “That’s a. Gods. That’s not. I can’t, I can’t call it, you keep, you keep doing the thing before I.”

“You can’t call this one,” I said, fisting her hair tighter, driving into her, the Sworn door wide between us and her wanting pouring through it. “I’m calling it. You swore me your blade and your line this morning, point-down in the floor. Swear me the rest of it now. Stop fighting the thing and let me have it.”

The order to stop fighting was the one order she’d never been given and the only one she’d ever wanted, and the defiance dissolved into begging faster than it had on the loft floor, because she was Sworn now and the door was wider.

“That, gods, harder, you, fuck, more, give it to me, more”

She was begging, and the begging came out different than the loft floor had wrung it, rougher and surer, a woman who’d already handed over her oath at dawn and had nothing left to guard behind it, the demands turning to pleas turning back to demands, and I kept every one of them where a man keeps what he’ll never trade away, and gave her harder, and she gave up the last of the duel-grammar entirely and went to single syllables, the place she went when the words ran out, “yes, you, fuck, yes,” bent over the bench with her bound hands pinned at the small of her back and her bared chest dragging the worn wood and her endless legs braced and shaking.

I pulled out of her slick and hauled her up off the bench when she was close and turned her and put her back to the wall, her bound hands coming up, and I lifted them over her head and then she hooked them down behind my neck, the bound wrists looped behind me, holding herself to me. I caught her under the thighs, lifted her, and notched my cock back into her, driving up into her wet heat until she dropped onto me with a bitten-off cry, her bared chest against mine, the small high tits flushed and stiff-nippled between us, her legs locking around my waist, and I took her against the wall like that, fucking up into her hard, her weight pinned between my hips and the wood. Her sword stayed propped a body’s-length away and she never once looked at it, never once reached for it, her trust laid bare in the not-reaching, the saint who could kill me in a heartbeat with her hands bound in her own belt and her weapon in reach, choosing the binding, choosing not to reach, choosing me.

I held her there against the wall a moment, fully seated in her, both of us still, and made her feel it, the held weight of it, her bound hands hooked behind my neck and her endless legs locked around me and her bared chest crushed to mine and the new shear-claw scar between us. Her storm-grey eyes stayed open on mine, six inches off, and that was the part that was new, the part the loft floor had never had: on that first night she’d taken me from behind and never had to show me her face, and now she was facing me, bound and bared and looking straight at me while I held her, the from-behind hiding of that first time given up entirely. Through the bond I felt the whole of what the stillness did to her, the saint who’d spent her whole undefeated life never once permitted to lay her own edge down held still and bound and safe in a porter’s grip with nowhere to put her eyes but mine, and she shuddered the length of her at the holding, as she’d shuddered at the binding.

“Your blade’s right there,” I said against her throat, driving up into her again, slow then hard, because it needed saying, because the not-reaching was the whole oath made physical. “Hands bound, your own sword two steps away. You could end me. You don’t. You chose the belt.”

“I chose the belt,” she gasped, her bound hands tightening behind my neck. “I don’t give this lightly, not in a room with my sword in reach, not to a hand that would waste it. You won’t. You’ll hold it, that’s the, that’s the whole, that’s why it’s you, harder, please, I’m”

I felt her go over the edge through the bond, the cliff of it, and I put my mouth by her ear and gave her the word, the one that was hers and mine and no one else’s ever.

“Yield.”

And Yrsa Kaldwyn came apart on it, against the wall, her bound hands locked behind my neck and her eyes still open on mine, the word she’d spat at a hundred opponents turned in her mouth into the only release she’d ever wanted, bound up now with the oath she’d driven into the floor at dawn, “yield, yours, gods, I yield it, yours.” Her whole long body clenched and shook and went rigid and then loose, her cunt seizing down around my cock in hard rhythmic spasms, gripping and milking, the storm-grey edge of her bond-light running thin and bright along her skin for the length of it, and through the oath-fresh bond her release came back to me doubled, hers folding into mine until I couldn’t find the seam between them. The clench of her dragged me with it. I drove up into her once more and stayed there, deep and held, my forehead dropping to hers and her bound wrists hauling tight at the back of my neck, and I spilled into her in hard jolting pulses while she kept her eyes locked on mine through every one, the saint who’d never once shown an opponent her face giving me the whole of it now. The storm-grey edge flared brighter than it had ever run, the Sworn light setting in the instant I emptied, and she felt each pulse arrive through the new-made link and shuddered at it, her cunt still fluttering around me long after I’d gone still inside her. I held her crushed between my chest and the wall until the shaking went out of her legs. When I finally lowered her down my body to her feet she stayed leaning into me, face six inches from mine, breathing ragged, the sword standing untouched two steps off exactly where she’d propped it. She didn’t reach for it. She didn’t reach for the leathers either. She just looked at me, storm-grey and stripped of every word she owned, and let me keep seeing it.

In the stillness after, with her still hooked to me by the bound wrists and both of us breathing hard, the saint’s facet settled into my bones like a stance remembered before it was learned, and the ledger-words came quiet.

[REGALIA ECHO GRANTED: SAINT’S FOOTWORK (LOW POTENCY).]

I felt it arrive as a new instinct at the edge of my body. My weight wanted the right place before I thought of it, my shoulders knew where the next blade would come from, the saint’s positioning ghosting at the rim of my own clumsy frame, and I knew without testing it that my body would argue with incoming blades now as it had never argued before.

I reached back and unbuckled the belt from her wrists, and she rolled the feeling back into her hands, and then she took the belt out of my hands and buckled it around my waist instead, mine now, a grim little ceremony, her hands working the worn leather around me, and she said the thing that was a joke and was also the whole thesis of everything we were.

“Hold my leash,” she said, buckling it, not looking up, “and never use it. That’s the deal. You’re the only man who’s ever bound my hands and the only man who ever will, and the way I know it’s safe is you put it on me and you take it off and you never once reached for the blade I left in reach to test you, and now you wear the belt, so it’s yours. You’ll hold it and you’ll never pull it, and that’s the only kind of leash I’d hand a man.” She buckled it and stepped back, gruff. “Don’t make it weird. It’s a belt. It’s just a belt now. Shut up.”

“It’s a good belt,” I said.

“Shut up,” Yrsa said, and dropped to sit on the floor with her back against the bench, and this time she didn’t share the water skin so much as let me keep it, since it hung on the belt at my own waist now, hers given over. She leaned her shoulder into mine and drank when I passed it and gave it back, no cuddling, no soft words, but the belt between us read different than it had an hour before, and that was her intimacy in full: the shoulder, the quiet, and the leash she’d handed me sitting on my hip where she could watch a man wear it and never pull it.

“Now it’s fair,” she said, after a while, to the far wall. “The duel-debt. You beat me on the flats and I called it fair, but there was a clause left open, the bit where I said I’d consider staying. I’ve closed it. I considered. I stayed. Sworn. My blade, your line.” She passed the water skin back. “It’s fair now. All the way fair. The debt’s closed and the books are square, and what’s left between us is the staying. No ledger to it. Just choosing it again every morning, which is harder than any debt and I like it better.” Her shoulder leaned into mine. “Don’t tell anyone I said that. Especially the empress. She’ll put it in a speech.”

The Footwork’s first proof came an hour later, and it was comic, and it was real.

I was crossing the training hall and a rotted spear-rack against the wall, undermined by years of damp, chose that moment to collapse, a whole rack of old practice-spears coming down at my head, and my body threaded me out from under it before my mind had finished reporting that the rack was falling, a clean economical sidestep-and-pivot that put me a pace clear with my hand up to deflect the one spear that followed, the saint’s footwork moving me out of a collapse as it had moved her out of a thousand killing lines, and I came to rest a pace away unhit and slightly amazed at my own feet.

Yrsa, half-asleep against the bench, opened one eye.

“Footwork,” she observed. “You moved before you thought. That’s it working. That’s me, in you.” The eye took in my face. “You’re smiling. Clean work, that. Stop smiling. A man pleased with his own feet trips over them. Be ungrateful for it, the way I’d be. Ungrateful feet live longer.” But her jaw betrayed her, the held-down smile breaking through for a full second before she caught it and shut it away, and she shut the eye and leaned her shoulder into the bench and fell asleep sitting up, mid-insult, as if the insult had carried her straight into sleep.

Maeva found out about the Sworn before noon, because Maeva found out about everything before noon, and she conducted the discovery like a state visit.

She came into the training hall with Nahari a half-step behind her and two cups of the good tea, which was its own statement, the empress bringing tea to the saint she’d been negotiating precedence with for weeks, and she set one cup by Yrsa’s elbow and one by mine and stood over the pair of us with the weighing green eyes taking in the propped untouched blade, the belt now buckled at my waist, the saint sitting on the floor wearing the loose easy set of shoulders she only wore after, and Maeva Castellan smiled the small imperial smile of a woman whose campaign-map had just gained a piece.

“Sworn,” she said. It wasn’t a question. “I felt the province’s reckoning shift this morning and I assumed it was you two finally settling the thing you’ve both been pretending wasn’t a thing.” She sipped her tea. “Congratulations are owed and I extend them. We’ll discuss spheres later, formally; you’ll find I’m reasonable about everything except precedence, where I’m an empire. For now.” She inclined her head, the smallest fraction, a thing that cost her and which she spent on purpose. “Welcome to the household properly, blade saint. You’ve been in it for weeks. It’s good to have it sworn.”

“I’m not calling you majesty,” Yrsa said, to the floor, on reflex.

“I haven’t asked you to,” Maeva said serenely. “Yet.”

“And I obey you in exactly one room,” Yrsa added, “and it isn’t this one, and you’ll never once get me to admit which.”

“The whole province could draw you a map to that room,” Nahari murmured, settling onto a bench with her tea, “but we love you, so we let you keep the secret you’re keeping from no one.” And Yrsa threw a wadded length of bandage at the oracle’s head, and the oracle caught it without looking, a half-second early, as she caught everything, and the three of them held a small warm hostile peace over the good tea in the cold morning hall, and I sat in the middle of it wearing a blade saint’s belt and counted, after five years of scraps, a thing that was mine instead of a thing I was owed, and set it down somewhere the ledger kept no column for, in a hand I was still learning to write.

The claim came that afternoon, carried by criers, and it changed the shape of everything.

The criers came up the Veltmark road into Marrowford’s market square at the busy hour, and they read it out in the formal voice, Cylas Aurent’s claim, sworn and witnessed, that he held first-discovery of the Sunken Crown, the dungeon his party had charted and entered before any other, and that he therefore held rightful custody of any kingdom assets recovered therein, and that he petitioned Margrave Helvane of Veltmark to settle the matter, since it was disputed, by the old proven method, a wager of deeds, a head-to-head clearing of the Crown Vault, two parties descending, the first to truly clear the vault and etch it taking the discovery and the custody both.

I heard it from the Antler steps. Maeva heard it from inside the taproom, where she’d been holding court over Bram’s stew.

Any kingdom assets recovered therein, the crier read, in the carrying voice, and the whole square heard custody of any kingdom assets, and I watched the words travel into the taproom through the open door to where the empress sat, and I watched Maeva Castellan understand exactly what asset meant, who the asset was, what custody of a recovered asset was a polite word for.

She set down her cup.

She set it down without a sound, the cup landing like a sentence pronounced, and every lamp in the Gilded Antler straightened.

The guttering tallow lamps along the taproom walls drew themselves up into parade-straight columns of steady flame, the Standard moving in the empress without a word said, the room going still around it, the drinkers falling quiet at the sudden uncanny steadiness of the light, and Maeva rose from her bench in the straightened lamplight with her green eyes gone to the cold old place they’d been when Saskia said the Crown remembers what it buried, and she said, into the silence, very quietly, in the voice that had unified three duchies:

“Custody of a recovered asset.” A pause. The lamps stood at attention. “I was an asset once. My husband recovered me into a vault and took custody of my name for four hundred years. I have notes on the experience.” She crossed the taproom unhurried, every lamp leaning straight as she passed, and stopped in the doorway beside me on the steps, and looked out at the criers in the square. “Your Hero wants custody of the asset in the Crown Vault, summoner. He’s going to descend into my own tomb and try to leash me out of it like a thing his kingdom owns. He’s going to put a brand on the empress in her own grave.” The cold smile. “Let him petition. Let the margrave sanction it. I have waited four hundred years to be present in that vault as a queen instead of buried in it as an asset, and your Hero has just volunteered to be in the room when I am.” She set a hand on my shoulder. “We’re going to accept the wager. And then we’re going to go down into my husband’s architecture, and I am going to be magnificent, and your Hero is going to learn what happens to a man who tries to take custody of a queen who has chosen otherwise.”

Helvane sanctioned it at the feast, with no procedure at all: oath, pageant, and the rock waiting to weigh the truth.

The Margrave of Veltmark came down to Marrowford himself, iron-grey and hunting-hawk-eyed, a man who hated ceremony and staged it flawlessly anyway, and he sanctioned the wager of deeds in the Antler’s common room over a feast, no tribunal, no clerk, no filing, just a lord with the authority to sanction a contest standing up among the trestle-tables and declaring it.

“Two parties,” Helvane said, in the carrying voice of a man used to being heard across a hunting-field. “One vault. The Sunken Crown’s deepest chamber, the Crown Vault, unentered in four hundred years. The Hero claims first-discovery and custody of what’s recovered. The coalition disputes it. So we settle it the honest way. You both descend, on the same dawn, and the first party to truly clear the Crown Vault and etch the deed on the stone takes the discovery and the custody and the glory, and the stone weighs which clearing was true, the way the stone weighs everything, and there’s an end to it. No appeal. No filing. The rock decides.” His hawk-eyes moved to Maeva, standing in the straightened lamplight, and a dry amusement came into the hard old face. “And one more thing, because I’m a careful man and this is an old and strange tomb. Whatever the Hero means by recovered assets, I’ll have it spoken before witnesses that whatever lives down there, whatever woke or wakes, decides for itself what it is. The stone will weigh that choice too. If there’s a thing in that vault with a mind and a will, it’s not an asset because some crier names it one.” He held Maeva’s green eyes a beat longer than a man holds a stranger’s. “I don’t know what you are, Lady Maeva. I’ve a guess, and it’s a mad one, and I find I don’t much care, because the stone says you decide what you are, and I’ve always preferred a neighbor who frightens me honestly to a Hero who flatters me cheap. Whatever’s down there decides for itself.” And he half-smiled, and I understood he’d half-guessed the whole impossible truth and found it the most interesting thing to happen in his province in years.

The stone-oaths were sworn that night, both parties, the descent set for the dawn three days off, the bards assigned, the witness-stones readied, and the whole thing settled in pageant and oath, no committee anywhere near it.

And the ballad became a marching bet-song. “The Porter’s Door” had mutated again, into a thing the drinkers sang with a wager riding on it, the porter and the Hero and the race to the vault, and Bram opened the wager-book on the descent and did a brisk trade, and when a Veltmark man tried to lay heavy odds against the coalition, Bram, one-armed and grinning, refused the bet outright.

“I don’t lay odds against my own stone,” Bram said, “and that porter’s name is on my stone, and I’ve watched him close a breach and best a saint and walk out of a tomb that swallowed a Hero, and you’d bet against that porter only if you’ve not been paying attention, and I run an honest book, so I won’t take your money for a bet you’re going to lose. Drink up. Bet on him if you’ve sense, or keep your coin if you haven’t, but I won’t be party to robbing a fool who can’t read a stone.” And he banked another round on the coalition with his own purse, as he had since the tide-flats, the first believer holding the book.


Chapter 15: Queens’ Council

Maeva sketched her own tomb from memory on the war-loft floor, and watching her do it was the strangest hour of my life to that point, an empress drawing the deep ways of the city her husband had sunk over her grave, naming galleries she’d walked alive four hundred years gone.

“The antechamber you woke me in is the shallow end,” she said, the charcoal moving sure across the broad sheet of paper, the candle-gold steady on her crowned braid. “Above the tide-locks. That’s where your Hero’s careless survey stopped, and it’s where his column will go down, the causeway galleries, the wide bright way, because it’s the way a procession can march and a bard can see.” She drew the wide galleries, fast, contemptuous. “Let him have it. The causeway galleries are a showpiece. My husband built them to be processed through, to overawe ambassadors, all height and echo and no depth. They lead to the Vault eventually, but the long way, through the grand stair, where every step is watched by carved kings and every gallery’s a hall of state. He’ll march down it splendidly. It’ll take him twice as long as he thinks, because grand architecture is slow architecture, and he’ll fight things in the open where the witness-stones love it, and he’ll make a wonderful song of it.”

“And we take the root,” I said.

“We take the root,” Maeva agreed, and drew it, the other way down, the charcoal going careful now, reverent, a woman drawing a thing she’d loved. “The root-ways. The drowned districts, the working city, where the masons and the water-engineers and the people lived before he flooded it onto my grave. I know them, summoner. I commissioned half of them. They run under the grand galleries, low and wet and direct, and they come out here.” The charcoal stopped at a long stair drawn down into dark. “The Mirror Stair. Black water all the way down, still as glass, mirrors the light. And below it, the Crown Vault, where my grave-goods are, and my husband’s monument, the King’s Effigy he built over my tomb to make sure the histories saw him standing on me forever.” Her voice didn’t waver; an empress rations her words and never fumbles them. “The root-ways are how the working people moved through the city without troubling the court. They’re how we’ll move through it without troubling the Hero. We go down wet and low and direct while he marches down dry and high and slow, and we reach the Vault first, through the door the masons used, the door a queen who commissioned it remembers and a Hero who skimmed a survey never knew was there.”

She gave me the tide windows then, and the Vigil-remnant counts, all of it from memory, the deep ways of a drowned city laid out by the one person alive who’d walked them, and I copied it into the notebook and overlaid it with my own soundings from the antechamber, and between her four-hundred-year memory and my porter’s surveying we built a true map of a tomb no living surveyor had, and I understood that this, this, was why the kingdom would have to take the porter seriously: legends stood at my shoulder, and one of them was the empress who’d built the dungeon. You do not out-survey the woman who commissioned the galleries.

We marked Cylas’s route in red and ours in black. The red route had balconies and carved kings and broad landings where witness-stones could see a Hero cut a striking shape. The black route had worker-doors, tide-lock crawlways, and two stretches where we’d go chest-deep in water with our packs held overhead. Maeva tapped one narrow passage with the charcoal. “Here, the masons cursed my husband in the wall-scratch because he made them widen a gallery by one foot for a statue nobody needed. The scratch will still be there if the wall stands. If we see it, we’re on the true root-way.” She looked almost fond. “Never trust a royal inscription when a mason has left you a complaint beside it. The complaint is usually more accurate.”

I marked the complaint as a landmark.

Useful.

More reliable than a king.

We packed for the black route, not the red. That mattered. A grand gallery party packs for spectacle: banners, spare polish, bright lanterns, enough armor to impress a witness-stone and drown a man in a crawlway. A root-way party packs for wet stone and low ceilings: waxed map-cases, rope in short coils, wrapped candles, oilskin over the bandages, one spare blade where Yrsa could reach it and two knives where she pretended not to notice I’d put them. Maeva surrendered three beautiful things from her kit because beauty snagged in worker-doors, and she did it with visible disgust and no argument, which was how I knew she understood the route.

“This skirt survived a court riot,” she said, folding it away.

“It won’t survive that crawlway.”

“The crawlway lacks taste.”

“The crawlway has killed more people than bad taste.”

“Debatable,” Maeva said, and chose the plainer one.

Nahari sealed the candles with wax and murmured which would gutter first if the air went bad. Yrsa cut every rope-end clean and burned them so they wouldn’t fray. I watched the three of them turn a route on a map into a load a body could carry through dark water, and the old porter’s part of me, the one that had packed columns alone for five years, went quiet with a satisfaction so deep it almost hurt. For once, everyone saw the load before the descent.

We drilled the echoes together that night, the Standard and the Footwork at once.

I stood in the yard and Yrsa drove the militia volunteers at me in a press, and I held the steadying note of the Standard over a wavering line while the Footwork threaded me through the press itself, my voice firming the farmers while my feet moved me out of the lattice of practice-blades, command and survival at once, the empress’s facet steadying a line while the saint’s facet kept me in it, and it worked, raggedly, the two low echoes pulling in different directions until I found the place where they braided, where the steady voice and the moving feet were the same act, a caller who could hold a line while standing in the thick of it, and I felt the shape of the man I was becoming, not the strongest in the fight, never that, but the one who held it together from the inside while the queens did the killing.

We drilled the squad-link too, the braided senses, the thing we’d found in bed and meant to weaponize, and it was harder to drill than the echoes and funnier to watch fail. The idea was simple: four people who could feel each other’s edges through the bond could feel each other’s tells in a fight, the saint’s lunge telegraphing through the link before it landed, the oracle’s half-second arriving in all of us at once, the empress’s steadying felt in the bone. The practice was four people standing in a yard trying to feel each other on purpose and mostly feeling foolish.

“I can feel the empress being smug,” Yrsa reported, deadpan, eyes shut, concentrating. “That’s all I’ve got. A wall of smug, coming from the left. Is that the link or is that just her?”

“Both,” said Nahari, eyes shut, serene. “It’s almost always both, with her. The trick is feeling the edge under the smug, the actual tell, the thing the body’s about to do. Stop reading the mood. Read the weight. The mood is loud and the weight is quiet and you want the quiet thing.”

“I don’t have a quiet thing,” Yrsa said.

“You have the quietest thing of any of us,” Nahari said. “Your whole body goes still a half-breath before you move. It’s why you’re undefeated. I can feel it through the link right now; you’re about to shift your weight to your back foot.” Yrsa shifted her weight to her back foot. “There. I felt it before you did it. That’s the link. That’s what we weaponize.”

“Do that in the Vault and I’ll never be flanked again,” Yrsa said, opening her eyes, grudgingly delighted, and we drilled it until the four of us could feel each other’s quiet things under the loud ones, a squad that couldn’t be flanked because it was, in the most literal way, of one body at the edges.

The failures taught us more than the clean runs. Maeva over-steadied the first pass and the whole line went too rigid, farmers turned to statues, easy to break. Yrsa pushed too hard through the second and I felt her pressure like a blade shoved through my teeth, all attack and no room to breathe. Nahari’s first warning came so early I moved before the danger existed and nearly took Bram’s practice pole in the knee.

Yrsa snorted, watching me limp it off. “The future can trip you. Good to know.”

“The future has been tripping men since men started asking for it,” Nahari said. “Most just call it destiny and blame the gods.”

By the fourth pass we found the measure. A single shared mind would have been a leash, and a leash would have broken the whole thing. So we kept four wills, each separate, touching at the edges where the next move lived. Maeva steadied without freezing. Yrsa pressured without flooding. Nahari warned without dragging me early. I called, and they moved, and the line held.

The Glimpse still refused control. The foresight-bleed swam at the edge of everything, half-second flickers arriving uninvited, vertigo when I chased them, and I couldn’t make it answer like the other two, and Nahari watched me struggle with small amusement from across the yard.

“There,” she said, when I cursed a flicker that nearly put me on my back. “Watch what your feet just did. The flicker showed you a strike a half-second out, and you didn’t wait for the strike. You went and met it. You always go and meet it, and against a real blade that lunge would have walked you straight onto it.” She crossed the yard at her own unhurried pace, not the saint’s prowl, the oracle’s drift. “The Standard wants you present, and you can do present. The Footwork wants you reactive, and you can do reactive. The Glimpse wants you to stand still while the future walks up to you, and that is the one thing your whole body refuses to learn.” She let me sit with that long enough to hate it. “It isn’t a technique, anchor. There’s no grip I can teach you for it. The cure is becoming, by one degree, a man who can let a thing come to him instead of bolting out to drag it back early. And I’m going to enjoy teaching you that more than anything the glass ever showed me, because it’s the lesson you most need and least want.”

The loft that evening was the household just existing, warm before the dark, the night the four of us became a family in the small ways before we became one in the large.

Nahari fleeced Yrsa at dice. It was a Sundermere game, old, with carved bone dice and rules that shifted in ways Yrsa swore were invented mid-game and Nahari swore were ancient and sacred, and the oracle, who could see a half-second into the future, beat the saint at dice with serene and total ruthlessness, taking Yrsa’s coin and then her belt-pouch and finally her boot-knife, the good one, while Yrsa’s glare narrowed further with each loss.

“You’re cheating,” Yrsa said, without heat, watching her boot-knife go into Nahari’s pile. “You see the dice before they land.”

“I see the dice a half-second before they land,” Nahari agreed, unrepentant, “which in a game decided after the dice land is no help at all, saint, as you’d know if you’d ever read the rules instead of accusing me of inventing them. I’m winning because you commit your bets too early. You bet like you fight, all forward pressure, and I bet like I see, all patience, and patience beats pressure at dice the way it loses to it in a duel.” She scooped the boot-knife into her pile and then, after a beat, slid it back across to Yrsa, and a silver Sundermere coin with it. “Here. The knife back, and interest. I never keep a soldier’s good knife; I only win it to prove I can. You’re the best blade I’ve met dead or alive and I appointed myself your oracle the day I met you and an oracle returns her bodyguard’s knife with interest. That’s how it’s done where I’m from.” And Yrsa took her knife back and the coin with it and scowled and was, I could see, pleased to her bones, the gratitude-allergic saint receiving a thing she could file as a debt-repaid-with-interest rather than a kindness, which let her keep it.

Maeva and Nahari played their game while the dice went on, the one they always played, the one with no board and no pieces, just two of the cleverest women who ever lived trying to read each other across a loft.

It looked like conversation. It was a duel. Maeva would say a small true thing about the descent, a read on the tide-windows or the Vigil-counts, pitched to draw out whether the oracle had seen further, and Nahari would answer with a small true thing of her own that gave away exactly nothing about whether she’d seen further, and the two of them would smile at each other over the exchange with the specific pleasure of a statecraft-mind meeting a prophecy-mind and finding, for once, a worthy opponent. Maeva couldn’t read Nahari, which delighted the empress who read everyone, and Nahari couldn’t fully see Maeva, because the empress’s choices ran on a four-hundred-year statecraft logic the glass went strange around, which delighted the oracle who saw everything. They were the only two people at the table who couldn’t get the better of each other, and they loved it, two governments that had given up on the embassy and become friends.

“You’ll tell me eventually what you’ve seen of the vault,” Maeva said, mild, “and I’ll have worked it out from your silences before you do.”

“You’ll work out the shape of it from my silences,” Nahari agreed, “and miss the one thing in the middle, because the one thing in the middle is the thing I’m being silent about, and you read silences like a map and forget that a careful woman leaves the most important road off the map on purpose.” Her fingertips tapped one bone die, once. “I learned that from watching you redraw your husband’s surveys. We’re the same animal, empress. It’s why I can’t see you and you can’t read me. Two careful women, leaving the real road off the map.”

“It’s restful,” Maeva said. “I haven’t had a rival in four hundred years who made me work. Don’t die again; I’d miss it.”

“I’ll do my best,” Nahari said, dry, “though I make no promises; the glass is quiet on the matter of my own ending, which is either a mercy or a warning, and I’ve decided to take it as a mercy, because I’ve recently acquired reasons to want a long life,” and she did not look at me when she said it, which was how I knew she meant me, and Maeva caught it and let it pass without comment, the small private smile of a woman banking a thing for later, and the game went on.

Maeva wrote a letter to her dead duchies that night, and let me see her do it, which was its own kind of trust.

She wrote it in imperial shorthand at the loft table while the dice game went on, a long letter, careful, and I didn’t read over her shoulder but I watched her write it, the empress writing to three duchies four centuries gone, to the people she’d unified and the court she’d built and the garden she’d planted, and when she’d finished she read it once, all the way through, her green eyes moving down it, and then she folded it and held it to the candle and burned it, deliberate, watching it catch and curl and go to ash in the little dish.

“I write them every so often,” she said, not turning, knowing I watched. “My duchies. The dead. I tell them what I’ve seen of the century, the iron cook-pots and the cheap pepper and the appalling almanacs and the porter who freed me. And then I burn it, because there’s no post to the dead, and the writing’s the thing, not the sending. It’s how I keep them mine without letting them keep me theirs.” She watched the ash settle. “The ink’s poor in this century, by the way. Too thin. It burns too fast. Four hundred years and they’ve made everything cheaper and nothing better except the cook-pots.” Which was the comedy and the grief in one breath, as she always gave them, an empress mourning three dead duchies and complaining about the ink quality in the same sentence, and I let her have both without remarking on either, because remarking would have made the grief a thing instead of a passing weather, and she’d thank me for it later by not having to.

Bram sent up the descent-eve supper, bread and a good pie and the last of the autumn cider, and Yrsa worked her way around the loft testing every stick of furniture for structural integrity, as she did anywhere she meant to sleep, and condemned the long bench outright, sat on it hard twice to prove the point, pronounced it a death-trap pretending to be carpentry, and then sat on it anyway because it was the only seat near the fire, daring it to fail under a saint, and then ate her way through two-thirds of the pie like a siege was coming, while Maeva watched her do it over the rim of a cup with the fond exasperation of a woman who’d long ago given up correcting a soldier’s table manners. Nahari said something low and unhurried that turned out to be about the next morning and not the supper, and nobody asked her to explain, because she never explained until it was funny, and the loft was warm and full and ours, the night before we went down into the dark.

The precedence council came after supper, and it was politics and it was heat and it was the funniest frank thing I’d ever been part of.

Maeva raised it, with imperial directness, because someone had to and she preferred it be her.

“We need to settle precedence before the descent,” she said, “and I mean two kinds, and I’ll take the dull one first. Command spheres, in the Vault. We can’t have four people each calling a different shot in the dark, so.” She laid it out like a treaty. “Dorian calls the whole, because the whole is his trade; nobody disputes the caller. Under him: I hold the line and the rally, the Standard, the holding-together; that’s my sphere, the pace of the thing, when we hold and when we press. Yrsa holds the edge and the killing, the cutting, the pressure; her sphere’s the violence, where the blade goes and when. Nahari holds the timing, the seeing, the half-second; her sphere’s the when, the moment, the warning. Four spheres. Dorian the whole, mine the pace, hers the pressure, hers the timing. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” said Yrsa, who liked a clear chain of command more than anyone alive. “My blade, his line, as Sworn. Fine.”

“Agreed,” said Nahari, “though you’ve described the thing I do as ‘timing’ and it’s larger than timing, but I’ll let it stand because correcting an empress’s treaty before a battle is bad luck and I’ve seen where it leads.”

“Now the other precedence,” Maeva said, and the green eyes warmed, and the air in the loft changed. “The night before a war, the summoner’s strength is a resource, and resources are allocated, and I’ll be frank because frankness is faster than blushing and we’re all four of us too old for blushing. I want him tonight. So does the saint, whether she’ll say it or not. So we allocate it like the empire we’re becoming, and we share, because jealousy is for people who can’t feel each other’s hearts, and we can feel each other’s hearts, so jealousy is a thing we’ve structurally outgrown, and what’s left is rivalry, which is fun, and allocation, which is statecraft.” She looked at Yrsa. “Saint? I propose a joint claim. You and I. Tonight. His strength shared between two spheres, the night before the dark.”

Yrsa went winter-pale-flushed and crossed her arms and said, flatly, “Fine. But I’m not calling you majesty in bed. I’ll share the man. I won’t say majesty.”

“You’ll say what the moment wrings out of you,” Maeva said serenely, “and we’ll all be gracious about it after,” and Nahari, who had no claim that night and wanted none, who would have hers the night the descent was nearer in her own slow time, settled back with the dice and the small pleased blink of a woman watching exactly what she’d foreseen unfold precisely on schedule, and said, “I’ll keep first watch and let the three of you allocate. Wake me at the turn. And, anchor: yes, you should say yes, before you do the thing where you check it’s all right with everyone. It’s all right with everyone. I’ve seen it. Say yes.”

“Yes,” I said, to both of them, plain, because that was the word they both wanted in different registers, “to both of you, the whole night, yes,” and I crossed the loft and Maeva cleared the maps off the bed with one imperial sweep of her arm and the council became the thing it had been building toward all evening.

They undressed in front of me and in front of each other, and the contrast of them was its own thing, a thing I’d never had in one room and couldn’t have looked away from if the loft had caught fire. Maeva took the pins from her crowned braid one at a time, each pin a clause, the gold cascade coming down past her shoulder blades, and then she unlaced the engineered bodice with the unhurried ceremony of a woman who’d built it to lose, and it lost, and the very full curve of her came free into the candle-gold, the church’s modest portrait failing again as it always failed. And beside her Yrsa simply stripped, fast, no ceremony, fighting-leathers off and dropped, the long winter-pale athletic line of her bared and ready, the small high firm chest and the new shear-claw scar and the endless hard legs, a drawn sword next to a coronation.

Gold abundance and pale length. Very busty and small-and-high. Curves built like a throne and lines built like a blade. My throat went dry and my hands closed on nothing, and the blood went out of every careful thought I owned and dropped low and hot, and the rest of me was riveted, blood up and hard before either of them had touched me, and they both watched me look, the empress with the small fond audit and the saint with a flush climbing her throat, two registers of a woman deciding she liked being wanted.

“He’s riveted,” Maeva observed, pleased. “Look at him, saint. Five years invisible and he can’t look away from either of us. We’re going to be very good for him.” She set the last pin down. “Now. To bed, both of you. There’s a treaty to ratify.”

Maeva directed the opening like a drill-sergeant of luxury, which was exactly her sphere.

“Saint,” she said, “astride him. Now. You first, fast, the way you like it; I’ll attend.” And Yrsa, who took orders in exactly one room and was furious about it everywhere else, took this one, climbed astride me on the bed, reached down to fit the head of my cock to her slick entrance, and dropped onto me in one fierce motion, tight wet heat taking me deep with a bitten-off sound, fast and fierce as she liked, her pussy gripping me hard as she started to ride. Maeva knelt up beside us and put her hands on Yrsa’s narrow hips and guided the rhythm, the empress conducting the saint’s pace with both hands, working her up and down my shaft, and at the same time she gathered her own freed breasts and fed them to my mouth, leaning over us both, so that I had the saint’s tight cunt riding my cock hard at the empress’s tempo and the empress’s heavy tits at my mouth and the empress’s court-formal praise narrated over every stroke.

“There,” Maeva said, low, guiding Yrsa’s hips, “harder, saint, he can take it, give him the pressure, that’s your sphere, and you, summoner, attend me while she does, tribute, that’s it, both spheres at once, the pace and the pressure, this is what an empire feels like, do you see,” and Yrsa, riding me fast with the empress’s hands on her hips, gritted “gods, the two of you, this is, I didn’t, this is too much, this is.”

I had my mouth full of the empress and the saint riding my cock at the empress’s tempo and both of them above me in the candle-gold, and I did the thing I was for: I attended. I worshipped the heavy weight of Maeva’s breasts as she liked, mouth and hand, the soft give of her against my tongue and a nipple drawn up tight under my thumb, and she narrated it in imperial praise over me, “yes, there, the thumb, you’ve learned me, witness how he’s learned me, saint.” I reached my free hand up and found Yrsa where the empress’s hands guided her hips, found the place the bond told me she needed pressure, and the saint’s bitten commentary climbed an octave.

And then I felt the bond do a thing it had never done. The two threads braided inside me: Maeva’s gold-warm satisfaction and Yrsa’s drawn-blade pressure running into each other through the link, each queen suddenly feeling the other’s pleasure through me, and both of them gasped at the same instant as the braid took, feeling each other’s edge through me.

“Oh,” Maeva breathed, gone briefly off her own script, “oh, I can feel her, summoner, I can feel what you feel of her, the link braids through you, that’s, that’s a tactical perk we are absolutely keeping,” and Yrsa, past words now, riding me with the empress’s hands on her hips and the empress’s pleasure suddenly running through her own, said “shut up and let me, gods, majesty,” and then froze in horror at her own mouth, and Maeva laughed in delight, “she said it, witness it, summoner, the saint said majesty,” and Yrsa said “I’ll deny it to my grave, I have a grave, I’ll deny it from inside it,” and never stopped riding me through any of it.

And then, at the midpoint, I took the tempo, because both of them, underneath the rivalry, wanted me to take it from them and mean it.

I sat up and lifted Yrsa off me and turned her in one motion, the Footwork her own gift had given me lending the move an economy it had no right to, and I put her down on her back among the cleared maps and got my hand in the jaw-cut black hair. I shoved her thighs wide and drove my cock back into her wet cunt deep, fast and fierce, taking the saint the way she needed it, no reverence, hard, hammering into her until the slap of my hips against her ass filled the loft, out-ordering the empress’s careful tempo by simply taking it out of her hands. Yrsa’s bound-saint composure was already gone; she wrapped her endless hard legs around me and took it, her small high tits jolting with every drive, her cunt clenching tight around me, and her commentary degraded straight to single syllables, “yes, you, fuck, harder, you,” her eyes wide open and fixed on mine, and I felt through the braid the empress watching the saint come apart and the watching feeding the empress’s own edge.

“Yield,” I told her, low, the word that was ours and no one else’s, and Yrsa Kaldwyn came apart under me on it almost at once. The storm-grey edge of her bond-light ran thin and bright along her skin, her whole long body clenching and shaking and going rigid and loose, the word punched out of her twice fast and fierce and then lost to pure sound, “yield, yield,” and then nothing but a cry, her pussy gripping me in hard pulses. The braid ran her undoing into Maeva and the empress made a sound like her court-diction had been struck out from under her.

I laid the saint aside gasping, boneless and pleased and already migrating toward the floor she preferred, my cock pulling free of her slick and gleaming, and I turned to the empress, who’d been directing, who’d been conducting, who’d been feeling every stroke I gave the saint through the braid and was halfway gone already by a pleasure that wasn’t even hers. I laid Maeva back among the cleared maps, hooked her full thighs open, and pushed my cock into the soaked heat of her pussy in one long claiming stroke, sinking into her until she gasped, driving her past her own directing into plain wordless hunger, except this time she’d been half-undone before I ever touched her, the braid having poured the saint’s climax into her until the empress couldn’t tell whose pleasure she was drowning in.

“Take it,” Maeva gasped, the command fraying out of her, “you’ve out-ordered me in my own bed, summoner, in front of the saint, and gods help me I’m letting you do it, the pace is yours, I can’t hold the,” and I drove her past the words entirely, the empress who conducted everything conducting nothing, and Yrsa, recovering beside us, watched the porter out-order the empress and said, breathless and delighted, “he just took it off you, majesty, he out-ordered you, in your own bed,” and Maeva, wordless, gold light gathering under her skin, could only nod, past speech entirely, approving the coup with the last of her composure before it went.

And both queens approved the coup in the same breath, the empress yielding the pace she’d claimed and the saint cheering the yielding from where she sprawled.

I drove Maeva slow and deep and claiming, both her hands caught in one of mine and pinned over her head among the maps, the gold cascade of her hair spread out under her and the gold light gathering brighter under her skin with every stroke. Her pussy took me in slick deep pulls, and the braid ran the saint’s lingering aftershocks back into the empress and the empress’s climbing edge back into the saint, a loop of two queens’ pleasure cycling up through me. I watched the most imperial woman who ever lived lose the last of her court-self under my hands, the diction gone, the decrees gone, just plain open hunger and my name and “there, don’t stop, summoner, I yield, I yield it all.”

“Say it again,” I told her, driving deeper, my hand tightening on her pinned wrists. “Whose pace.”

“Yours,” Maeva gasped, gold light blazing under her sweat-sheened skin, the empress bestowing the word like the gift she’d made of it. “Yours, summoner, all of it, every part I ever held back from a throne, take it, I’m,” and she went over with the gold light flooding the loft for the length of it, her heavy breasts heaving, her whole body arching up off the ruined maps, milking my cock with the deep rolling clench of her climax while the braid ran it through all three of us.

I finished last, between them, driving deep into the empress and burying myself to the hilt as the clench of her climax wrung at my cock, holding there with both threads braided through me and both their pleasures looping back, my groan low in my throat and her name in it. Release punched through me in long hot pulses, jet after jet spilling deep while she clenched and milked me and took the whole load with a satisfied sound, and the loft was full of gold light and storm-grey edge and three people thoroughly spent among the ruined maps, the slick of cum and sweat between all of us.

The afterglow was council-continued, because we were what we were.

“We’re naming that,” Maeva said, sprawled gold-lit and fond, tracing the place the braid had run. “The sense-braid. When the link ran her through me and me through her. The sense-braid belongs on the battlefield, too, summoner. If I can feel her edge and she can feel mine through you in here, we can feel each other’s tells out there, in the dark, in the Vault. We schedule it. We drill it.”

“We weaponize the cuddle,” Yrsa said, flat, from where she lay on the floor by the bed, having migrated there for the firm surface as she would. “Obviously. We feel each other through him in bed, we feel each other through him in a fight, it’s the same link, it’s a squad-link, and a squad that can feel each other’s tells is a squad that can’t be flanked. So. We weaponize the cuddle. I can’t believe I’m the one who said it, but there it is. Schedule it next to the echo-drills. The empress is right, gods help me.”

“Squad-link,” I said, filing it, the caller in me already seeing the use of it, four people who could read each other’s tells in the dark.

“Precedence settled,” Maeva pronounced, drowsy, satisfied. “Spheres in the field, rotation in the loft, the link drilled in both. Jealousy structurally dead, rivalry gloriously alive.” And from the watch-post by the window, where she’d been keeping first watch and listening with audible delight, Nahari’s voice arrived unhurried: “And the saint said majesty. Twice. I counted. I see, and I also hear.” Yrsa threw a boot at the window and missed on purpose.

“On the matter of the rotation,” Maeva went on, unbothered, taking sleepy stock of the tangle she lay in, “I’ll have it formalized, because an empire runs on schedules and so will this household. The oracle has the descent-eve, by her own claim, in her own slow time; nobody disputes a thing the oracle’s already seen. I have pace, the saint has pressure, the oracle has timing, in the field and out of it, and the summoner has the whole. And we will none of us keep score, because the bond won’t let us lie about wanting each other, which means we’re free to want each other out loud, which is the most civilized arrangement I’ve governed in five hundred years of governing.”

“You’ve governed for four hundred,” Yrsa said, from the floor. “You died at thirty-eight, four hundred years back. That’s four hundred.”

“I’m counting the dead years,” Maeva said. “I was governing my own legacy from inside a tomb. It was extremely demanding. Go to sleep, saint.”

“Going,” Yrsa said, and was, almost at once, asleep sitting up against the bedframe mid-insult, one hand still near the floor where her sword lay, the other resting against my ankle, and Maeva drew the gold cascade of her hair off her own throat and settled into my side with the imperial sprawl of a woman who’d built and lost and rebuilt three duchies and a household, and the loft settled into the warm tangle of a family the night before a war, one lamp burning at the door and the maps in ruins and three queens at the edges of my senses, breathing.

Liria’s warning came at dusk the next day, in the shape her conscience always took: silence, a small act, a thing left behind before she fled its landing.

I found it on the loft door-post when I came up at dusk: a sealed prayer-scroll, unsigned, pinned to the wood, and I knew the hand before I opened it because I’d seen temple-script on a returned med-kit once, unsigned, set out of the rain by small boots. I opened it and read it, and it was short, and it was the most words the priestess had ever risked.

The vault threshold takes a toll of blood. Pay it yourself, measured, your own palm; do not let it take what it wants or it wakes the deep guard. The brand is bought. It travels with the bards, in a lead-lined case, against the day the kingdom’s asset needs recovering. I watched once and prayed and did nothing. I will not watch twice. I cannot swear yet. I am sorry. I am so sorry. Pay the toll yourself.

No signature. The temple-script careful and shaking, the way her folded hands shook.

Nahari read it over my shoulder and read the hand. “The one who prays quietly,” she said, slow, “has started praying loudly. She can’t swear to a stone yet, she hasn’t the feet for it, but she’s started leaving warnings, and a witness who leaves warnings is a witness who’s one act from swearing. Don’t press her. She’ll stand when she can carry the standing. But she’s told us the shape of the danger.” Her finger touched the temple-script seal without quite pressing it. “A Brand. Bought. Lead-lined, which means warded, which means they don’t want it read or felt until it’s used. Traveling with the bards, in the witness-train, where no one would search it because the bards are sworn-neutral. We know a Brand is coming. We know it’s for the asset. We don’t know what it does, exactly, because she didn’t say, because she may not fully know, and we won’t go digging through a sworn-neutral bard’s case on a guess, that’s a forfeit and a scandal. But we know now. The blade is under the cloth. We descend knowing a Brand rides hidden in the train, and we plan for a thing we can’t see the shape of, which is most of what planning ever is.”

We didn’t investigate it. There was no creeping through the bard-camp, no stolen case; we knew a Brand was coming and we couldn’t prove it and wouldn’t try, so I planned for the hidden Brand like a third cache: ready for the day the second cache was also on fire.

And Esra’s lamp arrived by courier from Cinderwell, that same dusk, sent by the grandmother, the dead girl’s own lamp on its pole, and I hung it at the loft door, and I lit it, and it burned there steady through the night, a lamplighter’s lamp lit at the door of the people who’d weighed her onto a stone, a small clean light against the dark we were about to go down into, and Nahari looked at it for a long slow moment, then reached out and set it a hair straighter on its hook, tending it the way Esra would have, and from the oracle that small wordless minding said more than any prophecy.


Chapter 16: The Night Before

We sealed the last cache at dusk on the descent eve, and then I gave Bram the receipts file, which was the most important thing I did all day and the part no song will ever sing.

The file was everything. Saskia’s signature cut on the severed guide-line, sketched and described and dated. Odette’s ward-residue, the seal-sigil that matched her signature. The folded soundings against her filed survey, the proof the depths were wrong and the ward redrawn. The drag-marks from the fen, the carrion hauled to grow a breach. The lamplighter’s testimony, sworn onto a village stone. Every cold itemized receipt I’d collected since I crawled to a sarcophagus, copied fair, in a sealed packet.

“If we don’t come up,” I told Bram, in the back-bar, the two of us, “you take this to the stone. All of it. You swear what you can swear and you give the rest to the bards who’ll carry it and you make sure that whatever the Hero’s party tells the world about what happened down there, this is on the rock beside it, cold and itemized, where a crowd can weigh it against the song and draw its own conclusion.” I put the packet in his one hand. “It’s a dead man’s switch, Bram. If I die down there, I want to die with my receipts already on their way to a stone. I’ve been bait once. I won’t be bait twice, and I won’t have my death written into someone else’s brave song again. You’re my witness who lives. If I don’t come up, you make sure the truth does.”

Bram took the packet and weighed it in his one hand and looked at me with tap-side steadiness, grief already made plain in him by burials he’d outlived.

“I’ll hold it,” he said. “And I’ll tell you a thing, porter, for nothing, because you’ve never once asked me for a thing for nothing and that’s exactly why I’ll give it. You’re not coming up dead. I’ve run this book a long time and I’ve learned to read a tide-trained exit plan when I see one. A dead man’s switch packed this carefully means three exits already planned, and three planned exits mean the owner walks back up his own stairs. So I’ll hold your receipts, and I’ll never have to swear them, and you’ll come back and buy me an ale and complain that I oversalted the stew, and I’ll overrule you, and that’ll be the end of it.” He set the packet under the bar, in the locked drawer with the wager-book. “But it’s held. Go down knowing it’s held. A man fights better when his receipts are safe.”

We released the militia that evening with pay and pride, the edge-farmers who’d held a line against the blade saint and beaten a breach, sent home to their farms with coin in their pockets and a story for their grandchildren and their names, the ones who’d sworn, glowing faint on the Marrowford stone, a militia of nobodies weighed by the rock for the brave small thing they’d done.

The cooper came to find me before he left, the man who’d built the first channel-gate that stuck exactly where I’d said it would, and he didn’t thank me either, because the edge-farmers had caught the porter’s habit of not thanking by the same method the porter had, which was being thanked too rarely to know how, and instead he pressed a thing into my hand, a small barrel-stave he’d planed smooth and burned a mark into, the coalition’s mark, a porter’s lantern over a drowned gate, a thing he’d made on the road back. “For the loft door,” he said, gruff. “Saw you’ve a lamp there already, the lamplighter’s. Thought it could use a sign over it, so a man knows whose door he’s nailing his troubles to. I’m a cooper. I make things that hold. You make things that hold too, just bigger. Nail it up.” And he left before I could find the words, the same as I’d have done in his place, and I understood I was building a thing that worked as I worked, by people who’d rather show you than tell you, and I nailed the stave over the door under Esra’s lamp, and it’s there still.

And I watched them go in the dusk, lighter and taller than they’d come, and thought that this, too, was the door opening for anyone, the stone weighing anyone, if someone paid and someone swore.

Then Nahari took me up to the roof, and she spent the word she’d been saving.

The Marrowford rooftops in the dusk, the lake going dark below and the lamps coming up in the windows, and the oracle sat barefoot on the roof-ridge with her silver hair loose down her back, and she’d told me she’d tell me the name when she had to, and the descent was at dawn, and she’d decided the having-to had come.

“I’m going to say it once,” she said, low, her dark eyes on the lake. “The name. The lender. The thing the lamplighter saw walking the grave-ridge eating the lights. I’ve kept it behind my teeth since I died, because some debts notice being spoken of, and I won’t say it twice tonight, and you won’t say it at all if you can help it, and tomorrow in the dark you’ll understand why.” She drew a slow breath. “The Pale Saint.”

The lamp at the loft door below us, Esra’s lamp, guttered once, leaned its flame a finger’s width toward the window against the still air, and steadied. I marked it. She marked me marking it.

“You saw that,” she said. “Good. Remember it. That’s what the noticing looks like.” She gathered her silver hair over one shoulder and began, slowly, to braid it, a prophecy-ritual for her hands. “Here is what it is, the part I can give you tonight, and I’ll give you the rest across the years because it’s too large for one telling and saying too much of it at once is how you draw its full attention. A Hero’s blessing isn’t a gift. It’s a loan. There’s a thing, old past reckoning, that lends men borrowed legend, the gold sheen, the strength-that-grows-with-belief, the blessing that makes a Cylas Aurent more than a minor knight’s son has any right to be. And it funds the loan out of capital. Its capital is real legends. The true ones, the dead ones, the ones whose names are still burning in the world’s memory.” Her fingers moved in the silver hair. “Every Hero it blesses replaces a real legend in the world’s eye. The crowd that sings Cylas isn’t singing some old true champion they’ve half-forgotten; the borrowed Hero crowds the real one out of memory, and as the real one fades from the world, the Pale Saint grazes on it, eats the fading legend to fund the borrowed one. Every champion it blesses is a tenant. Every legend it lets fade is rent. Every Hero’s fall, when they fall, is a foreclosure, the loan called in, the borrower consumed in his turn.” She tightened the braid once, hard enough to show the old anger under the calm. “Sundermere’s Hero arrived late on purpose because avenged ashes pay better than saved cities, yes. But under that, the deeper sum: a Hero who saves a city makes a small song, and a small song feeds the lender little. A Hero who avenges a burned city makes a legend, and a legend feeds the lender well, and the lender prefers its tenants to make legends, so the lender’s blessing is shaped to reward the late arrival, the avenged ash, the grand tragic song, over the quiet save. The Heroes don’t even know they’re being shaped. They just find that the gift grows when they choose the grander, crueler, song-worthier path, and they call that destiny, and they take the path, and the lender feeds.” Her voice dropped. “It let my city burn because a Hero shaped to make legends made a better legend out of the ash than he’d have made out of the saving, and the lender wanted the legend, and the Hero wanted the gift, and the two wants met over my city, and Sundermere was the rent.”

I sat with it in the dusk, the whole cruel machine of it, the thing Maeva had named a deniable seed in the tomb laid out entire, the lender behind every Hero, the economy of borrowed legend funded by eaten real ones, and I understood at last what I was inside it.

“And me,” I said. “What am I, to a thing like that.”

“You,” Nahari said, and turned the dark eyes on me, “are the first man in its ledger’s memory who puts coins back in the bowl.” She tied off the braid. “It lends legend and eats legend; the flow runs one way, has run one way since before Sundermere, since before anything I can see. Heroes borrow, real legends fade, the lender grazes, the bowl empties. And then a porter dies in a tomb and his broken skill reads his blood right and he turns out to be an Anchor, the one summoner in history whose bond doesn’t leash and diminish but returns a legend to the world whole, at full power, free-willed. You don’t borrow legend, anchor. You put it back. You called an empress the histories had buried and she’s walking the province at full strength making the kingdom take a porter seriously. You called a blade saint a lord’s pen had robbed and she’s etched fair on a stone again. You called a seer a Hero let burn and here I am on a roof, real, whole, about to be the apology the world owes me. You’re putting coins back in a beggar-king’s bowl, one legend at a time, and the bowl has been emptying for longer than memory, and a thing that has only ever watched the bowl empty is going to notice, sooner or later, the one hand filling it.” She looked past me to the lamp at the door below. “It will notice. Maybe it already has; the lamp leaned. And the noticing won’t look like an army or a duel. It’ll look like a lamp leaning toward a window against the draft. It’ll look like a flame guttering when there’s no wind. It’ll look like a coldness behind your shoulder and a stillness in a room and a creditor’s patience. It does not hurry, anchor. It has never once had to hurry. So when you see a flame lean wrong, you mark it, the way you marked Esra’s lamp just now, and you don’t say its name, and you go on filling the bowl, because filling the bowl is the only thing in the world that frightens it, which is the best reason I know to keep doing it.”

Below us, the Antler made ordinary evening sounds: Bram cursing a barrel tap, Yrsa’s clipped voice correcting someone about spear length, Maeva laughing once at something sharp enough to draw blood. The roof held the name Nahari had spent, and below the roof the household went on living around it. The ordinary racket of supper did more to steady me than any vow could have, Esra’s flame burning at the door between the two floors.

And then she gave me her oath, on the roof, in the dusk, a temple vow turned inside out.

“I was temple-raised,” she said. “I swore vows as temple-children do, and the first vow, the one they make you swear before you can read the glass, is that you’ll never serve a Hero, because a seer who serves a Hero becomes a weapon that picks which cities burn for the better song, and Sundermere’s temple knew that and made us swear against it, and then a Hero let us burn anyway, from the outside, without my service, just my unheeded warning.” The dark eyes held mine. “I swore never to serve a Hero. I kept that vow living and I’ve kept it two hundred years dead. And I’m keeping it tonight, by Swearing myself to you, because you are not a Hero, Dorian Marsh. You don’t borrow legend; you give it back. You’re the opposite of the thing I swore against. You’re the apology the world has owed me since Sundermere burned, and the apology the world owes Esra, and Yrsa’s bridge, and Maeva’s garden, and I have waited two centuries to deliver it, and tonight I deliver it by choosing you, which is not serving a Hero, which is the exact and opposite thing, which is why I can do it without breaking the only vow I’ve ever kept.” She took my rope-scarred hand and lifted it to her own face and laid it flat over her eyes, closing them beneath my palm, the seer putting out her own sight by choice, blind for once and willing to be it. “I’m Sworn to you, anchor. Freely. The seer who warned a city that burned, choosing the one man she’d never once have to watch from the outside. That’s my oath. Take it.”

The anchor opened in me with the slow certainty of deep water accepting moonlight, and the ledger-words settled in, the deep keel of the harem given on the oracle’s own unhurried terms.

[BOND: SWORN – OATH FREELY GIVEN.]

We went down to the loft, and she gave me the night she’d been keeping for herself since the mill-house, all that patience drawn tight at last, and she would not let prophecy do any of the work.

She lit one lamp and burned incense, ash and bone and something resinous, and the descent-eve quiet was on the loft.

She undressed without performing it, and that was the whole difference between this night and the mill-house: there she had shown herself like a mural lit from below for pilgrims who never dared touch, and here, the night before we walked down into the dark, she set the showing aside. The wraps came off one at a time, ember and ash and bone, each laid into the incense-smoke a beat behind her hands, everything about her running a half-second offset from the rest of the world. She did not arrange herself to be looked at. She let the one lamp find the oiled deep-brown of her shoulders and the long silver fall of her hair, and when she was bare she crossed the cold boards to me barefoot and set my rope-scarred hand flat against the heavy warmth of her hip, so the first thing I knew of her tonight was her weight under my palm and not a silhouette across a room.

“Not the glass tonight,” she said, low, the silver hair sliding forward as she leaned into my hand. “Tonight you get the part the pilgrims never got, the part that isn’t a view. We go slow because slow is mine, and because after tomorrow there’s a tomb under that lake with my name written nowhere in it, and I want one whole night that belongs to me before we go down and put it right.” And she warmed oil over the lamp in the little bone dish, the resin-scent of it rising into the incense, and turned back to me, gilded and unhurried, and asked me for what she wanted in full sentences, and required the same of me, because for the oracle the asking was the foreplay and the consent-exchange was the heat itself.

“I’m going to tell you exactly what I want tonight, anchor,” she said, low, the oil warming, her deep-brown skin gilded in the one lamp, “and I want you to tell me yours, in full, because all those years of being shown things without ever once being asked have made the asking the thing I want most of all. Tonight I want everything I’m shaped like. I want the slow worship of all of it, every part the carvers got right and the pilgrims never earned. And then I want the thing I’ve saved to ask in my own time. I want you in my ass, slow, oil-eased, entirely at my pace, from behind, palms on the sill, the frame that’s mine. I’ve seen it. I’ve seen exactly how long you last and exactly how it ends, and I want to know if I’m right, and I want, more than being right, to be wrong about one part of it, the part I’m going to save and dare you to take from me. Tell me your yes, in full, as I told you mine.”

“Yes,” I said, plain and full, because she required fullness. “Yes to the slow worship and yes to the thing you’ve saved, all of it, at your pace, oil-eased, the frame that’s yours. I want to give you the thing you’ve waited for, slow and right, and I want to be the one who takes you somewhere even you didn’t see coming. Yes, Nahari. All of it. Tell me when, and I’ll do it better than you saw.”

She started with the edging, the patient cruelty of it, the mill-house dare turned inside out.

She took my cock to the brink slow with her hands and her oiled body and held me there, and while she held me at the edge she finished a prophecy aloud, a long slow telling about the descent and the dark and what she’d half-seen of the vault, narrating it in her low unhurried voice while she kept me suspended on the cliff of it, thumb slick at the head of me, her warm thigh sliding just enough against my shaft to make every word a test. The dare was the reverse of the mill-house dare: there she’d dared me to outlast her telling, and here she dared me to hold while she told, to not cum until she’d said the last word of a prophecy she dragged out on purpose, and I held, barely, my whole body a clenched argument, counting tide-tables, counting the seventh wave, counting anything, while the oracle narrated the future at me and held my cock on the edge of spending. When she finished the telling she laughed, low and unstrung and delighted, “you held, you held through the whole telling, oh, you’re learning patience, anchor, I’m teaching you patience the only way you’ll ever learn it,” and let me back from the brink, slow.

Then the worship, reverent and unhurried, and I gave it all the time it wanted, because rushing it would have been a crime against the woman who’d waited the whole of her long death for it.

I warmed the oil between my own hands first, as she’d shown me, and then I put them on her, slow, and the first long stroke down the curve of her hip pulled a sound out of her that started low and finished lower, a beat late. I gave her the worship she’d asked for and took my time spending it: the wide hips, the heavy oiled rise of her ass, the soft strong thighs, the script-tattoo circling her ankle that drew my eye up the whole length of her. My porter’s rope-scarred palms moved over the deep-brown of her, kneading and gripping and learning the full warm weight no Hero had ever prized, and she let me, unhurried, her palms coming to rest flat on the sill where the lake-dark showed through the glass, lit from below by the one lamp the way her city had once lit the things it most wanted seen.

“Two hundred years,” she said, the silver hair spilling forward as she arched into my hands, “and I want your hands on this because you mean it. I can feel you mean it through the door; the bond doesn’t let you lie about wanting, and you want this, you want me, the whole shape of me, my ass in your hands, my thighs opening because I told them to, the part no Hero ever prized, because you can’t sit on it like a throne or swing it like a sword, and it was only ever mine.” Her reflection held me in the rain-dark glass. “Slower. There’s no hurry tonight. Tonight least of all.”

And I went slower, and the bond ran her slow deep satisfaction into me, the lake going still.

I knelt behind her at the sill and worshipped the heavy oiled weight of her with my mouth as well as my hands, slow, reverent, as no one in all her long waiting had ever been allowed to, kissing and licking the full rise of her, spreading her carefully with oiled thumbs when she told me to, taking my time over the tight dark entrance she’d saved for this night until she made a sound I’d not heard from her before, a long unraveling thing. Her palms pressed flatter on the sill and her silver hair curtained her face where it hung, and the disciplined serenity she wore like armor came off her by slow degrees as her wraps had, until the oracle who narrated everything was just feeling, her foresight gone quiet because there was nothing to foresee, only this, only now, only a slow worship she’d waited two centuries for and was finally inside of instead of watching from the glass.

“You’re unmaking me,” she murmured, her calm coming apart at the edges, slow and delighted, “the calm, the discipline, two hundred years of it, you’re taking it off me a layer at a time, and I see what you’re doing and I can’t stop you and I don’t want to, oh, slower, like that.” And I went slower, and worshipped her unhurried until she was loose and open and oiled and the asking-for-it had become a wordless slow rolling want, and only then, when she was ready and not a moment before, did she give me the next instruction in her low even voice.

Then the thing she’d saved, and we did it slow and right, exactly as she’d asked, all that patience catching fire by inches.

I oiled her slow and patient first, more oil warmed over the lamp, my fingers easing her asshole open at her pace, never mine, and she worked through it with both hands braced wide on the window frame and told me each step she wanted before she wanted it, the consent and the timing braided into one slow telling. “More oil. Slow. Yes, like that. Now wait; I’ll tell you when. We have all night and I intend to use it.” And I waited when she said wait and eased deeper when she said deeper, one finger, then more, until she was loose and shining and asking for my cock with the calm of a woman who had chosen the exact shape of her own ruin. The patience she’d been teaching me for weeks turned out to have been a lesson aimed at exactly this, the one act that could not be hurried and would punish hurry, and I’d learned it, and she felt me having learned it and made a low pleased sound at the proof.

Then I pressed the slick head of my cock to her oiled hole and eased into her, slow, by her pace, the tight ring of her giving around me by reluctant degrees, her fingers gripping the old wood where the lake-dark showed through the glass, her silver hair spilling down her back, her gaze steady on my reflection over her shoulder. She was impossibly tight and hot around me, gripping the crown of my cock as her body opened to take it, and she took the first inch with a shudder she had not foreseen, then breathed, and took the next, and I went slow, all her pace, easing deeper by her countdown not mine, feeling her ass clench and then yield around every inch, giving her time at every depth to take it and want the next, until I was seated deep in her and she let out a long unraveling breath, and she whispered the foresight in time with it, the prophecy turned to the most intimate timing.

“Now the grip,” she breathed, palms on the sill, “the hips, both hands, yes, oh. Now the depth, slow, more, I saw this, I saw this exact, oh, it’s better, all that time watching it in the glass and the glass kept the best of it back from me.”

I fucked her slow and deep and patient, both oiled hands spread where she’d told me, the heavy oiled weight of her filling my grip, her silver hair swaying with the unhurried rhythm and her reflected mouth shaping each count in the lake-dark glass. Her pleasure moved through the Sworn link slow and deep and total, so I knew the exact pace she wanted before she said it, felt the tight drag of her around every inch, felt the pleasure building in her belly and hips as if it were mine too, and I gave it to her at her countdown and not mine, and her low even prophesying frayed by slow degrees into wanting.

“Slower,” she said, then, a beat later, contradicting herself, the even voice cracking, “no, that, keep that, just that, oh, I never,” and her foresight stumbled, the oracle who narrated everything losing the thread of her own telling, “I’m losing it, I can’t see the next, you’ve taken the next from me, I can’t see past your hands, anchor, I can’t see,” and the not-seeing, the blind dark where her foresight had always stood like a lit corridor, was the thing she’d starved for across two centuries, and she chased it, pushing back onto my cock with a hunger that finally outran her calm, and she came to the part she’d saved, the one stretch of tonight she’d refused to look at in advance. “Now the dark part, anchor, the part I kept myself blind to on purpose so I’d have to live it and not watch it, take me into it, I don’t know what’s on the other side and I haven’t not-known a single thing in two hundred years, take me where I can’t see”

And I took her into the dark she’d saved, the one stretch of her own night she’d refused to foresee, and the blindness itself undid her, the pure not-knowing where her whole long death had been nothing but corridors of lit certainty, and Nahari of Sundermere came apart with her hands locked on the window frame and her dark eyes wide and unseeing for once, “oh, this is it, the dark, I’m in the dark, I don’t know what comes next, I don’t know and I’m,” the rolling slow waves of it taking her, the ember-orange filigree of her bond-light tracing bright along the script at her ankle, longer this time, blazing, and she clenched and shuddered and broke open slow and total, every saved inch of the night paying out at once.

And the countdown came, the shared finish she’d whispered, prophecy and act converging on one command.

“Three,” she said, wrecked, hands braced wide, “two, the part where we, together, one, now, anchor, now,” and the countdown landed exactly, the two of us going over on the same command. I buried my cock as deep as she could take it and came in her ass with both hands locked on the soft, oiled fullness of her, my cock jerking and emptying in long slow pulses, spurt after spurt spilling deep into the impossible tight heat of her while she clenched down around me in rolling waves and said my name as if the surprise of it were still happening, milking every pulse out of me until I had nothing left to give. As it took us both, the foresight-bleed, the vertigo, the uncontrolled half-second future, snapped suddenly into something steady and clean, synced to me, the Glimpse coming into control on the exact finish we shared, the cure she’d promised made flesh, and the ledger-words came quiet through the gold and the ember light.

[REGALIA ECHO GRANTED: THE GLIMPSE (LOW POTENCY, STEADIED).]

The half-second future settled at the rim of my sight, no longer vertigo, body-synced, a tool at last, the third echo come into its own while I was still buried in the woman who saw further than anyone, and I understood the lesson hadn’t been a technique, it had been the becoming, by one degree, a man who could let a thing arrive, and I’d learned it from the inside, slow, as she taught everything.

I held there inside her a long moment after, no hurry even in the finishing, both of us breathing in the rain-sound and the incense, the ember filigree fading slow off her ankle, and when I eased out of her at last she made a low sound of loss and then a low sound of contentment, one after the other, and turned in my arms and pulled me down with her. The afterglow began in her register, long and warm and unhurried, the oracle savoring the heat of it as she savored everything.

“I was right about most of it,” she murmured, drowsy and pleased, the dark eyes half-closed, “the whole night, the way it ran, I’d seen most of it. But not the held breath, the part where you outlasted my telling. And not the very end, the part I kept dark on purpose. Two surprises in one night, anchor. Two. I haven’t had two surprises in one night in the whole of my long death. I’m going to be insufferable about it. I’m going to mention it for weeks.” She traced a slow line down my chest. “And the Glimpse came into your hand on the breath we shared, did you feel it, the way it stopped being vertigo and started being a tool? The lesson made flesh. You couldn’t take the gift until you’d learned to let a thing arrive, and you learned to let a thing arrive in my bed, slow, at my pace, and so the gift arrived too, on its own, the moment you stopped chasing it. I told you the cure wasn’t a technique. The cure was becoming, by one degree, a man who can wait. You became him. Tonight. I felt it happen.” Her lashes lowered further, sleep making even her pride unhurried. “I am very proud of you, and very pleased with myself, and very thoroughly undone, all at once, which is a great deal of feeling for a woman who spent the whole of her long death feeling nothing on purpose, and I’m going to lie here and take my time with every part of it.”

The afterglow was long and warm and slow, hers in every breath, and she returned to the sentence she had cut off in the mill-house, on purpose, two nights late, a joke and a prophecy both.

“The thing about the night I let happen,” she murmured, drowsy, her silver hair across my chest, returning to the words she had stopped before finishing in the mill-house, “the thing I never told the glass, is that the glass showed me the night and never showed me that I’d want a second one. The glass showed me choosing you, once. It never showed me wanting to choose you again by daylight, then again by lamplight, then again because wanting-again is mine to discover like a living woman. The glass doesn’t show the wanting-again, only the choosing. So there.” Sleep softened the next words until they nearly became part of her breathing. “I saved that sentence for morning two nights ago and I’m finishing it two nights late on purpose, because I can, because I’ve decided to do everything slow now, even my own sentences. It’s a joke. It’s also a prophecy. They usually are.”

And then she braided herself into the squad-link, last, completing the unit, the three known presences in me, gold-warm and drawn-blade and still-lake, and she set her still-lake timing between Maeva’s gold and Yrsa’s steel until all four of us joined at the edges. I felt the unit close around itself in the dark, four people who could feel each other’s hearts, the squad-link whole at last, and she fell asleep mid-prophecy on purpose, as she would, leaving me awake last in the descent-eve quiet with three queens held in the link and a steadied half-second of the future at the rim of my sight and a lamplighter’s lamp burning at the door.

We were up before the grey, the four of us, in the cold loft, and there was none of the talk there’d been the night before. I brewed the tea exactly once, same leaves, same steep, same chipped pot, and Maeva drank hers and called it honest, which steadied the room more than any speech would have. Yrsa ate like the siege had already started, which it nearly had, and checked her blade and the spare and the spare’s spare and pronounced the cook’s cleaver, which she’d appropriated weeks ago, the only honest steel in the building, again. Nahari braided her hair for the dark, slow, and read the morning like weather. “The lake smells like cold iron and old grief,” she said, “which is the lake telling us nothing it hasn’t told us for four hundred years. Drink your tea. We go down on the bell.” And Maeva stood at the loft window with her tea and looked down at the dark water that lay over her own buried city, her own grave, the place her husband had sunk on top of her, and her green eyes were very old and very steady, and she said nothing at all, and I went and stood beside her and said nothing either, because there was nothing to say to a woman about to walk back into her own tomb that wasn’t already in the standing beside her, and she let me stand there, and after a while she drank the last of it and turned the empty cup once in her hands and set it on the sill, deliberate and unhurried, and said, “Right. Let’s go be present,” and we went.

The dawn came up grey over the lake, and we went down to the Sunken Crown’s mouth, and the Hero’s party was there.

They’d come in royal-lent regalia, Cylas in armor that wasn’t his, gold-chased plate the crown had loaned its Hero for the wager, the gold sheen on him pumped high by the small worshipping crowd of his own bards and the watching province, and he looked, in the grey dawn at the mouth of the drowned city, exactly like what the songs said he was, and not at all like the thing I’d watched gutter in a window-glass.

Odette stood beside him in her ash-grey robes with the archive seals on her sleeves and the lead-lined satchel at her hip, the Brand I’d known about since the loft door riding in it warded so it couldn’t be felt, and she stood as she always stood, contained, economical, a clerk about to recover a unique specimen, and her flat slate eyes moved over Maeva once, the impossible undiminished summon, and filed her with the cold professional hunger of a woman who wanted to take the impossible thing apart to learn how it worked.

Saskia stood with a new sword, a fine one, crown-loaned like the armor, and old eyes, the obsession in her grown since the fen-camp fire where Yrsa wouldn’t stand for her, and she watched Yrsa across the dawn with the fixed hunger of a duelist who has met the one blade she can’t talk herself out of fearing, and has decided the only cure is to cross it.

And Liria stood at the rear, veiled, pale as her own veil, her folded hands shaking, the priestess who’d left a warning on my door-post and couldn’t yet swear, looking at me alive and scarred and about to go down into the dark, her lips moving in a prayer she couldn’t make loud, a witness one act from swearing and not yet able to find her feet.

I stood with my three queens at the workers’ edge of the mouth, apart from the Hero’s bright column, and did the last porter’s read before a descent, counting what we carried and what we knew and what we didn’t. We carried three Sworn queens and three echoes and a notebook full of a drowned city’s true map. We knew a Brand rode in Odette’s lead-lined satchel, warded so it couldn’t be felt, waiting for the asset. We knew the vault would ask blood at the threshold, because Liria’s warning had named the toll and Maeva had recognized the old burial-law in it. We knew a deep guard waited below and that her husband had built some king-shaped monument over the heart of her grave, because she had named those pieces in fragments on the bog-bank and in the dark after, never all at once, never more than she could say without going stone-cold around the eyes. And we knew the one thing the Hero’s column didn’t, which was where the root-ways ran, and that was the whole of our edge, and it was enough, because an edge doesn’t have to be large, it only has to be true.

“We let him have the bright way,” I told the women at my side, low, while the herald readied. “He’ll clear the grand galleries splendidly and the witness-stones will love him and the bards will sing his tally, and none of it closes the vault, because the vault closes from the root, same as the breach and the warren. We go down the workers’ door and we reach the bottom first and we let the rock weigh which clearing was true. Same as the breach. Let him have the song. We take the root.” Maeva’s hand found my shoulder, and Yrsa propped her sword and checked the spare, and Nahari read the mouth of her own tomb-city without a word, and I shouldered my pack.

The adjudicator-bards rang the witness-stones around the lakeshore, the world’s eyes planted in a circle, and the herald read the wager out in the carrying voice, the two parties, the one vault, the first true clearing to take the discovery, whatever lived below deciding for itself what it was, the descent on the bell, and the bell rang, grey and final across the still water, and the Sunken Crown’s mouth swallowed two parties into the dark, the Hero’s column splendid down the grand galleries and four small exact figures down the root-ways the empress remembered, and somewhere far below, in a vault four hundred years closed, a thing the husband-king had left to keep a queen buried waited in the dark for the queen to come home.


Chapter 17: The Contested Clearing

We could hear Cylas’s column the whole way down, even from the root-ways, because the grand galleries carried sound and the Hero’s clearing was loud by design.

Far off and above, through the stone, came the noise of the causeway galleries: the ring of crown-loaned plate, the heroic shouts pitched for witness-stones, the clash of a column fighting things in the open where the witness-stones drank it in, the occasional swell of a bard’s relay carrying a tally up to the surface. Cylas was clearing the grand way splendidly, exactly as I’d known he would, marching his column down the hall of carved kings, fighting in the bright echoing halls of state, making a wonderful loud song of a slow architecture, and I let him have every echoing yard of it, because while he marched down the showpiece we went down the working city, low and wet and direct, where the masons had moved and a queen who’d commissioned the galleries remembered the way.

Odette kept the satchel close. I knew it without seeing it, with the certainty of a thing fixed on a memorized map. Somewhere in that loud column the lead-lined case rode against the clerk’s hip, warded so the Brand inside couldn’t be felt, waiting for the day the asset needed recovering, and the knowing of it rode at the back of every call I made.

“Left, here,” Maeva said, in the root-ways, sure, the candle low in her hand, “the masons’ way, mind the lintel, it’s low, they built for working men not for processions. This was the water-engineers’ road. I commissioned it the third year, after the flood of the lower district; the man who built it was named Corvin and he was the rudest competent person I ever employed and I gave him a duchy’s pension for this road and he died happy, and his road is going to take us under my husband’s whole splendid hall of kings while the Hero marches the long way round.” She moved through her own drowned city with the certainty of a woman walking her own halls, four hundred years gone and remembered to the lintel, and I followed her map and overlaid it with my soundings and we went down through the root of the city the Hero never knew was there.

The first worker-door had swollen shut in its stone frame, lake-breath rusting the hinge-pins black. I set my lantern down, read the hinge, and found the little mason’s mercy-slot cut into the jamb six inches above the floor, where a man on night maintenance would know to look and a procession never would.

“Corvin,” Maeva said, delighted, when I pointed it out.

“Corvin,” I agreed. “Yrsa, knife point in the mercy-slot, pry only when I say. Maeva, pressure on the door, not the hinges. Nahari, tell me if the ceiling argues.”

“The ceiling dislikes us,” Nahari said. “But it won’t argue for eight breaths.”

Eight breaths was plenty. I fed an echo-bar through the mercy-slot, felt it catch the inside latch for the three seconds the copy held, and called, “Now.” Yrsa pried. Maeva pressed. The latch lifted, the swollen door groaned open a handspan, and stale air breathed out smelling of cold stone, old oil, and a working city sealed in the middle of a task.

Inside, on the wall, was another scratched complaint in working-cant. Maeva read it and smiled. “Corvin says the court architect can kiss the wet side of the lock. Extremely accurate.”

The tide-lock puzzle was the first real obstacle, and it was funeral-script, and Maeva laughed in her own grave’s antechamber.

It was a lock on a sluice-door, the drowned districts’ old seal, a mechanism keyed to the tide and graved over with funeral-script, the old burial-language, and it had to be solved to drop the water in the next gallery and let us through, and it was a puzzle that would have stopped the Hero’s surveyor cold, and it stopped me for a count of fifty until I read the tide-marks and the rope-channels and understood it was solved with patience and rope and a count, not force.

“Seventh wave,” I said, reading the lock’s tide-channel, the old familiar count. “It cycles on the tide. The lock opens on the slack at the seventh pulse, same as the runnel on the flats; this is the lake’s own water, and the lake runs to seven. The fen ran to five, but the drowned city’s the lake’s, and the whole city runs on the lake’s count.”

I read it with the same patience that won the flats and closed the breach, the tide’s own count. The lock had a counterweight on a rope-channel and a bolt that would only throw when the water-pressure dropped on the slack, and the slack came on the seventh pulse of the tide running through the drowned gallery, and if you threw the bolt on the wrong pulse it jammed and you waited a full cycle. If you threw it on the seventh, it dropped like it was greased, the same lesson the whole drowned city kept teaching: patience, and the count, and the seventh wave.

“Yrsa, the counterweight rope, hold it slack till I call. Nahari, count the pulses with me, your sight against my count, we throw on seven.” And we counted the tide together, the porter’s count and the oracle’s sight running side by side, one through six, the gallery-water surging and dropping, and on the seventh slack I called it and Yrsa threw the bolt and the lock cycled open, the water draining out of the next gallery, the old mechanism doing exactly what its masons built it to do four centuries on, the tide-count that had taken a saint and out-deeded a Hero now taking a dead king’s lock.

And Maeva read the funeral-script graved over the lock and laughed, a real one, low and unbitter, in the antechamber of her own grave.

“The masons graved a joke into it,” she said, delighted, reading the old burial-language. “Here. The funeral-script’s the formal part, the prayers for the drowned district, but the masons added a line underneath in working-cant, as masons do, a thing the court would never have read because the court couldn’t read working-cant. It says: ‘If you’re reading this, the lock’s stuck again, and Corvin says it’s not his fault, it’s the tide, it was always the tide, and he wants his pension.’” She laughed, the gold-lit empress laughing in the dark of her own tomb at a dead mason’s grumble. “Four hundred years. Corvin, you rude magnificent man, it was always the tide, you were right, and the pension was worth it.” And she laughed unbitter in the antechamber of the grave her husband had sunk a city over, because she’d come back as a queen and not an asset, and a queen can laugh at a dead mason’s joke in her own tomb, and I understood the laughing was its own kind of victory, the reclamation of a place that had been only her grave for the whole long dark, made hers again, made a place she’d loved and commissioned and laughed in, one dead mason’s joke at a time.

The Vigil remnants came in the third gallery, and I didn’t beat them, I unbound them, which is a support-class kill and the proudest I made all day.

The Vigil were the leashed dead, Maeva’s own honor guard, the constructs her husband had bound into the tomb to keep her buried, and these were the deep remnants, worse than the antechamber’s, a lattice of them in the third gallery, halberds in a killing-pattern, leash-bound and tireless and unable to be reasoned with because the leash had taken their reason.

You could fight them. Yrsa could have carved them, given time and blood. But a leashed construct doesn’t die when you cut it; it just stops moving until the leash re-knits it, and a real kill meant the leash-knot, the binding-stone that held them, and the binding-stone was at the center of the halberd-lattice, behind the killing-pattern, where a fighter couldn’t reach it without dying in the lattice.

So I reached it. With the Footwork.

I read it before I moved: killing-pattern, twelve constructs in a geometric weave, halberds rising and falling on a fixed tireless cycle, and the binding-stone glowing faint at the dead center of it where no fast thing could reach without being caught between two strokes. A fighter would die in it. I wasn’t a fighter. I was a porter with a saint’s feet and a seer’s eyes, and the pattern was just another tide, fixed, countable, a thing with a rhythm, and a thing with a rhythm is a thing I can walk through if I stop trying to be fast and start being on time.

“Yrsa, hold their attention, the left, draw the pattern left. Maeva, the right, same. Nahari, time me, tell me the gaps.”

And while the two queens drew the halberd-lattice to the flanks, the saint carving into the left edge of the weave and the empress lancing the right, pulling the killing-pattern out of true to either side, I went into it, down the center.

I went slow. That was the trick of it, the thing the Glimpse had been teaching me in Nahari’s bed: I didn’t run the gaps, I let them arrive. The saint’s footwork moved me through the first gap a half-second before it closed, the weight already on the right foot before my mind knew the halberd was coming down, and the Glimpse showed me the next gap a half-second before it opened, the steadied future at the rim of my sight no longer vertigo but a tool, and I stepped into the not-yet-open gap exactly as it opened, the two echoes braided into a single act, a clumsy porter walking untouched through a lattice of halberds that should have killed him ten times. A blade came down where my shoulder had been. I was already past it. A second swept the floor where my ankle had been. The Footwork had loaded me off it before the Glimpse had even finished showing it. Not fast. On time. The whole difference between dying in the pattern and walking through it was the one degree of patience the oracle had burned into me, and I walked through the King’s own killing-weave on it, and reached the binding-stone at the dead center with Nahari’s “now, the knot’s exposed, now” in my ear, and I cut the leash-knot.

I didn’t kill them. I freed them.

The leash-knot parted under my blade and the binding-stone went dark, and the Vigil remnants, the leashed honor guard, four hundred years bound to keep their empress buried, stopped. The halberds came down. And the constructs, freed of the leash that had held them tireless and reasonless, simply collapsed, the binding gone out of them, the dead let go at last, and Maeva went to each of them in the dark and did the thing she’d done in the antechamber, the grief-ritual, closing each one’s visor with her own hand like shutting dead men’s eyes, the empress laying her own honor guard to rest, the men who’d been made into her jailers freed by the man who’d freed her, and she closed the last visor and said, low, “Rest. He bound you to keep me down here. You’re done. Rest,” and the freed dead rested, and I marked it, the unbinding, because I knew, even then, that it would come back.

The Glimpse proved itself again on a shear-trap, and the shear-trap was sabotage, and the ward-burns named the hand.

A shear-trap, a spring-loaded blade in a doorway, set to take whoever came through at the waist, and it had been re-armed, recently, by fresh hands, and Yrsa went for the doorway and the steadied Glimpse flickered the half-second future at me, the blade springing, Yrsa cut, and I had her collar before she’d finished the step.

“Trap, the doorway, re-armed,” I said, hauling her back, and the shear-blade sprang through the space her waist had been, and she stood there breathing with the saint’s flat fury gone briefly wide-eyed at the half-second that had saved her.

And I read the trap, and the trap had been re-set with ward-work, and the ward-burn residue on the spring-mechanism matched a signature I’d sketched in the tomb on the day I died: Odette Calloway’s ward-sigil, the seal-work, the same hand that had collapsed the ward over me four hundred feet up and four weeks ago.

“Odette re-armed it,” I said, sketching the ward-burn fast, pocketing the receipt. “Her sigil. The Hero’s clerk has been down the root-ways ahead of us, or sent someone, re-arming the old traps with fresh ward-work. While Cylas clears the grand galleries splendidly up there, her hand’s been down here in the dark, sabotaging as she did in the Sunken Crown the first time. That’s receipt one. The ward-burn matches the day they sealed me in.” And Yrsa, recovered, looked at the sprung shear-blade that had been meant for her waist and made a low sound in her throat, not quite words, a promissory note, the saint filing a personal debt against the clerk who’d re-armed a trap to cut her, a thing to be collected later, and I marked the growl as I marked everything.

The sabotage landed for real a gallery on, when the charged span collapsed behind us.

We crossed a span, an old bridge over a flooded gallery, the agreed route, the neutral fallback the wager’s safety-clause named for both parties if the vault went wrong, and we crossed it, and a count of ten after the last of us was over, it collapsed, charged, the ward-burn of a deliberate demolition flashing in the dark, the span dropping into the flooded gallery and taking the retreat with it.

They blew the neutral fallback too: the wager’s own safety-clause, the route the herald had sworn would stay open for both parties to withdraw by, broken in secret, in the dark, where no witness-stone could see it.

“They blew the fallback,” I said, reading the demolition-burn, pocketing receipt two. “The safety-clause route. Sworn open by the wager and blown in secret. That’s a forfeit if I could prove it before a stone, and I can’t, not down here, not with no witness, but I’ve got the ward-burn sketched and dated, and it matches Odette’s hand, and it’s receipt two, and someday it meets a witness.” I shouldered my pack. “And in the meantime, it means we’re committed forward. No retreat. No fallback. The only way out is through the Vault and up the grand galleries, which means we have to clear the Vault and we have to do it before the Hero, because we’re now in his territory’s only exit.” I looked at the three women in the candle-dark. “They cut our retreat to force us to win or die. So we win. Forward. The Mirror Stair’s next, and the Vault past it. Forward’s the only direction left, which suits me, because it was the only direction I was going anyway.”

[VYRISSA, LAST DRAGON EMPRESS – COST: BEYOND ANY RECORDED WEIGHT.]

Nobody commented.

The Mirror Stair was black water all the way down, still as glass, and the candlelight doubled in it, and we made camp on the broad landing at its head, and Maeva made her decision there, in the doubled dark, before her husband’s monument.

The Stair had been built for silence. Every sound we made came back doubled from the black water below: the click of Yrsa setting her blade within reach, the soft glass-bone sound of Nahari’s jewelry, the scrape of my pencil as I marked our last route and the two receipts already pocketed. Above us, somewhere through stone and drowned halls, the Hero’s column was making the grand galleries loud. Down here, in the working city’s throat, the quiet belonged to Maeva. She stood at the stair-head with the candlelight under her chin and the black water holding a second empress beneath her feet, and I understood that we had reached the place where strategy ended and grief put on armor.

Yrsa did not interrupt that quiet. Nahari did not fill it with prophecy. Both of them knew, better than I did, when a queen needed her dead left undisturbed.

I learned from them and kept still.

The water kept our silence for us.

“Tomorrow,” she said, looking down the Mirror Stair into the Vault’s dark, the black water mirroring our candles into a second drowned sky below, “I meet my husband’s monument. The King’s Effigy. The thing he built over my tomb to stand on me forever, half cathedral and half man, the architecture of being stood upon. And my grave-goods, and the deep guard, and whatever he left to keep a queen buried. I was buried here as an asset, summoner. Recovered into a vault and held for four hundred years as a thing the histories owned.” She turned from the black water to me, and the green eyes were doing the thing they’d done in the taproom, the cold old place, but past it now, into something resolved and luminous. “I will not go down into that Vault as an asset again. I will not meet his monument as a buried thing. I want to go down there as a queen, present, crowned, mine, and I have decided how.” She crossed the landing to me. “Crown me, summoner. The full bond. Crowned. I want to walk into my husband’s architecture as a thing that chose, at full Crowned strength, past the ceiling of what I ever was, and I want your hands the last thing on me before I meet his monument, not his architecture, the way I promised myself on a bog-bank, and I always collect.” A small fierce smile. “I ceded the descent-eve to the oracle; her Swearing needed it more than my collecting did. But I told you I’d be paid in full before I met his monument, and the monument’s down those stairs, and so here, now, on this landing, is where I’m paid, and where I cross the last tier, both at once, because I am efficient and I want both and I am an empress and I’ll have both.”

“The bond can’t be taken,” I said, because she had to hear it, because it was the whole of what I was. “Only given. Crowned least of all. I can’t crown you, Maeva. You crown me. That’s how it works; that’s the whole difference; that’s why your Hero’s leash will fail and my bond won’t, because mine only ever runs the direction you point it.”

“I know,” she said, and the fierce smile gentled. “That’s exactly why I’m asking. A leash you take. A crown you’re given. I spent four hundred years as a thing taken. Tonight I give, on purpose, with open eyes, to the one man who only ever asked and never took. Crown me by letting me crown you. That’s the asking. That’s all of it.”

[BOND OFFERED: CROWNED – FULL AND MUTUAL.]

She removed her regalia piece by piece on the Mirror Stair landing, and she named each piece’s history as it came off, and the armor-reversal was a liturgy, the empress disarming herself into a coronation.

“The bodice,” she said, unlacing the re-tailored ceremonial bodice that she’d engineered to lose, “which I rebuilt with my own hands from funeral-wrappings, because the church painted me modest and I let them fail and now it’s yours to witness.” Off, her full curves freed into the candle-gold doubled in the black water. “The gold-thread, off my own funeral shroud, the thread he wept over while history minted the weeping.” Off. “The travel-skirt, which moves like a court gown because I’ll never stop being what I am, even barefoot in a tomb.” Off, and she stood in the doubled candlelight, sun-gold skin and gold hair coming down, naming herself out of every layer, an empress undressing into the woman, the liturgy of it slow and deliberate and devastating, and the black water doubled her, two empresses disarming in two drowned skies.

There were smaller pieces, and she named those too, because tonight nothing came off unnamed. The clasp at her throat, a bit of funeral gold she’d bent into use with her own fingers, “because a dead woman’s ornaments make better fasteners than memorials.” The strip of silk at her wrist from the market in Marrowford, “bought with pepper cheap enough to insult three dead admirals.” The little knife she’d taken to wearing at her thigh, carried because Yrsa had said every person worth guarding should carry one blade and Maeva had decided to be worth guarding in the saint’s preferred language. Each piece came away and landed on the folded cloth beside her like a line item paid.

“This is what he never understood,” she said, setting the knife down last. “Regalia is memory given weight. Take the memory away and the metal is only metal.” Her green eyes lifted to mine. “Tonight I choose which memories remain on me and which ones come off. That’s the crown before the crown.”

I watched her come out of every layer as if she were the one thing in the world worth watching, and I let her see me watch, because the watching was tribute too. The bodice lost as it was built to lose, and she came free into the doubled candle-gold, sun-gold and whole in the one place that had only ever held her as a corpse, and my breath went short and my blood went up and my hands ached to be on her before I’d told them to move. The gold cascade came down past her shoulder blades, the crowned braid undone pin by pin, each pin a clause, set on the stone landing one by one. The travel-skirt slid down the long gold-lit length of her legs. And she stood at the head of the Mirror Stair in nothing but the doubled candlelight, sun-gold and devastating, the very full breasts and the cinched waist and the regal flare of her hips, an empress disrobed into the woman, and the black water at the foot of the stair held a second one, two of her in two drowned skies, and I had never wanted anything like I wanted the woman standing in her own tomb choosing to be wanted.

“You’re looking at me,” she observed, the green eyes warm, pleased, “the way a man looks at a thing he chose, summoner, and not at a thing he won. Do you know how rare that is. Go on. Look. And then it’s my turn to undress you, and I intend to take exactly as long over it as you took over me.”

“Now you,” she said, and she undressed me the same way, naming the porter’s things as she went, the mended travel-leathers, the map-satchel, Yrsa’s sword-belt that I wore now, the leash held and never used, and she traced the silver-grey tracery up both my forearms, slow and fond, the map of everything I’d spent, her thumbs following the silver-grey lines past my elbows where the worst of the burn climbed, and she pressed her lips to one of the deepest scars, once, deliberate, a thing she’d never done before, and she said, “Expenditure in my favor, all of it, every line, and I told you I repay my debts, and tonight I repay the whole account at once,” and then she knelt.

She knelt by her own choice, the empress kneeling, and she framed it herself before I could say a word, because the framing was the whole point.

“Witness this correctly,” she said, looking up at me from her knees in the doubled candlelight, the green eyes weighing me even now, warm. “An empress on her knees before a porter is tribute freely rendered. Coronation. Attend me, and be attended. That’s the vow. I attend you first, and then you raise me, and then I crown you, and the whole of it is a thing given by a queen who has chosen, and you will let me give it, because letting me give is the only gift you’ve ever been able to offer me and I want it.” And she took me in her mouth, the deliberate imperial worship of it, slow, ceremony measured by her own pulse, and the first wet heat of it pulled a sound out of me I didn’t try to hide, because she’d want to hear what she did to me. She set the pace and held my eyes the whole time, the green gaze auditing me from below, an empress bestowing what she chose to bestow, and through the Crowned-bond-to-be I could already feel the loop of it, her satisfaction at my pleasure feeding her own, the warm-metal taste of her run molten, the gift giving back to the giver. She took me deep and slow and held there, the gold hair spilling over my thighs, and drew back with deliberate ceremony, her lips slick, the praise vocabulary at maximum even with her mouth full of me, tribute and witness and attend narrated low in the spaces between, her own hands setting the rhythm at the base of me. Messy and unhurried and devastating, an empress on her knees making a liturgy of it, and I received it without losing the frame, as she needed me to, my hand resting in her gold hair, guiding nothing, because this part was hers to set, the imperial gift, and I let her give it and held her eyes and let her see me let her, and when her own arousal climbed too high to keep kneeling she drew off me, slow, and looked up the length of me, wrecked already by her own giving.

“You held the frame,” she said, low, pleased, her voice gone rough. “Most men can’t. They lose themselves at the first touch and turn the gift into accident. You took it like a king taking tribute and never once stopped seeing me. Now raise me, summoner. The vow’s two halves. I’ve attended. Attend me.”

And then I raised her, because that was the next vow, and I returned the worship until her composure broke.

I drew her up off her knees and laid her back on the bedroll in the doubled candlelight and returned the worship she’d taught me, slow, in no hurry at all, because she’d spent four centuries being hurried past and I was never going to be a man who hurried her.

I didn’t begin where she expected. She’d come down through her own regalia name by name, crown to bare skin; I went back up that same road in reverse. I took her hands first, the imperial hands that had just unmade me and would crown me before the night was done, and pressed my mouth to each scarred-soft palm and the pulse at each wrist, and worked up the inside of one arm and then the other, slow, to the hollow of her throat where the funeral-gold clasp had ridden, lingering there until her breath lost its measure and her hands came into my hair to pull me lower. I made her wait for that too. Only when she’d arched up after more than my mouth was giving did I come down to the very full heavy weight of her breasts, and even then not at the peak first but from beneath, my mouth dragging up the gold-lit underswell while my palms took the warm weight from below and lifted, and she gave me the weight of herself the way she’d give me the crown later, deliberately, a sovereign handing over what was only hers to hand. She made a sound that had no court left in it at all. Then down again, the cinched waist, the flare of her hips, my porter’s rope-scarred hands on imperial skin, the motif of us, calluses on a queen, and I felt through the bond-to-be the exact moment the empress stopped narrating and started just feeling.

The composure that had narrated the whole liturgy frayed by degrees, the praise coming apart sentence by sentence, “this, oh, this is treason against every portrait they made me sit for, keep, keep committing it, your mouth, gods, I had a decree for this and I have lost every word of it,” and then no sentences at all, and somewhere in it she laughed and cried at once, answering the loft’s single forbidden tear in full, four centuries of choices made for her by other people answered by one night she was choosing entirely herself, and this time she didn’t forbid the mention, she let me see it, the tear, the laugh, gold-lit and undone and chosen.

I kissed the tear away, once, the single one she’d allowed, as she’d let me see it, and I didn’t say a word about it, because some things you witness and don’t remark, and an empress weeping one tear in her own grave on the night she crowns the man who freed her is the largest of them, and the not-remarking was the gift she needed inside the gift of the worship, and through the bond I felt her feel me choose not to remark it, and that, the choosing not to make her tear a thing, broke the last of her open.

“You see,” she said, gold-lit and weeping and laughing, the court-diction in ruins, “you see what you do, you who wanted nothing, you who freed me and apologized for the timing, you’ve given me the one thing four hundred years of power never could: a choice that was only mine, made in the one place I was only ever buried, and I am going to crown you for it, I am going to make you my equal in the bond the way no leash ever made anyone anything.” She rose over me and reached between us to fit the head of my cock to her soaked entrance, then descended in one slow imperial motion until she held me fully inside her, her throne posture, her gold hair falling around us both while the black water doubled us into two drowned skies. She rocked there, working me deep, her full breasts swaying gold-lit above me, and I let her set it because the rising was hers to set, my hands on the regal flare of her hips learning her rhythm, her pussy clenching slick and tight around me with every roll, and the gold light began to build under her skin with each vow exchanged mid-act, brighter than the Sworn light had ever been, a flood gathering at the base of her spine and climbing.

“Mine,” she said, riding me, the gold building, “say it, summoner, say I’m yours and you’re mine, not taken, chosen, say the vow.”

“Yours and mine,” I said, plain, my hands tightening on her hips, taking the rhythm by degrees, driving up into her now to meet her down-stroke, “chosen, both. Mine because you gave it. Never because I took it.”

“Never because you took it,” she gasped, and that was the thing that broke her open, the vow that was the opposite of everything Aldous had been, and she rode me from slow to blazing, taking me to the root on every drop, the gold light flooding up out of her skin and across the landing and doubling in the black water, her imperial diction in ruins, “yes, that, harder, summoner, take it now, I crown you with the pace the way I’ll crown you with the gold, take both,” and I took it, gripping her hips and driving up into her hard while she rode me down, slamming deep enough that her breath broke on every stroke and the wet sound of our joining echoed doubled off the black water, the two of us meeting in the middle of the rhythm as the bond had always meant us to, and at the peak she reached for the thing she’d carried down for exactly this.

Her funeral crown. The antique-gold imperial diadem that had been buried with her, that she’d worn rising out of the tomb, and she lifted it off her own gold hair with both hands at the peak of it, and she set it on my brow, the crown set on the porter’s head by the empress’s own two hands, and the bond Crowned.

The gold light went all the way through both of us, into the bone and out the other side, the Crowned light running through both bodies at once, gold blazing from her skin into mine and back, and the black water at the foot of the Mirror Stair mirrored two crowned silhouettes where there should have been candlelight and a man and a woman, and four hundred candles that weren’t there, phantom flames standing in the doubled dark, the memory of a coronation hall the husband-king had never let her have, doubled in the still black water, and the ledger-words came through the blaze.

[BOND: CROWNED – FULL AND MUTUAL.] [THE ANCHOR GAINS A FACET: THE STANDARD, INNATE.]

She came apart on the crowning, the gold light at full blaze, the court-diction in total ruins, no decrees left in her at all, just my name and the word chosen said over and over like the only word she had, her whole gold-lit body going rigid astride me and her cunt clamping down around my cock in hard rolling waves, milking the length of me, then shuddering down into the long rippling clench of it, the empress past her own ceiling coming apart on the act of crowning the man who’d freed her. And I felt it through the bond, the Crowned light running it through both of us at once, her climax arriving in me as my own and mine in her as hers, a single thing shared in two bodies, and I finished with her, buried as deep as she could take me, the crown on my brow and her hands flat on my chest and the gold running through both of us, my cock jerking and emptying into her in long thick pulses, spurt after spurt spilling deep while her climax, still rippling the length of her, wrung each pulse out of me in turn, my groan low and her name in it, and the bond looped our pleasure through each other the way it had since the first Tether but total now, Crowned, pulse-for-pulse, climbing in a circle that had no top to it for a long blazing while.

And at the peak the three heartbeats I’d felt from the inside in the antechamber weeks ago settled into the full battle-link, no longer three heartbeats but a living pulse under my own, hers beating with mine for as long as the bond held. The phantom candles stood in the doubled dark all around us, four hundred of them, the coronation hall the husband-king had never let her have, burning in the still black water at the bottom of her tomb.

The afterglow was the quietest we’d ever made, gold-lit and doubled in black water, two crowned things at the bottom of a tomb.

“It’s done,” she murmured, sprawled gold-lit across me, the crown still on my brow, and she traced it where it sat, fond. “The Standard’s yours to keep this time, summoner, in the blood, innate, mine in you even when I’m not in the room. That’s the part Crowned gives that the rest didn’t.” She closed her eyes, gold-lit and content and crowned, and didn’t explain the rest of it, the cost or the giving or the difference between a bond and a leash, because the phantom candles were still standing in the black water all around us, four hundred of them burning in a coronation hall her husband had never let her have, and they said it better than any speech she had.

The crown was heavier than it looked. The metal had weight; her hands and every history she meant by it had more. I lay still under it and did not make the old move, the reflex to lift it off and give it back to the person more suited to being seen. She felt the reflex twitch and felt me stop it, and her smile came soft and dangerous in the candle-doubled dark.

“Good,” she said. “Leave it where I put it. That’s also part of the coronation.”

So I left it. One more minute of being weighed correctly, down in a tomb, with the woman who had decided I was worth the weight breathing against my chest.

In the morning, breaking camp, she lifted a fallen lintel one-handed, a slab that would have taken six men, lifted it off the path with one hand and grinning like a girl, the risen Crowned strength playing in her like a new toy, “oh, I like this, I like being past the ceiling, watch this,” tossing aside a tomb-stone the size of a cart with one hand and laughing, the empress past history’s ceiling delighting in her own new strength in the dark of her own grave.

And then she stopped laughing.

She froze mid-laugh, the lintel forgotten in her hand, the green eyes losing the room, because the Crowned bond was a full battle-link now and she could taste the stone above her with the same immediacy the Glimpse gave me for the half-second ahead, and what she tasted in the stone above ran the warmth straight out of her.

“He’s already there,” she said, low, dropping the lintel, the gold gone out of her face. “Cylas. He’s reached the Vault ahead of us, the long way down the grand galleries, he’s at the vault door above us already, and I can taste it through the new link, I can feel the stone, there’s a wrongness in his hand.” Her green eyes found mine, cold and certain. “There’s a leash in his hand, summoner. He’s at the vault door, and the Vault’s about to wake, and there’s a leash in his hand, and we’re below him with our retreat cut and one way out, which is up, through the Vault, through the waking thing, to the man with the leash.” She picked her bodice up off the landing and laced it fast, the empress arming for war, crowned. “Forward, then. You said forward was the only direction left. It’s also the only direction I ever go. Down those stairs, up into the Vault, and let my husband’s monument and your Hero’s leash both learn what woke.”


Chapter 18: The Crown Vault

The Vault threshold took a toll of blood, exactly as Liria’s warning had said it would, and I paid it correctly, my own palm, measured, and that one careful act was the difference between waking the deep guard as Cylas had and slipping in clean as we did.

The threshold was graved in funeral-script, an old burial-ward across the vault door, and it wanted blood, as old wards do, and there were two ways to give it. You could let it take what it wanted, let it cut you and drink deep, which woke the whole deep guard at once, the full Vigil, every leashed dead thing in the Vault, because a ward that takes blood by force reads the taking as a breach and sounds the alarm. Or you could pay it, yourself, measured, your own palm opened by your own hand and the exact toll given freely, which the ward read as kin-of-purpose, a thing belonging, passing through, and let by quiet.

Cylas had let it take. I could see where, on the great vault door, the blood-drag of a careless toll, a man who’d shoved through and let the ward cut what it cut, and the deep guard had woken to it, all of it, above us, where his column was.

I paid it measured. I opened my own palm with my own knife, the exact toll, the warning heeded, and I pressed it to the funeral-script and gave it freely, and the ward read me, and the old burial-language shifted in the stone, and a line of it lit, and Maeva read it and the gracious ease dropped off her face for a beat.

“It names you,” she said, low. “The ward. It’s old court-script, the kin-of-purpose blessing, the thing graved for the masons and the water-engineers and the people who belonged to the city’s working-self, the ones allowed to pass the burial-wards because they served the living city and not the dead king. It names you that. Kin-of-purpose. A working man passing through on the city’s true business.” A small fierce flash of the old grin. “My husband graved that ward to keep his court out and let his workers through, because he trusted workers more than courtiers, the one wise thing he ever did, and the ward just looked at a porter and called him kin-of-purpose and opened. Corvin would have liked you. Come. We go in quiet, while the Hero’s careless toll has the deep guard busy with the Hero.”

So we went in quiet, the four of us, while the deep guard the Hero’s careless toll had woken was busy four galleries over with the Hero. That was the whole of the difference, in the end, between Cylas and me: he shoved through and let the ward take what it wanted because a man in a hurry to be witnessed doesn’t read the small print, and the tomb woke to him and threw its dead at him; I read the small print and paid the toll measured, and the tomb let me by. It’s the porter’s whole creed, that one: the man who reads the manifest and pays the correct toll walks past the man who shoved ahead of him, every time, in the end.

We came down a masons’ stair Maeva remembered, low and wet and direct, the candle shielded, and we could hear the deep guard raging away at the Hero’s column through the stone, the clash and the shouting and a bard’s relay still gamely singing a tally even now, and we came down under all of it and into the Crown Vault by the workers’ door, the door a queen who’d commissioned it remembered and a Hero who’d skimmed a survey never knew existed.

And we came into the Crown Vault on a battle already lost.

The Vault was vast, a drowned cathedral of a chamber with black water at its floor and the King’s Effigy at its head, and the Effigy was awake, and it was worse than anything Maeva’s sketches had prepared me for. Half cathedral and half man, a monument the height of a house, carved as the husband-king in his tournament armor, and it had woken to Cylas’s careless toll and risen off its plinth, and it moved, the architecture of a man standing on a queen forever made to walk and fight.

It was the most wrong thing I’d seen in five years of walking dungeons, and I’d seen the leashed dead and the breach-mother and the plague-bloated wights, and the Effigy was worse than all of them, because all of them were things that had simply died and been bound. The Effigy had never been alive. It was a statement carved in stone and made to move, a man’s vanity given the height of a house and the reach of a siege-engine, every line of it built to say one thing forever: I stand on her, I stand on her, I stand on her. The carved king’s face was serene as Cylas’s was serene, a face built to be witnessed, and the body under it moved with the ground-shaking deliberation of a thing that did not need to hurry because nothing it had ever faced could outlast it.

And it dragged behind it the leash-chains of the deep Vigil, the bound honor-guard remnants chained to the monument’s will, a tail of leashed dead hauling along the black water behind the walking cathedral, two dozen of them, more, the empress’s own men reduced to ballast for her husband’s monument, dragged in its wake like a king’s train made of corpses, and the sight of them was the thing that put the cold old place into Maeva’s green eyes, deeper than I’d ever seen it, because those were her men, and her husband had made them into the hem of the thing built to stand on her.

And the Hero’s party was failing on it, in plain sight, before every witness-stone the adjudicator-bards had carried down the grand galleries.

I read it in one sweep. Saskia was down to nothing; even as we came in, the Effigy’s blade-arm swept and her famous crown-loaned sword spun out of her hand and into the black water, gone, and Saskia Roehn stood disarmed after a lifetime of building herself around the blade, her sword hand empty, her face doing a thing I’d never seen it do, the duelist’s certainty falling out of her all at once, alive only because the sweep had taken her sword and not her head. Odette was worse than useless; she’d loosed leash-arts at the Effigy, the clerk’s instinct, trying to bind the construct as she bound everything, and leash answers leash, her binding had fed the Effigy’s own leash-chains, strengthened them, and the deep guard hauling behind the monument had grown a count stronger for every leash she threw, the clerk accidentally feeding the thing she meant to stop. And Liria, veiled, was screaming the warning she’d put on my door-post, screaming it at her own party, the toll, the deep guard, the leash answering leash, and not one of them was listening, because they never listened to the priestess, and the warning that could have saved them died unheeded in the drowned cathedral.

I could have left them.

The stones should keep that part cold and exact: I stood in the mouth of the Crown Vault and watched the party that used me as bait fail and die, and I had every right in the world to let them, and the temperature of my revenge had always been cold, and the coldest thing, the thing Cylas himself would have done, was to let them die and clear the Vault over their bodies and take the discovery clean.

I chose the witness-stones. My revenge had always been the same revenge: out-deed him in daylight, with receipts, and let the stones say what happened, and there is no deed that out-deeds a Hero so completely as saving the Hero’s life when he’s failed to save his own, in front of every witness-stone in the province, and there is no receipt colder than that one.

“Save them,” I said, to the women at my side. “All of them. Before the stones. Yrsa, Saskia’s about to take the return sweep, get her clear. Maeva, the Standard, steady their rout. Nahari, time it. We save the Hero’s party in front of every witness-stone, and then we clear the Vault they couldn’t, and the stones will weigh both.”

For one breath, none of them moved, and I felt the cost of the order land.

It was cost that held them that breath, the sheer weight of what each of them would have to do. Maeva had to steady men who’d named her asset. Yrsa had to save the woman whose back-cut had dropped my line into a tomb. Nahari had to spend her sight keeping alive the same party-shape that had let Sundermere burn in another age. The bond did not hide any of it. It put the bitterness in my mouth, each flavor distinct, gold-cold, steel-sharp, still-water dark.

“I know,” I said, low. “Do it anyway.”

Maeva’s answer came through the link first, imperial and cold: of course. Yrsa’s was a blade leaving a sheath. Nahari’s was the lamp lit in a sickroom after bad news.

Then they moved.

And Yrsa Kaldwyn, who hated Saskia, who’d been challenged by her and had a personal debt against the clerk who’d re-armed a trap to cut her, did the thing that cost her the most and showed it least. She went into the black water toward the woman she’d have been within her rights to let die, the Effigy’s return-sweep already loading, the killing arc already in the air, and the Glimpse showed me the timing and I called it, “Yrsa, now, the collar, she’s dead in a count of two if you wait,” and Yrsa didn’t wait. She crossed the water on her long hard legs, the saint’s footwork carrying her under the loading blade, and she took Saskia Roehn by the back of the collar and hauled the disarmed duelist out from under the sweep that would have ended her, threw her bodily clear into the shallows, and the Effigy’s blade came down through the water where Saskia had knelt empty-handed staring at the place her famous sword had gone.

And then Yrsa stood over her, one beat, eyes flat, no triumph in them, no gloating, the new shear-claw scar showing at her ribs where the leathers had torn, and Saskia looked up at the saint who’d just saved her life and could not, visibly could not, file the data. The duelist’s whole self-story broke on it, the certainty that had made her cruel and made her fast, gone, because the bigger blade had saved her instead of beating her, had spent nothing on her at all, had simply done a thing that needed doing and turned back to the real work, and that was worse than any gloat, worse than a killing blow, a thing Saskia would carry out of that Vault and turn over and over for a season, and Yrsa was already gone, back to the leash-chains, the rescue shoved down with everything she didn’t want to feel.

The innate Standard steadied the rout. I felt it work in me without Maeva needing to lend it, the facet she’d crowned into my own blood at the Mirror Stair, mine now, and I raised the steadying note over the whole drowned cathedral and the Hero’s broken party firmed, their panic guttering, the rout slowing, allies steadying even though the allies were the men who’d left me to die, because the Standard didn’t ask whose side a frightened man was on, it just steadied him, and I steadied the party that betrayed me with a dead empress’s facet living in my own blood, and the witness-stones saw it.

It cost something, and the account should be honest. Steadying the men who left me to die was the coldest thing I did all day, and I felt nothing while I did it, and that nothing was the revenge made visible, the cold drop of it. Saskia, disarmed, felt the Standard catch her under the panic and looked at the source of it and found the porter, and could not square it. Odette, her leash-arts feeding the Effigy, felt the rout firm around her and looked up from her failing work and found the porter, and filed it, the impossible undiminished thing steadying her enemies, and I watched the clerk’s slate eyes do the cold accounting that was the only thing she and I had in common, and I gave her nothing to read but a man doing his job, which was worse for her than any gloat, as the saint’s rescue was worse for Saskia than any blow.

And Maeva walked toward her husband’s monument like weather coming in.

She didn’t run. She walked, the crowned empress past history’s ceiling, walking across the black water of her own tomb toward the cathedral-thing her husband built to stand on her forever, the gold Crowned light gathering under her skin with every step, her dread and her grief and her four hundred years all turned, in the walking, into something terrible and calm.

“Hello, Aldous,” she said to the monument, conversational, as a woman greets a man she’s about to settle accounts with, and the drowned cathedral carried it. “You built a very large thing to make a very small point. You always did mistake size for argument. You couldn’t share a throne so you took a garden and a cup of hemlock, and then you couldn’t even let me rot in peace, you had to sink a city on me and leash my own men to my jailing and carve yourself the height of a house standing on my grave, so that anyone who ever came down here would see Aldous, forever, on top of Maeva, forever. Four hundred years of you standing on me.” The gold blazed brighter. “Get off.”

And the Effigy turned its carved king’s face toward the woman it had been built to keep buried, and Maeva Castellan smiled up at it, unhurried, magnificent, and the Effigy fight began, and I conducted it beat by beat, because down there a missed beat meant a body in the black water.

“It duels,” Maeva called, through the battle-link, reading the monument’s movements with the authority of a woman who’d watched her husband fence ten thousand times. “It fights in his style, his tournament style, Aldous’s, he graved his own forms into it, the vain magnificent fool. It leads with the high guard and breaks low on the third beat, it always broke low on the third beat, it’s the only flaw he ever had and he graved it into his own monument. Summoner, the third beat, the low break, that’s the opening.”

“Nahari, time the third beat. Yrsa, the leash-chains, carve them while it’s committed to the high guard. Maeva, hold for the low break. Go.”

And the aria ran, each queen her own beat, drilled and undrilled at once.

The Effigy came at us first, before we could set, because a thing the height of a house moves on its own schedule. It led with the high guard exactly as Maeva had called, the great carved blade rising into the cathedral-dark, and it brought the blade down in a sweep that would have cut the four of us in half together if we’d been standing where it aimed, and we weren’t, because the Glimpse had shown me the line of the sweep a half-second before it fell and I’d already called the scatter, “break, four ways, now,” and we broke four ways across the black water and the blade came down through the space we’d filled and threw up a wave of black water to the cathedral ceiling. The floor shook. The sound of it was a bell the size of the room. And in the half-second of recovery while the monument hauled its blade back up out of the water for the next stroke, the aria found its rhythm, each queen on her beat, the porter at the center calling the tempo.

Yrsa carved the leash-chains link by link. While the Effigy committed to its high guard, the saint went down its dragging tail of leashed dead and cut the leash-chains one at a time, the drawn-sword line parting link after link, freeing the bound honor-guard remnants from the monument’s will as I’d freed the Vigil in the gallery, except she did it mid-battle, under the Effigy’s sweep, the Glimpse calling her clear of each return-stroke a half-second before it came, “Yrsa, left, now, clear,” and she carved the chains and stayed alive in the carving, link by link by link.

The Effigy fought us the whole time, and it fought well, because a man’s vanity carved the height of a house is still a man’s whole tournament style made tireless, and for a long stretch of it the drowned cathedral was nothing but the four of us and the dead reading one monster’s rhythm and staying a half-second ahead of a thing that could end any of us with a glancing blow. It swept; we scattered on my call. It recovered to the high guard; Yrsa carved a chain-link in the recovery-beat and slid clear before the down-stroke, the Glimpse calling her out, “Yrsa, clear, now,” her timing and mine and the seer’s braided into one. It pivoted to take the empress and the empress wasn’t there, because Nahari had moved her a step on a whispered “left, my lady, in a count of two,” and the blade came down through the black water where Maeva had stood. I conducted it from the center the way I’d conducted the breach and the warren, not fighting, never fighting, just holding the four of us inside the one half-second that kept us alive, the Standard steadying the rout, the Glimpse calling the breaks, the calls always right because the queens had drilled until the calls were always right, and the monument that had kept a queen buried for four hundred years could not land a blow on the porter who’d freed her or the women who’d chosen him.

The Effigy changed pattern after the fourth chain fell.

That was the danger of fighting something graved from a man: vanity makes patterns, but wounded vanity breaks them. It stopped using Aldous’s duel-form and started using the room, stamping one stone foot into the black water hard enough to throw a wave across the whole Vault. The wave hit knee-high and filthy, and the floating debris in it, broken chain, old bone, carved gilt, became weapons. I saw a jagged crown-fragment spinning toward Nahari’s throat in the half-second future and called, “Down, oracle,” and she folded under it without looking. Yrsa cut another link while the wave pulled at her legs. Maeva planted herself against the water as if she were the pillar and not the flood, gold blazing, and the wave broke around her.

“It stops pretending to be a swordsman when frightened,” Maeva said through the link, and there was satisfaction in it. “That is also accurate.”

“Then we frighten it harder,” I said. “Yrsa, next two links on the left. Nahari, keep the debris off her eyes. Maeva, make it look at you.”

“Gladly,” the empress said, and stepped into the Effigy’s sight like a sunrise drawn as a threat.

And Nahari unbound the bound guard as Yrsa freed them, and the freed dead rose.

This was the thing I’ll remember longest. As Yrsa cut the leash-chains and Nahari spoke the unbinding over each freed construct, the deep Vigil, Maeva’s own honor guard, bound four hundred years to keep their empress buried, came free of the leash one by one, and they did not collapse to rest as the gallery remnants had. They rose. They turned. And the freed honor-guard of the Golden Empress, who had been leashed all that time to her jailing, stood, for one last time, for their queen, the visors that Maeva had been closing all the way down now opening, the freed dead taking up their old positions around their crowned empress in her own tomb, a queen’s honor guard standing for her one last time before the rest, and they fought the Effigy with her, the freed dead against the monument that had bound them, and Maeva’s face, in the gold light, was a thing I won’t try to describe, four hundred years of grief and the closing of every visor paying off at once as her own guard stood for her again, freed, willing, hers.

The Effigy turned on the freed guard then, because a leashed thing hates nothing the way it hates a thing unleashed, and for a stretch of the fight the drowned cathedral was full of the wrong kind of war, the monument sweeping its house-high blade through the ranks of the men it had dragged, and the freed dead taking the blows that would have landed on their queen, standing in the line the way they’d stood on some bridge or wall in lives four centuries gone, and I conducted around them, the Standard holding the freed guard steady even in death, the Glimpse calling the sweeps, “fall back the left rank, now, it breaks left, fall the left,” and the freed dead fell back on my call as the living militia had on the drowned ground, and I understood, conducting the dead, that the Standard didn’t care whether a man breathed, it only cared whether he held, and these held, for her, one last time.

One of them knew her. That was the thing that undid me, conducting it from the center: one of the freed guard, a tall construct that had been a man four hundred years gone, turned its opened visor toward the empress before it took its place at her shoulder, and it inclined its head, the old salute, the one a guard gives a sovereign, the muscle-memory of a loyalty older than its leashing surfacing for one beat through all those bound years, and Maeva saw it and her composure, the composure that had held through her own crowning and her own grave, cracked for one half-second, and she pressed her lips together and gave the construct the smallest nod back, sovereign to guard, and then there was no more time for it because the Effigy swept again, and she went back to being the empress the whole field arranged itself around, but I’d seen it, the half-second, and I set it away where I keep the things that matter most, the ones with no ledger-word.

Another guard turned not to Maeva but to me.

Its visor was half-broken, one eye-slit cracked across, and behind it there was no face, only the last ember of a will unbound too late to become a man again. It looked at the blood on my palm where I’d paid the threshold, then at the gold in Maeva, then at the leash-chain cut at its feet. It lifted its halberd and struck the butt once against the stone, a worker’s salute, not a courtier’s. Kin-of-purpose, the ward had called me. The dead guard agreed.

Then it took its place in the line and caught the Effigy’s next blow on a halberd that shattered in its hands, buying Yrsa the breath to cut the last chain on that side.

I did not have time to feel that either. I filed it bleeding.

“You see,” Maeva called to the Effigy, to the monument of her husband, the gold blazing, her own freed guard at her shoulders, “you bound my own men to keep me down, and a porter freed them, and now they stand for me, against you, in the dark you buried me in. You never understood it, Aldous. You can leash a thing or you can be served by it. You can never do both. I learned it ruling. You died not knowing it. And your monument’s about to learn it from the wrong end.”

It nearly took me, in the middle of her speech, because I’d let the calling pull my attention off my own feet, the old rot, always watching everyone else’s line and never my own. The Effigy’s backhand came around low and fast on a beat I hadn’t called, off its own broken rhythm, and it was a half-second from folding me in half against a pillar, and Yrsa’s voice cracked across the link, “anchor, DOWN,” her saint’s eye catching what my caller’s eye had missed, and the Footwork her own gift had given me threaded me down and sideways off the blow before my mind had finished hearing her, my body arguing with the incoming blade the way she’d promised it would, and the backhand took the pillar where my spine had been and the pillar came down in a roar of broken stone and black water. I came up two paces clear, alive on her gift and my borrowed feet, and across the water Yrsa carved another chain-link and didn’t look at me and said, curt, through the link, “you guarded the room and forgot the porter again. Guard the porter. He’s mine and I’m not done with him,” and I guarded the porter, and called the third beat.

The third beat came. The Effigy broke low, the graved flaw, the husband-king’s one weakness built into his own monument, and on the low break Nahari’s “now, the low break, now” landed in my ear and I called it and Maeva was already moving, because she’d felt it through the link.

She took the Effigy’s blade-arm on her bare palm.

At full Crowned blaze, past history’s ceiling, the empress caught the descending blade-arm of the monument in her bare hand.

For one breath, the whole Vault held still around it. A blade the length of a cart, swung by a thing the height of a house, the husband-king’s killing stroke graved with all his vanity, caught and held in the bare crowned palm of the woman he’d built it to stand on. The gold light flooded up her arm and out across the black water and lit the drowned cathedral like a coronation hall, and the freed guard stood around her in the gold, and the monument strained against her one hand and could not move it, because she’d been raised past the grave’s own limit into something the tomb kept no measure for, and a leashed thing meeting a chosen one always loses, and the Effigy was the most leashed thing in the tomb.

I felt her reach for me through the link, not for help, for the Standard, the innate facet she’d crowned into my blood, and I gave it to her as I had on the killing-floor, my command-and-rally pouring into her own and amplified back, the two of us a single certainty, the small light feeding the great one, and Maeva Castellan turned the monument’s blade-arm aside with her bare hand and ended her husband’s monument.

“You buried a queen,” Maeva said, driving her freed guard’s recovered blade up through the Effigy’s carved heart with her other hand while she held its blade-arm in her bare palm, the gold at full blaze, the freed dead striking with her. “A queen is what woke.”

And the King’s Effigy, the architecture of a man standing on a woman forever, came apart, the monument shattering, four hundred years of being stood upon ended by the woman in one crowned stroke, her kill and his architecture both, and the witness-stones saw both, the empress’s killing blow and the husband-king’s monument falling, and the freed honor-guard, their last service done, lowered their visors one final time and rested, truly rested, let go at last, and Maeva closed the last of them with her own hand in the falling gold light, the last visor lowered at last, the empress laying her own freed men to rest in the wreck of her husband’s monument in the tomb he’d sunk over her grave.

That was the clearing. The Vault was cleared, the Effigy down, the deep guard freed and rested, and the witness-stones had seen the Marsh coalition do it while the Hero’s party stood saved and disarmed and outshone in the black water.

And that was when Cylas crossed the line.

He’d been rescued. Steadied by my Standard, dragged clear by my saint, alive only because I’d chosen the witness-stones over the cold thing, and he stood in the wreck of the cleared Vault with his crown-loaned armor and his failing gold and his whole career falling apart before every stone on the shore, out-deeded in his own claimed discovery, saved by the porter he’d left to die, and a man whose strength is belief, watching belief drain out of him before every witness-stone in the province, reached for the only thing he had left.

He slammed the Brand out of Odette’s lead-lined satchel and drove it at Maeva’s neck, and he shouted it for the record, for the stones, the asset-language read aloud, his last desperate claim to the discovery turning into the last desperate claim on the asset.

“RECOVERING THE KINGDOM’S ASSETS,” Cylas Aurent cried, for the witness-stones, the Leash Brand in his hand, that pale coercive iron meant to turn a willing queen into property, driven at the neck of the crowned empress in her own tomb to leash her out of it like a thing the kingdom owned.

It failed in three beats, and the failing was the difference between leash and bond made spectacle.

The first beat: the Brand met a Crowned bond, and it inverted.

The Brand touched the skin of her throat and I felt the whole province hold its breath through the witness-stones, because every soul watching knew what a Leash Brand did, knew it bound a summoned thing down into obedience, and every soul watching expected the gold empress to gutter and bow and become a thing the kingdom owned. The Leash Brand was made for exactly that, to bind a summoned thing, a diminished, leashed, takeable thing. And it met Maeva Castellan at full Crowned strength, bonded by a thing that only ran the direction she pointed it, a bond given and never taken, and the Brand reached into her for the leash to grip, and found none. There was no leash. There had never been a leash. The whole of our bond was the opposite of a leash, a thing she’d handed me with her own two hands on a Mirror Stair, and the Brand’s pale fire groped through her for a chain to seize and closed on nothing, on the absence of a chain, on the bare fact of a queen who’d chosen, and a binding that meets nothing to bind inverts. The pale fire turned back up its own channel. Gold light, her light, the Crowned light, ate the pale fire backward up Cylas Aurent’s arm, the leash-fire running home into the hand that held it because it could find no purchase in the woman who’d chosen, and Cylas screamed, the gracious minted-coin face coming apart, the pale fire and the gold eating up his arm together.

The second beat: the backlash stripped a visible layer of borrowed blessing off him, before every witness-stone. The inverting Brand tore back through Cylas’s blessing on its way up his arm, and the gold sheen, the borrowed legend, the thing the Pale Saint lent its tenants, came off him in a visible layer, peeled back like skin, the parade-polished Hero-glow stripping away before the witness-stones, the lamps the adjudicator-bards carried guttering all at once, the bards’ relays dying mid-word, and the province saw, through every witness-stone, the Hero’s borrowed light strip back a layer and reveal the thinner, ashier thing beneath, the tenant under the blessing, the minor knight’s son under the loan.

And the third beat, in the after-image, one breath, seen only by me and by Nahari: something tall and pale stood behind Cylas, a hand on his shoulder, a creditor at a deathbed.

It was there for one breath, in the after-image the stripped blessing left on the eye the way a flame leaves an after-image, a tall pale stillness behind the Hero’s shoulder, a hand laid on him the way a collector sets its palm on a debtor whose account has just come due, patient, unhurried, not hurrying even now, and then it was gone, and the lamps the bards carried guttered and leaned all at once toward the dark, against no draft, and steadied, and only Nahari and I had seen it, and Nahari’s hand found mine in the dark and gripped it once, hard, the oracle and the anchor the only two who’d seen the lender lay its hand on its failing tenant, and she said nothing, because some debts notice being spoken of, and we did not speak of it, there, in the dark, with the witness-stones live.

And then Liria knelt, and her conscience cracked in public, and the cracking was a testimony no speech could match.

The priestess, veiled, who’d watched once and prayed and done nothing, who’d left an unsigned warning and couldn’t yet swear, walked across the cleared Vault past her own bleeding party, past Cylas with his arm wrecked and his blessing stripped, past Saskia disarmed and Odette failing, and she came to me, to the porter, and she knelt at my burn-scarred arm where the day’s fighting had reopened the tracery’s edges, and she healed me first.

She didn’t make a speech. She’d never been able to make her words loud. She knelt in front of every witness-stone in the province and put her shaking folded hands on the burn-scarred arm of the man her party had left to die, and she healed the day’s wounds, the fresh cuts, the reopened edges, her temple-light moving over my arm, the priestess healing the betrayed man before she healed the betrayers, and the act was the whole testimony, louder than any swearing, the conscience of the Hero’s party kneeling to the Hero’s victim in front of the world, and the witness-stones saw it, the priestess choosing, with her hands, in public, at last, even if she couldn’t yet choose with her voice.

She healed the day’s wounds only. The tracery stayed, the silver-grey climbing past my elbows to the shoulder, permanent, the map of everything I’d spent, and she didn’t touch it, because she couldn’t and because it wasn’t hers to touch, and when she’d closed the fresh cuts she sat back on her heels, shaking, her veil damp, and she didn’t say a word, and she didn’t swear, not yet, she still couldn’t, but she’d knelt, in public, before the stones, and a witness who kneels in public is a witness who will swear, someday, from the marrow.

“Thank you,” I said to her, quiet, just for her, by name as I had thanked a lamplighter, and meant it clean through. “Liria. Thank you. You don’t have to swear today. You knelt. That’s enough for today. The rest comes when you can carry it, and not before, and I’ll be here when it does.”

And the priestess looked at me with her soft brown eyes wet above the veil, and she nodded, once, and got up and went back to tend her own bleeding party, because she was still theirs in the daylight even as her conscience had knelt to me before the stones, a witness in motion, one act closer to her feet.

In the confusion, before the bells, Odette Calloway pocketed a chip of the failed Brand and slipped the cordon.

I saw it, because five years at the back of a room had trained me on exactly the kind of small quiet motion no one else thinks to watch for, the clerk among the wreckage, calm as ever, the only calm person in a cleared Vault full of failure, and she crouched by the inverted Brand where it had fallen from Cylas’s wrecked hand and she broke off a chip of it, a fragment of the failed binding iron, and she put it in a tube-case and into her ash-grey robes, and she stood and walked out of the Vault toward the grand galleries before the adjudicator-bards rang the bells, the clerk loyal to knowledge and not to the Hero, leaving with the one thing in the room worth studying, a chip of a Brand that had inverted against an impossible bond, a specimen of the impossible. I let her go, because I couldn’t stop her without a fight that would muddy the clean thing the stones had just witnessed, and I marked it: Odette Calloway, Brand fragment, not spent yet.

The witness-bards had gone very quiet. One of them had dropped to a knee in the black water without noticing, his shard clutched in both hands, the silver-bound glass bright with everything it had just carried. Another was staring at Maeva as if the word asset had become poison in his mouth. They were sworn-neutral, trained to narrate without flinching, but neutrality is not blindness, and every shard in the Vault had seen the same impossible sequence: the Hero’s party saved by the man they had buried, the Leash Brand fail against a queen who chose, the borrowed blessing strip back, the priestess kneel to the betrayed man first.

The kneeling bard lifted his bell with both wet hands and rang it once.

The others answered.

The adjudicator-bards swore the stones’ witness, and the etch came clear and cold and final in the cleared Vault and propagated up toward the surface and the province:

FIRST TRUE CLEARING OF THE CROWN VAULT: THE MARSH COALITION.


Chapter 19: The Stones Re-Etched

We came up out of the Sunken Crown into the grey dawn light, and the deed-propagation cascade was already rolling across the province, stone after stone re-lighting, and I stood on the lakeshore and watched the world write four names it had never carried before.

It rolled as the etch always rolled, from the witness-stones to the mother-stones to the village stones, faster than a rider, fast as truth travels when truth is on a rock, and it carried the cleared Vault and the failed Brand and the rescue and all of it, and as it propagated it lit names, and the names it lit had not been on the stones of the world for a long time, and three of them had not been on any living stone at all.

MAEVA CASTELLAN, the lakeshore stone read, brightening, the etch finding her, the Golden Empress restored to a stone four hundred years after a husband-king sank her name into a vault, lit now, weighed, present.

YRSA KALDWYN, the stone read beneath it, the Blade Saint, undefeated, abandoned once, restored, the lord’s pen overruled at last by a rock that weighed the truth and not the song, her name lit and heavy and hers.

NAHARI OF SUNDERMERE, the stone read, the Oracle whose warnings were worth a city, her name on a living stone two hundred years after a Hero let her burn for the better legend, lit now, the apology the world owed her made stone.

And beneath the three, smaller and steadier and somehow heavier than any of them, the line that the whole province would stop and read twice:

ANCHOR: DORIAN MARSH.

The stone hadn’t named me survivor or victor or closer of the deed; it had named me Anchor, the thing I was, set down at last beside three impossible names, lit together on a rock at the edge of a drowned city, propagating across a province that would read it in every town by nightfall and do arithmetic that ended with a question no Hero could survive.

Each of them read her own name in her own way, and I watched them do it, because it was a thing two of them had waited centuries for and the third ninety years.

Maeva read MAEVA CASTELLAN on a living stone and went still, the green eyes moving over the letters of her own restored name as she priced everything, and then she said, very quietly, not to me, to the stone, “There I am,” two words, an empress rationing them, and under the two words was four hundred years of a name sunk in a vault, lit again, present, and she didn’t weep, because she’d done her weeping in the Vault, but she put two fingers to the cold rock over her own name for the length of a breath and took them away.

Yrsa read YRSA KALDWYN, BLADE SAINT, and read the word beneath it, and the word was not abandoned and was not the lord’s name, it was hers, and her eyes went wide-open, the way they did when a truth hit too clean for her to parry, and she said, gruff, to cover it, “The lord’s pen’s overruled. Ninety years. A rock did in a morning what no song ever would.” And then, lower, almost to herself, “Hello, me.” And she turned away fast, because she could never hold still for a kindness, even the stone’s.

Nahari read NAHARI OF SUNDERMERE and the line that named her, the seer whose warnings were worth a city, and the oracle who answered everything before it was asked had nothing sly to say at all; she just looked at her own name lit on a living stone two hundred years after a Hero let her burn for the better legend, and the stillness in her went deeper than any prophecy, and she said, finally, “The apology, made stone. I told you that’s what you were. Witnessed at last, two centuries late.” And she reached over and took my hand, once, and let it go.

And my three queens stood me in front of it and made me leave it lit.

“There,” Maeva said, her hand at my back, the crowned empress, the gold still faint under her skin from the Vault. “Your name, summoner. On the stone. Anchor. And you’re doing the thing, I can feel you doing it through the link, you’re already looking for the edge of the frame, the place at the back where you’ve stood for five years, and you want to step back into it and let the three big names carry the weight and stand modest beneath them as you stood beneath the Hero’s tour-entries.” Her green eyes held mine. “And you’re not going to. We’re not going to allow it. Stand here. Look at your name. Let it stay lit. That’s the whole of the correction, the thing I’ve been making since the loft, since I told you you spend yourself like the cheapest thing you own. You don’t, anymore. Look at the price the stone put on you and leave it there.”

“He’s hunching,” Yrsa observed, flat, beside me. “Still hunching. Stand up, anchor. From the spine. The empress keeps telling you. You closed a breach and cleared a vault and out-deeded a Hero in his own discovery and saved the people who left you to die, in front of the whole province, and you’re standing like a man apologizing for the height of his own name. Stop it. It’s unbecoming. Stand up and let the rock say what you weigh.”

And Nahari said, slow, the dark eyes on the stone, “Leave it lit. I saw you, two hundred years ago, in the glass, and the thing the glass never showed me was whether you’d let yourself be seen once you’d earned it, because the glass shows the deed and not the standing-in-it. So let me see it now, the part the glass never showed. Stand in front of your own name and leave it lit and let the man who spent himself for a lamplighter spend one minute being weighed correctly.” Her hand settled at my wrist, light on the old burn. “It’s harder than the burning, isn’t it. The burning you do without thinking. The standing-still-and-being-weighed, that’s the thing that costs you. So pay it. One minute. Leave it lit.”

So I stood in front of my own glowing name on the lakeshore stone, in the grey dawn, with three queens of legend at my shoulders, and I left it lit, and I did not step back into the edge of the frame, and it was, as Nahari had said, harder than any burning, and I paid it, one whole minute, a porter learning to be weighed at his true price, and Maeva closed the valuation she’d opened in a loft weeks ago.

“Correct price at last,” she said, quiet, watching me leave my name lit. “I told you I’d correct the valuation, summoner. There it is. Correct, on the rock, where the whole province can read it. The man who carries became the man who calls, and now he’s going to learn the last thing, which is the man who lets his name stay lit, and you just did it, for a whole minute, and I am, I’ll confess, more proud of that minute than of the whole cleared Vault, because the Vault was always going to fall to a man like you and the standing-still was never going to come easy to one, and you did the hard thing, and I’m keeping you, and I’m correct to keep you.”

Cylas came up the grand galleries diminished but standing, and there was no arrest, nothing procedural, because the kingdom that runs on Heroes cannot afford to drop one.

I’d half-expected, in some old porter’s part of me, that the failed Brand before every stone would end him, that the kingdom would arrest its Hero for trying to leash a willing person against the wager’s sworn clause, that the stones’ witness would be the end of Cylas Aurent. It wasn’t, and Maeva had told me it wouldn’t be, and she was right, because a kingdom that has spent decades building a Hero on borrowed legend cannot afford to admit the Hero is a tenant, and so there was no arrest, no tribunal, no hearing, nothing procedural at all, just a Hero coming up the galleries with his blessing stripped a layer thinner and his arm wrecked and his discovery lost, spinning it, even now, through his teeth.

The crowd did not boo him. That would have been easier for him, and for me. A booing crowd is a crowd a Hero can perform against, chin up, wounded nobility, forgiveness in the eyes, all the old tricks. Marrowford did something worse. It watched him with the new reckoning. Men who had cheered him six weeks ago glanced from his smile to the stone and back again, not angry yet, just adding. Women who had brought children to see the golden Hero turned their children slightly toward the glowing word ANCHOR instead. The bards kept their hands near their witness-shards and did not rush to give him the first line.

Belief thinned like cheap cloth under strain, fraying thread by thread instead of snapping clean.

“A great victory for the province,” Cylas said to the witness-stones at the surface, the gold pumped back up as high as his stripped blessing could manage, smiling the gracious smile through the wreckage, “and I thank the coalition for their aid in the Vault; the kingdom’s Hero is only glad the Crown is cleared, by whatever hand,” and it was a good performance, it would play in the towns the bards reached first, and it was also visibly thinner than it had been, the gold gone ashier at the edges, and the crowd that watched him spin it had already read the stone, and you cannot spin gratitude over a stone that’s already weighed you.

Odette rode out separately, ahead of the rest, which I marked, because a clerk who rides ahead of her own Hero is a clerk whose loyalties have finished decoupling. She’d pocketed a chip of the failed Brand in the Vault and slipped the cordon, and now she rode for Veltmark and then, I’d have laid money, for the royal archives at Vael, with a fragment of the impossible in a tube-case in her grey robes, the one person in the whole affair who’d come away with the thing she actually wanted, which was not the discovery and not the asset and not the Hero’s favor but a specimen, a piece of a Brand that had inverted against a bond that shouldn’t exist, a problem to take apart in the dark. I let her go, as I had in the Vault, because chasing her muddied the clean thing the stones had weighed, and because some receipts you don’t spend, you just keep in the drawer, dated and waiting for the day they matter.

And under his window that night, in the lakeside inn the crown had lent him, children sang the porter-walks-out verse of “The Porter’s Door,” the verse where the porter doesn’t die holding the door but walks out of the tomb with the queens of legend and corrects the masonry, the children of Marrowford singing it under the Hero’s window, not cruelly, only singing whatever song was current, and Cylas Aurent lay in a crown-lent bed with his stripped blessing and listened to children sing his out-deeding under his window, and there was no song he could commission to drown it, because the stones had out-sung the songs, the way I’d sworn they would in a market square.

Saskia stared at her sword hand. I saw it, before the party rode out, the duelist standing apart, looking at her empty sword hand, the hand that had held the famous sword her whole life until an Effigy swept it into black water and a saint she hated dragged her clear, and she looked at the hand like it belonged to someone else, the duelist’s whole self-story broken on being disarmed and saved by the bigger duelist. She didn’t speak to me, and she didn’t speak to Yrsa, she just looked at her empty hand, and Yrsa watched her from across the yard with the stillness of a woman who knew a challenge ripening when she saw one.

The party rode for Veltmark smaller than it had arrived, the bards subdued, the banners furled, a Hero and a duelist and a clerk riding out of a town that had watched them fail and be saved, and Liria did not ride with them.

Liria stayed behind. She’d healed me before the stones, knelt in public, and she couldn’t ride out as if she hadn’t, and she couldn’t yet swear, so she did the only thing left to a witness in motion: she stayed, took a room at the temple hostel at the edge of Marrowford, alone, the priestess between the men who’d used her and the man who’d thanked her, finding the floor under her own feet in her own time, a witness the stones would believe if she ever swore, and not yet able, and I left her to it, as Yrsa had told me to. A witness who stays is a witness who’s deciding to stand.

Helvane’s award came dry on the lakeshore, as the margrave did everything, a lord with authority saying the thing plainly and making it true.

He came down to the lakeshore and he read the stone’s witness, the Marsh coalition’s true clearing, and he awarded the discovery and the custody and the glory to the coalition, the way the stone said, no appeal, no filing, the rock decided and the margrave announced what the rock decided. Then he did the thing he’d been measuring since the feast-pageant, his one speech to Maeva.

“Lady Maeva,” Helvane said, the iron-grey hunting-hawk lord, dry, “the stone says you decide what you are, and the stone watched you end a four-hundred-year-old monument with one hand, and I find I’ve stopped guessing what you are and started hoping you’ll be a neighbor. The province could use one. We’ve Heroes enough, borrowed and bright and thin. What we haven’t got is a power that frightens us honestly, a thing that says plainly what it is and means it. The stone says you decide what you are.” His hawk-eyes held hers. “Decide to be a neighbor, my lady. There’s a banner in it, if you want one, and a runway for whatever you and your anchor are building, and a margrave who’d rather have you frightening his borders plainly than have ten Heroes flattering them cheap. Think on it. The door’s open. I don’t close doors on powers that frighten me honestly; I open them and stand where I can see them, which is the only sensible thing a careful man does with weather.” And he half-smiled, the careful old lord who’d half-guessed the whole truth and built a fence around it and now offered a door, and Maeva inclined her head, the sovereign-to-sovereign bow, and I watched a road into Veltmark open in one dry speech on a lakeshore, no committee anywhere near it.

Helvane stayed for the feast, which a careful margrave who hated ceremony had no business doing and did anyway, and he sat at Bram’s bar in his under-ranked hunting dress drinking the common cider and watching my household the way a man watches weather he’s decided he likes, and at one point he leaned to me and said, dry, “Your Lady Maeva is teaching my best border-reeve’s wife to haggle. I’ll have to raise every tariff in Veltmark inside a year to survive it. Worth it.” And he watched Yrsa pin a Veltmark man’s arm to the bar in a friendly contest of strength and lose on purpose so the man could buy a round on the winning, and he watched Nahari tell a fortune to a fisherman that turned out to be a joke that turned out to be true, and he finished his cider and stood and said, only to me, “I came to award a vault. I’m leaving having seen a thing I’ll not name in a taproom, a thing that frightens me, and I find I’d rather be frightened by a neighbor than flattered by a Hero. The door’s open, porter. Bring your queens to Veltmark in the spring. The province needs to get used to what you are before someone less friendly than me decides what to do about it.” And he went out into the night, the one noble who’d half-guessed the whole truth, leaving the door open behind him.

The victory feast was Bram’s, bought with his wager-winnings, the whole town a night, and the warmth of it filled one room until even I had trouble counting the edges.

Bram had cleaned up on the descent-wager, having refused every bet against his own stone and banked the coalition with his own purse, and he bought Marrowford a night, ale and stew and a fire, and the bard worked the room with the latest “Porter’s Door,” and at some point the bard, deep in his cups and his craft, asked the room what rhymed with “anchor,” for a new verse, and got two answers at once.

“Rancor,” said Yrsa from the bench, deadpan, “as in the Hero’s, riding home,” and “thank her,” said Nahari, slow, in the same breath, “as in the lamplighter, who you’ll put in the next verse,” and the two answers landed simultaneously and the room roared, and the bard, delighted, used both, a verse with rancor and thank-her in it, and Esra’s lamp got its own verse that night, the lamplighter who kept the nights and named the pale thing first, sung into “The Porter’s Door” beside the empress and the saint and the oracle, a nineteen-year-old nobody given a verse in the song, which was the only kind of immortality the songs had and the only kind she’d have wanted, and her actual lamp burned at the loft door above us all evening, lit.

The feast ran warm and long and ours. Bram presided from behind his bar with his one arm and his whole grin, retelling the wyvern story to a table of Cinderwell men, and the wyvern was a different size than it had been the last time I’d heard it and the arm had been lost a different way, and when I caught his eye over it he winked, because the story changing was the point, a man who’d buried enough friends to know that the truth of a thing and the telling of a thing were allowed to be different sizes. Maeva held court over a trestle of edge-farmers’ wives, teaching them, with terrifying enthusiasm, the exact tariff-grade haggling that had left a Veltmark spice-merchant grateful to surrender to her at the market weeks back, and the farm-wives took to it like a religion, and I pitied the next merchant to cross that table. Yrsa lost three rounds of the Sundermere dice game to Nahari and won the fourth and was so delighted at the winning that she stood up and announced it to the room, and Nahari let her, because the oracle had thrown that round on purpose and would never once admit it, and a saint who’d been let to win is a saint who never knows she’s been let to win, which is the only kind of charity Yrsa’s pride could swallow.

Holt and the converted outriders came in late, smelling of road and wet leather, and Holt put a little packet on the bar without ceremony. Four signatures, road-men’s marks, swearing the salt-fish ambush that became a wage. “You said receipts,” he told me. “Roads remember, but stones like ink too.” Then he bought his own ale before I could buy it for him, because a man who has recently become honest work is very protective of paying for his own drink.

Pell the merchant arrived after him and announced to anyone who would listen that the salt-fish had sold at a profit despite “certain troll-related depreciation,” which was a phrase so useless and so dear to him that Bram wrote it down for the next verse. Yrsa asked whether depreciation tasted good fried. Pell, after a long moment, decided that was a compliment and sent a platter up.

And a Veltmark teamster, deep in the cider, worked up the nerve to come to my table and ask, in a hush, whether it was true, whether the Lady Maeva was, you know, the Lady Maeva, the one off the old coins, and I looked at the most powerful woman who ever lived teaching farm-wives to fleece spice-merchants four tables over, and I said, deadpan, “She’s an envoy of a foreign patron,” and the teamster nodded slowly and said “course she is,” and went away entirely unconvinced and entirely delighted, and that, the whole province half-knowing and finding it the best joke it had, was a kind of cover better than any lie.

And the fox-fire pebble in my coat glowed faintly all evening, a small live warmth, and nobody noticed, and I half-noticed and was too full of the night to mark it properly, and it glowed against my ribs through the whole feast like a thing keeping its own counsel, waiting.

We went up to the war-loft late, the four of us, the feast-noise coming up through the floor and the deed-stone light coming in the window from the square where my name still glowed and the cascade still rolled, stone after distant stone lighting across the province, and Maeva convened the first night with all three of them like a council called after a victory no court had earned.

“Spheres, ladies,” she said, clearing the ruined breach-maps off the bed with one crowned sweep of her arm, “as drilled. And we’ll toast it first, because a thing worth doing is worth naming, and tonight we name what we’re choosing, each in our own register, and then the summoner answers, and then we stop talking, which even I can manage when sufficiently motivated.” She poured, and she raised her cup, and she named it in decree. “I choose him. Crowned, present, mine and his, not taken, given, the man who freed an asset and made a queen. That’s my toast. Witness it.”

“I choose him,” Yrsa said, raising hers, duel-terms, clipped. “My blade, his line, the only man who ever bound my hands in reach of my sword and never used it. That’s mine. Don’t make it a speech, empress, I’ve used my whole year’s words on it.”

“I choose him,” Nahari said, slow, the dark eyes warm over her cup, “the man from the glass, chosen for what he did when no famous thing was watching, a lamplighter’s anchor. And I choose to keep choosing him, which the glass never showed me and I get to discover, every night, like a living woman. That’s my toast. It’s also a prophecy. They usually are.”

“I choose all three of you,” I said, plain, raising my own cup, “freely, each in her own lane and none of you a copy of the others, queens, mine, who chose me. I’ll be worth the choosing tonight, tomorrow, and every time I’m weighed. That’s my answer. Now I believe the empress said we stop talking.”

“I did,” Maeva said, and set down her cup, and the lamps along the loft wall stood to attention under the Standard as they did when she meant a thing, and Esra’s lamp at the door burned steady, and the deed-light came in the window, and we stopped talking.

For a breath before anyone moved, the four cups sat on the table between us, a little ring of choices named out loud. Esra’s lamp held steady at the door. The stone-light through the window laid pale bars across the wood, and Maeva’s cup touched down first.

They undressed in the deed-light, the three of them, and the triptych of it hit me low and hard and dried my mouth: gold abundance and pale length and deep-brown curve, very busty and small-and-high and wide-hipped, crowned braid and jaw-cut black and silver-to-the-waist, three queens of legend in three completely different registers of surrender, lit by the cascade rolling across the province through the window, the world writing their names on stone after distant stone while they bared themselves in a war-loft above a feast. My blood was up and my hands ached for them before any of the three had crossed the floor, and I was riveted, and they all three watched me be riveted, and that, the being looked at and meaning it, was its own opening course.

Yrsa first, fast and fierce, because that was her sphere and her lane and she’d never wait politely for a thing she wanted.

I put her on the map-table, not bent over it this time, but seated on its edge with the breach-maps shoved to the floor and her long legs locked around my waist. The new shear-claw scar at her ribs caught the deed-light. Her blade stayed propped by the bed where she’d left it, two strides away and unnecessary.

“Front this time,” I said, one hand in the jaw-cut black hair, the other gripping the hard muscle of her thigh. “Look at me while the others watch. No hiding in the work.”

The order hit her harder than a pin. She tested nothing with her wrists, reached for no belt, made no move toward the sword. She held my eyes instead, wide and furious with how much she wanted, and when I notched my cock to her slick cunt and drove into her deep in one stroke she dragged me closer with her heels and took it straight on, her tight wet heat clenching hard around me, fast and rough and fully seen, her small high tits jolting between us with every snap of my hips.

“Yes,” she said, the word already fraying. “Like that. Looking. Gods, I hate the looking. Keep, keep doing it.”

So I kept her looking. I held her by the hair and the thigh and fucked her on the table’s edge while Maeva and Nahari watched from the deed-light, the saint’s body braced open around me, no restraints and no from-behind cover, only the chosen exposure of a woman who’d spent ninety years being a weapon and now let herself be wanted in a room full of allies. Her tactical commentary didn’t degrade into the old pattern. It failed differently: the orders turned into admissions, each one dragged out of her by the next hard stroke.

“Yours,” she said, shocked by it, angry at the softness and unable to stop it. “Line’s yours. Blade’s yours. Gods, anchor, don’t you dare look away.”

I didn’t. Through the braided link the other two felt her go and I felt them feel it, the empress’s court-diction shortening to nothing and the oracle going still with pleasure at the edge of the room. Yrsa came apart facing me, fast and fierce and over before the wine was warm, storm-grey bond-light running thin and bright along her flushed winter-pale skin while her pussy clenched hard around my cock and her legs locked tighter at my back. I kept the pace through the aftershocks until she took the first load of the night with a raw little sound she would have denied in daylight, and then she sagged back on one elbow, sweat-damp and loose-limbed, grinning up at me like she’d won a fight by losing it properly. “Ninety years undefeated,” she said, still breathing hard, “and it took you to make me do it facing forward, looking a man dead in the eye the whole way down.” Then she made room for the next sphere, because she’d had hers first and fierce and that was the deal she’d negotiated and she keeps her deals.

Nahari second, at the window, slow and deep from behind, her frame, the one that was hers and no one else’s, and she would not be hurried for the deed-light or the feast or the war just won, because the slowness was hers and she’d earned the right to it across two hundred years.

She braced her hands on either side of the window where the deed-light came in from the square, the cascade still rolling across the province behind the glass, lighting stone after distant stone, and she arched her back and presented the wide-hipped silhouette the murals had carved twice life-size, the heavy round ass gilded in the moving deed-light. I palmed and spread the full cheeks of it, baring her slick parted pussy to the light, and took her slow the way her lane ran slow, easing my cock into her wet heat by her pace and not mine, sinking in inch by inch until my hips met the soft give of her ass and she was full of me, and she made the long low sound that finished a beat after it started, her cunt clutching tight and warm around every inch.

“Slow,” she said, her silver hair spilling down her back, her reflection watching mine in the dark window-glass with the province lighting up behind it. “We do everything slow, even tangled together, even after a war. There’s no hurry. Look. The stones are writing us while you take me. The deed-light’s on my skin. The world is etching our names across the dark and you get to claim me by the light of it; don’t rush a thing the world is writing.” And she whispered the foresight that timed the whole room, “now the empress moves closer to watch, now the saint’s hand finds my hair, now you’ll slow because I asked, yes, the deed-light’s crossing my back, now,” and the braided squad-link ran all three of them through me at once now, gold-warm and drawn-blade edge and still-lake, each feeling the others through me, the oracle’s slow deep pleasure looping into the saint’s banked aftershocks and the empress’s climbing edge, all four of us joined at the rim. Nahari came apart slow and deep at the sill, her pussy tightening around me in rolling pulls, the ember-orange filigree tracing bright along the script at her ankle, the deed-light etching across her oiled skin, and I filled her slowly because slow was how she liked being claimed.

Between the spheres I took the room, because all three of them, under the rivalry, wanted exactly that: a man at the center of them ordering the whole, and I gave it to them. I drew Nahari back from the sill and laid her warm and slow across the foot of the bed where she could watch, cum slick between her thighs, and I caught Yrsa by the wrist as she prowled back in and put her where I wanted her, and the saint went where she was put with a flush and a bitten sound because being put where she was wanted was its own surrender, and I felt all three of them feel me take command through the braided link, the empress’s approval and the saint’s heat and the oracle’s slow delight all running through me at once.

“Look at you,” Maeva said, low, watching me arrange her household from the center of it, the gold rising under her skin. “Five years at the back of the frame, and now three queens of legend in a loft and you order the room like you were born to it. That’s the man we chose. The man the glass showed the oracle and the duel showed the saint and the antechamber showed me. Order us, then, summoner. We chose a man who’d take the frame. Take it.”

So I took it.

And Maeva last, astride me, claiming and crowned, directing the other two to attend even as her own composure went, and the directing was a thing we did together now, the empress and I, hers to convene and mine to finish, the surrender she chose freely and remade every time because the choosing was half her pleasure.

She rose over me, the gold faint under her skin going brighter, the empress in her throne posture, reaching down to fit me to her soaked entrance and lowering herself until her wet pussy held me deep, her heavy tits full and swaying in the deed-light and the crowned braid already coming down, and she directed the other two from astride me the way she directed everything, riding me slow and deep while she convened her council, the drill-sergeant of luxury at the center of it.

“Attend, ladies,” she said, riding me slow, the gold building, “hands here, the saint at his shoulder, the oracle’s mouth, praise him, that’s the sphere, attend the man we chose.” And Yrsa attended, the saint’s mouth at my throat and her hand on the empress’s hip guiding the rhythm she’d been taught to guide, and Nahari attended, slow and reverent, and the braided link ran all four of us together, every touch one woman gave me felt by the other two through the squad-link, a loop of four climbing in a circle that had no top. Maeva fed me her own breasts as she liked, leaning over me, the gold cascade falling around us both, the praise narrated in imperial sentences over the rising room, “witness him, ladies, the man who asked nothing of three queens and was chosen by all of them, attend him, that’s it.”

And then the turn came differently than it ever had, because the night had run differently. There was no contest for the tempo this time, no coup to mount and approve. The braided link was already full of the saint’s fierce finish and the oracle’s slow deep one, both poured into Maeva through the bond, and the empress who always made me take the pace from her was half-gone before I’d reached for it, drowning in two climaxes that weren’t even hers. She gave me the tempo with a broken sound instead of a sentence, the surrender arriving before the directing could form.

“I can feel them,” Maeva gasped, the gold blazing up out of her skin, “both of them, through you, I’m coming apart on what you did to them, the empress undone by her own household, take me, summoner, crown it.” And I took her, hands locked on the regal flare of her hips, driving up into her while she rode me down, and the saint pressed close on one side and the oracle on the other, both sated and bright-eyed, attending the crowned empress now the way she’d made them attend me, hands and mouths on her gold-lit skin as she came apart on the pleasure of the two she’d convened. The gold blazed across the loft and doubled in the dark window-glass and met the deed-light from the square, and Maeva went over with my name in her mouth and the braid running her undoing back through all three of them, her cunt clamping and milking, and I finished deep in her a stroke later, buried to the root and emptying in long thick pulses, the empress claimed last and crowning while her household claimed her, the province’s stones still lighting behind the glass, the world writing our names across the dark in the loft above the feast.

The deed-stone light etched across all our skin as the cascade rolled, and Yrsa, breathless in the tangle, said it again, the line that was the whole of the status-inversion in five words: “Outranked at last. Took a porter.”

The afterglow was a tangled pile, the maps ruined past saving, and for once nobody convened anything.

Maeva lay gold-lit and unhurried in the middle of it, doing the only kind of accounting she ever did after, a slow fond audit of the tangle, her fingertips drifting from the saint’s scarred ribs to the oracle’s silver hair to the line of my jaw and back, counting what was hers and finding the sum good. No decree. No schedule. The deed-light moved slow across the four of us and the feast died by degrees below, and the only sound in the loft was three queens breathing and the small settling of bodies that had nothing left to guard against. And then, drowsy, each of them named what she wanted into the dark, not as a council and not as a plan, just half-asleep and honest, the way people tell the truth when they’re too spent to dress it up.

“My old banner,” Maeva said, drowsy, “and your new one, summoner. Helvane opened a door and I mean to walk a kingdom through it. The Castellan banner over your anchor’s. Statecraft. I’ve missed it. Next, that’s next, after we’ve slept.”

“The spring circuits,” Yrsa said, single-syllabling toward sleep, “and a certain copper-shaved name who’s going to ask me honest in a quiet field, and I’m going to say yes, and it’s going to be the best duel I’ve had since I died. That’s mine. Don’t tell the empress, she’ll put it in a treaty.”

“To be surprised again,” Nahari said, slow, the last awake of the three, the dark eyes closing last the way they always closed last. “That’s mine. My whole long death of seeing everything, and now I get to be wrong, on purpose, in a man’s bed, again. To be surprised again. It’s the only thing I ever wanted and I never once saw it coming, which is the joke, and it’s also the prophecy. They usually are.” And she slept, mid-prophecy, on purpose.

And I stayed awake last, as I had on a loft floor weeks ago with a saint asleep on my shoulder, except now there were three of them, and I lay in the gold-fading dark with the feast-noise dying below and the deed-light still moving faint across the ceiling as the last distant stones lit, and I counted the heartbeats I could feel from the inside through the Crowned link and the braided squad-link, gold-warm and drawn-blade and still-lake, three queens’ hearts held in the link with mine, and then I counted one more, my own, four, four hearts I could feel from the inside, a porter who’d been at the back of every frame for five years, awake last in a loft with three queens of legend, counting four heartbeats and one of them his own.

The candle on the sill bent its flame toward the window.

Against the draft. There was no draft. The window was shut and the night was still and the candle on the sill leaned its flame toward the dark glass, toward the square, toward the province lighting up with our new names, against no wind at all, wrong. Esra’s lamp on the roof. The bards’ lamps in the Vault. A flame bending when something is reading the new entries.

Nahari’s eyes opened in the dark.

The flame leaned farther.


Chapter 20: The Ledger Opens

I woke last, which had never once happened in five years, because all that time I’d woken first to break the camp and check the gear and have the tea brewing before anyone stirred, and this morning I woke in a war-loft with grey light coming in the window and a saint asleep sitting up against the bedframe with one hand near her sword and the other resting on my ankle, and an empress sprawled imperial across half the bed with the gold cascade everywhere, and an oracle gone from the watch-post by the window, already up, already barefoot somewhere reading the morning. I lay still a moment and counted the heartbeats I could feel from the inside, three at the edges of my senses and one in my own chest, four, and then I got up to brew the tea, because some habits are the marrow of a man and the tea was one of mine.

Maeva woke to the smell of it, an empress who’d decided four hundred years ago that mornings were an administrative inconvenience and had revised the position only on the matter of my tea. “Honest,” she pronounced, the first word of her day, the verdict she’d given the tea since the antechamber, and she took the cup and audited the loft over the rim of it, the ruined maps and the lit lamp at the door and the saint asleep upright and the man who’d brewed the tea, and she looked, for a woman in a tomb-town with a kingdom to build from nothing, profoundly content.

“You woke last,” she observed. “I felt it. The bed didn’t go cold at dawn for once. You slept. All the way to morning. Do you know, summoner, that’s the first morning since the antechamber you haven’t been up before the birds spending yourself on the day before it asked you to?” She sipped. “I’m marking it. Filing it. The man’s learning to be expensive. It only took three queens and a cleared vault.”

“The tea’s still brewed,” I said. “Some things you do because they need doing.”

“There’s a difference,” Maeva agreed, “and you’ve finally found it, and I’m going to make sure you keep it, starting today. Now go down. There’s something nailed to Bram’s door; I can feel the town’s reckoning moving and it’s moving toward you. Go and see what the province decided about you overnight.”

There were petitions nailed to the Gilded Antler’s door when I came down in the morning, a dozen of them and more, and I stood in the dawn reading them with the slow understanding that the shape of my own banner had arrived overnight in salt-payments, bad ink, and village hands.

They’d come in the night, by courier and by hand, from villages the bards never visited, the dim-stone places, the ones with real needs and no songs. A spring fouled in a holding two valleys east, and would the Anchor come, they’d heard he’d come for Cinderwell, they could pay in salt. A wight-warren growing under a fishing hamlet on the north shore, and would the Anchor come, they couldn’t pay in coin but they’d a winter’s worth of smoked fish. A bridge out and a road haunted and a well gone bad and a child’s grave that wouldn’t settle, a dozen small dim places asking, by name, for the Anchor, because the cascade had rolled through them in the night and lit a stone with a porter’s title on it, the man who’d burned both arms for a lamplighter, the man who weighed a nobody onto a rock, and the dim places had read it and understood, as the dim places always understand first, that here at last was a power that might come for them.

Not for a song. They offered salt and smoked fish and a winter’s lodging, the honest small payments of places too poor to interest a Hero, and they asked for the Anchor by name, and that was the thing that landed in me, standing in the dawn: this was the only banner I’d ever have been able to carry without it feeling like a borrowed crown.

One of the petitioners hadn’t sent a paper. He’d walked. He was sitting on the Antler’s step when I came down, an old shepherd from a holding up in the hills, who’d walked through the night on a bad hip because he didn’t trust a letter to say it right, and he stood up when he saw me and took off his hat as men of his generation took off their hats, and he said his holding had a thing in the high pasture, a barrow that had opened, and lights coming off it at night, and his grandson too scared to take the flock up, and he couldn’t pay much, a lamb, two if it ran long, and he’d heard, he said, he’d heard the Anchor counted a man’s dogs before he counted his pay, and a man who did that was a man you could walk through a night to ask. And I sat him down and gave him Bram’s breakfast and took down the holding and the barrow and the lights in the notebook, careful, intending to come back for it, and I told him we’d come, and he gripped my hand the country way and didn’t thank me and walked back up into the hills to tell his grandson the Anchor was coming, and I watched him go and understood the whole shape of the next years in one bad-hipped old man walking home, the banner built a lamb at a time by people who’d heard the porter counted the dogs first.

One of them was from Cinderwell. Not a petition for help; they’d had their help. It was a single line in a grandmother’s shaking hand, the lamplighter’s grandmother, and it said only that they’d built a second lamp-post on the high ridge where Esra used to walk, and lit it, and meant to keep it lit, every night, just as she had, and they thought the Anchor would want to know that the nights were kept, and that the lamp at his loft door had a sister now, burning on a ridge two valleys off, against the dark, against the pale thing, every night, kept. I read it twice and folded it and put it in the breast of my coat, not the campaign pile, the breast of my coat, next to where the pencil used to ride, because some receipts you keep close.

“This,” Maeva said, finding me at the door, reading over my shoulder with a joy that bordered on the terrifying, “is a campaign map, summoner. Do you see it? A dozen petitions in one night, from places no Hero would cross the road for, asking for you by name. This is how a banner is built that doesn’t borrow its light. Not a kingdom granting a title; the dim places asking for the man who’d come for them.” She gathered the petitions in her crowned hands like a treaty pile, green eyes alight with statecraft. “I unified three duchies and I’ll tell you, I never once had a start as good as this. Give me an hour with these and a map and I’ll have you a province’s worth of need sorted by route and tide and payment, and we’ll build you a banner one salt-paying village at a time, where it can’t be foreclosed, because a thing the dim places asked for is a thing the kingdom can’t un-ask.” She was already sorting them, the empress with a campaign to run again after four centuries, terrifyingly happy. “Oh, I have missed this. Statecraft. A banner. A whole province of need and the man to meet it. Eat your breakfast, summoner, we’ve a kingdom to build out of salt and plain dirt roads, and I intend to enjoy it enormously.”

Bram came out from behind his bar while she sorted, drying a tankard he’d already dried, the small busywork he fell into whenever he had something to say and was working up to it, and he set a sealed packet on the table beside the petitions. It was the receipts file, the dead man’s switch I’d given him on the descent eve, Saskia’s signature cut and Odette’s ward-residue and the soundings and the lamplighter’s testimony, all of it, returned.

“You came back up your own stairs,” Bram said, “like I told you you would, so you’ll be wanting your receipts back, since you didn’t die and I didn’t have to swear them. Though I’ll say.” He weighed the packet in his one hand a last time before he set it down. “I half hoped you’d let me keep them and use them. There’s a part of an old innkeeper that would’ve enjoyed walking that file up to a stone and watching the province do its arithmetic out loud. But you did it the better way. You out-deeded the man instead of accusing him, and the stones said it cleaner than my swearing ever could’ve, and now you’ve a file full of receipts you’ll never need to spend, the best receipt there is: sitting in a drawer, true whether you touch it or not.” He pushed the packet across to me. “Keep it anyway. A man keeps his receipts. And the wager-book’s square, and I cleaned up handsome, and I bought the town a night and there’s still enough left I’m thinking of putting a second fire in the back room for when your campaign-map empties my taproom of every able body in the province. Which it will. I’ve watched that woman sort papers for ten minutes and I can already see my regulars marching off east to dig somebody’s spring out.” He nodded at Maeva, fond and dry. “You’ve a good problem coming, porter. Too much being asked of you by people who can pay in salt. I’ve run this book forty years and I never once had that problem. Enjoy it. It’s the only good problem there is.”

“You’ll oversalt their farewell stew,” Maeva said, not looking up from her sorting, “and they’ll march off east badly seasoned and think of you the whole road.”

“My stew, my salt, Lady Envoy,” Bram said comfortably, and went back to his bar, and Maeva smiled at the petitions and didn’t argue, because she’d learned, as I had, that you keep the ones who’ll overrule you.

The breakfast council gathered from four directions and made a route out of the morning.

It was a good table. That matters. Four people who’d each been used and discarded by someone, eating breakfast together in a loft that was theirs, with a lamplighter’s lamp burning at the door and a cooper’s sign nailed over it and a campaign-map of a province’s needs spread between the plates. Maeva had pepper now, a scandalous amount of it, bought at a market price that still offended her on principle four hundred years after the prices she’d known, and she peppered her eggs with the satisfaction of a woman spending a small fortune on a thing that had been an emperor’s luxury in her first life and was a copper a fistful in her second. Nahari had laid out the breakfast before anyone asked, because she’d known what everyone wanted before they woke, and she’d been right about all of it except that she’d given Yrsa the larger portion on purpose and pretended it was foresight, and Yrsa ate it without noticing the kindness, which was the only way Yrsa could take a kindness, unnoticed, disguised as a thing the oracle had simply seen. We were a household. After five years of being a man at the back of other men’s tables, I had a table, and the having of it was a thing I was still learning to bear, like the standing in front of my own lit name, and I bore it, and ate my eggs, and let it be mine.

The pepper started a small war. Maeva offered the dish around the table as she offered everything, like a sovereign extending a favor, and Yrsa took one look at the scandalous black drift of it across the eggs and declared that a soldier who couldn’t taste an ambush in her own food was a soldier who’d be poisoned by the second campaign.

“You season like a woman who’s never had to taste for a knife,” she told the empress, flat, around a mouthful.

“I have tasted for a knife,” Maeva said, with great dignity, and peppered her eggs further out of pure spite. “Once. Thoroughly. By a man who under-seasoned everything his whole life, which should tell you something about the relationship between caution and character. The bland ones are the ones who poison you, saint. Write that down.”

“It tells me he had the sense to taste his food before he ruined it,” Yrsa said, and reached to rescue the pepper-dish from the empress’s hand on principle, and Nahari, without looking up from her own plate, slid it out of both their reaches a half-second before either could claim it, foresight deployed entirely in the service of breakfast.

“The dish wants to live in the middle of the table,” the oracle said, serene. “I’ve seen where it ends up otherwise. There’s shouting. Eat.”

And Bram, passing with a fresh pot, looked at the drift of black pepper going onto an empress’s eggs at a copper a fistful and said he’d be billing the loft by the season at this rate, and meant it, and wrote a standing line for it in the wager-book under the bar, as he wrote down everything that was going to cost him money and be worth it.

Yrsa had taken the militia volunteers out at dawn, the Marrowford men who’d held a line and wanted to keep doing it, and she stress-tested them in the yard with a saint’s ruthless economy and came back having kept exactly three.

“Three,” she reported, eating like the breakfast was a siege. “Out of thirty. The other twenty-seven are good farmers who held a line once because you steadied them and would hold it again, and I sent them home to their farms with my respect, because a militia’s a militia and a banner’s a banner and you don’t build the second out of the first. But three of them have the thing. The thing you can’t teach, the not-flinching. Those three I kept. I’ll make them into something. A banner needs a spine of people who don’t flinch, and I found you three who don’t, and I’ll find more on the roads, and I’ll make them hard enough to be worth the empress’s campaign map.” She pointed her fork at me. “And in the spring I’m going to Veltmark for the circuits, and you’re coming, because the note says bring the porter, and I’m going to give a copper-shaved duelist the honest duel she finally asked for, and you’re going to watch me win it, and it’s going to be the best thing I’ve done since I died. But that’s spring. This is breakfast. Pass the eggs.”

“The note,” I said.

“The note,” Yrsa agreed, and produced it, a folded paper in formal duel-script that had come by paid courier in the dawn, and she read it twice while I watched, and she smiled, the second time, in a way that needed supervision.

It was from Saskia. Formal, exact, duel-script, the challenge laid out as the old code laid out challenges: a meeting in the spring at the Veltmark circuits, saint to saint, no stones, no songs, no witnesses, just the two of them and a quiet field, to settle the question once and for all, the question of who was the most dangerous edge alive, and at the bottom, a line that wasn’t in the old code, a line Saskia had added herself: bring the porter. I want him to watch. I want to know if a saint who chose a porter fights different from a saint who chose a Hero. I think she does. I think that’s the whole answer. Bring him.

“She’s asking honest,” Yrsa said, folding the note, the dangerous smile still on her. “Finally. A quiet field, away from songs and squares and crowds telling her whether she still gets to call herself the most dangerous thing alive. Honest. To know. And she’s worked out the real question underneath, which is whether a saint who’s chosen something fights different from a saint who’s only ever had her edge, and she’s right that it’s the whole answer, and she’s right that I do, and she’s going to learn it in a quiet field in the spring, and I’m going to enjoy it, and so are you, anchor, because you’re coming to watch a saint fight different, the way she asked.” She tucked the note away. “She’s outside the Hero’s orbit now. She didn’t sign it for Cylas. She signed it for herself. That’s new. That’s the start of something, and it’s not the start of an enemy, quite, and it’s not the start of a friend, and it’s the most interesting thing the duelist’s ever done, and I’ll meet her in the spring and we’ll see what it’s the start of.” She went back to her eggs, content, a saint with a duel to look forward to.

We answered the first three petitions before I left the table, which felt, after years of carrying other men’s deeds, like the strangest and best thing I’d ever done with a morning. The spring two valleys east, first, because Nahari said it fouled worse each day and the glass and the tide-tables agreed; I marked the route and the loads and the order of the caches in the notebook, the porter’s work, my work, done now for my own banner instead of a Hero’s. The north-shore hamlet second, with the warren that would wake on the next tides. The old shepherd’s barrow third, the lamb-payment one, because a man who’d walked a night on a bad hip got answered, that was the rule of the new banner, you answered the one who walked through the night. Maeva sorted the rest into her campaign-map with terrifying joy, naming routes, pricing salt, and somewhere in the sorting she stopped and looked at the dozen petitions and the loft and the lamp at the door and said, quiet, “Do you know, summoner, I unified three duchies and I never once got to start a thing clean. I inherited everything tangled, married into worse, and untangled it with poison-tasters at every meal. This.” She set her crowned hand flat on the campaign-map. “This is clean. A province that asked for you, by name, in salt, with no one’s poison in it. I’m going to build you a kingdom out of that and I’m going to enjoy every single day of it, and it’s going to be the second-best thing I do in this second life.” She didn’t say what the first was. She didn’t have to; the bond said it for her, the warm-metal taste of it, and I let my name stay lit in her, as I’d let it stay lit on the stone.

“The east road,” Nahari said, mild, into her tea, reading the morning like weather, “smells like fox today. And overdue luck. You should walk it, anchor, before the campaign-map eats your whole day. Pay your copper. Something’s been counting them, and it’s nearly done counting, and a thing that’s nearly done counting is a thing that’s about to want to discuss the sum.” She turned the cup once between her palms. “I won’t see that corner for you; it’s the one place the glass goes strange around, the fox-shrine, all that sealed trickster light bending the sight. But I see enough to say: walk the east road, pay your copper, and mind your pockets. That’s the morning. Fox and overdue luck and mind your pockets.” And she finished her tea, having delivered the morning’s weather, and left me to walk into it.

The council went on a while after that, statecraft and warmth braided together until you couldn’t tell them apart. Maeva laid three petitions side by side and read them like a chess problem, and Nahari, across the table, moved them into a different order without a word, by route and by the order the rains would cross the warren-ridges, and Maeva looked at the new order and conceded it with the small regal head-tilt that cost her, and the two of them played the whole campaign-map like a board, statecraft against prophecy, each claiming the win, both right, the one game in the household neither of them wanted to end.

“The north-shore hamlet first,” Nahari said. “The smoked fish ones. The warren under them grows on the next two tides and not before; we’ve a week; we spend it on the spring two valleys east, which fouls worse every day we don’t, and then we take the road north and reach the hamlet exactly as the warren wakes, and we close it before it breathes. That’s the route. The glass and the tide-tables agree, which they rarely do, so we should listen when they do.”

“She’s right,” I said, reading it the porter’s way, route and tide and load, and finding it true. “Spring first, hamlet second, and we cache at the holdings between so the third call doesn’t cost an overdraft.”

“No overdrafts,” Yrsa said, flat, around the eggs, the old rule, her oath in its working form. “You’ve a blade now and an empress and an oracle. You point. We end it. You stop burning your arms off buying what we’re for. Say it back.”

“I point, you end it,” I said. “I don’t spend what you’re for.”

“Good,” Yrsa said. “I’ll make a banner-captain of you yet, if the empress doesn’t make a king of you first, and the two of them are going to fight over which, and I’m going to enjoy watching, from a chair, eating.” She speared the last egg. “Go pay your copper, anchor. The oracle said fox and mind your pockets, and the oracle’s smug about it, which means it’s going to be a good one. Take your coat with the good pockets. I’d lay money you come back robbed.”

“I never bet against the oracle,” I said.

“Wise,” said Nahari, into her tea, “and also you’ll return robbed regardless, so the not-betting saves you twice.”

So I walked the east road to the fox shrine in the late morning, and all the coppers I’d paid without thinking about return came due at once.

It was an old shrine, the fox-shrine, one of those road shrines with a weathered seal-stone and a leaning post and a little roof of moss-rotted shingle, the sort of wayside thing travellers pay a copper at without knowing why, against luck, against the road, against the things that live under roads. I’d paid it a copper since I was a boy running errands on the ferry-docks, because my master then had taught me you pay the shrines, all of them, every time; kind or cruel, a thing under a road is still a debt, and a man who keeps his small debts sleeps better. I’d kept the habit through five years of carrying other men’s glory, a copper at every wayside shrine, the porter’s small honest tithe, the one expenditure I’d never once begrudged myself because it was the cheapest insurance there was. I’d paid this one most of all, because it was on the road I walked to think, and I’d walked it a great deal to think, this season, with a tomb behind me and queens beside me and a Hero to out-deed.

And the thing under it, it turned out, had been counting.

The seal-stone had cracked.

Not broken, cracked, in a neat deliberate spiral that ran up the old seal-stone the way the scorch had run up the post, a perfect spiral fissure, fox-fire orange light leaking out of it in the daylight, and at the foot of it my years of coppers, every copper I’d ever paid the sealed thing, were stacked in a tower, a careful impossible tower of coppers balanced higher than any hand could have stacked them, a tower I hadn’t built, the sealed thing’s own accounting of my tithe, every copper I’d paid stacked and counted and displayed, and the fox-fire pebble in my coat hummed loud and warm and live against my ribs when I came near, almost singing.

And in the cracked spiral of the seal-stone, an amber eye opened.

One eye, vertical-slitted, amber, bright with a delight that had been sealed under a shrine for longer than the kingdom, and it considered me, upside down, tilting in the crack the way a fox tilts its head, and a voice came out of the crack, quick and bright and teasing, full of a vocabulary I’d never heard a sealed thing use.

“Interest,” the voice said, delighted, the amber eye considering me upside down. “You’ve been paying interest, porter-of-legends. Every dawn. A copper a dawn for, oh, weeks now, and before that whenever you passed, polite, every single time, the only one who ever paid polite, and I’ve been counting it, with interest, the way you count things, I’ve watched you count things, we’re the same that way, you and I, we count.” The eye gleamed. “Interest is the small regular payment on a debt, porter. Pay it faithfully long enough and a creditor grows fond of the principal.” The amber eye narrowed with pleasure. “When I get out, porter-of-legends, and I am very nearly out, you’ve seen the spiral, you’ve felt the pebble sing, when I get out, we are going to discuss the principal. All of it. Everything you’ve been paying interest on without knowing what the debt even was. I can’t wait. I have been so bored, and you are not boring, and the principal is going to be such fun.”

“I don’t know what I owe you,” I said, to the amber eye, plain, because plain was the only register I had and it had served me with queens so it could serve me with a fox. “I’ve paid a copper at this shrine since before I knew there was anything in it to pay. That’s manners.”

“Oh, manners,” the voice said, delighted, the amber eye crinkling. “Manners are the most expensive thing there is, porter-of-legends. Everyone pays for cruelty; the world’s lousy with people who’ll pay for cruelty. Almost no one pays for manners. You paid for manners, every dawn, to a sealed thing that could do nothing for you, when no one was watching, when there was no song in it and no stone to weigh it.” The eye gleamed. “Do you know who else does a thing like that? Spends real coin on a nobody when nobody’s watching? I’ve heard a rumor about a man like that. Burned his arms off for a lamplighter, they say. Filled a beggar-king’s bowl. I’ve been sealed under a road a long time and even I heard that one.” The fox-light bent and warmed. “You’re my favorite mark, anchor. Men who don’t think they’re owed anything are the most fun to pay back. With interest.”

And the voice stole my pencil.

I felt it go, out of my coat, the pencil I’d carried since before the tomb, the porter’s pencil, the one that had marked every receipt and every tide and every tell, gone out of my coat between one word and the next without the seal opening one inch further, lifted clean by a thing that was still sealed, a theft through a crack a hand couldn’t fit through, and the amber eye gleamed with the satisfaction of a pickpocket who’s just proven a point.

“Collateral,” the voice said, pleased, my pencil somehow inside the sealed crack now, turning where the amber eye could admire it. “I’ll hold the pencil. Against the principal. A creditor takes collateral; that’s just good practice. You’ll want it back. It’s a good pencil; you’ve underlined a great many things with it; I can smell the underlining on it, all the live debts you keep in your pocket and pretend are only notes. I’m one of them now, porter-of-legends. Underline me.” And a fox-fire paw-print scorched itself onto the leather of my map-satchel, a neat little fox’s paw, burned into the leather as a receipt, a creditor’s mark, and the amber eye winked, and closed, and the spiral fissure glowed and held, not opening further, not yet, a thing very nearly out and choosing, with enormous relish, to make me wait for it.

I paid my copper anyway. Set it on the impossible tower. The tower took it, and the pebble sang, and I walked back toward Marrowford with a fox’s paw-print scorched on my satchel and my pencil held as collateral by a sealed trickster who wanted to discuss the principal. I underlined it in my head, since I no longer had the pencil, and carried it with the chip of the failed Brand and the copper-shaved challenge and the pale hand’s after-image, four live entries in a quiet dawn.

I walked back into a town that looked at me differently than it had a season ago, and the looking was a thing I was still learning to bear without hunching.

Children were playing the porter-walks-out verse in the square, not singing it now, playing it, a game of it, one child being the porter and one being the empress and a third being the tomb, the youngest always made to be the tomb and furious about it, and they let the porter walk out and correct the masonry and they cheered, and one of them saw me passing, the real one, and went round-eyed and elbowed the others, and I gave them a nod and the deadpan, “the masonry’s fine, I checked,” and they shrieked with the delight of children who’ve had a legend confirm their game, and I walked on, owning a different kind of joke than the bucket-trick now, one that didn’t hurt.

I passed the temple hostel at the edge of Marrowford, and I didn’t stop, but I marked it. Liria’s window had a candle in it, lit, and the door had a med-kit on the step, the kind a travelling healer leaves out for whoever needs it in the night, unsigned, set out of the rain with the same quiet care she’d given my kit at the survey camp. She was still here. Still between the men who’d used her and the man who’d thanked her, finding the floor under her own feet. I left her a thing without stopping, the only thing she could take without it being a debt: I’d have Bram send a standing order to the hostel, a meal a day on the coalition’s coin, no name attached, answering the unsigned med-kit she’d returned in a survey camp a lifetime ago. A kindness that asks nothing, paid quiet, to a witness deciding whether she has the feet to swear. She’d know who it was from. She’d never have to say. That was the whole of what I could give her, and it was the right size, and I walked on and let her find her feet in her own time.

Nahari walked me out on the cliff-path above the lake that evening, and the warning she gave me was also a benediction.

“The flicker,” she said, slow, barefoot on the cliff-path, the lake going dark below and the province’s new stones lighting faint in the dusk across the water. “In the Vault. The pale hand on the Hero’s shoulder. You saw it; I saw it; we didn’t speak of it, and we were right not to, and I’ll speak of it now only enough to send you to sleep, because you’ve earned a sleep and I won’t have you lying awake over a thing that won’t move for a long while yet.” The dark eyes were on the lake. “The flicker was an invoice, anchor. Read aloud. The Pale Saint laid its hand on Cylas the way a creditor lays a hand on a debtor whose account has just come due, and the laying-on of the hand was a reading, the invoice read aloud, the loan reviewed.” She stopped on the cliff-path and turned to me. “The Saint is a creditor. Creditors are patient. They re-price defaults before they collect. It looks at a thing that’s changed the value of its whole ledger, and it re-prices that thing, slowly, without hurrying, because in all the length of its ledger nothing has ever once forced its hand.” Her hand found mine in the dusk. “You’ve changed the value of its whole ledger. You put coins back in the bowl. It won’t punish you for it tonight. It will re-price you. And being re-priced by a thing like that starts small, with flames leaning wrong and lamps guttering and a coldness behind your shoulder, slow, patient, a creditor reviewing an account it doesn’t yet know what to do with.” She squeezed my hand. “But not tonight. Tonight you sleep, and so do I, mid-prophecy, on purpose. We’re very expensive now, anchor, the four of us, an entry in a ledger older than memory, and expensive things are studied before they’re snuffed. We’ve bought ourselves time by becoming costly. So sleep. Be costly. Let it study us. And in the morning we’ll walk the campaign map and answer the petitions, and let the creditor take its slow patient time deciding what to do with the one hand that ever filled its bowl. Sleep. That’s the prophecy. It’s also a comfort. Tonight, for once, they’re the same thing.”

And we went in, and slept, the four of us, in a loft above a town that had learned to weigh a porter, with a lamplighter’s lamp burning at the door.

That night, the Glimpse caught while I slept.

Not the clean half-second it gave me waking, not a useful tool, not a thing I could steer. This was the Glimpse run long and deep, a sight, not a dream, a sight Nahari felt through me and steadied with her hand on my wrist in the dark. I was not standing there, not truly, and I saw it anyway, the way the Glimpse makes you see: a hall of hanging lamps, more lamps than a man could count, each one a legend’s name burning as flame, hung in rows that ran off into a dark that had no walls and no ceiling and no end, and there was no wind in the hall and no weather and no time, only the lamps, each a name, each a legend, burning at the height the world’s memory still gave it, some bright, some guttering low, some nearly out.

A pale hand turned the pages of a ledger.

The hand was the only thing the Glimpse let my eye find, pale and patient and unhurried, and it turned the pages of a great ledger of lights, and down the pages ran the entries, the legends and their accounts, and beside many of them a single word, PAID, and as the pale hand came to each entry marked PAID it reached up, without hurrying, to the lamp that matched the name, and it snuffed the flame, the legend’s light going out, the account closed, the rent collected, the foreclosure quiet and total and unhurried, lamp after lamp after lamp going dark down the endless hall as the pale hand worked its slow way through the accounts marked PAID.

The hand turned to a new page.

The page was blank, and the pale hand held a pen, and there was an inkwell that was not ink, and the hand dipped the pen, and it wrote, in a fresh line at the top of a clean page, in ink that was not ink, two words:

ANCHOR (LIVING).

And the lamps nearest the page, the lamps whose names the eye could not quite read, leaned toward the fresh entry. Esra’s lamp on the roof. The bards’ lamps in the Vault. The candle on the sill bending its flame toward the window against no draft. All the nearest lamps in the endless hall of legends leaned their flames toward the two new words on the clean page, toward the entry that was not marked PAID, toward the first living entry in a ledger of the dead, leaning toward it like windows toward dawn.

The pale figure did not hurry. It had never once had to hurry.

It dipped the pen.
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Chapter 1: The Petition Wall

The wagon was loaded wrong, and I let it stay that way for exactly as long as it took me to enjoy the fact that somebody else had loaded it.

Six weeks since the stones re-etched, and I still woke some mornings reaching for gear I no longer had to count alone. This morning the loading was Yrsa’s, done in the grey before dawn while I slept, and she’d stacked it for a fight instead of a road: blades and dry powder near the tailgate, food buried deep where it would take three minutes and a curse to reach. A porter would have flipped it. I stood in the yard behind the Gilded Antler with my tea going cold and decided I’d rather have a wagon loaded for war by a saint than a wagon loaded right by me.

“It’s wrong,” Yrsa said, coming out of the stable with a currycomb and a look that dared me to agree with her.

“It’s wrong,” I said.

“The food’s deep because if we’re digging for food we’ve got time to dig, and if we’re digging for the powder we don’t.” She tossed the currycomb into a bucket. “Fix it and I’ll load it wrong again while you sleep. I’ve done it four mornings running. You keep not noticing until the tea.”

“I noticed the first morning.”

“You didn’t say.”

“I was enjoying it.”

She looked at me the way she looked at a blade she suspected of being better than it had any right to be, and then she went back into the stable, and I heard her tell the mule something insulting and affectionate, and the mule, which had loved her since the causeway and would have followed her into a fire, made the small pleased noise it made only for her. I drank my cold tea. Six weeks, and the mornings had stopped feeling borrowed. Not all the way. But the tea helped.

Inside, the war-loft above the Antler had become a thing I would not have believed a season ago, which was a room where the most powerful women who ever lived argued about drainage.

Maeva had the petition wall.

That was what Bram called it now, the whole east wall of the loft, because over six weeks the petitions had come faster than we could answer them and she had refused to let one come down before it was met. So they hung there, pinned in ranks, a spring fouled here and a wight-warren there and a bridge out and a road haunted and a child’s grave that wouldn’t settle, the dim underside of a province no Hero had crossed a road for, asking by name for the man who counted the dogs first. Maeva stood in front of it with a stick of charcoal and the terrible joy of a woman handed a fresh campaign.

“Redgate first,” she said, without turning, which meant she’d heard me on the stair. “It’s on the road, it’s the oldest complaint on the wall, and the old man walked here once already. Bad hip, opened barrow in the high pasture, night lights worrying the flock, and payment offered at one lamb, two if the dead make us work past a night. The Havering spring, the drover-road haunting, and Coldharbour stay ranked for the march back unless the road itself argues otherwise.” She tapped Redgate with the charcoal. “You answer the ones who walk.”

“You answer the ones who walk,” I agreed. It was becoming a rule of the banner, and she’d been the one to name it, though I’d been the one to feel it first, standing in a dawn watching a bad-hipped shepherd limp back up into the hills.

We’d answered eleven of them over the winter. The met petitions came down and went into Bram’s file, each with its receipt: a clean spring, a quiet road, a warren closed on the tide. Eleven dim stones had lit, each one etching the same title a little deeper: ANCHOR, and under it a porter’s name, come for the places no song crossed the road for.

It was, Maeva said, her favorite campaign in this life, and she’d run three before it that ended in crowns.

“Because there’s no poison in it,” she’d told me, more than once. “In my first life I inherited everything tangled and untangled it with a taster at every meal. This is clean. A province asking, and a man answering, and a stone weighing it, and no one’s knife in the wine.” She’d pinned a new petition as she said it, a well gone bad at a place called Coldharbour. “It won’t stay clean. Nothing stays clean. But I got to start one clean, after four hundred years, and I intend to remember exactly how it felt.”

The wall had its comedy too. A child asked the Anchor to summon back a drowned dog, and Maeva arranged a pup from a north-shore litter, delivered on the smoked-fish wagon, and marked the matter closed with regal satisfaction. A hedge-knight asked for a legendary swordsman to teach him, and Yrsa read it, said “no,” and pinned it back under that same word in her blunt hand, which Maeva left there because it was educational. Near the top was a grandmother’s note from Cinderwell, telling us they’d built a second lamp on the high ridge where Esra used to walk and kept it lit every night. I’d put that one in the breast of my coat, not on the wall, because some receipts you keep close.

She turned, then, and those auditing green eyes priced me from worn boots to shoulders, lingering on the burn-tracery at my cuffs as if I were a ledger she intended to balance personally. Even six weeks in, the empress could still stop a man’s breath by simply deciding to look at him. She had her crowned braid up and a travelling skirt on that read as a court gown no matter what she called it, and she’d re-tailored the ceremonial bodice again over the winter, tighter, and she caught me noticing and let the noticing land before she went back to the wall.

“You slept late,” she said. “I’m still marking that, every time it happens. The man’s learning to be expensive.”

“Yrsa loaded the wagon wrong. I stayed in bed to let her.”

“Progress on two fronts,” Maeva said, and made a small satisfied sound, and pinned Redgate to the top of the going-east pile.

Yrsa came up the stair with three men behind her, and that was the morning’s other business, the militia.

She’d taken thirty volunteers over the winter and stress-tested them the way she stress-tested everything, which was to the point of breaking, and she’d sent twenty-seven of them home to their farms with her respect and kept three, and now she’d walked those three up the stair to present them like a saint presenting a verdict. They were farm men, all three, big-handed and quiet, and they looked at the loft full of legends with the particular awe of men who’d grown up on the ballad and were now standing in the actual room, and Yrsa lined them up and looked at me.

“Osric, Wend, and the big quiet one is Halla’s boy, we call him Colm,” she said. “They don’t flinch. I’ve had them a winter and I’ve hit them with everything I’ve got and they close ranks instead of scattering, which is the only thing I can’t teach and the only thing worth keeping. They come to Veltmark. They’ll carry, hold caches, stand a line behind the empress’s Standard, and get used to the noise of it. The circuits are a year beyond them.” She looked at the three of them. “You’ll carry for the Anchor and you’ll do what the oracle says a half-second before she says it, because she’ll be saying it a half-second before you need to hear it, and you’ll learn from that. Say your names to him.”

They said their names. Osric had a stammer he was ashamed of and Wend had a farmer’s caution and Colm said his name so quietly I had to read it off his mouth, and I took each of them by the forearm the country way, and I saw them decide, all three, in the space of that grip, that they’d follow the porter, because the porter had shaken their hands like the hands mattered.

“Good,” I said. “You’ll ride the second wagon. Osric, you’ve got the tally-book; you count what we cache and where. Nobody’s asking you to say it fast. Just true.” Osric’s face did a complicated thing at being handed a job that lived in ink, and I filed the look and moved on before he could feel watched about it. “Wend, the mule’s Yrsa’s but the second team’s yours. Colm, you’re strong, so you’ll want to lift the heavy end without being asked, and I’m telling you now: don’t. Lift the end I point at. There’s an order to a load. You’ll learn it.” Colm nodded, once, already trying not to lift things.

“They’ll do,” Yrsa said, which from her was a parade, and sent them down to see to the second wagon.

Nahari had not said anything, which meant she was about to say the thing that mattered.

She was at the window with her tea, barefoot as always, silver hair down her back and loose, one hand slow at a braid she was making and unmaking while she read the morning off the air the way other people read it off a stone. She’d been quiet all week, and I’d learned to leave her quiet alone until it opened, because a rushed oracle told you the weather and a patient one told you what the weather meant.

“The east road smells like fox today,” she said, into the glass. “Fox, and overdue luck, and the last of the snow going off the downs. It’s spring, anchor, or it’s deciding to be, which is the same thing three days early.” She turned the cup once between her palms. “Your sealed creditor has nearly finished counting. I’ve felt it counting all week, the way you feel a man doing sums in the next room, the small satisfied pauses. It’s almost done. And a thing that’s almost done counting is a thing that’s about to want to discuss the sum.” The slow blink. “You’ll walk the east road at dusk and pay your copper, and this time the shrine will talk back, and you should let it, and you should not sign anything, and you should bring your good coat because you’ll come home robbed regardless. That’s the morning. Fox and overdue luck and mind your pockets, and pack the wagon for the circuits, because we leave at first light and don’t come back before the boon.”

“You never see the fox-corner clean,” I said. “You told me that.”

“I don’t,” Nahari agreed, serene. “The shrine bends the sight the way a lamp bends behind old glass. All that sealed trickster light. It’s the one place on the road I go half-blind, which is why I like it. A woman who’s seen two hundred years likes the corners she can’t see into. There aren’t many left.” She finished her tea. “Go and see what’s been counting your coppers. It’s fond of you. That’s either very good or very expensive. With a fox it’s usually both.”

So that was the morning, and it was a good one, four people in a loft making a war out of a wall of poor men’s letters, and I stood in it a moment until the old porter’s reflex to step out of the frame went quiet, and then I went down to fix the wagon and un-fix it and fix it again, and to read, one more time, the two letters that had set the whole thing in motion.

The first was Saskia’s.

It had come by paid rider in the last week of winter, formal, exact, in the old duel-script, and I’d read it enough times to have it by heart and I read it again anyway at the bar with Bram polishing a tankard beside me, because a receipt you’ve read a hundred times still tells you something the hundred-and-first time if you’re honest about what you’re looking for.

Saskia Roehn, to the Blade Saint Yrsa Kaldwyn: a meeting in the spring at the Veltmark circuits, saint to saint, no stones, no songs, four witnesses at most, a quiet field, to settle the question of who was the most dangerous edge alive. And under the old code, in a line that wasn’t code, a line she’d added herself: bring the porter. I want him to watch. I want to know if a saint who chose a porter fights different from a saint who chose a Hero.

“She’s still stuck on it,” Bram said, following my eye. He’d read it too; I’d shown him, because Bram kept the receipts file and a thing shown to Bram was a thing safe. “The duelist. Since Marrowford and she can’t put it down, the question. Whether the choosing’s what makes the difference or whether it was always just the edge.” He set the tankard down. “It’ll be the making of her or the breaking, that question. A woman who starts asking whether her whole life was the wrong shape doesn’t come back from the asking the same. I’ve seen it in old adventurers. The good ones ask it and rebuild. The rest just drink.” He weighed something. “She signed it for herself. Not the Hero. That’s the part I’d keep your eye on, porter. She’s outside his orbit now, and a duelist outside a Hero’s orbit is a loose thing on a board full of loose things.”

“Yrsa’s going to enjoy her too much to break her.”

“Aye, that’s the danger,” Bram said, and wheezed his laugh, the whole-body one. “The saint’s going to fix her instead. God help the duelist.”

The second letter was Helvane’s, and it was the reason we were going at all, and it was two things at once the way the Margrave was always two things at once.

The first was the formal circuit invitation, proper, sealed, the Margrave of Veltmark extending to the Marsh Coalition the freedom of the spring circuits and a place on the ladder of trials, all of it in the pageant-language that made a wager of deeds sound like a treaty. And under it, in his own hand, cramped and fast and unceremonial, the way a man writes when he means it and hasn’t time for the seal: Better the province meets you at a festival than at a siege. Come and let them see what you are while they’ve a mind to cheer it. There are worse things coming than me, and I’d rather they’d shaken your hand first. Bring the empress. Bring all of it. And try not to win so hard they have to hate you for it.

I’d read that line to Maeva when it came, and she’d gone quiet the particular way she went quiet when someone surprised her, which an empress did not fumble words over but did ration them about, and then she’d said, “I like him. He frightens honestly. There are so few who frighten honestly,” and pinned the letter to the wall above the petitions, not among them, above them, where a thing that mattered went.

“He’s not wrong about the worse things,” Bram said now, because he’d been reading the same line over my shoulder. “A Margrave doesn’t write bring all of it to a man he thinks is safe. He wants your queens where the province can look at them and get used to them before somebody less friendly decides what they are.” He picked up another tankard he’d already dried. “Which brings me to the thing I’ve been working up to, which you already know, because you know everything before I say it now, you and the oracle both, it’s a menace.”

“You’re coming,” I said.

“I’m coming,” Bram said, as if I’d forced it out of him. “The wager-book goes where the odds are criminal, and the odds at a spring circuit with a leash-summoner in the field and a porter nobody’s priced right yet are going to be the most criminal odds I’ve seen in forty years of taking money off optimists. I’d be derelict. I’d be ashamed. I’m leaving the Antler to my barkeep, who’ll water the ale and I’ll dock him for it, and I’m bringing the book and the receipts file both, because a man keeps his receipts near even at a festival, especially at a festival.” He set the tankard down for good. “And I’ll tell you the other thing, and then I’ll stop, because I’m not a sentimental man and the ale won’t pour itself. Esra’s lamp stays lit at the loft door while we’re gone. My barkeep’s got the one job he can’t foul, which is he keeps the oil in it, every night, or I take his hand for the second time in this inn’s history.” He almost smiled. “And there’s a second one. On the wagon. I had the cooper make it, the one who did the sign. A sister-lamp for the road. So the light travels with you, and the light stays home, and the dark’s got two fronts to lose on instead of one. That’s all. Don’t make it a thing.”

“It’s a thing,” I said.

“It’s not a thing,” Bram said, and went to pour ale that didn’t need pouring, and I let it not be a thing, which was how you let Bram give you something.

We left at first light the next morning, and the town came out to watch the porter go, which was a sentence I would have laughed at before the Crown.

Two wagons, the mule and the second team, three queens and a fox in a shrine two hours down the road, three farm boys learning not to lift the wrong end, an innkeeper with a wager-book, and a lamp burning on the tailgate against the grey. Children ran alongside the wagons to the edge of Marrowford playing the porter-walks-out verse, the youngest still furious at being made the tomb, and Maeva rode the lead wagon like it was a barge of state and waved to them with a sovereign’s economy that sent them into shrieking fits, and Yrsa walked beside the mule because she trusted her own feet over a wagon-board, and Nahari sat with her feet up reading the road ahead the way you’d read a letter you already knew the ending of, and it was, I thought, watching it from the driver’s bench with the reins loose in my scarred hands, the strangest and best procession I’d ever seen the east road carry.

The road east taught the farm boys the first lesson of the banner before we’d gone two miles: traveling with legends was mostly waiting, and the waiting was where the work lived.

Colm learned it fastest. By the first rest-halt he’d worked out that the order of a load was craft and not superstition, because I’d shown him what Yrsa’s fight-packed wagon would cost us in a mud-bog if the food was buried and the powder wasn’t. Osric kept the tally-book and didn’t stammer at it, because ink didn’t stammer, and he caught an error in my cache-rope count before noon. I thanked him in writing in the margin, a thing he could keep. Wend drove the second team and watched all of it while deciding whether the strange new world was safe, and I let him decide at his own speed.

Maeva rode the lead wagon and read the almanac aloud, which had become a thing she did on roads, an empress reacquainting herself with a century by mocking it gently. “They’ve a new coin,” she reported, offended, holding up a Veltmark half-mark she’d got in change at the ferry. “Base metal. Debased on purpose, look at the milling, they’ve thinned the silver and thickened the propaganda. In my day a debased coin started a war. Now it starts a festival.” She turned it over. “And the face is the Margrave’s grandfather, who by this rendering had no chin, which either the engraver was brave or the grandfather was generous, and I’d like to know which, because it tells you everything about how this province was governed.”

“You could ask Helvane,” I said.

“I intend to,” Maeva said, with relish. “I intend to ask him a great many things. I’ve a century to audit and he’s the nearest man old enough to have watched some of it happen. I shall be insufferable. He’ll enjoy it; he frightens honestly and those men are always secretly starved for someone who’ll frighten them back.”

The comedy of it carried us the afternoon: Maeva pricing a debased coin, Yrsa condemning the second wagon’s spare sword as “a butter-knife that got ideas,” and Nahari answering the question Wend hadn’t yet worked up the nerve to ask. “Yes, Wend,” she said into the road, mild, “I’m safe to be near, and yes, the mule likes me, which you’ll trust before you trust me. That’s correct. Trust the mule first.” Wend went red to the ears, then spent the next mile deciding the mule was a reliable witness.

We reached the fox shrine at dusk, because Nahari had said dusk and Nahari was usually right about when, only about how much she’d let herself see.

I went alone. That was agreed without much agreeing; the queens hung back at the wagons a bowshot up the road, close enough to come if the road went wrong and far enough that the fox and I could do our arithmetic in private, because Nahari had said the thing was fond of me and a fond thing does its fondest work without an audience. So I walked the last of the east road to the old shrine in the last of the light, and paid the shrine’s true keeper the courtesy of coming to it the way I’d always come, on foot, with a copper in my hand.

The seal-stone had cracked further since Marrowford.

Not broken. Cracked, the neat deliberate spiral run higher up the old stone, fox-fire orange leaking out of it warm into the blue dusk, and at the foot of it my tower of coppers stood taller than any hand could have stacked it, every copper I’d paid across years of road-shrine habit added to the impossible tower, the sealed thing’s careful accounting of my tithe. The pebble in my coat, the fox-fire glass I’d carried since Marrowford, hummed against my ribs the moment I came near, warm and live, glad, and I understood without being told that the pebble was hers, a thing she’d left for me at the shrine to keep count of me by, and that it had been counting me all this time.

“You came at dusk,” the voice said out of the crack, delighted, before the eye even opened. “She told you dusk. The silver one. Of course she did. I bend her sight and she likes it, we’ve an understanding, the oracle and I, two women who see too much appreciating a corner they can’t. Did she tell you not to sign anything? She did. Good advice. Terrible fun to give. I’d have told you the same and meant the opposite.”

The amber eye opened in the spiral, vertical-slitted, bright with a delight that had been sealed under a road for sixty years, and it tilted to consider me upside down the way a fox tilts its head, and my pencil turned somewhere inside the crack where the eye could admire it, my collateral, held.

“Porter-of-legends,” she said, savoring it. “You look prosperous. You look slept. Someone’s teaching you to sleep; I approve, a man should be rested when his creditor calls in the principal. Sit. Sit, sit, you’re going to be here a while, we’ve the whole sum to discuss and you’ve been paying interest on it longer than you knew without reading the tab, which is exactly the sort of romantic thing I’ve come to expect from you, and it’s going to cost you enormously, and I can’t wait.”

I sat, on the flat stone by the tower of coppers, my back to the leaning post, because a man who’s going to be talked at by a fox does better sitting. “You said we’d discuss the principal when you got out. You’re not out.”

“I’m nearly out,” she said, wounded. “You’ve seen the spiral. Do you know how hard it is, cracking a temple-seal from the inside with nothing but sixty years and spite? It’s very hard. I’m doing beautifully. Don’t rush me; you of all men should respect a slow, correct job.” The eye gleamed. “But you’re right, it’s a fair complaint, so let’s do the arithmetic, since arithmetic is the one language we both speak fluently, you and I. We’re the same that way. We count.” The pencil turned. “Watch.”

And the seal-stone gave up a panel, the fox-fire arranging itself into the ledger-lines I’d learned to read in a tomb, hanging in the dusk between us.

[DEBT-SEAL: TEMPLE-FORGED, COMPOUNDING] [BEARER: SUZUME KAGEHANA] [PRINCIPAL OUTSTANDING; COMPOUNDED: 60 YEARS] [TERMS: HELD UNTIL THE DEBT RETURNS TO DAYLIGHT]

“There’s the tab,” she said. “Sixty years, compounding, which is the cruelest word in any language. It means the debt grows while you sleep. It means the longer they hold you the more it costs to let you go. They built that in on purpose, the priests, and they were very proud of it. I heard them being proud through the stone before they died and left me here to appreciate the craft.” The delight thinned for one word, just one, and came back. “The seal holds me until the debt returns to daylight. That’s the term. The lock wants a debt, not a key; daylight, not coin at a counter. Which is a very strange way to write a lock, porter-of-legends, and you’re clever, you count, so you’re already asking the right question: what debt? What returns to daylight? What did I owe, and to whom, and where did it go?”

The amber eye tipped toward the panel, then toward my forearms where the old silver-grey lines waited under the cuffs. “And because you’re already counting the other sum: yes. The lock takes Renown, not copper. Pay the full debt-weight and the bearer walks out. Pay it short and the seal takes the difference from the fool with his hand on the stone. Your name’s heavier than it was, porter, but this tab is still bigger than your purse by a cruel margin. Not impossible. Just expensive enough to make your empress invent new laws about your arms.”

“What did you owe?” I asked, plainly, because plain was the register I had and it had served me with an empress.

And the fox opened her mouth to tell me, and the fox-fire stitched her lips shut.

I watched it happen. The amber eye stayed bright and I saw the mouth I couldn’t see start to shape a word, and then the fox-fire ran up out of the crack and laced itself across where her lips would be, quick, cruel, a lock inside the lock, and the word died unmade, and for one beat the delight went out of the amber eye entirely and what was under it was sixty years of a thing that could not say its own name.

Then the delight came back, because she made it come back, and I understood her better then, before I ever saw her face: a thing that had been robbed of everything and had decided, out of pure spite, to keep the one thing they couldn’t stitch, which was the joke.

“So that’s the gag,” she said lightly, as if her lips hadn’t just been sewn shut in front of me. “Sixty years, porter. Sixty years of the one thing that would free me being the one thing I physically cannot say. It’s elegant. I hate it. I’ve tried three times and it’s stitched me three times, so I stopped clawing and started counting your coppers instead, which annoys them much more, wherever they are, being dead.” The eye narrowed with pleasure. “But you’re clever, and you’ll work it out, because the term is written in your language, not mine. Held until the debt returns to daylight. I can’t say what the debt is. I can point you at where it isn’t. You count your way to where it is, and when the debt walks back into the sun the gag comes off and the seal comes off in the same breath, and I walk out, and we discuss the principal properly, with my whole mouth.” She let that sit. “That’s the job, porter-of-legends. Your year of coppers bought you the right to take the contract: you do the finding, I supply the interest, and the principal gets discussed when I’m standing in the sun instead of leaking out of a crack.”

“That’s not much to go on,” I said. “A debt you can’t name and a place you can only point away from.”

“It’s romantic,” she said, delighted with the word again. “You’ll love it by the end. You love a job with a bad map; I can smell it on you, all that porter’s pleasure in a route nobody else can read. And I’ll give you the one thing I can give you, the one word the stitches let through, because it’s a name and not a thing, and names are their own kind of daylight.” The amber eye held mine, and the delight in it went, for the length of the word, entirely to iron. “East. Veltmark. Where you’re already going, which is either the oracle’s luck or mine, and I’ve stopped being able to tell the difference between luck and me, it’s an occupational hazard of being the kind of thing I am. Go to the festival. Borrowed light gathers there. They praise the man who sealed me, and a thing that can’t lie about a debt gets very, very quiet where his praise shines brightest.”

The fox-fire flickered, and I understood I’d been given the whole map she was allowed to give, which was: go where you’re going, find the borrowed light, and count.

“Now,” she said, brightening all the way back to mischief, “let’s discuss your collateral, and your escort, because I’ve been listening to your escort the whole time, they think they’re being quiet, they’re not, and I’ve done some appraising, and I’d like to share my findings, because a fox with nothing to do for sixty years but listen through a stone develops opinions.”

“You’ve been appraising the queens.”

“By sound alone,” she said, thrilled with herself. “It’s a specialty. You learn a great deal about a woman from how she walks up a road she thinks is safe. Shall I? I’ll be quick. I’ll be devastating.” The eye gleamed. “The tall one, the sword. She walks like a drawn blade looking for a sheath and refusing to admit she’s tired of the draw. Winter-pale, I’d wager, and lonely in a way she’d knife you for naming, and she loves the little quiet one, the oracle, already, appointed herself a bodyguard nobody asked for. I like her. She’s the cheapest to insure and the most expensive to lose. Standard fire-and-theft policy, low premium, catastrophic payout. Next.”

I said nothing, which she took, correctly, as permission.

“The barefoot one. The oracle. She walks like she’s already been everywhere she’s going and came back to keep you company on the boring parts. Two centuries at least. Mm. She sees me coming and lets me anyway, which is the highest compliment my sort ever gets. I’d insure her at whatever she named, and she’d name it before I asked, and I’d pay it, because you don’t haggle with a woman who’s holding the receipt for tomorrow.” The eye crinkled. “And she’s fond of you in the way of a woman who chose to be surprised, which is the rarest fondness there is. Guard it. Next. The big one.”

“Careful,” I said.

“Oh, I’m never careful, that’s the whole trick,” she said. “The big one. The gold one. She walks like the road ought to have been swept for her and is privately delighted it wasn’t, because a swept road tells you nothing and an unswept one tells you everything, and she reads roads like ledgers, that one, she reads everything like a ledger, we’d get along famously or one of us would end up sealed under a shrine, possibly both.” The delight sharpened to something almost respectful. “An empress. A real one, not the pretend kind. Four hundred years and still auditing. Do you know what I’d insure her at, porter-of-legends?”

“Tell me.”

“Everything,” the fox said, and for once there was no joke under it, only the flat professional awe of one apex creature pricing another. “A premium high enough to bankrupt a temple. Her policy would bankrupt a temple twice. Because a woman who’s been poisoned by the one man she trusted and came back and chose to trust again anyway is the single most dangerous thing in your whole caravan, more than the sword, more than the sight, because she did the impossible thing on purpose with her eyes open and she’d do it again, and a thing that will do the impossible thing again on purpose cannot be priced, only feared. That one.” The eye gleamed. “That one I’d never insure. I’d only ever want to be underwritten by.”

Up the road, at the wagons, out of earshot by any human measure, Maeva laughed, once, warm and low and pleased, and I knew without turning that the bond had carried the fox’s arithmetic to her the way it carried everything now, an edge, a taste, and that the empress of three duchies had just been flattered by a sealed trickster across a bowshot of dusk and had decided, on balance, to be flattered.

“She heard that,” I said.

“Of course she heard that,” Suzu said, immensely pleased. “I said it for her. I say most things for someone; it’s the only honest way to be a liar.” The amber eye softened, just at the edge, the way I’d learn her face did when she meant a thing and hated meaning it. “You’ve good collateral, porter-of-legends. The best I’ve heard walk a road in sixty years. And they chose it, all three, I can hear the choosing on them, it rings different from the leashed kind, you’d know if you’d ever heard the leashed kind, and you’re about to, at that festival, and it’s going to make you sick, and I’m sorry in advance, and I never say sorry, mark it.” She brightened, deliberate, hauling the joke back over the top of the thing she’d almost let show. “Now pay your copper and go feed your empress before she audits the mule. Come back when the debt’s in daylight. Bring a crowbar; I like a man with a crowbar; it says he’s serious about the principal.”

“You still have my pencil.”

“I still have your pencil,” she agreed, turning it in the crack, delighted. “Controlling interest. You’ll want it back badly enough to finish the job, which is exactly why I’m keeping it, a good creditor takes the collateral the debtor loves, not the collateral the debtor can spare. You love this pencil. You’ve underlined a season of live debts with it. I’m one of them now. Underline me.” The paw-print on my satchel warmed, the old receipt reasserting itself. “Interest accrues, anchor. Go east. Look where borrowed light gets praised too loudly. And when you find the daylight my debt walked into, come crack me the rest of the way, and we’ll discuss what years of polite coppers actually bought you, which is going to be, I promise you, on my sealing and my name and every one of my tails, so much more than you paid for.”

The amber eye winked, and closed, and the spiral held, glowing, not opening further, a thing very nearly out and choosing with enormous relish to make me earn the rest.

I paid my copper. Set it on the impossible tower, which took it and settled, and the pebble sang once against my ribs, and I walked back up the road in the last blue of the dusk to a wagon full of queens and a fox’s contract underlined in my head where the pencil used to be.

Maeva was waiting at the tailgate with the sister-lamp already lit against the coming dark, and she’d heard all of it, and she looked at me with the auditing eyes gone warm at the edges.

“Sixty years sealed for a debt she can’t name,” Maeva said. It wasn’t a question. “Freed only when the debt walks back into the sun, and the only direction she can point is Veltmark.” She turned the whole thing over once, fast, the way she turned everything. “That is not a thief’s sentence, summoner. Thieves get sentenced for what they took. This is someone locking a witness where she cannot testify, then gagging her so even the lock’s purpose stays buried.” The green eyes cooled to iron and found the road east. “Your Margrave is inviting us to the exact festival where the silence points. I do dislike a coincidence. I’ve learned to distrust every coincidence that arrives wearing a plan’s coat.”

“Nahari said fox and overdue luck.”

“Nahari,” said the oracle, from up on the wagon-board where she sat with her feet tucked under her, serene in the lamp-light, “said mind your pockets, and you’ve come back robbed of a pencil and richer by a contract, so Nahari was, as ever, precisely right and slightly smug about it.” The slow blink. “She’s fond of you already, the fox. That’s the dangerous part. A creditor who’s fond of you charges more, not less; the fondness is compound interest wearing a friend’s face. But she chose to be fond, which means the choosing’s real, and a thing that chooses is a thing we understand.” She turned her cup, empty, once, a habit. “Drive on. Redgate by tomorrow’s dark. The old man’s barrow won’t wait, and the dead are less patient than a fox, and much worse company.”

I climbed up onto the bench, took the reins, and drove east.


Chapter 2: The Barrow of Redgate

The lights came off the downs at full dark, and every one of them was looking for something.

I’d read a great many dungeons in five years of walking behind a Hero, and the reading was always the same craft whatever the place: you stood at the edge of it and you asked it what it wanted, because a dangerous place is never random, it is a want with teeth, and if you can name the want you can usually feed it something cheaper than yourself. The barrow downs above Redgate wanted something back. I could see it in the way the corpse-lights moved, and moving lights are the tell in any haunting: aimless lights are just marsh-gas and a nervous village, but these had a search-pattern, a slow quartering back and forth across the high pasture, pale funeral-flames the color of old tallow, and a thing that quarters is a thing that’s lost something and is looking.

“They’re not hunting us,” I said. “They’re looking for a thing that isn’t here. Watch the pattern. They come to the barrow, and they leave it, and they go out over the pasture, and they come back to the barrow, and they leave it again. A hunting light comes at you. These keep going home to check and finding the house empty.”

Beside me the old shepherd stood with his hat in both hands and his bad hip braced against a fence-post, the man who’d walked a night to Marrowford and now stood on his own high ground watching his grandfather’s country crawl with lost fire. “They started three weeks after the barrow opened,” he said. “The frost heaved the cap-stone, or a badger did, or the ground just tired of holding it, I don’t know which and it doesn’t matter which. It opened. And the lights came a fortnight after, and my grandson won’t take the flock up, and I don’t blame him, I wouldn’t have at his age, I’m not sure I do at mine.” He looked at me sidelong. “You said they’re looking for a thing. What thing?”

“Grave-goods,” Maeva said.

She’d come up beside me the way she came up beside everything, arriving rather than approaching, and she stood in the dark reading the downs with the auditing eyes, and where I saw a search-pattern she saw the whole shape of the crime, because she’d been buried once herself, with goods, in a tomb a Hero used as bait, and there was no one alive who understood a robbed grave better.

“That barrow was opened before your frost,” she said to the shepherd, certain. “Frost heaves a cap-stone; it doesn’t take the torc off a dead king’s neck. Someone opened it a generation ago, quietly, took what glittered, and set the cap-stone back badly enough that the frost could finish the job. The dead lay quiet while the grave was whole, even robbed, because a robbed grave is still a grave. But when the cap-stone finally slipped and the last of the seal broke and the sky got in, the dead woke and found the goods gone, and now they walk, looking for what was taken, because a king buried without his honor is a king who cannot rest, and does not know he’s dead, only that something is missing and the night is very long.” She turned to the shepherd. “Who bought old silver in these hills, thirty years ago? Not the fence himself; he’s likely dead. Who bought from him? Who has a piece in a chest they call an heirloom that their grandmother came by suddenly and never quite explained?”

The shepherd’s face did the thing a country face does when a stranger names the family secret. “There’s the Havering woman,” he said, slowly, reluctant. “Down the valley. Her people came up in the world all at once, three, four decades back, and there was always talk they’d found something, and she wears a torc to the spring fair that nobody in these hills could afford, gold, with a boar’s-head clasp, and she says it was her great-grandmother’s, and everyone knows her great-grandmother spun wool and owned two spoons.”

“A boar’s-head clasp,” Maeva said, and smiled, and it was not a warm smile, it was the smile of an empress who has found the thread and intends to pull it. “Summoner. We don’t fight this. You already know that; I can see you not-reaching for a plan that involves fighting. We restore it. We put the king’s honor back on the king and the grave seals itself, because a grave that has what it’s owed is a grave that remembers it’s a grave.” She was already turning the whole thing into a campaign, the joy of it rising in her. “Which means before we go up that hill in the dark and hold off a pasture of grieving dead, we go down that valley in the morning and I have a conversation with the Havering woman about the difference between an heirloom and a receipt.” The smile sharpened. “Leave the conversation to me. I’ve reclaimed property from harder people than a valley farmer with a guilty torc. I once reclaimed a duchy from a man who’d forged the deed. This will be restful by comparison.”

We held the downs that night, because the dead wouldn’t wait a whole day for their morning errand, and holding them was the first real fieldwork the farm boys saw, and it taught them the second lesson of the banner, which is that most of a fight is refusing to have one.

I strung echo-lanterns along the pasture’s low edge, faint grey copies of the real lanterns, just solid enough to burn for a few minutes each before they thinned, and I set them in a line that led away from the flock’s fold and toward the barrow, because a lost light follows a light, and if you want to keep the grieving dead off a boy’s sheep you give them somewhere better to look. The corpse-flames drifted toward my echo-line the way I’d hoped, drawn to the small honest fires, and we walked them, all night, a slow patient herding of grief, Osric holding real lanterns at the fold’s corners so the flock had a wall of light at its back, Colm learning to stand still while something dead the color of tallow drifted past his shoulder looking for a torc, Wend and I re-lighting the echo-line as it thinned, feeding the search-pattern a route that kept it away from anything living.

Only once did it come to blade-work, and that was the wight-reeve.

Every haunting has one, the thing at the center of it, the piece of the dead that has gone from grieving to angry, and this one had been the king’s own reeve in life, buried at his master’s feet to keep counting for him in the dark, and thirty years of counting a treasury that wasn’t there had turned it cruel. It came up out of the barrow mouth when the echo-line drew too near the cap-stone, a long grey shape with a counting-rod still in one fist and a face like a ledger that had been screamed at, and it came for Colm because Colm was nearest and biggest and afraid, and that was when Yrsa stepped between them.

She didn’t hurry. That was the first thing the farm boys learned about the saint in a real fight: she moved slower than seemed possible right up until she moved faster than the eye could follow. She let the wight-reeve commit to its lunge at Colm, read the line of it, and slid into the gap with her weight already balanced on the back foot, and the counting-rod came down where Colm’s skull had been and met her blade instead, and she turned the rod off-line with a flat economy that made a hard thing look like a courtesy. Then the duel, three exchanges, no theater: the reeve cut high and she wasn’t there; it cut low and she was already inside the low cut with her shoulder in its chest, shoving the dead thing back onto its own heels; and on the third beat, when its rage overbalanced it exactly the way rage overbalances everything, she took the counting-arm off at the elbow, and then the head off at the neck, and the grey shape broke into cold light and drifted up into the dark to join the search it had been too angry to admit it was still running.

“That’s the reeve,” she said, not breathing hard, wiping her blade on the grass out of habit though there was nothing on it to wipe. “The rest are just lost. You don’t kill lost. You take them home.” She looked at Colm, who was still standing where she’d put herself in front of him, working out that he was alive. “You froze,” she told him, flat, not unkind. “That’s fine. This time, freezing was right; a frozen man’s a still target and a still target lives longer than a running one. Next time you’ll freeze a half-second less. That’s the whole training. Half a second at a time until there’s none left.” She sheathed the blade. “Re-light the anchor’s lanterns. The line’s thinning at the far end and the grief’s noticing.”

We herded grief until the grey of morning, and it was patient brutal work, the kind the ballads never carry because there’s no glory in walking a dead king’s household away from a boy’s sheep one lost light at a time. Twice more the search-pattern crowded the barrow and I fed it a longer echo-line, and once a pair of the lost flames drifted toward the fold anyway, drawn by the living warmth of the flock, and Wend held his real lantern high and steady the way I’d shown him and gave them a brighter thing to look at, and they turned, and I marked that a farmer who’d never held a line in his life had just turned a pair of grieving dead with nothing but a lantern and a steady arm, and I told him so, and he went red and pleased in the dark and stood a little straighter for the rest of the watch, which is how you build the spine of a banner, one turned light at a time.

Nahari read the pattern for me near dawn, when the lights had thinned to a slow tired quartering. “They’ll hold till the torc’s back,” she said, mild, barefoot in the wet grass at the fold’s edge where she’d stood the whole night saying little and seeing much. “Not longer. Grief’s patient but it isn’t infinite; a house looks for what it’s lost until the looking wears it out, and then it stops looking and starts wanting, and a dead king who’s stopped looking and started wanting is a worse thing than a lost light, it’s a hungry one. You’ve the morning. Get the torc, get it on the bone before the second dusk, and you’ll have taken them home instead of fought them, which is the deed the stone will weigh heaviest, because the stone knows the difference between a killer and a keeper even when the crowd doesn’t.” She turned her empty cup once, a habit that meant she’d said the useful thing. “The Havering woman gives it up. I’ve seen that much. She’s been afraid of it thirty years and afraid’s just a want that’s given up hope, and your empress is about to hand it back its hope, which is that the thing can be set down without shame. Go and watch her do it. It’s the finest work she does, and she does it as a favor and calls it a tariff.”

Morning, and Maeva went down the valley, and I went with her to watch a master work, and it was worth the walk.

The Havering woman had the torc in a chest and the guilt in her spine, and she came to the door of a good stone farmhouse that her family had no honest business owning, and she found an empress on her step. Maeva didn’t accuse. That was the craft of it. She admired. She admired the farmhouse and the fat cattle and the fine door, and she wondered aloud, with warm interest, how a family of two-spoon wool-spinners had come up so handsomely in a single generation, and she watched the woman’s face while she wondered, and she let the wondering do the accusing, the way the deed-stones let a crowd’s murmur do the naming.

Then she priced it. That was the killing stroke, and it was beautiful, and it was entirely a tariff. “You have a torc,” Maeva said, “with a boar’s-head clasp, that you wear to the spring fair. I’ll give you its history, since your great-grandmother, God rest her and her two spoons, cannot. It came off the neck of the king in the barrow above Redgate, taken by a man now dead and sold cheap to your grandfather, who understood he was buying a curse and bought it anyway because gold silences a great many second thoughts. That torc has been the reason your family prospered and it is now the reason your neighbors’ sheep have nowhere to graze and a dead king walks the downs at night unable to rest. You may keep it. That is your right; the law of these hills says found goods are found goods and I’ve no witness-stone here to argue it. You may keep the torc, and prosper, and wear it to the fair, and every night of your prosperous life you may lie awake listening to the lights on the downs and know they are looking for the thing on your neck.” She let that land. “Or you may give it back, this morning, into my hand, and I will carry it up the hill and lay it on the breastbone it was cut for, and the dead will rest, and the downs will go dark and quiet, and your neighbors will graze their sheep, and no one, on my word as the woman who came for it, will ever know it passed through your family at all. Your prosperity will be yours to keep, minus one cursed thing you never dared enjoy. It is the cheapest debt you will ever be offered the chance to pay. I unified three duchies and I never once got to offer terms this generous. Consider them a gift, and be quick, because I have a king to bury and I dislike being kept.”

The Havering woman gave her the torc.

It took her a long moment and one hard swallow and a look back into the good stone house that guilt had bought, and then she went and got the torc from the chest and put it into the empress’s hand, and Maeva took it without triumph, only a small grave nod, the nod you give a debtor who’s finally chosen right, and we walked back up the valley with a dead king’s honor in a saddlebag, and the woman stood in her fine doorway watching a curse leave her house, and I marked, walking, that she looked lighter than she had, because a thing you were too afraid to enjoy is only ever a weight, and Maeva had let her set it down without shame, which was mercy as policy, the empress’s oldest craft.

We laid the torc on the breastbone at the barrow’s cold heart, gold on old bone in the lantern-light, boar’s-head clasp closed at the throat where it was cut to close, and the barrow took its king’s honor back and knew itself a grave again, and the cap-stone, when Colm and Wend set it, seated true and heavy and final, and out on the downs, one by one, the lost lights guttered and went out, coming home to a house that had what it was owed, until the high pasture was dark and quiet under the stars and a boy could take his flock up in the morning.

The shepherd swore the deed on the dim little stone at the Redgate crossroads at first light, and the hamlet added a line, and the stone took both.

He swore it plainly, the way the honest ones swear, that the Anchor and his people had laid the robbed king back to rest and quieted the downs, and the stone weighed it true and etched it, and the dim little crossroads stone, that had never once glowed in living memory, lit with a small steady weight, its first light. And then the hamlet did the thing the dim places had started doing all along the east road, the thing the songs would never understand: an old woman put her hand on the stone after the shepherd and swore an unsworn line, not a deed of ours but a fact about us, that the Anchor had given the lamb back. Because I’d counted the flock at the fold in the night, and the shepherd had offered one lamb and two if it ran long, and it hadn’t run long, so I’d taken the one and then, at the fold in the grey morning, put it back, because the man had walked a night on a bad hip and a banner that answered the walkers didn’t need his lamb. And the old woman had seen it, and she swore it, and the stone took it, and my name warmed for the lamb, for the giving-back, for the thing that couldn’t be bought.

The pebble in my coat answered a breath later, fox-warm against my ribs, and the old seal’s arithmetic surfaced in the back of my sight like numbers written under running water.

[DEBT-SEAL: PRINCIPAL WEIGHT REDUCED] [REMAINING WEIGHT: NEARER, NOT NEAR]

A creditor gives that answer when she wants you encouraged and uncomfortable in the same breath. Redgate had moved the sum. It had not solved it.

Suzu’s arithmetic was right, I thought, watching my dim name light a little brighter for a returned lamb. Interest was the small regular payment, paid faithfully, until the creditor grew fond of the principal. A whole province was growing fond, a lamb at a time.

Camp that evening had the warmth the deed-nights got, the household settling around a fire on high ground with a quieted country under the stars, and it had two beats in it I marked, one funny and one not.

The funny one was Nahari, who answered a question Yrsa hadn’t asked.

They’d fallen into a thing over the winter, the saint and the oracle, a wordless companionship built mostly out of dice and silence, and it had a rhythm now that the farm boys were still learning to read. Yrsa sat cleaning a blade that didn’t need cleaning, which was how she thought, and she had the particular stillness on her that meant a question was forming somewhere under the professional calm, and before it could reach her mouth Nahari said, into the fire, mild, “The one you’re about to ask is whether the reeve’s guard was old-garrison schooled, and yes, it was, the low-line counter especially; someone taught these hills a garrison style a long time ago and it stuck in the dead the way a habit sticks. You noticed it mid-fight and it’s been bothering you since.” The slow blink. “You’ll see the style again at the circuits. I won’t say more than that, because you’ll want to arrive at the rest yourself, and because the rest isn’t kind, and a thing that isn’t kind should be met on your own feet and not handed to you by a fire.”

Yrsa looked at the oracle for a long moment. “You do that to unsettle me.”

“I do that because you’d forgotten to be unsettled and it’s good for your reflexes,” Nahari said, serene. “Also it’s funny. Mostly it’s funny.” And Yrsa made the ugly honest bark of a laugh she made maybe twice a season, and threw a dice-bone at the oracle, who caught it without looking because she’d seen it coming, which set Yrsa off again, and the farm boys watched two legends squabble over a fire and began, I thought, to understand that the ballads had left out all the best parts.

The not-funny one was on the wind, and it was the fox.

We were four hours’ hard walking from the shrine now, a full day east, and the pebble in my coat had gone quiet with distance, the singing thinned to nothing, and that was its own small grief I hadn’t expected: I’d got used to her weight in the corner of my hearing, the counting-thing, fond and near, and now she was a shrine-crack a day behind me with my pencil, and I felt the lack of her the way you feel a lamp gone out in a house you thought was empty. And then, faint, riding the night wind off the downs, thin and bright and unmistakable and impossible at that distance, I heard her voice complaining.

“…paying interest and then just leaving,” the wind said, in a fox’s aggrieved lilt, so faint I might have dreamed it if Nahari’s head hadn’t turned at the same instant. “Rude. A day’s walk and not so much as a…hmph. Fine. Go east. See if I care. I’ll simply add a loneliness surcharge to the principal, it compounds, oh, it compounds beautifully, you’ll owe me a festival and a half by the time you…”

And then the wind changed and she was gone, and Nahari turned back to the fire with the slow blink slower than usual.

“She reaches,” the oracle said, quiet. “Sixty years sealed teaches a creature to throw its voice a very long way, because a voice that carries is the only part of you that isn’t in the box. She heard us laughing and wanted in on it and couldn’t reach the laughing, only the complaining, so she sent the complaining. That’s loneliness, anchor, wearing a joke, which is the only coat she owns.” She turned her empty cup once. “Buy her out clean and soon. Not for what she cannot say. For that. A thing that throws its voice a day down the road to complain that it’s been left is a thing that has been left for sixty years, and I would like her out of the box before the festival, so she can be lonely in company instead, which is the only cure there is.”

I marked that, and added it to the arithmetic, and the arithmetic got no friendlier for it, only more urgent.

The other cold thing came from Bram, at the second wagon, and it wasn’t on the wind, it was in a taproom rumor he’d bought with an ale at the Redgate crossroads while the deed was being sworn, because Bram bought rumors the way I bought sound gear, out of habit and for the same reason.

“There’s a hunt-party been through,” he said, low, so the farm boys wouldn’t spook. “Gilt colors. Blessed. Came through the crossroads inn two days ahead of us, drinking careful, which the Blessed never do, and asking the barman careful questions, which the Blessed never do either, and the questions were all one question in different coats.” He weighed it in his one hand the way he weighed a coin. “They were asking after the Marrowford anomaly. Not the Anchor. Not the porter, not the queens, none of the names the songs use. The anomaly. Like a thing on an inventory that’s come up short.” His mouth thinned. “Men who call a person an anomaly are men who’ve been sent to price a person, porter. Someone at that festival wants to know what you’re worth before you arrive, and they’ve a hunt-party out taking the measurement.” He set the rumor down between us like a receipt. “I’d want the oracle to know. And I’d want you to remember, when the festival’s all coins with the empress’s face on them and puppet-shows of you walking out of a tomb, that somebody rode ahead of the cheering to do a sum, and a sum’s the thing that comes before an offer, and an offer’s the thing that comes before a chain.”

I marked that too, and thanked him, and did not tell the farm boys, and filed it under the entries I was keeping in my head where the pencil used to help me, and the festival ahead of us got a shade colder and a shade more interesting in the same breath.

The debt-weight recalculated in my head that night, cold water on the warmth of it, because I’d learned to price the fox’s freedom against every deed the way a man prices a house against his wage, and the sum wasn’t friendly. Two more deeds like Redgate would bring me near the debt-weight. Near, not to it. Sixty years compounding was a wall of Renown a porter did not climb in a single spring, and the honest arithmetic said I’d reach the fox shrine’s price either through a long patient string of village deeds I didn’t have time for before the circuits, or through one overdraft that would burn my arms to the shoulder and buy her out in a single agonizing stroke. I looked at the silver-grey tracery on my forearms, permanent, the map of everything I’d already spent, and I started rationing the way Yrsa had taught me to, because a man with an overdraft in his future is a man who does not waste an echo he doesn’t have to.

That was the cold water. The warm came after, in the tent on the barrow downs, when the empress asked me to conduct her.

She’d been quiet through the evening in the way she went quiet when she was deciding something, and I knew the shape of her deciding by now, six weeks and a crown into it, twenty-six years of porter habits learning the thirty-eight-year-old empress’s silences, so I wasn’t surprised when the last lamp was low and the farm boys were asleep by the second wagon and she came into the tent and did not begin the way she always began. Maeva began her nights by conducting them. That was her lane and her nature both, the empress who opened every scene by placing my hands and setting the pace and narrating her own terms in court-formal sentences, because for four hundred years the only power she’d been allowed to keep was the power to arrange, and arranging me was how she’d first learned to trust that a man might be arranged toward her pleasure and not away from it. But tonight she came in and knelt, by the bedroll, in the low gold light, and took both my hands in hers, and placed them not where she wanted them but at the topmost lace of the re-tailored bodice, and looked up at me with the auditing green eyes gone soft and certain.

“You have my crown, summoner,” she said, and her voice had the court-precision in it still but the distance was gone, all the way gone. “You’ve had it since the Mirror Stair. I gave it into your hands in my own grave with my own hands and I have not regretted it for a single hour, which is the longest I have gone without regretting a decision in more than four centuries of decisions.” Her thumb moved once over the burn-tracery on my wrist, the audit-gesture, hers, and then stilled. “Tonight I want your orders. I have conducted every night of us because conducting was the only sovereignty they left me, and I have loved conducting you, and I will conduct you again, gladly, a hundred nights hence. But tonight I am tired of holding the baton, and I trust you to hold it, and I want to find out what it is to want a thing and be given it by a man who read the wanting off me before I said it. Conduct me. Those are my terms, and they are the last terms I intend to set tonight. Say yes, and then don’t ask me again for anything. Just take it.”

“Yes,” I said, plainly, because plain was the register she’d chosen me for, and I felt the yes land in her through the Crowned link like a coin dropped in still water. “Hands off the laces. You gave them to me.”

Her court-diction cracked on the first order the way it usually took ten to crack, and I understood what she’d asked me for, which was to be spared the work of her own control for one night, and I gave it to her.

I unpinned the crowned braid myself.

That was the reversal, and she felt it, and I let her feel me understand it: every night before, she’d taken the pins from her hair one at a time and set them down like surrendered weapons, each pin a clause of her consent, and tonight I took them, one at a time, from the coil of gold, and named each one mine as I set it aside, my clause, my decree, until the whole heavy cascade of it came down past her shoulder blades and she knelt in the low light with her hair down and her hands empty and the bodice still laced, waiting on my pace, and the empress of three duchies looked, for once, like a woman who had finally been allowed to stop governing.

“There,” I said, and drew her up by the hands, and put my mouth at her throat where the pulse was, and she made a sound with no court in it at all. “Slower than you’d take it. That’s an order. We’re doing this at my count tonight, and my count is slow.”

“Yes,” she said, and then, because four hundred years of narrating did not go quiet all at once, “yes, and, oh, you’ve read all of it, haven’t you, you read me like a tide-table, you’ve known for a week I wanted this and you waited for me to ask, you insufferable, careful, wonderful…” and then I got the bodice open, the re-tailored bodice engineered to lose, and it lost, at my hands instead of hers, and the words she’d been building ran out of verbs the way they did when the diction started to fray, and I had my mouth on the heavy soft weight of her breast in the gold light and the sentence didn’t finish.

I worshiped her the way her lane was built to be worshiped, chest-forward, my hands full of the heavy warm weight of her, the candle-gold moving on her skin as she moved, but at my pace. Every time she started to rise toward her own rhythm I set my hand flat against her sternum and held her to the slow count, and she went where I put her, and the going-where-I-put-her undid her faster than any pace she’d ever set for herself. I took my time with her breasts because her lane lived there and because four hundred years of men had wanted the throne under them and none had wanted them, and I wanted them, and I let her feel me want them, my mouth working one heavy nipple and my thumb circling the other, the soft flesh yielding and full in my hands, and she arched into it and her diction cracked further.

“You do that,” she managed, “as though they’re the treaty and not the seal, as though the entire empire were in…oh…in the wanting of them and not the…” and lost the word, because I’d caught the hard peak between my teeth, gently, and rolled it, and the sentence had no verb left in it, only breath.

“They’re the treaty,” I told her, low, against the soft weight of her. “Say whose.”

“Yours,” she said, all the court gone out of it. “Yours, they’re tribute, take the…”

Her nipples were hard against my tongue and my thumb and she narrated because command was still her native tongue, “tribute, yes, that, there, you have the…” and lost the word again, and I lifted her and set her back against the map-chest that rode in the wagon and now stood in the tent, her spine to the wood, one long smooth leg hooked over my arm, opening her wide to me. I ran my other hand down between her legs first, found her drenched, the soft gold-lit lips of her pussy swollen and slick and parting for two fingers, and worked her clit in slow circles until she was riding my hand and her wetness ran down my wrist. Only then did I take my cock in hand and notch the thick head of it against her, and push, sliding into the tight clenching heat of her one deliberate inch at a time, feeling her stretch to take me, feeling every soft ridge of her grip down the length of me as I seated myself to the root, and I watched the auditing eyes lose their audit entirely at the fullness of it. I took her standing, slow, my tempo throughout, drawing nearly all the way out and sinking back in on my own count, her hands finally free of any duty and gripping my shoulders instead, my back, the burn-scars under her palms, hers, and the gold light began to rise under her skin the way it did when she was near, but building on my rhythm, not hers, gold answering my slow count.

“Whose pace,” I said against her throat, driving my cock into her at the count I’d chosen, unhurried, relentless, her slick heat gripping me on every stroke.

“Yours,” she said, all the court gone out of it, plain hunger, the surrender bestowed. “Yours, yours, I gave you the pace, I gave you the crown, take it, take all of…”

I moved her to the bedroll for the last of it because I wanted her astride and I wanted her riding to a count she didn’t own, which was a thing that had never once happened in six weeks of her conducting, and she understood what I was doing as I laid her back and drew her up over me, and the understanding lit the auditing eyes with a wicked delighted heat.

“You’re going to make me ride to your drum,” she said, sinking down onto my cock with a slow luxurious descent that was the last thing she got to choose that night, taking me into her inch by inch until she was seated full and the sentence broke clean in her mouth, gold answering the depth under her skin. “The empress. To a porter’s count. Oh, that’s a coup, summoner, that’s a proper coup, I planned to hand you the baton and you’ve gone and confiscated the whole orchestra…”

“Ride,” I said, and set the count with my hands on her full imperial hips, and she rode, to my drum, slow when I held her slow and driving when I let her drive.

I made her work for it, that was the coup’s point, my hands gripping the full flare of her hips and lifting her off my cock and dragging her back down onto it at the pace I chose, so that the empress who conducted everything rode a rhythm she didn’t own, taking the whole length of me on every slow drop, and the heavy weight of her breasts swayed with each descent in the candle-gold, her wetness slicking us both where we joined. I brought one hand up to fill itself with them again, thumb finding the hard peak, and her court syntax lost another verb. The gold light blazed up under her sweat-sheened skin now, in her breasts where my hands had been, along her throat, the crown-hair everywhere, and every time she tried to speed her own hips to chase her finish I held her back down to the slow count until she was reduced to plain begging, the court gone entirely, an empress asking a porter for the pace and being made to wait for it, her pussy fluttering greedy around me on every held stroke.

“You’ll have it when I give it,” I said, setting the count from below while she rode, “not before. The empress waits. Say you’ll wait.”

“I’ll wait, I’ll wait, gods, give it, I’m waiting,” she managed, all the diction gone to plain hunger, and I let the count quicken then, rewarded the waiting, drove my cock up into her faster and let her slam herself down to meet it, wet and open and taking every inch, and the Crowned link cracked all the way open between us so that I felt her pleasure from the inside, cresting, the great gold wave of it, and she felt me feel it and it doubled, cycling up, the loop of it.

“Witness it,” I ordered her, at the brink, her own word from the antechamber in the Crown, handed back to her as a command, and the empress of three duchies lost every last piece of court diction on that order, laughing and blazing, gold light flooding both our bodies, her pussy clamping down and milking my cock in long rippling spasms that nearly finished me inside her, her court-diction gone entirely to a single repeated syllable of my name, and through the wide-open link I felt the exact shape of her coming, the whole architecture of four hundred years handing itself over, and it took me with her.

“Now,” she managed, “on me, tribute, I decreed it, it’s owed…” and I pulled my cock free of the clutching heat of her and finished over her chest the way her standing decree had always claimed, fisting myself twice and spurting thick warm ropes across the gold-lit skin of her breasts, pulse after pulse of it striping her while she watched me with the auditing eyes gone molten and satisfied, claiming it, cataloguing it, tribute received, and I gripped her hips hard enough to mark and said her name low and lost the count entirely at the end, which she felt, and loved, the porter losing his own drum in her.

“The coup I planned all along,” she said, afterward, sprawled imperial in the low gold light with the tribute drying on her and her hair a wreck and her hand tracing the burn-tracery up from my wrist to my elbow, the audit-gesture, fond and thorough. “I meant to hand you the night and you took the week with it. I shall have to plan more carefully.” Her thumb found the newest thread of silver-grey, the one that hadn’t been there in autumn. “You’ll spend more before this festival is done, summoner. I can read a burn coming the way you read a tide. Don’t argue; I’ve budgeted for it; an empress budgets for the expenditures she can’t prevent.” She tucked herself against my side, warm and heavy and content. “But you’ll spend it at my count from here, not your own. That’s the treaty. You conducted me tonight; you’ll let me ration you tomorrow. Sphere for sphere. Say yes.”

“Yes,” I said.

“Good,” Maeva said, already half asleep, an empress who’d decided mornings were an inconvenience and had just been thoroughly reminded that some inconveniences were worth waking early for. “Two more deeds like Redgate and the fox is nearly bought, and I don’t like nearly, summoner, nearly is where men overspend to close a gap. We’ll find you the last of it clean. I’ve budgeted.”


Chapter 3: Interest and Principal

The east road bent back to the fox shrine before it ran on to Veltmark, the way roads are honest and maps are not, because a road goes where the ground allows and the ground had put a crossroads at the foot of the Redgate downs, and the shrine sat on it like a knot in a rope. We’d gone up to the barrow and come back down to the knot, and now the knot glowed orange in the second evening’s dusk, and we came back to it with the Redgate deed fresh on my name and the debt-weight nearer than it had ever been.

Near, not met. I stood at the cracked seal-stone in the last light and did the arithmetic one final time, out loud so the queens could argue with it, and the arithmetic said what it had said all along: I was close enough to see the number and short enough to have to overdraft for it.

“You are not paying that with your body,” Maeva said, before I’d finished the sentence. She stood with her arms folded and the auditing eyes hard, an empress vetoing a policy. “I have budgeted for the burns you cannot avoid, summoner. This is a burn you can. Two more deeds like Redgate and the weight is met clean, and we’ve a festival’s worth of trials ahead that will earn Renown by the barrel. There is no arithmetic in which you burn your arms to the shoulder tonight instead of waiting three weeks and buying her out of a full purse. The fox has waited sixty years. She can wait three weeks.”

“She can’t, though,” Nahari said.

She said it quietly, from where she sat on the wagon-board with her feet tucked under her, and she didn’t argue past it, which was how Nahari said the thing that mattered, by saying it once and then saying nothing, and the nothing was the argument. She looked at the cracked stone and the impossible tower of coppers and the amber light leaking into the dusk, and she left the silence where a person who’d been sealed for sixty years could hear it not being filled with reasons to leave her sealed three weeks longer.

“I’ll carry you home,” Yrsa said to me, flatly, which was her way of siding with the oracle. She’d already read the room and made her choice and she made it the blunt way. “In advance. I’ll say it now so you can’t argue about it after. You’ll overdraft, you’ll go grey and shaking, and I’ll put you over my shoulder and carry you to the wagon and you’ll let me, because you’ll have no say in it, and that’s the arrangement, and if you fight me about it while you’re grey I’ll enjoy winning.” She loosened her shoulders, settling the decision into her body. “You’re going to do it anyway. I can see you’re going to do it anyway. So we skip the part where the empress and I pretend to talk you out of a thing you decided at the barrow. Do it. I’ll carry you home.”

Maeva looked at the saint, and the oracle’s silence, and the porter she’d ordered to spend at her count and who was about to spend at the fox’s, and something in the auditing eyes conceded the field without conceding the principle.

“At my count from here,” she said. “You said yes to that last night. This is the last uncounted expenditure. After tonight, you spend when I say and only then, because I will not build a banner on a man who burns himself out of a queue three weeks early. Understood?”

“Understood,” I said, and put my scarred hand flat on the cracked seal-stone, over the spiral, and reached for the door.

Paying a debt-weight was not like summoning. Summoning opened a door and asked a legend to walk through it; this was pouring a season of my own weight into a lock that had been designed by dead priests to take more than any single man had, and I felt the lock take it, and take it, and keep taking it, the Renown draining out of me into the seal like water into dry ground that would not fill. The fox-fire flared and drank. The tower of coppers began to tremble.

[DEBT-SEAL: PRINCIPAL OUTSTANDING] [PAYMENT TENDERED: INSUFFICIENT BY CURRENT WEIGHT] [OVERDRAFT AVAILABLE] [PRICE: THE BODY PAYS]

“Available,” I said, through my teeth, and paid.

Burn one came up my arms like fire under the skin, and I will not pretend it was anything but agony. Pain was real; lying about it was a habit for men who wanted songs instead of receipts. The silver-grey tracery that had climbed my forearms in a tomb and past my elbows on a fen-causeway and deepened for a lamplighter now finished the climb, both arms, the veins of spent power scorching their way up over the caps of my shoulders where a pack-strap had ridden for five years, and I heard myself make a sound I didn’t choose, and I kept my hand on the stone, and I poured the last of it in, because a job half-paid is a debt worse than no payment, and a porter finishes the load.

The tower of coppers shivered, and at the top of it the highest copper, the seventh from the crown of the tower, the one I’d set on it at dusk on departure day, slid off and fell and rang once on the stone, and the seal cracked the rest of the way.

The seal did not shatter; it opened, the neat spiral fissure running to the base of the seal-stone as the fox-fire poured out of it all at once, warm and orange and free, and I heard Yrsa’s boots move and felt her arm come around me as my legs went, and I let her take my weight the way she’d told me I would, grey and shaking, my arms sheeted in fresh silver-grey to the shoulder, and I stayed on my feet only because a saint had promised in advance to hold me up, and I watched, through the greying edges of my sight, a legend step out of sixty years.

She came out of the fox-fire the way dawn comes out of a bad night, all at once and impossible and small.

Small was the first of it. She stood a hand shorter than any woman in the caravan, four foot and eleven inches of her by the way she came up to Yrsa’s collarbone, petite and compact and quick even standing still, built like a thing designed to fit through a window a grown man’s shoulder would jam in. Fox-red hair, chin-length and chaotic, the color of banked coals and cut like she’d done it herself with a knife in the dark, which she probably had. Light golden skin, and East Asian features fine and sharp and made for mischief, and across the bridge of her nose, when the grin came, and the grin came fast, a scatter of what I can only call fox-fire freckling, faint sparks of light under the skin that flared when she was delighted and she was, already, delighted. The eyes were amber, bright, and as they found me they went vertical-slitted with excitement, a fox’s pupils in a woman’s face, and they were the eyes from the crack, the eyes that had watched me count things since the crack opened and appraised my queens by sound.

And behind her, badly hidden and gloriously unhidden, the ears and the tails. Two fox ears, red-furred and mobile, swiveling to take in the whole night at once, mounted where a woman’s ears wouldn’t be and moving like they had opinions. And the tails, red and full and firelit, more than one, fanning out behind her as she stretched sixty years of stillness out of a small strong body, and I lost count of them at the edge of my greying sight and I saw her lose count too, and pretend she hadn’t.

Her clothes had come out of the seal with her, sixty years out of fashion and layered and covered in pockets, a thief’s silks in dusty rose and shrine-grey with too many seams that were secretly openings, and every pocket, I would learn, was full of other people’s things.

She took one step toward me and her legs, which had not walked in sixty years, buckled, and she caught herself on the leaning post with the fast disgusted grace of a creature that would rather die than be seen falling, and she scowled at her own knees.

“Sixty years,” she informed them, aggrieved. “Sixty years and the first thing you do is embarrass me in front of the empress. Traitors. I fed you nothing for sixty years and this is the thanks.” She got them under her by force of will, stood, and inventoried the world by smell, her head going up and her nose working, cataloguing the whole night in three breaths. “Spring. Real spring, not the fake early kind. Mule. Sword-oil, good sword-oil, better than the priests used, someone in this caravan respects a blade. Pepper.” Her nose stopped, offended and delighted. “Someone’s carrying pepper like it’s cheap. Is pepper cheap now? It smells cheap. What a century. And…” the nose swung to me, and the vertical-slit eyes softened at the edges, just for a beat, before the grin hauled them back, “…overdrawn porter. You smell like a spent match, anchor. You paid the whole thing with your body. Sixty years and you buy me out in a single evening like it was nothing.” She looked at my arms, sheeted new to the shoulder, and the grin flickered. “That was not nothing. Mark it that I said so. I don’t say it twice.”

Then she counted her tails, quickly, running a small hand down the fan of them, and I saw her lips move on the number, and I saw the number please her, and I saw her catch me watching and lift her chin.

“I wasn’t counting,” she said.

“You were counting.”

“I was appraising. It’s different. A creditor appraises.” She fanned the tails once more, deliberate now, showing them off, and the little sparks across her nose flared. “Nine, if you must know, and if any of you say otherwise I’ll steal something you love. Nine tails. It’s a good number. It took a great deal of theft to earn the ninth and I’m not going to be modest about it, modesty’s for people who can’t count.”

She was a small storm of motion after sixty years of stillness, and I watched her learn her own body back in the space of a minute, and there was a fascination to it that had nothing to do with heat and everything to do with watching a legend remember how to be alive. She flexed her small quick hands and turned them over and examined her own fingers as if checking an inventory. She rolled her shoulders and winced and rolled them again. She took an experimental step and another and pronounced the ground “insultingly solid, I’d forgotten ground had opinions,” and she prowled a slow tight circle around the shrine on legs relearning their trade, quick and compact and low to the ground the way a thing built for windows moves, and the layered thief’s silks she’d come out of the seal wearing shifted with her, dusty rose and shrine-grey, every seam a secret pocket, and I watched her hands go to three of those pockets in the first minute out of pure reflex, checking that her hidden things were still hidden, and find them empty after sixty years, and cover the small loss with a grin.

The firelight caught her when she turned, and I saw all of her then, the fox-fire freckling scattered bright across her nose, the amber eyes gone wide and vertical-slitted with the sheer overwhelming fact of being out, the ears swiveling to catch a night’s worth of sound at once, the tails fanning and settling as she found her balance. She was the smallest thing in the caravan and somehow took up more of the night than the mule, a compact bright chaos of a creature blinking in the first free dusk of sixty years, and she caught me taking the measure of her the way I took the measure of everything, and lifted her chin, and dared me to say a word about it.

“You’re counting me,” she accused, delighted. “You’re doing the porter thing, the reading, I can see you filing me, height and reach and how the legs move. Do it. File me. I’m worth filing. Nobody’s read me properly in sixty years, they all just wanted the tails or the fee or the frame, and here’s a porter counting my reach like I’m a load he’ll have to carry.” The grin went sharp and pleased. “You’ll carry me. Metaphorically. And I’ll carry your float. It’s a merger. File that too.”

And then, quieter, with the grin still up but the eyes gone somewhere the grin couldn’t follow, she asked the question that turned the whole thing over.

“What year is it?”

I told her.

She did the arithmetic, fast, the way we both did arithmetic, and I watched the number land, and I watched sixty years arrive in her all at once, everyone she’d known a lifetime dead, the century she’d stepped out of gone the way Maeva’s duchies were gone and Yrsa’s garrison and Nahari’s lamp-city, and the grin held, because the grin was the only coat she owned, but the eyes under it went to a place with no light in it at all.

“Say it again,” she said, softer. “The year. Slower.”

I said it again, slower, and she nodded, and put the number somewhere inside her where she could carry it, and hauled the grin all the way back up over the top of the dark by main force, and I understood her the rest of the way, then, the way I’d half-understood her through a crack: a creature robbed of everything who had decided out of pure spite to keep the joke, because the joke was the one thing the priests couldn’t stitch.

“Right,” she said, brisk, brutal to herself, moving on because moving on was survival. “Enough of that. Business. Porter, your collateral.” And she went to the tower of coppers, sixty years of my tithe stacked impossibly at the foot of the shrine, and she gathered it in careful double handfuls, all of it, every copper I’d ever paid, and she held it out to me in a leather roll she’d produced from somewhere, neat and complete. “Your collateral, held in trust, plus appreciation. Every copper you paid a sealed thing that could do nothing for you, kept and counted and returned with interest, because a fox pays her debts even when the fox is the debt. It’s yours. Buy something foolish with it. Or…” the grin sharpened to mischief, “…give it to me to hold and I’ll invest it and you’ll never see it again and we’ll both call that a lesson.”

Maeva took the roll of coppers before I could, and turned it over once with the auditing eyes, and pronounced her verdict.

“It goes on the wagon,” she said. “On a shelf, where it can be seen. A tower of coppers a sealed creature stacked to keep faith with a man who paid her manners when no one watched. That is not spending-money, summoner; that is a monument, and you keep monuments where the household can see them and remember what the banner is for.” She handed the roll to Osric, who took it like it might bite. “A shelf, on the wagon. Build it tonight. It has earned a shelf.”

Suzu looked at the empress taking charge of her coppers, and her ears tipped back for one soft beat before she snapped them upright again, a small warmth quickly hidden at being handled by a sovereign as if she mattered. She covered it by appraising Maeva right back.

“You,” she said to the empress, delighted, “are exactly as expensive as I told him you were. A temple-bankrupting premium. I stand by it. I’d underwrite nothing you touched and I’d give my ninth tail to be underwritten by you, and I mean that as the compliment it is, which in my trade is as high as compliments go.” She turned back to me, all business again. “Now. What I can tell you, since you’ve bought me out of the box and you’re owed at least the address on the tab even if I can’t read you the whole invoice.” The grin thinned, and the eyes went to iron the way they had in the crack, the way they went when the joke had to step aside for the true thing. “Sixty years ago I was framed. Not for theft; I’m a thief, I’ve been sentenced honestly for honest thefts and paid honestly for them, that’s the trade. I did carry something that year. I did take coin for a job I haven’t been allowed to describe. Charge me for the coin if you like. Charge me for the hand. But I was framed for a thing I never touched, a temple relic, sealed away for a crime that never happened, by a man whose name I can say because it’s a name and not a debt.” Her small hands closed. “Vessin. The Lightbringer. A Hero, gilt and golden and beloved, praised at the very festival you’re riding to, and he framed a fox and sealed her under a road for sixty years, and if you ask me why, if you ask me what I really carried that a Hero needed me buried for…”

The fox-fire stitched her lips shut.

It ran up out of nowhere, out of her own skin this time, quick and cruel, lacing across her mouth mid-word, and I watched her jaw work against it and lose, and I watched Yrsa’s free hand, the one that wasn’t holding me up, drop to her sword-hilt with a soldier’s instinct at the sight of a woman being silenced by a thing inside her own body. The saint’s face had gone very still and very cold. She’d spent a life being edited by kingdoms that filed her deeds under other men’s names, and here was a gag made flesh, and she hated it on sight, personally.

“Three times I’ve tried, since you cracked the seal enough to let a whisper through,” Suzu said, when the stitches let her lips go, light, brutal-light, hauling the coat back over it. “Three times it’s stitched me. It’ll stitch me every time until the debt walks into daylight, and I can’t tell you what the debt is, only that it’s real, and it’s at the festival, where they praise Vessin in gilt, and when it comes out into the sun I come out of the gag in the same breath, and then…” the amber eyes glinted, and the grin was almost real again, “…then I talk for a solid hour, and you all regret buying me out, and it’s wonderful.”

“You do NOT have to talk,” Nahari said, from the wagon, quiet and firm, and there was an anger under it I rarely heard from the oracle, the specific anger she kept for the powerful who arrived late on purpose and the powerful who buried women alive. “You’ve said the name that hurts you to say. That’s enough for one night out of a box. The rest waits for daylight. Come and sit by the fire, fox. You’ve been cold sixty years and we’ve a fire, and no one here is going to make you finish a sentence with your own mouth stitched. Come and be lonely in company. That’s the cure. I promised him I’d get you to it before the festival, and I keep my promises even when I make them to myself.”

Suzu looked at the oracle for a long moment, the vertical-slit eyes going wide and then narrow, and I watched her decide whether to trust an offered fire, which for a creature sealed sixty years for trusting a Hero’s coin was not a small decision, and I watched her choose the joke over the fear, which was how she chose everything.

“You’re going to fleece me at dice,” she said to Nahari, walking toward the fire on legs that were remembering how, deliberately not-limping. “I can smell it on you. You see the roll before it lands. That’s cheating.”

“That’s foresight,” said the oracle, serene, “and yes, and you’ll play me anyway, because you’ll want to be the one who beats me, and one day you will, and you’ll be insufferably delighted, and I’m looking forward to it enormously, because being beaten is the rarest coin I own and I’d like to spend it on you.” She patted the wagon-board beside her. “Sit. I’ll teach you the dice we play. You’ll lose for a week and then you’ll start winning and I’ll pretend to be surprised, which will be a lie, and we’ll both enjoy the lie. That’s friendship, fox. It’s mostly enjoyable lies told to make room for one true thing.”

And here was the thing the night turned on, the thing that made her ours in the only way that counted in the strange arithmetic of our lives: she did not become ours that night, because we didn’t take her, because you couldn’t take her. That was the difference between us and the thing waiting at the festival.

She felt the door.

I saw her feel it, the anchor-bond’s door opening at the edge of her senses now that she was free, the offer that was never spoken because it never had to be, the invitation to Tether, to stay, to be strength-that-lasts and family-that-chose. I felt it open from my end too, faint through my grey exhaustion, the way it had opened for an empress in a tomb and a saint on a tide-flat and an oracle in the rain. And I watched the fox consider it, upside down almost, tilting her head the way she tilted it in the crack, the amber eyes reading the offer the way she read everything, for the catch, for the fine print, for the compounding clause hidden in the friendly terms.

And she grinned, and declined it, and that was exactly right.

“Never sign a tab you haven’t read, porter-of-legends,” she said, and the grin was mischief and the eyes underneath were dead serious. “You want me to stay. I can feel you wanting it, the whole open door of it, and it’s the warmest thing anyone’s offered me in sixty years and I want to walk through it so badly my tails ache, and that is precisely why I’m not going to. Not tonight. Not because I don’t want it. Because I want it too much, and trusting warmth from a golden man once put me under a road for sixty years, and I read the man holding the tab before I sign, in daylight, with my own eyes and my own claws and however many days it takes.” She fanned her tails and folded them, settling. “So here’s my counter-offer, which is the foreplay to yours, and yes, I know what I said. I’ll walk with you. Unbonded. I’ll go to your festival and pick your locks and count your enemies and steal your enemies’ locks and give you back your own with interest, and I’ll watch how you run this charity of yours from close up, in daylight, over weeks, and I’ll decide whether the porter who burned his arms off to buy a stranger out of a box is a man worth signing a whole life to, or just a man with a good line about manners.” The amber eyes glinted. “Interest accrues either way. I don’t come free. But I don’t come cheap and I don’t come easy and I don’t come tonight, and you, of all men, are going to respect that, because you’re the man who let a saint set a duel-debt rather than pull her from a stone like a servant. I heard that ballad. Through the crack. It’s why I let you crack the crack. So. Interest accrues. I walk with you. Ask me again when I’ve read enough.”

Maeva watched the fox decline the door, and I saw the empress approve, all the way through the Crowned link, warm-metal satisfaction, because no one in the caravan understood better than a woman poisoned by the one man she’d trusted what it cost to refuse a warm thing you wanted, and what it was worth.

“Good,” Maeva said, to the fox, quiet, and it was the highest thing she could have said. “You read the tab before you sign. I did not, once, four hundred years ago, and I drank hemlock in my own garden for it. Read the whole tab, fox, every time, in daylight. It’s a lesson I paid full price for and I’ll not have you pay it twice. Walk with us. Decline the door as long as you like. The door doesn’t close; that’s what makes it a door worth walking through, that it waits, and doesn’t push, and stays open however long you take. He’ll not ask twice tonight and he’ll not stop offering, and both of those are true, and that’s the difference between a door and a chain, and you of all creatures know the difference in your bones.” She turned to me. “She’s ours whether she signs or not, summoner. A thing that walks beside you unbonded and picks your enemies’ locks is ours in every way that matters but the one that’s hers to give. Let her take her time. We’ve all the spring.”

“Ask me again,” I agreed, grey and exhausted and, under the exhaustion, entirely satisfied, because a fourth queen had just proven, on her own feet, that the choice was real, and the choice being real was the whole account. “Interest accrues. Welcome to the charity. It’s badly run and it can’t afford you.”

“This charity’s books are a crime,” Suzu said, immensely pleased. “No reserves, reckless spending, creditors developing feelings. I’m going to enjoy auditing it enormously. Now somebody carry the porter, he’s about to fall down, I can smell the falling coming, and I refuse to be the reason the man who bought me out cracks his skull on my own shrine. Sword-oil. Tall one. He’s yours.”

“He’s mine,” Yrsa agreed, and took my full weight at last, and put me over her shoulder the way she’d promised in advance, and I let her, because I’d said I would and because I had no say in it, grey and shaking and finished, and the fox walked beside us toward the fire on legs remembering how to be legs, and the debt-weight was paid, and the fox was free, and the gag still held, and its key waited somewhere in Veltmark’s light.

The fever took me at the wagon and lasted two days, and the queens tended burn one in their registers, and the fox invented hers.

I surfaced in and out of it the way you do with anchor-burn, the world coming and going, and each time it came it had a different woman in it. Maeva audited the tracery, tracing the new silver-grey to the shoulder with a fingertip and a court-formal running commentary on the expenditure, filing it, budgeting the recovery, an empress doing sums over a spent man. “You’ve overdrawn to the shoulder,” I heard her say once, from the far side of the fever, half to me and half to the ledger she kept of me. “The forearms in a tomb, the elbows on a causeway, the shoulders for a fox. You are spending yourself up your own body like a fuse burning toward the powder, summoner, and I have told you and told you, and I will tell you again when you can hear it: the day the burn reaches your heart I will personally have you tied to a chair for a season. Consider it budgeted.” And her fingertip traced the silver line up over my shoulder-cap, fond and hard at once, an empress mourning an expenditure she’d forbidden and would forbid again and could not, in the end, un-love him for making.

Yrsa re-wrapped the shoulders where the burn was rawest, field-efficient, mid-motion, gone before any thanks could land, and left a water skin in reach and a blade in reach and the particular gruff certainty that if I died of this she’d be personally insulted. Once, deep in the fever, I felt her sit against the wagon-wheel by my head, cleaning a blade in the dark, keeping a watch nobody had assigned her, and I heard her say, low, to no one, to me, “You bought a stranger out of a box with your own arms and I called that stupid at the shrine and I’ll call it stupid again, and I’d have done the same, and that’s the whole trouble with you, anchor, you make a saint watch a man do the stupid brave thing she’d have done and then she can’t even be angry about it properly.” And she cleaned her blade and kept her watch, and that was Yrsa’s tending, a watch stood in the dark against a thing there was no fighting.

Nahari oiled the burn with something warm off the lamp that took the fire out of it, slow, unhurried, narrating my pulse back toward steady like a prophecy that had decided to come true. “Your heartbeat’s arguing with the burn,” she murmured, her palms warm and slow up the raw tracery. “It’ll win. I’ve seen it win. Sleep and let it. I’ll sit with the arguing until it’s done.” And she sat, and oiled, and the fire went out of the burn under her patient hands, and she finished a sentence I didn’t catch and left the rest for a morning she had already chosen, and the fever eased a degree under a two-hundred-year-old woman’s decision that it would.

And the fox appraised it.

She sat cross-legged by the wagon-bed the second evening when the fever was breaking, and she took my forearm in both hands and turned it to the lamp and appraised the tracery vein by vein, tap by tap, the way I imagined she’d appraised fenced silver in a back room sixty years dead, running a fingertip up each silver line and announcing her findings.

“Overextended,” she pronounced, tapping the fresh shoulder-veins. “Badly. You’ve leveraged your whole body against a debt and there’s no float left in you, none, a lender would foreclose on a man this thin. Fortunately.” The grin came back bright in the lamplight, all foxfire and teeth. “Fortunately I know a lender. Terrible terms. Charges in manners and copper and the occasional impossible favor. But she’ll carry your balance while you recover, at an interest rate of…” she considered, tapping, “…one returned pencil and the right to complain about your charity’s bookkeeping in perpetuity. Do we have an accord, anchor? Nod. You’re too grey to sign.”

I nodded, grey, and she patted the tracery like a satisfied banker patting a ledger, and pronounced my balance improving, and stole nothing from me at all that night, which I understood, even feverish, was a large gift by any fox’s arithmetic.

Osric built the shelf on the second morning, because Maeva had decreed it and an empress’s decrees got done, and it became a whole small ceremony the household hadn’t planned. He cut a plank and pegged it to the inside wall of the second wagon, a plain thing, a porter’s shelf, and Maeva supervised its placement with the gravity she’d have given a treaty, high enough to be seen, low enough to reach, and then Suzu was made to set her own tower of coppers on it, all sixty years of my tithe, which she did with a fussiness that fooled no one.

“It has to be structurally sound or the whole thing topples on the first bad road,” she announced, stacking the coppers one at a time, re-doing the base twice, “and a toppled monument is worse than no monument, it’s a joke about a monument, and I’ll not have my collateral made a joke of, I kept it sixty years, it’s the best-kept thing in this caravan including the anchor’s teeth.” She got the tower stable, stood back, appraised it, and then, quieter, when she thought the fever had me under, ran one small finger up the side of it the way you touch a thing you can’t quite believe is yours to touch, sixty years of a stranger’s coppers stacked on a shelf in a wagon full of people who’d chosen to keep her, and Yrsa, cleaning a blade across the wagon, watched the fox not-believe her own monument and said nothing, and passed her the whetstone she wasn’t using, which was the saint’s entire vocabulary of tenderness, an object handed over instead of a word, and the fox took it and pretended to test her tail-fur for split ends with it, and the shelf held, and the tower stood, and the household had one more thing on it that couldn’t be bought.

She spent the fever-days learning the century by handling it, and the caravan learned her the same way.

The pepper was the first war. She’d smelled it the night she came out of the box and pronounced it cheap, and when she saw Maeva actually pepper her eggs with it at breakfast, a scandalous black drift of a spice that had been an emperor’s luxury in the fox’s first life, she stopped dead and stared at the empress with an expression of pure economic betrayal.

“That’s pepper,” she said. “You’re eating pepper. On eggs. Like it’s salt. Do you know what a fox could buy with a fistful of pepper in my day? A boat. A small boat, but a boat.” She leaned in, appalled and delighted. “How much did that cost you?”

“A copper the fistful,” Maeva said, with enormous satisfaction, and peppered her eggs further out of pure spite, because she’d learned that the fox’s outrage was a renewable resource and intended to farm it.

“A copper,” Suzu breathed, sitting down hard on the wagon-step. “A copper. I sealed sixty years and the price of pepper collapsed. That’s the real tragedy. Nobody tell me what happened to the price of silk, I couldn’t bear it.” She was quiet a moment, working through the market of a lost century, and then, because grief and mischief lived in the same pocket for her, she brightened. “This is excellent news, actually. If pepper’s a copper then everything I know the value of is wrong, which means the whole province is mispriced, which means for a thief who remembers the old prices the whole century is on sale. I’m going to be so rich. Metaphorically. I’ll return it all. Mostly. With interest.” She stole a piece of Maeva’s peppered egg off the plate to test the theory, ate it, made a face, and returned a better piece from the pan “as a dividend,” and Maeva let her, because the empress had already worked out that letting the fox steal from her was the surest way to be trusted by her, and an empress plays the long game or she doesn’t unify anything.

The dark came for Suzu twice in those days, and both times she met it with the joke and both times the household let her.

Once she asked me, low, while she was appraising my arm and thought I was mostly asleep, whether the man with the coppers had gotten to be old before he died, or whether they’d taken him young the way she half-remembered fearing they would. And I said I didn’t know his name, and she said good, keep it that way, some names cost too much to carry, and appraised on, and I kept the man with the coppers, under the rib where the old marking habit still lived, because a thing a fox almost tells you is a thing worth underlining even with no pencil in hand.

The next dark thing came through Bram, who’d been buying rumors again at the last inn on the crossroads while I burned.

“The Chainwright’s advance wagons rolled into Veltmark yesterday,” he told the queens, low, at the second night’s fire, and I heard it through the fever the way you hear the important things through fever. “Malchor Stane. His whole train, a week ahead of the season. Lead-lined wagons and a retinue that walks in step and doesn’t talk, and the town’s already selling tickets to see them, because the town’s never seen the alternative up close and doesn’t know to be sick about it.” Bram weighed the rumor in his one hand. “A man who arrives a week early to a festival is a man who wants the ground chosen before the other players get there. Same as the hunt-party that priced you at the crossroads. Somebody’s setting the board for you, porter, careful and early, and setting a board’s a thing you do before a game you mean to win. I’d want you well before we reach it. Sleep off the burn. You’ll want both eyes for what’s waiting under that gilt.”


Chapter 4: The Thaw Road

By the end of the first full day on the road with a free fox, she had stolen from every one of us, and returned it all with interest, and I understood the rules of her by watching where the interest landed.

The thaw road gave her room to prove herself in motion. Snow pulled back from the ditches in dirty lace, wagon wheels found old ruts under the melt, and every mile east put more festival traffic around us: drovers with ribboned horns, students arguing ladder odds, two shrine-women carrying a glass case between them, and a knife-grinder who tried to sell Yrsa a blade so bad she looked personally wounded by its existence. Suzu moved through all of it like a rumor with tails, learning the caravan by theft and the road by price.

Yrsa’s boot-knife went first, because Yrsa’s boot-knife was the hardest thing in the caravan to steal, which made it the only thing worth stealing to a fox with a point to prove. The saint reached for it at the midday halt to trim a bit of harness and found the sheath empty, and went very still, the dangerous still, and turned to find Suzu sitting on the second wagon’s tailgate with the boot-knife in her small hands, having already sharpened it on a whetstone she’d stolen from somewhere else, testing the edge against her thumb with professional approval.

“Better,” Suzu announced, and flipped it back handle-first, a clean underhand toss that put it into Yrsa’s catch exactly where a hand would want it. “You’d let it go dull. A soldier who lets her boot-knife go dull is a soldier who’s stopped expecting to need it in the dark, and you’re a woman who needs things in the dark, I can smell it on you. Sharp now. You’re welcome. I’ll bill you nothing; the sharpening’s a courtesy; the theft’s the fee, and the fee is that now you know I can take it, so you’ll guard it better, so really I’ve improved your whole life and you should thank me.” She fanned a tail. “You won’t thank me. You’ll want to, and it’ll itch, and you’ll go clean the knife I already cleaned instead. That’s how your sort says thank you. I’ve catalogued it.”

Yrsa looked at her sharpened boot-knife, and at the fox, and did in fact go clean the knife that was already clean, which set Suzu’s whole face alight, and I marked the first rule: she stole the thing you’d guard worst and returned it improved, so the theft was a lesson and the return was a gift, and both were affection.

Maeva’s hairpin went next, one of the pins from the crowned braid, lifted so cleanly the empress didn’t feel it go, and came back at supper set on Maeva’s plate beside a second pin that hadn’t been hers.

“A dividend,” Suzu explained, before the empress could ask. “You had six pins. I took one. I’m returning two. That’s a hundred percent return in an afternoon, which is a criminal rate, which is the only kind I offer. The second pin’s silver, real silver, I checked, I stole it off a fence forty years ago and I’ve been carrying it through a seal ever since waiting for someone worth giving it to, and you audit the world the way I audit it, so it’s yours.” The mischief went briefly, dangerously sincere. “You put my coppers on a shelf and called them a monument. Nobody’s called anything of mine a monument in sixty years. So. A pin. It’s not a monument. But it’s real silver, and it’s the oldest thing I own, and now it’s yours, and we’ll never mention it again.” And Maeva, who executed politer people than most for less, took the silver pin and put it in her braid at once, in the place of honor, and said only, “It suits the gold. You’ve an eye,” which from the empress was a treaty, and the two of them never mentioned it again, exactly as promised, which was how I learned the second rule: she paid her real debts in her oldest treasure and dared you to make it a thing.

Bram’s odds-pencil came back with better odds written in the margin of his own wager-book, which scandalized and delighted him in equal measure. “She’s re-priced my whole book,” he wheezed, showing me. “And she’s right. Every line. She’s tightened the porter’s odds and lengthened the Chainwright’s and put a note here, look, ‘the crowd will overbet the gilt one out of habit; hold your line and clean up on the correction,’ which is sharp wagering advice from a fox, in the margin of my own book, that she stole to write in.” He shook his head. “I’m keeping her. I don’t care what she decides. I’m keeping the fox.”

She tried to steal from Nahari and failed, and the failing became the best comedy of the morning.

She went for the oracle’s ankle-script anklet, the one piece of jewelry Nahari never took off, and she went for it the way she went for everything, quick and clean and certain, a hand drifting past in a moment of distraction, and her small fingers closed on air, because the anklet was already in Nahari’s palm, held out, foreseen.

“You’ll want to steal this,” the oracle said, mild, not looking up from her tea, “so here it is, and now you can’t, because a thing freely handed can’t be stolen, that’s the trick of me entire, fox, I ruin the theft by seeing it coming and giving you the thing before you can take it, which is an exquisitely annoying thing to do to a thief, and I do it on purpose, and I intend to do it every day, and you’ll hate it and you’ll keep trying, because you can’t not, and one day you’ll steal something off me I didn’t see coming and it’ll make your whole century brighter.” She closed the anklet back on her own ankle. “Not today. Today you get told your future instead. You fail, then you keep trying. Eventually I’ll trust it. Drink your…” she paused, “…you don’t drink tea. Steal someone’s breakfast. Not mine.”

Suzu stared at the oracle with pure professional outrage and dawning delight, a thief who’d just met the one mark she couldn’t rob, and I watched her decide that this was a challenge worth sixty more years.

Even the mule she stole from, in a sense: she lifted an apple meant for the mule out of Wend’s pocket, ate half, and gave the mule the other half by hand, and the mule, which loved Yrsa and tolerated the rest of us, decided on the spot that it also loved the fox, and followed her with its ears for the rest of the day, and Wend said it was the fastest he’d ever seen the mule change its mind about a person, and Suzu said, “Animals trust a thief. We’ve the same job. We both know where the food is and how to leave without being caught,” and fed the mule the rest of her stolen apple, and that was that, the mule was hers.

And my pencil did not come back.

I checked, because I’m a man who checks, and the pencil that had ridden in my coat since before the tomb, that the fox had lifted through a sealed crack back at the shrine as collateral against a debt now paid, did not reappear at the halt or the supper or the fire. I patted the empty pocket across the flames, and she grinned with all of her small sharp face, fox-fire sparking bright.

“Oh, no,” she said, delighted. “The pencil stays. The debt-weight’s paid, but the pencil’s not collateral anymore, porter, keep up. The pencil’s a controlling interest now. You’ll want it back badly enough to keep me around until I decide to sign your tab, which is exactly why I’m holding it, and you know it, and you’re not really asking for it back, you’re just checking that I still have it, which I do, and always will, until I decide the whole thing.” She flourished it, my pencil, worn to the shape of my own grip. “I’ve underlined three things with it today. Two of them are yours. You’ll never know which. Interest accrues.” And I let her keep the pencil, because letting her keep it was the same as letting the door stay open, an offer standing between us that neither of us was going to close, and that was the third rule and the truest one: she took the thing you loved most and held it exactly long enough to make sure you’d come back for it.

Yrsa drilled her that afternoon, because Yrsa drilled everything that walked, and the drill turned into a lesson for both of them.

“You’ll fight in a line at the festival or you’ll get someone killed refusing to,” the saint said, squaring the fox up in a flat stretch of road-verge. “So we find out what you are. Practice blades. Touch me and you eat first tonight; I touch you, you carry water. Go.”

What Suzu was, it turned out, was useless in a line and devastating everywhere else, and the finding-out was the best comedy of the road.

She could not hold a line. She had no interest in holding a line; a line was a thing that stood still and traded blows, and a fox does not stand still and trade blows, a fox is somewhere the line thought was empty, and within three exchanges she’d stolen Yrsa’s practice blade mid-bout, an actual disarm-by-theft, lifting it out of the saint’s grip in the half-instant of a bind and then hitting her with it, her own blade, before the saint had finished being astonished. Yrsa, who had not been disarmed in a formal bout since before she died, stood empty-handed on a road-verge holding nothing while a four-foot-eleven fox saluted her with the saint’s own sword and every spark on her face blazed with triumph.

“I win,” Suzu announced. “By inventory. You had a sword. Now I have your sword. The bout is a question of who has the sword, and I have the sword, therefore…”

“That’s not a duel,” Yrsa said, flatly, retrieving her blade with as much dignity as a disarmed saint could locate. “That’s a robbery.”

“Everything’s a robbery if you do it right,” Suzu said. “You steal the initiative, you steal the ground, you steal the tempo, you steal the sword. A duel’s just a robbery with rules and I don’t respect the rules, which is why I win, which is why I’m useless in your line, because a line is nothing but rules.” She flipped the practice blade back. “Put me on the flank. Put me where the line thinks it’s safe. I’ll steal their safety. I’m no good standing next to you being brave; I’m devastating three streets over being dishonest. Use me for what I am.”

Yrsa considered the fox for a long moment, and then delivered the verdict, which was the highest form her praise took, which was an accurate insult.

“Useless in a line,” the saint said. “Devastating everywhere else. You’d get killed holding a wall and you’d win a war behind one. Fine. You’re a flanker and a thief and I’ll never once put you in the shield-line, and you’ll do exactly what I say from three streets over, because a devastating thing that won’t take orders is just a hazard, and I’ve buried men who were hazards.” She sheathed her blade. “Say you’ll take the orders.”

“I’ll take the orders,” Suzu said, and took the whole verdict as a knighthood, glowing, because “devastating everywhere else” from the Blade Saint landed like a thing she’d waited sixty years to hear and she knew it and refused to let anyone see her know it, and failed, her ears tipping back before she could stop them.

The century kept ambushing her, and she kept ambushing it back, and the caravan learned to referee.

The almanac was a running war. Maeva read it aloud on the road as she’d done since Marrowford, and Suzu treated every entry as a personal financial injury. The price of salt appalled her. The existence of a second Veltmark bridge, built forty years after her sealing, she took as a deliberate insult, a thing constructed specifically while she couldn’t watch. And when Maeva read out that the guild now certified summoners by grade on a public roll, the fox laughed so hard she nearly fell off the second wagon.

“A public roll,” she wheezed. “You register your summoners. On a list. Where anyone can read who’s weak. Porter, you spent five years on a list that said you were the weakest man on it, and the list was wrong, and everyone read the list instead of the man, and that’s the funniest and saddest thing I’ve heard about this century and I’ve only been in it three days.” The amber eyes glinted. “In my day you found out how strong a summoner was when it was much too late to do anything about it. That’s the honest way. A list just teaches everyone to underestimate the wrong person, which, granted, worked out beautifully for you, so perhaps the list stays.”

There was a grief-beat under the comedy, and it came at the fire that night. Suzu had been counting Osric’s tally-book over his shoulder, uninvited, correcting nothing because it was correct, and Osric, who stammered at speech but not at ink, had shown her a column, and the two of them had fallen into the easy silence of two people who trusted numbers more than mouths, and then Suzu had gone quiet, and said, to the fire, not to anyone, “I used to keep books. For a crew. Six of us. Good crew.” And she’d stopped, because the crew was sixty years dead, all of them, and the keeping-books was a life she’d stepped out of into a box, and she hauled the grin back over the top of it and stole Osric’s pencil-stub and returned it sharpened and said something about compound interest, and the household let her, because letting a fox keep her coat was the whole art of loving one.

The next morning she stole the tally-book outright, and because it was Suzu the theft was technically a lesson before anyone knew the lesson had begun. Osric went white when he found it gone. He was the tally-book man, precise enough to catch a borrowed nail and still stammering if a woman with a crown asked him a direct question, and the tally-book was where he wrote every harness-mending and borrowed nail because numbers did not look at him while he answered. Suzu let him search for seven miserable minutes, then returned the book with a fresh leather thong, three coded tabs made from stolen ribbon, and a mark beside every entry whose sums were wrong.

“You robbed my arithmetic,” Osric said, offended enough to forget to stammer.

“I rescued your arithmetic from poverty,” Suzu said. “You’re welcome. Also your feed-column was lying to you by two measures and a half, which means the mule has been eating like an empress.”

Bram said, “I heard that and I resent the accuracy.”

Osric opened the book, saw the clean little cipher she’d added to the margin, and went still. Suzu did not make the kindness pretty. That would have ruined it. She only flicked one tail and said, “A ledger should let a shy man speak without making him stand up in the middle of a room. Use the tabs. And if anyone says your book is fussy, bite them in ink.”

After that, Osric kept the tally-book on top of the wagon instead of hidden under the seat, and when Maeva asked for the road stores two hours later he handed her the number clean, no stammer at all. Suzu looked away hard, pretending to appraise a fence-post, and I filed that too: the fox did not only steal. Sometimes she returned a man to himself with interest.

The Blessed shadow found us in the afternoon, and I did not engage it, and the not-engaging was its own kind of message.

A gilt outrider. He came out of a side-track onto the guild road a quarter-mile back and paced us, keeping his distance, not hiding and not closing, a rider in Kolbeck’s colors, the Gilt Banner’s gilt, sitting a good horse and doing nothing but being seen. He paced us for half a day. He never came near, never spoke, never so much as touched a weapon; he simply rode where we could count him, a gilt fact on the road behind us, a hunt-party’s outrider taking the measure of a caravan that had priced itself worth measuring. Suzu, riding the tailgate, appraised him from a quarter-mile the way she appraised everything. “Good horse, borrowed tack, colors a season fresh,” she reported. “That’s not a hunter, that’s a clerk on a hunter’s horse, sent to count us and report a number. He’s not going to try anything; his whole job is to exist where we can see him and make us wonder. Which means the wondering’s the weapon, which means the counter-move is to not wonder, which means we do exactly what the porter’s already doing, which is nothing, loudly.” She fanned a tail. “I could rob him. Ride up, lift his report, ride off. I won’t. But I want it noted that I could, and that not-robbing him is a professional courtesy I’m extending to a colleague in the surveillance trade.”

The farm boys wanted to know if we should do something. Yrsa wanted, very much, to do something, and offered, in the flat tone that meant she’d already chosen the ground, to fall back and ask the man his business with her blade. I told her no, and I told them all why, because a banner is built on people understanding the why.

“He wants us to engage him,” I said. “That’s the whole job they gave him. Pace them, get seen, and if they fall back and brace, ride off and report that the Anchor’s coalition is jumpy and aggressive and rides looking for a fight. If they ignore you, ride off and report that they’re disciplined and hard to provoke. Either report’s worth having; that’s why he’s here; he’s a question they’re asking, and every answer we give is intelligence.” I flicked the reins. “So we give him the answer that costs us nothing and tells them least. We ignore him. We ride disciplined and calm and boring, and we let him get bored, and he rides off having learned that the coalition doesn’t spook, which is true, and free to know, and worth nothing to them.” I noted the colors and the horse and the hour in the receipts book Bram carried, cold, itemized, one more entry ripening. “Pressure arrives as weather out here, not as a fight. You don’t fight the weather. You note it, you dress for it, and you keep driving. He’ll be gone by dark.”

So we made a lesson of him for the new men. Osric wrote down the hour without being told, his stammer nowhere near the ink. Wend watched the ruts and guessed, correctly, that the horse had been borrowed from a better stable than the rider’s hands deserved. Colm kept wanting to turn around and look, and Yrsa corrected him without turning herself. “If you look, he learns he moved you,” she said. “Use your ears. Use the wagon shadow. Use the mule’s ears, they’re better than yours.” Suzu, delighted, began narrating the mule’s intelligence service in a whisper until even Maeva’s mouth twitched, and the farm boys learned the first rule of being watched by a stronger man’s colors: you do not become more interesting because someone wishes you would.

I made Colm name the beats afterward, because a farm boy teaching another farm boy makes doctrine stick. First: let the man show what he thinks he owns. Second: answer the behavior, not the rank. Third: the fox’s hand stays empty unless ordered, because a stolen report would have made him a victim and a returned silence made him a witness against himself. Suzu gave a wounded gasp at being used as a moral example.

“I am a terrible moral example,” she said. “I’m a cautionary tale with excellent hair.”

“You’re negative action,” Colm said, proud of the phrase and doomed by it.

She hit him with a rolled route-paper and kept the report un-stolen. A woman who had spent sixty years surviving by taking had left intelligence on a fool’s saddle because the household needed the fool to ride away intact and carrying our shape in his mouth. That was trust wearing a thief’s grin.

He was gone by dark, having learned nothing worth the ride, which was the point, and Yrsa cleaned a blade she wasn’t going to get to use and grumbled about discipline and did, in the end, approve, because a saint respects a man who declines the cheap fight to win the expensive one.

Bram had one more rumor by the fire, bought off a peddler headed the other way, and this one was worth the ale.

“The Gilt Banner tried to recruit your duelist,” he said. “Kolbeck. Sent to Saskia Roehn offering her a place in his hunt-party for the season, colors and coin and a share of whatever they run down. And she turned him flat.” He wheezed. “Registered solo instead, they say. Duelist class, no patron, no colors. A whipcord woman with a famous back-cut, walking into a festival full of Blessed and leash-summoners alone, under nobody’s banner. That’s either the bravest thing that duelist’s done or the most lost, and I’ve watched enough of them to tell you it’s usually both at once.” He set the ale down. “She’s outside the orbit for good, then. Signed nothing to the gilt men. Which means when she and the saint finally meet in that quiet field, it’ll be two women who chose their own ground, and that’s the only kind of duel worth watching, and I’ll be taking money on it from the moment we’re through the gates.”

Yrsa heard it, and said nothing, and cleaned her blade a little slower, which for the saint was a whole conversation about a copper-shaved duelist who’d just refused to be owned.

The rain came in with the dark, and with the rain, Nahari’s confession, which was the deepest dread of the road so far.

She’d been quiet all day under the mischief and the drills, quieter than the fox’s arrival should have left her, and I’d learned to leave the oracle’s quiet alone until it opened, so I didn’t press until she came to me at the second wagon in the rain with the slow blink slower than I’d seen it since Cinderwell, and said, plainly, without prophecy, which was how I knew it was serious, “My glass has an edge, anchor. I’ve found it. I’ve been looking for it all day and I found it and I don’t like where it is.”

“Tell me,” I said.

“I can see the road to the circuit gates,” she said, into the rain. “Clear. All of it, every camp and every deed, up to the gates of Veltmark. And at the gates the glass goes white. Not dark, anchor. White. Blank. Like looking into a lamp instead of through a window. Something at that festival stands in my light, and everything behind it, everything past the gates, is a whiteness I can’t read.” Her hands, for once, were still, not braiding. “Two hundred years I’ve had the glass. It’s clouded, it’s lied by omission, it’s shown me things I’d have paid to unsee. It has never once simply stopped. And it stops at Veltmark, because something is there that a seer’s light bends around the way the fox-shrine bends it, except the shrine is small and old and fond, and this is neither.” The dark eyes found mine. “I’m going to walk into that festival half-blind. The one thing I’ve always been, the one thing that makes me useful, the one thing I am, and I’m going to lose it at the gates, and I wanted you to know before we get there, so that when the oracle goes quiet and stops answering questions before they’re asked, you’ll know it isn’t sulking. It’s blindness. I’m telling you at the tent instead of at the gates, because at the gates I might not be able to.”

“You told the fox her sealed shrine was fond and old,” I said. “And this one isn’t. Say what it is.”

“I don’t have the whole word for it,” she said, and that was the frightening part, an oracle without a word. “But I have the shape of the not-knowing, and the shape is a creditor. The shrine bends my sight because it’s a lonely counting thing that likes me. This bends my sight because it’s a thing that audits light itself, and my sight is light, and you can’t look at the thing that reads the ledger you’re written in. It’s the same whiteness the Pale Saint’s hand had in the Vault, anchor, the after-image, the one you and I saw and didn’t speak of. It’s here. Or something of it is. A hand of it. And it’s standing between me and the whole back half of the festival, which means the whole back half of the festival is where the danger lives, because a creditor doesn’t hide the parts of the ledger that don’t matter.” Her stillness broke, at last, into the smallest motion, one hand finding a braid to make. “So. I’ve told you. I lose the glass at the gates. And I find I’m not as frightened as I was an hour ago, and do you know why? Because the last time I couldn’t see a thing coming, it was you, over a broken count, and it was the best surprise of two centuries. So perhaps blindness isn’t only a wound. Perhaps it’s a room I haven’t lived in yet. Come and find out with me. That’s not a prophecy. That’s an invitation. I’m learning the difference; it’s taken me two hundred years.”

I came to her tent that night, in the rain, and I did not come to fix the blindness, because it couldn’t be fixed, and she’d have hated me for pretending. I came to sit inside it with her, and I initiated, which surprised her, and I let the surprise be the first gift of the evening, because a woman who’d seen everything for two centuries did not often get to be surprised, and I’d learned that being surprised was the rarest coin she owned. She had died at twenty-nine and waited two hundred years with the glass for company; tonight, she wanted one room where the future waited outside the canvas.

“You warmed the oil yourself,” she observed, when I did, badly, holding the little vial too close to the lamp. “You’re going to scald it. There, you’ve scalded it. Give it here.” She took it, and corrected my technique in the full sentences that were her foreplay, and then, halfway through the correcting, she stopped correcting, and simply let me hold the too-hot oil and figure it out, because letting me be clumsy was a thing she was learning to do, the way I was learning to sleep late. The rain came down on the canvas and kept the world out, and in the small lamp-lit room of it we undressed each other slowly, at her pace, which was the slowest pace in the caravan and the heart of her heat, her ember-and-ash wraps set aside one layer at a time, each layer a sentence, until she stood in the lamplight the way the murals of a burned city had carved her twice life-size.

I looked at her the way her lane asked to be looked at, from the feet up. Bare feet, the temple-script circling one ankle, the anklet drawing the eye up the soft strong thighs to the wide hips and the heavy round ass that was hers alone in the household, the silhouette Sundermere had carved above its high temple, and I held the gaze there the way the murals had, and she let me, watching me over her shoulder with the dark slow-blinking eyes, her silver hair unbound and spilling to her waist, and the deep-brown skin gone luminous where the warmed oil caught the flame.

“You’re supposed to look longest there,” she said, low, amused, feeling my gaze weigh on her hips through the bond. “The murals knew it. The sculptors knew it. Two centuries of men have known where to look. You look like you invented it, every time. I find I like that. Oil me, anchor, and look, and I’ll tell you one breath ahead what you’re about to want, and tonight, because of the edge in my glass, one breath is all I’ve got. Let’s find out if one breath is enough.”

I oiled her, slow, reverent, my scarred porter’s hands full of warm oil and the heavy curve of her, working it into the small of her back and the round of her ass, taking my time because rushing was the one way to fail her. I knelt behind her and cupped her in both oiled hands, held her a moment the way the murals held her, twice life-size and unhurried, and she felt the holding through the bond and made a low pleased sound. Then I worked the oil deeper, thumbs tracing the crease of her, one hand sliding forward between her soft strong thighs to find her already slick and swollen and warm, and she braced her palms flat on the tent’s low bench and widened her stance for me without a word, giving me the from-behind frame reserved for her alone in the whole household, the wide-hipped silhouette in the lamplight, silver slipping over one shoulder as she looked back, deep-brown skin gone luminous with oil and flame.

I worked her slow with my fingers first, unhurried, curling them into the swollen slick heat of her until her hips began to move against my hand and her breath started to run ahead of her sentences, and only then did I rise and fit the head of my cock to her, and the first press of it splitting her open drew a sound out of her, low and long, the sound of a woman who intended to feel every single inch of the arriving and had two centuries of patience to spend on it.

I took her from behind, slow, at her pace, deep and patient, one hand on the wide sway of her hip and the other splayed on the small of her back, sinking my cock into her by degrees until my hips met the oiled fullness of her ass, and I bottomed out in her slow and held there, buried to the root, feeling her clench tight around me, before I drew back until only the head remained and did it again.

I set a rhythm that was almost cruel in its patience, all the way out and all the way back, each stroke a complete thing she felt the whole length of, my cock dragging slow against every soft ridge of her on the way out and filling her again on the way in, and she took it braced on her palms with her wide hips working back to meet me, the heavy oiled cheeks of her ass spreading against my hips, the oil making everything slick and warm and unhurried between us. The rain kept the world out and the one lamp kept the tent gold and I watched the oiled curve of her spine flex with every stroke, the silver hair stuck to the deep-brown skin of her back, and I filled my hands with her, thumbs pressing into the swell of her ass, spreading her open to watch my cock disappear into her slow, and she made the low sounds her lane made, the unhurried gathering ones, and pushed back to swallow me deeper each time as if she had two hundred years to spend and meant to spend them all on this one slow arriving.

“Deeper than that,” she said, and I gave her deeper, and she whispered the timing the way she always had, except that tonight the whispers only ran one breath ahead of us, the clouded edge of her glass, and she discovered, delighted, that one breath was plenty.

“In a moment you’ll grip here,” she whispered, “harder, yes, there, one breath, you did it better than I saw, oh, that’s the whole game, isn’t it, one breath’s enough to dare you and not enough to spoil you…” and she pushed back against me to take me deeper, palms flat, the round of her ass against my hips, and I set a slow deep rhythm and held it, refusing to hurry, watching the oiled curve of her spine and the sway of the silver hair and the dark eyes finding mine over her shoulder, wide and slow-blinking and losing their serenity by degrees.

“Faster than that,” she said, and then, “no, keep it, keep the slow, I take it back, the slow’s the cruelty and I want the cruelty,” and I kept the slow, because she’d asked for it and un-asked it and the asking-and-unasking was the heart of her heat, a woman who saw everything learning to want a thing she couldn’t predict.

And I broke her countdown early, on purpose, once.

She started the count to a shared finish, low and certain, “three, and two, and…” and I moved wrong, faster than the number, took her over the edge a full beat before she’d told me to, and being wrong about the count, blind past one breath, unable to see the thing coming that she had always, always seen coming, tipped the oracle over the edge she’d built her whole discipline around.

“Oh,” she said, and the serenity cracked entirely, “oh, OH, I did not see that…” and the broken count tipped her over with a laugh in the middle of it, her pussy clamping down and milking my cock in long slow spasms, the silver hair everywhere, the dark eyes wide over her shoulder with genuine unguarded surprise, and through the bond I felt two hundred years of always-knowing let go all at once, and it took me with her, the loop cresting, and I drove deep and came inside her at her own slow tempo, spilling in thick pulses against the fluttering heart of her while her name broke low in my mouth, the ember-orange bond-light flickering briefly along the script at her ankle.

Her laugh, mid-climax, was the sound of two centuries relaxing, and I filed it as the best sound I’d heard on the whole road.

I stayed braced over her afterward instead of letting the moment drop, one hand at her hip and one hand flat on the sill beside hers, giving her the frame I had promised by coming to the tent in the first place. The oracle who could read weather and death and the tilt of a cup needed only the simplest certainty: here, still here, not turning her blindness into a wound she had to explain. Her palm settled over mine against the glass, shaky and smiling, and the second soft tremor rolled through her when I did not move.

“Again?” I asked, low.

“No,” she said, and then, because she was Nahari and honesty was one of the ways she undid me, “yes, but not yet. Let me not know this part a little longer.”

So I let the rain count for us, slow ticks on the canvas and the sill, and kept her pinned in the exact pressure she wanted while the aftershocks faded into warmth. When she finally turned her face, her eyes were dark and unfocused by choice, not prophecy, and she kissed the heel of my hand where it held the window-frame. “There,” she whispered. “You made the future wait its turn.”

Afterward she sprawled warm and slow against me in the lamp-light with the rain still on the canvas, and she named the lesson unasked, because that was her register, prophecy and pillow-talk being the same muscle for her.

“If the glass has an edge,” she said, tracing the tracery up my oiled forearm, the oil-gesture, hers, “then past the edge is where the surprises live. Two hundred years I’ve hated the edge. Feared it. And tonight you took me over a count I couldn’t see and it was the best thing that’s happened to me since I died.” The slow blink, slower. “I’ve decided to be rich there, anchor. If Veltmark blinds me, I’ll learn to live where the blindness is, and be surprised on purpose, in bed and on the field both.” She settled her head on my chest. “You came to sit inside the blindness with me instead of fixing it. The man from the glass doesn’t fix things that aren’t broken. He sits in the dark with you until the dark’s good company. It’s why I keep choosing you.” And she finished a sentence I’d feel her finish later, and slept, mid-prophecy, on purpose, leaving the rest for a morning I had not reached yet.

We came over the last rise before Veltmark in the grey of the next morning, and the festival was a glow on the low cloud before it was a town, a smear of light and smoke against the underside of the sky, banners and cook-fires and the noise of ten thousand people who’d come for a season of wagers, and we all looked at it, the whole caravan, from the rise.

And Suzu, who had been bright and stealing and knighthood-glowing for a full day, went still in a way I’d only seen once before, when the year landed.

She was looking at one thing in the smear of light, one gilt shape that caught the grey morning and threw it back gold, a great arch rising over the festival grounds, and her small quick face had gone somewhere the grin couldn’t reach, and her tails had stopped their restless fan and hung dead still, and the sparks at her nose had gone dark.

“Huh,” she said, very quietly, all the mischief drained out of the single syllable. “They built him an arch.”


Chapter 5: The Gilt and the Chain

Last season the province sang my funeral. Now the criers announced me at the gates of Veltmark, and I stood on the driver’s bench of a mule-cart with an empress at my shoulder and listened to a town shout a porter’s name up at the walls, and I thought, not for the first time, that the strangest thing about revenge done cold was how much of it felt like arriving late to a party thrown in your honor.

“The Marsh Coalition!” the gate-crier bawled, reading off the Margrave’s own roll, because Helvane had put us on it himself. “The Anchor of Legends and the queens returned! Marrowford’s coalition to the spring circuits!” And the crowd at the gate, which had come for a season of wagers and spectacle, took the name and did the rest, because a crowd always does the rest, the murmur running back through the press, that’s him, that’s the porter, that’s the one from the ballad, the tomb one, look, the empress is real, and my name arrived at Veltmark already lit, ahead of me, the way Maeva had promised it would when she’d sent it down the east road one dim village at a time. I hadn’t earned the cheer at the gate. I’d earned it at eleven crossroads no one at this festival had ever heard of, and the cheer at the gate was only the interest on it, and I let it land the way I was learning to let things land, without hunching.

“There,” Maeva said, low and pleased, surveying the crowd like a general surveying ground she’d already won. “That is what it is to arrive after your own reputation, summoner. They’re not cheering a rumor a Margrave imported. They’re cheering a thing eleven villages already vouched for, and the difference is the whole difference. A borrowed cheer gutters. An earned one compounds.” She lifted a hand to the crowd with a sovereign’s economy, and the crowd, not knowing why a foreign envoy’s wave felt like a benediction, cheered harder. “Now let us go and see what we’ve been invited into, because a festival this large is never only a festival. Somebody spent a great deal to build this. I should like to know what they’re really selling.”

Yrsa read the cheer differently, the way she read every crowd, as terrain. “Loud,” she said, watching the press. “Loud crowds are shallow. They’ll cheer you today and cheer whoever wins tomorrow and never once know why. Don’t drink it, anchor. A crowd’s not the stone. A crowd’s weather. The stone’s the ground.” She kept her weight easy and her eyes on the exits, a saint who trusted a rock and distrusted a roar, and I marked, not for the first time, that the two women I most listened to had arrived at the same doctrine from opposite ends: Maeva loved a crowd because she could conduct it, and Yrsa distrusted a crowd because it couldn’t be trusted to remember, and both of them fought everything toward the stone, and between the two of them I had a whole grammar for a festival I hadn’t earned yet.

Suzu, riding the tail of the second wagon, read the cheer as a market. “Ten thousand pockets,” she reported, delighted, ears high and tails restless. “And every one of them warm and distracted and cheering, which is the single most robbable condition a human can be in. I’m not going to rob them. I want that noted. I’m merely observing, professionally, that I could clear this crowd of every loose copper before the wagon reaches the annex and no one would feel it till they tried to buy their supper. It’s a discipline, porter, not robbing a distracted crowd. I’m being disciplined. Note it. Note the discipline.” And she stole exactly one thing on the way in, a festival ribbon off a stall, and tied it to the mule’s harness, and returned nothing, because a ribbon for the mule was, she said, “a legitimate operating expense,” and Wend pretended not to see, and the mule wore its stolen ribbon into Veltmark like a banner.

The grounds were a spectacle even to a man who’d walked the continent, and they told you their business if you knew how to read a market, which Maeva did, and which I’d learned to.

Trial-fields spread across the water-meadows below the old citadel, marked and raked and ringed with stands, each one a different test of the ladder: a staged ruin for the timed Bell-run, skirmish-grounds for party against party, and beyond them, half-drowned in the river’s spring flood, the mouth of the thing they called the Undercourt, sealed and waiting for the final. Adjudicator-bards moved through the grounds with witness-stones on cords, sworn-neutral, etching what they saw to the mother-stones. And down the center of it ran Gilt Row, the pavilions of the sponsors and the Blessed and the great houses, silk and banners and coin, where the festival stopped pretending to be about deeds and admitted it was about money, and Bram took one look at Gilt Row and had his wager-book open and a plank across two barrels doing business within the hour, scandalized by the odds and thriving on them.

I read the grounds the way I read everything, and the grounds told me the festival’s real business the way a market tells you a town’s. The trial-fields were pageant, the part the province came to cheer. Gilt Row was the money, the part the province came to be dazzled by. And the mother-stone square, where the boon would be sworn and the deeds would be etched, was the truth, the part that couldn’t be bought, the one rock in the festival that would weigh a porter and a Chainwright by the same measure and give the crowd’s murmur the facts to argue over. Three layers, pageant and money and truth, and I took their measure, because a man fights on the layer he’s strongest on, and I was strongest on the truth, which was why the leash-summoner wanted a sanction that would let him win on money and the Hero wanted a crowd that would let him win on pageant, and neither of them wanted, at any price, to be weighed by a rock.

“The stone’s the ground,” I said to Maeva, low, reading it. “Everything else is theater and coin. They’ll try to win on theater and coin because they can’t win on the stone. So we fight everything toward the stone. Every trial, every wager, we drag it back to the one thing that can’t be bought, and we let the stone do the naming, the way it did at Marrowford.”

“Now you’re governing,” Maeva said, pleased, the way a tutor is pleased. “You’ve just described statecraft, summoner, in a porter’s grammar. Find the one thing your enemy can’t corrupt, and make every fight happen there. I unified three duchies on exactly that principle and I never once said it as cleanly as ‘fight everything toward the stone.’ I’m stealing it. The fox is a bad influence; I’m stealing phrases now.”

Bram had his annex within the hour and his stall within two. A household needs a base, and Bram built ours out of nothing but a rented room and a plank.

He’d taken a taproom annex off a Veltmark publican for the season, sight unseen, on the strength of a letter, and it turned out to be a low long room over a stable with a good hearth and a bad roof and a cellar he pronounced “honest, which is the most you can ask of a cellar,” and by evening the household had beds in it and Bram had a bar-plank across two barrels in the front and a wager-book open on it, and he was, within the first hour of trading, both scandalized and thriving, which was his natural condition. “Do you know what these festival bookmakers are charging on the Bell-run?” he demanded of me, aggrieved and delighted, scratching lines in his book with a pencil the fox had already improved the point of. “Robbery. Lazy robbery, which is the worst kind, robbery without craft. I’ve undercut the lot of them and I’m still making a margin a moneylender would blush at, because they’re pricing on reputation and I’m pricing on what I’ve seen you do, and what I’ve seen you do isn’t on any of their sheets.” He wheezed, pleased. “Forty years I’ve run a book in one town. One season in a festival and I’ll retire to buy the Antler outright and hire a man to water no ale in my name. It’s obscene. I love it. Bring me more porters to bet on. There’s only the one, more’s the pity, so I’ll have to make the one do.”

And the household settled into the annex the way a household settles anywhere, which is by arguing about it warmly, Yrsa testing every bed for structural integrity and condemning two, Nahari claiming the one room with a window she could stand blind at, Suzu immediately locating and cataloguing all four ways out of a building she’d sleep better in for knowing, and Maeva pronouncing the whole arrangement “adequate to a campaign, which is the most I’ve said of a lodging since a tent outside Vael,” and the copper tower got its shelf on the annex mantel by the second evening, dusted, and Esra’s sister-lamp got hung by the door and lit, and a rented room over a Veltmark stable became, in the space of a day, the thing the household carried with it everywhere now, which was a place that was theirs because they’d chosen to make it so.

The merchandise was its own education, and its own comedy.

There were souvenir coins with Maeva’s face on them.

She found them at a vendor’s stall, a whole tray of cheap struck tokens meant to be bought and pocketed by festival-goers as luck-charms, and half of them bore some rendering of the Golden Empress from the ballad, and Maeva picked one up between two fingers and examined it with the expression of a sovereign discovering her own image debased into small change, which was, technically, exactly what had happened.

“The likeness is criminal,” she pronounced, turning it. “They’ve given me a chin I don’t have and a bosom the church would have approved of, which is its own insult, they’ve made me modest, the one thing no painter ever managed in life. And the pricing.” She looked at the little placard. “Two coppers. They’re selling my face for two coppers. In my first life a man was hanged for putting my face on a coin without leave. Now they’re two coppers and the church would approve of the bosom.” She bought the entire tray, all of it, to the vendor’s baffled delight, and I understood she was doing it to take her own debased face off the market for exactly as long as it amused her, an empress conducting a very small very personal recall. “I shall have these melted and re-struck correctly. With the right bosom. It’s a matter of principle. A woman lets a great many things go in four hundred years but she does not let a coin-engraver give her the church’s bosom.”

There was a puppet-show of the porter walking out of a tomb, which I watched for exactly as long as it took the puppet-me to correct the puppet-masonry, and then walked on before the puppet-empress could do anything the church wouldn’t approve of. The puppet-porter had been given a heroic jaw and a booming voice, neither of which I owned, and the puppeteer made him deliver a speech at the tomb-mouth, a real ringing speech about vengeance and dawn, and I stood in the crowd and watched a puppet of myself give the exact grievance-speech I’d spent months refusing to give, and I found it funny in the dry way I found most things funny, and I bought the puppeteer an ale and requested, deadpan, that in the next show the porter say nothing at all and simply check the load, because that was the true story and it was funnier, and the puppeteer, who knew a good note when a legend gave him one, worked it in by evening, and the porter-puppet’s new silence got a bigger laugh than the speech ever had, which was, I thought, my life in one puppet-show.

Suzu tried to steal the coin-tray Maeva had just bought, on principle, “to see if the empress guards her own face better than the engraver rendered it,” and found Maeva’s gloved hand already flat on the tray, foreseen or simply expected, and the two of them had a brief silent contest of wills over a tray of debased imperial tokens that ended with Suzu conceding one token as a “sampling fee” and Maeva letting her have it, and the fox pocketing her own tiny stolen copy of the empress’s criminal bosom with enormous satisfaction. The household had been in Veltmark less than a day and had already re-priced a coin, condemned a toy, corrected a puppet, and robbed itself twice for love, and this was, somehow, the most dangerous coalition in the province.

And there was a toy Blade Saint’s sword, a child’s wooden waster with a painted grip, sold at a stall hung with cheap steel, and Yrsa saw it, and stopped, and picked it up, and condemned it to the vendor’s face with the flat professional contempt of a woman who’d died holding a real one.

“This is a butter-paddle,” she informed him. “The balance is a lie. A child who learns a lunge on this learns to fall over. The grip’s painted where the grip should be wrapped, so the first time his hand sweats he loses it, and a child who loses his sword learns the wrong lesson about what a sword is for, which is that it stays in your hand until the fight’s done. This isn’t a toy. It’s a way to teach a whole generation of boys to die.” She set it down. “Burn them. Make them with a real balance and I’ll put my name to it, because a child who learns true on a wooden waster is a child who lives, and that’s the only endorsement I’d ever give, and you’ll never get it selling butter-paddles.”

The vendor, who had just been offered the Blade Saint’s endorsement in the middle of an insult, opened his mouth to bargain, and Yrsa walked away before anyone, including herself, could watch her think about it, and I marked that the fox had been right about how the saint said the things she wanted, which was by pretending she didn’t.

Then we came to Gilt Row’s center, and Malchor Stane was exhibiting, and my four went quiet in four different registers.

He fielded them like a review of troops, the Chainwright, a big soft-handed man of middle years in charcoal and steel with a chain-motif worked in silver up both sleeves, and behind him his summoned legends walked in step down a raked lane while the crowd cheered, and they were the most terrible thing I’d seen since the tomb, because they were beautiful, and the beauty was the horror.

Leashed legends. I’d read about Leash arts in the archives Maeva sketched from memory, but I’d never seen them fielded whole, a rank of the mighty dead brought back diminished and obedient and grey-edged, and the diminishment was visible in the light of them, a dullness at the borders of each figure like a painting left in the sun, the color gone flat. They walked in perfect step, every one, because none of them had a will to walk out of step with. A swordswoman with dead eyes. A spearman who saluted the crowd on a count. A woman who’d been an archer-queen once, by the fletching-marks on her diminished armor, drawing an empty bow to a mark and holding it, and holding it, and holding it, past the point any living arm could, because there was no living arm in it, only a corpse of a legend doing the one trick it had been leashed to do, forever, for applause. Beautiful the way taxidermy is beautiful. Standing where they were put.

Malchor narrated them like a showman, and the narration was the worst of it, because it was fond. “The Swordswoman of All-Fords,” he called, and she stepped forward on the name and cut a perfect figure through the air, a form she’d have owned in life, executed now with no more soul in it than a music-box, and the crowd gasped at the beauty of it. “The Spear of the Redwater. The Archer-Queen of the Silt Isles, who never missed.” And the archer-queen drew her empty bow to the mark and held it, forever, and the crowd cheered the impossible endurance, and did not understand that they were cheering a corpse doing a corpse’s only trick, because Malchor had dressed the horror in the language of a heritage exhibition, a museum of the mighty dead brought back for the province’s education and delight, and the province was delighted, and cheered, and did not know to be sick.

That was the thing I couldn’t stop reading, standing there: the crowd’s joy. They loved it. They’d come to a festival to see the greatest who ever lived, and here they were, walking, drawing, cutting, saluting, and it never once occurred to the crowd that a legend who does exactly what she’s told, forever, without a flicker of the temper or the pride or the refusals that made her a legend in the first place, is not a legend at all but a beautiful thing wearing a legend’s face, and the not-occurring was Malchor’s whole trade. He’d built a museum of the leashed and taught a province to applaud it, so that when he asked for sanction to do it forever, the province would think it was voting for wonders instead of graves. The crowd had never seen the alternative up close and didn’t know to be sick, and watching it, I understood exactly why Helvane had written bring all of it: because a province that had cheered the leashed needed to see the chosen standing next to them before it forgot there was a difference.

My household went quiet, each in her own key. Three griefs reached me through the bond, and the fourth stood visible on Suzu’s small face without needing a strand.

Maeva went cold and still and imperial, the auditing eyes moving down the rank of the leashed pricing exactly what had been done to each one, and under the imperial cold I felt, through the Crowned link, four hundred years of a woman who’d had her own honor guard leashed into a Vigil and had spent a book closing their visors one by one, recognizing the crime the way you recognize a thing that was done to you. “That one’s been re-summoned nightly for years,” she murmured, so only I heard, reading the archer-queen’s flat borders. “You can see the wear. He calls them fresh each evening because a leashed thing fades, so he burns them and re-burns them, over and over, a legend spent and re-spent like a coin rubbed smooth. In my day we called that a specific kind of damnation, summoner, and we had laws against it, and the laws were the only good thing my husband ever kept.” Her voice never rose. The Standard woke a hair at the edge of her fury and three lamps down the row straightened before she reined it back in. “I will unmake this man. Not tonight. But I will file it, and I will unmake him, and I will enjoy the filing.”

Nahari went to the stillness that meant the glass had shown her something and she was choosing not to look at the rest, and under it I felt the specific anger she kept for the powerful, the ones who arrived late on purpose and buried women alive, banked and enormous. “My city burned because a Hero came late to bank the ashes,” she said, low. “This is the same crime slowed down. He doesn’t let the legend die and profit; he keeps her dying, forever, and profits every night. It’s worse than what was done to Sundermere. I did not think anything could be worse than what was done to Sundermere. I have been alive two hundred years and I am still learning the ceiling of what the powerful will do to a thing that can’t refuse them.” The dark eyes closed, last in the row as always. “Take me away from here soon, anchor. I can hold anger. I cannot hold it politely for long, and holding it politely is the only useful thing I can do with it in a crowd this size.”

Suzu went dark, the small sparks at her nose gone out entirely, and she looked at the leashed rank walking to heel with her ears pinned flat and all nine tails hanging dead still. I didn’t need a bond to read the recognition in her. A leashed legend was the fox’s own nightmare wearing another woman’s face, the box translated into a body that could walk. When she spoke it was flat and quiet and older than sixty years. “That’s a box that walks,” she said. “I was in a box that didn’t. Mine let me keep my mind, at least, mine just held me and starved me and let me count coppers to stay sane. Theirs took the mind out and kept the body dancing. I don’t…” her voice caught, and she let it, for once, in front of me, “…I don’t have a joke for this one, porter. I’ve had a joke for everything since I stepped out of the crack and I don’t have one for this. Get me away from it. I’ll find the joke by tomorrow. I always find the joke. But not standing here looking at what they’d have made of me if I’d been worth eating instead of worth banking.”

And Yrsa saw the third one in the file, and stopped, and I counted the seconds, because I’d learned that Yrsa’s stillnesses had lengths and the length told you the wound.

Eleven seconds.

The third leashed legend in Malchor’s rank was a broad hard woman of middle height in old garrison harness, grey-edged, dead-eyed, walking to heel between a piper and a lance, and I did not know her, but Yrsa did, and Yrsa went to a stillness eleven seconds long, which was the longest I had ever counted on her, longer than the tide-flats, longer than the bridge story, and in those eleven seconds I watched a woman who had not been afraid of anything since before she died look at a thing that frightened her all the way to the bone. Then she put it away. She put her face into perfect parade bearing, the drawn-sword line, and she turned and walked, not fast, not slow, back up Gilt Row away from the rank of the leashed, and she did not explain, and I did not ask, because a wound that takes eleven seconds to armor over is a wound you let a woman carry to her own ground in her own time.

I filed the garrison harness, and the grey-edged face, and the eleven seconds, and I let her walk, because the reckoning was hers, and it wasn’t now.

Malchor Stane came to me himself, then, public and polite, the way a man does when he wants the exchange etched.

“The Anchor of Legends,” he said, warm, soft-handed, a bard already drifting close with a witness-stone because a bard could smell a line coming. “I’ve admired your work from afar. The free-range approach. Very bold. Very… rustic.” The smile was genuine and that was the worst of it. “Tell me, though, practically, as one summoner to another: what happens when one of them simply wanders off? You’ve no leash on them, I’m told. No control. What keeps the empress from deciding one morning that she’d rather be an empress somewhere else, and walking away with all that power you spent to raise her?”

“They come back,” I said, plainly, because plain was the register I had, and because the bard was listening. “Every night, so far. They come back because they choose to, and a thing that chooses to come back is a thing that’s actually yours.” I looked past him at the leashed rank standing where they’d been put, the archer-queen still drawing an empty bow. “Yours can’t leave. That’s not control, Chainwright. That’s just a thing that can’t leave. Different products. I’d not confuse them at a market this size; the customers can tell.” And the bard’s witness-stone caught it, and the mother-stones would have it by nightfall, and Malchor Stane’s warm soft smile did not change at all, which told me more about the man than any flinch would have, because a man who doesn’t flinch when you name his whole trade in one sentence is a man who has decided he cannot afford to.

“They can tell,” he agreed, pleasantly. “That’s rather my concern. The customers, as you put it, can tell. Which is why I intend to secure a charter before they think too hard about it, and custody of the free-range stock before it multiplies.” The soft smile never moved. “You misunderstand the trade, Anchor. You think the difference between us is that yours choose and mine can’t. But a thing that can leave is a liability, and a thing that can’t is an asset, and the market prefers assets, because assets can be owned, and priced, and passed down, and a legend that might wander off one morning is worth nothing to a man who wants to build something that lasts. I’m building an institution. You’re running a charity that will die with you and scatter your queens to whoever’s kindest next. Ask yourself which of us the province will thank in a hundred years.” He inclined his head, courteous, certain. “Enjoy the festival. The ladder’s a long climb. I look forward to the top of it, where we’ll settle whether the future belongs to things that choose or things that can be kept. I know which way I’d bet. So does the crowd. Listen to it cheer my rank and not yours.” And he went back to his beautiful dead, and left it hanging for the stones to take, and I stood there and let the crowd cheer his taxidermy, and did not answer, because the answer wasn’t a line, it was a ladder, and I meant to climb it all the way to the top and let the stone say which of us built the thing that lasted.

Helvane welcomed us that evening, and the boon was sworn on the mother-stone in one feast-scene with no procedure in it anywhere, because the Margrave ruled by pageant and oath and despised a committee the way I despised a wasted echo.

He greeted us before the feast, briefly, hawk-eyed and unceremonious, and he looked at Maeva for exactly one beat longer than courtesy required, the way a man looks at a puzzle he’s mostly solved and finds funny. “Lady Maeva,” he said, dry. “Or whatever the stone will decide you are when it gets a proper look. I invited you here so my province could shake your hand before someone less friendly decides what to do about you. I see from the lamps at the gate ceremony that you’ve already begun teaching them what you are without my help. Good. Save me the trouble. I’m too old to explain an empress to a crowd; let the crowd work it out and think it was their idea.” And Maeva had looked at him with the auditing eyes gone warm, and said, “You frighten honestly, Margrave. I’ve unified duchies on the strength of finding the one man in a room who does. We’ll get on,” and Helvane had made a sound that in a lesser man would have been a laugh and gone to swear his festival into being.

He looked older than at the Crown and exactly as sharp, iron-grey and hawk-eyed, dressed below his rank as always, and he stood on the mother-stone’s dais at the festival’s opening feast and swore the season into being the way you’d swear a deed: the ladder of trials, the Bell-run and the skirmishes and the gate-hold and the final clearing of the Undercourt, and at the top of it the champion’s boon, any lawful grant the province could make, sworn by the Margrave’s own hand in a single sentence, to whoever cleared the Undercourt true and first. No papers. No panels. A ladder, a stone, an oath, and a boon. That was the machinery, and it was clean, and I loved him for it a little, the way you love a man who refuses to make a simple thing complicated.

“One sentence,” he said, when a Gilt Row sponsor tried to ask after the terms and conditions of the boon, and there was a whole philosophy of governance in the two words. “The boon is any lawful grant the province can make, sworn in one sentence by my own hand, to the first true clearing of the Undercourt. If you need it written longer than that, you’ve come to the wrong festival; there’s a kingdom two weeks west that loves a long document and I’ll gladly recommend you to it. Here we swear things, and the stones remember them, and a man who breaks an oath wears the grey mark for it in front of everyone, and that’s my law entire, and it’s kept this province honest longer than paper’s kept anywhere honest. Climb the ladder. The stone sorts the rest.” And the sponsor, who’d wanted a clause, got an oath instead, and had to make do, and I watched half of Gilt Row realize that the Margrave of Veltmark could not be lawyered, only out-deeded, which was exactly the ground a porter wanted to fight on.

Then the aims were declared, because a wager of deeds declares its stakes, and Malchor Stane declared his, and the room learned the temperature.

“A Chainworks charter,” he said, easily, standing to be seen. “Sanctioned, sponsored, royal. The Chainworks to field its summoned legends in the province’s service, formally, permanently.” He let it sit, warm. “And custody of unregistered summons within the province’s bounds. The unlicensed. The… free-range.” And on the word custody, Malchor Stane looked, deliberately, down the length of the feast-hall, at Maeva.

I felt the whole room change temperature, and I felt it start with her.

Maeva Castellan set down her cup.

She did it without a sound, and it was the loudest thing that happened all night. She set the cup down on the board without so much as a click, and she did not stand, and she did not speak, and she looked back at Malchor Stane with the auditing green eyes gone entirely to iron, and the Standard woke in her, innate now, Crowned, the command-and-rally aura that steadied allies and made enemies flinch, and every lamp in the great feast-hall of Veltmark straightened its flame at once, the whole room’s fire standing to attention like a garrison when the empress walks in, the shadows snapping to parade-ground order, and for one long breath the feast held its breath with the lamps.

Helvane, on the dais, watched every lamp in his own hall straighten toward a foreign envoy who hadn’t moved a muscle, and I saw the hawk-eyes understand exactly what they were looking at, and I saw him decide, with a soldier’s practicality, to find it entertaining rather than alarming, which was the bravest and shrewdest thing anyone did all night.

“Well,” the Margrave said, into the straightened hush, dry as a dune. “The Chainwright wants custody of the province’s summoned legends, and one of the province’s summoned legends has an opinion about it, and expressed it through my lighting. I’ll take that under advisement, Stane, along with the rest of the entertainment.” He lifted his own cup, and the lamps eased, and the room breathed. “The ladder’s open. The boon goes to the first true clearing of the Undercourt. Climb it, gentlemen, and let the stones sort out who’s a product and who’s a person. My province enjoys a good sorting.” And he drank, and the feast went on, and Malchor Stane smiled his warm unflinching smile at an empress who’d answered his claim with a room full of straightened flames, and did not, I noticed, look at her again all night, which was the only flinch he had in him.

Saskia found me before the feast broke, brief and correct, the way a duelist keeps an appointment.

She came out of the crowd in her own colors, which were no colors, whipcord and copper-shaved and alone, and she didn’t waste words, because she’d never wasted anything but a life. “Dawn,” she said. “The new moon. The river shallows below the weirs. Saint to saint, no stones, no songs, four witnesses, and you’re the fourth, porter, because I asked for you and you came, and I still don’t know if I asked as a taunt or a tribute and neither do you and that’s the honest state of it.” She looked at me a moment, hazel eyes without the old contempt, only the question that had been eating her since the Crown. Then she looked at Yrsa, who’d come up quiet at my shoulder, and she looked at the saint’s stance longer than she looked at the saint’s face, reading the balance of her, the weight already on the back foot, the whole grammar of a body that had chosen something, and her sword-hand checked empty air where a patron’s color would have hung.

“Dawn,” Yrsa agreed. That settled it: two saints making an appointment, and Saskia went back into the crowd, alone, under nobody’s banner, to sleep before a duel she had, for once, asked under her own name.

At our own table through the long feast, low under the noise, the household turned the whole day over the way it turned everything, over food, and the turning did the work that a crowd wouldn’t let us do out loud.

“Sanction and custody,” Maeva summarized, pricing the enemy aloud. “That’s Malchor’s aim, and it’s a clever aim, because it’s the same aim as the Saint’s, worn as a businessman’s. The Saint wants Anchors leashed; the Chainwright wants unregistered summons in custody; those are the same sentence in two coats. He’s the Saint’s hand in the market, whether he knows it or not, and I’d wager he half-knows it and has decided not to look, because a man who fields the leashed dead for applause is a man who’s made his peace with not looking at things.” She set down her cup, gently this time, no theater. “We don’t beat him by beating his husks, though we’ll do that too. We beat him by making the province see the difference between his rank and ours, on the stone, in daylight, so that when he asks for his sanction the crowd that cheered his taxidermy remembers it cheered taxidermy. That’s the campaign. Win the trials, yes. But win the seeing.”

Yrsa had gone quiet at her end of the table. She cleaned the same three inches of blade while the hall cheered itself hoarse, and nobody pressed, because the eleven seconds on Gilt Row had told us all there was a wound there and a wound like that gets walked to its own ground.

Suzu, quiet still, said only, “The arch,” and nothing else.

And once, across the feast, I saw Cylas.

He was working a sponsor’s table at the edge of Gilt Row, dressed a season behind, the gilt of his blessing thinner than I remembered, pouring charm on a merchant who was only half listening, a Hero doing the work Heroes never do, which is asking. Nobody at my table approached him. Nobody at his table looked our way. There was no confrontation, no speech, no j’accuse. I watched him for one beat, no more, and then I turned back to my table. Maeva, beside me, set her hand on my arm and said nothing.


Chapter 6: Collateral

The Bell-run was built to be run loud, and we ran it quiet, and quiet won.

They’d raised a staged ruin across the near water-meadow, a warren of false walls and rigged floors and drop-gates, and hung it with bells in a set sequence that had to be rung in order, and salted it with live hazards, snare-wights and pit-traps and a caged fen-thing at the heart of it that the adjudicators loosed when the first bell rang. A party ran it against the water-clock, and the crowd loved the ones who ran it the way the Blessed ran everything, at a sprint, kicking doors, ringing bells with a flourish, taking wounds and calling them glory. Kolbeck’s Gilt Banner had run it that morning to a roar, bleeding and brilliant and fast.

We ran it like a load.

That was the doctrine, and it was the doctrine that had walked me through every dungeon a Hero ever took credit for. A staged ruin is a dungeon that wants to be read, and I read it at the start-line while the crowd waited for us to charge and we didn’t: the bell-sequence off the placards, the floor that was too clean to be sound, the drop-gate hinges that showed grease on the wrong side. Then we moved, and we moved together, and it looked like nothing, which is what competence looks like from the stands.

I laid an echo-plank across the too-clean floor before it could drop us, a faint grey copy of a real plank just solid enough to cross in a file, and we crossed dry while the crowd waited for someone to fall, and the crowd’s disappointment when nobody fell was the first coin of the day, because a crowd that wants you to fall is a crowd that hasn’t learned to read you yet.

Maeva held the middle of the run with the Standard, and where a party running loud loses a man to panic at the fen-thing’s roar, our line didn’t flinch, because the empress was in it and the empress made rooms hold. When the first bell rang and the adjudicators loosed the caged fen-thing at the run’s heart, the beast came out of its pit with a roar built to scatter a party, and I felt the Standard settle over us like a hand on the back of the neck, and Osric, who’d never heard a fen-thing roar, held his place because the empress in the middle of the line made holding feel like the natural thing to do.

Yrsa carved exactly twice, and both times were a lesson in economy. The first was a snare-wight lattice strung across a corridor, a web of grasping grey limbs meant to cost a party minutes and blood, and she didn’t hack at it, she read it, found the anchor-strand that held the whole lattice, and cut that one, and the whole web collapsed into twitching pieces, one cut, thirty seconds saved. The second was the fen-thing itself, and she let it commit its charge, slid off the line of it, and took it in four exact moves: a cut to the foreleg to fold it, a step inside the fall, the blade up under the jaw where the skull was thin, and the withdrawal already begun before the thing hit the ground, no wasted motion, no flourish, a hazard removed from a route the way you’d move a fallen branch off a road.

Nahari called the drop-gates one breath ahead, her clouded glass good for exactly one breath now and one breath being plenty, so that we were always through the gate before it fell, “gate, now, hold, now,” a metronome of one-breath warnings, and I counted the bells against a water-clock in my head, the seventh-wave count grown into a festival’s rhythm, ringing them in strict order because a bell out of order voided the run, and we came out the far end at a time that looked, on the board, modest.

The farm boys did their part where farm boys should, outside the killing line and inside the work. Osric kept the bell-count on a slate with wet hands and did not once lose his place when the fen-thing roared. Wend ran the second-team cart along the outer service lane, close enough that I could swap a spent echo-lantern for a fresh one without breaking stride, far enough that Yrsa did not have to waste attention protecting him. Colm hauled the spare line through the mud when the adjudicators’ pulley snagged, not heroic, not sung, just thirty feet of rope dragged through trampled grass by a boy who had learned over winter that a clean line is often the difference between miracle and embarrassment. I marked all three in the corner of the run: support, not spectacle, which was exactly why they mattered. A household does not only win with queens. It wins because the slate is dry enough to read, the cart is where it should be, the spare line arrives before anyone has to shout for it, and the boys who came to Veltmark did the work Yrsa had kept them for.

After the fifth bell, when the adjudicator’s own sand-table fouled in the damp and one official started to panic over whether our sequence could be certified, Osric held up his slate without being asked. The stone took his count. That was a small thing from the stands and a large thing from the line: a farm boy’s tidy numbers saving a perfect run from a clerk’s wet sand. Suzu saw it and grinned at him like he’d picked a lock. Osric blushed so hard he nearly dropped the slate, but he did not drop the count.

The crowd was disappointed. A modest time. No blood, no flourish, no drama. A party had walked a gauntlet and come out the far end tidy, and a crowd that has come for spectacle reads tidy as boring, and the stands were already turning to the next runners before our time was even posted.

I’d expected it, and told the household to expect it, because the whole doctrine depended on trusting the stone over the stands. “They’ll be bored,” I’d said at the start-line. “Let them. A crowd cheers the loud run and the stone scores the clean one, and we’re not running for the crowd, we’re running for the account. Boring is what winning looks like from the stands. Don’t let it in your head. Run the load, not the show.”

Then the adjudicators checked what clean meant, because the Bell-run was scored two ways and the crowd only understood one. Time, yes. But also the account: wounds taken, property broken, bells missed. And when the adjudicator-bards read our account off the witness-stones, the modest time re-ranked, because we’d run it with zero wounds, zero property broken, every bell rung true and in order, a perfect account, and a perfect account beat a fast bloody one on any board that could count, and the crowd, learning something it hadn’t known about how the trial actually scored, made a different sound, a thinking sound, and Bram, at his plank across two barrels, cleaned up on the correction exactly as the fox’s margin note had promised.

And the run should have failed, because one of the bells was rigged, and only Suzu saw it.

She’d come along uninvited, flanking, three streets over as the saint had ordered, useless in the line and devastating outside it, and I only learned what she’d done after, when she presented it to me like an invoice. The fourth bell in the sequence had been rigged with a gilt thread wound through its clapper mechanism, a thread that would have jammed the clapper on the pull and cost us the bell and the perfect account, and a saboteur had crouched in the false wall beside it with a shuttered lantern, waiting to see the jam and slip away in the confusion. Suzu had smelled the gilt thread from three streets over, the way she smelled everything, and she’d foxfire-flickered the saboteur’s lantern, one small blink of confusing light that made him look the wrong way for the half-second it took her to reach past him and steal the rigging pin clean out of the mechanism, so the clapper swung free and the bell rang true and the perfect account held. He never knew. The crowd never knew. Only I saw it, a flicker of fox-fire and a small red shape gone from the false wall, and I filed it, and said nothing, and waited.

She presented it after, in the shadow of the finish, holding out the gilt thread and the rigging pin in her small palm like a bill come due.

“Receipt,” she said. “The fourth bell was rigged to cost you the clean run. Gilt thread, which means gilt colors, which means the same hunt-party that priced you at the crossroads is now paying to trip you on the ladder, which tells you they’d rather cheat you off the board than beat you on it, which tells you they’re afraid, which is useful.” She dropped the thread and pin into my hand. “I didn’t do it for the tab. I want that on the record. I did it because I was three streets over doing a professional appraisal of your operation and I saw a man about to sabotage a thing you’d built clean, and I’ve a professional objection to bad workmanship, and rigging a bell is bad workmanship.” The fox-fire freckling at her cheeks banked low while she considered the books. “But mostly I want it on the record that I didn’t do it for the tab, because I’m about to do a thing that is very much for the tab, and I want the two kept separate in the books, because a fox keeps clean books even when she keeps nothing else clean.”

The adjudicator took the thread from my palm with tongs and tested it against the bell’s clapper under witness, and the stone accepted the tampering without drama, one small true line under the larger true line of the run. That mattered to Suzu more than she pretended. She had caught a cheat and then made it legible, which was a different theft, stealing a hidden hand out of the dark and forcing it into ink. Osric copied the thread’s color, twist, and knot into the tally-book while she watched over his shoulder, and for once she did not correct his margins.

The household took the win the way it took everything now, as a thing to argue about over food.

Bram was ecstatic in the particular joyless way of a man who’s made money against the odds and considers the joy unprofessional. “They overbet the gilt run this morning,” he reported, counting. “Bled and roared and the crowd loved it and pushed your odds long because a clean run looks slow to a crowd that doesn’t read the account. So when the adjudicators re-ranked you I cleaned out half of Gilt Row on the correction, exactly like the fox wrote in my margin, and I’d like it noted that I’m now taking wagering advice from a creature I met four days ago who spent sixty years sealed under a road, and that the advice made me rich enough to tolerate the shame.” He pocketed the take. “The gilt thread goes in the receipts file. Second time this season a gilt hand’s tried to trip you off a board instead of beating you on it. That’s a pattern, and a pattern’s a receipt, and receipts ripen.”

Maeva took the gilt thread and turned it in the lamplight and priced it in one look. “Kolbeck’s colors,” she said. “A hunt-party captain rigging a bell. That’s not a strategy, summoner, that’s a tantrum with a budget. The Blessed would rather you tripped than won because a tripped anomaly is a joke and a winning one is a threat, and they’ve realized, watching you run a trial clean, that you’re a threat, and they’ve responded by cheating badly, which tells us they’re rattled and unimaginative both. Good. Rattled and unimaginative is a thing you can plan around.” She filed the thread with the satisfaction of a stateswoman adding to a case. “We climb the ladder clean and let them keep cheating badly, and the stones keep the account, and by the top of it the crowd will have learned the difference between a clean account and a loud one, and a crowd that’s learned that is a crowd that can’t un-learn it. That’s the campaign. Win clean, let them cheat, teach the province to read.”

Yrsa ate like the trial had been an appetizer and said little, and I marked that she was still carrying the eleven seconds from Gilt Row, the grey-edged woman in garrison harness walking to heel, and that she’d carry it to her own ground in her own time, and that pressing it would only make her armor thicker. She cleaned a blade that didn’t need it and watched the middle distance and once, without looking up, said, “The reeve on the downs used an old garrison guard. The archer-queen in the Chainwright’s file used it too, or a corpse of it. Someone’s been leashing my province’s dead for a while.” And then she said nothing else, and the blade-work got slower, which told me enough. I let her carry it.

The choosing came that night, and it was hers, and it was specific, and it turned on the saboteur.

Because there’d been a second saboteur, at the finish, a gilt man who’d tried to knife a snare into the run’s exit to catch us as we came out spent, a coward’s ambush at the one moment a party is tired and unwary, and Yrsa had read him before he’d finished drawing, and dropped him, fast and clean, a hilt to the temple, no killing, because you don’t kill a hired hand for his employer’s cowardice, you drop him and leave him for his masters to explain. “Gilt-paid,” she’d said, flat, standing over him with her blade already sheathed because the whole thing had taken less than a breath. “Second one today. They’re not trying to beat you, anchor, they’re trying to spend you cheap and blame the ruin. It’s what you do to a thing you’re afraid to fight straight.”

And I’d gone to him where he lay, this hired coward who’d have snared us in the back, and I’d checked his breathing, and turned his head so he wouldn’t choke on his own tongue in the mud, and taken the knife off him and nothing else, because a man down is a man down whatever colors he wears and whatever he’d meant to do, and I’d done it without thinking, the way you check a load, the way you count a farm’s dogs before your pay, and I hadn’t known the fox was watching from the wagon roof until she told me she was, and I hadn’t done it for her or for anyone, which was, it turned out, the entire point.

“That’s the thing,” she said, upside down over the edge of the wagon roof, her fox-red hair hanging, the amber eyes considering me the way they’d considered me through a crack. “That’s the whole thing, and I’m going to tell you the whole thing, because you bought me out of a box and you’re owed an honest accounting of why I’m about to sign.” She swung down, light, and landed in front of me, small and quick and entirely serious under the mischief. “I’ve been auditing you since the crack opened and three days in daylight, and here’s the audit. You burned your arms to the shoulder to buy a stranger out of a seal and expected nothing. You gave a shepherd his lamb back. You put my sixty years of coppers on a shelf and called it a monument. You ran a trial clean when everyone else runs it bloody. And tonight a man you owe nothing but a grudge tried to snare you at the finish, and your saint dropped him, and you went and checked his breathing and turned his head so he wouldn’t choke on his own tongue. A gilt saboteur. You made sure he could breathe.” Her freckles came up bright. “You’re the worst-run charity I’ve ever audited, porter-of-legends. The books are a disaster. You spend miracle-grade power on nobodies and you check your enemies’ breathing and you’ll die broke and beloved in a ditch full of grateful villagers.” The amber eyes went, for a beat, entirely without the grin. “I want in. I’ve read the tab. Every clause. In daylight. And I want in.”

“I’ve audited crews before,” she went on, and now the joke thinned and the true thing showed under it. “In my first life. Six of us, a good crew, and I audited them the way I audit everyone, waiting for the clause, the compounding clause, the moment a friend turns out to be a creditor in a friend’s coat. Everyone’s a creditor eventually. That’s what sixty years in a box teaches you, that everyone who ever smiled at you was pricing you, and the priests who sealed me smiled the whole time, and Vessin smiled, gilt and golden, right up until the stitches went in.” Her small hands closed. “And I’ve been auditing you since the crack opened and three days in daylight, waiting for your clause. Every man has one. The moment the manners turn out to be a down-payment on a debt. And I can’t find yours, porter. I’ve looked. I’ve looked hard, because a fox who can’t find the clause is a fox who’s about to sign something dangerous, and I’ve never signed anything dangerous without reading the clause, and there isn’t one. You just pay polite and check breathing and give lambs back and there’s no clause under it, and that terrifies me worse than a clause would, because a man with no clause is a man you could trust, and trusting a man got me sixty years in a box, and here I am about to do it again anyway, eyes open, clause-free, which is either the bravest thing I’ve ever done or the stupidest and I’ve stopped being able to tell.”

She offered it her way, with a joke to hide behind, holding out my own stolen pencil like collateral. “You hold my tab,” she said, lightly. “That’s the offer. You hold my tab, I run your accounts, we call it a merger. Sign here. I’ve already stolen the pen. It’s your pencil. It’s very underlined.”

And I made her say it straight, once, gently, because I’d learned from an empress in a tomb and a saint on a tide-flat that the door only holds if she walks through it in her own voice, and a joke is a coat over a choice, and I wanted the choice, not the coat.

“Not the joke,” I said, plainly. “You can keep the joke after. You’ll want it after; it’s your coat and I’d never take your coat. But say the true thing once, straight, so the door knows you meant it and not the joke. What do you want, Suzu? Plain.”

The little lights at her cheeks guttered, and she looked at me for a long moment, and I watched saying-a-true-thing-straight cost her more than any theft ever had, because a creature that had been sealed sixty years for trusting a golden man had built her whole self out of never signing anything straight, and here was a porter asking her to do the one thing the seal couldn’t make her do, which was mean it out loud.

“I want to stay,” she said, straight, quiet, the joke set down for exactly one sentence. “I’ve been alone sixty years and cold and counting other people’s coppers and you’re the first warm thing since the seal that asked instead of taking, and I want to stay, and it terrifies me, and I’m saying it straight because you asked and because you’re right that the coat would cheapen it. There. That’s the true thing. I want to stay. Now let me have the joke back before I catch fire.” And her face flared with relief and mischief and something naked underneath, and the door held, because she’d meant it, straight, in her own voice.

[BOND OFFERED: TETHERED] [HER CHOICE, FREELY MADE] [ACCEPTED]

The fourth strand braided into my senses, and at the edge of it her mischief arrived like a taste of sparks struck off flint, bright and quick and delighted, and she felt me feel it and grinned the whole grin.

“You can taste me now,” she said, thrilled. “The whole caravan tastes each other, I’ve felt it on you all, the empress like warm metal and the saint like cold iron and the oracle like rain on a lamp, and now me, and I taste like…” she caught it off my end, “…flint. Sparks off flint. Oh, that’s perfect, that’s exactly right, I’ve never been described better and it took a magic bond to do it.” Then she looked at me, upside down again, having swung back up onto the wagon roof, and the amber eyes went vertical-slitted with bedroom mischief. “Now. I’ve been sealed in a box for sixty years, porter-of-legends, and now that I’ve got my fourth strand, what I want is not a nap. Come up here. Bring nothing. I’ve already stolen everything you’d bring.”

The wagon roof was her choice, and her lane debuted on her terms, and her terms were a game, and the game was the consent, and I played it because playing it was how you loved a fox.

I came up onto the wagon roof above the sleeping festival camp, the lantern-glow of ten thousand people’s fires spread out below and loud, the whole fairground roaring a wagon’s height beneath us and blind to the dark roof above it, and I got a new look at her by that borrowed festival light, because a wagon roof over a fairground is exactly the frame a fox would choose to be seen in. She’d shed the outer layers of the thief’s silks and stood small and quick and unashamed in the lantern-glow, the fox-red hair chaotic, the amber eyes bright and vertical-slitted and delighted, sparks scattered across her nose, and the tails behind her fanning slow with anticipation, and she was petite everywhere, compact and lithe and built like a thing that lived on rooftops, small high curves and a lean strong quickness, nothing about her still, all of her poised to move, and she caught me taking the measure of her and posed, deliberately, against the glow of the camp below, daring the blind fairground to look up.

“You’re reading me again,” she said, delighted. “Height, reach, how the hips move. File me, porter. I’ve been unseen sixty years and I want to be seen wanting it, that’s my flavor entire, you’ll learn it, I’m the opposite of your saint, she wants to be held where no one watches and I want to be almost-caught where everyone could. Now.” She was waiting with my belt-knife in one hand and my flint in the other, having lifted both between one breath and the next.

“Ransom,” she announced, delighted, holding them up. “I’ve your knife and your flint. I name the prices in acts, and you pay them, or you don’t, every price is an offer you can turn down, that’s the rule, that’s how the game keeps clean, a fox’s game always has a way out written into it or it isn’t a game, it’s a robbery, and this is a game, and I don’t do robberies, not with people I’ve signed a tab with.” The amber flecks blazed. “The knife’s price is your mouth on my throat until I forget I’m holding it. The flint’s price is your hands, both of them, everywhere, until I drop it, and I’m going to drop it, I want that on the record, I fully intend to drop the flint, the drop’s the whole point, but you have to earn the drop, a fox doesn’t just hand over a flint, you have to make me forget I’m holding it, which is harder than it sounds, I’ve held things through worse than a handsome porter, I held a truth in my mouth for sixty years, a flint’s nothing.” She grinned, and then, because the couple’s ritual was the couple’s ritual, she added the clean part straight. “I’m twenty-one, in case the bond’s making you count, twenty-one and sixty sealed, which makes me either the oldest or the youngest woman you’ve ever bedded depending on how you do the arithmetic, and I do it as compound interest, which makes me ancient and priceless, so mind your manners. And this is my choice, plainly, so the door knows, before we play: I want this, I want you, I want to be caught. There. That’s the straight part. Now.” The mischief came flooding back. “Do you accept the terms? Say it straight. You taught me that. Now you do it.”

“I accept the terms,” I said, plainly, and took the knife’s price first, my mouth on the quick pulse of her throat, working down the small strong line of it, and I felt her forget she was holding the knife almost at once, the small body going pliant against me, a soft startled sound escaping her that had no arithmetic in it at all, and the knife lowered in her hand as she forgot it, exactly as the price had named.

“That’s cheating,” she managed, delighted, foxfire freckles brightening. “You’re not supposed to be good at the throat, the throat was supposed to be a warm-up, I set the throat as an easy price and you’ve gone and made it…oh…you’ve made it not-easy, that’s against the spirit of the…” and I closed my teeth gently at the join of her throat and shoulder and she lost the sentence entirely, and the knife slipped from her fingers to clatter soft on the roof-boards, price paid, and she laughed at herself, at how fast she’d folded, sparks bright at her cheeks. “Well. That’s the knife gone. You’ve the flint to earn yet and I warn you I’m harder about the flint, I’ve held flints through worse than…” and I moved to the flint’s price, both hands everywhere, and she stopped warning me about anything.

She stripped my shirt off with thief-fast fingers, making a game even of that, and I undid the layered thief’s silks one secret seam at a time, every pocket offering up something stolen or useful: a lockpick, a copper, a folded playing card. By the end she was laughing and I was laughing and she was bare and warm and small against me in the night wind, petite and compact and quick, the fox-red hair chaotic, the amber eyes vertical-slitted with excitement, her freckled nose bright as a struck match, and the tails, all of them, fanning restless behind her, brushing the roof-boards.

She was quick, and agile, and playful, everything the other three weren’t, and her lane was hers alone: she wriggled free of me twice on purpose, a game of catch on a wagon roof, and let herself be caught, and the catching was the point. The first time I caught her by a wrist and reeled her back and she came grinning; the second time she nearly made the roof’s edge before I got an arm around her waist and hauled her back against me, her bare back to my chest, and she ground back against me with a wicked laugh and named it a “failed escape, penalty applies.” When I had her the third time she reversed herself against me, facing out over the fairground, sitting astride me facing the lantern-glow, deliberately silhouetted against the roaring blind camp below, and I ran my hands up her small strong body to cup her, thumbs finding the tight peaks of her, and she arched into it, and I understood the whole flavor of her then, the exhibitionist’s thrill turned inward, the delight not in being seen but in the risk of it, the almost, the fairground a wagon’s height away and loud and blind, ten thousand people who would never once look up at the dark roof where a fox rode a porter against the glow of their own fires.

I found her soaked between her thighs, her small pussy slick and hot around two fingers, worked her until she was rocking against my hand and swearing in loan-shark metaphor, and then I freed my cock and lifted her and brought her down onto it, slow, her tight heat stretching to take the thick length of me inch by inch until she was fully seated and foxfire-bright, and she took it with a long delighted sound, impaled on me and facing her audience, her small strong body working, my hands on her hips guiding the pace, her wetness slicking us where her petite frame swallowed every inch.

“They’re right there,” she said, riding me slow and facing them, her petite frame working, the fox-fire dimming and flaring around us as her control frayed, her tell. “All of them. Loud and blind. If one of them looked up. If the light caught us. They won’t. They never look up; nobody ever looks up; sixty years I watched people not look up at a shrine and it’s the great secret of the world, that no one looks up, and it means I can do anything up here, anything, right over their heads, and the not-being-seen is the sweetest thing there is because it could go the other way any second…” and her control frayed further, the fox-fire flaring bright, and I took the game back, because a game a fox runs is a game a fox surrenders, and the surrender was mine to take.

I caught her mid-escape, her fourth wriggle, an actual break for the roof’s edge that I let her almost make before I hauled her back, and held her up against the chimney-stack that rose off the wagon’s cook-vent, notching my cock back into her slick heat and driving up as I pinned her, her legs locking around me, her small strong body speared and held between my working strength and the warm brick, and she went from running commentary to honest noise in the space of one hard thrust that buried me to the hilt, the loan-shark vocabulary degrading into sounds with no arithmetic in them at all.

“There he is,” she managed, delighted even wrecked, “there’s the porter who catches the thief, oh, I’ve been running from that catch my whole life and it turns out the catch was the whole point, harder, I’ll owe you interest, I’ll owe you so much interest…” and I drove my cock up into her against the chimney with the fairground roaring blind below us, each thrust lifting her small body on the brick, one hand in her chaotic fox-red hair and one hand under her ass, holding her whole weight easily and fucking her onto me, and her tails, all of them, however many there were, fanned and thrashed with her fraying control, brushing the roof, the warm brick, my arms.

“Say it straight,” I said, keeping the pace sharp and close, because I’d made her say the true thing at the choosing and I wanted the true thing here too, under the game. “Not the joke. What do you want.”

“You,” she said, straight, the game falling away for one raw beat the way it had at the shrine. “This. To be caught. To be wanted loud enough that I stop running. Sixty years nobody chased me because nobody could and it turns out being uncatchable is the loneliest thing there is, and you catch me and hold me and it’s the warmest I’ve been since the box, there, that’s straight, that’s the true thing, now give me the game back before I…” and I gave her the game back, and the fox-fire flared, and she wrapped herself around me tighter and rode the catch, the fraying control lighting us both in flickers of fox-fire against the dark roof.

I drove into her harder as her control frayed, one hand fisted in her fox-red hair to tip her face up, the other splayed under her holding her whole small weight against the chimney, and I felt her climb, felt it through the flint-bright strand as much as in her body, her tails locking hard around my hips as the fox-fire flared brighter with every thrust, and I put my mouth to her ear and said the true thing back to her, the possession she’d asked for under the game: “Caught. You’re caught, fox. Stop running. Flare for me and let the whole festival cheer it and never know.”

At the brink she flared every tail at once.

It was the badly-hidden becoming gloriously unhidden, sixty years of tails held close blazing out all at once in a fan of fox-fire, nine of them or however many, spread wide and bright against the dark, and the fairground below, ten thousand people who never looked up, gasped and cheered, because they took it for festival fireworks, a spray of foxfire over the camp, a wonder, a show, and they cheered a climax they thought was a firework, and Suzu flared bright on the chimney-stack laughing her fox laugh into my shoulder at an audience of ten thousand that would never, ever know what they’d applauded, which was exactly, precisely the flavor she’d wanted, seen by no one and cheered by everyone, her small body clenching and shuddering around me in waves, the sparks across her face blazing, the tails thrashing their bright fan, and the laugh in the middle of her climax was the sound of sixty years of being invisible turned, for one flared instant, into a wonder over a whole festival’s head.

I finished with her, gripping her hard against the brick, her name low in my throat, one last deep drive that buried my cock to the root and then emptying myself into her in thick hot pulses while her tight pussy clenched and milked every spurt out of me, still shuddering and laughing, and through the flint-bright fourth strand I felt her come and felt her feel me come, the loop of it doubling, sparks off sparks, her pleasure and mine cycling back and forth until we were both wrung out and boneless against the warm brick, my cum slicking us where I stayed buried in her, a festival roaring blind beneath us and the last of her fox-fire guttering down over the camp like the end of a fireworks show that had, in fact, been one.

“Balance improving,” she pronounced, afterward, tail-wrapped around us both on the roof-boards, warm and boneless and pleased, and she returned my belt-knife and my flint, one and then the other, and kept the pencil. “The knife and the flint are paid back in full. The pencil stays. Controlling interest. I told you.” She appraised the fresh tracery on my shoulder with two taps of a small finger, the appraise-and-announce gesture that was hers now. “And your balance is improving, porter. Overextended, but improving. You’ve a fox on the books now. She’ll carry your float.”

The fourth strand settled into my senses as she curled against me, and I felt the others through it, faint at their distances, Maeva warm-metal content in the annex below, Yrsa cold-iron watchful somewhere on a rooftop of her own, Nahari rain-on-a-lamp and, unmistakably, amused, because the oracle had known this was coming and had decided to be surprised by the timing anyway. And I felt Suzu feel them too, the fourth strand joining the other three, and I felt her small startled joy at not being alone in her own head after sixty years of silence.

She went very still against me, not from fear, from the shock of a door opening inward where she’d braced for a wall. Her tails stopped their lazy fan and then, one by one, softened against the roof-tiles. Through the new strand I felt the old shape of solitude in her, not a room with no doors but a room with one chair, one cup, one knife, one joke told to no one because no one was allowed to hear. Then Maeva’s gold warmed around that room like approval that did not need a decree, Yrsa’s storm-grey steadied at the threshold like a guard who would not crowd her, and Nahari’s rain-on-a-lamp amusement touched the window and waited. None of them took her joy from her. They made room around it until it stopped looking illegal.

“There’s four of you in here,” she said, wondering, tapping her own temple. “I can feel all four. The whole household, humming at the edges. Do you know what sixty years of silence in a box is, porter? It’s this, exactly this, taken away. One head, one voice, nobody at the edges. And now there’s four warm things at the edges of my hearing and I’ll never be that alone again unless you all die, which, given the festival, is not off the table, but tonight, tonight there’s four of you in here and I’m going to lie on a roof and listen to you all being alive at the edges of my head and it’s the best thing that’s happened to me since before your grandfather was born.” She said it light, and meant it heavy, and I let her have the lightness. The amber eyes, drowsy, looked out over the fairground still roaring below, and then up, at the one thing that caught the moonlight over the whole festival, the gilt arch rising gold against the dark.

“Ask me tomorrow what I can’t tell you,” she said, quiet, all the mischief gone soft. “In daylight. When the gag lets a little more through if we stand near it right.” She looked at the arch. “Bring a crowbar. I like a man with a crowbar. It says he’s serious about the principal.”


Chapter 7: Wagers of Deeds

The skirmish-trial was party against party, and we won it before the horn, because the trial started at the draw and everyone else thought it started at the horn.

That was five years of watching a Hero take credit for ground I’d chosen the night before. When the adjudicators drew the field, a stretch of broken water-meadow with two objectives and a river-cut through the middle, the other party, a mid-tier Blessed outfit in blue and silver, drew their half and went to their pavilion to rest before the horn. We drew ours and I walked it, all of it, in the hour we were given, and I read it the way I read everything: the river-cut was fordable at exactly one place and impassable everywhere else; the near objective sat in a bowl that looked defensible and was actually a killing-pocket; the far objective was on high ground with one approach. And I pre-swore three caches into the ground while the other party rested, echo-tools staged where the fight would need them, because the trial’s rules let you prepare your own half and nobody but a porter ever bothered to prepare more than their nerve.

Then the horn, and we didn’t charge, and the crowd waited for the charge, and the charge didn’t come, and the blue-and-silver party charged instead, because a party that’s rested and eager charges, and a party that charges commits, and a committed party is a party you’ve already beaten if you read the ground right.

They came for the near objective, the defensible-looking bowl, and I let them have it, because it was a killing-pocket, and the letting was the hardest part to sell, because a crowd watching a party surrender the first objective without a fight reads it as cowardice, and I had to trust that the stone would score the ending and not the middle. Our line gave ground, deliberate, orderly, the Standard keeping the giving from becoming a rout, the militia boys backpedaling in good order because Maeva in the middle of them made good order feel like the natural law of the world, and the blue-and-silver party poured into the bowl cheering, thinking they’d broken us.

Then Maeva sealed the mouth of the bowl with the Standard, and the sealing was a thing to watch. She simply walked to the neck of the killing-pocket and stood in it, and the command-and-rally aura rolled off her, and the blue-and-silver party, which had been so eager to charge in, found that charging out past the empress was a different proposition entirely, because the Standard made enemies flinch and allies hold, and every man of theirs who set himself to break back out through the neck felt his nerve fail at the wrong moment, a half-beat of hesitation that a held line turns into a wall. And while she corked the bottle, Yrsa took the ford, the one crossing of the river-cut, and held it alone, which meant the blue-and-silver party in the bowl had a river at their back and a corked neck in front and a saint on the only dry way across, and the trial was decided, though it took another quarter-hour of the crowd not understanding why a party that had “won” the first objective was slowly, inexorably, being drowned in its own victory.

Yrsa held the ford economically, giving nothing, standing exactly where the water was shallowest and the footing best, so that any two who came at her had to come at her one at a time in the current, and one at a time in the current against the Blade Saint is not a fight, it’s a queue. Three of them tried her. Three of them went back into the bowl wet and rethinking their lives, none badly hurt, because she wasn’t there to kill hired trial-fighters, she was there to be a door that only opened one way, and a door that only opens one way is worth more than a wall.

We took the far objective at leisure, up its one approach, while the blue-and-silver party was still trying to work out how it had lost from the moment it thought it had won.

The Standard and Footwork braided cleaner than they ever had in the fight, and it was a thing I’d worked at all winter and it paid at last. The Standard was Maeva’s, innate to me now since the Mirror Stair, and it steadied a line; Footwork was Yrsa’s, granted at her Sworn oath, and it threaded my body through a fight faster than my body’s grade should allow. All winter I’d drilled them separately and they’d fought each other, the steadying pulling one way and the threading pulling another, a Standard that wanted me still in the middle of a line and a Footwork that wanted me moving through it, and I’d nearly given up on braiding them more than once. This fight was where the winter’s rough braid finally held under pressure. Two blue-and-silver duelists broke off from the bowl and came for me where I stood calling the line, thinking a porter in the middle of his own formation was the soft target, and they pincered me, one high and one low, a clean coordinated kill for two men who fought together often.

And Footwork took me. My body moved before my mind finished reading the threat, the saint’s instincts ghosting my stance the way they did now, and I ducked the high cut before I’d consciously seen it thrown, felt it pass through where my skull had been, and Footwork stepped me inside the low man’s reach where his blade was too long to matter, and the whole time the Standard never dropped, never so much as flickered, so that the militia boys behind me held their line steady while their caller danced a two-man pincer, which was the thing I’d never managed in drills, to steady and thread at once. I came out the far side of the pincer and reached down and pulled a copy of a shield up out of the ground where I’d staged it an hour before, an echo-shield rising between the two duelists and their weapons, fouling both their next cuts against a grey wall that was there for one breath and gone, and in that one breath I was past them and the two of them stood back to back with fouled blades in a fight that had already moved on, and the crowd made the thinking sound again, the sound of a crowd learning that the porter it had come to laugh at moved like a saint and held like an empress and had staged a shield in the dirt an hour before anyone knew there’d be a fight there.

“That braided,” Yrsa said after, from the ford, not even breathing hard, and it was as close as she came to praise. “The steady and the step, together. All winter you couldn’t. Now you can. Good. Do it every time. A caller who can’t move is a target and a mover who can’t steady is a coward, and you’ve just stopped being either. Stop smiling.”

The adjudicator-bards took longer to score it than we’d taken to win it, because clean work looks suspicious to men paid to count bruises. They walked the water-meadow with witness-stones in hand, checked the caches I’d sworn before the horn, measured the ford, and made the blue-and-silver captain swear that the echo-shield had been staged inside our legal half before the fight began. He hated the oath. He swore it anyway, because the stone was under his palm and a man who lies to a stone at a festival loses more than a trial.

The readout came plain: near objective yielded by design, far objective taken uncontested, opposing line contained without a killing stroke, all hazards declared. The Marsh Coalition won on a clean account, a victory a crowd needs explained and a stone understands immediately.

Bram understood it before the crowd did, which meant he priced it while the crowd was still arguing. His odds shortened hourly, and he grieved about it professionally to anyone who’d listen.

That was his love language, lament with profits attached.

“They’re going to make you a favorite,” he mourned, adjusting his book. “A favorite. Do you know what a favorite does to a wager-book, porter? It ruins it. Long odds are where the money lives. A favorite pays out nothing and everyone bets it anyway and I make my margin on the fools who bet against, and there are getting to be fewer fools by the hour, because you keep winning clean, and a clean winner converts fools into believers, and a believer’s no good to a bookmaker.” He wheezed. “Keep it up. I hate it. Keep it up.”

Suzu had opinions about the wager-book, because Suzu had opinions about anything with numbers in it. She’d taken to hanging over Bram’s shoulder at his plank between his customers, auditing his odds, and the two of them had developed a rapport that was mostly extortion and entirely fond. “You’re leaving money on the Bell-run correction,” she told him, tapping a line. “The crowd overbets the loud parties out of habit; you hold your line two days and clean up on the third when the adjudicators re-rank. I wrote it in your margin. Are you following your own margin? You’re not following your own margin. Bram. Follow the margin. I sealed sixty years and I still remember how to run a book better than a man who’s had forty free years to practice.”

“She’s right,” Bram said to me, aggrieved and delighted. “That’s the worst of it. She’s always right. I’ve been taking a fox’s advice for four days and my book’s never been fatter and I’ve never felt less like a professional. She priced the whole ladder in an afternoon. She’s got Malchor’s claim odds and Kolbeck’s belief-collateral and your read-through all worked out, and she does it for the fun of it, and she keeps stealing my pencil to write in my own margins.” He shook his head. “Forty years I’ve run this book. Retired an adventurer, buried three partners, watered exactly no ale. And a fox out of a hole is going to make me rich and I’m going to have to be grateful about it, which is the one thing a bookmaker’s constitution isn’t built for.”

Kolbeck’s Gilt Banner provoked us in the afternoon, and it stopped being funny about halfway through, which was Maeva’s doing.

Duran Kolbeck was a Hero of the parade-cruel kind, gilt and handsome and forgettable on purpose, a captain rather than a person, and he came to the edge of our pavilion with his hunt-party at his back and made a demand dressed as sport: an “appraisal” exhibition, he called it, a show for the crowd, in which the Blessed would formally price the coalition’s summoned legends as assets, in public, at the mother-stone, a valuation, a bit of festival fun. It was the custody-language again, the Chainwright’s ownership-vocabulary worn as a joke by a lesser man, the Blessed pricing my queens as things to be owned, out loud, for a crowd, on purpose.

Maeva let him finish. Then she priced him back.

“An appraisal,” she said, warmly, standing, and the crowd leaned in because an empress standing is an event. “What a delightful idea, Captain. Let us appraise. I’ll begin, since you’ve offered, and I do so love a valuation.” The auditing eyes went over Kolbeck head to foot, cataloguing, and her voice took on the tariff-grade precision that had left merchants grateful to surrender. “Duran Kolbeck. The Gilt Banner. Let us price the asset. The armor: royal-lent, which means not yours, which means a debt wearing you rather than the reverse; deduct for that. The blessing: borrowed, and thinning, I can see it thin from here, it gutters every time the crowd’s attention wanders, which it is doing, now, look, as I speak; deduct heavily for a light you don’t own and can’t hold. The hunt-party: six, of whom two are watching the exits because they’ve begun to suspect their captain overpromised, and a party that watches its own exits is a party pricing its own retreat; deduct for morale. The record: loud, which the crowd loves and the stones don’t score; deduct for the difference between a reputation and an account.” She tilted her head, and delivered the killing line, itemized, to the copper. “By my valuation, Captain, and I unified three duchies on the strength of my valuations, you are worth precisely what the crown lent you, less the depreciation of a borrowed light on a thinning man, which is to say: you are worth less this afternoon than you were this morning, and you will be worth less still by evening, and the only asset in this exchange whose value is rising is the one you came here to price as a thing to be owned. Shall I go on? I’ve barely started. I’ve an entire itemized depreciation schedule and nowhere to be.”

The crowd howled. It howled the way a crowd howls when it watches a swaggering man priced to the copper by a woman who does it with a smile, and the howl was the dangerous part, because Kolbeck had come to make my queens into assets in public and the crowd had just watched an asset make an accountant of a Hero, and a crowd that laughs at a Blessed is a crowd that has started, quietly, to wonder whether the gilt was ever worth its price. Kolbeck’s gilt sheen thinned visibly under the laughter, guttered, the way Cylas’s had always guttered under doubt, because the blessing fed on belief and the crowd’s belief had just tipped from him to the woman pricing him, and he felt it go, I saw him feel it go, and he stopped being funny about it, the parade-cruelty curdling into the real thing under his handsome forgettable face.

“Enjoy your season, envoy,” he said to Maeva, low, no longer performing, and the menace under it was real and small and personal. “You price me today in front of a crowd. There’s a field coming where the crowd won’t help you, deep and dark and drowned, and I hunt where the light doesn’t reach, and I’ve priced you too, all of you, and I know exactly what a Golden Empress is worth to the right buyer, and it’s more than a march.” He inclined his head, gilt and thinning. “We’ll settle accounts underground, where your lamps can’t stand to attention for you.” He took his hunt-party and left. The hunt-pressure hardened from road-shadow into a named promise, and I filed the word underground next to the word custody, because a threat named aloud is a threat you can plan around, and he’d just named his.

Bram, at his plank, adjusted three lines of his book without being asked. “The Gilt Banner’s odds just moved,” he reported, dry. “A Hero laughed at in public loses backers by the hour; belief’s the only collateral a blessing’s got, and she just spent his in front of the whole Row. I’ve shortened you and lengthened him and I’ll do it again by supper. The empress cost that man more with a valuation than most men could with a sword, and I’ve been running a book forty years and I’ve never once had to re-price a Hero because an empress did arithmetic at him. I’m keeping her too. I’m keeping all of them. My book’s never been this alive.”

Then Malchor Stane sprang the trap, and it was crueler than Kolbeck’s and aimed better, and it was aimed at Yrsa.

He proposed it warmly, from Gilt Row, into a witness-stone so every word would etch: an exhibition duel, off the ladder, purely for the crowd’s love of a spectacle, his Iron Warden against the coalition’s Blade Saint. A heritage match, he called it. Old garrison steel against old garrison steel. And the crowd wanted it, roared for it, because the crowd didn’t know what it was asking for, and I did, because I’d counted the eleven seconds on Gilt Row, and I understood before Yrsa’s face changed that the Iron Warden was the woman in garrison harness, the third in the file, the grey-edged husk walking to heel, and that Malchor Stane was proposing that Yrsa duel the leashed corpse of whoever that woman had been to her.

The cruelty of it was engineered, and I read the engineering the way I read a rigged floor. Malchor hadn’t proposed the match to test the Blade Saint’s edge. It wasn’t a duel he was offering. It was a wound, dressed as sport, sworn into a witness-stone so it would etch whichever way she moved, and the trap had two jaws: fight a leashed legend for applause, or refuse, and be filed as a coward on the province’s own rock.

Yrsa looked at the leashed husk in old garrison harness.

Her stance settled and her face went to the drawn-sword line, and she looked at the Iron Warden across the ground, at the dead eyes and the grey-edged harness and the stance, the stance most of all. I felt it hit her through the bond, cold-iron gone to something colder, a grief so total it had no motion in it, and I felt her master it second by second the way she mastered everything, by refusing to let it move her face.

She refused flat. No explanation. No speech. She looked at Malchor Stane, and at the thing he was offering her, and she said, “No,” one word, and turned, and walked off the field, and did not look back.

And Malchor Stane filed it, aloud, into the witness-stone, as fear.

“The Blade Saint declines,” he said, warmly, for the record, for the crowd, for the mother-stones. “A heritage match, and she declines it. One wonders why. One wonders whether the undefeated saint is quite so certain of her edge when the edge across from her is the very steel that forged it. Fear, perhaps. It’s no shame. Even a saint may fear her betters.” And the crowd, which did not know what it had watched, murmured, and the murmur took the word fear and passed it along. The stone took the true thing: the Blade Saint had declined the exhibition. The crowd took the lie and made a meal of it.

I felt the whole caravan’s fury bank at once through four strands of the bond, four colors of it, and I had to hold my own face still against it. Maeva’s was the coldest, and she almost spent it; I felt her measure the distance to Malchor and price, in half a second, exactly what it would cost the coalition for the Golden Empress to publicly gut a leash-summoner in front of the adjudicators the day before the ladder, and I felt her decide, with an effort I could taste through the link, that the cost was too high and the hour was wrong, and set the fury down, banked, filed, saved. “Not yet,” she murmured, at my shoulder, for me alone. “Let her carry it. Don’t chase after her with comfort; she’d hate it.”

The farm boys heard the murmur too. Osric’s hand tightened around the tally-book until the leather bent, Wend looked at me with a question he had the sense not to ask, and Colm took one step after Yrsa before he remembered I’d told him that lifting the heavy end without being pointed at was how loads broke. I shook my head once. He stopped. That mattered more than the crowd knew. A banner is partly the people who can bear watching their strongest walk wounded and not rush in to make themselves feel useful.

Suzu looked ready to steal Malchor’s teeth, which would have been impressive and strategically poor. Nahari’s fingers caught one of the fox’s tails before the tail could move the rest of her, gentle as a leash and nothing like one. Suzu looked down at the fingers, then at the oracle. The joke that wanted to come found no doorway. She stayed.

The farm boys learned something harder than courage then. Courage would have let them step forward and make a brave little disaster of themselves. Discipline made them stand still while a lie walked into the crowd and took Yrsa’s name with it. Osric wrote the exact phrasing into the tally-book with his hand shaking, each word a nail saved for later. Wend counted which Gilt Row men repeated it first. Colm stood so rigid his jaw jumped, and Yrsa, walking away alone, did not see that three ordinary men had just learned to hate a leash-summoner with the cold patience of men who had fields to return to and memory enough to wait.

Bram saw it too, and quietly opened a fresh page in the receipt file with Malchor Stane’s name at the top.

So I let her walk, and the crowd murmured its wrong murmur, and I felt Yrsa, walking away, take the lie and swallow it whole and carry it, because the answer to it wasn’t a word.

Suzu couldn’t say the theft, so she stole its shape, all afternoon, a charade of larceny that told us everything the gag wouldn’t.

She lifted a festival map off a vendor and unrolled it and studied it and coughed, pointedly, twice, when her finger crossed the Lightbringer Arch, and looked at me, and could not say it, and coughed again, harder, until Nahari said, mild, “She’s telling you the map is honest about everything except the arch,” and Suzu tapped her nose, yes, exactly, and rolled the map back up and returned it to the vendor with a coin extra “for the honesty.”

She stole a gilt collection-plate off the Lightbringer’s shrine-booth, the little gilt shrine to the Hero who’d framed her, and returned it an hour later “audited,” with a note tucked under it in a hand that wasn’t hers, and the note read the plate is hollow-cast and the shrine’s takings are being skimmed by the second attendant, which was true, and which got the second attendant dismissed, and which was also, I understood, the fox doing the only revenge on Vessin’s memory the gag would let her do, auditing his shrine into embarrassment one hollow plate at a time.

She played the whole afternoon as a game she could win around the edges of a truth she couldn’t speak, and it was funny until you watched it long enough to see the shape of the cage under the game. She priced everything of Vessin’s she could reach. She priced the gilt on his statue’s boots (“thin; they cheaped out on the boots; heroes always get cheaped on the boots, no one looks at a boot”). She priced the incense the shrine sold (“cut with sawdust; the man’s own shrine sells him short”). She stood in front of a woven panel of Vessin the Lightbringer smiting a fox-demon, her own framing turned into a hero-tale, and she looked at it for a long moment, and I braced for the joke, and she said, quietly, “The weaving’s good. Whoever did the fox got the tails right. Nine. Somebody who wove that had actually seen me, which means somebody who wove that knew, and wove the lie anyway, and got the tails right out of, what, honesty? Craft? A little apology stitched into a big lie?” And then she hauled the grin back and priced the gold thread in the panel and moved on, and I filed the woven fox with the right number of tails, next to the plum stone and the copper whistle, another thing that cost too much to explain.

And she priced the Arch aloud, standing beneath it in the crowd, where the gag would let a general truth through even when it stitched a specific one.

“Hollow,” she said, looking up at the gilt head of the great arch, the vertical-slit eyes doing the appraisal she’d done through a stone for sixty years. “Eleven percent under weight for its size, I’d stake my ninth tail on it. That’s not solid gilt-work; that’s gilt over a void. Someone built a hollow into a Hero’s monument, a hollow the exact size of a strongbox, up where no one climbs and no one audits and no one prays, and then gilded a Hero’s face over the top of it.” She could say that much; it was arithmetic, not the debt; the stitches let arithmetic through. “Someone banked in there. In the head of the Lightbringer’s own arch. The safest vault in the province, because who robs a Hero’s monument? Nobody. Nobody looks up, and nobody robs a saint’s face, and so it’s the perfect place to hide a thing you never want found, which is exactly what a person does with a thing that’s true and dangerous and can’t be destroyed.” She tapped her nose, and looked at me, and could say no more, and didn’t have to.

“That,” said Nahari, watching the fox price a monument she couldn’t accuse, “is prophecy-work finer than most amateurs manage. She can’t tell you the truth, so she’s told you how heavy the hidden box is, which is the same truth wearing a merchant’s coat. I foresee for a living and I couldn’t have pointed you there cleaner.” The slow blink. “My glass whites out at the arch, same as at the festival’s heart. Whatever’s in that hollow bends my sight around it. Which means it is exactly worth having.”

The Anchor-deaths whisper converged that evening, three threads braiding into one target the way a route braids out of three bad maps.

Nahari’s half-seen thread first: she’d felt it all season, a pattern at the edge of the clouded glass, Anchors and short lives, a shape she couldn’t read but couldn’t stop feeling. Suzu’s gagged pantomime second: a hollow in a Hero’s arch, the exact size of a strongbox, a thing true and dangerous and hidden where no one prays. And Bram’s third, from the wager-book’s other trade, which was old songs, because a man who’s run a taproom forty years half-remembers every ballad that ever came through it.

“Halden Rusk,” Bram said, slow, working it up out of memory. “There was a ballad, forty years back, a sad one, didn’t last a season. The Last Anchor, they called him. Died young, the song said, like they all did, and the song made a mystery of it, the way songs do, all Anchors die young and nobody knows why, and it didn’t rhyme well and nobody sang it twice and it died the way he did.” He frowned. “Rusk. Halden Rusk. He’d have been the last one before you, porter. The last man whose bond returned legends whole. And he died young, like they all did.” He looked at me. “You’re an Anchor. And every Anchor before you died young. And there’s a hollow the size of a strongbox in a Hero’s arch, hidden by the same Hero who framed a fox to bury something no one could catch. I don’t like where those three lines cross. But I know a porter who reads where lines cross for a living, and they cross in the head of that arch, and I’d want to know what’s in the box before I climbed a ladder full of people who’d rather you died young too.”

There was a fourth thread, and Nahari found it, and it wasn’t in a song, it was in the wet edge of her own sight.

“There’s a wagon in the Chainwright’s train,” she said, quiet, that evening, the slow blink slower. “Lead-lined. I’ve felt it since the gate. My glass whites at its edge the way it whites at the arch, the same whiteness, which means the same hand’s touched both.” Her hands, for once, were still. “A woman rides with that wagon. Ash-grey. Careful. I can’t see her, only the shape of the not-seeing, and the not-seeing has a signature, and the signature matches the ward-burn on your old survey, anchor, the one from the tomb.” She turned her empty cup once. “Odette Calloway is here, and she’s carrying something my sight bends around, and she’s Malchor’s now, or Malchor thinks she is, and I’d not trust either of them to know which. A mage who makes an oracle go blind is a mage who’s been working on the Saint’s own materials. Add it to the file. Whatever she’s built, it grew out of the thing that failed on Maeva’s neck, and it’ll want a second try before this festival’s done.”

I added it to the file, Odette and her lead-lined wagon and the whiteness that matched the arch, a sealed weapon in the receipts book waiting for the wrong hand to open it.

We did the contingency work then, because dread is cheaper when it has assigned tasks.

Maeva set the pavilion lamps in a line and made me walk past them while she watched which flames leaned toward the festival heart and which stood straight under the Standard. Yrsa put two chalk marks on the floor and made Suzu cross between them without stepping on either mark, again and again, until the fox stopped treating the drill as a dare and started treating it as a seam. Nahari stood with her eyes closed and counted one breath ahead while Bram described random patrons from the taproom below, forcing her to decide which details were sight, which were sound, and which were the mind trying to invent a glass where none existed. I staged three echo-ropes under the table, not because a table needed three ropes, but because a heist gets one clean mistake and the second mistake should find rope already waiting.

By midnight we had three routes to the Arch, two alibis, one signal that meant abandon the climb and burn the plan, and a fourth signal Suzu added herself by stealing the chalk and writing fox option beside the window. She refused to define fox option. “If I define it,” she said, offended, “it becomes a plan. Then everyone expects it to work.”

The council that put it together was the household at its best, four legends and a porter and an innkeeper around a table doing what no one of us could do alone, which was cross the lines. I laid it out the porter’s way, the three routes on the map of it: Nahari’s half-seen pattern, Anchors and short lives; Suzu’s gagged pantomime, a strongbox-shaped hollow in a Hero’s arch; Bram’s dead ballad, the Last Anchor who died young like all of them did. And the household argued it into shape.

“An Anchor returns legends whole,” Maeva said, pricing it. “That is the one thing the Chainwright cannot do and the one thing, if the songs are right, that every Anchor before him died young for doing. A thing that keeps happening to a specific kind of person is not bad luck, summoner; it’s policy. Someone has a policy about Anchors. And a policy has records, and records get hidden, and a Hero who framed a fox to bury something no one could catch is a Hero who was hiding a record about a policy, and I’d wager my march it’s the policy about Anchors, and I’d wager the hollow in his arch is where the record’s been sitting for sixty years.”

“Vessin framed me the year Halden Rusk died,” Suzu said, and could say that much, the arithmetic, not the debt. “I can tell you that. It’s a date, not a secret. The Last Anchor died, and a Hero framed a fox and sealed her, in the same year, and I’ve never been allowed to say the two facts in the same breath and I’m saying them now: Halden Rusk died and I got buried in the same season, and if you think that’s a coincidence you’ve not been paying attention to a single word this festival’s told you.” The little lights across her nose flickered against the stitches straining at the edge of what she could say. “Cross those two lines yourself, porter. I can’t cross them for you. But I can lay them side by side and cough.”

She laid them side by side and coughed, hard, twice, the way she’d coughed at the arch, and I watched the gag let the arithmetic through and stitch the meaning shut, and I watched how much it cost her to hand us a truth she could only deliver as a pantomime, and I understood that the whole festival had been arranged, sixty years ago, so that this exact conversation could never happen, that a Hero had framed and gagged and banked a fox precisely so that no one would ever be able to lay the Last Anchor’s death and a fox’s burial side by side and cough, and here we were doing it anyway, at a table, in defiance of sixty years of dead priests’ craft, and the doing of it felt like the next real blow struck against the thing at the top of the whole board.

“Then we go up the arch,” I said, “and we bring the truth into daylight, and the gag comes off, and she stops coughing and starts talking, and then we’ve a weapon instead of a pantomime. The strongbox matters because it buys Suzu her mouth back and gives the province the truth about what its Heroes cost. We plan it like a descent and we run it clean.” And the household leaned into the map, and the heist became a thing with a shape, and the fox stopped coughing and grinned, because a plan to get her mouth back was a gift large enough to make sixty years shift under her feet, and she said so, straight, once, and then hid it behind an appraisal of the arch’s gilt-work, which was how she said everything that mattered.

And I crossed them.

I read where the three lines crossed, and they crossed in the hollow of the Lightbringer’s Arch: some record of Halden Rusk, hidden in the one place no one robs, sealed away when the fox was framed, a record that might tell us why every Anchor before me had died young. The shape of it stood up in my head, and I set a mark in the empty ledger-space my hand kept reaching for, because the fox still had my pencil, which was exactly right. The woman closest to the hidden truth should hold the pencil I’d use to mark the finding.

Yrsa found me on the wagon roof late that night, said nothing until the festival fires had burned low, and re-wrapped my shoulder in the dark.

She came up without a word, with a whetstone she wasn’t using, and sat, and I sat, and we watched the festival’s fires burn down below, and I let the silence be, because a saint who’d walked off a field carrying a lie called fear did not want words, she wanted a shoulder to sit beside that wouldn’t ask her to talk about it. So I didn’t. I sat. The whetstone turned in her hands, unused, a thing to hold, and the lie sat in her, and neither of us named it.

Then, mid-motion, without asking, she unwrapped the burn-dressing on my shoulder where the fresh tracery still pained, and re-wrapped it, tighter, better, her field-efficient hands doing the one kindness she knew how to give without it being a debt, the re-wrap that was hers. She paused once, her hands still on my shoulder, and said one thing into the dark, the only thing she said all night.

“Not tonight.”

Her hands finished the wrap. Then she was gone before any thanks could land.


Chapter 8: The Whole Knot

She told me in the cellar under Bram’s rented annex, with the door bolted, because for Yrsa privacy and heat were the same muscle, and a bolted door meant she’d decided to let a thing out, and I’d learned not to reach for it until she did.

She’d asked me down there to spar, which was how she asked for most things, and we’d sparred, blunt training blades in lamplight, the good clean rhythm of it, and I’d learned enough over a winter to make her work for her touches now, not to win, I’d never win, but to make her earn it, and she’d noticed, the way she noticed every increment of a student’s improvement, and once, mid-bout, she’d said “better” in the flat tone that from her was a medal, and I’d filed it. We’d sparred until the sparring did what sparring did for her, which was empty her head of everything but the next exchange, and then, halfway through, she’d stopped, mid-guard, the low-line counter half-formed, and she’d looked at the shape her own hands were making, the guard, the guard, and lowered her point, and I’d lowered mine, and I’d waited, because a saint who stops mid-guard staring at her own hands is a saint about to say a true thing and you don’t step on the run-up.

“This guard,” she said, quiet, looking at her hands. “You saw the reeve on the downs. The oracle clocked the style. I’ve been using it all season and pretending I didn’t know why it’s suddenly everywhere, and I do know why, and I’m going to tell you, because I’ve got to tell someone or the not-telling’s going to break something in me, and it’s you, because you don’t flinch and you don’t comfort and you’ll just take it and hold it, which is the only way I can hand a thing over.” She checked the bolt once with the heel of her hand, soldier’s habit, and told me.

“The third one in his file,” she said. “The Iron Warden. Ilsabet Kron.” She said the name flat, the way you set down a heavy thing, testing whether the floor will hold it. “She taught me the guard I still use. The low-line counter you watched me take the reeve with on the downs, the one the oracle clocked. That’s hers. I killed with her guard in every living fight I had after Havrun, and carried it through death besides, and it’s walking to heel in a charcoal-coated man’s file between a piper and a lance, and I’ve spent three days deciding whether I could say her name out loud, and it turns out I can, in a cellar, with the door bolted, to you.”

“Tell me about her,” I said, plainly, because that was the only thing to say, and because a woman carrying a name wants to be asked to set it all the way down, not to have it taken.

So she told me, blunt and dry and without a single wet word in it, because her grief didn’t weep, it stood at parade.

“Garrison instructor at Havrun when I was a brat,” she said. “Twelve years old, a garrison rat, no people, stole a practice sword off the rack and got caught, and instead of thrashing me she watched me hold the stolen sword and said the grip was wrong and fixed it. That was Ilsabet. She fixed the grip before she reported the theft. Priorities.” Her grip loosened on the practice blade, just for a breath. “She taught me the guard. The ration discipline, how to eat like a siege is coming because a siege is always coming. And the rule. The one rule that’s mine now, the one I live by. The strongest stands last. You don’t spend your best blade first to look brave; you hold it, you stand it last at the hinge, because the last stander is the one who decides how the story ends. She taught me that with a stolen practice sword when I was twelve, and I stood last at every hinge I reached after that, right up to the bridge, because a woman fixed my grip instead of thrashing me.”

She turned the blunt training blade in her hands, a whetstone she wasn’t using in another form.

“She died holding Havrun’s gate,” she said. “Nine days. The garrison broke and the granaries had to empty, the whole winter’s grain and the people with it, and someone had to hold the gate while the evacuations finished, and Ilsabet held it. Nine days at a gate, alone at the end, in her own guard, the strongest standing last exactly the way she taught it, so that a granary could empty and a town could eat through a winter.” She turned the training blade once. “I was nineteen. I watched from the third wall. I wasn’t good enough yet to stand with her, and she ordered me back, and I obeyed, because you obeyed Ilsabet, and I carried the question through five living years, through death, and back, wondering whether I obeyed because it was the order or because I was afraid, and I’ve never once been able to answer it, and that’s the real wound, anchor, not that she died, everyone dies, but that I was sent back and lived and never got to stand with her at the one gate that mattered, and I stood last at every gate I reached after Havrun to pay a debt to a woman who’s dead and can’t be paid, and it’s never worked, five living years of standing last and ninety dead ones carrying the debt, and it’s never once made me even.”

She was quiet a moment, and then she gave me the detail that carried the whole wound, the thing she’d carried through death and back.

“On the fourth day she sent a runner back with a message for me,” she said. “Not orders. A message, personal, which she never did. The runner said Ilsabet said to tell the garrison rat to keep her grip loose, she’s gripping too hard again, she always grips too hard when she’s afraid, tell her to loosen the grip and she’ll live. That was the message. From a woman holding a gate on the fourth of nine days, dying, with a town’s winter riding on her arm, and she spent a runner to tell a nineteen-year-old to loosen her grip. Because she knew I was on the third wall gripping my sword too hard and terrified, and she took a breath she couldn’t spare to fix my grip one last time, the way she fixed it when I was twelve, and I kept my grip loose in every living fight I had because a dying woman ordered me to from a gate, and the lesson stayed with me through the dark after, the loose grip, hers, and it’s the last thing she ever gave anyone, a note about a grip, and the kingdom sang the gate and forgot the note, and filed the whole nine days under the lord who ran, the way they filed my bridge under the lord who ran, because that’s what kingdoms do with women who stand last.” Her hands went still. “And now the Chainwright has her. Whatever’s left. Walking to heel in the guard she taught me. And he wants me to duel her for applause. A heritage match.”

She gave me Havrun in pieces after that, because Yrsa’s memories arrived like drill commands, not like stories. The first wall had been red brick and old mortar, good against arrows and bad against spring melt. The granary doors had swollen in the rain and stuck on the third day, so Ilsabet ordered the hinges cut and made the grain-men carry sacks through a gap hacked in their own door while the enemy pressed at the gate below. A drummer boy counted cartloads when his drum split. A woman with a broken spear tried to go back for the Warden and got dragged onward by two millers who would have died if they’d let her.

Yrsa remembered the smell of wet grain. She remembered the sound of gate-bolts being reset with wedges because the true bolts had warped. She remembered Ilsabet shouting up at the third wall without looking back, “Loose grip, rat,” like the woman had eyes in the stones and nothing better to do during a siege than correct a student’s hands.

“The songs never mention the hinges,” Yrsa said. “They never mention wet grain or stuck doors or the boy counting cartloads with a cracked drum-rim. They sing a gate. A gate’s clean. Havrun wasn’t clean. It was sacks bursting in mud and old women cursing the grain-men for spilling winter and Ilsabet holding the hinge because someone had to be the thing the whole ugly evacuation turned around. That’s what standing last is. Not glory. A hinge.”

Then the fury came, and it came in duel-grammar, clipped and exact and worse than any scream.

“Leashing isn’t killing, anchor,” she said. “Killing I could forgive. Killing’s honest; it’s what a gate’s for. Leashing is editing.” The word came out with a hate in it I’d never heard her spend. “That husk uses her guard. Not her judgment. Her stance, not her refusals. The Ilsabet I watched hold a gate would have looked at Malchor Stane and told him where to put his heritage match in words that’d curl a bard’s ears, and the husk can’t, because they cut that out. They kept the guard and threw away the woman. They kept the low-line counter and threw away the twelve-year-old’s fixed grip and the nine days and the rule about who stands last. They kept the sword and threw away the woman, and they walk the sword to heel and call it heritage, and I will not lift a blade against her stance for a crowd, because her stance is the last true thing left of her and I’ll not help a chainwright make a show of it.” She set the training blade down, flat, final.

“You want to know the worst of it,” she went on, and she wasn’t asking. “The worst of it is I recognized her guard before I recognized her face. Ninety-five years since Havrun, and I’ve forgotten what her voice sounded like, and I’ve forgotten whether her eyes were grey or brown, I’ve genuinely forgotten, I’ve tried and I can’t get it back. But I knew the guard from across a field in one glance, because I held it through every fight I lived long enough to fight and then through legend after, so the part of her I’ve kept perfect is the part they stole and are parading. The parts of her that were hers, the voice and the eyes and the jokes and the way she’d cuff you for gripping too hard and then buy you an ale for taking the cuff, those I’ve lost to time the honest way. The leash has kept the guard bright and hollow while I let the woman go dim. He’s parading the exact part of her I kept, the one thing we share, the guard, and making me watch a dead thing do it better than I remember her doing it, and there’s a specific cruelty in that I didn’t have a word for until I stood on that Row and felt it, and the word is theft, and I’m the one person alive who was robbed of her twice, once by a gate and once by a chain.” The storm-grey eyes came up. “Right now I need you to make me a promise, and I need it made in a way I can carry, which is as logistics, because I can’t carry it any softer, I’ll break.”

“Name it,” I said.

“When the field puts the Chainwright’s chains in reach,” she said, soldier-plain, “hers first. Whatever else is happening, whoever else is chained, when you can cut a leash, you cut Ilsabet’s first. Usefulness has nothing to do with it. She fixed my grip when I was twelve and stood last at a gate so I could live, and a debt like that gets paid first or it isn’t paid. First chain, first cut. That’s the promise. Give it to me as logistics, in order, in your porter’s voice, so I can file it and stop carrying it in the part of me that breaks.”

“First chain, first cut,” I said, in my porter’s voice, in order, logistics. “Whatever else the field is doing. When a leash is in reach, hers comes off before any other. Filed. It’s not a hope, it’s a task, and I don’t lose tasks. First chain, first cut.”

“And you don’t tell her what to do after,” Yrsa said, and this was the part she’d needed the bolted door for most, the part that cost her. “You cut the chain and you let go. Don’t tell her to stand and don’t tell her to fight and don’t tell her to rest. A leashed thing follows the first hand that frees it out of habit, and if you tell her anything she’ll do it because being told is all they left her, and that’s just another leash with a kinder hand on it. So you cut it and you let go and you let her choose, even if she chooses to walk into the dark and lie down, even if she chooses to leave without a word, even if she chooses nothing at all.” Her voice was very steady and very careful. “Because the one thing I need, the only thing, is for the last thing anyone does to Ilsabet Kron to be a choice given back, not an order given kind. She spent her whole life giving orders that saved people and her death standing last at a gate and they took her judgment and kept her guard, and I will not have her freed into somebody else’s orders, not even mine, not even yours, not even good ones. Cut it. Let go. Let her be a woman making a choice for one breath before whatever comes. That’s what I want. That’s the debt. Five living years and the long dark after, I’ve owed her a loose grip and I can finally pay it: I can make sure the hand that frees her doesn’t grip her either. Say you understand it. Not the task. The reason.”

“I understand it,” I said, and I did, all the way down. “Cut the chain, let go, give nothing but the cut. The last thing done to her is a choice returned. No orders, not even kind ones. She gets to be a person for one breath. That’s the debt, and it’s the right debt, and I’ll pay it exactly the way you’ve priced it.”

And because grief gets steadier when it has a route, I gave her the route too. “To do it, I need the nexus, not the body. I need to see where the chain runs back, not where she stands. If the field puts her in front of us, you don’t rush her. You hold the screen off me and keep me alive long enough to find the anchor-point. Maeva holds the line. Nahari times the breach. Suzu marks whatever focus smells expensive. I cut, then I step back. If she rests, we guard the resting. If she walks, we clear the path. If she fights beside you, we don’t name it until it’s done. First chain, first cut, then loose grip.”

Yrsa breathed once, and that was the first breath in the room that sounded like it belonged to her body instead of to a memory. The route had helped. Of course it had. A promise can be noble and still be useless until someone works out where the spare rope goes and who keeps the left flank from collapsing. I had given the debt handles. She could carry handles.

She nodded, once, and the matter closed, and the name she’d carried three days set down onto a floor that held it, and I watched a woman who stood last in life and carried the debt through death let another woman’s memory be carried by someone else for a moment, which was, I understood, the whole reason for the bolted door.

We stayed like that long enough for the annex above us to settle. Bram’s taproom creaked overhead, coins moved, a chair scraped, someone laughed at a dice throw and got hushed by a woman who knew better than to laugh above a bolted cellar. Yrsa heard all of it. I saw her hear it. A household above, warm and loud and badly behaved, while a name that had been handled by songs and kingdoms and a chainwright finally sat on a cellar floor between two people who knew what a hinge cost.

“She’s not a display,” Yrsa said.

“No,” I said.

“She’s not a lesson for the crowd.”

“No.”

“She’s my teacher,” Yrsa said, and the last word landed harder than the name had. “That’s all. She isn’t a relic or heritage. She’s my teacher.”

“Then that’s what we’ll treat her as.”

She nodded again, smaller. “Good.”

Then the grief needed somewhere to go. Yrsa had died at twenty-four and carried an undefeated habit out of legend back into a body still built like a drawn blade; grief in her did not ask to be held softly. It asked for terms.

“Rope,” she said. It wasn’t a request. She’d already gone and gotten her rope, the good climbing-line she carried, and she held it out, and her voice had shifted from the flat of the grief to the clipped of her terms, the switch I knew. “You’ve read me all night. You knew before I asked that I’d want somewhere to put this down. So I’ll save you the reading and set the terms, because they’re mine to set. Rope. All of it. I don’t want a hand free to carry anything tonight. Not a promise, not a name, not a gate. Nothing. I want my hands where I can’t use them and my whole self held by something I trust, and I trust your knots because you tie like a porter and a porter’s knot holds.” The storm-grey eyes had heat in them now, the grief converting to the one currency she could spend it in. “Stop-word’s the same as always. Blade goes on the bench where I can reach it, same as always, and I won’t reach it, same as always, and that’s the trust, on the bench, in reach, untouched.” Then the glint, the contest, because it had to be a contest to stay hers. “And here’s the wager. I bet I don’t say yield tonight. I’ve said it every time you’ve had me and tonight I bet I hold it, keep it, don’t spend it, and if I lose the wager I lose it to you, which is the only way I’ve ever wanted to lose anything, so it’s a bet I win either way, which is the only kind a saint should make. Do you accept the terms?”

I offered the shape of it back to her first, because I’d read her right and she’d want to know I had. “The whole knot,” I said. “Not the belt this time. All of it. Hands lashed, no float, held by something you trust so you can put the whole night down.” I took the rope. “I accept the terms. Blade on the bench. Stop-word standing. And I’ll take your wager, and I’ll win it, because you didn’t come down here to hold that word tonight, you came down here to spend it, and we both know it, and pretending otherwise is the game, and I like the game.”

“I accept the terms, and I’ll add one of my own,” I said, “since you’ve set all of yours. When it’s done, you sleep. Not a watch, not a drill, not a whetstone. You sleep, here, against me, on a floor if you want the floor, and you don’t apologize for it and you don’t call it weakness, because a woman who’s carried a name through death and back and finally set it down has earned a night where the strongest thing in the room isn’t her. That’s my one term. Take it or we don’t start.”

She looked at me a long moment, the storm-grey eyes reading me the way she read a stance, and I watched her weigh whether accepting a term about rest was a surrender she could bear, and I watched her decide that from me it wasn’t, because I’d never once handled her like she’d break.

“Accepted,” she said, gruff, and it cost her, and she let it cost her, which was its own kind of trust. “One night. I sleep. I don’t apologize. Don’t make it a thing in the morning or I’ll deny it happened.”

“Then tie,” she said, and put her wrists out, crossed, and the contest was joined.

I eased the fighting leathers off her first, slow, because she’d asked for the whole knot and the whole knot deserved a proper undressing, and she let me, standing in the lamplight of the cellar with her weight balanced even the way it always was, watching me the way she watched a bout, reading me. The chest-wrap came off by her own arrangement, unwound before I could reach it, her own dare, always her own hands, the small high firm chest bared as a challenge daring me to make something of it, winter-pale skin already flushing at her throat and collarbones, and I made something of it, my mouth on her, my hands mapping the long hard-muscled length of her, the fencer’s shoulders and the taut stomach and the endless legs, and her tactical commentary clipped itself down to nothing while her storm-grey eyes started their journey toward the wide-open place they went exactly once a season.

Then I tied her like a porter, which was the point, wrists crossed and lashed clean to the bench legs with her own good line, knots that would hold and wouldn’t cut, and she watched me tie them with a professional’s eye, and inspected the work by testing it, pulling against the knots to feel them hold, and approved of them, which was its own foreplay, a saint approving of the rigging that held her.

“Porter’s knots,” she said, testing, the approval rough in her voice. “They hold. Good. I hate a knot that pretends.” She pulled against them once more, hard, felt them hold, and something in her let go at the holding, the way it only ever let go when she’d tested a thing and found it real. “No float. That’s what I wanted. Not a hand free to carry a name or a gate or a lie called fear. Just held. Now do the rest, and mean it, and don’t handle me like I’ll break, because I won’t, and the not-breaking’s the whole reason I picked a man who won’t pretend I might.”

I ran a hand down her bound spine and between her legs and found her soaked, ready, her pussy hot and slick against my fingers, the roughness she’d asked for already wanted before I’d given it, and I worked her there until her hips chased my hand and the single syllables started, and only then fit my cock to her and drove it home from behind over the bench, one hard stroke that seated me to the root and snapped the last tactic out of her. The rough register was at its full, because that was her lane and the grief needed the roughness, needed to be met with something that wouldn’t handle her like she’d break. I gripped her narrow athletic hips and fucked into her and she bucked back to take every inch, bound, no hand free to carry anything, exactly as she’d wanted, the name and the gate and the lie held by rope she trusted and a man she trusted more, and her commentary, what there was of it, degraded fast from anything tactical to single hard syllables, the winter-pale skin flushing down her spine and shoulders, the long athletic line of her arched and lashed and taut over the bench, her tight heat gripping my cock on every drive, and I fisted a hand in her jaw-length black hair and pulled her head back and drove deeper and she made a sound that had no words in it at all.

“Harder,” was the last full word she managed, and I gave her harder, and the word after that was half a word, and the word after that was a syllable, and the saint who never ran out of tactical commentary ran all the way out of language, which was exactly what she’d come to the cellar for.

Then I turned her, because she’d asked for the whole knot and I wanted her to lose the wager looking at me, and I unlashed her wrists from the bench legs only to re-cross them, and laid her back on the bench and folded her, ankles up over my shoulders, her still-bound wrists hooked behind my neck so the rope held us together, and sank my cock into her again, face to face at the fullest depth, slow and hard, the fold of her body letting me bottom out against the place that took the last hard word from her. The storm-grey eyes lost the bet in stages, the defiance going, the contest going, the whole armored legend going, until what was under it was the thing she almost never let anyone see, a woman who wanted, more than anything, to stop being the strongest thing in the room for one night and be held instead. Her bound arms pulled me down against her, and her endless hard legs locked over my shoulders, and I drove into her deep and steady and watched the last of the armor come off her face.

I fucked her deep and steady, one hand still fisted in her black hair and one braced on the bench beside her folded body, my cock working the full length of her on every slow stroke, and I felt her climb through the bond, the cold-iron of her going molten, the grief converting all the way to heat and then to something past heat, and I held her right at the edge, made her stay there, because she’d made a wager and I meant to make her lose it properly, and the storm-grey eyes went wide and wild and pleading, the whole armor gone, a saint at the brink held there by a man she trusted with the holding.

“Say it,” I said, one hand tight in the rope she’d chosen. “Lose the bet. You came here to lose it. Yield.”

“Yield,” she said, at the brink, the command met, and she lost the wager, and she lost it as a victory.

“Yield,” she said again, and it wasn’t defeat, it was triumph, because losing to me was the one contest a woman who’d never lost got to win, and the word broke through her, her whole bound body arching, her endless legs locking hard over my shoulders, her pussy clamping down and milking my cock in long fierce spasms, storm-grey light edging thin along the old scars and the new rib-scar for a breath, the release word she’d spat at a hundred opponents spent as her own surrender, and through the bond I felt the old debt of standing last finally set down for one shaking breath, the grief and the gate and the note about the grip and the lie called fear, and it took me with her, and I buried myself to the hilt and came inside her with her name low in my mouth, spurting deep in hot pulses while her bound wrists pulled me down hard and her spasming heat wrung every drop out of me, and she held me there with her whole bound body until we were both wrung out on the cellar bench in the lamplight.

“Still yours,” she said, afterward, fierce and quiet, the word re-consecrated the way it was every time, the promise she’d made in the Antler loft renewed in a cellar. “That word. No one else’s. Ever. I lost the wager on purpose and I’d lose it again and don’t you dare tell the fox I made a bet I meant to lose, she’ll add it to my file and quote insurance rates.”

She was quiet a while after that, forehead against my shoulder, her bound wrists still hooked behind my neck while the shaking eased, and then she said the true thing under the fierce thing, low, in the register she only reached this far spent. “All my fighting life I spat that word at men I was about to kill, and it never meant anything but their ending. Now it means the one time I get to stop. That’s a strange arithmetic, that the word for a man’s death is the word for my whole self set down, and I’ve decided not to think about it too hard, because thinking about it too hard is a way of arguing with a good thing, and I’m done arguing with good things, I did that through life, death, and return and it’s exhausting and it never once won me anything worth keeping.” Her hand found the newest thread of tracery on my shoulder and traced it, absent. “You didn’t handle me like I’d break. That’s the gift. Everyone since the bridge has handled me like a thing too valuable to use or too dangerous to touch, and you tied my hands and drove me over a bench and never once treated me like I might break, and I broke anyway, on purpose, safe, because you weren’t afraid of the breaking point. That’s the gift. Not the rope. The not-being-afraid.”

I unbound her, and she coiled her own rope, because order restored was hers to restore, winding it neat around her forearm the way you stow a thing you’ll trust again. We sat on the cellar floor, backs to the bench, shoulder to shoulder, sharing the water skin like two soldiers after a hard watch. She inspected the tracery on my shoulder, the burn from the shrine, and re-wrapped it without comment, the re-wrap that was hers, her hands field-efficient even boneless and spent.

“You’ll spend more before this is done,” she said, echoing the empress without knowing it, or maybe knowing it, the two of them budgeting me from opposite ends. “The vault, whatever the Chainwright’s built in that lead wagon, whatever ground he thinks will break us. You’ll overdraft again, and I’ll carry you home again, and I’ll be angry about it and I’ll do it anyway, and that’s the arrangement, and I want it said sober in a cellar so you can’t argue it in a crisis: you spend yourself, I carry you home. Say it back.”

“I spend myself, you carry me home,” I said.

“Good,” she said, and leaned her head against my shoulder, and started a sentence about gate rotations, how she’d want the militia boys positioned, the hinge, the fallback, the strongest standing last the way Ilsabet taught it, and fell asleep sitting up in the middle of it, against my shoulder, mid-word, a saint asleep against the man who’d promised to cut her teacher’s chain first, and I sat still on a cellar floor and let her sleep on my shoulder and didn’t move for a long time, because a saint asleep is a thing you don’t disturb, and because the promise sat in me now, filed, first chain, first cut, sealed inside the trust that had made it speakable.

The household knew, in the morning, without being told, because four strands of a bond don’t keep a night like that from each other, and each of them answered it in her own register, and none of them made it a thing, which was the kindness.

Maeva said only, over breakfast, “A woman who held a gate nine days deserves better than a Chainwright’s parade. She’ll have better.” Then she peppered her eggs, statecraft set aside for one morning because the saint had not asked for a campaign map.

Nahari said nothing at all, which for the oracle was the loudest support, and instead she oiled the burn on my shoulder that Yrsa had re-wrapped, slow. Once, mildly, she said, “First chain, first cut is the right order.” Then she braided her hair and said no more.

And Suzu, the dark horse, understood the leash better than any of them, because she’d been in a box.

“A leash is a box that walks,” she told me, quiet, appraising the tracery. “I know boxes. Sixty years in one. The worst part isn’t the stone, porter; the worst part is that they keep the part of you that’s useful and starve the part of you that’s you, and after a while you can’t tell which is which. That’s what they’ve done to the saint’s teacher. Kept the guard, starved the woman.” All the mischief left her small face. “When you cut her chain, cut it and let go. Don’t tell her to stand. Don’t tell her to rest. Let her choose, even if she chooses to leave. Especially if she chooses to leave. That’s the whole difference between you and him, and I’d know, because a porter cut my seal and then let me walk beside him unbonded until I chose.” She tapped the tracery, twice. “Cut it and let go. That’s the fox’s advice, and it’s free, which means it’s the only honest thing in this festival.”

I filed it beside first chain, first cut.

The comedy came in the morning, and it came, as most comedy did now, through the fox.

The cellar key was gone.

Bram found it gone, and turned the annex upside down for it, because a bolted cellar with the wager-book’s overflow in it was not a thing an innkeeper loses the key to, and he checked his apron and his lockbox and the peg behind the bar three times each, muttering, working himself into a proper one-armed fury, and I watched him go through the whole ritual of a careful man who’s lost a thing he never loses, and I already knew where the key was, because I could feel the fox’s flint-bright amusement banked at the edge of the bond like a struck spark, and Suzu appeared at his elbow at the exact moment of maximum fury, delighted, holding the key.

“Security review,” she announced. “I stole your cellar key three nights ago to see if I could, and I could, in eleven seconds, which is a scandal, Bram, an actual scandal, a child could rob you blind, so I’ve been holding it as a demonstration, and now I’m returning it, improved, because I’ve also had a locksmith friend, don’t ask, cut you a better lock to go with it, and I’m selling you the pair, key and better lock, at a very fair markup, because you were going to be robbed and now you won’t be, and prevention’s worth a premium, everyone knows that.” She held out her small hand. “Two silver. It’s a bargain. You’ll thank me on any night you don’t get robbed, which makes it two silver well spent.”

Bram looked at the fox, and at his own stolen key, and at the better lock, and paid her the two silver, because she was right, and then he framed the receipt, the little paper she wrote him for a lock he’d been extorted into buying by the thief who’d stolen the key, and hung it behind his bar, because forty years of running a taproom had taught him to know a legend when he was robbed by one.

The rest of the household came to breakfast in its usual four directions and made the morning warm the way it made everything warm, and I watched Yrsa move through it and saw that the cellar had done its work, that she carried the name lighter now, not gone, never gone, but shared, set on a floor that held it. She ate like a siege was coming, which was normal, and condemned the annex’s toasting-fork to the fire as “a fork that thinks it’s a weapon and is wrong about both,” which was normal, and when Suzu tried to steal the eggs off her plate she caught the fox’s wrist without looking, which was normal, and the normalcy was the gift, a saint allowed to be ordinary the morning after she’d handed off a name she’d carried through death and back.

“You slept in the cellar,” Maeva observed to me, over her scandalously peppered eggs, with the auditing eyes gone knowing and kind at once. “Both of you. On a floor. There are beds, summoner. I’ve provisioned beds. The whole point of provisioning beds is that people not sleep on cellar floors.” Then, more gently, because she’d read the grief through the link and priced it correctly, “But some griefs only set down on hard ground, I know, I’ve a few of my own that won’t lie on anything soft.” She peppered her eggs further. “Now eat, all of you.”

Yrsa ate. That was her answer to mercy, and Maeva accepted it as payment in full.

Later, when the annex emptied toward the circuit grounds, I found the practice blades from the cellar cleaned and hung together on the rack, mine beside hers, both edges oiled though neither needed it. The rope sat coiled under them, exact, ready. The bench had one new gouge where her bound wrist had dragged the knot against the wood. Yrsa had left it there. She’d seen it, certainly. A saint missed nothing in a room after using it. Leaving it was the closest she’d come to putting a marker on the night.

Suzu found the gouge too, because thieves find marks the way priests find sins. She looked at it, looked at Yrsa across the room, and did not make the joke that had climbed visibly up her throat.

Yrsa noticed that mercy and gave the fox half her bacon without a word.

Suzu received it like a coronation, which meant she stole the other half and returned the plate cleaner than she found it.


Chapter 9: Misdirection Drills

Planning a heist on a Hero’s monument turned out to be the same craft as planning a descent, which is reading a place until it tells you the one route it forgot to guard.

The Lightbringer’s Arch stood in the busiest square in Veltmark, which was its defense and its weakness both. It was ringed by patrols and shrine-wardens day and night, watched by ten thousand festival-goers, gilt and holy and impossible to approach unseen, and that meant nobody watched it the way you watch a thing that might actually be robbed, because who robs a Hero’s arch? The wardens were there for pickpockets working the crowd, not for a team going up the gilt head after a strongbox no one knew was there. A place everyone watches is a place no one guards.

I mapped its defenses the way I’d mapped a hundred dungeons, and the mapping told the same story every over-guarded place tells, which is that its strength faces outward and its back is bare. Four warden-posts at the corners of the square, watching the crowd. Two shrine-wardens at the arch’s foot, watching the offering-plate. A lamp-round every quarter-hour, a warden with a pole-lamp walking the base of the monument, watching the ground. Every eye pointed at the crowd or the plate or the ground, and not one eye pointed up, because the threat they’d built the watch against was a thief in the crowd, not a crew on the crown. The whole apparatus was a wall with its shield-side to the square and its bare back to the sky, and a porter who’s read enough walls knows that a wall is only ever as strong as the direction it’s afraid of, and this one wasn’t afraid of the dark above it at all.

“Everything they’ve built watches the wrong thing,” I said, tracing it on Maeva’s map. “They’re guarding against a pickpocket. We’re not pickpockets. We go over the top of the whole watch, up the one face nobody’s afraid of, and the harder part isn’t getting up, it’s the timing, because the lamp-round crosses the north pier every quarter-hour and we need a clear window to make the mercy-way door. That’s where the oracle and the fox come in. That’s the whole job in one sentence: go up the direction they’re not afraid of, in the window between the lamps.”

“The gilt head’s hollow,” I said, over the map Maeva had drawn, “and Suzu’s priced the void at strongbox size, up top, where no one climbs. So we don’t fight the square. We go up the one route the builders left and forgot, and the builders always leave one, because a thing that big has to be maintained, and maintenance men need a way up that isn’t the front.”

“The crown-gallery mercy-way,” Maeva said, and tapped the map, and here was where four hundred years of watching contracts lie became a burglar’s blueprint. “I’ve read the construction off the proportions. An arch this scale has an internal gallery near the crown for the gilders and the stone-masons, and a gallery means a stair, and a stair means a workers’ door, and a workers’ door on a monument is always hidden and always shabby and always exactly where the architect’s drawings show a solid buttress, because architects lie about buttresses to hide the maintenance access, they’ve done it for a thousand years, it’s the oldest lie in stone.” She traced it. “There. The north pier reads solid on any plan they’d show a Margrave. It isn’t. There’s a mercy-way behind it, a worker’s stair up to the crown-gallery, and from the gallery you reach the hollow head. The masons who built it left themselves a way in and then swore it didn’t exist, and I know exactly how a man swears a buttress solid, because I paid for three palaces and every single builder lied to me about the buttresses.” She sat back, satisfied. “Read a contract long enough and you can rob anything. The lie is always the door.”

Suzu confirmed the mercy-way the fox’s way, which was to go and look at it in daylight while pretending to admire the monument. She came back with a full appraisal delivered as tourist enthusiasm. “The north pier’s got a maintenance seam a hand’s-breadth off the false joint, exactly where your empress said, she reads stone like I read pockets, it’s frightening. The door behind it hasn’t been opened in sixty years; I can tell by the weathering on the seam, which means whoever put a thing in the head went up once and never came down that way, which means the thing’s still up there, which means the priced-hollow’s real.” She’d fanned a tail, delighted. “It’s a good job, porter. The best kind. A vault everyone can see and no one guards, up a monument no one robs, behind a door no one’s opened since the year I got buried. Sixty years and I get to open the door I was framed to keep shut. It’s almost too neat. I don’t trust neat. But I want it too badly to be careful about it, which is exactly the mood that gets a thief buried, so somebody remind me to be careful. Not you, Nahari, you’ll just tell me I won’t be.”

“You won’t be,” Nahari said, serene, “but it works out anyway, because being careless at the right moment is a kind of foresight, and you have it, and it’s the only foresight I’ve ever envied. Now sit down and let the porter plan, and stop admiring the door, you’ll wear a groove in the air pointing at it.”

The division of labor made itself, because each of us was a tool with a shape, and a good plan puts each tool where its shape fits.

Maeva would host a salon. That was her weapon and she wielded it with relish: a scandalous midnight salon in Gilt Row, under Lady Maeva’s own seal, wine and wit and the Golden Empress being magnificent, and every eye in the festival that mattered, the captains and the sponsors and half the adjudicators, would orbit her pavilion for the sheer social gravity of it, because a room can’t help looking at the sun, and while they looked at the sun no one would look at a dark arch three squares over. She’d already sent the invitations; half of Gilt Row had RSVP’d within the hour; Kolbeck had accepted out of spite and would spend the evening being priced.

Yrsa would take the chandlers’ roofline, high over the square, the saint as overwatch, one whistle in the herdsman-code to re-route any warden who drifted wrong, a thrown pebble and a perfect innocence, the same spoof she’d run on the causeway turned to a burglar’s use. “I’ll not like it,” she said, when I gave her the roof. “Standing on a roof while you two go up a monument is exactly the wrong job for me, I hold ground, I don’t watch it. But a roof’s where the overwatch goes, and a whistle’s a weapon if it moves a warden off your line, so I’ll take the roof and hate it and do it perfectly, because the alternative is you going up that arch with only a fox to catch you, and a fox catches herself and lets everyone else fall, it’s her nature, no offense.”

“Enormous offense,” said Suzu, delighted.

Nahari would time the patrol seams from the crowd, one breath ahead, her clouded glass good for exactly the one breath a heist lives and dies in, the whole doctrine we’d drill that night made operational: a blind oracle who didn’t need to see the future because she’d make it with a fox. Bram would anchor the alibi with a loud wager-night at his plank across two barrels, a dozen honest witnesses ready to swear the coalition was drinking and gambling all evening in plain sight, because the best alibi is a room full of people who genuinely believe it. And Suzu and I would go up the dark side, up the north pier’s lying buttress and the mercy-way behind it, with echo-rope and the fox’s misdirection, two thieves after a strongbox in a Hero’s head, the muscle and the map and the hands and the locks, a crew.

“Osric holds the tally at the wager-night,” I added, because a plan is only as good as its least-noticed part, “and marks the hour every patrol passes, so we’ve a written record of the square’s rhythm even if the oracle’s blind at the edges. Wend and Colm carry nothing and stand near Bram looking like farm boys enjoying a festival, which they are, which is why it works, because nobody watches a farm boy at a wager-night. Everyone’s got a job. The job you don’t notice is the job that saves the whole thing. Ask any porter.”

We drilled the alibi as carefully as the climb. Bram made Osric call the wager-hours until the boy could do it through the stammer without once losing the number. Wend learned to spill ale at the exact wrong moment for a curious warden’s sight-line, apologetic and broad and impossible to accuse of strategy. Colm practiced laughing at dice he did not understand, because a silent farm giant looks suspicious and a laughing one looks like a festival has overcharged him for beer. Maeva approved every ugly practical piece of it. “A court calls this theater,” she said. “A porter calls it a load arranged correctly. Both are right.”

“You’re the muscle and the map,” Suzu told me, delighted with the whole shape of it. “I’m the hands and the locks. It’s a proper job. Sixty years and I get a proper job again, with an empress running the distraction and a saint on the roof and an oracle counting the seams. Do you know what I’d have paid for a crew like this in my first life? Everything. All nine tails. And I’ve got it for the price of one returned pencil, which I’m still holding, which makes the deal criminally good.” Then the sparks at her cheeks dimmed, the way they did near the true thing. “And it’s the job, porter. The real one. Whatever’s in that head is the thing they gagged me over. When it comes into daylight the stitches come off. So this isn’t just a strongbox. This is me getting my mouth back. I’d like that noted in the crew’s books.”

“It’s noted,” I said, and it was.

Odette we spotted that night, and she entered the whole affair as a shape and a hum and nothing explained.

We were drilling the approach after dark, walking the square’s edges to learn the patrol rhythms, when Nahari went still and put a hand on my arm and said, low, “There. Don’t look at it directly. My glass just whited out to my left, the arch-whiteness, moving.” And I didn’t look directly, I looked the porter’s way, at the reflection of it in a shop’s dark window, and I saw a woman in ash-grey crossing the edge of Malchor’s compound in the dark, careful, contained, economical, Odette Calloway, unchanged since the Crown, and she was carrying a thing.

It was the satchel’s successor, not the lead-lined case from the tomb: bigger, ribbed along its length like a thing built to channel force, cradled against her body the way you carry a thing that would hurt you to drop, and it hummed, faintly, a wrong deep hum I felt in my back teeth more than heard, the sound a struck flint makes turned somehow inside-out and held, and Nahari’s whole face had gone to bone looking at the reflection of it, the slow-blinking eyes for once not blinking at all.

“Don’t look at it directly, either of you,” she said, very low, “and don’t let the fox near it. My glass whites at its edge the way it whites at the arch. Brand-work, grown larger. Saint-adjacent.” Her voice was very level, the levelness she used over deep water. She let the reflection cross the window and vanish. “I can’t tell you what it does. Only that it’s wound tight, it’s here, and it’s Malchor’s, or he thinks it is.” The name arrived on her tongue plain. “The Coil. Call it the Coil. Add it to the file.”

Maeva priced Odette’s presence the way she priced everything, and the pricing was colder than the hum. “She was Cylas’s mind, once,” the empress said, watching the reflection fade. “Loyal to knowledge, never to the man. She falsified the survey that sent you into the Sunken Crown, and she pocketed a chip of the Brand that failed on my neck, and now she’s the Chainwright’s, or she thinks she is, and she’s spent the weeks since the Vault building the chip into that.” The auditing eyes were flat. “I’ve known a hundred of her kind. The ones loyal to knowledge are the most dangerous people alive, because a man loyal to a master can be turned by fear, but a woman loyal to knowing will follow a thing straight into the fire to see how it burns, and she’ll not stop until she’s understood it, and by the time she understands it it’s usually too late for everyone including her.” She turned from the window. “Watch her, summoner, but don’t hate her. Hate is for the ones who choose cruelty. She’s chosen curiosity, which is worse and better both. If she’s building that thing for Malchor, she’s also, somewhere in that ledger-cold head, pricing what it costs, and a woman who prices what a thing costs is a woman who can, at the exact wrong moment for her master, decide the price is too high. File her as a threat. But leave a margin. The competent ones sometimes hedge, and a hedge from Odette Calloway would be worth more than an army.”

I added the Coil to the file, a shape and a hum and a whiteness, next to the leash-arts and the hollow arch, and I left the margin the empress asked for, a blank line under Odette’s name where a hedge might one day go.

Then we drilled as if the Coil were already in the room, because a weapon you don’t understand still has edges you can practice not touching.

Nahari made the first rule herself. “No sight on it,” she said, and took the silk scarf from her hair and tied it over her own eyes before anyone could make the blindness dramatic for her. “If my glass whites at its edge, then I refuse the glass. The body still hears. The link still carries. A woman who won’t look at a ledger can’t be read off its page.”

So Yrsa threw corks at her.

It was not dignified. It was useful. The saint stood ten paces away in the alley behind the annex and snapped corks at Nahari’s shoulders, knees, and ribs while the oracle stood blindfolded with bare feet on wet cobbles and called the strike one breath before it landed by sound, air, and the tremor in the bond. The first cork hit her arm. The second she turned from. The third she caught, which made Yrsa grunt in approval and Suzu whistle low.

“Adequate,” Yrsa said.

“A parade,” Nahari translated, blindfolded and smug.

Suzu hated the second rule, which meant it was the right one: if the Coil searched for a strand, she did not make herself interesting. No foxfire flare. No clever dodge that drew the eye. No sudden glorious theft unless I pointed. We put her under a barrel-cloth at Bram’s plank with only her ears out, and Osric marked the seconds she lasted before complaining.

Fourteen.

“This is cruel,” she said from under the cloth.

“This is being unremarked,” I said. “Foxfire won’t help if you announce yourself with nine tails and a financial opinion.”

“My financial opinions are part of my charm.”

“They’re part of your trace.”

That silenced her longer than the cloth had. Twenty-two seconds, by Osric’s tally. Progress.

For me, the rule was simpler and worse: if the Coil came out, I did not spend first. I hated the rule the instant I wrote it. Maeva watched me hate it and made me write it anyway, in my own hand, on the back of a ruined invitation to her salon. Do not answer a leash by overpaying before you know where the chain grounds. It was good doctrine. It tasted foul.

“You’ll want to buy everyone out of danger at once,” she said.

“Likely.”

“You’ll wait.”

“I’ll try.”

The green eyes warmed and sharpened both. “No, summoner. You’ll wait because your queens are not a bill presented to you for immediate payment. We are the answer to the bill. Let us answer.”

I kept the ruined invitation in my pocket.

The salon ran itself into being with the same terrifying joy Maeva brought to a campaign map, because a distraction, to her, was only statecraft with better wine.

“The invitations went out under my seal this afternoon,” she reported, choosing her ground the way a general chooses a hill. “Half of Gilt Row RSVP’d within the hour, which tells me everything about how starved this festival is for a genuine event, and the other half will come uninvited and pretend they were, which is even better, because a man who crashes a salon is a man watching the salon and not the square. Kolbeck accepted, out of spite, to prove I can’t unsettle him, which means I get to unsettle him all evening in front of the people he most wants to impress, and he’ll stay because leaving would be admitting it, and so he’ll stand in my pavilion being priced by inches while a fox goes up an arch three squares away, and it will be the most useful cruelty I’ve committed since I died.” She annotated her guest list with the relish of a woman scheduling a siege. “I’ll want the adjudicators there especially. An adjudicator at my salon is an adjudicator not on his rounds, and a witness-stone in a wine cup is a witness-stone that witnesses nothing but my hospitality. Give me a room full of the province’s most watchful eyes and I’ll have every one of them watching me by the second glass. That’s the whole trade of a salon. You make yourself the most interesting thing in the province for one evening, and the province obliges, and the dark corners take care of themselves.”

“You enjoy this too much,” I said.

“I have been dead for four hundred years, buried as an asset, and I am about to run a salon as cover for a burglary of a Hero’s monument that contains proof of a supernatural murder economy,” Maeva said, with enormous satisfaction. “Summoner, I intend to enjoy this indecently, and I intend to wear the gold one with the criminal bosom the coin-engravers gave me, purely so that every man in the room spends the evening looking at a face they think they own on a coin, while the real thing robs them blind.”

Suzu, who had been listening from the rafters where she’d taken to sitting, dropped down delighted. “Now THAT,” she said, “is a professional. I retract every doubt. An empress who’ll wear a debased coin of her own face to a salon as a distraction is a woman who understands the trade at the bone. You’d have made a magnificent thief. You’d have made a terrible one, actually, everyone would remember you, but the jobs you’d have pulled.” She fanned a tail, appraising. “I’ll teach you the trade someday. You teach me the salon. It’s a skill I lack, the being-looked-at-on-purpose, I’ve spent sixty years being not-looked-at, and here’s a woman who commands a room’s whole eye by walking into it, and I don’t like wanting to learn things from people, so mark the date.”

“The trade for the salon,” Maeva agreed, pleased, an empress and a fox striking a bargain over the theft of a Hero’s monument. “A fair exchange. You’ll be dreadful at the salon; you can’t hold still and you can’t stop being clever, and the salon is entirely holding still while being effortlessly clever, which is the one clever you don’t have. But I’ll teach you, and you’ll teach me your locks, and between us we’ll rob this century of everything it deserves to lose.” She turned back to me. “Now go and drill your fox on patience. She thinks she can teach you. I’ve laid a private wager with Bram that you break her of it by midnight. Don’t lose me the wager.”

The drill comedy was Suzu trying to teach me patience, and losing.

“A very important skill in our trade,” she lectured, crouched beside me in the dark of a doorway watching a patrol’s rhythm, “is patience. Professional patience. The waiting. Amateurs move too soon; the whole art is the not-moving, the sitting-still until the exact seam opens, and it takes years, porter, years, to learn to wait like a professional, so I’ll teach you, it’s the one thing I can give you that the queens can’t, they’ve none of them the patience for a real job, the saint wants to hit things and the empress wants to run things and the oracle already knows how it ends so where’s her suspense…”

“The hard part,” she continued, warming to it, “is the doing-nothing. Anyone can climb, anyone can pick a lock, the trade’s not in the hands, it’s in the stillness, the sitting in a doorway for an hour while your whole body screams to move, and I’m very good at it, sixty years of practice, I sat still in a box for sixty years, do you know how still you have to be to stay sane in a box, still enough that stillness becomes a whole personality, and so I’m going to teach you to…”

“How long have you been talking,” I said.

“…not long, why…”

“The seam opened and closed twice while you were teaching me to wait,” I said. “I counted. You missed both because you were talking about patience.”

Her freckles went through several outraged colors. “That’s not…the seam doesn’t count if I’m mid-lecture, there’s a professional exemption…”

“There’s no professional exemption,” I said. “There’s the seam, and you missed it, twice, because you were talking. A porter waits with his mouth shut and his eyes open. You wait with your mouth open and your eyes on your own cleverness. It’s the one thing you do worse than me, and it’s the one thing the arch will punish.”

Suzu was silent for exactly the length of time it took her to be genuinely offended and then genuinely interested, which was the fox’s whole character in three seconds. “Show me,” she said, grudging. “Show me the waiting. Not the lecture. The doing. If you’re better at the one thing I’ve built my whole self on, I want to see it, and then I want to steal it, because that’s what I do with things that are better than mine, I steal them and make them worse and call it mine, it’s a whole philosophy.”

So I showed her, and we crouched in the doorway and I did nothing, for a long time, the porter’s nothing, the five-years-at-the-back-of-glory nothing, the watching without needing to be watched, and I felt her fidget beside me and master it and fidget and master it, a fox learning that stillness was a muscle she’d built for surviving a box and never for hunting, and when the seam finally opened, the true one, the warden-round leaving a real gap, I put a hand on her arm before she could move and held her one extra breath past the gap, made her wait through the wanting, and only then let her go, and she flowed through the seam clean and silent and came back with the warden’s own belt-pouch, lifted and returned, grinning.

“Oh,” she said, quiet, the little lights across her nose sparking with a real discovery. “Oh, that’s different. You wait past the wanting. I wait until the wanting and then I move because I can’t stand it, and you wait one breath past, into the part where the wanting’s unbearable, and that breath is where the safety is. Sixty years I’ve been moving one breath early and calling it instinct. It’s not instinct. It’s impatience wearing instinct’s coat.” She looked at me, and there was no joke in it for a moment. “You just gave me a thing, porter. A real thing. One breath. I’ll pay you for it. I’ll pay you in the arch. Watch me wait past the wanting up there and think of the doorway.”

Suzu opened her mouth, and closed it, and the little lights at her nose went through several colors, and Nahari, three feet away in the crowd, said, serene, into the dark, “The porter waits better than you do, fox. He’s waited five years at the back of other men’s glory; he’s the most patient creature in this caravan, more patient than me, I fidget, I’ve a two-hundred-year fidget. You’re a fast thing that mistakes talking for waiting. It’s your one professional flaw. He’ll teach you patience before you teach him a thing, and it’ll ruin your whole self-image, and I’ve foreseen it, and it’s very funny.” The slow blink. “You need a timing lesson, fox. And it happens I keep the best clock in the province, one breath long, exactly the length a heist lives in. So. A lesson. Tonight. Upstairs. The drill continued indoors, where the seams are softer.” The dark eyes glinted. “Bring your patience. You’ll need to borrow mine.”

And that was how the misdirection drill became the evening, in the annex loft, with the lamps low and the festival noise coming up through the floorboards, and it was the first duo of the whole season, the slowest lane paired with the fastest, and it ran, throughout, on my command, because a caller who runs two lines runs both or neither.

Nahari convened it the way she convened everything, in full sentences, because the sentences were the foreplay.

“The fox needs a timing lesson,” she said, unwrapping the first of her ember-and-ash layers with unhurried hands, “and you need two students, and I have seen how this evening goes and have elected to be surprised anyway, which is the only way I ever elect anything now, thanks to a rain-camp and a broken count.” She looked at Suzu. “Say your yes straight, fox, the way he taught you. I’ll want it in the record. This is a lesson and a bed both and I don’t mix the two without a clean yes.”

“Yes,” Suzu said, gleeful, and then, at my quiet insistence, the couple’s ritual rhymed, straight, the joke set down: “Yes. Plainly. I want this. I want to be in the middle of the two of you learning something and being handled and I’m saying it straight because you’ll make me anyway and it’s easier to just…yes. There. Now give me the joke back.” And the door of it held, and I gave her the joke back, and set the spheres.

“Nahari keeps pace,” I said. “Suzu keeps game. I keep both. Nobody swaps.” And they didn’t, because the whole art of a duo is braiding without stealing, and I braided them.

I made Suzu hold still and watch first, which was the exhibitionist’s own weapon turned inward on her, the audience-as-torment, because a fox who lives on being almost-seen is a fox undone by being made to sit and see. I set her on the loft cushions, bare and small and vibrating with objection, hands to herself by my order, told her plainly she was not to move or touch until I said, and watched her whole face war between outrage and delight at being given a rule specifically built to torment her.

Then I undressed Nahari the rest of the way, slow, the last of her ember-and-ash layers set aside, and I warmed the oil over the lamp myself, better than the rain-camp, and worked it into the full curve of her ass and the sway of her wide hips with both hands while she braced herself, thumbs spreading her to find her already slick and open, and took her slowly at the sill, her exclusive frame, palms flat on the wood, her silver hair gathered forward over one shoulder so the lamp could find the oiled line of her back, the wide-hipped from-behind silhouette only Nahari could make feel like a ritual, deep-brown skin luminous with oil and lamplight. I fed my cock into her slow and deep until my hips met the oiled cheeks of her ass, held there buried to the root, and drew back until only the head remained, and sank in again at her own unhurried pace while the fox vibrated on the cushions three feet away, made to watch, made to wait, narrating her theatrical suffering in loan-shark metaphor, and Nahari, feeling the fox suffer through the new-braided strand, laughed low at the sill and pushed her ass back to swallow me deeper, deliberately, cruelly, for the fox’s benefit.

“This is torture,” Suzu announced, watching, her tails lashing. “This is a violation of every principle. I’m being made to hold a position while a transaction happens right in front of me and I’m not allowed to…porter, the oracle is being handled at a slow and criminal pace and I’m forbidden to move and it’s the cruelest thing anyone’s done to me since the seal and I’ll add it to the principal and it compounds, oh, it compounds…the odds on my patience holding are dropping by the second, I’ll give you three-to-one I break in a minute, four-to-one…”

“Hold,” I told her, and she held, quivering, and Nahari laughed low at the sill, feeling the fox suffer through the new-braided strand, and I drove into the oracle slow and deep and unhurried until her own count began, the one-breath count that was all her clouded glass allowed her now.

I took Nahari to her one-breath edge and held her there, and only then gave the fox her reward, because a game rewards the one who plays it, and a fox made to wait and watch and forbidden to move had earned the fast bright claiming her lane was built for. I eased out of Nahari with my hand still between her thighs and my voice still in her ear through the strand, keeping her exactly at the brink while she braced at the sill, denied the final stroke by one breath and smiling because denial, when chosen, is another instrument. “Hold there,” I told her. “Count us. Don’t spend it until I return.”

“Counting,” she said, serene and ruined, palms flat on the sill, thighs trembling around my hand, her own patience turned back on her as a gift.

Then I hauled Suzu off the cushions mid-objection and pinned her across them, quick and bright, no sill, no slow, all game and speed. I drove my cock into her tight wet heat in one stroke, filling her fast and hard at the pace her small quick body wanted, the fox-fire flaring around us both at the sudden shift from torment to reward, her tails thrashing, and she wrapped herself around me with a shameless delighted noise, her petite pussy stretched full and clenching, freed from the rule at last and spending the freedom loudly. Behind me Nahari stayed at the sill with my count in her ear and my hand’s absence made into part of the game, holding herself open and close and waiting, the oracle lending the room her instrument without surrendering her lane.

Nahari leaned across just far enough to whisper the countdown into the fox’s ear, silver hair slipping over one shoulder, the oracle timing another woman’s ruin while keeping her own one breath away. “In a moment he grips there, fox, and you’ll want to run and you won’t be able, three, and two…”

“Faster for you,” I told the fox, pinning her quick wrists and giving her the bright frantic pace her lane was built for, “and slow for her when I go back, and you’ll take the unfairness because you earned the fast end of the lesson.” Suzu made a wrecked delighted sound at the unfairness and took it, bucking under me, eyes bright and vertical-slitted, while Nahari laughed low at the sill and let the countdown fray on purpose. I held them both through the bond, not with one impossible body in two places, but with the caller’s frame: hand, voice, timing, attention, the fox under me and the oracle one breath behind me, both of them feeling the same command from different angles.

Then the fox did the impossible thing, and surprised the oracle.

At the edge of it, timed off Nahari’s own countdown, off the oracle’s own “two, and…,” Suzu flared a foxfire flicker exactly a half-beat wrong, exactly where the count didn’t expect it, a small bright chaos dropped into the oracle’s own clock, a student turning the teacher’s instrument against her. The flicker did not touch Nahari. It did not have to. It moved the room’s light, the sill-shadow, the shape of the breath she had been counting, and Nahari, who had foreseen the whole evening down to the anklet, did not foresee that, and the oracle’s serene face broke wide open with the delight that was her rarest coin.

“Oh,” Nahari said, at the sill, the serenity gone entirely, “I did NOT see that…”

I pulled my cock free of Suzu before the fox could spend it, cruel and exact, and she yelped in outrage that was half laugh and half plea. “Hold,” I told her, and put my hand flat on her lower belly, pinning her to the cushions with my voice and the force of the command, making her keep the edge instead of spending it. I returned to Nahari at the sill in two strides, drove my cock back into her slow and deep where she’d been waiting on the snapped count, seating myself to the root, and the surprise broke her open. Her wide hips ground back against me, her pussy clamping and milking me in the long slow spasms of her lane, silver hair spilling over the sill, and I buried myself to the hilt and emptied into her there first, spilling deep and hot, giving the oracle the complete slow ending she had earned, rain-on-a-lamp flooding the strand while she laughed through the last of being wrong.

Then I went back for the fox, because the fox had held and because a debt paid late compounds. Suzu was a bright furious wreck under the command, tails flaring, sparks under her skin blazing at every freckle, and I sank my cock into her again and took her hard across the cushions, fast as reward and faster as interest, until the withheld edge snapped and she flared with a fox-fire cry, small body arching, her tight heat convulsing around me, mouth open on a laugh she could not finish. I drove deep and came inside her then, spurting thick while she milked me, the second crest riding the first through the bond-loop, no split impossible body, no muddied line, just sequence and command and two women held in their own lanes until the lanes braided through me. Two newly joined strands, rain-on-a-lamp and sparks-off-flint, locked into the squad-link groundwork in a bed the night before a heist, and both of them felt it happen and both of them laughed at the strangeness of it, the oracle’s slow warm laugh and the fox’s bright startled one, braiding too.

The afterglow was comedy, because a night with a fox in it ends in larceny.

It was also the first time Suzu’s new strand settled directly against Nahari’s without flinching. Nahari lay with the sash loose around her throat, still smiling at the memory of being wrong, and Suzu sprawled half across her hip as if she had always belonged there and was only now remembering to charge rent. Rain-on-a-lamp and sparks-off-flint touched through the link, cautious for exactly one breath and then curious, and I felt the squad-link’s future shape in the small contact: the oracle learning to enjoy not knowing where the fox would go next, the fox learning that being found by a blind woman was not capture when the finding was chosen.

Suzu, boneless and delighted, tried to steal Nahari’s ankle-script anklet as a “seminar fee,” her small hand drifting toward the oracle’s ankle with practiced innocence, and found the anklet already gone from the ankle and sitting in Nahari’s open palm, held out, foreseen.

“Seminar fee,” the oracle agreed, serene, “which I saw you levy, so I pre-collected it and I’m returning it, because the lesson was free, fox, the lesson was the reward, you learned a real thing tonight and I’ll not charge you for a real thing.” The anklet clicked back onto her ankle before Suzu could even pretend she had not reached for it. “You surprised me. Do you understand what that’s worth? He did it in the rain; you did it with my own count. I’m declaring a dice rematch, stakes unnamed, and I intend to lose it to you eventually, on purpose, which will be a fine thing for this century, being beaten by a thing quick enough to drop chaos into my own clock.”

And Suzu, curled in a boneless satisfied heap with a fox-fire grin, one tail thrown over the oracle and one over me, said only, “Good crew. Dangerous crew. Mine, if you keep earning it.”


Chapter 10: The Lightbringer’s Arch

The salon opened at midnight and the empress became the most interesting thing in the province, on purpose, so that a fox and a porter could climb a Hero’s face unwatched.

I got the salon in pieces through the Crowned link while we climbed, an edge of it, warm and sharp: Maeva at siege scale, holding a pavilion full of Gilt Row’s captains and half the festival’s adjudicators in the palm of one gloved hand, the whole social gravity of Veltmark bent toward one gold-lit room. She’d built the evening like a battle plan, and it ran like one. She’d opened with the coin, letting a captain notice the debased token with her face on it and turning it into a performance, a public re-striking of her own image with better wit than the engraver had leaf, so that within the first glass every man in the pavilion was watching the Golden Empress mock her own two-copper face, which meant every man in the pavilion was watching the Golden Empress. She’d fed the adjudicators wine and a puzzle, some point of old law about wagers, and set them arguing it against each other, so that the province’s most watchful eyes spent the evening watching one another instead of the square. And she’d taken Kolbeck apart by inches, pinning him in a tariff argument he was losing in three currencies at once, keeping him at it because leaving would be conceding, so that the one man who might have thought to wonder where the Anchor was spent the whole night defending a position an empress had built specifically to be indefensible.

I felt her let an adjudicator win a point of wit so he’d stay to try for another. I felt her turn a captain’s flattery back on him as a question about his own holdings that he’d spend an hour trying to answer well. I felt the whole watchful apparatus of the festival turn its eyes toward the sun exactly as she’d promised, leaving the dark square with the arch in it as empty of attention as a thing that big ever gets. She wore the gold and the criminal bosom of the coin-engravers’ making while every man in the room stared at a face he thought he owned on a two-copper token, and through the link I tasted her delight: an empress running a distraction the size of a war, four hundred years dead and still deadly at it.

We went up the dark side while she held the light.

Getting to the north pier was the first patience, and it belonged to Nahari. We waited in the mouth of an alley across from the arch while the lamp-round crossed, and the oracle counted it for us through the strand, blind past the arch itself but able to feel the near seams, “the lamp’s at the east face now, hold, the corner warden’s turned to the crowd, hold, and now, the window, go,” and we crossed the open square between one lamp and the next, two shapes in the dark that no upward-facing watch was built to catch, and reached the base of the north pier in the gap she’d made.

The buttress read solid, and it lied, exactly as Maeva had said a buttress always lies, and I ran my scarred fingers along the seam a hand’s-breadth off the false joint until I found the maintenance door, shabby and unlit and sixty years unopened, and Suzu was already at the lock before I’d finished finding it, nimble fingers working a mechanism older than the kingdom’s current coinage, and it fought her, the way a lock fights after sixty years, and she waited past the wanting the way I’d taught her in the doorway, one breath, two, and the old wards gave, and where her picks weren’t enough I pried the swollen door with an echo-bar, a grey copy of a pry-bar just solid enough for one pull, and the old maintenance door gave with a mason’s gap that had been waiting sixty years for someone who read buttresses, and we were inside the arch, in the dark, going up.

The mercy-way was a mason’s stair, narrow and steep and treacherous with sixty years of grit, and it wound up the hollow inside of the north pier toward the crown, and we climbed it in the dark by feel, and the climb was the second patience. Twice the stair had rotted through where damp had got into the stone, and both times I read the tread before I trusted it and echo-planked the gap, and both times Suzu, who would have flowed across on instinct and might have flowed across a rotten one, waited for the plank because I’d taught her to wait, and I felt her feel the value of the teaching, a fox one breath slower and sixty years alive because of it. Near the top the stair opened into the crown-gallery, the gilders’ walk, a ledge running the inside of the arch’s crown where men had once knelt to lay the gold leaf on the Hero’s face from behind, and from the gallery a low crawl-space ran into the hollow head itself, and we went into it on our bellies, into the void that Suzu had priced from the ground at eleven percent under weight, the strongbox-shaped dark in a Hero’s skull.

The old builders had left their own handwriting in the place. A mason’s mark under the dust, three cuts and a thumbprint. A smear of ancient gilt where a careless hand had wiped leaf onto stone and forgotten it. A broken lunch-hook hammered into the wall by some workman who’d eaten bread inside a Hero’s face and never imagined two thieves would one day bless him for leaving a handhold. I used all of it. The hook took an echo-rope. The thumbprint told me the stair curved wider than the dark made it seem. The smear of gilt warned Suzu where the old ward-line had been painted thin enough to miss. A monument lies from the square. Inside, it tells on itself like any other job.

There was even chalk under the dust, old gilder’s tally-marks counting sheets of leaf, and Suzu read the missing number aloud without sound, because a thief who sees a gap in a count knows where a hand stopped caring. The stopped-caring place was the head.

Suzu moved like the professional she’d spent sixty years remembering how to be, and it was a thing to watch. On a wagon roof she was chaos; in a job, up a monument, she was silence itself, a small red shape flowing up the mercy-way’s stair without a sound, testing each step before she trusted it, reading the old stone the way I read a load, and I understood that the fox had two selves, the loud one that lived on being almost-seen and the silent one that had made her uncatchable, and that the silent one was the one Halden Rusk had hired, and the one Vessin had feared, and the one nobody at this festival had ever met.

The arch had its own defenses, old ones, not clever enough to stop the right thieves and exactly clever enough to kill the wrong ones. Halfway up the mercy-way, a line of prayer-nails had been driven through the mortar beside the stair, each nail tagged with a scrap of gilt thread and a tiny stamped sun. Shrine work, cheap and pious, meant to bless the monument and warn off vandals. It was also a trip-line, because piety and traps love the same narrow places. Suzu saw it a blink before I did, froze with one foot over the step, and waited.

That waiting mattered. The old Suzu would have moved because motion was safety. This one held herself over a stair-drop with one hand on the wall and her whole small body trembling from the effort of not doing the thing instinct wanted. I slid an echo-needle through the prayer-nails, lifted the gilt thread off the catch, and let it fall slack without touching the charm’s sun-stamp. The nails did nothing. The stair stayed stone instead of becoming noise.

Suzu looked back at me over one shoulder, amber eyes bright in the dark.

“I waited,” she mouthed.

“I noticed,” I mouthed back.

She grinned once, soundless and proud, then flowed onward.

Near the gallery the air tightened. Not magic I could name, not the cold white absence around Odette’s Coil, just the old stale pressure of a sealed space that had been built to hold a lie and had done its work too long. My echoed rope thinned faster there, the grey fibers fraying at the edges, and I had to spend another echo to double it before we crossed the last broken tread. It cost almost nothing. Almost nothing still counts when a man is saving for worse. I felt Maeva’s distant disapproval through the Crowned link, the lightest audit of a spent coin, and I ignored it because the alternative was a fox dropping three stories inside a Hero’s monument.

“Logged,” her warmth said at the edge of me.

“Argued later,” I sent back, and felt her amusement like a coin turning.

Nahari timed the seams from below, one breath ahead, and I heard her in my head through the strand, the count that was all her clouded glass allowed and all a heist needed: a warden here, a lamp-round there, hold, move, hold. And once it nearly went wrong, because a heist always has its one near-miss, and ours was a witness-stone bard drifting off his route toward the north pier, a sworn-neutral man with a shard on a cord that would etch anything it saw, and if he came round the pier he’d see the pried door and the fox and the whole job, and Nahari’s one breath wasn’t enough to move us clear in time.

But Yrsa was on the chandlers’ roofline, overwatch, the job she’d taken and hated and would do perfectly, and Yrsa had the herdsman’s whistle-code we’d used on the causeway to spoof a raider’s spotter, and she used it now the honest way. I felt her read the drift through the strand, felt cold-iron sharpen to a decision, and she threw a pebble to rattle a shutter on the far side of the square, a small ordinary noise in a festival full of noises, and gave a low whistle a lamp-warden would read as a colleague’s all-clear from another post, and the bard’s attention turned, the way attention turns toward a noise and away from a silence, and he drifted back onto his route with perfect innocence and never knew a saint on a roof had just herded him away from a burglary with a pebble and a whistle she’d learned from bandits.

“Clear,” Yrsa said through the strand, flat, and then, because she was Yrsa and hated the job, “and I still say a roof is the wrong place for me and if this goes bad I’m coming down that pier one way or the other and I don’t care who sees a saint climb a Hero’s arch, so finish the job and get down before I have to do something that ends up in a ballad.” And I felt her settle back into the overwatch she hated, standing a roofline the way she’d stand a gate, because the porter and the fox were up a monument and a saint does not leave a post while her people are exposed, whatever she thinks of the post.

The gilt head was hollow, exactly eleven percent under weight, exactly a strongbox’s void, and inside it, wax-sealed against sixty years of weather, was the stash.

Two things. Halden Rusk’s courier tube, a plain travel-tube of oiled leather and lead, sealed with a courier’s wax that had held sixty years, the whole reason for the climb. And, tucked beside it, older, dustier, the fox’s own cached kit, the tools of an uncatchable thief hidden here the same night she hid the tube, before the frame, before the seal: old lockpicks, a set of climbing-claws, a dried plum stone in a twist of cloth, and a child’s copper whistle.

Suzu went very still when she saw her own kit.

She took the tube first, professional, the job before the self, and passed it to me, and I stowed it in the lead-lined satchel we’d brought for exactly that, the truth safe against the light. Then she took her old tools back, quick, matter-of-fact, the lockpicks and the climbing-claws going into her silks like a woman reclaiming her own hands, and I heard her make a small pleased sound at having them on her again, sixty years of her trade returned to her in one dark crawl-space.

And then she came to the plum stone and the copper whistle, and her hands lost their trade-speed, all the professional quickness draining out of them. She picked up the plum stone in its twist of cloth and held it a moment, and I saw her thumb move over it once, the way you touch a thing you’ve touched a thousand times, and she put it away, in a pocket, fast, without a word. And she picked up the copper whistle, a child’s whistle, small and worn bright at the mouthpiece by some child’s lips a long time gone, and she looked at it for one long beat in the dark, her ears flattening until they nearly vanished into her hair. She pocketed that too, faster, and did not explain either of them.

I did not ask. A thing a fox hides in a Hero’s arch beside the truth, hides even from the men who hunt her, keeps for sixty years in a place she was sealed away from ever reaching, is a thing that costs too much to explain in the dark, and I’d learned that a thing a person keeps that hard is a thing you let them keep. I filed the plum stone and the copper whistle, unexplained, next to the man she’d stolen for who’d paid in shrine-coppers and the boy from the woven panel with the tails right.

“Job’s done,” she said, quiet, the professional voice, and it shook by one hair on the last word, and I let the hair go by. “Down. Before dawn. The gag doesn’t lift till the debt’s in daylight, and daylight’s an hour off, and I’d rather be at the wagon and not hanging off a Hero’s face when sixty years comes out of my mouth all at once.”

We were at the wagon at the edge of the festival camp when the sun cleared the arch, and the debt returned to daylight, and the gag lifted.

I saw it happen. Suzu was holding the tube while I re-coiled the echo-rope, and the first true light of the dawn came over the top of the Lightbringer’s Arch and fell on the courier tube in her hands, the truth carried out of the dark and into the sun at last, the debt returned to daylight exactly as the seal’s own cruel clause had written it, and the fox-fire stitches that had sealed her lips for sixty years burned away, all at once, mid-breath, a small bright unraveling at her mouth, and I watched her feel her own mouth come free after six decades of being made to fail every true sentence.

She talked for a solid hour.

It came out of her in a flood, sixty years of pressurized speech, everything the gag had stitched, all of it fast and bright and unstoppable, and none of us tried to stop it, because you don’t stop a thing that’s been held under for sixty years from breathing. She told us the theft and the frame and the seal and the priests’ pride and the exact craft of the compounding clause and the way the fox-fire tasted when it stitched and the year, the year over and over, the number she’d carried, and the shrine-coppers, and the way she’d counted my coppers to stay sane, and the loneliness worn as arithmetic. She told us things that had nothing to do with the job, because sixty years of silence doesn’t come out sorted, it comes out all at once: a joke she’d been saving, a complaint about the priests’ singing voices she’d heard through the stone, the exact number of days in a decade because she’d counted them, an opinion about the weather of forty years ago, the name of a dog she’d known before the box, all of it, the important and the trivial braided together the way a mind braids them when it’s finally allowed to spill.

And the household gathered around the wagon in the dawn and let her, all of it, every word, because letting her talk was the only gift big enough for the occasion. Yrsa came down off the roofline she’d hated and stood close, arms crossed, saying nothing, standing guard over a fox’s first ungagged hour the way she’d stand guard over anything she’d decided was hers. Nahari sat near with her hands still, not braiding, just present, an oracle who’d chosen to be surprised sitting in the surprise of a mouth learning it could run. And Maeva arrived from her salon still in the criminal gold, wine and triumph on her, and took one look at the fox spilling sixty years into the dawn and sat down on the wagon-step without a word about her own victory, and let a fox talk her mouth back into working, because an empress knows which triumph is bigger, and a distraction well run is a small thing next to a woman getting her voice back.

And then, an hour in, in the middle of a joke, Suzu stopped, and cried, exactly once.

It was one sob, hard and surprised, in the middle of a line about compound interest, as if the joke had run out from under her and left her standing on the true thing, and she put her small hand over her own newly-freed mouth as though to check it was still there, and the household did not say a word about it, and did not touch her either, because you don’t grab a thing that’s just learned it can run again, and instead they arranged themselves around her without a word, Yrsa’s shoulder a hand’s-breadth from hers, Nahari’s stillness at her back, Maeva’s gold presence on the step, me at her side, a wall of chosen people making a shape around a fox who’d been alone sixty years, and she cried her one sob and put it away and hauled the grin back over the top by main force, and the household let her have the grin, because the grin was her coat and nobody takes a fox’s coat.

Then she told us the whole story, straight, the joke set down, because it was owed straight.

“Halden Rusk hired me,” she said. “The last Anchor. In his final year. He was hunted by then, he knew he was dying, he knew how and he knew who, and he’d written it all down, everything, the proof of what was killing Anchors, and he needed it hidden somewhere it couldn’t be found and couldn’t be destroyed and couldn’t be read out of the hider, and so he hired the one thief nobody could catch, and he hid the truth in me and I hid it in a Hero’s head, and it worked, that’s the thing, porter, it worked, they never found it, sixty years and they never found it.”

“I took the job half for the fee,” she said, “because I’m a thief and a fee’s a fee, and Halden’s fee was generous, more than the job was worth, which should have warned me. And half because of how he paid. Shrine-coppers, one at a time, in advance, polite, every single one, the way you paid me polite without knowing why. Nobody had paid me polite in a long time by then.” Her fingers turned the empty courier tube end over end. “He hid it for someone who lived. That’s what he said. ‘Someone will live long enough. Hide it for him. He’ll pay you polite, they always do, it’s how you’ll know him.’” Her voice caught, and she let it. “And here you are. Paying polite.”

She gave us the job’s small receipts because small receipts are where truth survives. Halden had hired her in a rain yard behind a shuttered cooper’s shop, not in a temple, not in a hall, nowhere a Hero’s watcher would think to look. He’d worn a coat too plain for the coin he carried and boots too good for the coat, and he’d kept touching his left wrist where no visible wound showed. He’d paid the first copper into a road-shrine before he paid her, which was why she’d listened at all.

“He said a thing under a road is still a debt,” she said, looking at me. “Same words you use. Same exact words. I thought he was being dramatic. Anchors are like that, apparently, polite and dramatic and terrible at living within budget.”

Yrsa made a low sound that was not quite agreement and not quite an insult.

“He didn’t ask whether I could do it,” Suzu said. “That was the part I liked. He told me what needed doing and what he’d pay, and then he waited for me to price myself. Men who hire thieves always want to prove they’re clever enough to hire thieves. Halden didn’t. He was tired and dying and still had the manners to let a fox name her own fee. I charged him too little. I know that now. At the time I thought I was robbing him.”

She turned the copper whistle in her pocket without taking it out.

“Vessin’s men came three nights later. Temple light, gilt smiles, accusations already written. They never asked where the proof was because they didn’t know there was proof. They asked where the relic was, the one I hadn’t touched, and every question was built so the answer didn’t matter. That’s when I knew the frame was older than the arrest. They’d built a box before they found the fox.”

The receipts went smaller still, and worse for it. Halden had known one watcher by his shoes, polished temple-black with road mud wiped wrong from the seam, a court man pretending to have walked. He had known another by the way every lamp leaned when the man passed the yard gate, not flame blown by wind but flame listening to something in the room. He had made Suzu repeat the escape route twice, then told her never to use it, because a route spoken twice becomes bait for anyone listening. He had laughed once when she called him paranoid and then stopped laughing before the laugh finished, the sound cut clean in half by pain in the wrist he kept touching.

“He was afraid,” Suzu said, and that cost her more than the joke would have. “Not of dying. He’d priced that already and hated the numbers but accepted the invoice. He was afraid the proof would die with him and leave the next polite idiot walking into the same knife. He knew there’d be a next one. That’s the ugly part. He knew Anchors were a line of men walking toward the same end, and he was dying with his hand out behind him, trying to pass one page back down the line.”

Maeva’s face did not change, which meant it changed under the skin. Nahari closed her eyes, not to see, for once, but to stop seeing. Yrsa looked at the arch beyond the window as if it had just become a throat she meant to cut. I took the courier tube from Suzu gently, because a thing that had carried a dead man’s last useful hour deserved gentle hands, and the fox let me, which told me how much the telling had spent.

“Why seal you?” Maeva asked, gently, and it was the empress’s question, the one that priced the whole crime. “They couldn’t find the truth in you. Why not simply kill you and end the risk?”

And here was the horror of it, and Suzu said it flat.

“Because a kitsune killed by borrowed light feeds the Saint,” she said. “That’s what I am, to it. A legend. And the Blessed’s light is the Saint’s loan, and if a Blessed had run me down and killed me with a blessing, my death would have gone into the ledger like any legend’s, fed the thing, paid down someone’s account. But sealed…” the fox-fire at her nose went cold, “…sealed, I’m an uncollected debt. Alive, uneaten, held. The Saint can’t feed on a legend it can’t catch, and a sealed thing can’t be caught, only held, and so Vessin framed me and sealed me instead of killing me, because a Hero doesn’t waste a legend’s death, he banks it, and I was worth more to the ledger held than spent, an asset kept on the shelf against a hungry day.” She opened both hands, palms up, showing the empty account. “Sixty years as a coin the Saint couldn’t spend. That’s the whole crime. They didn’t bury me to hide the truth, though it did that too. They buried me because I was too valuable to eat yet. And the truth I was carrying got buried with me by luck, or by Halden’s design, and either way it’s out now, in the daylight, and I can say it, and I’ll say all of it, forever, because sixty years of silence buys a woman a great deal of talking.”

We read the testament by wagon-lamplight, the whole household around it, and it was receipts, not a lecture, which was the only reason the room could bear it.

Halden Rusk’s courier-hand was small and precise and tired, a man writing down a thing he knew would cost him his life, and it laid out the pattern the way I’d have laid out a betrayal ledger, itemized, cold. Every Anchor in the recorded history of the practice had died within a year of their third Sworn oath. Every one. He’d found the records, dug them out of archives that called Anchors impossible, and he’d listed them, name after name, and beside each a death: a fall from a sound bridge, a fever that took a healthy man in a night, a feud that flared from nothing, a hunting accident, a drowning in still water, deaths of a dozen shapes and one arithmetic, all within a year of the third oath, all accidents, none an accident.

And the reason, in Halden’s tired precise hand: the Saint forecloses an Anchor before the third Sworn bond can ripen too far, because an Anchor returns legends to the world whole and a Crowned bond is a legend the Saint cannot feed on. Kill the Anchor young, before crowns gather around him, and the loan economy survives. Every Anchor a debt foreclosed before it could come due.

He’d written the mechanism too, as much as he’d worked out before it killed him, and it was the part that made the whole road behind us snap into focus. An Anchor returns legends whole, he wrote, and a whole legend, bonded fully, Crowned, is a legend the Saint can no longer graze on, because a Crowned bond roots the legend in a living choice the Saint’s economy has no lever against. One Crowned bond it can tolerate; the loss is small. Past some threshold Halden could only circle in the margins, the losses stop being losses and become a hole in the bottom of the whole treasury. So the Saint forecloses every Anchor young, within a year of the third Sworn oath, when the danger becomes real, and it dresses the foreclosure as accident because a creditor prefers not to be seen collecting.

And the last line, the one that mattered most, was half-burned, charred away in what Halden’s own note in the margin called the fire I set to buy the hour to hide this:

…it cannot feed on a crowned bond. A full circle of crowns closes the ledger for

Nothing after. The rest gone to the fire. A full circle of crowns closes the ledger for something, and the something had burned with the man who wrote it, sixty years ago, in a fire he set to buy an hour to hand a fox the truth, and I read the charred edge of it three times and the something did not come back, and I kept the burned line in the old ledger-space under my ribs, where my hand still wanted the pencil, and understood that a dead Anchor had left me the shape of the answer with the answer itself burned away, cruel and hopeful in the same breath: a sentence that said the war could be won and would not say how.

The room did the arithmetic aloud, and the road behind us clicked into place around the table, every scattered thing we’d half-understood snapping into one shape. The flicker in the Vault. The pale hand on a Hero’s shoulder. The lamps leaning wrong after a deed was paid. The Chainwright’s claim. The hunt-party pricing an anomaly. The custody-vocabulary. The Coil in a lead wagon. All of it one shape, one hand, one economy, and at the center of the economy a truth a dead man had hidden in a fox so this exact table could read it.

“Third Sworn oath,” Nahari said, slow, the pieces landing. “Mine. Descent eve. The Glimpse steadied, the third oath freely given.” Her dark eyes came up. “By this ledger the clock should have started then, anchor. A fall, a fever, a feud, within the year. But you had already broken the pattern. Why are you past the old arithmetic?”

“Because I Crowned one,” I said, reading it off Halden’s own logic, the season re-reading itself. “Maeva. At the Mirror Stair. Before the death-line could set its teeth. I’m the first Anchor to Crown a bond before the death-line caught me.” I looked at the half-burned line. “And the ledger changed its mind. That’s what the flicker was. The pale hand on Cylas’s shoulder in the Vault, the after-image Nahari and I saw. That was the night it noticed a Crowned bond and switched ledgers. It stopped trying to kill me. You can’t foreclose a debt that’s already doing the one thing you killed every earlier Anchor to prevent. So it re-priced me. Kill became acquire. The Vault after-image reads differently now: an audit before collection, with the execution column crossed out. It wants me leashed, not dead, because a leashed Anchor grows nothing and a dead one it can’t use. That’s why the Chainwright wants custody. That’s why there’s a hunt-party pricing me and a Coil in a lead wagon. I’m not a thing to be killed anymore. I’m a thing to be collected.”

That was when the room stopped being a room and became a working table. Maeva pulled three pages toward her and marked columns with a dinner knife because she had no pencil and imperial women improvise stationery with weapons. Nahari spoke dates without opening her eyes: the first whiteout, the third Sworn oath, the night of the Vault, the day the custody claim surfaced, the hour Odette crossed the square with the humming case. Yrsa gave the plain tactical version of each event, who moved, who benefited, who had a blade in reach. Suzu supplied the thief’s version, which doors had been left too conveniently unlocked, which witnesses had looked away too neatly, which rich men had the same smell of gilt thread on their gloves.

And I sat in the middle of it with my burned arms aching and watched the household do what Halden had died trying to make possible. A dead Anchor had hidden a page in a fox. The fox had carried it sixty years under a road. The page had reached a table with four women around it who could read law, field, future, and theft. Halden had not only passed me a warning. He had passed the warning to the exact shape of household that could use it.

The room did the rest of the arithmetic aloud, each of them arriving at the terrible clean sum from her own direction.

“One Crowned,” Maeva said, pricing it like a stateswoman pricing a treaty. “Two Sworn. One fox climbing fast. We do not know how many crowns make Halden’s burned circle, or what closes when it closes, but we know enough. The closer we grow, the more valuable you become to collect and the more dangerous you become to leave free, and there is no middle any longer. At the Vault it re-priced you from kill to keep, and it has been circling ever since, and the Chainwright and the hunt-party and the Coil are its hands in the market reaching for the collection.”

“And the deaths were never accidents,” Nahari said, slow, the pattern she’d half-seen all season finally whole in her sight. “I felt it since the road, Anchors and short lives, and I couldn’t read it, and now I can. Every Anchor before you reached the same danger and died there. You lived because you broke the pattern, because you Crowned early, out of order, for love and not for arithmetic. You did the one thing the ledger had no column for. And it is still deciding what to do about a debt that paid itself down wrong.”

Yrsa said it plainest, because she said everything plainest. “So the thing that eats legends spent the weeks since the Vault deciding not to kill you, and decided to try and own you instead, and everything at this festival is its hand reaching. The leash-summoner, the gilt hunters, the Coil, the custody claim. All one hand.” She looked at me, cold-iron flat. “Then we break every finger it puts on the board, one trial at a time, and let it learn what the last Anchor never got to teach it, which is that this one had a saint.”

Suzu, reading the appendix, said, “Huh,” and we all looked, and she pointed at one line in Halden’s tired hand, an arithmetic worked and abandoned at the very back, a legend priced and left unpaid:

[VYRISSA, LAST DRAGON EMPRESS – COST: BEYOND ANY RECORDED WEIGHT]

Nobody commented. There was nothing to comment. A dead Anchor had priced the most expensive summon in the world and died before he could afford it, and the line sat in the lamplight, and we all read it, and we all left it alone, because some lines you mark once and do not speak, and I marked this one under the burned line and let it sit.

Maeva presided over what came after, because a truth is a weapon and an empress knows what to do with a weapon.

She let the fox have her hour first, though, all of it, and only when Suzu had talked herself hoarse and empty and the sun was well up did the empress gather the household to the question of what to do with a truth in a tube. And she framed it, as she framed everything, as a matter of timing.

“A lesser house would run to the mother-stone this morning and swear it,” she said. “The truth is enormous, and spending it this morning would be the single worst thing we could do with it. The square is half-empty, the adjudicators are asleep, and the Chainwright’s claim is not yet on the table where the truth can land on it. A weapon spent into an empty room is wasted.” She set the tube down between us. “This proof ends the Blessed myth where the myth feeds: belief. But it only works if the room is full and the stakes are on the table. So we hold it until the festival is at high tide, until the Chainwright’s claim and the Hero’s myth and the truth in this tube can all stand on the same stone at the same hour. Then we swear it, and there is no un-swearing a stone.”

“You don’t drop a weapon,” she said, gathering Halden’s pages back into the tube with the care of a woman handling a loaded thing. “You aim it. So it lives in Bram’s lockbox, with the receipts file, under the dead-man’s-switch, the way we’ve done since the descent. If we fall, it swears itself. If we don’t, it swears itself when the room is biggest and the truth has the most floor. I’ll pick the hour, and until then not a word, not a hint, because a fox spent sixty years buried under this truth and we’ll not waste her burial by spending it a day too soon.” She handed the tube to Bram, who took it into the lockbox with the receipts file and the dead-man’s-switch doctrine we’d carried since a descent under a lake at the Crown.

“Same terms as before,” Bram said, weighing the tube in his one hand. “If you don’t come back up your own stairs, the stone gets all of it, and I swear it myself, and the province does its arithmetic out loud over your graves. And if you do come back up your stairs, it waits in the drawer, true whether anyone touches it or not, which is the best place for a truth, a drawer, where it can’t be spent early and can’t be lost.” He locked it away. “It’s a strange bar I run these days. I wouldn’t trade it.”

At the registration table across the dark square, the night’s patrol roster lay under a stone weight where a runner had left it. The ink dried black at the center of each name and wet at the edges, wrong way round, as if the letters were being written from the inside out.

Nobody at the table looked down.


Chapter 11: The Empress’s Ledger

Maeva read Halden’s pages the way a general reads captured orders, hunting the levers hidden in the margins, and by the second morning after the arch she had stopped grieving the dead Anchors and started pricing the thing that killed them.

“You are all reading it as a graveyard,” she said, over the tube laid open on the annex table, the courier-hand smoothed flat under two cups so the paper wouldn’t curl. “A list of murders, sixty and more, each one a name and a small cruel accident, and you read it and you feel the cold of it, and that is right, feel the cold, the dead have earned that much. But a graveyard is what a thing looks like to its victims. To me it looks like a ledger, because it is one, and a ledger is a confession of method, and a method is a thing you can turn.” She tapped the itemized deaths, name after name, one scarred imperial fingernail moving down the column the way a merchant’s finger moves down a bill of lading. “Look at what the pattern actually confesses. Not power. Not appetite, though there’s appetite. It confesses a business. The thing behind the blessings runs a loan economy, and it forecloses on Anchors the way a bank forecloses on a debtor it can no longer profit from, quietly, dressed as accident, before the debt can turn into a loss. And I have spent one life ruining banks.”

“You ruined banks,” I said.

“I ruined three,” Maeva said, with the satisfaction of a woman recalling a good campaign. “A duchy runs on its lenders as much as its levies, summoner, and when I unified the three I did not do it by out-fighting the dukes, I did it by out-bidding their bankers, by making myself the better loan and then calling the worse ones due all at once. You do not duel a bank. You do not besiege a bank. You out-compete it until its own debtors would rather owe you, and then it starves, because a bank that no one needs is a pile of ledgers and a hungry man.” She sat back. “This Saint is a bank. It lends borrowed legend to Heroes and it grazes on the real ones to fund the loans, and it forecloses on the one kind of man who could lend legend back to the world whole, which is you, before he can prove the world has an alternative. And all its power, every bit of it, rests on the world believing there is no alternative, that a legend either serves a leash or feeds a Saint, that a summoned thing is a thing owned. That is the belief the entire economy sits on. And I have watched you, all winter, do the one thing that ends a bank, which is offer a better loan in public and let the debtors see the difference.”

Nahari, who had been braiding her hair and unbraiding it through all of this, said, slow, “You are describing a war in a taproom before breakfast.”

“I am describing the shape of it,” Maeva said. “The shape is all I can price this morning. The war is larger than this festival. But the shape matters, oracle, because a household that knows the shape of its war does not waste a single deed, and I intend to waste nothing, because I have four hundred years of wanting to spend and I have finally found a bank worth ruining and a man worth ruining it for.” She said the last of it plainly, not as flattery, as accounting, and I put it with the things she said that I was still learning to believe.

“So we do not chase the Saint,” she went on. “You cannot chase a bank; it does not run. We out-compete it. Every crown you close is a legend permanently outside its ledger, a light it can never snuff, a loan it can never call. Halden’s burned line said a full circle of crowns closes the ledger for something, and we do not know the something, but we know the direction: every crown is a foreclosure the other way, the Anchor foreclosing on the Saint, one bond at a time. So we grow. We grow deliberately, in public, where the province can see the difference between a thing that stands where it’s put and a thing that stands where it chooses, and we make the alternative undeniable.” She almost smiled. “I have been an asset. I have been a summons. I have been a wife who was fed hemlock in her own garden for the crime of being the better ruler. I have never, in either life, been part of ruining the exact institution that makes assets out of women like me. I find I have wanted this my whole death.”

That was the strategy, set down in one taproom morning, and I kept it without pretending I understood yet what it would cost.

But the empress was not finished, because a strategy without a first move is a wish, and Maeva did not wish.

She unrolled a map I hadn’t seen her draw.

It was old country, drawn from memory, the way she drew the drowned districts of her own tomb-city, and I recognized the hand of a woman putting down a place she’d held rather than a place she’d studied. It was a march, a border country, wild and hatched with the little marks she used for high ground and bad ground and the crossings between, and along the eastern edge of it a range of hills climbed toward something she’d left mostly blank, a high place her memory of it stopped short of.

“The Wend-march,” she said, and her hands were steady on the map, and her voice was steady too, until it wasn’t, for exactly one word. “Mine. Once. For a generation, before the duchies, before Aldous, before any of it. A wild border country nobody wanted, deed-hungry, unlucky, three centuries of bad songs and worse harvests, and I held it for a generation and it was good.” The word good came out with something under it she did not let get all the way up, and then she put it back down, and her voice was court-flat again. “I kept a pepper fleet out of a river-mouth on its southern reach and made a wild march pay, and I held its roads open with border-riders instead of walls, and I built three villages where drovers could winter, and I stood in the door of a march-hall I raised with my own coin and watched a country nobody wanted become a country that fed itself, and it was the best thing I did before the duchies, and the duchies remembered the duchies and forgot the march, and history minted my husband the Unifier and buried the Wend-march the way it buries anything a woman built that a man didn’t want to inherit.”

“And it’s still there,” I said.

“It’s still there,” she said. “Wild again. Unlucky again. Three dead villages and a few live ones and drover roads gone to bramble and dim stones with real needs and no lord who’ll take it, because a march that ate its last three lords is not a prize a courtier wants, it’s a grave with a title on it. Nobody wants the Wend-march.” She looked at me, green eyes level over the map of a country four hundred years gone. “I want the Wend-march. When we win the circuits, summoner, the boon is any lawful grant the province can make, sworn by Helvane in one sentence, and I have thought about it since the moment Suzu’s arithmetic put a march-boon within reach, and I want the boon to be land, and I want the land to be the Wend-march, and I want it under your banner and mine, and I want to stand in the door of that hall again, the one I raised, and have it be ours, chosen, not inherited, not fed to me and not taken from me, held because we held it. That is what four hundred years of patience has decided it wants. A wild country nobody wants, given back to the woman who had once made it pay, under a banner that asked for it from below.”

Nobody said anything for a moment, because it was the largest thing the empress had asked for in this life, and she’d asked for a crown before.

Then Suzu, who had been hanging upside down from a roof-beam through the entire strategy session and had contributed nothing but the occasional appraisal of the room’s silver, dropped to the floor and came to look at the map, and the fox discovered land ownership, and the comedy arrived exactly when the room needed it to.

“Wait,” she said, studying the march with a professional’s eye. “Wait, wait. You can just, what, own a country? Own it? All of it? The dirt and the roads and the villages and the, hold on.” Her amber eyes had gone vertical-slitted with a whole new species of avarice. “The hills. Those hills. What’s in the hills, empress, because a country’s worth is under it, everyone knows that, the dirt’s the least of it, so what’s under the Wend-march, what’s the hoard, is there a hoard, there’s always a hoard in the boring blank part of an old map, that’s where they draw the hoards, in the part they don’t want you to look at.”

“There is no hoard, fox,” Maeva said.

“There’s always a hoard.”

“There is an eastern reach,” Maeva said, “which the drovers detour two days around and which I never surveyed because a march is held at its roads, not its mountains, and it is the one part of my own march I never learned, and we will speak no more of it this morning.” She said it lightly, but she rolled the eastern edge of the map under as she said it, the blank part, the part her memory stopped at, and the empress who’d priced a whole murder-economy before breakfast did not want to look at the top of her own country. I set that beside the burned line, unexplained.

“So no hoard,” Suzu said, mournful, and then rallied, because a fox rallies. “Fine. No hoard. But three dead villages means three abandoned vaults, minimum, and abandoned vaults are the honest man’s hoard, and I’m going to audit them all, professionally, for the estate, as the estate’s official, what’s the word, the person who counts the money.”

“A reeve,” Maeva said.

“I’m going to be your reeve.”

“You are absolutely not going to be my reeve.”

“I’d be a magnificent reeve. I can count faster than anyone alive and I know exactly where money hides because I’ve hidden money everywhere, and a thief makes the best treasurer, everyone knows that, it’s why temples always hire the reformed ones.” Suzu was fanning tails now, delighted with the whole idea of herself as an officer of an estate. “You’ll want a reeve who can count, empress. I heard you say it. In your sleep, probably, you said it, I foresaw it, ask the oracle.”

“I did foresee it,” Nahari said, serene, not looking up from her braid. “You will say, empress, before this is done, that you want a reeve who can count, and you will know a fox, and you will regret the entire arrangement, and it will be a brilliant appointment in a way that offends everyone involved. I have seen the ledgers she keeps. They balance. That is the horror of it. They balance and half the entries are crimes.”

“A reformed thief keeping honest books of dishonest deeds,” Maeva said, and the auditing eyes went to Suzu with something that was almost fondness under the exasperation. “I have hired worse. I hired a water-engineer who left obscenities in my walls about my tide-locks and I gave him a duchy’s pension for it because his tide-locks held. Very well, fox. When the march is ours you may audit its dead vaults, and if your books balance I will consider making the regret official, and if you steal from the estate I will price the theft to the copper and dock it from your interest, and you will find that an empress collects a debt better than a temple ever sealed one.”

“Now THAT,” Suzu said, gleeful, “is a woman who understands compound interest. I accept in principle. We’ll negotiate the interest rate over the dead vaults.” And she went back up the beam satisfied, an unappointed reeve of an unwon country, and the room was warm for a moment the way it got warm.

I sounded Helvane at his lodge that afternoon, because a boon you mean to name should be sounded before you win it, and a lord who’ll speak for a grant should be given the chance to price his speaking before the crowd does it for him.

The Margrave’s lodge sat above the circuit grounds, a hunting lodge dressed below its rank the way Helvane dressed himself, iron-grey and practical, hawk-eyed, campaign-postured, a man who ruled by pageant and oath and results and hated ceremony and staged it flawlessly anyway. He took me in his gear-room among the hunting spears and the hawking-gauntlets, no wine, no court, a working man’s welcome for a working man, and he heard me out on the Wend-march with the still attention of a lord who notices everything and shows nothing.

“The Wend-march,” he said, when I’d finished, and turned a hunting spear in his hands the way Yrsa turned a training blade, thinking through the shaft of it. “You want me to speak for granting a wild border country to a porter and his Lady. You understand what you’re asking. That march has eaten three lords in my lifetime, and I don’t mean the harvests, though the harvests are a horror, I mean the border. It’s the raw edge of the province, and past it there’s nothing the crown’s ever cared to map, and a warden of the Wend-march is a man the capital forgets exists until the day it needs a wall, and then remembers all at once and blames for the gap.” He set the spear back on its rack. “Which is exactly why I’ll speak for it. A grant that costs the province nothing, on the border the crown ignores, handed to the one coalition in the province that’s proven it can hold a gate. Cheap for me. Shrewd for the border. And the court’s face, Marsh, the court’s face when the Margrave of the Veltmark hands a wild march to the man they used as bait and a Lady whose likeness is on a debased coin, that face keeps me warm a full decade, and I am fifty-four and I have learned to value warmth over dignity, because dignity is cold and a good laugh at the capital’s expense is not.”

“And your price,” I said, because a lord who names the benefit first is a lord about to name a price.

“Oath-shaped and physical, the only kind I keep,” Helvane said. “The circuits run six weeks. The province’s spring levy drills run the same six weeks, and they’re a shambles, farm boys and bad swords and no one to teach them because the last three men I paid to teach them taught them to march in a straight line and die in one. Your coalition anchors the levy drills while the circuits run. Real work. Your saint on the drill-yard, your empress on the logistics of feeding two hundred boys, whatever your fox does, and by the season’s end I’ve a militia that can hold a wall instead of decorate one. That’s the price. Free training-camp for a province, in exchange for a wild march and a decade of warmth at the capital’s expense.” He put out his hand, the campaign hand, scarred. “Sworn on a handshake, between working men, no stone needed, because a stone’s for people who might lie and I’ve decided you’re not one, which is either shrewd of me or the mistake that ends me, and at fifty-four I’ve stopped being able to tell the difference and stopped minding.”

I took the hand. “Sworn. The levy’s ours for the six weeks. You’ll have a militia that holds a wall, and the saint will condemn every sword in the armory to your face, and you’ll thank her for it eventually.”

“I already dread her,” Helvane said, pleased, “which from me is respect. Go win your circuits, Marsh. I’ve a march to embarrass the capital with.” And that was the sanction entire, one gear-room handshake, oath-shaped, zero procedure, a lord who ruled by results granting a runway to a porter because it was cheap and shrewd and funny, and I walked back down to the grounds with a boon half-secured and a levy inherited, and by evening the saint had found the levy’s armory, and was appalled.

The drill-yard lay behind the south wall, where festival noise thinned into mud, sweat, and boys pretending not to be afraid of being watched by legends. Two hundred levies stood in crooked ranks with borrowed shields and blades they’d been told were swords, farm hands and mill boys and three grey-haired men who’d come because their sons were in the line and shame works both directions. They went still when Yrsa walked onto the yard. Not quiet. Still. The sort of still a field gets when weather changes.

She looked them over once and found every lie they had been sold.

“Shields too high,” she said. “Feet too close. Half of you think courage is leaning forward. That’s how you die with your teeth in the mud. Courage is keeping the man beside you from opening his line when his bladder turns to water. You don’t need songs. You need spacing.”

Colm, Wend, and Osric had come with me, and I watched the three farm boys become veterans by comparison in one afternoon, which should have been funny and instead told me how bad the levy was. Osric took roll in ink and did not stammer at a single name. Wend corrected harness knots with quiet country patience. Colm lifted the wrong end of a shield rack, saw me look at him, set it down, and lifted the end I pointed at. Progress, measured in wood and mud.

Maeva handled the feeding problem before anyone named it. “Two hundred boys drill badly when hungry,” she told Helvane’s quartermaster, and by the end of the hour she had moved three bread carts, bullied a butcher into extending credit against the Margrave’s own mark, and arranged water barrels at both ends of the yard because boys with spears faint faster than boys with cups. Suzu audited the bread count, found six missing loaves, and returned them from inside the quartermaster’s own cloak with an expression of professional disappointment.

“I’m helping,” she said.

“You’re terrifying my staff,” Helvane said.

“Efficiently.”

Nahari stood barefoot at the yard’s edge and called one breath ahead when a shield-line was about to tangle. She never raised her voice. She didn’t need to. The first time a boy stepped back before he tripped because the oracle had said “left foot” a breath early, the whole rank looked at her as if she’d pulled him out of a grave by the ankle. By sunset they listened to her like weather.

The yard changed by inches, which is how yards change when the work is real. A boy with straw-colored hair kept lifting his shield to hide his whole face, and Yrsa knocked the rim down six times without looking at him until he learned that seeing the danger mattered more than pretending the wood was a wall. One of the grey-haired fathers had a bad knee and tried to hide it; Maeva moved him to the second rank and made it sound like promotion, which saved his pride and the line both. Wend taught two mill boys how to wrap a blister before it burst, Colm carried water until the barrel staves creaked, and Osric, solemn as a clerk twice his age, made a mark beside every boy who stopped drifting right. By dusk the marks had become a competition, because boys will turn anything into a contest if a saint is pretending not to watch, and Yrsa pretended not to watch with magnificent dishonesty.

Yrsa’s contribution to the strategy of ruining a supernatural bank was to condemn the levy’s swords, one crate at a time, with a thoroughness that emptied the armory of everything she considered a lie.

“This,” she said, holding a militia short-sword out at arm’s length like a dead fish, “is a crate of swords that think they’re swords and are wrong about it. Look at the tang. Look at it. This tang goes a thumb’s-width into the grip and then just stops, hopes, prays. This sword will break at the first true parry and take the boy’s hand off with the pommel when it goes. There are two hundred of these. Two hundred. Some smith sold this province two hundred lies with edges, and the province paid for two hundred swords and bought two hundred funerals, and I’ve a mind to find the smith and demonstrate the tang problem on his own product.” She set the sword down with the care you’d give a snake. “Right. New doctrine. The boys don’t get these. The boys get spears, because a spear’s honest, a spear can’t lie about its tang, a spear is a stick with an intention and every farm boy already knows a stick. Spears, shields, and the Warden’s guard, and we drill the guard until it’s in their spines, and any boy who wants a sword earns it off me one bout at a time, and until then he carries a spear and lives, and I’ll take the funerals out of the smith’s hide personally when the season’s done.”

“You’ve had that levy for one afternoon,” I said.

“An afternoon’s plenty to see two hundred boys handed lies with edges,” Yrsa said. “I carried a teacher’s hands through ninety dead years and I’ve a body now and a levy and a country coming, and I’ll not have a single boy of mine buried by his own sword’s tang because a smith saved a thumb of steel. The strongest stands last, and the strongest can’t stand at all if his blade breaks at the first parry, so the doctrine’s spears until they’re worth swords, and that’s not up for a vote, and if the empress wants to run a country she can start by finding me a smith who doesn’t lie about tangs.” She was already sketching a drill-yard on the back of a requisition, the same way Maeva sketched a hall, two women building a country from opposite ends, one the roads and one the boys who’d walk them, and I stood between them with the strange fact of it in my chest: I had walked out of a tomb last season with nothing, and now had a war-council arguing about tangs and reeves as if a wild country were already waiting for its first orders.

Bram’s contribution was to refuse my wager and take the empress’s, on ethics grounds, which he explained at length.

“I’ll not book your bet on the march-boon,” he told me, at his plank across two barrels, the wager-book open, the odds on the coalition winning the circuits now so short he grieved them aloud daily. “Conflict of interest. You’re the horse and the jockey and you’re trying to bet on the race, and a man who books that bet is a man who ends up explaining himself to an adjudicator, and I’ve explained myself to enough adjudicators. So no. You can’t bet on your own win.” Then he turned the book toward Maeva, who had drifted over with a cup of the annex’s wine. “You, though. You’re not the horse. You’re the, what are you, you’re the general. Generals can bet. It’s traditional. Half the great wagers in history were laid by the person running the battle, it’s practically a duty. What’ll you have, Lady?”

“I’ll wager on the manner of the win, not the fact of it,” Maeva said, and named a bet so specific and so shrewd that Bram had to think about it for a full minute before he’d book it: the boon would be land, sworn in Helvane’s own driest possible phrasing, before noon on award day. “Because I know the fact,” she said. “The fact is not in doubt; a household that has read the shape of its war does not lose a festival. The interest is all in the manner, and I have always made my money on the manner.” Bram booked it, muttering about empresses, and paid her in advance for the pleasure of the education, and I watched a four-hundred-year-old woman and a one-armed innkeeper negotiate the odds on our own future and found that I trusted the future more for their arguing about it.

That night she came to me still full of the march, and I gave her ambition back to her the only way I knew how, which was worship.

I’d taken the new banner-silk that had come from the weaver that afternoon, the field of it, deep and heavy, undyed as yet because Maeva hadn’t finalized the mark, and I’d draped it over the chair in our annex room, and when she came in from the last of the day’s council with the map-hand still on her and the one unsteady word still somewhere behind her sternum, I took the silk off the chair and put it over her shoulders myself, and named what I’d watched all day.

“You want it back,” I said, settling the silk around her, the empress in undyed banner-cloth in the candle-gold. “The march. The hall you raised. You’ve wanted it four hundred years and you asked for it today with a steady hand and one word that wasn’t, and I heard the word. You’ll have it. I’m going to win you a country, and you’re going to stand in that door again, and this time it’ll be chosen.” I put my hands at the first pin of the crowned braid. “Attend me, Empress.”

Her diction came back at me court-formal, but it had heat in the formality already, the way it did when she’d decided. “You have my crown, summoner,” she said, low, the contralto warm. “You’ve had it since the Mirror Stair. Take the rest.” And she reached up and took the first pin out of her own braid and put it in my hand, and named the clause the way she named them, “that one’s the march,” and took out the second, “that one’s the hall,” and the third, “that one’s the door I’ll stand in,” each pin a clause of the same consent, her hair coming down clause by clause until the golden cascade fell past her shoulder blades and the undyed silk and the candle-gold, and the last pin she pressed into my palm and closed my scarred fingers over it and said, “and that one’s the word I didn’t finish saying today, and you may finish it for me, in your own voice, later, when I can’t talk.”

I turned her to the candle and took the silk-draped weight of her against me and set my mouth to the sun-gold column of her throat, and she tipped her head back and let me, the auditing eyes going half-lidded, and I worked down slow, because she’d conducted this scene her whole return and tonight it was mine to conduct and I meant to make the taking-over the center of it.

First skin was her shoulder, where the undyed silk had slipped, and I set my mouth there and felt her breath change under the court-diction, the sun-gold skin warm and flawless under porter calluses, the recurring contrast that never stopped being the thing, a workman’s scarred hands on an empress minted for coins, and she felt the calluses catch on her skin and made a low sound that had no court in it at all, and I kept the sound, because it was the first crack in the ceremony and I meant to widen every crack.

I opened the re-tailored bodice she’d engineered to lose, and it lost, the way she’d built it to, the lacing giving under my hands one eyelet at a time because I would not rush it, each eyelet a clause the way each pin had been, and the strain of the thing built up and up as I worked the lacing until the last of it gave all at once and the heavy fullness of her breasts spilled free into the candle-gold, and the reveal was the event it was always supposed to be, the very full heavy weight of her the church’s painters had spent four hundred years lying about, candle-gold pooling on the soft rise of them, and I cupped them, lifted them, the soft heavy warmth of them filling my scarred hands and overfilling them, and put my mouth to one and then the other while she narrated tribute in court-formal sentences that started losing their verbs.

“The empress receives,” she managed, one hand coming up to cradle the back of my head against her, “tribute, in, the proper, oh, the proper form, and finds the form, summoner, the form is, you’re not, you’re not letting me finish the sentence, that’s, that’s the coup, isn’t it, you take my verbs,” and I took her verbs, mouth working her nipples to hard points in the candle-gold, thumb rolling one while my tongue worked the other, the gold bond-light beginning to rise under her skin along her ribs the way it did, and her sentences shortened and shortened until the empire in her voice was down to plain hunger.

Then she gave me the paizuri her own way, framed as bestowal, and I let her, because taking over a scene doesn’t mean taking everything, it means holding the frame while she gives the gift.

She sank down before me in the undyed silk with the crowned hair loose around her, and took me in both hands, and then framed me in the heavy warmth of her breasts, the soft flesh engulfing me, and worked me slow between them, green eyes auditing me even now, even here, over the soft weight of her, gold light rising along her collarbones with each stroke.

She made a ceremony of it, every inch of it belonging to her lane, pressing the full heavy weight of her breasts together around me with both hands so that the soft warm valley of her swallowed me to the root and back, slow, deliberate, the candle-gold pooling in the deep cleavage the church’s painters had spent four hundred years lying about, and every slow drag of that soft heat up my length was framed as a gift bestowed rather than a favor given, the empress conducting even this, even with her mouth dipping at the top of each stroke to catch the head of me and her tongue working there before she sank me back into the warm press of her. I could feel the heat of her breath and the slick of her mouth and the soft engulfing weight all at once, and the green eyes never left mine, auditing my undoing over the top of the tribute she was paying me, and the sight of the Golden Empress on her knees in banner silk with her crowned hair down and my cock buried in the heavy gold-lit weight of her tits was a thing four hundred years of men had wanted the throne for and never once been given, and she was giving it to me, and letting me feel her want to.

“The treasury,” she said, low, working me, dragging me slow through the soft valley of her, “the treasury of an empire, bestowed, on the man who’s going to win it back its march, and he may watch me give it, he may, that’s the decree, watch the empress hand over what the church’s painters spent four hundred years hiding,” and I watched, one hand fisted in the golden cascade, the candle-gold on the sweat-sheening swell of her, the slick friction of her working me between the soft heavy tits she’d been minted modest for and had never once been, her tongue catching the head each time it crested the warm press of her, and I let her build me there, her pace, her gift, until I was close, and then I took the frame back.

“On your lips,” I told her, low, the command landing the way she liked them, half-obeyed before they finished. “That’s my decree tonight. Not the chest. Your mouth. Take it.”

Her diction was gone entirely by then and what was left was delight, “oh, THERE he is,” the same warm undoing she’d given when I took the frame before, and she took me in her mouth, deep, the empress taking a decree, and I spilled into her while she worked me through it, and she took all of it, and swallowed, and licked me clean with deliberate ceremony, and sat back on her heels in the candle-gold with the gold light banked in her skin and said, precise even wrecked, “Tribute received. In full. With interest,” her own escalation, her placement to claim, and claimed it.

Then I laid her back into the crushed banner-silk and took her slow.

I settled between her long strong legs and sank my cock into her wet heat, one slow inch at a time until she’d taken the whole length of me and the fullness stole the verb from her next decree, and she arched up to grind onto it, gold light blazing along her ribs now, and I set a pace and she rode it, her slick pussy gripping me on every stroke, and I took my time with her the way she’d taught me to take my time, reading the empress like terrain, the way her hands tightened in the banner-silk when I angled one way, the low broken decree when I angled another, and I gave her exactly the angle the reading found and it took her over once, early, a small imperial undoing she hadn’t scheduled, and she laughed at herself for it, wrecked and gold-lit, “you’ve, you’ve disordered my whole, I had a plan for this evening, summoner, and you’ve, oh,” the plan gone, the empress disordered, which was exactly what I wanted, an empress who ruled everything ruled into disorder in a bed by a porter’s attention.

I lifted her leg to my shoulder and drove my cock deeper, the new angle burying me to the hilt on every stroke, and she stopped having sentences at all for a while, court-formal Maeva reduced to gold light and plain sound in the candle-gold, the crowned braid all the way down now and spread across the crushed banner-silk, and I set the pace against her hips and she took it, her heavy breasts rocking with each thrust, and at the peak of it, when the Crowned link opened full both ways the way it did now, she did the thing she’d promised with the last pin. She flooded the bond deliberately, opened it wide and poured through it, and what came through was not sensation, or not only sensation, it was the Wend-march. Her memory of it. The hills in spring, the smell of a river-mouth she’d kept a pepper fleet out of, the door of a hall she’d raised with her own coin, the light on a wild country she’d made pay four hundred years ago, all of it given to me through the bond like a dowry, everything she wanted handed over so I’d know exactly what I was winning her, and I came back from someone else’s century, from a spring four hundred years gone, with her name in my mouth and her country behind my eyes, and I finished deep in her while she detonated around me, gold light through her whole body, court diction gone to a single long sound that had her country in it somewhere.

“There,” she said, after, sprawled imperial in the wrecked silk, gold light banking slow under sweat-sheened skin, my head against the soft rise of her breast, her hand tracing the tracery on my elbow. “Now you’ve seen it. Now you know what you’re winning me. Not a prize. A place I made good once, that I want to make good again, with you, chosen.” She was quiet, and then she went to council even now, even boneless, because she was Maeva. “The three dead villages first. The drover roads. The hall goes where the old one was, on the rise above the river-mouth, and we’ll want a reeve who can count, I know a fox, and a garrison-yard for the saint’s boys, and a high room with a window for the oracle to be blind out of on purpose, and a lamp at the door, Esra’s kind,” and then sleep took the rest of the country out of her mouth before she could appoint it.

The crier’s bell found the annex window after midnight, thin through the shutters, and Bram brought the words up from the street with his coat still wet from the river-fog.

“Heritage move,” he said, low, because Maeva slept with her hand still on my arm and even Bram had the sense not to wake an empress who had finally run out of appointments. “Malchor Stane asked the semifinal gate-hold be set at Havrun, for the old Warden’s honor, as the crier phrases cruelty when it wears polished boots. Accepted by wager custom. The board’s changed already.”

Across the room, Yrsa’s eyes opened in the dark.


Chapter 12: No Stones, No Songs

Saskia Roehn chose the river shallows below the weirs, at dawn, on the new moon, and she chose them because they were the opposite of everything the Blessed loved: no stones, no songs, no crowd, a handful of witnesses, grey light and cold water over gravel and nobody to sing a lie about it after.

We came down the weir-path in the last of the dark, four witnesses total because Saskia had written it that way and Yrsa had accepted the terms. Me, because the challenge required me. Bram, because a receipt-keeper can stand in for a crowd when a crowd would poison the work. One old weir-warden Saskia had named, a woman with a lantern and no patience for songs. And Maeva, plainclothed and quiet, because Saskia had allowed one witness of the coalition’s choosing and Yrsa had chosen the woman who could price an enemy without speaking.

That small number changed the air. No vendors. No crier. No boys climbing fences for a better view. Only cold gravel underfoot, the water’s thin pull at the stones, and six breaths visible in the grey before dawn. Even Bram, who could make a wager out of weather, had closed the book for this one and carried only a folded sheet for the record.

Maeva had priced the challenge the night before, in the annex, turning the folded terms over in her hands like a coin she was testing for shave-marks.

“She writes like a woman arguing with herself,” the empress had said. “No stones, so no glory in it; no songs, so no fame; four witnesses, so no crowd to perform for. Every clause strips a reason a Blessed duelist would normally fight, until what’s left is a duel with no profit in it at all, which means she’s not fighting for profit, which means she’s fighting for an answer, and a woman who duels for an answer is a woman one honest loss away from changing sides, or at least changing lanes.” She’d folded the terms. “If Yrsa wants me as the coalition’s witness, I’ll come. I price enemies best when they know they’re being priced and can do nothing about it. This one has already priced herself, which is dangerous in an enemy, because it means she’s stopped needing us to defeat her. She’s begun defeating herself, and those are the defeats that last.” So Maeva came in plainclothes that still read as costume and stood on the bank in the grey light and priced.

The shallows ran wide and gravel-bottomed below the weir, ankle-deep to shin-deep, cold enough to numb, and the light came up grey and flat off the water with no sun in it yet, and Saskia was already there when we arrived, alone, no patron, no party, standing in the cold current in her duelist’s rig with the copper hair shaved close at the sides and her sword bare in her hand, and she watched us come the way she watched everything, contemptuous by long habit, but the contempt sat wrong on her now, loose, like a coat she’d worn so long she’d forgotten it wasn’t her skin.

“You brought the porter,” she said, to Yrsa.

“He goes where I go,” Yrsa said. “You knew that when you wrote it. That’s why you wrote it.”

“Maybe,” Saskia said, and did not explain, and Yrsa did not press, and the two of them looked at each other across the cold water the way two of the same animal look at each other, one raised in a house that fed it and one raised in a house that starved it, and I understood, watching, that this duel was going to be less a fight than a mirror held up, and that Saskia had chosen the shallows because a mirror is easier to look into where nobody else is watching you look.

They set the terms in the water, clipped, both of them fluent in the grammar of it.

“First yield or first blood I choose not to press,” Yrsa said. “No killing. I’ll not kill you in a river over a challenge you wrote because you couldn’t sleep.”

“Presumptuous,” Saskia said.

“Accurate,” Yrsa said. “You don’t challenge a saint at dawn in a river with no stones because you want to win. You do it because you want an answer to a question, and you can’t get the answer from a win, only from an honest fight, so let’s have the honest fight and you can find your answer in it, and I’ll not kill you before you find it.” She rolled her shoulders, the fighting leathers settling. “Blades bare. Cold water counts; mind your footing; I will not, so it’s yours to mind. When you’re ready.”

“Now,” Saskia said, and came.

Saskia opened with the back-cut, her signature, the recreational cruelty that had severed my guide-line at the Sunken Crown, and she opened with it fast and clean, a whipcord duelist at the top of her craft, and she aimed the whole opening at Yrsa’s famous tell, the left heel that loaded before the killing lunge, the tell every ballad of the Blade Saint sang about, the tell preserved in ninety years of song and true right up until a porter with a notebook watched a saint fight for a whole winter and found the four exact drills that filed it off. Saskia had studied the songs. She’d built her whole opening around the heel-tell, because the songs said the heel-tell was where you beat the Blade Saint if anyone ever could, and she came in fast and low and read the heel to time her counter to the lunge the heel promised.

And the heel didn’t load.

I watched it happen from the bank, watched Saskia’s whole opening arrive at a tell that wasn’t there, watched the half-instant of confusion cross her face as the saint she’d studied from the songs failed to be the saint from the songs, because the saint from the songs had died undefeated and this one had spent a winter being watched by a man who fixed her grip, and the difference between them was the difference between a woman remembered and a woman witnessed, and it played out in the water in half a second: Saskia’s counter arrived at empty air where the lunge should have been, and Yrsa was already inside it, cold current sheeting off her, the low-line counter, Ilsabet’s guard, coming up from a place the songs had never recorded because the songs had recorded a woman who fought alone and this woman fought like someone was finally watching.

“The tell’s gone,” Saskia said, giving ground, fast, resetting, and it wasn’t a complaint, it was a duelist logging new information mid-bout. “The songs are wrong. You fixed it.”

“He fixed it,” Yrsa said, pressing, blade high, and did not say more, because the answer was choreography now and choreography doesn’t chatter.

That was the second movement, the argument fought out in a river: Saskia came at her again and again, everything the ballads had taught, and every time the saint from the songs wasn’t there.

She tried the high feint that the third verse of “The Bridge of Lord Vael’s Valor” claimed had once beaten a border champion, and Yrsa read it before it finished forming, because Yrsa had heard the song, and hated the song, and knew exactly which of its lies a student would try. She gave ground and drew Saskia into the deeper current where the footing turned treacherous, and Saskia’s next lunge cost her a half-inch of balance on the slick gravel, and Yrsa didn’t punish it, just noted it, filed it the way I filed things, banked the tell for the movement that would end it.

Saskia changed grammars then, which was the smartest thing she did all morning, because a duelist who’s had three of her openings fail stops fencing the memory and starts fencing the woman in front of her, and for a dozen strokes it was a real fight, the two of them trading in the cold current, the copper-shaved duelist finally reading the actual saint instead of the sung one, and she landed one, a graze along Yrsa’s forearm that opened a thin line, first blood, and I felt Yrsa’s flat approval jump the strand, a saint pleased to be made to work. But changing grammars mid-bout is a thing you can do once as a surprise and never twice as a plan, and Yrsa had already filed the new Saskia the way she filed everything, and the dozen honest strokes taught the saint more about the duelist than they taught the duelist about the saint, because one of them had spent a lifetime being watched to be beaten and the other had spent a winter being watched to be kept, and the watching cut both ways and only one of them knew how to use it.

The river helped Yrsa because Yrsa made it help her. Saskia fought the water as another opponent, each step a thing to overcome, calves flashing pale in the cold current, gravel shifting treacherous under the balls of her feet. Yrsa fought as if the river had been invited. She let the push of it turn her hips, let the eddies hide half-steps, let the slick stones punish haste without ever needing to be pointed at. Once Saskia drove her toward the deeper channel and I saw the old cruelty rise, the instinct to make a beautiful end of it, to cut low while the saint’s boot slid and make the story belong to her. Yrsa gave her the slide, gave her the opening, and took it away at the last breath, heel finding a buried stone, shoulder dropping under the bright line of the cut. Saskia’s blade sang over empty air close enough to lift wet hair from Yrsa’s temple, and Yrsa’s pommel kissed Saskia’s ribs, not hard, just enough to say dead, if I wanted it, and Saskia’s mouth tightened because she understood the mercy was not kindness. It was accounting.

“Better,” Yrsa said, of the graze, cold water sheeting pink off her forearm, and it was the same flat medal she handed me in the yard, and Saskia’s face did a complicated thing at getting it, a woman who’d never once been complimented on the craft instead of praised for the cruelty, and the complicated thing cost her half a beat, and Yrsa took the half-beat, because a saint takes every half-beat, that’s what makes her a saint.

“You keep expecting me to be tired,” Saskia said, giving ground, breathing harder now, reading her own losses mid-bout. “The songs say the Blade Saint slows in the third exchange. You don’t slow.”

“The songs were written by people who never made it to my third exchange,” Yrsa said, pressing, cold water sheeting off her forearms. “You’re the first in a long while to make the song answer for itself. Congratulations. Now stop talking, you fight worse when you talk, you and the fox both.”

Saskia smiled at that, sharp and unwilling, and tried to buy the insult with a risk. She let her point drop a hair too low, baiting the descending cut every song said Yrsa favored when an opponent showed throat, and for one breath the old Saskia showed through, the woman who had lived on making other people answer the story she wrote for them. Yrsa did answer. She answered by not taking the throat. She put a cut into Saskia’s wrist-line instead, flat of the blade, hard enough to numb the fingers, and the duelist’s sword dipped before she forced it back up.

“That one was for the story,” Yrsa said.

Saskia’s eyes narrowed. “And this one?”

She came in honest then, no song, no patron color, no ballad cruelty polished for applause, just a woman in a river with a blade and too much pride to back away from the clean lesson in front of her. The next six strokes were the best of her. She cut at the shoulder and changed to the knee, let the current take her half a step farther than Yrsa expected, used the slip as a turn instead of a failure, and for one bright instant the duel stopped being an execution of bad doctrine and became a question. Could Saskia, stripped of the Hero’s grammar, learn fast enough to survive the woman the songs had lied about?

Yrsa’s answer was to make room for the question and then close it. She gave Saskia one clean line to grow into, let the duelist find it, let the blade almost matter, and then corrected the foot beneath it. Not the hand, not the cut, the foot. A half-inch of gravel under Saskia’s left heel betrayed the borrowed turn, and Yrsa’s blade met hers there, low, unglamorous, exactly where the body tells the truth before the sword catches up. Saskia felt it. I saw her feel it. The notebook in my head wrote the lesson before I could stop it: a woman can change her grammar mid-fight, but her feet remember who taught her.

A leashed legend fights the way it was recorded and a chosen one fights the way it’s grown, and Saskia had come to duel a memory and found a woman, and the woman had improved, and the improvement was the argument, made in cold water with no stone to etch it, that chosen bonds sharpen what leashes embalm. Yrsa fought like a woman someone had actually watched all winter, and Saskia fought like a woman who’d studied a corpse, and the gap between them widened stroke by stroke in the grey water. I watched Saskia understand it, watched a duelist who’d spent her whole life in the Blessed’s grammar realize mid-bout that she was fighting the alternative and losing to a woman who had been seen, trained, corrected, and chosen in return.

The third movement was short, because the good ones always are.

Yrsa took her in the shallow current on a low-line counter Saskia had no answer for, a step to the outside that the songs didn’t have, and rode the block down into a turn and put the flat of her blade at Saskia’s collarbone with the copper-haired duelist off-balance in the cold water and the whole line of her open, and it was done, clean, a killing position held and not pressed, storm-grey eyes flat and certain, cold water sheeting off both of them in the grey dawn light.

And Yrsa stepped back. Unasked. Blade lowered. Gave her the ground back.

Saskia stood in the current a moment, breathing, looking at the empty place where a blade had been at her throat and wasn’t, and then she said it, in her own time, not fast, not forced, the first fully honest word I’d heard her spend since the tomb under the lake.

“Fair,” she said.

“Fair,” Yrsa agreed, and lowered her blade the rest of the way, and the two whipcord women stood in the cold river looking at each other, and the mirror had shown Saskia her answer, and she’d looked into it, and she didn’t flinch, which was, I understood, why she’d chosen the river with no one to see her flinch, because a woman who’s built her whole self on not flinching needs somewhere private to find out whether she can.

“Again someday,” Saskia said, sheathing her sword, cold water dripping off the copper stubble. “When I’ve earned it honestly. Not like this. This was me borrowing a challenge because I couldn’t sleep. Next time I’ll have earned the right to lose to you, and then I’ll want it clean, no answers riding on it, just the fight.” She flexed her sword hand, the one she kept staring at, opened and closed it. “You fight like someone watched you. Nobody watched me that way. That’s the answer I came for. I already knew it. I just needed to lose to it to believe it.”

Then Saskia paid a debt nobody had invoiced, and paid it in the one currency she had left, which was intelligence, and paid it cold, no apology in it anywhere, because she knew better than to offer one and Yrsa knew better than to want one.

“You should know some things,” she said, to me now, wading up out of the current toward the bank, “because I cut a line once and I’ve run out of ways to live with the sound it made, and this is the only way I’ve got to make the sound quieter, which is not an apology, don’t mistake it for one, it’s a payment, and I’ll not have it called anything softer.” She stood on the gravel, dripping, and gave us the war for free. “The Coil is real. Odette built it and it’s bought and paid and it works, or Malchor believes it works, which for our purposes is the same. And the final’s rigged for it. Not rigged to cheat the clearing, he’ll clear the vault or lose it honest, he’s confident enough for that. Rigged to put the Coil in play live, on the stones, with the whole province watching, under a custody oath he’s already had worded. He means to sever an anchored bond in front of every witness-stone in Veltmark and swear the capture lawful in the same breath, so that when he takes one of yours the province sees custody, not theft. He’s not trying to beat you at the vault. He’s trying to make the vault the room where he takes a queen, witnessed by stone, with the oath ready.”

“Which one,” I said.

“He doesn’t care which one,” Saskia said. “That’s the thing about him you keep not understanding because you love yours. To him they’re interchangeable assets and the Coil takes whichever one it can reach, and Odette’s built it to reach for a Sworn bond because a Sworn bond’s the weakest of your strong ones, easiest to sever, so it’ll reach for your oracle or your saint, whichever’s nearest when it fires, and he’ll take her and claim custody and dare you to un-swear a stone.” She flexed the sword hand again, the tell she couldn’t stop. “And here’s the piece that makes it filthy. The custody claim isn’t a lie he tells after. It’s worded before, sworn-ready, with an adjudicator-bard positioned to witness the capture the instant it lands. The whole trick is to make the theft look like oath happening in real time, so that when the province watches him sever a bond and take a queen, it sees custody executed, not a woman stolen, and by the time anyone thinks to answer it there’s a witness-stone that etched a lawful capture and there’s no un-etching a stone. He’s not planning to beat you at the vault. He’s planning to make the vault the room where a leash becomes lawful, witnessed by every stone in the square, with the oath waiting in his mouth, and he’ll clear the vault honest or lose it honest, he doesn’t care, because winning the clearing was never the point. Taking a queen in front of ten thousand witnesses is the point, because that’s the day the whole province learns that an anchored bond can be stolen under a clean word, and that day ends you whether he wins the boon or not.”

“That’s a Saint’s plan,” I said, “not a Chainwright’s. That’s the ledger’s arithmetic.”

“Now you’re understanding him,” Saskia said. “He thinks it’s his. It isn’t. He’s a hand, same as I was, same as all of us were. And Cylas signed on to warm the crowd. For scraps. He’s Malchor’s crowd-warmer, the golden Hero reduced to a man who gets the stands cheering before the real show, and he took it because he’s out of principal and a foreclosed man takes what he’s handed. You’ll see him at the final in borrowed colors doing the thing he was good at, which is making a crowd love a thing before it happens. I watched him take the job. I watched him thank Malchor for it, thank him, the Hero of the kingdom thanking a chainwright for the work of warming a crowd he used to own. That’s Cylas Aurent as the final will use him, and I’m telling you so you’re not surprised by it, and so you know that the man who used you for bait is now warming crowds for the man who wants to leash your women, and that there’s a justice in that so cold even I can feel it. Cold justice feels different when it lands near my own ledger, and I don’t like it and I’m giving it to you to carry because you seem to have a use for the cold kind.”

Yrsa said, “Why tell us. You could’ve won by not telling us.”

“I could’ve won by not telling you,” Saskia agreed. “And then I’d have won the way Cylas wins, which is the way I’ve won my whole life, and I’ve just fought the alternative in a river and lost to it and I find I’d rather owe the alternative a warning than owe the Blessed another win. That’s all. It’s not conversion. I’m not one of yours, don’t you dare put me on a banner. It’s just that I cut a line once for fun, and it severed a man’s guide-rope and left him to die in a tomb, and I’ve watched that man’s name climb over mine on every stone in the province, and somewhere in those months I stopped being able to hear the sound of my own back-cut without wanting to be quieter than it. So. Warnings, both directions. You gave me an honest fight. I gave you a rigged final. Debts, paid. Now leave me alone; I’ve a circuit to enter.”

Yrsa cleaned her blade in the cold current while Saskia talked, and when the intel was spent she said the one thing to her that mattered, saint to duelist, the closest they’d come to understanding each other.

“You’re what I’d have been,” Yrsa said, flat, not unkind, wiping river-grit off the flat of her sword. “If nobody had fixed my grip. A garrison brat who out-fenced her instructors and got made into a banner and then a tool and then an inconvenience, same as me, and the difference between us is that a woman fixed my grip when I was twelve instead of thrashing me, and nobody fixed yours, they just used the sharp end of you and called it a gift. So you learned that sharp was all you were. It’s not. You fought me honest today and you lost honest and you didn’t make it my fault, which is more than most, and that’s a thing that isn’t sharp, and you did it, so it’s in you.” She sheathed the blade. “Get your grip fixed, Roehn. Not by me; I’ll not do it, we’re not friends and I’ll not pretend. But by someone. Anyone. There’s a fighter in you that isn’t just an edge, and she deserves better than to die a Blessed tool, and the only person who can free her is you, because you’re not leashed, you just think sharp is all you’re worth, which is a leash you tied yourself, which is the worst kind, because there’s no chain for me to cut.”

Saskia looked at her a long moment in the cold water, and did not answer, because there wasn’t an answer to a thing like that, and then she nodded, once, the way you receipt a hard truth, and waded up out of the current, and that was the last thing said between them at the river. Yrsa watched her go with no triumph in her face, only that flat professional attention she gave a blade that might yet be reforged if it survived its own edge.

And she did it that afternoon: registered for the circuits solo, duelist class, no patron, no party, no gilt, a whipcord woman who’d spent her whole life inside the Blessed’s grammar walking out of it to duel under her own name, and the board mispriced her at twelve-to-one because the board didn’t understand what had happened in a river at dawn, and Bram, who did understand, because I told him, did not misprice her.

“Twelve to one on a woman who just lost to your saint at dawn,” Bram said, when I told him, already reaching for the wager-book with his one hand, a look on his face like a man who’s found money on the ground and can’t believe no one else has bent for it. “The province thinks she lost because she’s beaten. She lost because she chose honest ground and an honest opponent and it went badly the way honest things go badly when you’re new to them. Next time it won’t, because she’s learned. That’s not a beaten fighter, Marsh, that’s a fighter who just found out what she is, and the board’s selling her at twelve-to-one. It’s robbery. It’s the fox’s kind of robbery, walking up to money that’s lying in the street.” He booked it, a great deal of it, quietly, on a woman he’d never met, and grieved the profit in advance because it was too easy, and I saw again why I told him things: the innkeeper had priced Saskia’s whole future off one dawn duel and one look.

We saw the Factor at the registration stone, and I need to set this down carefully, because Nahari had warned me that some creditors are safest measured by their effects, and I tried to give this one exactly its weight and no more.

He stood among the adjudicator-bards at the great registration stone in the mother-stone square, where the day’s entries were sworn and sealed, a tall pale man in a plain dark coat, and there was nothing to see, which was the trouble, there was so precisely nothing to see that the nothing was the thing you saw. He was sealing entries, a pen in a pale hand, courteous, unhurried, and the other adjudicators worked around him the way people work around a post they’ve stopped noticing, and I might have stopped noticing too, except that I read places the way a porter reads places, and three things about the place around him were wrong.

His ink dried the wrong way. I watched him seal an entry, watched the wet line of it, and the ink dried from the center outward instead of the edges inward, the middle of each stroke going matte first while the edges stayed wet last, which is not a thing ink does, which is not a thing anything does, and I watched it happen on three signatures before I made myself stop watching because watching it too long made the deep-water pressure start behind my eyes.

The lamps leaned toward him. It was full day, the lamps unlit, but the tall square lamps at the registration stone hung on their hooks and every one of them tilted a hand’s-width toward the pale man in the plain coat, against no wind, the way iron filings tilt toward a lodestone, and nobody noticed because nobody looks at unlit lamps in daylight, but I look at everything, and the lamps were leaning.

And Nahari, half the square away, buying nothing at a cloth-seller’s stall, went to bone.

I felt it through the strand before I saw it, the ember-warmth of her going cold and flat, and I looked, and the oracle was standing very still at the cloth-seller’s stall with her slow-blinking eyes for once not blinking at all, and she was not looking at the Factor, she was looking away from him with the deliberate care of a woman not looking at the sun, and when I reached her she said, low, level, the voice she kept for deep water:

“That is not a man standing in my light, anchor. Hear the distinction, because this is the one thing I can tell you cleanly. When a man stands in my light I see a shape, a will, a next mistake. When I look toward that one there is no shape and no will and no next mistake, there is a whiteness, a blank, the exact blank my glass gives me at the arch and the Coil, and I understand it now, standing here, understanding it is worse than not understanding it. That is not a man standing in my light. That is the light being audited. He is not in the vision. He is reading the vision. He is the thing that reads the ledger everyone else is written in, and he has come to seal the margins of the world, and I cannot see him, and being unable to see a thing is, for me, the loudest possible way of seeing exactly what it is.” She turned fully away from him, toward the cloth. “Do not point him out to the fox. Do not let her steal from him. Do not, under any circumstance, let him put his pen to anything with your name on it. And walk away now, slowly, and buy me this cloth, the ember one, so that we are two people buying cloth and not two people who noticed the auditor.”

Suzu found us before we’d cleared the square, because a fox finds her people, and she took one look at Nahari’s bone-still face and my careful not-looking and started to turn toward the registration stone to see what we weren’t seeing, the professional’s reflex, a new thing in a square is a thing to appraise.

I caught her wrist. Gently. The way you catch a thing you don’t want spooked.

“Don’t,” I said, low. “The tall pale one at the registration stone. Don’t look at him, don’t appraise him, don’t price him, and whatever you do, don’t lift so much as a copper off him. Not a button. Not a thread. Nahari’s orders and mine.”

Suzu did not look. That was the measure of how far the household had braided, that a fox told not to look at the most interesting thing in a square did not look, and instead read the danger off our faces and Nahari’s stillness through the strand, and the sparks at her nose went dark, serious, the near-thing sense in her that had kept her uncatchable for a lifetime.

“Rob him and you die,” she said, quiet, not a question, feeling the shape of him off our fear. “I know that look. There’s a look a thing has when robbing it costs more than it’s worth, and I usually only recognize it after I’ve already stolen, and you’re telling me this one has it, so I’ll trust the household’s eyes over my own hands, which is not a habit I enjoy admitting, so mark the date twice.” She let me hold her wrist a moment longer than she needed to, which was her way of agreeing. “But I’ll say this, for the file. A thing you die robbing is a thing that’s got something worth dying for on it. Someday, porter, when we understand the rules better, remind me that the pale auditor at the registration stone is carrying something worth the price. Not today. Today I don’t even look. But someday.”

“Filed,” I said, and let go of her wrist, and she did not look, and the fox had priced the Factor without seeing him, worth the death, worth the someday. I left it alone.

I bought Nahari the ember cloth, and we walked away slowly, three people who’d bought cloth, and behind us the lamps leaned toward a pale man’s pen and his ink dried from the middle out, and the province countersigned its entries and noticed nothing. I set the Factor beside the Coil and the burned line, a whiteness with a courtesy, the Saint’s face at this festival, and I did not let the fox look, and she did not look, and that not-looking was its own kind of trust I’d not have gotten from her before she signed the tab.

The household spent the afternoon absorbing two things at once, which was a lot of absorbing, and it absorbed them the way it absorbed everything, over food and argument.

Maeva added the rigged-final intelligence to the campaign the way she added a captured order, without a wasted motion, already turning it toward a counter before the rest of us had finished being unsettled by it. “A pre-sworn custody oath is a weapon that only works if the room believes the word,” she said, over the annex table. “So we do not fight the claim. We make the room stop believing it, the same way we’ll make the room stop believing in Heroes, with arithmetic, in daylight. But that’s the mother-stone’s work, and the mother-stone’s hour is mine to pick, and I have begun to see how the two hours rhyme, the truth-swearing and the final, and I’ll say no more until I’m sure, because a plan spoken early is a plan overheard.” And she went quiet with it, pricing, the way she went quiet, the empress fitting her answer together behind her eyes and refusing to show it until it was time, which was its own kind of comfort.

Suzu, meanwhile, had decided that being told not to look at the Factor was the most interesting thing that had happened all festival, and could not stop circling it, the way a fox circles the one hole in a fence she’s been forbidden.

“I keep thinking about it,” she said, upside down from a roof-beam, which was where she thought. “A mark I’d die robbing. Do you know how rare that is? I’ve robbed gods’ shrines and dragons’ hoards, or one dragon’s, once, badly, don’t ask, and none of them read as die-robbing, they read as hard-robbing, which is different, hard-robbing is a challenge and die-robbing is a warning, and I’ve only met one other die-robbing mark in my whole life and it was the thing that sealed me.” The freckles went dark. “So the pale auditor reads the same as the thing that eats legends. Which means they’re the same thing, or close enough that my hands can’t tell them apart, and my hands are rarely wrong about a mark, so. He’s it. Or its hand. And I didn’t look, porter, I want that noted, I was told not to look and I didn’t, and it was hard not-looking, harder than sixty years of not being able to say a thing, because a gag stitches your mouth but nothing stitches a thief’s curiosity, and I stitched it myself today, on your word, and that is a dangerous amount of trust, so.” She dropped off the beam. “Feed me. Trust makes me hungry. Everything makes me hungry. I was in a box for sixty years, everything’s a reason to eat now.”

And we fed her, and the household absorbed its two large things over food and argument the way it absorbed everything, and the ordinary warmth of it sat next to the cold intelligence and the pale whiteness, and I knew again that a household is the thing that lets you carry a die-robbing mark and a rigged final and a foreclosed Hero all at once without letting any one of them become the day.

The day closed on a small thing that was not small.

Yrsa cleaned river-grit off her blade at the wagon that evening, sitting on the step, the whetstone finally in use, and I sat with her, and for a while neither of us said anything, which was our whole conversation most nights and a good one. And then she finished the blade and sheathed it and looked at the fading light and said, not quite to me:

“Spar with me. No stakes.”

I looked at her.

“No stakes,” she said again, and it cost her something to say it twice, and I understood what it was, because I’d learned to read her, and it was the first time she had asked me for a fight with no stated terms and no debt attached. Every bout of her life had been a duel, a debt, a lesson, a test, a wager she meant to lose, a thing with terms and a thing at stake, because a saint who stands last does not know how to want a thing simply, had never let herself want a bout for no reason but to be near the wanting of it. And she was asking now, at a wagon in the fading light after fighting her mirror in a river, for a spar with nothing riding on it, and I felt the size of it land through the strand, storm-grey and terrified and asking anyway.

“Yes,” I said, plainly, because she’d asked plainly and a plain yes was the only thing that wouldn’t cheapen it. “No stakes. Whenever you want. I’ll spar you for nothing at all, as many times as you like, and it’ll never cost you anything. Those are the terms: there are none.”

“Good,” she said, gruff, and looked at the light.

She didn’t spar me that night. The whetstone lay quiet in her lap in the last of the grey light.


Chapter 13: Refusing to Know

The crier called the semifinal draw at the mother-stone square the next morning, and the whole festival heard it: Marsh Coalition against Hero Duran Kolbeck’s Gilt Banner, the gate-hold, at Havrun.

Yrsa heard it standing beside me with a cup of Bram’s tea going cold in her hand, and she went still, and then she said, “Good,” and meant it, the whetstone-word, the homecoming-word, and packed the cold tea away with the same economy she packed everything and went to check her kit again, which she’d checked four times, because a woman going home to a gate checks her kit, and nobody pressed her, because there was nothing to press.

Maeva pressed a little anyway, because the empress pressed where pressing helped, and she did it in logistics, which was the only language Yrsa could take a hard thing in.

“Havrun had a granary behind the gate,” Maeva said, over the campaign map, not looking up, which was her kindness, saying the hard thing to the map instead of to the saint’s face. “That’s why the gate was worth nine days. I’ve read the ground now, from the old marching-songs and from what you’ve told me, and it’s good ground for us, saint, better than the Chainwright understands. He’s moved the semifinal there thinking it’s a wound, and it’s a gate with a granary behind it and a garrison that broke and a woman who stood last, and it is a defensible piece of ground almost indecently suited to a household that fights the way we fight, because it rewards standing last, and standing last is the thing you were born to do. He’s handed you your own strongest ground and called it cruelty. Let him. In a hundred campaigns I saw few men walk so confidently onto ground so entirely their enemy’s, and I have decided to be grateful rather than suspicious, because sometimes a fool is simply a fool and this one has been a fool since he looked at me on the word custody.”

“Good ground,” Yrsa agreed, and something in her eased at hearing the gate priced as a fortress instead of a grave, because the empress had done the thing only the empress could do, made a homecoming into a battle-plan, which was how Yrsa could carry it, and I marked the two of them again, the one who loved by finding you the ground and the one who loved by holding it, and let them build the gate between them.

But it was Nahari the draw hit hardest, and she took the whole day to say why, and when she said it she said it without a single prophecy in it, which was how I knew what it cost.

She said it at the sill of the annex’s high room that evening, where she’d taken to standing to be blind out of, looking east toward Havrun and the circuit grounds and the pale whiteness she couldn’t see into, and she said it in plain past tense, no half-prophecy, no joke that turned out to be a truth, just the truth, level, the bravest sentence I’d heard her spend since she first stepped out of the glass.

“The Factor’s whiteness has a radius,” she said. “I have been measuring it since the registration stone, the way you measure a bad ford, by throwing my sight at its edges and watching where the sight drowns. It reaches perhaps a bowshot from wherever he stands, and inside that bowshot my glass is white, blank, useless, and the final will be inside it, because the Coil is his kin and the Coil will be at the final and where the Coil goes the whiteness goes.” She was quiet a moment, her silver hair lying still against her spine, her palms flat on the sill. “An oracle leaning on the glass in that whiteness is a blind woman on a battlefield, anchor. Worse than blind, because a blind woman knows she’s blind and moves careful, and an oracle who’s spent two hundred years knowing does not know how to move careful, she moves like she can see, because she always could, and a woman who moves like she can see when she can’t is a woman who walks off a wall.”

“You’ve never had to fight without it,” I said.

“I have not chosen ordinary under fire,” she said, and there it was, the true thing, said flat, and she let it sit in the room a moment before she’d let herself say the rest. “That is the terror, and I want to name it exactly so I stop flinching from it. The terror is not the blindness. Blindness I could learn; I am not a coward about learning. The terror is being ordinary on purpose, when a blade is coming and the glass is within reach. For two hundred years I have been the one who knows, in every room, at every table, on every field, the one who sees the next mistake before it’s made, and it is not a gift, anchor, or it is a gift the way a crown is a gift, which is to say it is also a burden and a locked door and a way of rarely being surprised or held or simply present without the glass reaching for the shape of the moment. Inside the Factor’s radius I cannot be the oracle the old way. I will be a woman, ordinary by choice, one breath at a time, guessing like everyone guesses, and I have not trusted that country with my life since I was twenty-nine years old and my city was on fire. I am afraid of it the way you would be afraid of a country you were born in and can no longer remember.”

I didn’t fix it. There was nothing to fix and she hadn’t come to the sill to be fixed. I stood with her and let the fear be a real thing in the room, the way I’d learned to let Yrsa’s grief be a real thing, and after a while, because she was Nahari and could not stay long in a fear without turning it over to find the joke or the doctrine on its underside, she turned it over, and found the doctrine.

“But,” she said, slow, and the slow-blinking eyes came round to me, and there was the first spark of the thing she did when a joke was also a prophecy, “I have been thinking about what a whiteness is. The Arch gave me the first shape of it, and the Coil gave it teeth. The Factor’s whiteness is scrying, anchor. It is the thing that reads the ledger, and I go white near it because it drinks sight, and I have been treating that as my wound, the thing done to me, the sense stolen.” She turned back to the sill. “But a thing that drinks sight is a thing that eats seers. It reads a scryer the way a scryer reads a battlefield. Which means the rule from the Arch was right, but too small: a scryer who refuses to look is invisible to it. It cannot read a vision that is not being cast. It cannot audit a ledger-line that declines to be written. A seer who chooses, deliberately, not to see, is the one thing on that field the Factor and the Coil have the least practice finding, because they are built to find seeing, not refusal.”

“Chosen blindness,” I said.

“Chosen blindness,” she said, and smiled the way she smiled when the joke and the prophecy turned out to be the same thing. “We named it at the Arch. I tested it harder this afternoon, before I dared trust it with the final. Yrsa walked me blind past a witness-stone, the sworn-neutral kind, and I felt it try to read me, the little pull a scrying-stone gives when it takes an image, and I refused, went dark, and the stone found nothing to etch, slid off me the way water slides off oiled wood. A blank. And a witness-stone is a small cousin of the thing the Factor is, so if the small cousin can’t read a woman who refuses to be seen, the large one has a problem it has not priced.” She turned it over, delighted with the shape. “The Factor audits the ledger. The Coil severs what the ledger can see. Both of them are built on the assumption that a thing which can be found can be taken, and both of them find by seeing, and I have spent two hundred years being one of the most seeable things in any room, a seer casting sight in every direction like a lamp casts light. On that field I put the lamp out. I become the one dark place the auditor’s eye slides off, and from inside that dark I time the fight through four other people who are not dark, who ring like bells in the link. It killed every Anchor before you, anchor, and it has no habit of fighting a seer who is mad enough or free enough to put her own lamp out. I am. Because you taught me, in a rain-camp, that past the edge of the glass is where the surprises live, and I have decided the enemy is going to hate how rich I’ve become out there.”

“It is stealth,” she said, almost laughing now, the fear turned all the way over into its opposite. “I go dark on purpose, I fight by the next breath like an ordinary woman, and the thing that reads ledgers looks straight through the place where the oracle should be and sees nothing, because there is nothing to read, because I have refused to write it. Two hundred years of reaching to know, and the battlefield where knowing gets me killed is the one where I choose the reach to stop, and the refusal is a weapon. I have wanted more room for surprise than the glass ever left me, anchor, and it turns out the way to survive the thing that eats seers is to become, on purpose, a woman who does not see the next moment coming. The cure for my long life is the counter to my death. I find that very funny. I find it the funniest thing the glass has ever shown me by refusing to show it.”

So we built the doctrine on the annex floor and the grounds by night. Beat by beat, because competence was the thing this household ran on.

Yrsa drilled her, which delighted them both in the prickly way they delighted each other. Yrsa ran her through blind-corner work, the drills a saint teaches a soldier who has to fight in the dark of a breach, footwork by feel, the world read through the soles and the ears and the air on the skin instead of the eyes, and Nahari, who rarely had to learn without some hint of the answer waiting ahead of her, learned it the ordinary way, badly at first and then less badly, and Yrsa, who did not give praise, gave her the highest praise she owned.

“Adequate,” Yrsa said, after an hour, watching the oracle read a blind corner by the air off it and step clean. “Which, from me, is a parade with banners. You’ll not win a duel blind, oracle, you’ve not the body for it and you’ve not the decade. But you’ll not die in a breach, and you’ll not walk off a wall, and you’ll fight by sound, line, and the next breath like an honest soldier, and that’s enough, because you’re not the sword on that field, you’re the timing, and the timing works blind if the timing trusts the line, and the line is us.” She reset the drill. “Again. And stop foreseeing the corner. I can tell when you cheat; you step too early. Fight it blind or don’t fight it. The whole point is the blindness. Do it again and this time be ordinary, and I know that word’s a knife to you, so use the knife, be ordinary, and let’s see what ordinary does when it’s had two hundred years to sharpen.”

The drills ran three days, and I set down the shape of them because they were competence and competence was the household’s currency. Yrsa built them like a garrison instructor building a raw recruit, which was, she said, exactly what a two-hundred-year-old oracle who’d never fought blind was, a raw recruit with excellent instincts and no experience, the most dangerous kind, because instinct without experience gets you killed confident. She blindfolded Nahari with the oracle’s own ember sash and set her to reading a corner by the air off it, then a moving target by its footfalls on the annex boards, then two targets, then a target that stayed silent and made her find it by the wrongness of the silence, and Nahari failed and failed and failed less, and swore, mildly, in the slow warm voice, which delighted Yrsa enormously.

“The oracle can curse,” Yrsa observed, after one particularly ripe failure. “Two hundred years of serenity and under it there’s a fishwife. Good. Keep her. Cursing means you’re fighting instead of despairing. Again.”

“You are enjoying this,” Nahari said, blind, resetting.

“I am enjoying watching the hardest person in this household to surprise learn a whole skill by being surprised over and over,” Yrsa said. “It’s good enough for revenge today, so yes, I’m enjoying it, and I’ll enjoy it for exactly as long as it takes to make you adequate, and then I’ll stop, because a drill that becomes cruelty is a drill that’s failed. Again. And this time trust the air on your left cheek; it told you the truth last time and you argued with it.”

And they drilled, the saint and the oracle, and the household discovered a thing that mattered at scale: that four strands of a shared bond were worth half a prophecy on their own, that Nahari blind could feel Yrsa’s cold-iron and Suzu’s flint and Maeva’s gold and my whole scattered attention through the link, could read the field through four other sets of senses even with her own glass white. A blind oracle braided into four strands saw through five bodies at once, which was a thing the Factor’s whiteness had no column for, because it was built to audit one seer’s sight and had never met a sight that lived in five people.

So we made it ugly enough to trust. Maeva stood at the far end of the room with the Standard banked low, then flared it without warning to see whether Nahari could read the household’s spines straightening before the gold hit the air. Osric dragged a chair across the boards, Colm dropped a bucket on purpose, Wend crossed behind her carrying a lantern hooded and unhooded, noise and light and motion layered until the room stopped being a room and became a little battlefield with furniture. I called positions through the bond without speaking them aloud, wrong-footed her twice, corrected myself once, and felt her catch the correction through my embarrassment before my body moved. That mattered. A spoken command can be overheard. A shame-flinch in the anchor’s strand cannot, and Nahari learned to read even that, smiling under the sash as if ordinary human awkwardness had become a luxury instrument.

Suzu contributed to the drills the way Suzu contributed to everything, sideways, by turning them into a game. She’d slip around the blind oracle with thief-steps and foxfire feints, trying to be the silent target Nahari couldn’t find, and Nahari, blind, would find her anyway more often than not, because the fox’s flint-spark strand sang in the link even when her body went quiet, and Suzu found this both delightful and professionally insulting.

“I’m invisible,” she objected, after the third time the blind woman put a hand flat on her chest out of a dark room. “I’m professionally invisible, I’m invisible to WARDENS, and a blind woman keeps finding me.”

“You’re invisible to eyes,” Nahari said, serene, blindfolded, her hand still on the fox’s sternum. “You are extremely loud to a bond. Your mischief tastes like sparks off flint and it never stops, fox, even when your body does, your delight rings like a struck bell, and I am learning to hear it, and it means that of everyone on that field, you are the one I will not lose easily, because you cannot be quiet where it counts.” The slow blink under the sash. “It’s a compliment. You’re loud enough to be impossible to not-see. Now go be loud somewhere I can practice finding the quiet ones, because the enemy won’t ring like you do, and I need the practice on things that don’t sing.”

“Half a prophecy for free,” Nahari said, delighted, at the end of the drilling, “and I did not even have to look. I have been carrying too much of my sight alone like a fool, when all along I could have shared the strain, and it took going blind to teach me to lean on the line. There is a whole sermon in that, anchor, about how the thing you’re proudest of carrying alone is usually the thing you should have shared, and I will not preach it, because I have decided to be a woman who learns her sermons in bed and keeps them there.” The slow blink, gone sly. “Which brings me to tonight.”

She named the night at the sill, in full sentences, the way she named everything, the consent that was itself the foreplay, and she named it with a new object in her hand.

“Tonight I want to practice the doctrine for pleasure instead of war,” she said, and held up a silk sash, folded, ember-toned, one of her own wraps repurposed. “I have spent two hundred years reaching to know. I have known too many touches before they landed and too many finishes before they built, and even when you surprise me, some part of the glass still reaches for the shape of it, and it is a wealth and it is a poverty both, and tonight I refuse it from the start. I want you to cover my eyes. I will not look ahead. Not with my eyes, not with my glass, not at all. I want every moment to arrive unannounced, and I want you to be the one who decides when the moments arrive, and I want to spend a night as an ordinary woman who refuses to know what her lover will do next, and I am twenty-nine years old and two hundred years dead and I would like, tonight, to be surprised by the man from the glass with the glass shut out. Cover my eyes, anchor. Surprise me. That’s what I want, said in full sentences the way I like, and now I want your yes in yours.”

“Yes,” I said, and gave it to her in full sentences because she’d asked for it that way and the asking was the point. “I’ll cover your eyes and you’ll not see a thing coming, not from me, not from the glass, and I’ll decide when every moment lands, and I’ll surprise you, because I’ve spent a winter learning exactly how you like to be surprised, which is late and slow and wrong about the count. Tell me the stop-word and it’s the same as always and it stops everything the instant you say it, blind or not, and I’ll be watching you the whole time even though you can’t watch me, and that’s the trade: you go blind and I stay watching, so the blindness is safe. Yes. Cover the eyes. Surprise the oracle.”

“And one more thing,” she said, still holding the folded sash, her voice slower now, full-sentence clear. “I want the deeper taking we found before. My ass, oil, patience, and my pace, but with my eyes covered and the count in your mouth instead of mine. If I say slow, you slow. If I say stop, you stop. If I say wait, you wait until I move. I want to choose it blind because choosing blindness is the doctrine tonight, and because the fullest thing I ask from you should arrive unannounced too. Say yes to that separately, anchor. I want both yeses clean.”

“Yes,” I said. “Your pace, your stop, your wait. Oil and patience. Blind because you chose it, not because I took sight from you. I say yes to that separately.”

She warmed the oil over the lamp herself, because that ritual was hers and stayed hers, and she set aside her ember-and-ash wraps one layer at a time, unhurried, the whole slow undressing that was her tempo and her tell, the deep-brown skin coming luminous in the lamplight one layer at a time, and only when she was bare and oiled and ready did she hand me the sash, folded, in both hands, a ceremony, and I tied it over her eyes as ceremony, careful, snug, and watched the last of her sight go, and watched a woman who had learned to savor surprise choose, on purpose, to not know what came next.

And then I made it my whole task to land on her unannounced.

I started at her spine, a hand flat between her shoulder blades where she didn’t expect it, and felt the strand flash wide, unguarded and startled, because she hadn’t seen the hand coming, and I understood in that touch what the night was for.

I made her wait for the second touch. That was the cruelty and the gift, that a woman who had chosen not to know what came next now had to wait blind for a hand she couldn’t foresee, and I let the wait stretch, watched her go still and listening under the ember sash, the slow-blinking eyes covered, her whole body tuned to a room she couldn’t read, and only when the not-knowing had gone all the way through her did I touch her again, low on her back this time, somewhere else, so the pattern she’d have foreseen in a heartbeat was gone and there was only arrival. She made a sound at that, a small broken one, because not-knowing where the next touch would land was different with the glass refused and the sash over her eyes.

I worked the warmed oil into her slow, down the long line of her back, over the soft strong swell of her ass, and every touch landed on a woman who genuinely could not see it coming, each surprise making her hands misjudge the sheet and find it again. My hands were rope-scarred and porter-rough on all that oiled deep-brown skin, the calluses catching where the oil went smooth, and she arched at the drag of them, the texture she couldn’t anticipate, and I took my time, because time was her lane and I wasn’t going to rush a gift she’d chosen so completely, and because watching a woman as patient as Nahari learn impatience blind was worth every slow minute of it.

I turned her and laid her back and worshipped her the reverent way, the slow way, mouth and hands on the heavy round curves of her, the wide hips, the soft belly, the thighs, and she couldn’t watch me do it, couldn’t see where my mouth would go next, couldn’t foresee the moment, and it undid her in a way sight never had, her hands finding my hair and gripping, blind, chasing a mouth she couldn’t track, and I could see everything, her whole face open under the ember sash, the slow-blinking eyes covered and the mouth unguarded and honest, and I fed her the oil and the mouth and the hands at a pace only I could see, and she rode the not-knowing.

I put my mouth to her pussy and she arched off the bed with a sound the blind surprise pulled out of her, because she hadn’t seen it coming, hadn’t foreseen the exact half-second my tongue would land, and a woman who had chosen not to foresee a touch feels it like struck flint, all at once, unbraced. I worked her slow and reverent, the way her lane demanded, and she couldn’t edge herself with prophecy because there was no prophecy, could only feel it build blind, her thighs shaking against my shoulders, her hands gripping the sheets she couldn’t see, her whispers gone from timed foresight to plain honest present tense, “there, oh, I can’t tell, I can’t tell how close, I don’t, that’s, do that again, no, do the thing I can’t predict,” and I gave her the thing she couldn’t predict, over and over, a mouth she couldn’t track working a woman who had shut the glass out on purpose, and held her at the edge blind and would not let her over yet, because the not-knowing was the gift and I meant to make the gift last.

“You’re edging me,” she said, blind, delighted and undone, the full sentence breaking into present-tense fragments. “You’ve learned my own instrument and you’re using it on me and I can’t see it coming so I can’t brace, that’s, that’s cruel, that’s perfect, keep, keep being cruel with it,” and I kept being cruel with it, edged her blind the way she’d edged the whole household sighted through the long winter, gave her back her own weapon aimed at her own body, and she took it, blind, chasing a finish she couldn’t foresee.

Then I inverted the count, which was the doctrine and the pleasure in one.

When she let the glass into a bed, she’d owned the countdown, the whispered foresight, the prophecy-as-edging, in a moment you’ll grip here, do it better than I saw, the oracle timing the room with her glass. Tonight the glass was covered from the opening touch and the count was mine.

I sank my cock into her pussy first, slow, from behind, one hand spread over the oiled swell of her ass and one at her hip, filling her by inches until I was seated to the root, and took her at her own unhurried pace until she was loose and soaked, the oil and her own wet slicking my cock and running down her thighs, working her slow and deep and blind until her hips had found my rhythm and lost their own, and only then set her astride me facing away, the from-behind silhouette made vertical, her own frame even inverted, her wide hips and full oiled curves filling my hands, warm in the lamplight, the deep-brown shape of her luminous over me while she braced blind and trusting on my chest.

I worked more warmed oil into her slow, patient, both hands spreading the heavy round of her open while she waited blind for what she couldn’t foresee, oiling the tight pucker of her ass with my thumb until it eased, her requested escalation from the winter before, hers in pacing as it had always been, and notched the head of my cock against her and pressed into her ass by degrees the way the patient lane demanded, no hurry, the tight ring of her stretching to take me a fraction at a time, holding at each fraction while she adjusted, her body jolting blind at every degree because she couldn’t see the next one coming, couldn’t foresee the depth, could only feel me open her and arrive. Her wide hips worked slow, sinking her ass down to swallow my cock by her own unhurried inches until she’d taken all of me, the heavy round of her rising and falling in the lamplight, the tight grip of her impossible around me, and I filled my hands with her and whispered the numbers she used to own into the dark of her blindness, in a moment I’ll do this, three, and two, and she rode the count she couldn’t see the end of, blind and full and trusting, the last thing the oracle owned handed all the way over.

“Slow,” she said, blind, “slow, you know it’s slow, oh, but I can’t, I can’t tell how slow, I can’t see the next moment, it just, it just arrives,” and it just arrived, again and again, a woman who’d known too many shapes before they reached her taking the fullness she had chosen for this night with no foresight of any of it, oil-eased and slow and entirely her tempo except that blind she couldn’t even own the tempo, could only ride mine, wide hips working slow over me, the heavy round of her rising and falling in the lamplight, silver hair swaying loose with every blind roll of her hips, and the surrender of even the timing, the last thing the oracle owned handed over, took her somewhere the sighted oracle could not have reached.

“Oh,” she said, blind, riding, “oh, I don’t, I can’t tell what you’ll, that’s it, that’s it, I can’t tell,” and her voice had come apart into honest present tense for once, no half-prophecy in it, a woman purely in a moment she could not see the shape of, and I held the count in my mouth and my hands on her oiled hips and let her ride the blindness slow.

And at the brink I broke my own count, two numbers early, the way I’d broken hers in the rain-camp, and blind and unwarned and wrong about the one thing left she thought she knew, the count I’d promised her, she detonated.

Her cry landed somewhere between a laugh and the last line of a prophecy, the delight of being wrong at full weight, one of the rarest coins of her whole long patient life paid all at once, and the broken count took her over, her pussy clenching on nothing and her ass gripping tight around my cock in the long slow milking spasms of her lane, blind, surprised, undone by an ending she couldn’t see coming, ember-orange filigree flaring bright along her tattooed ankle, and I felt her finish flood back through the strand and take me with it, and I drove deep and emptied into her, spilling hot in her clutching ass while she rode the aftershocks blind, gripping the sheets she couldn’t see, laughing and saying, over and over, “I did not see that, I did not see that, after two hundred years and I did not see that.”

The sash came off last, after everything, at her word, and she blinked the lamplight back and looked at me with the slow-blinking eyes. There was rest in them, the kind that belonged to the sash and the choice she had made.

“I’ll need this again,” she said, folding the ember sash with unhurried hands and tucking it under her pillow. “I have already not-seen it. Do you understand what I mean? I have spent tonight refusing to look ahead, and the refusal is a country I want to live in, a little, from now on, not always, I’ll not go blind to my whole life, the glass is still mine and the war still needs it. But there is a room, now, that I go into blind on purpose, and it is restful in a way I badly needed, and I built it out of the exact thing I was most afraid of, which is the lesson, anchor, and I’ll not preach it, I’ll just keep the sash under my pillow and be a woman who learned her sermon in bed.” She settled against me, warm and sprawled and slow, and finished a sentence she’d started in the rain-camp a week and a half before, late on purpose, Nahari to the bone. “If the glass has an edge, I said in the rain, then past the edge is where the surprises live, and I have decided to be rich there. I’ll finish it now. And I have decided, tonight, that the man who lives past the edge with me is the one I go blind for on purpose, in bed and on a battlefield both, and that is not a prophecy, it is a decision, and I like it better than any prophecy I ever cast.” And she slept mid-sentence, on purpose, leaving the room in the shape she preferred, and I lay in the lamplight with the oracle asleep against me and the sash under her pillow and the doctrine drilled and the whiteness at Havrun still waiting, and kept watch over the one room where she had chosen not to see.

The petitions had followed us from Marrowford.

Five more came by courier while we drilled, the province learning that the porter and his queens answered petitions, forwarded east from the war-loft where the requests still arrived and Bram’s barkeep still sorted them, five country needs from five country places, a flooded ford and a barrow-scare and a bad well and a road gone to bandits and a village that just wanted, the letter said, to see the empress buy pepper because the children didn’t believe the song.

And one of the five was addressed in a child’s hand, the letters wobbling and earnest, and it was addressed not to the Anchor of Legends or to Lady Maeva or to the coalition, it was addressed to the Anchor and the Fox.

Suzu read it four times.

She read it once fast, the way she read everything, and then she read it again slower, and then she read it twice more with the little lights at her cheeks doing something they didn’t usually do, and then she put it in a pocket, the pocket with the plum stone and the copper whistle in it, and said, too lightly, “Some child in a bog village wants the Anchor and the Fox to come look at a well. Sweet. Wells are honest work. We’ll route through it,” and did not say anything about being on a letter, about a child in a village she’d never seen knowing there was a Fox to write to, about sixty years sealed under a shrine and a child three provinces away addressing her by name, in a wobbling earnest hand, as though she were a thing you could ask for help.

The letter had drawn a fox in the corner, or what the child thought a fox looked like, which was mostly ears and optimism, and the tail had been colored with berry-juice that had soaked through the cheap paper in three pink constellations. Suzu kept rubbing her thumb beside it and not on it, careful not to smear the juice, careful in a way she was never careful with anything not trapped or warded. The child had written please twice and crossed one out because the second had leaned crooked, and below the signature there was a little map of the well, the houses, and a pond labeled NOT WELL in letters twice the size of the village name. It was ridiculous and practical and brave in the exact way children are brave when adults have failed to fix something for too long, and Suzu looked at that little map as if it were a seal more binding than any temple’s.

“You’re on the letter,” I said.

“I’m on the letter,” Suzu said, and the lightness cracked by exactly one hair, the same hair her voice had cracked on up the arch, and she let the hair go and hauled the grin back over it. “Sixty years a warning and now I’m a thing children write to for wells. Don’t.” She held up a small hand. “Don’t make it a thing. Route through the village. Fix the well. That’s it.”

But she came down off the beam later, when she thought I wasn’t watching her, and read the letter a fifth time by the sister-lamp at the door. I watched anyway, because I watch everything, and I saw the fox who joked through everything hold a child’s wobbling letter in the lamplight and not joke, and I understood a piece of what the plum stone and the copper whistle were about, not all of it, she’d not spent everything and I’d not ask, but a piece: that a thing sealed alone for sixty years learns to believe it’s a warning, a thing you write about, not a thing you write to, a thing that gets people killed and buried and framed, and that a child three provinces off addressing the Fox by name as a thing that helps was a re-pricing of her whole self that she had no idea how to hold, and so she held it by the lamp when she thought no one watched, and did not joke, and put it back in the pocket with the plum stone and the whistle, the pocket of things that cost too much to say.

“We’ll fix the well,” I said, when she caught me marking her, because I’d let her catch me, because sometimes the kindness is being seen and sometimes it’s letting them know you saw and won’t say.

“We’ll fix the well,” she agreed, and the grin came back, real this time, small. “And I’ll charge the child nothing, which for me is a scandalously large gift, a fox working for free, mark the date, and don’t tell the empress or she’ll invoice the goodwill.” And she went back up her beam, the letter in the pocket, and I routed the village onto the map, first on the road home, the Anchor and the Fox and a child’s well, and did not make it a thing, and let the fox keep the things that cost too much to say.


Chapter 14: The Iron Gate

Havrun was a war-tomb built into a hillside, a dead fortress with its garrison sealed inside it, and the semifinal was staged at its twin breaches: two gaps blown in the old curtain wall a long age ago, one assigned to each party, and the trial was simple in the way that a gate is simple, which is to say brutal. Hold your breach longer than the rival holds theirs, against the tomb’s unquiet garrison and whatever horrors the adjudicators had seeded into the dark behind the wall, and the party that stood at its gate last won the semifinal and the place in the final. The strongest stands last. Ilsabet Kron had taught that with a stolen practice sword, and now her student came to hold a gate at the fortress where the teacher had died holding one, before every witness-stone in the province, and the Chainwright sat in the stands to watch it, which was the last mistake of a whole festival of them.

I read the ground the way I read all ground, and I read it fast, because the adjudicator’s horn was already up.

Two breaches, a hundred paces apart in the old wall, each a gap where the stone had been blown down to a rubble ramp, each opening into the dark of the tomb where the garrison still walked. Our breach was the eastern one, and the eastern one was Yrsa’s, because the crier’s heritage-move had put us at the exact gap where a woman had held nine days, and I stood in it and read it and understood that Malchor had handed us the one piece of ground in the world that fought for us, because Yrsa knew this gate, knew it in her spine, had stood on the third wall above it at nineteen watching a woman die in it, and a saint fighting on ground she knows in her grief is a saint at the top of a ceiling history never measured.

“Witness-stones on the walls,” I said, marking them, “seven of them, the whole province watching through them, so every deed here etches true and every lie rebounds. The garrison comes out of the dark behind the breach in waves, the tomb reads the intrusion and answers it, and the waves build, that’s how a gate-hold works, it’s not a fight, it’s an endurance, they mean to grind us until the line breaks and the breach falls, and the party whose breach falls first loses.” I looked at the line of them, my five, in the eastern gap. “So we don’t grind. We don’t have the bodies to grind, Kolbeck has more meat than us. We stand smart and we stand last, and we make Kolbeck’s line break before ours, and the way we do that is the way we do everything: I read it, Maeva anchors it, Yrsa carves it, Nahari times it, Suzu haunts it, and nobody dies, because nobody in this gap dies while I’m calling it.”

Kolbeck’s Gilt Banner held their breach the Blessed way, and I want to set it down beside ours, because the whole argument was fought out in the difference between the two gates.

They held it loud. They held it bright. Kolbeck’s blessing ran on the crowd’s attention the way Cylas’s did, brightening when the stands looked his way and guttering when the stands looked elsewhere, and so his whole doctrine was spectacle, big shining strokes, borrowed light thrown in showers, a Hero performing a gate-hold for an audience whose belief was his fuel. And it worked, in bursts, brilliant and wasteful, right up until the crowd’s attention swung to the other breach, to the eastern gap where a saint was standing at her teacher’s gate, and every time the stands turned east to watch Yrsa, Kolbeck’s light guttered, because his fuel had walked across the field to watch a better story, and his gate got harder every time ours got more interesting, which was often, because we made it interesting on purpose, because a porter who’s read the mechanism knows that a Hero who runs on attention loses the moment you become the thing worth attending.

The first wave came out of the dark, and I called it, beat by beat, because the household earned every beat.

They came as the tomb’s dead garrison always comes, in the old armor, grave-cold, a shield-line of them shoving up the rubble ramp into the breach, and I called the shape of it before it landed because the Glimpse gave me the half-second and the porter’s eye gave me the rest.

“Shield-line, low, they’ll try to crest the ramp and get footing in the gap,” I called. “Maeva, the middle. Standard up. Hold the crest and don’t let them get their feet set.” And Maeva took the middle of the breach, the Golden Empress in the re-tailored armor, and raised the Standard, and the command-and-rally of it rolled out over the eastern gap, and our line steadied, the levy boys and the household both, spines straightening, and the dead garrison flinched at the crest of the ramp the way enemies flinched at the Standard, that half-instant of borrowed doubt, and it was enough, it was always enough, the half-instant that let a defender set before the attacker did.

“Yrsa, right lane, they’re heavy on the right, that’s the collapse they want,” I called, reading the shove, and Yrsa carved the right lane, and I set down how she carved it because it was Ilsabet’s guard and it mattered: the low-line counter, the step to the outside, the blade coming up from the place the songs never recorded, and she took the shield-line’s right at the joint where a shield-line breaks, one dead soldier and then the one behind it and then the gap where the two had been, and she carved it clean and fell back a half-step to the hinge and did not overextend, because the strongest stands last and the last stander doesn’t chase, and the right lane held because a saint had reminded it how.

“Nahari, the seams,” I called, and the oracle called the seams one breath ahead, blind past the whiteness that hadn’t reached us yet but drilled for it anyway, timing the waves, “the second rank’s coming through the left in a breath, and a breath, now,” and we met the second rank where she said it would be, and it broke on a line that was already turned to meet it, and that was her art, the timing that made five people fight like fifteen because none of them was ever facing the wrong way.

The third wave came heavier, the tomb reading the intrusion and answering it with weight, grave-cold soldiers three ranks deep shoving up the rubble ramp, and I felt the levy boys behind us start to fray at the size of it, honest farm boys with honest spears meeting the walking dead of an old garrison, and I called for the Standard louder.

“Maeva, blaze it,” I called, “they need to see gold,” and Maeva blazed the Standard, the command-and-rally rolling out at full, gold light straightening every flame in the breach and every spine behind it, and the levy boys’ spears stopped shaking and set, and the dead garrison flinched at the crest, and I threaded an echo-plank across a gap in the rubble where a boy was about to lose his footing and called the fallback a half-step so the whole line breathed as one, and the third wave broke on a line that steadied instead of frayed, because a Standard is worth a hundred bodies when the hundred bodies are frightened and the Standard tells them they’re not alone.

“Fourth wave forming, and it’s the reeve’s rank,” Nahari called, blind, reading it one breath ahead, “the old sergeant’s coming, the one who counted the garrison through the gate every dawn, he’ll try to re-form them into a real shield-wall, and a real shield-wall is the thing that takes a breach, so break him before he counts them into one,” and I found the reeve-thing in the wave, the grave-cold sergeant trying to dress a shield-wall out of the tomb’s dead the way he’d dressed one in life, and I called Yrsa onto him.

“Yrsa, the reeve, he’s the wall, take the wall’s caller,” I called, and Yrsa carved to the sergeant through the forming wall, Ilsabet’s guard opening the joint, and took the caller before the wall could set, and a shield-wall with no one to dress it is a crowd, and the fourth wave lost its shape into a crowd, and a crowd breaks on a steadied line, and it broke.

And Suzu haunted it, which was the fox’s whole genius on a field, because foxfire wasn’t a shield and she wasn’t a fighter, she was the thing the flank thought was empty, the small red shape that appeared behind the wave that thought it had gotten past the line, the pickpocket of a battlefield lifting a dead soldier’s balance out from under it at the exact wrong moment, foxfire flickering a garrison-thing’s grave-cold attention the wrong way so Yrsa’s blade found it undefended, and everywhere the line thought it was thinnest, everywhere a wave thought it had found the gap, there was a fox, grinning, and the gap wasn’t there.

“Useless in a line,” Yrsa had said of her, on the road, “devastating everywhere else,” and Havrun proved it, because the fox held no ground at all and made every piece of ground the enemy stood on untrustworthy. Wave after wave broke on a line of five that fought like many because a porter read it and an empress steadied it and a saint carved it and an oracle timed it and a fox haunted it, and across the field a Hero performed a gate-hold to a crowd that kept turning east to watch a better one.

The fifth wave was the tomb spending its weight, and I felt it in the ground before I saw it, the rubble ramp shivering under the tread of the whole remaining garrison shoving up at once, no ranks now, no shield-wall, just mass, the tomb throwing everything it had left because the smart waves had failed. This was the wave that broke lines, the one that didn’t out-think you, it out-weighed you, and the levy boys felt it coming and I felt them start to break, honest farm spears against a wall of grave-cold dead climbing over their own fallen, and I did the only thing a porter does with a wave he can’t stop, which is decide where it goes.

“Nobody holds this one, we FUNNEL it,” I called, reading the ramp, and threaded two echo-planks fast, one across the left of the breach and one canted low on the right, narrowing the gap the mass could climb into, so the whole shoving weight of the fifth wave got squeezed into a throat two men wide instead of a breach ten wide, “Yrsa, the throat, they can only come two at a time now, take them two at a time,” and Yrsa took the throat, Ilsabet’s guard in a two-man gap where numbers meant nothing and only the blade mattered, and the fifth wave that should have swamped a ten-wide breach broke itself two at a time on a saint in a funnel a porter had built, because a wave you can’t stop is a wave you re-shape, and I re-shaped it, and it died in the throat, and the levy boys who’d been about to break watched a wall of the dead die two at a time in a gap I’d narrowed with echoed planks and stopped being afraid, because fear is mostly not understanding the shape of the thing coming for you, and now they understood the shape, because the porter had drawn it for them.

And across the field, at that exact minute, Kolbeck’s gate cracked, and I watched it crack, because I’d been watching for it, and it cracked the way a Hero’s gate always cracks: the stands had turned east to watch the fifth wave die in our throat, all of them, ten thousand faces looking at Yrsa in the funnel, and Kolbeck’s blessing, starved of the belief it fed on, guttered at the worst possible moment, and his own fifth wave, the same tomb-weight hitting his western breach, met a Hero whose borrowed light had just gone dim, and his line buckled. Not broke, not yet. Buckled. A shield dropped. A gilt soldier gave ground he shouldn’t have. The western breach bent inward a full pace, and Kolbeck bellowed for the crowd and the crowd wasn’t there, the crowd was east, and a Hero shouting for an audience that has walked away is a man holding a gate with nothing in his hands.

The waves built, the way a gate-hold builds, and near the height of it, when the eastern gap was thick with the tomb’s dead and the levy boys were tiring and Kolbeck’s light was guttering worse every minute because the stands had stopped even pretending to watch him, the choreography arrived at its point, and the point was Yrsa at the hinge.

The strongest stands last. She’d told me the rule in a cellar, a woman fixed her grip at twelve and she stood last at every gate she reached afterward, then carried the debt through death and back, and here was the gate where the debt lived, and here was where she stood last in it. Not alone. The Standard steadied the line behind her, the oracle called the wave one breath ahead of her, the fox emptied the flank beside her, the empress was the lance where I pointed her, and Yrsa stood at the hinge of the eastern breach, in Ilsabet’s own guard, the low-line counter the woman had taught her with a stolen sword, and held the last of it, and the gate did not fall.

It did not fall because the line held, and the line held because she was not on the third wall this time, too young to stand with her teacher. This time she stood in the gate itself, in the guard itself, witnessed, before seven stones and the whole province, the way it should have been when Ilsabet died at Havrun, and I felt it through the strand, felt five living years of trying, ninety dead years of carrying it, and one returned season of finally reaching the right gate, and the storm-grey light edged thin along her scars for one breath at the height of it, an oath-light on a battlefield, and the last wave broke on Ilsabet’s guard in Ilsabet’s gate, and it was over, and our breach stood, and Kolbeck’s fell, because a Hero on borrowed light cannot hold a gate the crowd has stopped believing in.

The horn blew. The eastern breach held last. The Marsh Coalition took the semifinal, and the stone took the deed.

THE GATE AT HAVRUN: HELD. MARSH COALITION.

And beneath it, unsworn, added by three grey veterans in the stands who’d seen the eastern gap hold in a guard they recognized from the old Havrun war and had climbed down and sworn it together on the mother-stone by proxy, a second line the stone accepted:

IN THE WARDEN’S GUARD.

Yrsa read the second line, the unsworn one, the three old men’s line, and stood a moment at the wall of the eastern breach with her hand flat on the cold stone where a woman had died holding it, dry-eyed, the grief at parade the way it always was, and said, low, to the stone, to the woman Havrun had taken:

“Witnessed this time.”

And I stood with her, and counted nothing at all, because there was nothing to count, and a saint at her teacher’s gate does not need a porter’s arithmetic, she needs a porter to stand next to her and be quiet, and I was good at both.

The etch settled the semifinal, and the crowd did its arithmetic. A season ago the province had cheered leashed legends walking in step on Gilt Row. Today it had watched a Hero on borrowed light lose a gate to a household of five, and the murmur through the stands was a crowd learning the difference between a thing that stands where it’s put and a thing that stands where it chooses.

Malchor Stane could not leave a homecoming un-salted, and so he made his last mistake, and I marked it for what it was.

He paraded Ilsabet’s husk past the victors’ gate. Silk over spite, “heritage honors heritage,” a crier announcing it, the Iron Warden walked past the eastern breach she’d died holding, in the guard she’d taught, to heel between a piper and a lance, the dead eyes tracking nothing, the leashed thing that used a woman’s stance and none of her judgment walked past the exact stone the woman had died at, and the Chainwright watched Yrsa to see her rise to it.

Yrsa did not rise to it.

She stood at the wall with her hand on the stone and watched the husk of her teacher walk past in the guard they shared and did not move and did not speak and did not lift a blade, because the answer to that cruelty was not a duel Malchor chose. The promise did the rising so the saint didn’t have to. I felt her hold it through the strand, felt a debt that had survived life and death want to walk out into that field and take the husk back by force, felt her master it, because she’d priced the answer already and the answer was patient, and a woman who stands last knows how to wait for the right gate.

“First chain, first cut,” I said to her, low, only her, meaning it as logistics because logistics was how she could carry it. “It’s filed and it hasn’t moved and Havrun didn’t change it. Let him parade. He’s parading a debt I’m going to pay in front of him, and he thinks he’s winning.”

“Filed,” Yrsa said, flat, and took her hand off the stone, and turned her back on the husk, which was the only answer that couldn’t be sung wrong, a saint turning her back on a Hero’s spectacle to walk to her own people, and Malchor’s parade walked its dead woman past a gate that had just been held in her own guard and did not understand that it had lost the day it thought it was winning, and I filed that too, the Chainwright’s whole flaw in one image, a man who could not tell a wound from a homecoming, parading a corpse past a resurrection and calling it heritage.

Suzu earned her Sworn oath at the gate, and she earned it the hard way, which was the only way that counted for the fox.

She’d stood in a line. That was the thing, and she said it herself at the fire that night, turning it over like a strange coin. The loner thief, the uncatchable one, the woman who caught herself and let everyone else fall, had stood in a line all day at the eastern breach, held a flank, emptied it wave after wave, been part of a thing instead of the exception to it, and she’d taken a shallow wound doing it, a garrison-blade across the forearm, her first wound in decades, and she was furious about it and delighted about it in exactly equal measure, prodding the bandage all evening like a girl with a new scar to show off and pretend she wasn’t showing off.

“I got hit,” she announced, for the fourth time, at the fire, prodding it. “Sixty years sealed and a few days free and a garrison corpse got a lick in because I was holding a FLANK, like a soldier, like a person with a POST, and I’ve had exits, not posts, an exit is the opposite of a post, and today I had a post and I held it and a dead man cut me for it and I’m keeping the scar, I’ve decided, a scar earned by staying instead of leaving.”

Yrsa, cleaning her own blade across the fire, looked at the fox prodding her bandage and said, dry, “Stop poking it, it’ll fester, and a festered first wound is a stupid first wound, and you’re not stupid, you’re just proud, which is worse, so leave it be. And hold the arm still tomorrow; you took it because you were watching the crowd for someone to show off to instead of watching the flank, which is the one flaw in you that’ll get you killed, and I’ll drill it out of you if it takes the rest of both our lives.” Then, gruff, because she could not give a compliment without an insult wrapped around it, “You held the flank, though. Genuinely. A whole day. Useless in a line and you held a flank all day and never once let a wave through the seam you were sworn to. That’s not nothing. That’s the opposite of nothing. Don’t let it go to your tails.”

Suzu received this the way she received everything from Yrsa, as a knighthood, and every little spark on her face went bright, and then, because Yrsa had called her not-nothing, she went, for a moment, into the true thing under it, because a free mouth had made the true things reachable. “I’ve been running an inventory,” she said. “All day, holding the flank, I’ve been running it. Halden Rusk paid me in coin, generous, more than the job was worth, and then he died and I got buried for it. Vessin the Lightbringer paid me in chains, sixty years of them, for a theft I never made. And a porter paid me in coppers for years, then paid the seal with his shoulder, and asked me for nothing, twice, and let me walk away unbonded until I chose and never once acted like I owed him for the freedom.” She turned the strange coin of it over. “I’ve been sealed my whole free life against signing a tab I hadn’t read. Well. I’ve read it now. Every line. And it’s the cleanest tab anyone’s put in front of me, and I’d be a fool of a fox to leave the one crew that let me choose.”

And she said her oath in loan-shark tender, said straight, the joke set down the way she set it down for the true things now:

“Paid in full, porter-of-legends,” she said, and the fox-fire freckling across her face held serious and bright at once. “The debt’s clear. And from here I steal only what you point at, and I hold the flank you give me, and I stay, not because I owe you, because I’ve decided you’re the crew I want and I’m done running alone. My tab, your hand. Sworn.” And the bond took it, and the ledger-voice landed at the edge of my senses:

[BOND: SWORN – OATH FREELY GIVEN] [REGALIA ECHO GRANTED: SHADE-STEP (LOW POTENCY)]

And I felt the fourth strand deepen, the flint-spark of her going from an edge to a whole channel, and I felt Shade-Step settle into me, not invisibility, nothing so grand, one held breath of being unremarked, a porter’s stealth, the thing that let a support-class man walk through a place that wasn’t looking, and it fit me the way all her chaos somehow fit, sideways and useful.

Then she took my pencil out of her silks, the one she’d stolen a lifetime ago, the collateral, the controlling interest, and she gave it back.

“Collateral’s yours,” she said, pressing it into my scarred hand and closing my fingers over it the way Maeva closed my fingers over pins. “Returned. The debt runs the other way now, porter. You paid mine; now I owe you a life’s worth of theft aimed only where you point, and a fox pays her debts, so you’ve a very expensive asset on retainer and you’ll get your money’s worth.” Then, because she was Suzu and could not end on a soft thing, “Also I’ve kept a copy of the pencil. Don’t check your satchel. You’ll only worry.”

I checked my satchel later. There were two pencils. I left them both. Some things you let a fox keep.

There was food, because there was always food where Bram was, and he’d talked a Havrun victualler out of a whole roasted something on credit against odds that were, he said, “so short they insult the animal,” and the household ate around the fire the way it ate around every fire now, which is to say Yrsa ate like the gate might reopen, and Suzu stole three choice pieces off three different plates and returned two of them improved with a spice she’d stolen from a fourth plate, and Maeva pronounced the whole meal “field-adequate, which from a woman who kept a pepper fleet is a compliment,” and Nahari passed Yrsa the water skin a half-second before Yrsa reached for it, and Yrsa said “stop that” and drank anyway.

And the levy boys who’d held the walls came by the household fire in twos and threes to stand near the legends they’d fought beside, shy of it, and Yrsa made room and corrected a grip that wasn’t asking to be corrected, and Suzu told them a story about the flank that was ninety percent lies and improved with every telling, and one of them worked up the nerve to ask the Golden Empress if the coin with her face was really worth two coppers, and Maeva told him it was worth one, and bought his for two on the spot to prove it, and the boy went back to his fire the richest and most confused soldier in the province.

The household made the victory-fire warm the way it made everything warm, the semifinal won and the gate held, and Maeva priced the Ilsabet parade with a cold satisfaction that was its own kind of comfort. “He paraded her past a gate she’d just been avenged at, summoner, which means he still thinks avenging is about the dead and not the living. He has no idea what’s coming, because we’re not avenging Ilsabet Kron, we’re freeing her, and a man who can’t tell the difference between vengeance and freedom is a man who will lose a war to a household that can.” Yrsa said nothing at all, which was hers, and the fire burned warm over a household that knew what it meant to do next and was, for one victory-night, content to have won the day it had won.

She collected her Sworn night on the annex’s high balcony, over the victory fair, and her lane detonated the way her lane detonated, seen by no one and seeable by everyone, and I initiated it, because the tab was mine now and I said so.

“The tab’s mine,” I told her, finding her on the balcony in the foxfire and the lantern-glow, the victory fair roaring below, close enough to taste, blind to the dark above it. “You said it at the fire. My hand, your theft. Well, I’m collecting, fox. I’m calling in every stolen thing you still owe for, act by act, and you’re going to pay, and you’re going to like the exchange rate.”

Her whole face lit, the amber eyes going vertical-slitted with delight, because being wanted this directly, initiated on after her own oath, collected from instead of having to steal the moment, still landed like an impossible account paid in her name, and she leaned back against the balcony rail with the fair roaring behind her and said, “Now THAT is a creditor. Name the debts, porter-of-legends. I’ve stolen a great deal. This could take all night.” Then, at my quiet look, the couple’s ritual, straight, once, the joke set down: “Yes. Plainly. I want this, I want you to collect, I want to be the thing you point at and take, and I’m saying it straight because it’s owed straight. There. Now make me pay for the pencil first, it’s got the most interest on it.”

I made her pay for the pencil first.

She chose the balcony, the rail, the roaring blind fair below, because her thrill was the almost-seen and this was the almost-seen at its purest, a dark balcony a width of shadow above ten thousand people who could look up any moment and never did.

First I peeled away the layered thief’s silks, and it was comedy and heat both, because every layer had something in it: a lockpick, a stolen ribbon, a coin she swore was hers. She narrated the inventory as I undressed her, “that’s collateral, that’s a keepsake, that’s, don’t ask about that one, that’s professional,” until she was bare and small and golden in the lantern-glow with foxfire bright at her cheeks and the fox-red hair chaotic and the amber eyes gone vertical-slitted with want, petite and quick and compact, built like a pickpocket’s alibi, and I took a moment with that opening touch of the night, my scarred hands spanning a waist that small, the whole compact quickness of her against a porter’s working strength, and she felt the difference in our sizes and made a sound that was pure delight, because being small against something strong was a flavor she wanted and I gave it to her.

I took my time there, because she’d spent sixty years in stone and freedom had not yet taught her how to let touch land soft, and I decided the collection would land soft first and hard after. I ran a hand up her spine, one slow pass, palm flat, feeling the small quick strength of her under the golden skin, and she shivered head to tail, all nine of them fluffing at once, which was a tell she’d have hated me to name so I didn’t name it, I just did it again, slower, and watched the light at her cheeks climb while the running commentary finally stuttered. Her ears went flat, then high, then flat again, a fox’s whole account book losing its columns under my hand. My blood was already gone south and staying there, the exit-counting part of my head shut clean off, because a fox coming undone under a slow hand was a thing worth counting nothing else during.

“You’ve stopped narrating,” I told her, low, thumb tracing the line of her hip. “That’s quieter than you were promising.”

“Professional oversight,” she managed, and then I put my mouth to the pulse at her throat and the professional oversight became a small wrecked noise, and she grabbed a fistful of my shirt and hissed, “fine, fine, you win the soft round, collect the hard one before I remember I have dignity,” which was the fox’s way of begging, and I did.

I lifted her onto the rail itself, her petite frame balanced against my grip, her ankles locking behind my back, the whole small quick weight of her held over the drop and the fair and the lantern-light, zero shame in her, only delight, the exhibitionist thrill blazing high, and I found her already soaked and notched my cock against her and drove up into her tight heat, her small pussy stretching to swallow the length of me as I seated myself to the root, and I took her there against the rail with the victory fair howling a balcony’s width from seeing everything and seeing nothing, and she wrapped herself around me and paid for the pencil with interest.

“There’s a whole crowd,” she said, delighted, foxfire flickering around us as her control frayed, “there’s a whole crowd right there, ten thousand people, and any one of them could look up, and they won’t, they never do, they’re watching a juggler, and I’m being collected from on a rail above their heads and they’ll never know, oh, that’s the whole, that’s the whole thing, porter, seen by no one and seeable by everyone, do it harder, make me lose the glamour.”

She played the Shade-Step game with it, the new echo turned to her own delight, foxfire glamour blinking us visible-invisible-visible in the lantern-spill, one breath seen against the balcony, one breath gone, “now they see us,” a flicker, “now they don’t,” a flicker, her control of the glamour fraying as I drove into her because that was the entire point, the flicker slipping as she lost the rhythm, seen and unseen and seen.

“You feel that,” I said, one hand splayed across her whole narrow back to hold her over the drop as I drove my cock up into her small quick body on the rail, every thrust lifting her, “that’s the tab collected. Say it. Whose theft do you steal now.”

“Yours,” she said, foxfire flaring, “only yours, I steal what you point at, my hand your, oh, your hand, that’s the whole tab, that’s, don’t stop collecting, I’ve got so much interest owing,” and I collected the interest, driving up into her in a rhythm she couldn’t match with her own hips because the rail gave her nothing to push against and she loved it, being held and driven and unable to run the pace herself, the fox who ran every angle in the province pinned to a rail and made to take the one thing she couldn’t steal her way out of.

“Look down,” I told her, holding the pace deliberate, holding her over the drop. “Ten thousand people, and I’m the only one collecting. Whose.”

“Yours, gods, yours, I said it,” she panted, tails lashing, the glamour blinking us seen and gone and seen, “you’re the worst creditor, you keep making a fox SAY it, I used to never say the terms, that’s why I always won, and you make me say them and I want to, that’s the con, porter, that’s the whole con, I want to pay you,” and I felt her get close, felt the flint-spark of her go bright and jagged at the edge of my senses, felt the fourth strand pull taut, and I hauled her off the rail before the drop stopped being a thrill and became a hazard and pinned her against the doorframe instead, in plain lamplight now, tails flared, her fingers scrabbling at my shoulders, legs still locked around me, my cock still buried deep in her, and finished the collecting there, fucking up into her hard and steady while she thrashed and flared and swore in loan-shark tender degrading fast into pure fox-noise.

“No glamour here,” I told her against her ear, the lamplight bright and plain on her, no shadow to hide in, my hand fisting in the fox-red hair to hold her face where I could see it. “Lamp’s on you. I want to watch you pay for the pencil where I can see every copper of it. No con, no exit, no flicker. Just you, taking it. Yield me the tab, fox.”

She had no exit and she took it, that was the flavor she’d been starving for, a fox with nowhere to run and no shame about it, wanting to be seen paying, and I gave it to her steady and hard against the doorframe, and her running commentary broke down into a chant of my rhythm, small bright wrecked sounds, “there, there, that’s, collect it, collect all of it,” and her small heels dug into the small of my back and her nails found my shoulders where the tracery ran.

“Almost fully leveraged,” she’d managed somewhere in it, appraising even wrecked, and at the brink her glamour failed completely, one full second, lit, flared, unmistakably us above the fair, nine tails wide and shameless in the lantern-light, and below the crowd cheered, roaring, and it was for the juggler’s finale and not for us and she knew it and it undid her, the perfect note of her whole lane, seen by no one and seeable by everyone and cheered for a thing that wasn’t her, and the near-miss sent her over laughing her bright fox laugh into my shoulder, tails flaring, foxfire everywhere, her whole small body clenching around me in quick hard pulses, milking, the flint-spark of her flooding back down the strand so I felt her finish from the inside even as I drove her through it.

And the way her tight little pussy clamped and milked me took me with her, because sixty years of pressurized want packed into a body that small, coming apart around my cock while ten thousand people cheered the wrong thing, was arithmetic no man survives, and I lost the rhythm and gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks she’d appraise fondly later and buried my cock deep and came inside her on a low groan against her hair, emptying in thick pulses while she wrung every spurt out of me, holding her pinned to the doorframe while the fair cheered a juggler and never once looked up at the two shapes on the dark balcony paying off sixty years of interest, and she felt my finish echo through the strand the way I’d felt hers and made a sound of pure larcenous triumph, as if she’d stolen the last of it out of me too.

“Paid,” she said, wrecked and grinning, cum warm where I’d spent it, one tail already thrown proprietary over my shoulder. “In full. With interest. I want a receipt.”

“You kept the pencil,” I told her, still catching my breath. “Write your own.”

The aftercare was tail-wrapped, tactile and warm, the fox curled small and boneless against me on the balcony boards with a tail thrown over us both, and she found the fresh shoulder tracery and appraised it, tap by tap, the gesture she’d invented, announcing my balance like fenced silver.

“Almost fully leveraged,” she said again, tapping the shoulder-edge, the tracery that had climbed there at the shrine. “Spend the rest on me and the dragon can wait.” She frowned at nothing, the way you frown at a word you didn’t know you meant to spend. “I don’t know why I said dragon.” Then she shrugged it off the way a fox shrugs off anything that costs too much to hold, and burrowed into my shoulder. I let the fox sleep.


Chapter 15: Spheres and Chaos

We scouted the Undercourt without ever going near it, because you cannot survey a sealed war-vault under an old citadel without announcing that you mean to clear it, and Maeva had a better map than any survey, which was the province’s oldest drinking songs.

“Fortress engineering hides in verse,” she said, spreading a sheet she’d sketched from three nights of Bram’s back-bar repertoire, “because a fortress is built by masons, and masons drink, and a mason who’s drunk sings about the work, and the work is the fortress, so if you want to know how a citadel was built you don’t read the architect’s lies, you get the province’s oldest men drunk and you listen to what their grandfathers’ grandfathers put into songs.” She’d done exactly that. “The Undercourt is under the old citadel, and the old citadel had a garrison, and a garrison sang, and the songs are still here, half-remembered, in the mouths of old men in taprooms, and I have spent three nights buying old men ale and listening, and I have the bones of the place from the bones of its songs.”

She traced them, the drowned armory in one verse, the tide-clock cisterns in another, the gallery chokepoints in a marching-tune about a sergeant who counted the whole garrison through a gate every dawn, and it was the same craft she’d used on her own tomb-city, reading a place from how its people had lived in it, and Bram supplied the verses and the empress supplied the reading and between them they built a map of a vault nobody had cleared in three hundred years out of songs old men sang badly.

“Cistern root-ways,” I said, reading her map the way I’d read the Sunken Crown’s, “same as the Crown. A war-vault this old has working routes under the grand galleries, low and wet and direct, the way in the masons used and the architects hid, and the clearing gets won at the root, not the gallery, because the gallery’s where they expect you and the root’s where the water goes. Same doctrine as at the Crown, at new scale.” I looked at the map. “And Malchor knows we’ll think that. Saskia told us he’s not racing. He’s staking the vault’s heart and waiting with the Coil sworn lawful, letting the anomaly come to the trap. So we win it at the root, yes, but we win it knowing there’s a man at the center of it who wants us to arrive, and that changes the arrival.”

“It changes the arrival,” Maeva agreed. “You don’t walk into a trap the way you walk into a race. You walk into a trap having already decided what it’s for and what breaks it.” And we built the counter-doctrine out of the household’s own parts, the way we built everything, each piece a thing we already had.

Nahari would fight blind by choice, the chosen-blindness doctrine turned operational: inside the Coil’s whiteness she’d refuse the glass, go dark on purpose, invisible to the thing that hunts foresight, timing the room through four other strands instead of her own sight, a seer the auditor could not read because she’d declined to be written. Yrsa would shield the Sworn strands, because the Coil reached for the weakest of the strong bonds and the Sworn ones were Nahari and Suzu, and the saint was the one most likely to put her body between a reach and a woman she had decided was hers. And the freed-not-fought doctrine, cut chains not husks, was prepped at scale for the leashed retinue, drilled into the levy and the household both, because the field would be full of leashed legends and our answer to them was not to fight them but to free them, and a party that means to free the enemy’s soldiers instead of killing them fights a very different battle than the enemy plans for.

We drilled the freed-not-fought doctrine into the household and the levy both, because a field full of leashed legends is a field where the whole instinct of a fight, which is to strike the thing coming at you, is exactly wrong.

“You’ll want to fight them,” Yrsa told the levy boys in the yard, and told the household at the table, because it was her drill to give. “Every instinct you’ve got says a thing swinging a blade at you is a thing to put down, and it’s the right instinct everywhere but here, and here it’s a trap, because the things swinging blades at us in the final are people, leashed, and the man who leashed them is counting on us to do the natural thing and kill his soldiers so he can point at the dead and cry that we slaughtered legends. So we don’t. We don’t fight the husk, we cut the chain. You disable, you don’t kill; you get past the blade to the leash and you cut the leash and you let go, and then the thing that was swinging at you is a free person making a choice, and most of them will choose to stop, because most of them never chose to start. It’s harder than killing. It’s much harder than killing. And it’s the heart of what makes us different from him, so we drill it until it’s in your spines, because the natural thing in the final is the losing thing.”

And we drilled it, the household reaching past drilled-blades to drilled-chains, the levy learning to disable and not kill, the old grave-field lesson scaled up to a war, cut chains not husks, because the difference was not a slogan, it was a drill, a thing the body had to learn so the heart could win.

The first hour was ugly, which was how Yrsa knew it was useful. Farm boys struck the nearest blade because the nearest blade was frightening, then froze when Yrsa barked, “Chain, not hand,” and made them start again. Maeva stood behind them with the Standard half-raised, not rallying yet, just letting them feel what steadiness might be before it arrived. Suzu played the enemy badly on purpose, then too well on purpose, darting in with a practice leash tied to her own wrist and making every boy who overcommitted pay for it by losing his belt, his purse, or once, humiliatingly, his left boot. By the second hour the boys had stopped laughing when she vanished and started turning their shoulders to cover the friend beside them, and that was the first sign the drill had become doctrine. A man who remembers only his own fear strikes the husk. A man who remembers the shoulder next to him buys the half-breath needed to cut the chain.

The second hour was worse, which meant better. Yrsa put bells on the practice leashes, not for charm, for shame; every time a boy struck the body instead of the chain, the bell rang and every head in the yard turned. Maeva made the boys reset from the worst positions, trapped shoulder-to-shoulder, mud underfoot, someone shouting in their ear, because doctrine learned in clean lines dies in dirty ones. Nahari blindfolded herself and called when fear spiked through the line, not naming the boy, only the place, “left rank, third shield, breathe,” and the breathing held. I walked behind them with an echo-bar and tapped the chain-focus when it was open, once, then took it away, because in the vault we would get one breath and no second lesson. By sunset the bells rang less. By dark, when Suzu vanished under a shield and came up behind the line with a knife of wood at a boy’s ribs, the boy did not turn to strike her. He stepped aside and pointed to the leash on her wrist. Yrsa said “adequate,” and the whole yard understood it as applause.

“He’s built a trap around owning things,” I said, closing the map. “Owning is the shape of him. The husks he owns, the Coil he thinks he owns, the custody he means to swear. And our answer, the household’s answer, is un-owning: we free his husks, we invert his Coil, we un-swear nothing because we own nothing, we just cut. He can’t trap a thing that isn’t trying to hold anything. That’s the difference, and it’s the win, and it’s the same win as the war entire: he leashes, we unbind, and you can’t chain a hand that’s opening.”

But the last private night before the public reckoning is a night for the household to be a household, and Maeva declared it so, and so the evening before the final days was warmth, on purpose, because a household that goes into a war cold is a household that comes out of it fewer.

There was a dice rematch, Suzu against Nahari, the running game of the season, and it was played for a stake they’d invented: the loser tells one true story, and both of them lost on purpose, because both of them wanted to tell one, which was the comedy of it, two women cheating to lose a game so they’d be obligated to a confession they wanted to make.

Nahari lost first, elaborately, foreseeing every roll and betting against her own foresight, and told her true story, which was her first Sundermere market-day, a girl of eight in a lamp-city that no longer existed, the smell of the lamp-oil markets and a festival of lights and a mother’s hand, a thing from before the temple and the glass and the fire, a warm small human thing two centuries gone, and she told it slow and let it be exactly as tender as it was, and the household went quiet around it, because the oracle so rarely spent a memory that wasn’t a doctrine.

The rest of the household drifted into the dice game the way the household drifted into everything, and it became the whole warm evening for a while, and the dice game mattered because a household is built as much there as in the wars. Yrsa refused to play, on principle, “dice are a duel you can’t win with skill, so they’re a swindle with pips,” and then played anyway, badly, and lost her boot-knife to Suzu inside three rolls, and got it back sharpened with a fox’s grin, the running joke of a whole season. Maeva played like a stateswoman, which is to say she treated the dice as a negotiation and tried to tariff the odds, and lost to the fox too, because you cannot tariff chance, and took the loss with the good grace of a woman who’d finally met a thing she couldn’t out-negotiate and found it refreshing.

“I have unified duchies,” Maeva said, watching the fox rake in her stake. “I have out-bid bankers and out-waited kings. And I cannot beat a fox at dice.”

“Nobody can beat a fox at dice,” Suzu said, delighted, “it’s not cheating if it’s ontology, I AM luck, or luck’s cousin, we came up together, and you can’t tariff your cousin, empress, I’ve tried, she just laughs.” She fanned her tails. “This is why you should make me your reeve. A treasury run by a woman luck likes is a treasury that comes up short less often than it deserves. I’ll balance your books AND make the dice afraid of disappointing the estate. It’s an excellent appointment you’ll never admit you made.”

“It is a catastrophically tempting idea,” Maeva said, “and I am going to consider it, and we will both regret even the consideration,” and the two of them, an empress and a fox, shook on the future argument over a dice game they’d both lost, one on purpose. The household kept planting its largest appointments in its smallest moments, a country’s treasury nearly handed to a thief across a dice-table on that final private evening, and I let it be exactly as right as it was.

And then Suzu lost, on purpose, badly, and paid her true story, and it was the plum stone, half of it, as much as she’d give.

“A boy shared a plum with me,” she said, rolling the dice from palm to palm, not looking up. “Sixty years ago. Before the shrine, before the frame, when I was still just a thief on a road. A boy in a village, small, poorer than me, which is saying something, and I’d stolen his family’s whole larder, everything, out of pure habit, because I was a fox and a larder is a larder, and I was leaving with it and he ran after me, and I thought he was going to yell, and instead he held out a plum, half a plum, the other half already eaten, and he said I looked hungry and did I want the rest of his plum.” She turned the dice. “And I gave the larder back. All of it. The thing that made giving back a rule. Because a boy who’s poorer than a fox gives the fox half his plum, and you can’t rob a house like that, you just can’t, there’s a line even a thief won’t cross and he found it with half a plum.” She put the dice down. “I kept the stone. Don’t ask me the rest. That’s the story I’ll pay tonight; the rest costs more than a dice game.” And nobody asked the rest, and I marked that the copper whistle was still unexplained, the other half of a grief the fox kept in the same pocket, and let her keep it.

Maeva finalized the banner that night, and it was the loft-sign made new: a porter’s lantern over a broken chain. The lantern kept from the old coalition mark, the one the cooper had made for the war-loft door, the porter’s lantern over a drowned gate, and the drowned gate traded, deliberately, for a chain, a broken one, the chain the whole province had watched fail on her neck at the Crown and would watch fail on the Coil in the final, the leash the queens would never wear made into the thing the banner was raised against. A porter’s lantern, lit, over a chain, broken. She stitched the final version herself, the court skill kept, and hung it in the war-room, and the household looked at it, and it was ours.

And Yrsa taught the levy boys the Warden’s guard, in the yard, in the last of the light, two hundred farm boys with honest spears learning the low-line counter a dead woman had taught a garrison rat with a stolen practice sword, and she taught it fierce and patient and did not once say whose guard it was, and I watched her teach a dead woman’s guard to a new generation of boys who’d hold gates someday, and understood that this was how she paid the debt she couldn’t pay. First-chain-first-cut would matter in the vault. This mattered here: the guard taught right, the woman’s judgment restored to her stance in two hundred living spines, and she did not cry where anyone could prove it, and I did not mention that I could feel her not-crying through the strand, because some things you let a saint keep too.

Bram’s odds on the coalition winning the final were now, he reported, embarrassing, so short they insulted the concept of a wager, and he’d taken to booking side-bets on the manner of things instead, and the copper tower on the wagon shelf got dusted by Suzu, who claimed she was appraising it and was actually just touching it, every copper I’d ever paid her stacked into a tower, held in trust, plus appreciation, and I watched a fox dust a monument to a thing I’d done without meaning it and did not mention that either.

And then Maeva convened the household for the evening’s final warmth, and she convened it as statecraft, the way she convened everything.

“Spheres, ladies,” she said, in the war-room, the maps cleared by imperial decree, the new banner hung above, deed-light coming grey and steady through the shutters from the stones outside. “As drilled. Someone teach the fox a schedule; she’ll want to steal the opening and she’s assigned third, which gives her enough time to suffer and not enough time to become ungovernable, and she’ll object, and the objection is noted and denied.” She ran the consent-round as a toast, each in her register, because the consent was ritual now and the ritual was warm. Yrsa’s, blunt: “Terms same as always, I go first, I don’t say the fancy word.” Nahari’s, in full sentences: “I convene nothing tonight; I follow; I have foreseen this evening and elected to be surprised inside it anyway.” And Suzu’s, which was somehow an itemized invoice and a vow at once: “One night, all four strands, no theft except the sanctioned kind, and I’m charging the household a joining fee of exactly one memory, which I’ll collect later, and that’s the tab, and it’s a fair tab, and yes, plainly, I want this, there’s the straight one, now let me have the joke back.”

“Third, fox,” Maeva said. “Before the empress and after the oracle, which is more schedule than any thief deserves.”

“That’s cruel,” Suzu said, delighted, “that’s genuinely cruel, an exhibitionist made to wait and watch, you’ve learned my torment from the oracle, this household weaponizes intelligence, I’m disgracefully happy,” and was made to wait, and the chaos was contained by the choreography, the comedy engine running inside the heat where it belonged.

Yrsa went first, fast and fierce, her group slot, pinned across the cleared map-table, and I set down that it was the map-table because geography was character in this household and the table was where we planned the wars and tonight it was where a saint got claimed before one. I stripped the fighting leathers from her, the chest-wrap off by her own hands as always, the small high firm chest bared as her dare, winter-pale skin already flushing, and bent her over the wood, the long athletic line arched over the map of the vault we’d clear in the final.

“No rope tonight,” she said over her shoulder, flat, a fact and a permission both. “Hands. And don’t be gentle about the war we’re about to have.”

I wasn’t. I took her over the table hard, one hand fisted in the jaw-length black hair to arch her back, the other splayed on the small of her spine to hold her down against the wood, and drove my cock into her soaked heat in one hard stroke that seated me to the root, the rough register at full because that was her lane and the household night didn’t soften it. The long athletic line of her strained and flexed over the vault-map, winter-pale skin flushing down her spine, and I fucked into her from behind at the pace she’d asked for, no reverence, the way she liked it, my cock filling her on every drive, and felt the storm-grey edge of her jump the strand at the first hard stroke.

“That’s the war,” I said, holding her hard against the map. “You feel where we’re standing soon? You’re bent over it. Take this last quiet like you’ll take the gate.”

She barked a laugh that broke into a groan, “filthy, that’s, that’s genuinely filthy, keep talking,” and I kept talking and kept the pace brutal, and when she reached the brink I gave her the word, low and exact, “yield,” and she did not fight it long because the contest wasn’t the point tonight, the household was. She took the command gladly across the map of the vault we’d clear in the final, storm-grey edge flickering along her scars, her hips bucking back against me to meet every stroke, her nails scoring the parchment of the map, and she came hard and fast over the war-map, gripping me in the quick fierce spasms of her lane, and rolled off the table loose and satisfied to make room, soldier-efficient even in this, snagged the water skin off the bench on her way down, and set her back to the wall to watch the rest with the flat guarding interest of a woman who’d decided the household was hers to hold even mid-pile.

Nahari at the sill, second, slow and deep from behind, her exclusive frame honored even in company, deed-light on her oiled deep-brown skin, silver hair gathered over one shoulder, palms flat on the wood, the wide-hipped from-behind silhouette only Nahari could command even in a room of four. I warmed the oil over the lamp and worked it into the lush curve of her ass and the sway of her wide hips while the household watched, taking my time the way her lane demanded even with three other women in the room, thumbs spreading her open to find her slick and swollen, until she was ready, and only then fed my cock into her slow and deep, sinking through the tight oiled heat of her until my hips met the round of her ass, bottoming out and holding there against the deep sill before I drew back to the head and sank in again at the patient pace that was hers.

She timed the whole room while I took her, one-breath whispers threading the others’ rhythms, the oracle conducting even from the sill, “the fox is about to break her wait, anchor, in three, and the empress is watching you take me and pricing it, and two, and Yrsa’s already decided she’ll go again before the night’s out and she’s right,” lending her instrument to the room without surrendering her lane, and I took her at her own unhurried pace, deep and slow, one hand on the wide sway of her hip and the other gathering the silver hair off her spine so the deed-light could find the oiled line of her back, her dark eyes half-lidded over her shoulder holding mine, and she pushed back to take me deeper each slow stroke, and came slow and deep and warm in the long milking spasms of her lane, ember filigree blazing at her ankle, and settled, boneless and satisfied, to watch and time the rest, the room’s clock even spent.

Then Suzu, third, claimed mid-escape, because that was the only way to claim a fox and she’d want it that way. She’d theatrically begun picking the war-room door’s lock during Nahari’s turn, “just testing it, professionally, don’t mind me, I’m inventory, inventory has to stay busy, and the empress locked me on the wrong side of a very interesting door,” and I hauled her back from the door by the scruff of her silks laughing, peeled her out of the layered thief’s silks in a shower of small stolen objects, a lockpick and a ribbon and somebody’s missing hairpin clattering across the boards while she protested that those were all “provisionally hers,” and took her quick and bright in the middle of the bare floor where everyone could see her be seen, which was her lane, the audience of her own household instead of a fairground, the seen-on-purpose instead of the almost-seen.

“You wanted last so you’d have to watch,” I told her, laying her out on the bare floor in the middle of the room, every eye in the household on her, the petite golden quickness of her spread open where no shadow could take her. “Now everyone watches you. No glamour. No flicker. Look at them looking, fox, and pay your sanctioned theft where they can all see the account settle.”

“Oh, that’s EVIL,” she said, thrilled beyond speech, amber eyes gone vertical-slitted, foxfire bright over every freckle, “that’s, you learned me too well, I hate it, I love it, do it, make them watch me be caught,” and I pinned her small wrists above her head one-handed and drove my cock into her tight wet heat in one fast stroke that filled her to the hilt, the petite quickness of her against my working strength, her legs hooking high around my back, and she flared and thrashed and paid her sanctioned theft loudly, foxfire dancing off the walls, “everyone’s watching me be caught, this is the best kind, seen on purpose, don’t stop, they’re all looking, the saint’s WATCHING, the empress is APPRAISING, oh, you make being seen feel like this,” and the household watched the fox be claimed and the watching answered what she’d lacked for sixty years, being not-looked-at answered by four people who chose to look and stay, and she peaked bright and shameless in the middle of the floor with nine tails flaring, gripping me in quick fluttering pulses, and loved every eye on her, and lay there after glowing with the strangeness of having been wanted out loud, in a lit room, by people who stayed.

And Maeva last, astride, directing the other three to attend, the empress in her group slot at the height of it. She took her throne, my lap, the imperial hourglass of her in the deed-light, the crowned braid coming down at last in a cascade past her shoulder blades, an event even at the end of a long night, the re-tailored bodice engineered to lose and losing, the very full bust spilling heavy into the grey deed-light. She sank down onto my cock slow, taking me to the root in one imperial descent, her wet heat swallowing every inch until she was fully seated, and let out a long satisfied sound that was half decree, and then she directed the room like a coronation.

“Attend me, all of you,” she said, court-formal even astride, even flushed. “The saint at my breast, and Yrsa, you will say the word once, you know the one. The fox wherever the fox is quickest, and keep your hands off my earrings. The oracle to count us home.” And they attended, the household braided into the empress’s coronation, Yrsa’s mouth closing over one heavy breast (and, later, to her own fury, the word “majesty” said exactly once, muffled, into the soft gold weight of it), Suzu’s quick hands everywhere at once and one earring gone regardless, Nahari’s whispered count threading all of it, and Maeva rode me slow and imperial and narrated tribute over the whole braided pile of us in sentences that kept losing their verbs.

I let her direct it exactly as long as she wanted to, let her preside over her own claiming, the empress conducting her household from the throne of my lap, and then, at the midpoint, mid-decree, I took her tempo. I gripped the full imperial hips hard enough to mark and set the pace against her rhythm and made her ride mine, driving my cock up into her from below so she had to take my count instead of setting hers, her heavy breasts rocking with every stroke, and she felt the coup arrive and approved it on the record the way she always did.

“Oh, THERE he is, ladies, witness it,” she said, the court diction fraying fast to plain hunger now, “he takes the empress’s tempo and the empress lets him, that is the decree, that is the whole coup, again, summoner, harder, make me lose the sentence,” and I made her lose the sentence, gold light blazing along her ribs and up under the sweat-sheened skin, and the four-strand squad-link braided the finale into one shared edge.

The link at full braid was the thing I’ll not forget, because each woman felt the others’ peaks arrive like ranks presenting arms, gold and storm-grey and ember and flint-spark all cresting into one shared cascade. Suzu, the newest full strand, got the four-way flood on her first group night and swore in three currencies at the size of it, “that’s not, that’s four at once, that’s, oh, that’s unlawful somewhere, it has to be, no pleasure should be allowed to multiply like interest,” a fox learning that the squad-link at full braid meant every finish was every finish, four women’s pleasure looping through one anchor and back, a thing no leashed harem could ever feel because a leash carries orders and not edges, and only a household of chosen bonds could weaponize the cuddle this way, and she folded into the strangeness of it, delighted, undone by an abundance sixty years of solitude had not prepared her for.

Nahari, timing it even in the middle of it, whispered the room’s shared count, blind-drilled and precise, “in a breath we all go, together, that’s the gift of it, three, and two,” and ran the household’s finish like a caller running a battlefield, the oracle conducting the squad-link’s first four-strand cascade so it landed as one, and Yrsa, sprawled loose against the table with storm-grey light still edging her scars, delivered the household’s new motto into the deed-light: “We weaponized the cuddle. It weaponized us back,” and Maeva blazed gold astride me at the crest of it, her pussy clamping and milking my cock in long spasms, and I drove deep and came inside her while four strands flooded four directions and cycled back through all of us, spilling hot while she rode me through it, the household cresting in one braided edge under the new banner. Four queens and their anchor spent that final private evening proving the opposite of a leash: chosen bodies, chosen surrender, chosen return, every strand answering because every woman had said yes and meant it.

The aftermath was a pile, five deep, a fox on top of it because a fox is always on top of a pile, warm and boneless in the deed-light with the new banner overhead, and Maeva assigned the watch rotation from inside the pile, which was tradition now, “the fox takes second watch because she can’t sleep past the fair anyway, the saint takes third because she wakes for it regardless, the oracle takes first because she’s already awake in a tomorrow none of us can see, and the anchor takes none because the anchor is two days out from a burn we all felt and will be worse after the vault, and no, summoner, that is a decree, not a discussion,” and I did not discuss it, because you don’t discuss a decree from inside a pile, and each of them voiced her want for the final sleepily, and I kept them because they were the household’s whole heart in four sentences.

Maeva: “The boon. The march. My hall, chosen this time.”

Yrsa: “The first chain. Hers. Cut first, like you filed it.”

Nahari: “To be useless to the Factor. To be a blank he can’t read. The finest thing I’ll do all year is be nothing to him.”

And Suzu, half-asleep, tails everywhere: “To steal something irreplaceable. Just once. Something that can’t be gotten back. I’ve stolen a lot of things you can always get more of. I want, just once, the other kind.”

And I stayed awake last, counting heartbeats from the inside, five, counting my own, four strands and my own heart, a household at rest the night before the dark, and let it be mine.

I went to Liria after, alone, no entourage, quiet, because a thing had been waiting since the Crown and this final quiet evening was the night for it.

The temple hostel at Veltmark was a plain place, a bed and a grille and a woman in temple grey who’d followed a Hero’s party to a festival and found nothing to do at it but pray, and Liria was behind the grille when I came, the small folded-inward shape of her, the ash-blonde hair under the veil, the hands that shook when her conscience moved, and she knew my step, and she did not pretend she didn’t.

The meal-a-day debt hung between us and neither of us spoke it, the quiet order I’d arranged on coalition coin with no name on it, a meal a day to whoever needed it at the temple-hostel step, the way she’d left an unsigned med-kit on a step for whoever needed it after the Crown, two people paying each other in unsigned kindnesses across a war, and we did not mention it, because mentioning it would have made it a transaction and it wasn’t one.

She’d followed Cylas’s party to the festival because a debt-bound priestess follows her patron, and she’d found nothing to do at a festival but pray, and the praying, I understood looking at the small folded shape of her behind the grille, had stopped working, the way praying stops working when the thing you’re praying around gets too large to circle. At the Sunken Crown she’d watched a betrayal and prayed instead of warned, and she’d been praying around that choice ever since, months of prayer that was really just a way of not saying a thing out loud, and now the thing had gotten too large to pray around, and she’d sent for me, or as close to sending as a woman like Liria came, which was letting me know she’d be behind the grille if I came, and I’d come.

She asked her question through the grille, the one she’d prayed around since the Crown, and her hands shook saying it and she said it anyway.

“If I swear it,” she said. “The betrayal. At the Crown. The order given, the line cut, the ward sealed, the prayer I chose instead of a warning. If I walk out and swear it on the mother-stone, in front of everyone, and it’s weighed and etched and there’s no un-swearing it. Will it be justice.” Her hands shook. “Or will it be revenge. Because I’ve prayed on it for months and I can’t tell the difference anymore, and I need to know which one I’d be swearing before I swear it, and you’re the only person I can ask, because you’re the one it was done to, and if anyone knows the difference it’s the man who was left to die and came back and didn’t scream.”

“It’ll be true,” I said, porter-plain, because it was the only answer that was one. “That’s all I can tell you. Swear it and it’ll be true, and the stone will weigh it true, and the province will do its own arithmetic on the truth, and whether the province calls the arithmetic justice or revenge is the province’s business and not yours and not mine. Your business is the truth. You were there. You watched. You prayed instead of warned, and you’ve carried it since the Crown, and the carrying’s a kind of confession that never gets weighed because you keep it behind a grille. Swear it and it gets weighed. That’s not justice and it’s not revenge. It’s just true, and a true thing weighed in the open is how a lie starts coming apart, and I’ve watched a lie come apart under a clean sum, and there’s no rage in it anywhere.”

She said nothing for a long moment, an honest quiet people keep when they’ve heard the answer they were afraid of and found it survivable, and then I gave her the where and the when.

“I kept the strip,” she said before I could speak, so softly the grille almost stole it. “The strip with the order. I did not mean to use it. I told myself it was penance, that keeping it meant I had not hidden from what I had done. That was a lie. I kept it because destroying it would have been another choice, and I was tired of choices. I put it in my prayer book and prayed over it until the ink wore a little at the fold, as if prayer could change the words if I put enough of it on the page.” She closed her eyes. “It did not change the words.”

She told me where it lay: back cover, under the pastedown, flat as a second spine. She had hidden it from thieves and priests and herself, which is the hardest hiding, because a conscience knows every cupboard. “Bring it,” I said. “Not to me. To the stone. If you swear without the strip, they can call it grief. If the strip weighs with you, they have to call it evidence.” Liria’s breath broke once at that word, evidence, because evidence is colder than confession and harder to forgive. Then she nodded. A priestess who had prayed for months finally had an errand, and sometimes an errand is mercy because it gives trembling hands something exact to do.

“Would prayer have changed it?” she asked.

“No,” I said. “It wouldn’t.”

“No,” she agreed, and there was almost relief in it, the awful clean relief of finally saying the useless thing was useless. “I wanted it to. I wanted a god to make it mean something else. A misunderstanding. A test. A secret mercy I was too small to see. Anything but what it was.” Her fingers tightened in the grille. “It was an order. He gave it. She cut the line. I prayed. You fell. That is all. It is so small when said true.”

“Small things kill people,” I said.

She flinched, and then nodded, because she had asked for true and true had teeth.

“High day, before the eve-rites,” I said. “At the mother-stone. The empress has picked the hour, and it’s the right one, because the truth we’ve got needs the biggest room in the province and high day before the eve-rites is when the whole province is in the square. Bring your receipts, if you’ve kept any. The temple-script, the order as you heard it, the date. Bring whatever you’ve got that a stone can weigh. And if you don’t come, no one will make you, and the meal will still be on the step, unsigned, because that was never a bribe and I’ll not turn it into one now.” I stepped back from the grille. “But if you come, you come on your own feet, and you swear it because it’s true and not because I asked, and that’s the only way it’ll weigh clean, and you know that, or you wouldn’t have asked the question the way you asked it.”

“High day, before the eve-rites,” she said, through the grille, and her hands had stopped shaking, which was its own answer. “I will bring the strip.”

“Bring yourself,” I said. “The strip’s only paper without you.”

She bowed her head at that, a priestess’s bow and a woman’s both, and I left her there.


Chapter 16: The Stone Remembers

Maeva staged it like a coronation and executed it like an audit, and she picked the hour the way she’d once picked the hour to unify three duchies, which is to say she picked the hour with the biggest room.

High day, the festival at its tide, the whole province funneled into the mother-stone square for the eve-rites of the final, the adjudicators present in their number to sanctify the morning’s clearing, the stands full, Gilt Row emptied into the square, ten thousand people in one place with their attention pooled and ready. A lesser house would have run to the stone the morning we took the truth out of the arch, when the square was hungover and half-empty and the weapon would have spent into an empty room. Maeva had held it eight days for exactly this, the biggest room in the province, and now she spent it.

“You don’t drop a weapon,” she’d said, in the annex, before we walked out. “You aim it. And this one is aimed at belief, because belief is what a Hero’s blessing feeds on, and belief is the load-bearing lie of the whole Blessed economy, and today we show ten thousand believers the arithmetic of what their Heroes cost, and a lie shown its own arithmetic in front of the people who believed it dies the coldest death there is.” She’d settled the criminal gold, the coin-engraved bodice cut to the bad token’s lie, because she meant every eye on her when the truth landed. “I have watched a lie get added up in public once, when I called three duchies’ bankers due in one morning. Watch it again. It does not scream. It just stops being believed, all at once, in a great silence, and then it is simply gone, and the world reorganizes around the gone place as though the lie had never held it up. That is what we do today. Come. Bring the tube. Bring the fox. Bring the priestess if she comes. And let us kill a myth by adding it up out loud.”

Suzu had not slept the night before, I knew, because I’d felt the flint-spark strand awake all through the small hours, a fox lying in her window with a copper whistle in one hand and sixty years of a lie about to be corrected in front of the arch of the man who’d told it, and I’d not gone to her, because some vigils are meant to be kept alone and a household knows the difference, but I’d left the sister-lamp lit where she could see it, and in the morning she’d said only, “Today the stone says what I am,” and I’d said, “Today the stone says what you are,” and she looked once at the lamp before hauling the grin up and stealing Bram’s breakfast to prove she was fine, which proved she was not, and the household let her not be fine and did not say so.

Bram carried the tube out of the lockbox himself, the dead-man’s-switch stood down because the swearing was the switch fired on purpose, one-armed and grave, “all this time the drawer’s held, and today it gives the truth back,” and the household walked into the square in a wedge, Maeva at the point in the criminal gold because she meant every eye on her, Yrsa at one shoulder and Nahari at the other and Suzu and me and Bram behind, a household walking into the biggest room in the province to kill a myth, and the crowd’s murmur did the naming the way it always did now, the Marsh Coalition, the porter, the queens, the fox, the name arriving already lit, and Maeva took the mother-stone.

She opened Halden Rusk’s courier tube on the great stone in front of the province, and she read the courier pages onto it, and the stone weighed sixty years of paper and etched it true.

I set down how it landed, because it landed slow and then all at once, the way arithmetic lands. She read the pattern first, the itemized deaths, every Anchor in recorded history dead within a year of their third Sworn oath, name after name, and beside each a small cruel accident, and the stone weighed each line and etched it.

The crowd listened the way a crowd listens to a list, restless at first, a festival crowd on a high day wanting the eve-rites and the spectacle, not a reading. But Maeva read it with the timing of a woman who’d held rooms for four hundred years, and she did not rush and she did not plead, she simply read a name and a death, a name and a death, and let the stone weigh each one true, and somewhere around the tenth name the restlessness changed, because a list of deaths that all share one arithmetic stops being a list and becomes a pattern, and a pattern is a thing a crowd feels in its stomach before its head catches up.

I watched the change move through the crowd the way I watched everything, in pieces, because the whole is made of pieces. A pie-seller near the front had come to sell pies to a spectacle and had stopped calling his wares somewhere around the eighth name, the tray gone slack on its strap, his mouth working through a sum he hadn’t meant to do. A pair of Gilt Row captains who’d come to sneer at a porter’s household stopped sneering when the tenth name landed, because they’d cheered a Hero of their own in their day and were beginning to understand what they’d been cheering. An old woman in a wayshrine shawl near a witness-stone put her hand over her mouth at the fifteenth name and left it there, and a child asked her too loudly what was wrong, and she hushed him, and the hush ran outward from her like a stone dropped in still water, one row of the crowd quieting the next, ten thousand people teaching each other to be silent without a word passing between them.

By the twentieth name the square was quiet. By the thirtieth it was the quiet of ten thousand people doing the same sum at the same time and not liking the answer.

“A fall from a sound bridge,” Maeva read, and the stone etched it. “A fever that took a healthy man in a night. A feud that flared from nothing. A hunting accident. A drowning in still water.” She looked up from the tube, once, at the square. “Sixty-one names. Sixty-one accidents. Each within a year of the same oath. I have read a great many ledgers, and I will tell you what a ledger looks like when it is lying about the cause of death, and it looks exactly like this, sixty-one different accidents that are all, underneath, one arithmetic.” And she read the mechanism, Halden’s tired precise hand on why, that the thing behind the Hero-blessings forecloses on Anchors before their bonds can Crown, kills the one kind of man who returns legends whole, dresses the murders as accidents because a creditor prefers not to be seen collecting, and the stone weighed it and etched it true, all of it, true, and the crowd went from restless to still to the particular silence of ten thousand people learning at once that a thing they’d cheered their whole lives had a price and that the price was paid in the murdered dead.

The province learned, in one high-day hour, what a Hero’s blessing cost and who paid.

And then, because a witness beats paper, Maeva gave me the nod, and I did the thing I’d carried east to do.

I summoned Halden Rusk.

I want to set this down carefully, because the calling mattered and I meant to grow past the man I’d been at Cinderwell who’d kneeled in a plague-village and overdrafted himself to summon a lamplighter. I did not kneel. I did not overdraft. I’d rationed the Renown for this across a whole festival of deeds, the Bell-run and the skirmish-trial and the barrow and the gate at Havrun all banked toward this one summon, and I stood at the mother-stone with the arithmetic shown and paid it clean, no burn, no fever: a man who’d learned what his power was for and learned, too, what it cost, and had stopped spending it like the cheapest thing he owned.

The door opened. The ledger-voice landed at the edge of the square’s senses, or at the edge of mine and I felt the household feel it:

[CALL: HALDEN RUSK, THE LAST ANCHOR] [A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED: THE MAN WHO WROTE IT DOWN AND DIED FOR IT]

And Halden Rusk came back into the world.

I felt the household feel it, the summon landing not as awe this time but as recognition, because we’d read his hand by wagon-lamplight and carried his words east and sworn them onto a stone, and now the man behind the hand stepped through a door I’d rationed a whole festival of deeds to open. Maeva felt me pay it clean through the link and I felt her approve it, a small fierce pride, the porter’s self-cheapening corrected one more increment.

He was not grand. That was what made him land, the way Esra had landed. He came as a tired man in a traveling coat, older than me, worn at the edges the way a courier is worn, with a courier’s precise economical hands and a face that had spent its last year knowing exactly how and by whom it would die and had written it all down anyway, and he stood on the mother-stone in the high-day sun and looked at his own testament etched into the stone he’d died to fill. His eyes softened at the corners, tiredness folding into peace, the particular peace of a man who’d set a thing down sixty years ago into the dark and found it, at last, standing in the daylight where he’d meant it to stand, and he confirmed his hand before the province, plain, precise, tired.

“That’s my hand,” he said, to the stone, to the crowd, to the adjudicators, to the whole watching province. “Every line. I wrote it in my last year, hunted, dying, because I’d worked out what was killing us and I couldn’t stop it in time to save myself, so I wrote it down for whoever came after and lived long enough to read it. I priced my own murder to the day. I was right about the day. I’m the last name on my own list, near enough, and I confirm the list, all of it, true, and the stone can weigh me saying so.” And the stone weighed him saying so, and etched it, and the last Anchor confirmed his own testament with his own returned voice, which is a thing no paper can do and no lie can survive.

The square took that differently than it had taken spectacle. There was no cheer in it, no festival roar, only the unsettled shifting of ten thousand people learning that a dead man’s handwriting could stand up in daylight and accuse a pattern. A woman near the baker’s stalls crossed herself in the old road fashion. A boy on his father’s shoulders asked, too loudly, “Did they kill all the Anchors?” and the father had no answer fast enough to save him from the question. One adjudicator-bard stopped writing for a moment, not from doubt, because writing it correctly mattered. The province had sung Anchors as curiosities, supports, useful oddities at the edges of Heroes’ deeds. Now it watched the last dead Anchor return to say he had been hunted as part of an economy, and the word economy moved through the square without being spoken.

Then he found Suzu in the household, and the square went festival-silent, and I’ll not paraphrase it, because it was hers.

“You kept it,” he said, to the fox, and there was wonder in the tired voice. “Sixty years. I hid it in you and got you buried for it, and you kept it, and you carried it out into the daylight, and it’s on the stone. You kept it.”

“You paid in advance,” Suzu said, and the grin she’d planned to wear through this did not arrive. The fox who joked through everything stood in the high-day sun and could not joke through this. “Shrine-coppers. One at a time. Polite. Nobody paid me polite. I kept it because you paid me polite, and because you said someone would live long enough, an Anchor who loves faster than the ledger can foreclose, and I’ve been carrying that sentence in a box for sixty years and I found him, Halden. He pays polite too. That’s how you told me I’d know him. And he does.”

“He does,” Halden agreed, looking at me, tired and satisfied, a courier whose last delivery had signed for itself sixty years late. “Good. Then it worked. The fee and the frame and the sixty years worked, because here it is, on a stone, in the daylight, in front of everyone, and there’s an Anchor past the death-line reading it.” He looked at the high sun glancing off the Lightbringer’s Arch at the square’s edge, the gilt head hollow now, robbed, empty. “I never saw the daylight I died trying to reach. It was night when they came for me. I’d like the light, if the door holds long enough. Just the light. I paid for it in advance too, in a way. I’d like to see the sun strike that arch, and then I’ll go, and you can sign for the delivery.”

Suzu took one step toward him and stopped, as if the distance between them had become a trap she did not know how to pick. “You knew they’d catch me.”

Halden’s mouth tightened, not with denial, which would have been cowardice, but with the cost of telling a fox the truth after sixty years. “I knew they might. I knew they would hunt whoever carried it, and I knew you were the best thief I knew of, which meant you were the only person I could ask and the person the asking might ruin. I told myself you had the best chance. That was true. I told myself chance was enough. That was the lie.”

The square held its breath around that, because a dead man apologizing without asking to be forgiven is a rare sound.

“I am sorry,” he said. “It helps nothing and balances nothing. It is true, and this stone has had enough truths today that one more won’t shame it. I bought your skill and spent your life against a possibility, and you kept the possibility alive anyway. I owe you more than coppers, Suzume Kagehana, and I have nothing left to pay with but the naming of it.”

Suzu looked at him a long time, the copper whistle trapped white in her fist. “Good,” she said at last, ragged and fox-flat at once. “Name it. That’s the part people skip. They bury you and then call it necessity so nobody has to count the bones. You named it. Debt noted.”

“Debt noted,” Halden said, with a courier’s grave little nod, and something in the fox eased by one hair.

Then Bram, who had been standing behind us with the expression of a man watching every receipt in his life learn to talk, cleared his throat and held up the tube like an innkeeper presenting a bill that had waited sixty years to be paid.

“For the record,” he said, because Bram loved a record more than most priests loved mercy, “the courier tube was kept under lock from the morning it reached my hand to the morning it reached the stone. Lock purchased under protest from a fox. Receipt kept. Dead-man’s-switch terms maintained. No tampering. No early spending. No one opened it without the household present, and if anyone wants to call me liar I’ll take it as a wager and bankrupt him politely.”

The stone took the statement, not as a grand truth, but as a supporting one, a little etch under the great one, and I saw the crowd understand something small and important: that a myth dies not only because an empress reads a testament and a dead Anchor confirms it, but because a one-armed innkeeper keeps a drawer honest for eight days, because a thief returns a lock-key, because a porter does not spend a weapon early, because truth has logistics and someone has to tend them.

Halden looked at Bram then, and gave him the same courier’s nod he’d given Suzu. “Good custody,” he said.

Bram went red at the ears. “It’s a drawer.”

“Most civilizations are drawers with better songs,” Halden said, tired and dry, and Suzu made a wet little laugh that came out of nowhere and saved the square from too much silence. Bram looked offended, then pleased, then more offended at being pleased, which was the proper order for him, and the crowd breathed again. Even Maeva’s mouth moved by one dangerous hair, the smallest possible imperial approval for a dead Anchor insulting civilization in favor of carpentry.

I held the door, the anchor-bond holding a returned legend in the world by choice, and I held it while the high sun shifted, and it cost me nothing I couldn’t pay, because I’d rationed for exactly this, and I held it clean and steady the way I’d have held a rope for a man crossing bad water. And the sun struck the face of the Lightbringer’s Arch and fell into the mother-stone square, gold across the hollow head of a framer’s monument, and Halden Rusk, the last Anchor, dead sixty years, saw the daylight he’d died trying to reach.

The household watched him watch it, and I felt them do it through the strands, four different griefs for a man three of them had never met. Nahari had gone still the way she went still for Esra, the oracle who kept the names songs dropped, and I knew without looking that she was memorizing his face against the day a song would need it. Yrsa stood at parade, dry-eyed, because a soldier honors a man who priced his own death to the day and wrote it down anyway, and that was the honor she’d give, standing straight while a courier saw his light. Maeva had her chin up and her green eyes doing arithmetic even now, pricing what it meant that the last Anchor had confirmed the ledger with his own returned mouth, and under the arithmetic, quieter, the recognition of one person who’d died of a powerful man’s convenience looking at another. And Suzu had her copper whistle white-knuckled in her fist and was not appraising anything at all then, just watching the man who’d paid her in polite coppers see the light he’d bought in advance, and the sparks across her nose were wet and she let them be.

He watched the light settle over the Arch with a tired satisfaction, and he said one last thing, not to the crowd, to me, anchor to anchor across sixty years. “You paid that clean,” he said. “The summon. No burn. You’ve learned what it’s for and what it costs, both. I never learned the second one in time; I spent myself like the cheapest thing I owned, right up to the fire I set to hide the truth. Don’t unlearn it. Ration yourself, boy. Ration it. Someone will need you to have saved more than you wanted to save.” He looked at the sun on the hollow arch. “That’s the advice a dead Anchor’s got. Ration yourself. Now let me go; I’ve seen my daylight, and it’s a good one, and a courier knows when a delivery’s signed for.” And he went, gentle, a delivery signed for, the door closing soft around a man who’d finished his last job sixty years late and on time, and the square was silent the way a square is silent when it has watched a dead man see the light he bought. His advice went beside the things I was still learning to believe, ration yourself, next to the empress correcting my valuation and the saint enforcing my rest.

The stone corrected a sixty-year lie in one line, and it corrected it in sight of the Lightbringer’s own arch, and Suzu, who had planned to grin through her vindication, did not manage it.

[SUZUME KAGEHANA: COURIER. SHE KEPT THE TRUTH.]

That was the line the stone etched, weighing the truth of what she’d been, undoing the frame Vessin the Lightbringer had sealed her under sixty years before, a temple-thief’s lie corrected to a courier’s truth in front of the whole province and beneath the gilt arch of the Hero who’d framed her.

Halden had spoken to it before he went, in his tired precise voice, so the stone would have the full account: that Vessin the Lightbringer had framed the thief he could not catch for a temple relic she never touched, and sealed her, not to hide the truth she carried, though it did that, but because a kitsune killed by borrowed light would have fed the Saint and a kitsune sealed was a debt the Saint could not collect, an asset banked against a hungry day. And the stone had weighed that too, and etched it, so that the gilt arch of the Lightbringer now stood over a square where the stone said, in weighed and permanent truth, that the Lightbringer was a framer and a jailer, and the crowd read it, and the crowd read the arch above it, and did the arithmetic, and the gilt of a Hero’s monument went, in the crowd’s eyes, from holy to hollow in the space of one etched line.

The crowd did the naming, the way the household’s whole doctrine went, the crowd draws the conclusions and the household swears the facts, and the murmur ran through ten thousand people, the fox, the courier, sixty years, framed by the Lightbringer, and Suzu stood under the arch of the man who’d sealed her and read her own truth on a stone and the grin did not come, and one tear did, exactly one, and the queens closed ranks around her without a word about it, Yrsa’s shoulder and Nahari’s stillness and Maeva’s gold and my hand, a wall of chosen people around a fox reading her own vindication, and she let the one tear fall and did not wipe it because you don’t wipe a thing you waited sixty years to earn.

“Sixty years,” she said, quiet, only to the household, the copper whistle still in her fist. “Sixty years a lie on a stone, and one line, and it’s true now, and the arch is hollow, and everyone knows, and I didn’t have to say a word of it myself because a dead man and a stone said it for me.” The fox-fire freckles were wet and bright. “I don’t know what to do with being true, porter. I’ve been a lie so long it was load-bearing. I built a whole self on being the thing that got away with it, and now the stone says I never did the it, and I’m just, I’m just a courier who kept a promise, and that’s, that’s smaller and bigger both, and I don’t know how to hold it.” And I said, “You hold it the way you hold everything true, in the pocket with the plum stone, and you let the household carry the rest,” and she nodded, and put the whistle away, and let the household carry the rest.

Then Liria walked out of the crowd in temple grey, on her own feet, and swore the betrayal.

She came without being called, the small folded-inward shape of her, the ash-blonde hair under the veil, and she came from the crowd and not from beside Cylas, placed among the province and not among the party, which was its own oath before she’d said a word. She put her shaking hands on the mother-stone, and the hands shook, and she swore anyway, which was the measure of her, and she swore the full truth of the Sunken Crown.

“The order was given to leave the porter at the bottom,” she said, her voice small and steady in the great silence. “I heard it given. Cylas gave it and Saskia cut the guide-line and Odette sealed the ward, and the survey that sent us down was false, and I knew it was false, and I said nothing, and when the porter was left to die I did not warn him, I prayed. I chose a prayer instead of a warning. I have prayed every day since, and I understand now that I was praying so I would not have to speak, and I am done praying. That is my oath. I watched, and I said nothing, and I am saying it now.” And the stone weighed months of silence broken and etched it true, the order and the cut and the ward and the false survey and the prayer chosen instead of a warning, all of it, witnessed, and there was no un-swearing it.

She looked at me once when it was done, and I nodded the way you receipt a delivery, dignity and no romance, the conscience lane held clean to the last, a witness who’d finally found her oath swearing it on her own feet. She stepped back into the crowd, not toward the party, into the province, a woman who’d stopped praying around a thing and said it. She’d end this festival alone in a temple hostel, a witness the stones believed now, and that alone was better than the silence, and it was not my place to make it more than that, so I did not.

The province made room for her as she passed, not kindly exactly, not yet; crowds are rarely kind on command. But they made room. A baker with flour still on his sleeves stepped aside. A Gilt Row woman who had cheered Cylas an hour before lowered her eyes. One of the adjudicator-bards touched two fingers to the mother-stone where Liria’s oath had settled and then to his own brow, a small professional salute from one keeper of witness to another. Liria saw none of it, I think. She walked like a woman carrying a full bowl, careful of every step because spilling now would be unbearable, and when she reached the far edge of the square she did not look back. That was right too. Some oaths are doors you walk through once and do not keep glancing at to see if they are still open. The square kept the path clear behind her longer than it needed to, and that, in a crowd, is almost kindness.

The strip she’d kept went onto the stone after her, temple-script small and stiff and damning in the way stiff things are damning, the order written as if neat ink could make murder orderly. The stone weighed it. TRUE. It weighed the fold-wear where her prayer book had rubbed the ink pale. TRUE. It weighed the date, the hand, the temple seal, the little water stain where, later, she’d told me, she’d dropped oil from a lamp and pretended it was not a tear. TRUE. And Liria, almost out of the square by then, stopped at that last little etch, not turning, just stopping, because a stone had weighed the stain she had not meant as testimony and found even that true. Then she walked on.

Bram’s receipts unfolded under her oath, the dead-man’s file made living. The soundings I’d taken of Lake Marren’s shelf, folded against Odette’s filed survey, the two documents laid side by side so the province could see that the survey that sent us into the Sunken Crown had lied about the water by a margin no honest error makes. The severed guide-line itself, the rope with Saskia’s signature back-cut in it, preserved in Bram’s drawer, the cut clean and recreational and unmistakable. The tally of what the party had sworn at deed-stones against what the deeds had actually been, Cylas’s eleven wyrm-kills against the nine that were real, two juveniles counted twice, the small lies that a stone had taken and a porter had noted. A season of ripened evidence, stacked under a priestess’s sworn word, itemized, cold, and the myth did not die of accusation, because we made no accusation, we swore facts and stacked receipts and let the stone weigh them.

And the myth died of arithmetic, the way Maeva had promised, cold, clean, added up out loud in the biggest room in the province, and there was no rage in it anywhere, which was the revenge doctrine paid to its end. A scream would have warmed the account. The sum left it cold.

And Cylas Aurent cratered in the high-day sun, and I watched it happen and made no speech.

He was there. He’d been there the whole time, in borrowed colors at the edge of the square, Malchor’s crowd-warmer, the golden Hero reduced to the one thing he still had left to sell, and he’d warmed the crowd for the eve-rites not an hour before, gilded and smiling, working the stands the way he’d always worked them, making a crowd love a thing before it happened. And now he stood at the edge of the square while the crowd’s belief reorganized around a truth, and the blessing feeds on belief, and the belief just changed what it believed.

I watched it happen, and I made myself watch, because a man who out-deeds another man in daylight owes it to himself to watch the arithmetic land, not to gloat, gloating warms an account you want cold, but to see it, to confirm the delivery. The golden sheen on him guttered. The public shine that brightened with applause and guttered with doubt met a square that had, in one high-day hour, stopped believing in Heroes, and the shine had nowhere to feed, and it went ash in daylight before every witness-stone in the square, the blessing starving in real time as ten thousand people stopped believing the thing that fed it. He looked around for the applause that had fed him his adult life and there was none, there was a square doing arithmetic, and the arithmetic did not include him except as one of its terms. I watched the gold go grey at the edges while a crowd’s changed mind called the blessing’s loan due.

The worst part for him was how practical the crowd became. If they had booed, he could have used it; a Hero knows how to stand against hatred and make hatred look like envy. If they had screamed, he could have turned the scream into persecution and wrapped himself in it. They did neither. A man from a wine-stall asked for his wager back because the deed-stone tally had changed the odds retroactively and Bram, three tables away, said loudly that no honest book paid on lies. A mother pulled her daughter away from the front rail, not dramatically, just with the brisk motion of someone moving a child out of a draft. Two boys who had been playing Lightbringer in the gutter stopped arguing over who got the Hero’s part and both wanted to be the porter instead, because children are cruel in the clean way, following the story that still has heat in it. Cylas heard that. I saw him hear it. The grey reached his temples then.

Malchor saw it too and made his calculation faster than grief could have. A steward who had stood beside Cylas all week took two steps away and pretended to adjust a banner tie. The Gilt Row patrons who had wanted the Hero’s smile yesterday looked through him now, not with hatred, with inventory. A blessing that had been a crown at breakfast had become a depreciating asset by noon, and Malchor Stane did what men who own assets do when a thing starts losing value in public: he marked it for disposal and did not look sentimental about the loss.

And Malchor Stane cut him loose mid-square with a creditor’s efficiency, one look, a hand-signal to a steward, no ceremony, the way you strike a line-item that’s stopped paying, and the sponsor-tables around Cylas packed up like weather, folding away from him one by one, and the golden Hero stood alone in a square that had stopped seeing him, a man whose whole self had been the crowd’s belief standing in a crowd that no longer believed, and it was worse than any wound because a wound is at least attention. He found me in the crowd, once, across the square, and looked at me, the man who’d kept me for five years to stand next to at deed-stones because I made him look taller, and I looked back, one beat, and made no speech, said nothing, because the revenge doctrine was cold and the account was closing itself and a speech would only have warmed it, and a season of receipts and a stone and a priestess’s oath had already said everything a speech could and said it in weighed permanent truth instead of hot air. I watched the man who’d used me for bait become a grey ordinary figure in a crowd, and then I turned away from him, which was the coldest thing I could do and the truest, turned to the eve-rites and the war at dawn, and left him standing in a square that had stopped seeing him, the account already a closed thing by sundown, said in stone-light, no rage in it anywhere.

Odette Calloway’s hedge arrived that evening, cold, unsigned, by paid courier, and Maeva priced it in one look.

It was a single page in ledger-hand, no note, no signature, and it was one schematic weakness of the Coil: the severing arc, the page said, must recoil through the wielder for a full breath after it fires, a design necessity, a moment where the thing that severs a bond binds itself to the hand that holds it, one breath, unavoidable, the flaw in the child that the parent had too, a coercive thing undone by the arithmetic of its own function.

“She watched the Factor audit her patron’s tent,” Maeva said, holding the page, pricing it. “That’s what this is. She’s the one loyal to knowing, and she watched the thing that eats legends put its pen to her patron’s work, and she did the arithmetic on what eats knowledge-keepers, and she decided her patron is going to lose and that a woman loyal to knowledge does not go down with a man loyal to owning. This is not a gift, summoner. Do not thank her; she’d be insulted, and she’d be right to be. It’s a hedge. She’s betting one page on the losing side against the day she needs the winning side to remember she hedged.”

She turned the page in the lamplight, reading the ledger-hand the way she read all ledger-hands, for what it confessed. “Look at what she’s told us and what she hasn’t. She’s given us the Coil’s flaw, the exact mechanism, precise, verifiable, the way a knowledge-keeper gives a thing, complete. She has not signed it. She has not asked for anything. She has not warned us of anything else she knows, and she knows a great deal else, the Coil’s making and the Factor’s whiteness and what her patron intends. One page, one flaw, unsigned. That is a woman spending the exact minimum required to be remembered as having helped, and no more, because more would be loyalty and she has none, only accuracy and self-interest, which are reliable things to run on precisely because they do not need affection to hold.”

“Keep it. Verify it. Distrust it. And use it anyway,” she said, “because a hedge from a woman loyal to knowledge is useful in this festival precisely because she has no loyalty for it to betray, only accuracy, and accuracy hedges true or it isn’t accuracy.” She folded the page. “Recoil through the wielder for a full breath. If it’s true, that breath is Malchor’s, and a man bound to his own weapon for one breath is a man you can make pay for the breath. We’ll know if she’s accurate tomorrow, in a vault, with the Coil in his hand. And if she’s accurate, summoner, leave a margin under her name, a blank line, because a woman who hedges once may hedge again, and a household that kept the margin will be able to use it when it comes.” She set the page in the lockbox with the rest. “I have executed politer people than Odette Calloway. Few have been this useful. Leave the margin.”

I left the margin.

I verified it as much as a page can be verified, distrusted it exactly as much as the empress said to, and left the margin under Odette’s name. The competent one had begun, quietly, coldly, in ledger-hand, to price her own patron’s foreclosure, and I let it sit.

The square emptied slow, the way a square empties after it has watched a myth collapse under its own numbers, ten thousand people walking home to reorganize their whole idea of what a Hero costs, and the household walked back to the annex through the reorganizing dark. Maeva stopped once, in the emptying square, and looked back at the mother-stone with everything etched into it now, the testament and the vindication and the oath. Her hand found my sleeve and rested there for one quiet breath, light as a coin set down. Then she squared her shoulders and walked on, an empress who’d killed a bank in one high-day hour and would not be seen to feel it, and I walked beside her and mentioned nothing.


Chapter 17: The Blade in the Hall

The eve of a war is quiet work, and I did it the way I did all quiet work, with my hands and a list.

Gear checked twice, because once is optimism and three is experience and the night before a war deserves at least the middle number. The caches for the descent sworn and placed, the echo-tools rehearsed, the pitch and the oil and the echo-lantern stock counted and packed, the whole kit for a war-vault, because a porter who dies in a vault for want of a counted candle is a porter who deserved it. The levy released to the walls with their pay in their pockets and their spears in their hands and the Warden’s guard in their spines, because you don’t take farm boys into a war-vault, you leave them where their honest spears do honest work and you take the household into the dark, and I’d told them so, and Yrsa had told them so harder, and they’d taken it with the relief of boys who’d rather hold a wall they understood than descend into a dark they didn’t.

The sister-lamp lit at the annex door, Esra’s kind, the small light I’d carried east from a loft in Marrowford, burning against the festival dark, a lamplighter’s memory keeping watch over a household the night before a war. Bram in his rented taproom below, the wager-book closed tonight, the receipts file and the lockbox and all our ripened truth locked away, an innkeeper keeping the dead-man’s-switch the way he’d kept it since a descent under a lake at the Crown. And Suzu asleep in a window like a cat with a knife, one tail hanging down, a fox who could sleep anywhere now that she had people to sleep near, which she could not have done a season ago, sixty years of sleeping with one eye open in a box unlearned one safe night at a time, and I checked her breathing out of habit and left her the window.

Maeva did her letter ritual, and she did it inverted, and I watched her do it and said nothing, correctly.

For months I’d watched her write letters to her dead duchies and burn them, the empress spending grief on paper and then feeding the paper to a candle, because you cannot post a letter to a country four hundred years gone and the burning was the closest thing to sending. But tonight she did not write to the dead. She wrote to a place. She wrote to the Wend-march, to the wild country we’d win tomorrow, to a hall she’d raised with her own coin and a river-mouth she’d kept a fleet out of and three villages where drovers used to winter, she wrote to a place that still existed, for the first time in four hundred years, a letter to a country that could still receive one, and I watched her write it, the court hand steady, and watched her read it once, and watched her not burn it.

She folded it, instead, and put it into the campaign map, tucked against the drover roads she’d sketched, a letter to a live place kept for the morning after instead of fed to a candle, and she did not say anything about the difference, and I did not either, because some things you let an empress keep, and a woman who’s burned four hundred years of letters to the dead and finally writes one to the living does not need it named, she needs it witnessed and left alone, and I witnessed it and left it alone.

Malchor Stane paid a courtesy call at the annex gate, silk over threat, and I answered it in logistics.

He came before witnesses, which was the point of coming, a celebrated leash-summoner at the gate of the coalition on the eve of the final, courteous, unhurried, offering, in front of the festival’s watching eyes, to withdraw the custody claim if the coalition forfeited the final.

“Spare your holdings the wear,” he said, pleasant, the Chainwright who fielded diminished legends and thought a bond was a thing you owned. “The Undercourt is an old vault and old vaults are unkind, and you’ve a great deal to lose now, land coming, a banner, four assets of considerable value. Forfeit, and I withdraw the custody claim, and you keep your holdings whole, and we both spare ourselves the wear of a hard clearing. A generous offer. I make it before witnesses so the generosity’s on record.”

“We’ve already paid for the candles,” I said.

He blinked, because it was not an answer that fit anywhere in the negotiation he’d come to have.

“For the descent,” I said. “Pitch, oil, echo-lantern stock, the whole kit for a war-vault, bought and rationed and packed this afternoon. We’ve paid for it. A man doesn’t buy candles for a descent he means to forfeit. So we’re going down, Chainwright, and you can keep your generosity on record next to your withdrawn claim, and the record can note that you offered to spare us wear the night before, which is a thing men do when they’ve started to feel the wear coming for themselves.” I put my hand on the gate. “You moved the semifinal to Havrun to be cruel to my saint, and she held her teacher’s gate in her teacher’s guard and you paraded a corpse past it and called it heritage. You’ve spent this whole festival mistaking cruelty for strategy, and it’s cost you nothing yet because we’ve let it, and tomorrow it stops being free. So no. We don’t forfeit. We’ve paid for the candles. I’ll see you at the root, where the water goes.”

And I shut the gate, on a man who’d come to beg politely the night before a wager, and I watched the polite mask sit wrong on him for a moment, the Chainwright discovering that the anomaly he meant to collect did not negotiate on his terms and did not fear his claim and had, apparently, already bought candles, and then the gate was shut and he was on the other side of it. Bram, who’d watched the whole thing from the taproom door with the still attention of a man who reads odds off faces, went and adjusted his book two points against Malchor. “A man who begs the night before a wager has already priced his own loss,” he said, “he just hasn’t told himself yet, and the odds always know before the man does.” The Chainwright’s confidence had cracked at the edge, a man offering to spare us wear because he’d started to feel it coming for himself, and the household had won a piece of the final the night before it, at a gate, with one word about candles.

The household ate together before the dark, because Maeva decreed it and because a household eats together the night before a war whether it’s decreed or not. Bram had cooked, over the objections of an empress who’d learned at Marrowford that Bram’s stew was not a negotiation, and the fox stole three things off the table before the meal even started and returned two of them, and Nahari passed the bread to Yrsa a half-second before Yrsa reached for it, which she did every meal now and which Yrsa had stopped remarking on because remarking on it only encouraged her. Suzu tried to appraise the descent’s risk in insurance terms out loud, “four assets into a sealed vault against a leash-summoner with a Saint-adjacent device, I wouldn’t underwrite this at any premium, we’re going to lose money on the deductibles alone,” and Maeva told her the household did not carry insurance, it carried candles, and Suzu said that was a magnificently reckless business model and she was proud to be a line item in it.

It was a warm meal and a quiet one, the last quiet before a war, and I kept it the way I kept all the warm things now, under the ledger of what the descent was for, because a man clears a vault for a boon and a banner but he holds a gate for the people who steal his bread and pass it before he asks, and I’d learned the difference in a plague village and never unlearned it.

And then Yrsa came to spar, the spar she’d asked for at a wagon a week before, the one with nothing riding on it, and it became larger than the words she’d used to ask it.

We went down to the cellar under Bram’s annex, the one with the bench and the beam and the door she’d bolted for grief once, and we took bare training blades, no stakes, the first no-stakes bout she’d chosen since I’d known her, and we sparred in the lamplight, slow and clean.

And it was different, sparring her with nothing riding on it. Every bout of her life had been a duel or a debt or a lesson or a test, a thing with terms, and this had none, and I felt her feel the strangeness of it through the strand, a saint fencing for no reason but to be near the fencing, and she kept almost putting terms on it out of pure habit, “first touch,” she started to say once, and stopped, because there was no first touch, there was just the good clean rhythm of two people who’d learned each other’s blades over a winter moving in the lamplight for the pleasure of the moving. Saint’s Footwork wasn’t mine yet, that was minutes away, and so she still out-fenced me easily, but she’d made me worth the sparring, made me able to make her work for her touches, and once, mid-exchange, she said “better” in the flat tone that from her was a medal. I kept that one.

She corrected me twice without making it a lesson, which felt new too. The first time my left shoulder came up before a parry, she tapped it with the flat and said, “There,” not as a rebuke, just as a fact. The second time I stepped too wide on the cellar’s uneven board and lost a breath of recovery, she did not take the touch she could have taken. She waited. Let me find my balance. Then came in again, clean. That was the strangest mercy from her, not sparing me, never that, but giving the bout back to me instead of harvesting every flaw the instant it opened. She was practicing no stakes as much as I was practicing blade-work, and the practice showed in the tiny choices: a touch not taken, a correction not sharpened, a pause allowed to be a pause. For a woman whose whole life had been measured in exploiting the half-beat, she was learning what a half-beat felt like when it belonged to no one.

Once she laughed, which nearly got me killed by surprise. Not a large laugh, not even kind by civilian standards, just a short rough sound when I tried the inside turn she’d drilled into me at Redgate and performed it almost well enough to be insulting. She caught my blade, locked it, and for one suspended breath we stood hilt to hilt with no wager, no death, no crowd, no stone. “That was mine,” she said.

“You taught it.”

“I taught it badly if you can use it on me.”

“Then teach it better.”

She did. For three minutes the spar became exactly that: a woman who rarely spent correction freely spending it because nothing would be lost if the student failed. I failed twice, learned once, and she looked younger at the end of it. No one had asked her to be a legend in those three minutes. Only a teacher. Only a fighter with a blade in her hand and someone in front of her worth correcting.

And halfway through she lowered her point.

She lowered it and stood a moment, the storm-grey eyes reading me the way she read a stance, and then she said the thing she’d been walking toward all winter, and she said it in the grammar of blades, because a thing said in your native tongue is a thing said true.

“Five living years undefeated, ninety dead ones unsurrendered,” she said, quiet, the training blade loose in her hand. “And the fight I couldn’t win clean was wanting something. You know that. You’ve known it since the loft. I could beat any blade on any ground but I couldn’t beat the wanting, because wanting means handing someone a thing they could break, and I don’t hand people breakable things, I’ve buried too many people who handed me theirs.” She turned the blade once. “You fixed my tell. The heel. Watched me a whole winter and found the four drills and filed off a tell all my enemies in life missed and all the songs missed, because you’re the person who found my weakness and guarded it instead of spending it. So I want you to fix this one. The last tell. The wanting.” The storm-grey eyes came up and did the thing they did once a season, went wide-open, all the way. “I want the full bond. Yours and mine. Not Sworn. I’ve been Sworn since the Antler and it’s good and it’s not all of it. I want the Crown. I want to set ‘strongest’ down with you, hand it to you, carry your line to the end of everything, and I want it because I’ve decided, not because I lost a wager, and I’m asking you bare, in a cellar, with a training blade, no terms to hide behind, which is one of the hardest things I’ve done with you and I’ve held a gate for nine days by proxy, so. Crown me. That’s the ask. That’s all of it.”

“The bond can’t be taken,” I said, plain, the doctrine. “Only given. You know that.”

“I know that,” she said. “That’s why I’m asking. If you could take it I wouldn’t want it. I want to be the one who hands it over, on my own feet, bare-handed, because a thing given is a thing that’s mine to give and a thing taken is just another leash with a kinder hand on it, and I’ve watched a chainwright parade what a leash does and I’ll not hand you anything that looks like one. So I’m giving it. Freely. My terms, and they’re the last terms I’ll set, and they’re these.” She set the training blade down, and named them, hers to the last. “No ceremony. No audience. No rope. Just hands. If I’m going to set ‘strongest’ down with you, I’ll do it bare, with nothing between us, no hardware, no contest, no wager, nothing to hide the wanting behind. The rope was scaffolding. I don’t need scaffolding to fall anymore. I need hands. Yours. Bare. Crown me.”

The ledger-voice landed soft at the edge of my senses:

[BOND OFFERED: CROWNED – FULL AND MUTUAL]

She made the vows there in the cellar’s one lamp, point-down-sword formal without the sword, and I answered them porter-plain, and the exchange was the covenant.

“I’ve fought everything,” she said, standing in the one lamp’s light. “Every blade I met in life, every blade the songs kept throwing at my memory, and I never lost, and I learned not to hand anyone a thing they could break, because handing someone a breakable thing is the fight I kept losing to myself by not fighting it. And you fixed my tell, the heel, and you never used it against me, you used it to keep me alive, and a man who finds your weakness and guards it instead of striking it is a man you can hand the breakable thing to.” She drew a breath. “So here’s the vow, summoner, in the only grammar I’ve got. I yield the last fight. The one against wanting. I want you, whole, forever, past the end of everything, and I’m handing you the thing I can’t afford to have broken, which is me, and I’m doing it on my own feet, and the doing-it-on-my-own-feet is the vow, because a Crown handed over on your own feet is a Crown and a Crown taken is a leash.”

“And here’s mine,” I said, plain. “I’ll not break you. I’ll not use the tell. I’ll be the person who watches you to keep you for the rest of everything, and when the day comes that you have to stand last at the end of the world, I’ll be the reason you don’t stand it alone, and that’s the vow, in a porter’s grammar, which is logistics: I’ll carry your line to the end, filed, a task, and I don’t lose tasks.” And the vows were exchanged, hers point-down formal and mine porter-plain, and the covenant held.

Then she went to the door and took her blade off the wall, the one she kept always within reach, the one that had lain in reach through every scene between us and never been taken, the trust made visible, and she carried it to the door and set it outside, in the hall, and named it as she did it.

“First night since I came back that it waits in the hall,” she said, setting the blade down outside the door, closing the door on it. “Not in reach. Not on the bench. In the hall, where I can’t get to it, where I don’t want to get to it. That’s the vow, summoner. All my fighting life I’ve kept a blade in reach through everything and never once needed to take it because you never once gave me reason, and tonight I put it in the hall, because a woman who Crowns doesn’t need it in reach, she needs it in the hall, and she needs you to see her put it there. Witness it. The blade’s outside. That’s the vow before the vow.”

I witnessed it. And I gave her my yes bare, porter-plain, the way she’d asked bare.

“I can’t take it,” I said, plain, the doctrine, because she’d want it said plain. “You know that. A Crown can’t be taken, only given, and the system refuses it any other way, and even if it didn’t I wouldn’t, because a thing taken is the Chainwright’s trade and I’ll not run his trade even on the one woman who’s asking me to. So I won’t take it.” I set my own training blade down. “But I’ll receive it. If you’re giving. And you’re giving, on your own feet, bare, in a cellar, which is one of the hardest things you’ve done with me, so I’ll receive it the way you’re giving it, with nothing between us, and I’ll be the person who watched you to keep you for the rest of everything, and I’ll fix the last tell the same way I fixed the first, by attention, by being the one who sees the wanting and doesn’t flinch at it and doesn’t use it, just holds it. Yes, Yrsa. Give it to me. On your own feet. Bare.”

We were face to face from the opening touch and stayed there, and the meaning of the night was that we stayed there.

I got her out of the fighting leathers slow, and she let me, standing in the one lamp’s light with her weight balanced even the way it always was, but watching me differently tonight, not the way she watched a bout, the way she watched a thing she’d decided to trust with everything. The chest-wrap came off by her own hands as always, her dare, always her own hands, the small high firm chest bared, winter-pale skin already flushing at her throat and collarbones. Tonight there was no dare in it. Only offering, the wrap set aside as one more thing between us gone, and she saw me see the difference and didn’t look away from it, which for a woman who’d armored herself in daring for ninety years was more undefended than anything she’d given me before.

First touch was my palm flat over her sternum, over the fast hard beat of her heart, and I felt it hammering, a saint’s heart going like a girl’s, and she let me feel it, didn’t master it, didn’t hide it, let me feel that the strongest thing in the room was terrified and had decided to be terrified anyway, and I understood that this was the vow, more than any word, Yrsa letting me feel fear she would never have named, plainly and on purpose.

The rough register was still hers, that didn’t change, my grip in her jaw-length black hair and her nails in my back and the fierce pace she demanded, because Crowning didn’t make her gentle, she was never going to be gentle and I never wanted her gentle. But it was bare-handed, and open-eyed, and her hands were free on me, free to hold instead of test, and she used them, gripped me, held me, hands that had spent a lifetime trusting hilts and rope more than tenderness now open and holding a man on purpose, learning what to do with the freedom, and I felt the size of that through the strand, ninety years of hands that held weapons learning to hold a person.

I backed her to the cellar wall and lifted her, her long endless hard-muscled legs locking around me, bare hands gripping my shoulders instead of lashed behind my neck, face to face, her storm-grey eyes open and on mine the whole time, and I fit my cock to her soaked heat and sank into her, slow first, because the Crown deserved slow at least at the start, filling her by inches until I was seated deep, and she made a sound at the first full stroke that had no armor anywhere near it. And the switch-flip arrived without any pin to trigger it, without a believed grip, without a rope, it arrived on trust alone, the total instant melt that was hers, and the sound of her shifted the way it did when the armor came off, tactical to raw, single syllables already starting.

“Harder,” she got out, “don’t, don’t handle me soft, I didn’t put the blade in the hall to be handled soft, I put it there so you could, so you’d know I trust you to,” and I gave her harder, drove my cock up into her against the wall, burying myself to the root on every stroke, one hand fisted in the jaw-cut hair and the other under her ass holding the whole long fencer’s weight of her pinned between me and the cold stone, and she melted anyway, melted further, on nothing but trust, no hardware to trigger it, just a woman falling because she’d decided to fall and there was finally nothing between her and the falling, her nails dragging down my back, her heels locked at the small of my spine, her open eyes wet and wide and not once looking away.

Her hands kept finding new things to do with their freedom, that was the thing I felt through all of it, hands that had gripped hilts through life and memory and got lashed to benches discovering they could hold a jaw, a shoulder, the back of a neck, could pull a man’s mouth down to hers mid-stroke, could grip and cling instead of test and score, and she used all of it, greedy with the freedom, and each new grip cost her a little more of the armor, because holding on is the opposite of guarding, and she’d guarded through life and death and return and was learning in one night to hold on. I took her against the wall until her single syllables ran out and there was only breath, and I felt the storm-grey edge of her flooding up the strand raw and wide-open, a saint’s whole heart with nothing over it.

“Look at me,” I said, pinning her to the wall with nothing but my hands. “Bare. No rope to hide in. Look at me while you give it.”

“Looking,” she said, single syllable coming, the commentary degrading the way it always degraded except tonight her eyes stayed open through the degrading, storm-grey and wide and on mine, and I felt the storm-grey bond-light beginning to rise along her scars, along the old training scars on her forearms and the shear-claw scar across her ribs, frost turning to silver up the lines of a fighter’s whole history, the Crown building.

I carried her down to the cellar floor, because she’d Crown on hard ground and she’d want it that way, a soldier’s floor, and laid her down on it and settled between her endless legs and sank my cock back into her there, face to face, bare, seating myself deep, and she pulled me down against her with her free hands, hands more practiced with weapons and bench-rope than with holding a man now holding my face, my shoulders, the back of my neck, holding on purpose while I drove into her deep and steady. The rough register held, she demanded the pace and I gave it, but her eyes stayed open on mine through all of it, the storm-grey wide and undefended, and I felt her climb through the strand, the cold-iron going molten going past molten to the thing beyond, the whole old burden of standing last now choosing the crest instead of losing it.

“Look at me,” I said, and she looked, she was already looking, “you put the blade in the hall. Now give me the rest. Hand it to me because it’s yours to hand. Give it.”

“Giving it,” she said, past syllables now, the old armor gone off her face, a woman at the brink held there by bare hands and the man she’d chosen to trust with all of herself, and I felt her body start to go, the long fencer’s muscle tightening, the endless legs locking around me, the storm-grey bond-light rising along her scars like frost turning to silver.

And at the peak she said “yield” unprompted.

She gave the word instead of losing it. Since the Antler, the word had been a contest and a command and a wager she loved to lose, a private grammar built from grip and trust and the brink. Tonight there was no rope, no wager, no contest to hide inside. I held her at the crest, bare hands, open eyes, and I didn’t say the word, because tonight it wasn’t a word she answered. It was a word she offered with nothing hiding it, and she understood that, I felt her understand it through the strand, felt the last piece of it land, that the Crown meant the word came from her now, freely, a thing spent from a full purse and not a thing lost from an empty one.

And she said it herself, at the crest, unprompted, “yield,” gave her own release word freely into the air, turned the word she’d spat at a hundred dying enemies and then surrendered to one man into a thing she now handed over of her own will, and the bond Crowned on the word.

Storm-grey light flooded through both of us, through her scars and up the tether into me, and the ledger-voice landed at the crest of it:

[BOND: CROWNED – FULL AND MUTUAL] [THE ANCHOR GAINS A FACET: SAINT’S FOOTWORK, INNATE]

And I felt Saint’s Footwork settle into me permanent, not an echo I borrowed while she was near but a facet of her legend made mine, her whole way of standing and moving rooted innate in my body, and every blade in the building hummed once in its sheath and went quiet, the blade in the hall and the training blades on the rack and the levy’s crated swords two floors up all singing one note at the Crowning of the Blade Saint and then falling silent.

And Yrsa came apart under me on her own given word, storm-grey light running the whole length of her scars, the long fencer’s body going rigid and then wracked in hard fierce waves, her free hands holding my face, her open eyes on mine the whole time, gripping me so hard and so deep that the Crown’s flood arrived in me the same instant, her finish and the bond’s cascade hitting me as one thing through a link now wide-open both directions.

I couldn’t have held it if I’d wanted to, and I didn’t want to. I gripped her hip hard enough to bruise and buried my cock as deep as I’d go and came inside her on a low grinding sound with her name in it, spilling in thick pulses while her clenching heat milked every spurt out of me, the muscles of my back locking under her nails, the finish echoing back down the strand so she felt my finish break through me the same breath I felt her, a loop of it cycling and cycling, storm-grey light and finish and the two of us pinned together on a cellar floor, and she held my face through all of it with her open eyes on mine and did not look away once, and the saint who’d needed contests and then hands and then rope set ‘strongest’ down with me on a cellar floor with nothing between us at all, my cum warm inside her and the Crown banked bright along her scars and her hands simply holding.

The aftercare was quiet even by our standards.

Floor, water skin, her head on my shoulder, the same soldier-grade aftercare as always, backs to the cellar wall, sharing the water skin like two soldiers after a brutal watch, but there was something different in it tonight, which was that she did not haul the armor back up. Most other times, after, she’d spend her softness and then rebuild the shell to function, added an insult, dared me to mention it, denied the whole thing in advance. Tonight she just sat, bare and spent and Crowned, her head on my shoulder, storm-grey light banking slow along the scars, and did not rebuild anything, because there was nothing left in the room she needed armor against.

This time she finished the sentence.

“Don’t waste me,” she said, into my shoulder, the storm-grey light banking slow along her scars. “That’s the ask. Five living years undefeated, ninety dead years unsurrendered, and I’ve handed you the strongest thing I know how to be and I’m not afraid, which is the strangest part, I’ve been afraid of handing someone a breakable thing my whole life and I’m not afraid of this, because you don’t waste people. You haven’t wasted me. You spend yourself and you carry your people home and you don’t waste them. So don’t waste me. You never have.” And she finished the sentence, every word, and did not fall asleep mid-word tonight, because there was no more armor to fall asleep behind, and she lay on the cellar floor with a man she’d Crowned and finished her sentence and then slept, whole, on hard ground, the blade in the hall.

The household knew in the morning, the way it always knew, four strands of a bond not keeping a Crowning from each other, and each of them answered it in her register. Maeva said only, over breakfast, not looking up from the descent plan, “Two Crowned now. The circle’s arithmetic moves. I’ll not say more before a war, but I’ve felt what a second Crown does to the link and it is not small, and the Coil that comes for a Sworn bond today is going to meet a Crowned saint standing where the Sworn ones were, and I am extremely pleased about the timing of a thing I did not plan.” Nahari said nothing and oiled the tracery at my throat, slow, and murmured only, “The blade waited in the hall. I felt it wait. To me, that says more than the Crown, the blade in the hall,” and braided her hair. And Suzu appraised all of it from her window and said, “The saint Crowned and I can hear it in the link, she’s gone all quiet and enormous, like a struck bell that decided to keep ringing. That’s expensive. That’s very expensive. I respect it from a safe distance,” which was the fox being moved and refusing to be caught being moved, and I let her not be caught.

The morning proof was comic and huge, and it was hers.

She went up to the levy yard at first light, before the descent, and she took a wooden waster off the rack and she split a practice post with it, a hardwood post as thick as a man’s leg, split it clean down the grain with a training sword, a thing no steel should do and no wood could, and grinned like a girl, the strength past history’s ceiling made suddenly plain in one impossible morning stroke. It was the Maeva-lintel rhyme, the empress who’d once shown her Crown by breaking a stone lintel with a fond decree, made Yrsa’s now, a saint splitting a post with a wooden sword and grinning about it, and the levy boys stared and Suzu whistled and even Bram, who had come to the yard to complain that practice posts cost money, stopped with his mouth half-open and decided not to complain after all.

Yrsa tested it again, because Yrsa trusted nothing she had not tested twice. She took a second waster, lighter, badly balanced, the sort of training blade she would normally insult until the wood apologized, and she moved through the Warden’s guard at half speed. The first cut did not split anything. The second did not either. On the third she found the new place in her body, that impossible extra inch past the ceiling, and the waster hummed through the air with no borrowed light on it at all, only Crowned certainty and ninety years of craft suddenly given more room to breathe. She stopped before it struck the post, because she did not need to break a second one to know the truth of the first, and because Bram had found his voice and was already pricing timber aloud in an injured tone.

“There,” she said, looking at the waster. “That’s the difference. Strength did not replace skill. Skill has somewhere further to go.”

The yard understood that better than any etch could have made it understand. Power, in a festival, usually arrived as spectacle: gold light, songs, a stone brightening under a hand. Yrsa’s arrived as a wooden sword stopping before it broke a second post, because the woman holding it had enough discipline not to spend proof twice. Osric wrote that down without being told. Wend looked at the split grain and then at his own spear grip. Colm touched the broken post with one reverent finger and snatched the hand back when Yrsa glanced at him. The levy’s first lesson in Crowned power was not that strength had no ceiling now. It was that craft still mattered after the ceiling lifted, maybe more, because a bigger arm with a stupid grip only makes a bigger mistake.

Then she made the boys reset the post instead of gawking at it, which taught the second lesson. Awe is allowed one breath in Yrsa’s yard; after that it becomes laziness. Colm hauled the split halves away, Wend fetched a fresh stake, and Osric wrote “post replacement: one” in the tally-book with the mournful seriousness of a man already anticipating Bram’s complaint. Yrsa watched them work and did not smile, but the storm-grey light along her scars banked warm, and through the Crown I felt the truth of it: she had wanted proof, yes, but she had wanted students to see what proof cost even more.

Then she handed me the waster and told me to move.

Saint’s Footwork was hers in me now, and using it with her watching was like speaking a new language in front of the woman whose lullabies had taught it to the world. I expected to stumble. Instead my feet found the first line before I named it, heel loose, knee soft, weight held where the next cut could spend it or save it, and Yrsa’s eyes narrowed with an expression I had learned to translate as inconvenient approval.

“Again,” she said.

I did it again, and this time she stepped in with me, matching the line, correcting nothing for three whole beats. Three beats from Yrsa without correction was practically a coronation. On the fourth she tapped my knee with two fingers. “There. Don’t admire the step while you’re still in it. Admiring a thing you’re doing is how it kills you.”

“That’s going on the school wall,” I said.

“It is not.”

“It absolutely is.”

“Then I’ll burn the wall.”

The levy boys heard that and immediately began arguing over who would paint it first, which was how I learned the garrison school already had discipline problems and no building yet.

Yrsa let them argue for exactly five breaths, which was generous by her standards, and then pointed the split practice post at them. “If any of you paint anything before you learn to hold a shield-line without drifting right, I’ll make you sand the words off with your teeth.” The boys snapped straight, delighted and terrified, which is the proper condition of students under Yrsa, and she looked pleased despite herself.

“That feels new,” Yrsa said, looking at the split post, at the wooden waster in her hand, grinning. “That feels very new. Past the ceiling. I feel it, a lifetime at the top and a legend fixed there after death, and there was always a top and now there’s not, there’s just up.” She swung the waster once, thoughtful, at the air. “Good. There’s a Coil in a vault today built to sever a Sworn bond, and it’s going to reach for one of mine, and it’s going to find me instead, Crowned, past the ceiling, in the way.” She set the waster back on the rack. “Come on, summoner. There’s a vault to clear and a chain to cut and I’ve a teacher’s debt to pay first-in-line, and I feel, this morning, past the ceiling and grinning at a split post, like I could hold any gate in the world.”


Chapter 18: The Undercourt

The Undercourt was a drowned war-vault under the old citadel, and the final was simple in the brutal way: two parties, one sealed vault three hundred years uncleared, and the first true clearing took the boon. Adjudicator-bards at the galleries with witness-stones live, the whole province watching through the shards, and below, in the dark and the cistern-water, a Chainwright who was not racing.

Cylas was absent from all of it. Not in the stands, not in Malchor’s screen, not anywhere, the golden Hero who’d kept me five years and used me for bait not even present to watch the anomaly he’d created clear the vault, already going grey and ordinary somewhere at the festival’s edge while the household descended into the thing that would finish what the mother-stone had started.

We went down at the bell, and I read the descent the way I read all descents.

“Two ways down,” I said, at the drowned gatehouse where the descent stair fell into the dark. “The grand galleries, wide and dry and where they expect us, and the cistern root-ways under them, low and wet and direct, where the water goes. Malchor’s retinue is front-loading the galleries, leashed legends in lockstep, the Coil’s ribbed case under seal at the center, Kolbeck’s hired remnants as his screen. He’s not racing us to the vault’s heart. Saskia told us and the descent confirms it: he’s staked the heart and he’s waiting, the Coil sworn lawful, letting the anomaly come to the trap.” I pointed to the root-way mouth, the low wet gap under the grand stair. “So we go the root. Maeva reads the fortress bones, the water-clock counts stand in for the wave-count, same doctrine as the Crown at citadel scale. But we go the root knowing the trap’s at the end of it, which means we don’t arrive to clear a vault, we arrive to spring a trap we’ve already decided what breaks.”

Maeva read the citadel’s bones off the drinking-songs made map, and we ran the root.

The root-ways were exactly as the songs had sung them, low and wet and direct, the working routes under the grand galleries, and we ran them by water-clock count, Maeva reading the cistern-tide the way she’d read the Crown’s tide-locks, the count standing in for the seventh-wave motif at the largest scale I’d yet worked it, “the cistern fills on a count, summoner, the old garrison timed the galleries by it, and the seventh fill opens the tide-lock into the vault’s heart, same as a tide-lock always opens on the seventh, the masons never changed the number in a thousand years because a number that works is a number you keep,” and we ran the root by her count while above us Malchor waited at a heart he thought we’d race him to.

And Nahari went blind on purpose the moment the whiteness reached us.

I felt it happen through the strand, felt the ember-warmth of her fold and go dark, deliberate, the oracle refusing the glass inside the Coil’s radius, going ordinary on purpose, a woman fighting by sound, bond, and the next breath so the thing that hunts foresight would look straight through the place where a seer should be and find nothing to read. “I’m dark,” she said, low, in the root-way, “chosen dark, and it can’t find me, I can feel it not finding me, it’s the strangest feeling, being a blank the auditor slides off, and I’ll time the room through the four of you instead of the glass, so keep your senses open and I’ll read the war through your bodies,” and she ran the timing blind, through four strands, a seer the Factor’s kin could not read because she’d declined to be written, and it worked, I felt it work, the whiteness reaching through the vault for foresight and finding only four fighters and no seer at all where the most dangerous seer in the province was walking the root in the dark on purpose.

The root ran deeper than the Crown’s had, and I read it the whole way down, because reading it was the job. The cistern-tide filled and drained on Maeva’s count, and I counted the fills against her hand, one, and two, the water-clock standing in for the wave-count, the seventh-wave motif I’d worked at a bog and a breach and a gate now worked at the scale of a drowned citadel, and the root-ways were wet and low and direct exactly as the drinking-songs had sung.

Halfway down the root a gallery-mouth on the fourth fill nearly ate Suzu, and it was the fox saved by the oracle blind, which was a thing I’d remember. A section of the root-way floor was silt over a void, the same trick that had taken Saskia’s leg in the Sunken Crown, a crust that read solid and wasn’t, and Suzu, quick and light and running point, was a stride from putting her whole weight on it when Nahari’s blind voice came one breath ahead out of the dark, flat and certain, “fox, stop, the next stride’s water,” and Suzu stopped mid-stride, balanced on nothing, tails flaring for counterweight, and looked down at the silt crust that would have dropped her into a cistern void, and said, “How, you’re blind,” and Nahari said, “I’m blind, not deaf, and the floor sounds wrong where you’re about to stand, I’ve been listening to the root breathe for a mile,” and Suzu filed that, I felt her file it, the oracle timing a war through her ears and four other bodies with her eyes deliberately shut, and stepped around the void, and we ran on.

And twice more we came on the tomb’s own dead in the dark of the root and did not fight them, cut past them, disabled and moved on, cut chains not husks, the doctrine holding even where there were no chains yet, because the household had drilled the instinct and the instinct held.

The root tried to make cowards of us in the small ways old vaults prefer. A hand came out of black water and closed around my ankle, not with malice, with old command still twitching in drowned fingers, and every nerve in me wanted to kick it loose and crush the wrist under my heel. Yrsa’s blade touched the wrist instead, flat, pinning without severing. Suzu slid under my arm and found the little brass order-tag fused to the thing’s collarbone, flicked it free, and the hand opened. The dead soldier sank back into the water with an almost grateful slump, if gratitude can survive three centuries and a failed summons. “Practice round,” Suzu whispered, too bright, and nobody laughed because she was right. Even the root was testing whether we meant the doctrine when the dark put hands on us.

“Fifth fill,” Maeva murmured, reading the cistern, “and the sixth’s coming, and the seventh opens the tide-lock into the heart, and the heart is where he’s waiting, so we come up into a trap on the seventh fill, which means the trap is on his count too, he just doesn’t know we can read the count, so we arrive expected and prepared both, which is the only way to arrive at a trap.” And on the seventh fill the tide-lock opened, the way a tide-lock always opened on the seventh, the masons never changing a number that worked, and we came up into the vault’s heart.

Malchor Stane was waiting exactly as Saskia had said, staked at the heart, the Coil’s ribbed case open in Odette’s hands beside him, the leashed retinue ranked around him in the lockstep that had once made a crowd cheer and now, in the wet dark of the vault, only looked like what it was, diminished people standing where they’d been put. Kolbeck’s hired remnants screened his flanks. And he had the custody words drafted, held by an adjudicator’s clerk, and an adjudicator-bard positioned with a witness-stone to etch the capture lawful the instant it landed, the whole trap Saskia had warned us of, sworn-ready, aimed, and he smiled when we came up out of the root, because a man who’s staked a trap smiles when the quarry arrives.

“There she is,” he said, and he said she, not you, because even now, at the end, we were assets to him and interchangeable, and the Coil hummed, that wrong deep hum I’d felt in my back teeth at the arch, the sound of a struck flint turned inside-out and held, and Odette leveled it, her face ledger-flat, her hands, I noticed, not quite steady, the hesitation she’d filed for later already in them, and it fired.

It fired at Nahari, the Sworn strand they’d scried all season, the oracle they’d tracked by the whiteness at her glass, and the severing arc leapt for her.

And found nothing to sever, because she was blind.

I set this down exactly because the Coil reached for a seer and the seer had refused to be one, gone dark, ordinary, a blank the arc couldn’t lock, and the severing arc, built to find and sever foresight, arrived at a woman who was on purpose not casting any, and it could not take hold, it slid off the blank the way the Factor’s whiteness slid off her, and I heard Odette make a small sharp sound, a woman loyal to knowledge watching her weapon fail against a variable she hadn’t priced, and the arc, unable to sever the oracle, re-acquired toward the nearest Sworn strand, which was Suzu.

And Yrsa took it on her body, one day Crowned.

She was already moving when the arc re-acquired, because she’d been shielding the Sworn strands, that was her assignment and her whole self, the strongest stands between the chain and her people, and she read the arc’s turn toward the fox through the strand a half-beat before it committed and stepped into its path, between the Coil and Suzu, the way she’d stood between a chain and her people her whole life, the way Ilsabet had stood in a gate, and the severing arc that reached for a Sworn bond met a Crowned one instead, one day Crowned, and it inverted.

I felt it invert through the strand, felt the arc try to sever a Crowned bond and fail the way the Brand had failed on Maeva’s neck at the Crown, the child inheriting the parent’s flaw exactly, a Crowned bond rooted in a living choice the Coil’s economy had no lever against, no severing arc for a thing anchored in a will that keeps choosing. The arc met Yrsa’s Crown and could not cut it, could not find a seam in a bond that had no seam because it was made of a woman’s freely-given yield, and unable to cut it, the arc reversed, storm-grey eating the pale fire, the Coil’s whiteness flooding backward up the line it had thrown, back toward its own source.

And Odette’s hedged page proved true, exactly true, a knowledge-keeper’s accuracy paying out in a vault: the severing arc recoiled through the wielder for one full breath, binding itself to the hand that held it, unavoidable, a design necessity, the flaw in the child that the parent had too. And Malchor Stane, whose hand was on the Coil’s grip because he could not resist holding his own weapon at the moment of his triumph, because a man whose whole self is owning cannot let go of the thing he owns even to save his hand, spent that one full breath bound to a weapon that had turned on him, the Coil’s whiteness flooding back through his own arm, and he spent the breath screaming. The trap had sprung backward exactly as a hedge from a woman loyal to knowing had said it would, and a man who leashes is a man who cannot let go, and the not-letting-go had defeated him before the vault ever did, built into him the way the flaw was built into the Coil.

“Now,” I called, because Odette’s hedge had bought us one breath and one breath was all a household needed, “the retinue, cut chains not husks, and I go for the nexus. Yrsa, with me. Maeva, the line. Nahari, time it blind. Suzu, everywhere. Now.”

The household moved the way it had drilled, and I called it the way I called everything. “Maeva, the Standard, hold the line and be the lance where I point. Yrsa, you’ve got the flank where the Coil recoiled, keep Malchor’s screen off me. Nahari, stay dark, time us blind through the strands. Suzu, everywhere, and mark the chain-focus on his belt, I’ll want it. I’m going for the nexus.” And they moved.

The retinue came at us, the leashed legends, and here the freed-not-fought doctrine held under the worst pressure it had faced yet, because a leashed legend at full swing is a person trying to kill you and every instinct says put the person down. We did not put them down. Maeva’s Standard flinched them at the crest of their own charge, that half-instant of borrowed doubt, and into the half-instant the household reached past the blades for the leashes, disable and not kill, exactly as we’d drilled until it lived in our hands before the final.

I called it the way I called all of it, because a caller who goes quiet in the worst of it is a caller whose line breaks. “Two husks left, three center, the lance and the sword-legend anchor the middle, and they’ll try to break our line at the seam Maeva’s holding, so we don’t hold the seam, we fold it, Yrsa left, Suzu right, and let the middle come into the space where I want it.” And the household folded the seam, and the retinue’s center came at empty air where it thought it had found our break, and stumbled into a space I’d drawn for it, and a wave that stumbles is a wave you can un-chain instead of kill.

A lance-husk drove at me, the point aimed dead at my chest, and Yrsa took its haft on her forearm and turned it and did not open its throat, turned it aside and stepped past the point and put her shoulder into the husk’s balance instead of her blade into its neck, a saint refusing the kill under fire, one of the hardest disciplines she’d held in the vault, and the lance-legend staggered wide and Nahari’s blind voice landed one breath ahead, “it recovers left, take the left,” and Yrsa took the left, and turned the husk again, and did not kill it, and drove it back toward the nexus where its chain ran.

Suzu went under a sword-husk’s guard and lifted its balance out from under it, no blade, just a fox emptying the ground a leashed thing stood on, foxfire flickering its grave-cold attention the wrong way so its own weight betrayed it, and it went down disabled and un-killed, and she was already gone, three husks over, doing it again, a pickpocket of balance working a whole leashed rank one stolen center of gravity at a time. And Maeva was the lance where I pointed her, the Golden Empress driving through the screen of Kolbeck’s hired remnants with the Standard blazing gold ahead of her, opening the lane to the nexus instead of wasting force on the leashed. The mercenary screen broke so the household could reach the chains, and every hired man who met her gold-lit charge remembered urgent business elsewhere, because a Standard tells a hired sword exactly what its paycheck is worth against an empress, and it is not worth this.

And the crowd watched through the shards, and the crowd understood, because the crowd had learned to look, that a household fighting to disable an enemy’s soldiers instead of killing them was a household fighting a different war than the Chainwright had come to fight. Somewhere up in the galleries an adjudicator-bard’s witness-stone was drinking all of it, and I knew without seeing it that the province was watching a dozen leashed legends being fought toward freedom instead of death, and that the watching was itself a blow to Malchor before he’d lost a chain, because a man who’d taught a province to cheer husks in lockstep was now showing that same province, in his own vault, what the husks looked like when someone fought to unmake the lockstep instead of admire it.

Gold light straightened the household’s spines and flinched the retinue, a saint carving Kolbeck’s hired screen off my line with Footwork the crowd had gone quiet to watch her use, a blind oracle timing the whole vault through four other bodies while the Coil’s kin-whiteness slid off the blank where a seer should be, a fox everywhere the flank thought was empty, and a porter threading through the middle of it toward the one point that mattered.

The worst moment came when one leashed woman, a sword-legend with half her face hidden by a bronze funerary mask, got past the fold and reached Nahari. The oracle was blind, dark on purpose, both hands out as if reading rain. The sword came for her throat. I felt Yrsa start, too far. Felt Maeva turn, pinned by three hired men. Felt Suzu’s flint-spark flare from the wrong side of the line. Nahari did not see the blade. She heard my fear spike and stepped left on it, one breath, exactly one breath, and the blade passed through the space where her neck had been. Then she put two fingers on the sword-woman’s wrist, marking the chain’s pulse through the killing stroke, and said, calm as a temple bell, “there, anchor, her leash runs through the belt focus, third from left.” Blind, ordinary, one breath at a time, and still she found the thing the Coil could not. That was when I knew the doctrine would hold: under a killing stroke, she used the bond to find the chain.

I reached the chain-nexus, the leash-anchor where all of Malchor’s chains ran back to a single focus on his belt, and I reached it the support-class way, the whole toolbox of a season carrying me. Saint’s Footwork, innate now, hours old, threading me past a lance-husk’s lattice, the halberd-legend’s guard read and slipped the way Yrsa read a guard, my body threading me out of the lattice before my mind finished reporting it. Shade-Step walking me one held breath through the place the retinue wasn’t looking, a porter’s stealth, one breath of being unremarked, exactly enough. The Standard at my back holding the line steady so the retinue couldn’t close behind me. The Glimpse giving me the half-second on a grave-cold blade that reached for me and met an echo-plank I’d already thrown. Three queens’ echoes and one fox’s, carrying a support-class man through a war-vault to the one point where chains could be cut, the firepower all around me and me the reason the firepower existed and could reach the nexus, and I got to the nexus.

And I cut Ilsabet’s chain first.

First chain, first cut. Filed in a cellar, unmoved by Havrun, paid now. I found the Iron Warden’s chain in the nexus, the leash on the woman who’d fixed a garrison rat’s grip and stood last at a gate for nine days, and I cut it first, before any other, whatever else the field was doing, because a debt like that gets paid first or it isn’t paid, and I cut it and I let go, the way Yrsa had asked and Suzu had confirmed, cut the chain and gave nothing else, no order, not even a kind one, the last thing done to Ilsabet Kron a choice returned and not an order given, and then I overdrafted, and cut all of them.

Burn two, and it was the worst yet, and I paid it where everyone could see because power costs flesh in this world and I’ll not pretend otherwise.

Cutting a chain was not a blade’s work, it was an Anchor’s, the bond-force turned to unbinding what a leash-summoner had bound, and each chain cost, and Ilsabet’s first cost the least because I’d rationed for it, and then I looked at the nexus with its dozen chains all running back to the focus on a screaming man’s belt, a dozen leashed legends standing where they’d been put, and I thought of Halden’s advice still fresh, ration yourself, someone will need you to have saved the last of yourself, and I understood that I was about to disobey a dead Anchor’s dying counsel, and I disobeyed it, because a man who frees one woman and leaves eleven chained has not freed anyone, he’s chosen a favorite, and the household’s doctrine was that you cut chains, all of them, not the ones you like.

I reached past the one chain to all the chains, every leash in the nexus at once, more strain than my body had ever spent, more than the shrine, more than anything, and I cut them. And the price landed, the tracery climbing to my collarbone and burning there, silver-grey veins bright under the skin like wire pulled white, the fever crashing in all at once, my vision greying at the edges and then greying in from the edges, and I went down to one knee in the cold cistern-water at the nexus, still cutting, my hands still working the bond even as my body failed, the ledger-voice landing hard at the edge of a greying world:

[PRICE: THE BODY PAYS]

And the body paid. I knelt in the cold vault-water with the tracery burning at my collarbone and my vision going grey and I cut the last of them, all of them, every chain in the nexus, one after another, each one a legend coming whole, each one another white wire of price up my ruined arms. I felt Yrsa’s fury arrive through the strand, and Maeva’s, and Nahari’s level terror, and Suzu’s flint-spark going sharp with fear, the whole household feeling me overdraft past the shrine, past anything, and I felt Yrsa start toward me to stop me and I felt her understand, mid-stride, that stopping me would leave chains uncut, and I felt her make the hardest choice of the day, which was to let the anchor overspend rather than leave a legend leashed, and to be furious about it, and to carry him home after, because that was the arrangement, sworn sober in a cellar, I spend myself and she carries me home, and I overdrafted my whole body to cut them all, and I paid for it, kneeling in the water, and I’d pay it again, because that was me at my most dangerous and most useful, the flaw and the heroism the same act, and I’d not saved the last of myself the way a dead man told me to, and I’d have to learn that lesson some other day, because today there were chains and I cut them.

And then the field showed what freedom does, and I want it set down because every choice mattered.

The freed legends stood before every witness-stone in the vault, and they chose, the whole argument made visible, because the province was watching through the adjudicators’ shards, and the province had spent a season learning to tell a thing that stands where it’s put from a thing that stands where it chooses, and now it watched a dozen leashed things become, in one moment, a dozen people who could choose.

Most of them rested at once. The chains cut, the leashes gone, the diminished husks came whole for one moment, their own returned judgment flooding back into stances that had held other people’s orders, and most of them looked at the world with that one moment of restored self and chose rest, chose to lie down, chose the dark they’d been kept out of, the way the Vigil had closed its own visors at the Sunken Crown, freed legends choosing an end over a borrowed life. And I watched them go, whole, by choice, one after another, and it was grief and it was right both, because a legend freed owes nothing, not even the survival the freer might want for her, and each one that chose rest was the doctrine paid, the last thing done to her a choice returned and not an order given.

They did not all rest the same way. One knelt, touched two fingers to the vault-water, and smiled as if the water had said a name she remembered. One took three steps toward the gallery stairs, saw daylight reflected in a witness-shard, and sat down there, facing it, content to leave while looking at the thing she had been denied. One turned her weapon in her hands until she found the maker’s mark, kissed it, and laid the weapon across her knees before the light left her. The choices were small, and that was why they mattered. A leash makes grand gestures because the owner wants them seen. Freedom returned as little acts: a touch, a seat, a blade set properly down.

The witness-stones drank those little acts as greedily as they drank battle. Good. Let the province see the shape of freedom: a woman deciding where to sit, what to touch, which weapon to lay down and which door to walk through. Let it watch choice arrive without asking permission to be dramatic enough for a festival.

One of them, a tall woman in armor I never learned the make of, freed, whole, looked at the household and looked at the vault and bowed to no one, gave no thanks and took no orders, and walked out of the vault into her own choice, whatever it was, and nobody stopped her, nobody called after her, because a freed legend owes nothing, not gratitude, not a name, not a reason, and what made us different from the Chainwright was that we let her go into a choice we’d never learn the end of, and I watched her leave and did not try to hold it.

A small man with a cracked bronze helm chose fury first. He came whole with a sound like a blade drawn from a bad sheath and turned on Malchor with murder bright in his returned eyes, and Yrsa stepped between them, not to protect Malchor, not exactly, but to protect the choice from being stolen by the first heat of it. “Wait,” she said, flat, blade low. “Kill him if you want after one clean breath. Not in the first borrowed one. That one still smells like chain.” The bronze-helmed man froze, chest heaving, and the breath passed, and with it the leash’s last echo. He looked at Malchor again, and this time the fury was his own, which meant it could become something else. He spat at Malchor’s feet, a wet contempt in a drowned vault, and walked away alive.

Another, a broad-shouldered woman in cracked green lacquer, chose to kneel beside a resting friend and put a hand on the dead woman’s brow until the light went out clean. She did not look at us. She did not need us. Her choice was the last courtesy one freed soldier gave another, and it was as holy as any prayer Liria had ever said behind a grille.

A third chose laughter, sudden and terrible, not happy, not mad, simply hers. She laughed once, looked at her own hands as if astonished they had remembered how, and then broke Malchor’s nearest leash-standard over her knee before setting both halves carefully on the floor. Not thrown. Not smashed again. Set down, because even contempt, freed, could have manners if it wanted them.

The witness-stone took all of it: rest, fury mastered, courtesy, contempt. It etched choice after choice until the vault itself seemed to breathe differently.

And Ilsabet Kron, whole for one hour, took up a fallen halberd and stood beside Yrsa.

I set this down slow because it was Yrsa’s. The Iron Warden, freed, her chain cut first and then let go with no order given, none, not even a kind one, exactly as a saint had priced it in a cellar, stood in the vault whole for the first time since Havrun, and for a moment she was just a woman in the wet dark blinking her own judgment back into her own eyes, the guard still in her stance but the woman returned to the guard, the thing they’d cut out of her flooding back, and she looked at the field with eyes that were hers again.

And she found Yrsa. Across the vault, the student she’d fixed at twelve, the garrison rat grown into a saint, standing in the guard Ilsabet had taught her, and the two of them looked at each other in Ilsabet’s own low-line counter, mirror to mirror, and I felt Yrsa’s whole self go still through the strand, a debt that had survived five living years, death, and return arriving at the one moment it could.

Ilsabet made her choice. Not an order given to her, a choice made by her, and her choice was to take up a fallen halberd, and take the place beside her student. Mentor and student, side by side, in the same guard, the low-line counter doubled, witnessed, before every stone in the vault, the way it never got to be when Yrsa was on the third wall too young to stand with her and was sent back and lived. They stood together now, the two of them, in Ilsabet’s own guard, and held the last of the retinue’s collapse together, and it was not a fight so much as a formality, the last husks resting, but they held it together, teacher and student, the thing that couldn’t happen happening, witnessed this time, and I felt Yrsa’s whole carried debt crest through the strand, not grief, its opposite, the debt paid in full, the gate held together at last, the loose grip a dying woman had ordered from a gate surviving life, death, and return and now, finally, made even.

“You kept your grip loose,” Ilsabet said, beside her, holding the halberd, the voice Yrsa had forgotten returned for one hour. “I told a runner to tell you and I never knew if it reached. All this time in the dark and I didn’t know if the last thing I said got to you.”

“It reached,” Yrsa said, single syllables gone, the whole armor gone. “I kept it loose in every living fight I had. It kept me alive. Then it stayed with me through the dark. It’s the last thing you gave anyone and I brought it back.”

“Good,” Ilsabet said. “That’s a thing done right, then. One thing done right.” And they held the gate of the moment together, mentor and student, and it was the aria, and I set it down whole because it was the reason the whole household had come down into the dark.

And then Ilsabet set the halberd down, neat as a made bed, her hour spent, her choice made, and she looked at Yrsa, and she gave her the only order a freed woman gives, which is not an order at all but a passing-on.

“I held my gate, girl,” she said, and her voice was her own, the voice Yrsa had forgotten, returned for one hour. “Nine days. You stood last at yours today; I felt it, even chained, I felt a gate held in my guard, and I knew it was you before I was free enough to know anything. Hold yours.” And she rested. Nobody leashed her into staying, not the Chainwright and not the love in the room, and Yrsa did not ask her to stay, because Yrsa had priced this exactly, the last thing done to Ilsabet a choice returned and not an order given, not even a good one, not even “stay,” and so the saint let her teacher rest by her own choice, and Ilsabet Kron went whole into the dark she’d earned, a freed legend owing nothing, not even to the hand that freed her.

Yrsa stood over the place where her teacher rested, dry-eyed, and said, “Held mine. Both of them. Havrun and here.” And that was her grief spent, at parade to the last, and she turned back to the collapsing field, because there was still a Chainwright to finish, and a saint who’s paid a ninety-five-year debt does not linger, she stands last at the next thing.

Malchor Stane collapsed, and he collapsed the way a bank collapses, all at once, because his whole power was holdings and the holdings had just walked out of his vault.

I watched it from one knee in the cistern-water, my vision greying, and it was worth watching even greying. The chains cut, the retinue freed and resting and leaving, the Coil recoiled through his own hand and dead in Odette’s stilled hands, the custody-clerk with his drafted words standing useless because there was nothing left to swear custody of, the adjudicator-bard’s witness-stone etching the exact opposite of the thing Malchor had built the whole trap to etch: MASS UNBINDING, witnessed before the province. The man who fielded diminished legends to applause stood in the vault’s heart with nothing left to field, a chainwright with no chains, and I watched him understand it, watched a man whose entire self was owning discover in one breath that he owned nothing, that the thing he’d built his name and his custody-ambition and his whole self on had walked out of his vault by its own choice, and it broke him faster than any blade, because a blade only kills a body and this killed the whole idea of him, unmade him the way the mother-stone had unmade Cylas, by taking the belief the self was built on.

“They’ll come back,” he said, to the emptying vault, to no one, the polite mask gone entirely. “You can’t, a summons comes back, they always come back, you can re-summon, they’re assets, they, you can’t just, they were mine, I paid, I swore, I have witnesses,” and there were witnesses, staring uselessly at a choice they could not reverse, and there was a man discovering that witnesses do not hold a thing that has chosen to leave, that custody is a word for things that can’t choose, and I watched a whole idea of the world die in him, the idea that a legend is a thing you own, and it died hard, and I did not warm it with a word, because the vault-stone was already etching the truth colder than any word.

And Suzu picked the chain-focus off his belt mid-rout, and it was her want come true, the one she’d voiced sleepily the night before, something irreplaceable.

I felt her do it through the strand, the fox flowing through the collapse the way she flowed through everything, Shade-Step walking her one held breath past a man too broken to notice, the professional silence she’d spent sixty years remembering, and she lifted the Coil’s chain-focus off Malchor’s belt in the middle of his ruin, delicate, complete, the theft of a lifetime performed on a man who didn’t feel it go. It was the master-focus that every chain had run back to, the irreplaceable thing, the one object in the world that could not be gotten again, because Odette had built it once and would not build it twice. Across the vault, the arcanist watched the focus leave with a stillness that told me nothing except that she had done the arithmetic before any of us.

“Something irreplaceable,” Suzu said, appearing at my side in the cistern-water where I knelt, holding it up, the master-focus, the one thing that couldn’t be gotten back. “You asked me last night what I wanted, and I said something irreplaceable, and here it is, the one thing in the world he can’t rebuild without the woman who built it. I’ve stolen gold and I’ve stolen gods’ relics and you can always get more of those, more gold, more relics. This is the rarer theft: gone the second it’s taken. All this road I’ve wanted to steal that once, a thing that can’t be replaced, and it turns out the thing I wanted was the thing that leashes people, so I could hand it to the one man who unleashes them.” And she handed it to me upside down, like a tip, grinning through the vault-dark.

I took it, kneeling in the water, the tracery burning at my collarbone, and held the thing that had leashed a dozen legends, cut and dead and irreplaceable in my scarred hand. Malchor Stane, beaten, chainless, claimless, the Coil ruined and Odette gone quiet beside it, was marched to daylight by his own hired screen, Kolbeck’s remnants knowing exactly where the wind sat now and turning their coats to it, hauling their broken employer up out of the root to face his creditors in order of size, a chainwright with no chains delivered to daylight by men who’d been his the hour before, which was what a leash buys a man, servants who leave the second the leash slips.

And the etch settled it, before we’d even surfaced, the witness-stones live and the whole province watching:

[FIRST TRUE CLEARING OF THE UNDERCOURT: THE MARSH BANNER]

Up in the galleries, the adjudicator-bards went quiet all at once. I couldn’t see them from the cistern-water, but the witness-stones carried their silence down through the shards, the odd hush of men who had come to score a contest and found themselves recording a doctrine. Somewhere above us, Veltmark read the line on its stones while the vault still dripped around my knees, and the province had to learn the new banner before I could stand under it.

The cascade started rolling before we reached the surface, the province’s stones re-lighting one after another with the boon-clearing, and I knelt in the cistern-water at the dead nexus with the tracery burning at my collarbone and my vision greying and a dead chain-focus in one hand and a household around me, a saint standing over her rested teacher and an oracle blind and grinning and a fox pressing an irreplaceable theft into my palm and an empress already, I could feel her, pricing the boon we’d just won. I let the grey take my vision for a moment because the household would carry me home, that was the arrangement, sworn sober in a cellar, I spend myself and they carry me home, and I felt Yrsa’s arm come under me before I finished falling, and I let it.


Chapter 19: The Wend-March Boon

The award was pageant-brief, because Helvane hated ceremony and staged it flawlessly anyway, and he staged this one on the mother-stone square where the whole festival could see, the boon a thing sworn in daylight by oath and not a thing murmured indoors, because the province ran on oath and duel and wager before committee, and a boon is a Margrave’s great public oath and he swore it the way you swear a large thing, in one sentence, in front of everyone, so there could be no un-swearing it.

The square was the same square that had, the day before, watched a myth collapse under its own numbers and a Hero go grey and a fox’s frame undone on a stone, and now it watched the household that had done all of it take a country, and the crowd’s temperature had turned all the way over across a season, from a province that sang a porter’s funeral to a province that cheered a porter’s march, the whole status inversion completed in the murmur of ten thousand people who before Marrowford would have called the whole thing impossible.

“Banner-right to the Marsh Coalition,” Helvane said, dry as a stick, before the province, “and wardenship of the Wend-march, land and standard both, by oath, granted, and may the march find you more digestible than it found its last three lords.” And the stone weighed it and etched it, and it was done, a wild border country given to a porter and a Lady with a criminal coin in one sworn sentence, and the court’s face, somewhere three provinces off, would keep Helvane warm a decade, exactly as he’d said, a Margrave who ruled by pageant and results embarrassing the capital with a grant that cost him nothing and amused him enormously.

I stood through it with the tracery still burning at my collarbone and my legs not entirely trustworthy, because burn two was a two-day fever beginning its second day and this was the morning after, and the household stood close in a way that looked like honor and was actually a bracket keeping the anchor upright, Yrsa’s shoulder at my shoulder taking more of my weight than the crowd could see, and I let them, because the arrangement was the arrangement.

The etch rolled outward from the mother-stone in rings, the way a large oath rolls, first across the square’s own stones and then into the little witnessing shards hung from awnings and balconies and breastpins and staff-heads, a whole province repeating the grant to itself in stone-light. WARDENSHIP OF THE WEND-MARCH. MARSH BANNER. LAND AND STANDARD BOTH. It appeared on a baker’s stall where yesterday’s flour still dusted the lintel, on a soldier’s belt-shard, on a child’s souvenir stone no bigger than a plum, and every time it appeared the crowd made a new sound, not one cheer but a hundred little recognitions catching fire. The boon was no longer Helvane’s once the stones carried it. It belonged to the public mouth now, and the public mouth was saying march, porter, Lady, banner, all the words in the wrong old order and making a new order by saying them.

Three drovers from the eastern roads pushed through close enough to look at the etch with their own eyes, hats in their hands, faces wind-cut and doubtful. They did not cheer at first. They read. That mattered more. One of them, a woman with a scar through one eyebrow and a wool cloak patched at both elbows, looked from the stone to Maeva and back again as if trying to place a song in a face. “Wend-march,” she said, not loudly, but the people near her heard. “My grandmother said there used to be winter barns on the old south road.”

“There will be again,” Maeva said, before anyone could make ceremony of it, and the drover stared because the Lady in criminal gold had answered like a road-reeve and not a court ornament.

That was the first petition of the country, though no one named it one: a patched-cloak woman remembering a barn. Maeva filed it, I felt her file it through the gold strand, sharp and immediate, and the march stopped being a map in her head and became, in the square, a woman asking without asking whether winter might be less hungry someday.

After the drover, others found the courage to remember things aloud. A carter said there had been a stone causeway where his grandfather’s map showed only marsh. A woman selling ribbons asked whether the old toll house at East Ford was truly the same one in the drinking-song, because her brother had slept in its ruin all winter and swore the stones hummed in rain. None of them called the questions petitions. They were too wary for that, border people and road people testing whether a new banner meant anything more useful than new tax ink. Maeva answered only what she knew and promised only what could be walked and measured, which was why more of them came. By the time Helvane finished pretending not to enjoy himself, the first hour of the Wend-march had become a queue of remembered roads.

Helvane’s aside to Maeva was the driest thing I’d heard him say, and I’d heard him say several.

“The march ate three lords in my lifetime,” he told her, low, while the crowd cheered the etch. “Bad ground, bad luck, bad harvests, and every lord who took it left it in a box or left it entirely. Try to be indigestible, Lady. I’d hate to grant a march twice.”

“The march ate three lords because three lords tried to eat the march,” Maeva said, pricing him right back, court-formal. “I never tried to eat it. I fed it, and it fed me, for a generation, before your grandfather’s grandfather was a rumor, and it will feed us again, because a wild country repays feeding and punishes eating, and the three lords never learned the difference, which is why the march is a grave with a title and I am a Lady with a criminal coin, and I intend to remain the second thing.” And Helvane walked away pleased with the whole century, a Margrave who’d handed a wild march to the woman who had once made it pay and half-suspected exactly what she was and found the whole thing enormously funny.

And Maeva stood at the boon-stone, and four hundred years came to a point.

The boon was hers to name, by the household’s own agreement, because it was hers by every road that had led us there, and she named it in one word to Helvane and let him swear it, and I watched her name it, watched the empress who’d priced a whole murder-economy and killed a bank in a high-day hour and directed four queen-strands through one anchor the night before, watched her stand at a stone and ask, out loud, in front of the province, for the thing four hundred years of patience had decided it wanted, which was a wild country nobody else would take, given back to the ruler who had once made it pay.

Four hundred years after a husband-king fed her hemlock in her own garden because he could not survive being second, because he could not share a throne with the better ruler, an empress got her march back. Under a porter’s lantern and a broken chain. Beside my name, and she’d insisted my name go over hers on the banner because I’d won it, and I’d insisted hers, and we’d compromised on both, side by side, which suited us exactly. By choice, chosen and not inherited and not taken, held because we’d held it. And she took the grant with her court composure whole, the auditing eyes level, the crowned braid immaculate, an empress receiving a grant as though grants were a thing the world owed her, which they were, and the province cheered a wild march given to a porter and a Lady with a criminal coin, and did not fully understand what it had just watched, which was a woman undo, with a single sworn sentence, four hundred years of being an asset, a wife, a summons, a thing owned.

And then, after, when the crowd’s eyes had moved on to the cascade and the feast, she lost her composure for exactly one breath against my shoulder, hidden in the noise and the moving crowd where no stone could weigh it, one breath, four hundred years long, and I felt it through the strand, the hemlock garden and the husband who wept for the histories and the four hundred years in the dark as an asset and the door of a hall she’d raised and lost, all of it in one breath spent against a porter’s shoulder where no one could see. I did not mention it. I held her up with a body that could barely hold itself up, the burned anchor holding the empress for one breath the way she’d held him a dozen times, and let her have it, and then she squared her shoulders and was the empress again, immaculate.

Cylas Aurent was foreclosed that night, brief and terrible, and I was not there. The account came to me after, cold to the last, because I did not go to watch.

There was no battle. There was no speech. I heard it after, in pieces, from the temple-hostel where Liria kept her own vigil and from a wine-seller who’d rented the room, and the pieces fit into one image I’ll set down because it was the shape of a Hero’s end.

A rented room at the edge of the festival, a Hero reduced to a crowd-warmer reduced to a man with no crowd left to warm, cut loose by a chainwright who was himself now broken, foreclosed by a province that had learned what he cost. A guttering lamp on the sill. And a tall pale patience arriving the way it arrived, like weather, like a creditor at a deathbed, the after-image from the Crown vault made whole, the Factor come to collect on a Hero who’d spent his last principal and had nothing left to service the loan. There was no violence in it. A creditor does not need violence; a creditor needs only to call the loan. The blessing had been a loan from the first, borrowed legend against belief, and the belief was gone and the account was empty, and the pale patience came to close it.

The lamp leaned. That was the tell, the one we’d learned to read since a flicker in the Crown vault, since lamps that leaned at a registration stone and a lamp the color of summer guttering in a hall with no weather, the lamp leaning toward the pale patience against the draft, the flame misbehaving the way flames misbehaved when the Saint’s kin attended, straining toward a stillness that only ever sat. And then the lamp went out.

Morning found Cylas Aurent alive, and ordinary, and grey-eyed, unnoticed, the blessing’s loan called all the way in, the borrowed legend repossessed and the man left with nothing but the man, which turned out to be very little. The golden hair was still golden and the parade-ground build was still there and the face was still the face a coin might have been struck from, and none of it mattered, because the thing that had made him a Hero was never the face or the build, it was the blessing’s sheen and the crowd’s belief, and both were gone, and what was left was a handsome ordinary man in a festival crowd that walked past him the way a crowd walks past anyone.

Children playing porter-walks-out in the festival streets, the game that had spread from Marrowford, one child the porter and one the empress and the youngest made to be the tomb, did not know his face. He watched them play the game of his own defeat, the porter walking out of the tomb the Hero fled, and the children did not know they were playing him, did not know the grey ordinary man watching was the Hero the porter had walked out past, and there was no crueler thing the world could have done to Cylas Aurent than not know his face, and the world did it without meaning to, without malice, simply by having stopped believing.

And Saskia Roehn, leaving the festival with her winnings, a solo duelist who’d been mispriced at twelve-to-one and paid out, passed within three feet of the grey ordinary man who’d been the golden Hero, the man whose edge she’d been, whose party she’d fought in, and she said nothing, and did not slow, did not even turn her head, because the account was already closed and there was nothing left to say to a closed account, and she walked past the foreclosed Hero into her own honest future with her winnings in her purse and her name on a board she’d re-earn honestly someday. And that closed Cylas Aurent’s account, the man who’d used me for bait and kept me five years to stand next to at deed-stones because I made him look taller, repossessed by the economy he served, foreclosed by the creditor whose loan he’d spent, and I never gave him the scream he had earned, and the silence was colder than any scream, and the stones did all the talking, and it was done, and the account was balanced, and I felt nothing about it except the porter’s flat satisfaction of a ledger that finally added up.

The victory feast was warm the way the household made everything warm, and it needed to be, after the vault, after the burn, after a foreclosed Hero and a broken chainwright and a dead teacher rested at last.

I attended it from a chair, mostly, because burn two was a two-day fever settling hard into its second day and my legs were not to be trusted and the household enforced the chair with a unity that would have been touching if it hadn’t been so total, Yrsa planting me in it, Maeva provisioning it with the best of the feast, Nahari oiling the tracery at my collarbone between courses, Suzu tapping the collarbone-edge and announcing my balance to the whole table, “fully leveraged, this one, don’t let him summon so much as a bucket for a week,” and I let them, because Halden had told me to ration myself and the household was rationing me by force since I wouldn’t do it alone, and there was a lesson in that I was still learning.

The feast kept bringing us pieces of the march before the march itself could. A peddler brought Maeva a bundle of old Wend-road tokens, lead bits with drover marks stamped crookedly into them, and admitted he’d been selling them as lucky pocket trash for ten years because nobody remembered what road they belonged to. Maeva bought the whole bundle and sorted them by stamping flaw while the peddler watched her become more real with every token she named. South river. Old wintering barn. East ford. Lost granary. She knew the dead road by its small money, and the peddler went pale in the good way, the way a man goes pale when a song reaches out and names the coin in his hand.

Two old veterans came to Yrsa with a scrap of the Warden’s guard they’d learned wrong from their grandfathers, and she corrected it in the middle of the feast with a roast bone for a practice sword, because apparently a feast was no excuse for a bad guard. A girl no older than twelve watched from behind a cider barrel with the ferocity of a starving student, and Yrsa noticed, because Yrsa notices that kind of hunger the way a smith notices a flaw in steel. She did not beckon the girl. She only repeated the correction once, slower, so the watching could keep up. The girl copied it with a fence-picket when she thought no one saw. Yrsa saw. I saw Yrsa see. Neither of us said a word.

Nahari spent half the feast blindfolded by choice, because she said victory was a dangerous time for an oracle to see too much and a better time to taste surprises. Bram set three plates in front of her without warning and made her guess each dish by smell and the household’s reactions. She got the peppered eel wrong, laughed for a full minute about being wrong, and then made Bram bring another because wrongness, she declared, had excellent seasoning.

Yrsa made the twelve-year-old feast-yard girl show the corrected guard again before dessert, which horrified the girl’s mother and delighted the girl beyond speech. “Too young,” Yrsa said, because Yrsa believed in discouragement as a weather condition. Then she adjusted the child’s left foot with the toe of her boot and added, “In two years, if you still want it.” The girl heard only the second sentence, which was correct. Osric wrote the girl’s name in the tally-book without being asked, and Maeva saw him do it, and a garrison school that did not yet exist acquired a future student between eel and sugared apples.

Bram paid out ruinous odds with tears of professional joy, a one-armed innkeeper weeping over a wager-book as he handed the province back its money, grieving the profit and loving the paying, because the coalition had come in so short it insulted the concept of a bet and Bram had booked half the province’s optimism against it and now paid it out and would not stop crying about the beauty of the arithmetic. And then he collected Maeva’s own wager, the shrewd one, the manner-not-the-fact bet on the boon being land sworn in Helvane’s driest phrasing before noon, and paid her out too, and the empress accepted her winnings with enormous satisfaction, a woman who’d made her money on the manner as she always had.

The festival’s merchants had already re-priced the household into their whole trade, which was its own comedy. There were souvenir coins with Maeva’s face, struck cheap and struck often, and she held one up at the feast and pronounced it “a criminal likeness at a criminal price, and I approve of both, the engraver has captured neither my nose nor my morals and I intend to buy a hundred of them and pay the man extra to make the nose worse.” There was a puppet show of the porter walking out of the tomb that had spread from Marrowford and now had a fox puppet in it, which Suzu watched four times and critiqued professionally, “the fox is too big, a fox that size couldn’t fit through the mercy-way, and she’s holding the lockpicks wrong, and I love her, don’t change a thing, make her bigger.” And there was a toy Blade Saint sword a vendor had made, which Yrsa picked up, tested for tang, condemned to the vendor’s face as “a lie with a hilt, it’ll snap on a pillow,” and then, when the vendor offered her an endorsement, walked away before anyone could see her think about it, and I marked that she thought about it, which felt new, a saint considering, for one beat, being a thing children played at on purpose, and deciding it later, on her own time.

The bard debuted a new song, “The Lantern and the Chain,” the old “Porter’s Door” mutated across a whole season into a thing about a porter’s lantern and a broken chain, and Suzu heckled the fox verse for inaccuracy at length, “that is not how the arch went, I was there, I did the arch, the fox in that verse is far too clumsy, she falls off a ledge, I do not fall off ledges; I fall off ledges on purpose, which is different,” and then, when the bard offered to fix it, paid him to keep it wrong, “leave it, leave the clumsy fox, mystique compounds, an inaccurate legend is worth more than an accurate one, ask any thief, the songs about me were always wrong and it’s the only reason nobody caught me, a legend you can’t quite pin is a legend you can’t quite catch.” Esra’s verse carried into the new song too, the lamplighter’s name traveling east on a festival ballad to a new province, a sister-verse to the porter’s, and the copper tower on the wagon shelf got promised a shelf in a hall we hadn’t built yet, and everyone pretended that wasn’t exactly what Maeva’s banner-hall sketch already showed, a shelf in a high room for a tower of coppers a fox had kept, and a lamp at the door of Esra’s kind, and a garrison-yard, and a blind-window, all of it drawn already on the back of a campaign map and none of us saying so.

And then victory night, at full complement, in the annex’s great room with the new banner hung above and the feast-noise coming up through the floor and the deed-light strobing grey through the shutters as the province’s stones kept re-lighting with the boon-cascade. The household earned every word, and Nahari claimed the shape of it before Maeva could convene anything.

“Tonight is mine to ask,” the oracle said, unhurried, the ember sash folded in both hands and the little carved toy from her own kit set beside the warmed oil. “The empress has her march. The saint has her Crown. The fox has her stone. I want the household, all at once, and I want to refuse the glass while I take it. Both ways. Oil-eased. Mine in rhythm. Each of you with a task. Each of you with a yes.”

She named the stop-terms without ceremony and made them sound like part of the ritual rather than a warning. Then she asked each yes in turn.

Maeva gave hers as a decree, but softly: “The empress attends the oracle.”

Yrsa gave hers in duel-grammar, blade already outside the room by old habit and new trust: “I hold the line. I say yes.”

Suzu gave hers as an invoice and failed to hide what it cost her to be included in a request that large. “One household attendance fee, paid in advance, and yes, plainly. I want this. I want to be useful where everyone can see me be useful. Also I’m charging extra for being ordered not to steal the toy.”

Mine was plain. “Yes.”

Maeva caught my wrist before I moved too quickly, her green eyes pricing the burn at my collarbone and finding the number ugly. “You command,” she said. “We carry the work. If you spend yourself like cheap coin tonight, I end the evening.”

“Filed,” I said.

“Enforced,” Yrsa said.

Suzu tapped the tracery twice and clicked her tongue. “Overleveraged. The estate concurs.”

So I held the frame from the cushions laid under the new banner, one day burned and steadier in command than I was on my feet. The household moved because I told it where to move, and because every strand could feel the difference between weakness and uncertainty. I had the first. I did not have the second.

Nahari knelt on the layered banner-silk in the center of the room instead of at any sill, silver hair loose down her oiled back, deep-brown skin catching the grey deed-light, wide hips open to the room because she had asked to be the room’s center and then chosen not to see it. I tied the ember sash over her eyes myself. Her slow blink disappeared under silk.

“Now I don’t know where any of you are,” she said, and the smile in it was dangerous and delighted. “Good. Begin.”

I began with my hand between her shoulders, where she could not predict it, and felt the strand flash open. Yrsa took Nahari’s wrists when I pointed, not binding them, just holding them low and steady with soldier care. Suzu slid beneath the line of Nahari’s silver hair to put her mouth where the oracle asked, foxfire freckles bright with the pure scandal of obeying instructions in public. Maeva warmed oil between her palms, imperial and exact, and worked it over Nahari’s hips while I watched the oracle learn every touch after it had already arrived.

“Saint’s hand,” Nahari whispered, blind, and Yrsa’s fingers moved where she asked.

“Fox there. No, there. I did not say steal the anklet.”

“Professional reflex,” Suzu said against her skin, and paid the penalty with her mouth when I told her to.

The room answered Nahari’s request as one piece. Yrsa’s storm-grey steadied her. Suzu’s foxfire made the edges bright and quick. Maeva’s gold made the whole room feel conducted even while the empress was not the one conducting. I held all of it, voice and hands and bond, and when Nahari was slick and open and rocking blind into touch after touch, I moved behind her and sank into her pussy first, slow, filling her by inches while the household held exactly where she had asked it to hold.

She had no count yet. I kept it from her.

I took her at the slow pace her body knew, my hips meeting the heavy round curve of her ass, the oil slick between us, her silver hair gathered in Maeva’s hand so the deed-light could write across her back. The carved toy eased in only when she asked for it with the full sentence breaking halfway through, and then I changed the shape of us by degrees, oil and patience, pressing into her ass while the toy filled her pussy and the household’s hands kept the rest of her anchored to the room.

“Don’t tell me the next degree,” she said, blind, fingers tightening around Yrsa’s. “I want it to arrive.”

I let it arrive.

She took everything by fractions, not rushed, not softened, every new inch landing as a surprise she had chosen in front of women who loved her enough to obey her exactness. Ember filigree climbed her tattooed ankle. Her full sentences broke into present-tense pieces: “there, I can’t tell, it keeps arriving, don’t count it, don’t let me have the count.”

So I did not let her have it.

Suzu’s tail brushed my thigh and flared when I ordered her to hold still. Yrsa’s grip on Nahari’s wrists went iron-gentle, the saint holding a woman through pleasure the way she held a line through horror. Maeva bent close to Nahari’s ear and murmured court-formal praise so polished it should have belonged in a throne room, except the words were all about how beautifully the oracle took what she had asked for and how well she commanded by surrendering command.

That undid Nahari more than the toy, I think. Praise from an empress, obedience from a saint, a fox made still for her, and me behind her with the count in my teeth.

“Now,” I said.

The word was too early by two numbers she never heard.

Blind, wrong, full both ways, she detonated around me and the toy at once, ember light blazing up her ankle and across the banner-silk while her cry broke into a laugh at the end, the rarest coin of her lane paid in front of the whole household. The squad-link caught it and threw it through us: the oracle surprised, not alone in the surprise, every strand tasting the shock of it.

Yrsa’s “yield” came then, unprompted, offered as tribute to the moment. She said it into Nahari’s hair like a soldier saluting a gate held.

Suzu lost the professional commentary entirely and made a bright fox-noise, tails flaring so hard the shutters painted nine moving shadows on the new banner.

Maeva’s court diction missed its first verb.

I held the frame through Nahari’s aftershocks until my burned body started to shake for reasons that had nothing to do with pleasure, and Maeva felt it through the Crown before I could hide it.

“Enough standing,” she said.

“I wasn’t standing.”

“Enough pretending that distinction matters.”

She shifted the room with one look. Yrsa and Suzu eased Nahari down into the cushions, still blindfolded and smiling like a woman who had robbed the future of a weapon. Maeva took my place under the banner, then took me with her, guiding me back against the cushioned wall beneath the new standard so the cloth hung over us both: the porter’s lantern and the broken chain, grey deed-light writing the boon across it every few heartbeats.

“My turn is the seal,” Maeva said, unpinning the crowned braid one gold pin at a time and setting each pin on my thigh.

“Then seal it,” I told her.

She did not climb onto me like a throne this time. She knelt first, full imperial hourglass in the strobing light, banner-shadow across sun-gold skin, and took me in her mouth with deliberate ceremony while the other three watched. The empress of the march we had just won, under the banner of the march she had waited four hundred years to touch again, attending me because she had chosen the attendance and because I had ordered it.

“Look at your country,” I said, hand in the freed gold of her hair.

Her green eyes lifted to mine over my cock. Gold lit under her skin.

I did not let her finish me there. I drew her up by the hair, gentle and certain, and turned her beneath the banner so her back met the cushioned wall and her heavy breasts pressed against my chest, the crown-hair everywhere, her wet heat waiting when I lifted her and entered her slow. The household helped because the household had promised to carry the work: Yrsa braced my shoulder without comment, Nahari’s blind count steadied the room, and Suzu, appointed by nobody and everyone, kept the foxfire glamour cracked at the shutters so the victory fair below remained one slat from seeing and saw nothing.

Maeva took me under the banner, standing and held, her legs around me, her body yielding while her hands gripped the new cloth overhead. No coup this time. No midpoint theft. She had handed me the country in the daylight and now held the banner while I claimed the woman beneath it, driving up into her at the pace my burned body could keep and the certainty my body could not spend down.

“This march,” I said against her throat, each stroke making the banner tremble in her hands. “This banner. This empress. Say whose.”

“Ours,” she said, and the court did not survive the word. “Yours and mine and theirs, chosen, gods, attend me, no, don’t attend me, take me under it, take me where the whole province is writing our name through the walls…”

The deed-light strobed grey through the shutters while the province’s stones kept re-lighting with the boon-cascade, MARSH BANNER rolling outward across baker’s stalls and belt-shards and children’s souvenir stones, and that light crossed Maeva’s heavy breasts, Nahari’s oiled curves where she lay smiling blind, Yrsa’s storm-grey scars, Suzu’s foxfire tails, and my own burned tracery. The world outside kept writing the name while the household wrote the choice in bodies.

Nahari found the final count without looking for it. “Three,” she whispered from the cushions, voice warm and wrecked. “Two. One.”

The five-strand flood hit like a gate opening all directions at once. Maeva clamped down around me and blazed gold under the banner, Nahari’s ember surprise still cycling through the link, Yrsa’s storm-grey vow steadying the surge, Suzu’s flint-spark joy cracking bright as foxfire at the shutters, and I came deep in Maeva with a sound that tore up from a body already spent, spilling in thick pulses while the squad-link carried my finish through every queen-strand and brought theirs back through me in the same impossible loop.

No leash could carry that. A leash carries orders. This carried return.

Maeva held the banner through the last pulse, then let the cloth fall around her hands and rested her forehead against mine, gold light banking slow under sweat-sheened skin.

And Suzu, wrecked and delighted, tangled half under Nahari’s blindfold and half under Yrsa’s arm, got the last word, the way she always got the last word, foxfire spelling little bankrupt sparks around her ears:

“Sixty years of interest. PAID.”

The aftermath was a pile, five deep, the new banner overhead, warm and boneless in the strobing deed-light. Maeva assigned the watch from inside the pile, tradition now, “the fox second, the saint third, the oracle first because she’s awake in a tomorrow, and the anchor none, still, whenever he’s burned, that’s not a discussion,” and it was not a discussion, and each of them voiced one want sleepily, because victory makes wants brave.

Maeva: “The march rebuilt. The three dead villages raised. The hall in the door I raised four hundred years ago, chosen this time. And then, summoner, then we discuss the capital, because a banner-holding Anchor is a kingdom problem, and Helvane said less friendly powers would decide what to do about us eventually, and I have decided to be the one deciding instead, which is statecraft boiled down to its cruelest useful truth: being the one who decides. But that’s a later. Sleep first. The march first.”

Yrsa: “A garrison school. In the march. The Warden’s guard taught right, to every boy and girl who wants it, so the next time someone has to stand last at a gate there’s a whole generation that knows the loose grip. Ilsabet taught one garrison rat, and the lesson survived ninety-five years, one death, and one return, and freed her in the end. Imagine what a school lasts. That’s mine. Build me the school.”

Nahari: “The burned line finished. Somewhere past the edge of the glass is the rest of Halden’s sentence, a full circle of crowns closes the ledger for something, and I want to live to read the something, and I have decided I will, so build me a high room with a window to be blind out of, and I’ll find the end of the sentence eventually, on purpose, by refusing to look for it, the way I find everything worth finding now.”

And Suzu, half-asleep, tails everywhere, the fox: “The eastern caldera’s hoard. Appraised. Professionally. There’s a caldera in our own march and an empress won’t say what’s in it, which means it reads like a die-robbing mark with a mountain for a lid, and I want it appraised by a thief who’s priced a die-robbing mark and lived, which is me, and don’t any of you go up that mountain without your reeve, I mean it, I’ll be very cross, and also I want the plum stone’s shelf next to the copper tower’s shelf, and don’t ask why, it’s a reeve’s prerogative to have a shelf.”

And I stayed awake last, the way I always stayed awake last, counting heartbeats from the inside, four strands and my own, five, a household at rest under its own banner with a country won and a Hero foreclosed and a chainwright broken, and I counted them, five, and then, at the very edge of counting, half-asleep, tracery still warm at my collarbone, I felt a sixth.

A slow one. Deep. Somewhere under the world, under the annex and the festival and the march and everything, one slow heartbeat that was not any of the five, so slow and so deep and so far down that I decided, half-asleep, that it was the feast-drums, the great drums still going below in the victory fair, the province’s celebration coming up through the floor and the earth, and I let it be the drums, and slept.


Chapter 20: The March and the Ledger

We rode out to the Wend-march in the raw spring after the circuits, the whole household on the road east and then further east than the road went, into a wild border country that was ours now by a sworn sentence, and the household did not stop at the end of a war. It rode to the next work.

The riding took days, out past where the guild road ran, into country the maps went vague about, and the household rode it the way it did everything, arguing warmly, Bram’s first complaint about march-road odds already entered in the wager-book and repeated to anyone trapped within earshot, Suzu appraising every abandoned structure we passed for its theoretical vault potential, Yrsa condemning the state of the drover roads as “roads that have given up, which is a thing I didn’t know a road could do until I saw one,” and Maeva going quieter and quieter the closer we came, an empress riding back into a country four hundred years gone, and her quiet belonged to her, because a woman riding home to a place she last saw before the duchies deserves her quiet.

The march was exactly what Maeva had promised and worse and better both: wild, half-empty, three dead villages and four live ones, dim stones with real needs in the live ones and no stones at all in the dead ones, drover roads gone to bramble, a whole country nobody had wanted for three centuries waiting for someone who knew the difference between feeding a march and eating one. And I read it the way I read every new country, for the loads and the routes and the needs, and it read like work, years of it, a banner’s work, a country asked for from below and won in daylight and now waiting to be made good, and I found I wanted it, the work of it, with a want the queens had taught me to stop hiding.

And the petitions had beaten us there, nailed to a warden-post that hadn’t been rebuilt yet, a leaning grey post at the march’s edge with a sheaf of country needs already pinned to it, a flooded ford and a bad bridge and a barrow-scare and a well, a country that had heard a porter and his queens answered petitions and had started asking before we’d even arrived, which made the status inversion plain: months ago the province had used me for bait, and now a country asked for me by name before I’d crossed its border.

And the child’s letter was first on the map, the well, the one addressed to the Anchor and the Fox, and its village lay on the road home through the march, and Suzu pretended the route was coincidence.

“It’s on the way,” she said, when I put it first. “It’s just on the way. I didn’t route us through it, it’s geography, the well happens to be on the geography, don’t make it a thing.” And it was not on the way, it was two hours out of the way, and I’d routed us through it on purpose and she knew I had, and she let me, and did not make it a thing, and we would fix a child’s well on the way home because a child three provinces away had written to the Fox by name, and the fox kept the letter in the pocket with the plum stone and the copper whistle, and I let her.

The first live village we came through was called Fenwick Ford, or had been, the name half worn off the boundary stone, forty families hanging on at the edge of a country three centuries unlucky, and I watched the household meet its new people and I watched its new people meet the household, and it was the work in one wary morning. They came out to the road the way border-folk come out to a road, slow, in ones and twos, a smith with his hands still black and a shepherd with a dog that flattened its ears at Suzu’s tails and would not be talked round, and an old woman who’d kept the village’s one dim stone lit through three centuries of bad luck the way Esra had kept Cinderwell’s lamps, and they looked at a porter and four legends and did not cheer, because border-folk do not cheer, they price, and I liked them for it immediately.

Maeva did not descend on them like an empress, because she could have and a season ago she might have. She got down off her horse and crouched by the old stone-keeper and asked what the village needed first, plainly, and listened, and the old woman said the ford, the winter ford, that took a child every few years, and Maeva did not promise it fixed, she asked how deep it ran at flood and where the old ford had been before the river moved, the questions of a woman who meant to actually fix a thing and not to be seen promising it, and the old woman answered slow and then less slow, warming to a Lady who asked the right questions. Maeva won the village with a question about a ford, statecraft at its smallest and truest scale, and this was how a march got held, one right question at a time, and she knew it, and had known it four hundred years ago, and had missed it, I understood, watching her crouch in the cold mud asking an old woman about a river.

The villagers listened with the hard courtesy of people who had survived too many arrivals. A boy with a patched sleeve stood behind the smith holding a cracked bucket, and when Maeva asked where the ford cut deepest he pointed before the adults did, quick and ashamed of knowing. She thanked him by name after the stone-keeper supplied it, and the boy’s shoulders squared under the bucket’s weight. A country begins there too, I thought: with a child discovering that what he knows about dangerous water matters to the woman with the writ.

The old stone-keeper had a ledger of her own, not paper, just a stick notched with every spring flood since her mother had put the first notch in it, and she brought it out wrapped in oilcloth and laid it across Maeva’s palms. “Flood above the third notch takes sheep,” she said. “Above the fifth takes wagons. Above the seventh takes children.”

Maeva did not flinch at the seventh notch. She only turned the stick in her hands and read it as seriously as any imperial treaty. “Then the ford is not a ford,” she said. “It is a debt with water over it.”

The old woman’s mouth tightened, and that was when the village began to believe her. The stone had named her Lady, Helvane had sworn the march, and none of that mattered as much as Maeva looking at a dangerous ford and calling it a debt.

“We’ll pay it,” Maeva said.

No flourish. No vow on a stone. Just a sentence in cold mud, and the old woman nodded once, as if sentences in cold mud were worth more than court promises and she had been waiting forty years for someone else to know it.

Then Maeva asked the old woman’s name, and used it when she repeated the promise, which did more to settle the road than any banner could have done.

Yrsa, meanwhile, had found the smith and was arguing about steel inside of five minutes, and Suzu had already appraised the whole village and pronounced it “honest, which is the worst kind to rob, I hate it here, don’t let me leave,” and Nahari had crouched to let the ear-flattened dog decide about her in its own time, which it did, slowly, the way animals decided about the oracle, and a child asked Suzu if the tails were real and Suzu said they were rented, which delighted the child and confused the smith, and the household made its first friends in its own country by being useful and strange in equal measure. The ford went under work, and we rode on toward the hall.

We did not fix the ford that morning. That mattered. A bad lord promises a bridge at breakfast and forgets the river by supper. A good warden marks the flood notches, asks who has drowned, asks where the clay holds and where the clay lies, asks which farmer owns the oxen that can drag stone and which widow owns the field the new road will have to cut across, because a bridge is not a sentence, it is a hundred small permissions and a winter’s worth of labor. Maeva asked all of that, and I watched the village recalibrate around the questions. The smith stopped arguing with Yrsa long enough to listen. The shepherd’s dog stopped growling at Suzu because Suzu had stolen its suspicion and returned it improved as a scrap of sausage. The old stone-keeper brought out a second stick, this one notched for years without repairs, and Maeva took that too.

“A ford first,” she said to me when we rode on, quiet enough that only the household heard. “Before the hall, before the banner, the ford. If a country has learned that children drown before lords listen, you start by proving the listening comes before the hall.”

“Filed,” I said.

“Do not make that a porter’s word at me,” she said, but the gold strand warmed, pleased, and I kept it harder.

Behind us, Fenwick Ford did not cheer us away. Better than that, it started arguing about stone. The smith shouted that the west bank clay lied in spring. The old stone-keeper said the seventh notch had never lied in her life and she would trust a stick before a smith who forgot three floods ago. The boy with the bucket ran after us long enough to tell Maeva there was a quarry half a mile north nobody used because the road to it swallowed wheels, and Maeva thanked him again by name. The first work of the march followed us down the road as voices, practical and suspicious and already a little alive.

We took breakfast in the shell of the old march-hall, the one Maeva had raised four hundred years ago and the centuries had half-thrown-down, and the household held its first council of the new country, and it was warm and practical and half-ridiculous in the way all true councils are, the household being a household on land of its own.

Maeva assigned rebuilding priorities with terrifying joy, the empress in her element, and I set down her first morning as Warden because it was four hundred years arriving. She had the campaign map out, the one with the letter to the march folded into it, the letter she’d written and not burned, and she assigned the country the way she’d once assigned a war, drainage first because a march lives or dies on its water and she’d learned that lesson keeping a pepper fleet out of a river-mouth, then the drover roads because a march is held at its roads not its walls, then which dead village to raise first, the one nearest the live ones so the living could feed the raising. And she kept touching the doorframe.

I saw it and said nothing. She’d stand at the council-map with the whole country in her hands and then her fingers would drift, absent, to the frame of the shell of a door, the door of the hall she’d raised with her own coin four hundred years ago and stood in and watched a wild country become a country that fed itself, and she’d touch the old stone of it, once, and go back to the map, an empress home in a house four centuries dead and not saying so. And once she stopped mid-sentence, mid-assignment, and stood in the doorframe fully, in the actual door she’d last stood in before the duchies, before Aldous, before the hemlock, and looked out at a wild country that was hers again by choice, and said nothing, and I said nothing, and the household went on around her and let her have the door, and after a moment she came back to the map and assigned a culvert, the empress’s second homecoming folded into a discussion of drainage, exactly as large and as quiet as it needed to be.

Yrsa paced out a training yard in the cold mud, stepping the dimensions of a garrison school with a soldier’s economy, muttering about tang and about a generation that would know how to stand last, and she found the march school’s first student to arrive at the hall on day one, a girl of twelve, too young, a march-child with a stolen fence-picket she was using as a practice sword, caught swinging it wrong in the dead hall’s yard. And Yrsa looked at the child holding the stolen picket, and did the thing a woman had done for her when she was twelve, fixed the grip before she reported the theft, priorities, and said “loosen it, you grip too hard when you’re afraid, and you’re afraid, everyone’s afraid, loosen it and you’ll live,” the exact words from a gate, passed down, and Ilsabet’s first lesson paid forward on day one in the march. The child was adopted by the household within the hour, mostly by declaring herself adopted and daring anyone to argue, which was a fox’s method and made Suzu weep with pride, and Yrsa did not comment on the rhyme and neither did I, and the garrison school’s first march-born student began in a cold yard.

Nahari read the morning the way she read weather, standing at the shell of a window with the silver hair loose. “The east smells like ash banked under snow,” she said, looking toward the march’s far reach where the hills climbed toward the caldera. “Old ash. Patient ash. Not a fire, a fire that’s decided to wait, a fire that’s been waiting so long it’s forgotten it’s a fire and thinks it’s a mountain.” And she left it there, a weather-report and a prophecy and a joke all at once, and braided her hair. She had smelled the dragon in the wind the way she had once smelled fox on the east road, and said nothing more, because a thing that large gets named once and then left to be patient at.

And Suzu appraised the hall’s bones with a professional’s outrage and declared the old vault “insultingly easy, a child could rob it, I could rob it in my sleep and I have robbed things in my sleep, I’ll design the new one, a proper one, un-robbable, I know exactly how a vault should be built because I’ve robbed enough kinds to know and a thief builds the only honest vault, hire the thief to build the vault, empress, it’s old wisdom, right after don’t feed the fox after midnight, which is also true, I get worse.” And Maeva said she’d consider it, which from the empress was a yes, and the household’s unappointed-then-appointed reeve began, on day one, in a dead hall, to design a treasury for a country it would spend years filling, and to appraise the hall’s every fixture for resale value out of pure habit, and to be told, fondly, to stop appraising the household’s own furniture, and to not stop.

“The reeve,” Maeva said, over the ruin of a breakfast Bram had cooked on the hall’s first cleared hearth, “does not draw a salary until the reeve stops trying to sell the hall’s own doors.”

“The doors are load-bearing to the building and dead-weight to the treasury,” Suzu said, unrepentant, “and a good reeve knows the difference between the two ledgers, and I keep both, which is why you’ll never balance your books without me and never trust me while I do it, and that, empress, is the whole joy of the arrangement, we’re going to be miserable together for a hundred years and rich the entire time.”

“She’s not wrong,” Bram said, from the hearth, aggrieved, because a season of following a fox’s odds had ruined him for arguing with her arithmetic.

“She’s right often enough to be unbearable,” Yrsa said, from the doorway where she was pacing out her yard, “that’s the trouble with her, if she were wrong occasionally you could sleep,” and Nahari, braiding her hair by the cold window, said, serene, “she’ll be wrong once, in about four years, about something enormous, and it’ll save the march, and she’ll be insufferable about having been wrong for the rest of the decade,” and Suzu pointed at the oracle and said “SEE, even the future says keep me,” and the empress put her face in her hand, and the hall that had stood dead four hundred years had a household arguing in it over breakfast, which was, I thought, what a country is for.

The Cindermaw got named in daylight, and the registry line surfaced, and nobody commented, exactly as the household had learned not to comment on things too large for a first sentence.

The march’s far reach climbed to a caldera the drovers detoured two days around, and Maeva finally unrolled the eastern edge of the map she’d kept rolled under all season, the blank part, the part her memory stopped at, and there it was: banked heat under snow, old scorch-lines in the hills, no monster tallies anywhere near it because nothing needed to come out of it, a mountain that was also, I understood looking at it, a door. And Halden Rusk’s appendix lay beside the map, the last Anchor’s papers, and in the appendix, worked and abandoned at the very back, a legend priced and left unpaid because a dead man had run out of life before he could afford her, and the registry line surfaced unbidden at the caldera’s name, landing at the edge of my senses in the ledger-voice:

[VYRISSA, LAST DRAGON EMPRESS – COST: BEYOND ANY RECORDED WEIGHT]

I read my own climbing weight against those words, the Renown I’d banked and spent and rebuilt across the long road, the tracery at my collarbone that measured what I’d already spent, and for the first time the arithmetic did not laugh at me. At the start of this road that line would have been a joke, a cost so far beyond my weight it wasn’t worth the reading, a legend priced at the impossible. Now I read it and it did not laugh, it waited, a summon priced beyond any recorded weight sitting inside my own march inside a mountain that was also a door, and I read it and the arithmetic waited, patient, the way a thing waits when it has stopped being impossible and started being merely expensive.

“There’s a dragon in our mountain,” Suzu said, into the quiet, because the fox said the thing nobody would. “That’s what the empress won’t look at. That’s what the caldera is. A resting dragon-empress, priced beyond any weight, in our own march, and the last Anchor found her and couldn’t afford her and died. And I said dragon once, on a balcony, and didn’t know why, and now I know why, because a fox knows a die-robbing mark when she’s near one even through a mountain, and that mountain reads like the pale auditor reads, worth the death, worth the someday.” The freckles went dark. “Not today. Not for years. But someday, porter, when your weight’s climbed enough, there’s a dragon-empress in our own country, and I’ve already started, without meaning to, appraising her.” And nobody commented, because there was nothing to comment, and I underlined the dragon where the pencil used to be, next to the plum stone and the copper whistle and the burned line, and Maeva rolled the eastern edge of the map back under without a word about the caldera she’d never surveyed in her own country. The empress who’d priced a whole murder-economy would not look at the top of her own march, and I decided that whatever the reason was, it was hers to keep until she chose to spend it, and I left it alone.

Nahari took her cliff-walk, the thematic dismount, the burned line walked around in open air, and I walked it with her because she asked me to.

We walked the march’s edge where the ground fell away toward the low country, in the cold clear spring air, and she walked the burned line around in the open the way she walked everything hard around before she’d say it, and she said it slow, the oracle’s way, a doctrine hidden in a warmth.

“A full circle of crowns closes the ledger for something,” she said, the burned line, Halden’s charred sentence. “We don’t know the something. He burned it to buy an hour to hide the truth, and the something went into the fire with the rest of the sentence. We know the direction of it. We know enough to be dangerous and not enough to be comfortable, which is the usual shape of useful knowledge.”

She walked, the silver hair loose in the cold wind, the way she always walked the hard things, around and around in open air until the shape of them came clear. “But I’ve seen to the edge of the glass, anchor, and I’ll tell you what’s past the edge. I did not see it; I couldn’t, the glass whites out. I know it because I’ve learned this whole road that what my glass refuses to show me is the truest thing about a thing, that the whiteness is not blindness but the shape of the thing too large to be written. And past the edge there is a night where all the lamps lean one way.” She said it slow, the doctrine and the dread in one. “Every lamp in the world, leaning, toward one thing, the way the registration lamps leaned toward the Factor, the way the warden-post lamps leaned after him this afternoon for an hour, the way the lamp leaned in Cylas’s rented room before it went out, the way a lamp the color of summer leans in a hall with no weather. A night where all the lamps lean one way. That is what’s past the edge, and I’ve walked around it a dozen times and it does not change, it only comes closer.”

She stopped at the cliff’s edge, the low country falling away below her into spring haze. “I don’t say whose lamps lean, or which way, or toward what. I can’t; the glass whites out at exactly the place the answer would be, which means the answer is the Saint itself, the thing my sight can’t hold. But I’ll say the rest, which is the only useful part. They are very expensive now, our lamps. Yours and mine and the household’s. Expensive enough that the thing that runs the ledger has stopped sending accidents and started offering terms, which is worse, anchor, terms are worse than accidents, because an accident you can survive by luck and terms you can only survive by refusing.” She turned from the cliff. “So there will be a night, past the edge of my glass, where all the lamps lean one way. And I want you to sleep anyway, tonight and every night until then, because they are very expensive now, our lamps, and getting more so, and a light that won’t rest is a light that burns out before the night that needs it, and I have decided we are all going to reach that night rested, which is a small defiance, sleeping while a creditor waits, and I find small defiances are the only ones worth being sure of.”

“Sleep anyway,” I said.

“Sleep anyway,” she said, and turned from the cliff’s edge, the doctrine delivered, the dismount done, and we walked back toward the dead hall and the live household, and behind us the low country lay under spring haze and somewhere east the caldera banked its patient ash, and neither of us looked at it.

And then the Factor came, courteous as a knife laid flat on a table. I kept the account exact and no larger, because the thing that eats legends is spent in glimpses and this was the clearest glimpse yet.

He arrived like weather. There was no arrival, no rider on the road, no figure resolving out of the distance, there was simply, at the rebuilt-a-third warden-post at the march’s edge, a tall pale patience in a plain dark coat that had not been there and then was, and the lamps on the warden-post, unlit in the daylight, leaned toward him, and I felt Nahari go to bone beside me and go blind and go, deliberately, dark, refusing the glass, a blank he could not read, and I stepped between him and the household out of habit and choice both, and the Factor was courteous, and unhurried, and did not explain, and made his offer in a creditor’s grammar.

“You’ve done remarkable work,” he said, and his voice was nothing, a pleasant nothing, a courtesy with no weather in it. “Truly. The clearing, the boon, the march. A living Anchor with a banner and a border country, four bonds, two of them Crowned. It’s a very interesting entry in a very long ledger, and I keep a very long ledger, and interesting is a rare thing to find in it after so long.” He let the lamps lean toward him, unhurried, a man in no hurry because his patience had no visible edge. “I’ve come to propose terms, because my principal prefers terms to trouble, and you’ve become enough of an interesting entry to be worth terms, which is not a compliment, it is an accounting, but you may take it as a compliment if it helps.”

“The Saint will bless the anchor’s practice,” he said. “Generous terms; I’m authorized to be generous, and generosity from my principal is a rare weather. The hunts end. The Blessed heel. No more Chainwrights, no more Kolbecks, no more Coils; those were the crude instruments of a creditor trying to collect a debt it has now decided to refinance instead. The march prospers; a favored Anchor prospers extraordinarily, you’d be amazed what a creditor can do for a favored account, the harvests turn, the roads clear, the capital smiles, the less friendly powers your Margrave worries about find themselves suddenly friendly. In exchange, the practice operates under the ledger. Nothing so crude as a leash; leashes are for the Chainwright’s sort, and you’ve quite thoroughly demonstrated what I think of the Chainwright’s sort by declining to save him from his own hand. No leash. Simply an arrangement. You put legends back into the world, and the world’s ledger notes it, and takes its small percentage, and everyone prospers, and difficult nights become very rare.”

He produced, from the plain coat, a pen, and I recognized the pen, the pen whose ink dried from the middle out, and Nahari, dark and blind beside me, made a small sound, and I did not let him near me with it. “It wants signing, is all,” he said. “Yours beside mine, and the arrangement holds, and the lamps stop leaning, and you and yours grow old and prosperous and unforeclosed. Terms. Generous ones. Generous enough to be remembered, and my principal’s memory is very long. Shall I?”

“No,” I said.

One word. And I shut the gate, the warden-post gate, the leaning grey post’s gate, shut it on a pale patience with a pen, because Nahari had told me at a registration stone a lifetime ago not to let him put his pen to anything with my name on it and I’d filed it and it hadn’t moved, and because a favored Anchor is a leashed Anchor with a kinder hand on it, another leash with a courtesy for a chain, and I’d cut a dozen chains back in the Undercourt and I’d not sign myself into a nicer one. I said it plain and I shut the gate and I did not explain, because you don’t explain to a creditor, you decline him.

The Factor was incapable of surprise or hurry, and he did not offer either. A man declined does not fluster a thing that seemed incapable of hurry in any length of time a living memory could measure.

“The offer stands,” he said, through the shut gate, unbothered, the pen going back into the plain coat. “My principal is patient; patience is the weather it lives in, and it does not experience refusal the way you experience it, as an ending. It experiences refusal the way a tide experiences a wall.” He inclined his head, a creditor’s small bow. “Until then. Congratulations on the march. The lamps are very fond of you, which is not, in the end, a thing you should want them to be.”

And there was no arrival to reverse, so there was no departure, there was simply a pale patience that had been at the gate and then was not, and no footprints in the cold mud where he’d stood, none, the mud smooth and unmarked as though nothing with weight had ever stood there, and the warden-post lamps leaned after the place where he’d been for a full hour, unlit, in the daylight, leaning toward nothing, toward the absence of him, and then, slowly, straightened. I kept the details cold: the creditor who couldn’t be surprised or hurried, the mud with no footprints, the courtesy that was the menace, and understood that the Saint had come, once, to a gate at the edge of our own country, in person, or as close to a person as it had, and been declined with one word and a shut gate.

The last of it was warmth over dread, on purpose, because a household that ends on dread is a household that forgets what it’s for.

The sister-lamp got hung at the march-hall door, Esra’s lamp, the one I’d carried east from a Marrowford loft where it had burned all season while we were gone, and beside it a fresh one, the march’s own, and I lit them both myself in the spring dusk, two lamps at the door of a dead hall coming back to life, a lamplighter’s memory and a country’s new fire burning together against the dark. And I thought of Esra, nineteen and dead three weeks when I’d summoned her to see the dawn she’d missed, and of Cinderwell building a second lamp-post on the high ridge where she used to walk, and now a third light of hers here, at a march-hall door three provinces from her grave, the lamplighter’s memory traveling with the household the way her verse traveled in the song, and it was the two lamps, the motif paid, and I stood between them a moment in the dusk and let it be as much as it was.

The march’s lamp took badly at first, wick too new, oil too cold, flame guttering sideways in the draft through the ruined hall. Yrsa moved to shield it with her hand and stopped before she touched it, because this was my work, and Maeva noticed her stopping and said nothing, because she understood the courtesy. I trimmed the wick with my knife, warmed the chimney between my palms, and tried again. This time it caught steady, small but stubborn, and the two lamps burned together, one carried from a dead girl’s memory and one lit for a country that had forgotten what steady light looked like.

The copper tower went onto the hall’s first finished shelf, in the high room Maeva’s sketch had always shown, every copper I’d ever paid a fox at a shrine stacked into a monument to a courtesy I’d done a lifetime without meaning it, held in trust plus appreciation, and the plum stone went onto the shelf beside it, the fox setting it there herself, careful, still unexplained, a boy’s half-plum sixty years gone given a place on a shelf in a hall we’d won. And the copper whistle stayed in her pocket, the other half of a grief she hadn’t spent, and I did not ask, because a thing a fox keeps that hard is a thing you let her keep until she chooses daylight for it, and not before.

Maeva’s first decree as Warden of the Wend-march was about drainage, which delighted her enormously, an empress who’d unified three duchies and killed a bank and won back a country issuing her first sovereign command of her second life about a blocked culvert on the drover road, and she issued it with full court formality, the whole imperial weight of it brought to bear on a ditch, and then laughed at herself, once, the way she almost never did. The laugh was four hundred years of grief finally making room for a life, and I said nothing, and let her laugh.

The twelve-year-old with the fence-picket arrived two years too young and was adopted by the household within an hour, exactly as I’d marked, and Yrsa fixed her grip before she reported the theft, priorities, the way Ilsabet had once fixed a garrison rat’s grip before reporting hers, the rhyme complete, a dead woman’s first lesson paid forward to a march-child in a cold yard, and the saint did not name the rhyme and neither did I, and the child had a loose grip within the hour and a household within the day, and Yrsa taught her the low-line counter as the first thing, the Warden’s guard, and somewhere a garrison school added one student two years too young.

And Bram’s first accounting sheet from the march-hall table complained about the march-road odds, because a one-armed innkeeper who’d wept over paying out ruinous odds had already found new odds to grieve, the coalition’s road-building bets running long, the wager-book going where the odds were criminal, the receipts file sitting beside it, the dead-man’s-switch doctrine following the household to its own country. And the household was a household, on land of its own, under two lamps, with a garrison school of one and a reeve who was a thief and an empress laughing over a culvert and an oracle claiming a high room to be blind out of and a war banked patient in a mountain and a creditor’s offer standing declined at a gate and a whole country of petitions nailed to a leaning post.

I stood at the door of the march-hall in the last light, between the two lamps, and looked at the country we’d won, the flaw and the heroism and the household and the dread standing politely outside the gate. Then I checked the lamps, counted four queen-heartbeats and my own, left the work for morning, and would have gone in.

The lamps leaned.

Not far. Not enough for anyone outside the bond to call it a sign. Esra’s sister-lamp tipped first, the little flame bending in its chimney toward no draft I could feel, and the march’s new lamp followed, small and stubborn and wrong, both lights inclining the same way the warden-post lamps had leaned after the Factor vanished. Toward the gate. Toward the absence where the pale patience had stood. Toward something that was not in the road and still had weight.

The ledger-voice surfaced at the edge of my senses, colder than the spring dusk, not summoned, not offered, only read, the way ink is read when a page has opened somewhere with your name on it.

[ANCHOR (LIVING)]

The words sat in me like old ink.

[FOUR LIGHTS. TWO CROWNED.]

Maeva’s gold strand went still. Yrsa’s storm-grey tightened like a hand finding a hilt. Nahari, from the high room, went deliberately dark so fast I felt the absence of her sight like a shutter thrown closed. Suzu’s flint-spark flared once, furious and frightened and already appraising the angle of a thing no thief could reach.

Then the last line wrote itself across the inside of my skull, the letters drying from the center outward in a hand I had seen on a pen I would never let touch my name.

[ACQUIRE BEFORE THE CIRCLE CLOSES.]

The lamps held their lean for three breaths.

One.

Two.

Three.

Then they straightened, innocent as ordinary fire, and the march-hall behind me was loud with household warmth again, Bram cursing a kettle, Maeva laughing once at a culvert decree she’d already improved, Yrsa correcting a child’s grip in the yard, Suzu arguing with the copper tower about whether appreciation compounded ethically, Nahari dark and breathing and alive in the room above, four queen-heartbeats and my own under a roof we’d chosen.

I stood between the lamps and did not call them back outside. Not yet. The creditor had terms. The ledger had hunger. The circle had a closing edge.

Inside, my household was laughing.

So I checked both wicks, made both flames steady, and went in.
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Chapter 1: The Warden’s Road

The South River causeway held.

The wagon bed gave no drum-note or sway above the old ford. Eighty feet of rubble and cut cap-stone, built by men who were now, according to Wend, insufferable about it.

“They put their names in the mortar,” he said. “All of them. Down the seam on the north face where nobody can read it.”

“Good.”

“It’s vanity.”

“It’s a receipt.” I shifted my boots on the footboard and counted the tie-downs on the load behind me out of habit: eleven barrels, four crates, two bolts of canvas, one crate of nails that Bram had ordered twice and would deny ordering at all. “A man who signs a causeway maintains it.”

Wend made a sound that meant he would think about it later and pretend he had thought of it first. He was twenty-two. He had driven a second team through a bell-run under sabotage last spring, and he had developed the habit of arguing with me for practice.

The road ran out ahead of us in the long gold light of an early summer evening, and I did the thing I had caught myself doing all season, the thing I used to do with exits.

I counted lights: Fenwick Ford’s steady stone, the dry flood-notch stick, the widow’s early door-lamp, and three more at a new drover-road farmstead.

Five years I had walked in front of other men’s parties counting the ways out of every room I entered. Now I was twenty-six years old, warden of a march, and I rode into rooms and counted what was burning in them.

I did not say that out loud. Some changes were easier to trust when I kept them between myself and the road.

“Warden,” Wend said.

I hated it and had stopped correcting it. “Yes.”

“There’s a rider on the ridge.”

I looked. There was a rider on the ridge, sitting a horse like one of Holt’s fen-men: badly, and with total confidence. He raised an arm. I raised one back. He did not come down.

“He’ll come to the hall,” I said. “It’s not urgent.”

“How do you know?”

“He waved with the wrong hand.” I put my hands back on my knees. “Urgent is the right hand, so he can keep the left on the reins and come at a gallop. That’s a man who has news that will keep until supper and would like supper.”

Wend chewed on that for about a mile.

“You just made that up,” he said.

“I made it up last spring and then taught it to Holt,” I said. “Which is how most rules happen.”

We stopped at Fenwick Ford because forty families lived there and thirty-nine would come out to inspect a wagon. Ana Merrick had run the crossing nineteen years and conducted her friendship with Maeva almost entirely through drainage complaints.

“Two crates,” she said before I set the brake. “You promised three.”

“The third carries lamp oil. It’s on Thursday’s slow cart, wet-sanded and separate, because I like this village.”

She gripped my sleeve once. Country gratitude. Then we walked the oilcloth-wrapped flood-notch stick, the village’s sixty-year record and most valuable object.

“Hand of clear,” she said.

“Hand and a half.”

She grunted agreement. “There’s been horses on the east road.”

I looked at her.

“Strangers,” she said. “Two nights back, late, going north-east well off the road, which means they had a guide who knew where our fences are. I’d have sent word but there was nothing to send. Just horses.”

I got out my notebook, wrote it down, wrote the date, and showed her the page.

“That’s it,” Ana Merrick said, satisfied. “That’s what I like about you. Anyone else, I’d have said it and it’d have gone in one ear.”



The march-hall came up out of the dusk like something that had been there a long time and had recently remembered it.

Four hundred years ago it had been the seat of a border wardenry, and then it had been a ruin with a roof over one third of it, and then, a year ago, Maeva Castellan had walked into the shell of it, touched a doorframe she had raised herself, and issued a decree about drainage.

That decree was carved into the lintel now, because the cooper had run out of things to carve and had decided the empress’s first order deserved permanence. WATER GOES WHERE IT IS TOLD. Under it hung the hall-sign proper: a porter’s lantern over a broken chain, cut deep and painted in three colors, the paint touched up every spring by a man who refused payment for it.

The second drainage decree had followed in the winter, when the thaw came up through the yard flags and stood in the great room ankle-deep for two days.

“The first empire fell for many reasons,” Maeva had said, standing in it, holding her skirts in one fist and a hall-plan in the other, radiating a calm that made grown levy men volunteer for ditch work. “Damp was three of them.”

Now there were culverts. There were gravel drains under the yard that nobody in the march had a word for, so they called them Castellans, and a man who dug one said he was casting a Castellan, and Maeva had heard this and pretended not to be delighted for an entire evening.

Lamps burned at the hall door: two of them, one either side. The left was Esra’s: the sister-lamp, lit from her own flame at the Marrowford loft, carried on the wagon across a province, and now on a bracket the cooper had made without being asked. It was lit every night by whoever was closest to it at dusk, and there was a quiet unofficial competition about who got there first.

The plainer right-hand lamp belonged to the march and took its flame from Esra’s.

Colm took the team. Osric appeared out of nowhere with his tally-book already open, which was how Osric appeared everywhere.

“Eleven barrels,” he said, before I could say anything.

“Eleven.”

“You were meant to have twelve.”

“Pell’s cooper found a stave-split on the twelfth and pulled it. There’s a note.” I found the note and handed it over. “He’s charging us for the inspection.”

Osric read the note with the expression of a man reading his own eulogy. “He’s charging us for the inspection,” he repeated.

“He is.”

“Call it refusing to sell us a broken barrel, not service.”

“Take it up with the empress,” I said. “She’ll enjoy it more than either of us.”

He wrote something in the tally-book with real venom. Osric had come to us the previous winter as a farm boy who could not look a stranger in the face and could add four columns in his head while I was still arranging the first. Suzu had put ribbon tabs in his tally-book so he could find a page without speaking, and had told him, with unusual sincerity, that a ledger should let a shy man speak without standing in the room.

A stranger’s face still sent his gaze to the floor. His letters now ran the supply accounts of a wardenry and terrified merchants.

I went in through the yard door and stopped, the way I did about twice a week, because the yard was full of children hitting each other with sticks in perfect formation.



Twelve of them, plus nine grown levy men who had come to watch and been absorbed. That happened a lot. A levy man would wander over to laugh at the children and Yrsa would look at him for one second and put a shield in his hands, and forty minutes later he would be sweating and swearing and coming back tomorrow.

She had the training-yard’s north end, where the light lasted longest, and had set up a gate-frame out of two posts and a beam: no gate, just the hinge-side post, wrapped in old sacking.

The whole school could be described in one sentence, which Maeva had put in the ledger as an expense line: TWELVE STUDENTS, ONE INSTRUCTOR, ONE HUNDRED AND TEN SHILLINGS ANNUAL, CHEAPEST THING WE OWN.

“Again,” Yrsa said. “Count and step.”

The line went. Shields up, a half-shuffle left, the count called by the girl at the hinge end in a voice too big for her.

“One. Step. Two. Step. Hold.”

They held. Ten shields overlapping, the eleventh a hand too wide, the twelfth belonging to a boy who had turned his body to look at me and had therefore opened his whole flank to the imaginary enemy.

“Torvald,” Yrsa said, without turning around. “The Warden is not attacking you.”

“Sorry.”

“He might. He’s sneaky. But he isn’t now.” She walked the line’s back, tapping heels with the flat of a stick. “The gate is not a wall. A wall you stand at. A gate you stand IN, and a gate is a hole somebody built on purpose, and everything you have is going to want to come out of it, including you. So. Count and step. You do not run at them. You do not hold still. You give them one pace of ground at a time and you make them pay rent on every one.”

“What if they don’t pay?” one of the levy men asked.

“Then they’re through, and you’re behind them, and it’s a different day’s work.” Her tone stayed as practical as a report on a leaking barrel. “Again.”

Brenna was twelve. She had arrived the previous spring, already twelve, with a stolen fence-picket she used as a practice sword, and the household had adopted her inside an hour. Maeva had looked at her once and said “that one counts things” in the tone another woman would use for that one has her father’s eyes. Her braid was tied with fence wire. She had a real practice sword now, a wooden waster cut down to her reach, and she carried it with two hands and a seriousness that made the levy men behave.

“Hinge holds,” Yrsa said. “Why does the hinge hold?”

“Because that’s where the gate wants to fold,” Brenna said.

“And?”

“And because that’s where they’ll come, so that’s where the strongest stands.”

“Last,” Yrsa said. “The strongest stands last. Say it right or don’t say it.”

“The strongest stands last.”

“Whose rule?”

Brenna’s chin came up. “Warden Kron’s.”

Yrsa said nothing to that for a beat longer than the drill needed. Then she walked down the line, correcting grips.

I stayed in the yard door and watched, because it never got old, and because there was a piece of it coming that I did not like to miss.

She stopped at the fourth boy. Took his wrist. Turned his hand a quarter.

“Loose,” she said. “You’re strangling it. A sword you strangle is a sword that goes where your arm goes, and your arm is stupid and tired. Hold it like a bird you don’t want to hurt and don’t want to lose. Loose grip.”

“Loose grip,” the boy said.

“Brenna.”

“Loose grip,” Brenna called down the line, and the whole line said it back, and she went along the row like a small furious officer and turned four more wrists a quarter turn each.

Yrsa let her.

The instruction had come from Havrun’s gate on the fourth day of nine, passed from Ilsabet to a nineteen-year-old Yrsa, and now travelled down a line of farm children in twelve voices.

Yrsa turned and saw me and her face stayed unreadable.

“You’re back,” she said.

“I’m back.”

“Barrels?”

“Eleven.”

“Pell,” she said, with disgust, and went to put the practice weapons away, and hit me once on the shoulder as she passed, hard enough to bruise, which was the entire greeting and worth a speech from anyone else.



The petition wall was on the warden-post at the yard’s edge, and it had gone from a board to a wall the way a puddle goes to a pond: nobody decided, it just kept raining.

Maeva stood in front of it with a lamp in one hand and a fistful of paper in the other, sorting.

She had been reading in the hall and had not changed, which meant the travel skirts and the re-tailored bodice, gold thread catching the lamp along the seams where she had let it out and taken it in and let it out again through the months since the tomb, work she refused to hand to a tailor. Her braid was up. Two pins visible. Her sleeves were pushed to the elbow, as informal as she got outside a locked door.

She heard my boots and did not turn.

“Read me the local ones,” I said, “before you tell me the bad news.”

“You know there’s bad news.”

“You sorted them into three piles and you’re standing in front of the small one.”

That got me a sound in the back of her throat that I had learned to be proud of. She read.

“South River wants a second well. Old Wintering Barn reports an unusually large sow and a neighbor denying responsibility. Lost Granary wants the Blade Saint at a wedding, ‘stood at the door in the leathers.’ I wrote NO before Yrsa could charge us for a new door.”

“And the last one?”

“A child,” Maeva said, and her voice did something small. “Fenwick Ford. Asking whether the Anchor can make it so her grandmother stops forgetting her name.”

I stood there.

“I know,” she said.

“There’s nothing.”

“There is nothing, and you will write to her yourself, because a nothing said badly by a clerk is a wound and a nothing said properly by the Warden is a memory she keeps.” She pinned it, low, at eye level for someone small. “This is the tax on gravity, summoner. Things fall toward you now, and some of them are things you cannot catch, and we will still be here catching what we can when you are old.”

She let one breath go by.

“Twelve since Tuesday,” she said. “Three from outside the march.”

“Three?”

“Havering, which is not ours and knows it, asking whether the Anchor rents. A hamlet on the Coldharbour road that I cannot find on any map you own, which means it is younger than your maps and someone has been busy. And this.”

She held one up over her shoulder. I took it. Good paper. A steward’s hand.

“That’s a manor,” I said.

“That is a manor whose lord is forty miles inside another lord’s country, writing to a border wardenry about a haunting on his own land because he has heard our stones weigh true.” Her voice was perfectly level, and under it was the sound of an empress enjoying herself so much it was faintly indecent. “Do you understand what that is, summoner?”

“Gravity,” I said.

She turned around then, and the lamp came up between us, and her green eyes priced the whole of me from boots to hairline in about a second and a half and arrived, as ever, at a number she considered scandalously low and intended to correct.

“Gravity,” she agreed. “You built a light in a place with no light, and now things fall toward it. Havering will be a nuisance. The Coldharbour hamlet will be a friend. The manor will be a problem, because a lord who writes to us is a lord who is telling his neighbors that he wrote to us.”

“You want to take it.”

“I want to take all of them, and I want to be seen taking exactly two.” She pinned the manor letter back on the board, deliberately high, where everyone would see it. “Let the third wait a fortnight. Scarcity is the only tariff we can charge that costs us nothing.”

“You’re going to make me say no to a haunting.”

“You’re going to make me say it,” she said. “You have trouble saying no when someone puts a real need in front of you, and it shows in the accounts.”

Suzu’s voice came from directly above my left ear, from a beam that had no business supporting anyone.

“He said no to me once.”

“He did not,” Maeva said.

“He said, and I quote, ‘not the good rope.’” Suzu dropped. She landed like water, without any of the noise. Four foot eleven of layered thief’s silks and a great deal of hair the color of a fox in low sun, amber eyes already narrowed at me with the specific pleasure of someone who has been waiting an hour to be looked at. “I have not recovered.”

“You took the good rope anyway.”

“I took the good rope anyway,” she agreed. “The refusal’s the point. It hurt. I’m carrying it.”

“Where.”

She patted a pocket. Something in it clinked in a way that did not belong to her.

I checked my coat. My pencil was gone.

She held it up between two fingers before I had finished the motion. Then she turned it and showed me the flat side, where a small mark had been pressed into the wood in ink the color of banked coals: a fox’s paw, neat as a seal, with a tiny ring stamped around it.

“Notarized,” she said.

“You notarized my pencil.”

“You keep leaving it in places. Now it’s registered. If it turns up in another man’s coat, that’s theft, and the law is very clear, and by the law I mean me.” She put it back in my coat pocket herself, patting it flat with real care, and did not steal anything else on the way out, which meant she was saving it. “Welcome home, porter-of-legends.”

“Vault?”

“Full and boring. I’ve insured it against exactly one thief.” She showed her teeth. “Professional courtesy. I don’t rob houses I have keys to. It’s a rule.”

“You have keys to every house in the march.”

“Yes,” Suzu said, her tails lifting with a fox’s bright self-approval, and went to find something to eat.



Nahari was on the hall steps with her feet bare on warm stone, unbraiding her hair, which meant she had been standing still long enough to get bored of standing still.

“Warden,” she said.

“You too?”

“I use it when I want you to flinch.” She tipped her head back. Silver-white hair fell past her waist and pooled on the step behind her, and the last light off the yard put a line of gold along one deep-brown shoulder where the wrap had slid. “How was the ford?”

“Dry. The stick’s got a hand of clear marks. The widow’s lighting early.”

“Good.” She said it like a woman ticking off an item, which she was. She had been reading mornings for us since Cinderwell, and she read them as a drover reads a sky: not as prophecy, mostly, just as a woman who had been paying attention longer than the rest of us had been alive. “You’ll want the survey map tonight.”

“Why?”

“Because you’ve been counting again on the road and you’ve decided to stop pretending you haven’t.” Her blink was slow. Slower than it had any need to be. “Also because the east smells of gilt and borrowed horses.”

I stood still on the second step.

“Say that again.”

“Gilt,” she said, unhurried, “and borrowed horses. Twelve or fifteen of them, ridden hard from somewhere with money and no grass. It’s been on the wind since noon and I have been enjoying the last of an afternoon in which nobody knew but me, which is a small vice I intend to keep.”

“Distance?”

“Border stone, or near it.”

“How near?”

She thought about it. That was worth noticing. Nahari knew her answers. The pause meant she was choosing how much of one to hand over.

“Near enough that a man who wanted to be seen would have arrived by now,” she said. “So he doesn’t want to be seen. He wants to be found.”



The survey map lived on the long table in the war-loft over the hall’s east range, weighted at the corners with four things nobody had chosen on purpose: a whetstone, a coin with Maeva’s face on it and the jaw entirely wrong, a copper tower eleven coins high, and a rock.

The tower was Suzu’s. Every copper I had ever paid into the east-road fox shrine, stacked, held in trust, presented back to me with appreciation. It had lived on a wagon shelf across a province and now it lived here, and the household gave it the handling reserved for things obviously sacred and obviously ridiculous.

Beside it, that spring, a dried plum stone had appeared. She had never explained it. Nobody had asked.

I unrolled the north sheet and set the whetstone on it and looked at the shape I had been not-looking at for a year.

The Wend-march ran roughly north-east from the hall in a long wedge: four live villages when we took it, seven now, three dead ones coming back on their own bones. Drover roads I had cleared. A border stream. Fenwick Ford. East Ford and its old toll house, where the bridge crossed and the road went on toward country that was somebody else’s problem.

And in the far north reach, where the map went from ink to a lot of honest guesswork, a ring.

Two days’ ride. A caldera. Drovers detoured around it by two days, a cost no drover accepts for free, and when you asked them why they said things like the grass is wrong up there and the beasts don’t like the smell, and if you kept asking they got annoyed and changed the subject to weather.

The province’s records held zero monster tallies, going back as far as it had records.

I had checked that three separate ways. I had checked Helvane’s provincial rolls, which went back two hundred years and were kept by a man who took an unwholesome pleasure in wyvern statistics. I had checked the drover guild’s route-books, which record detours rather than monsters, and a detour is a monster with the fear left in and the name taken out. And I had paid a copper to an old woman in a market at Marrowford who remembered her grandfather’s stories, and had asked her what came off the north mountain, and she had looked at me as if I had asked what came out of the sky.

“Nothing comes off it, love,” she had said. “Things go up.”

The year-long irritation sat there in ink. Empty or bad ground gets tallies. Ground with nothing in it gets herders and then gets tallies. Ground with no tallies at all is ground where nothing comes out.

Nahari came up the ladder without a sound and stood at the other end of the table, and Suzu arrived a minute later with half a loaf and sat on the map’s south end with her legs crossed, which put her boots on a village.

“Off Fenwick,” I said.

“Fenwick likes me.”

“Fenwick’s dog doesn’t.”

“Fenwick’s dog is a professional and we respect each other.” She moved anyway.

I put two fingers on the caldera and left them there.

“I still count it,” I said.

Neither of them asked what.

I said it anyway, because I had decided on the road that I was going to say it out loud in a lit room with the map in front of me, instead of at three in the morning with my hand flat on the floorboards like a lunatic.

“There’s a heartbeat under the world. One beat in four. Slow. It’s been there since the boon, and I told myself it was the feast drums, and then I told myself it was my own pulse coming back wrong through the burn, and it isn’t either. It runs north.” I tapped the ring. “It runs here.”

Suzu had stopped chewing.

Nahari had been rebuilding her braid. It stopped at the third pass.

“And,” I said, “the registry line has stopped being a joke.”

The line said itself, sparse and dry and utterly without opinion, surfacing out of the anchor like a price on a market board when you look at a stall you cannot afford.

[VYRISSA, LAST DRAGON EMPRESS – COST: BEYOND ANY RECORDED WEIGHT]

In a flooded alcove under Lake Marren, the line had read as a wall: a door with a number so large it became a joke. Halden Rusk had found it too, sixty years ago, and died before he could afford it. Now it read like a price.

“Well,” Suzu said to her bread. “That’s horrible.”

“Yes.”

“Under the lake, that line was a mountain range. Now you’re reading the small print on the invoice.” Her amber eyes lost their play. “When impossible turns into unaffordable yet, people start planning.”

“I know.”

“Are you planning?”

“I’m counting. When I plan, I’ll tell you, and you’ll all shout at me, and then we’ll do it.”

Nahari finished the braid pass she had stopped in the middle of. “He hasn’t lied to us yet. It would be a shame to start now.”

Suzu managed two more bites before the professional in her won. “Hypothetically, what’s the shortfall?”

“A shortfall is a distance. This isn’t one. Under the lake, the line and my weight were different kinds of thing, like asking how many miles are in a Tuesday. Now they’re the same kind, but I can only read the number with my hand on the door.”

“Which you won’t do.”

“Yet.”

“He said yet.” Suzu pointed the crust at Nahari. “I’m entering that in the book.”

“You don’t have a book.”

“I have several, and you’re in most of them.”

Suzu folded the bread in its cloth. Nahari resumed her braid. The living thing under the mountain kept its slow count, and we went to dinner.



Dinner was loud.

Bram Tideman had brought the taproom annex up from Veltmark for the season and had built it onto the hall’s west range with the enthusiasm of a man who had spent forty years wanting his own room in a great house. He was sixty-some, one-armed, and had lost the arm to a wyvern in a story that changed every time he told it. This month the wyvern had been two wyverns. Next month it would be a wyvern and a rope bridge.

He served with the stump tucked and the good hand doing everything, at a speed that made new customers stare, and he cheated at his own wager book in a manner so transparent it was effectively an honest disclosure.

“Odds on the sow,” he announced, thumping a jug down. “Old Wintering Barn’s sow. Three to one she’s the neighbor’s.”

“You can’t take bets on a petition,” Osric said, horrified.

“I can take bets on anything with two outcomes and a slow man in the middle of it,” Bram said. “Arithmetic made that rule before I did.”

“It’s a petition,” Osric said. “A petition isn’t an event.”

“Everything’s an event if you write down when it stops.” Bram filled his cup on the way past and did not spill a drop. He did that every night, one-handed, and I had still not worked out how. “You’d know that. You write down when things stop for a living.”

Bram tapped a sealed leaf in his book. “Fox. The crown line still stands?”

“Odds sealed. It stands,” Suzu said.

He shut the book.

The long table ran the width of the west range and it was full, a sight the old ruined hall had never held. Twelve students down the far end, eating like children somebody has finally made tired enough to be hungry. Levy men in the middle, arguing about a fence. Colm’s brother’s team at the near end with their boots off under the table, which Maeva had ruled on once, in favor, on the grounds that a man who takes his boots off at your table intends to stay and fight for it.

Yrsa ate like a siege was coming. She had eaten like that in Marrowford, when the siege was theoretical, and she ate like it now, when it was going to turn out not to be, and she would eat like it in eighty years if anyone let her get there. Three helpings, no comment, and a running low-grade war with Bram over the seasoning of the stew that had been going since Veltmark and that Bram had won exactly once.

“It’s underdone,” she said.

“It’s stew.”

“Barley’s chalky.”

“Barley’s barley.” Bram did not look up. “You want it soft, you want porridge, and porridge is what they feed you when they’ve given up on you. Eat your stew, saint.”

She ate her stew.

Maeva had the head of the table, a seat nobody had assigned her and nobody attempted to take, and she was at her usual dinner work: running a whole village’s worth of small business through a series of remarks that sounded like conversation and were, in fact, orders.

“Torvald’s mother has a spinning wheel with a bad treadle.” A spoonful. “Colm, that’s a morning.”

“Aye.”

“The Havering man will send a second letter within nine days, more polite, and we will answer that one. Osric, hold his first for me, and put a ribbon on it that means nothing so he sees the ribbon.”

Osric wrote it down. He also, without being asked, put a ribbon on it that meant nothing.

The fiddler began “The Lantern and the Chain,” now ten verses long and wrong in six places. One verse put Yrsa at a gate forty miles from any ground she had walked.

“I wasn’t there.”

“You were morally there,” Suzu said.

“I was in a fen.”

“The fen was there.” Suzu caught Yrsa’s thrown bread crust without looking, and one student fell off the bench cheering.

Afterward the great room was warm, and I ended up in the deep chair by the hearth without any memory of choosing it, with a cup of something in my hand that I had not poured.

This was a tactic. I knew it was a tactic. It happened every time I came back off the road, and it was executed with a coordination that would have shamed a cavalry troop.

Maeva arrived first, because Maeva always arrived first, and sat on the arm of the chair with her hip against my shoulder and took the cup out of my hand to taste it and then gave it back, which was an audit.

“You’re thinner,” she said.

“I’m the same.”

“You’re the same and thinner, which is worse.” Her fingers found my right forearm, turned it to the lamplight with measured care, and traced the silver-grey lines that ran up from the wrist and past the elbow and up under the rolled sleeve to the shoulder and, since a war-vault under a citadel, across the top of my collarbone. She did it ledger-fashion: line by line, expressionless.

A year with no new lines. She checked anyway. Every time.

“Unchanged,” she said.

“Told you.”

“You’d tell me if it fell off.” She let the sleeve down. “The tally-book says you paid Pell for the inspection.”

“Osric moves fast.”

“Osric frightens this hall more than the fox does.” She stole my cup again, drank properly this time, and settled with her shoulder against my head. “I shall write to Pell.”

“Be gentle.”

“I shall be extremely gentle,” Maeva said, in the voice of weather arriving over a fleet, “and he will send us the twelfth barrel, and a note apologizing for its condition, and probably a cheese.”

Yrsa came in with her hair still wet from the yard trough and dropped onto the hearthstone at my knee with her back against the chair, which was as close to sitting in someone’s lap as she got in a room with a door in it. She had my other arm within a minute, unwrapping and re-wrapping the linen over the worst of the old tracery without asking, without looking at me, arguing with Suzu about a dice throw the entire time.

Suzu was upside down over the chair-back, hanging by her knees off the settle behind it, six inches from my ear.

Nahari sat on the floor with her back to the fire, and put one warm hand around my ankle, and did not say anything for twenty minutes, which from her was a full paragraph.

No rota governed it. They converged from four directions in under three minutes and took a quadrant each like a garrison occupying a wall. Mentioning the architecture only made them deny it.

“You’re doing the face,” Yrsa said, to my wrist.

“What face.”

“The one where you’re about to say something about deserving.”

“I wasn’t.”

“He was,” said Maeva, above me, eyes shut.

“He was,” Suzu agreed, from behind and slightly upside down.

“Give him four minutes,” Nahari said, after exactly long enough. “I intend to be asleep by then.”

The old thought tried to surface. Four different women had trained me to keep it behind my teeth.

“The Coldharbour hamlet isn’t on my maps,” I said.

“It’s a fortnight old,” Suzu said, from upside down. “Nine houses and a well. They’re calling it Coldharbour because the family that started it came off the Coldharbour road and they haven’t got the imagination God gave a turnip.”

“How do you know that?”

“I went and looked. Last week. While you were away.” She righted herself in one motion and stole my pencil again, from the same pocket, without any effort at all. “There’s a girl there who can read. I gave her a slate.”

“You gave her a slate.”

“I stole her a slate,” Suzu said, with dignity, “from a man who was using it as a lid. A slate used as a lid is begging for rescue,” and Yrsa said “it’s theft,” and Suzu said “it’s redistribution of an underperforming asset,” and Maeva said, without opening her eyes, “the fox is correct on the law and wrong on the ethics, which is her usual position,” and I sat amid the whole argument with a cup I had not poured and lines under my sleeve that four different women had touched in four different ways in the space of an hour, and thought, not for the first time, that whatever I had paid for this had been cheap.

That was the moment the yard bell went.

The alarm rope stayed still. One pull came from the visitor bell: a rider at the gate that the watch knew.

Yrsa was up before the sound finished. She was simply already standing, as she always was when a noise arrived out of sequence.



Holt came in with the road still on him, and two of his outriders behind him staying carefully by the door, men raised not to track mud into halls belonging to people who could kill them.

He was a fen-man from the Marrowford causeways with a scar that took his face from ear to jaw, and he had led an ambush against me once, and I had hired him instead, and he had kept my roads reliably since Marrowford.

“Warden,” he said.

“Holt. Sit down.”

“I’ll stand, if it’s the same.”

That was not the same, and everyone in the room knew it, and Maeva stood up off the chair-arm and became, in one movement, without changing anything about her clothes, an empress.

“Say it,” she said.

“Border stone,” Holt said. “Dawn this morning. A banner went up.”

“Whose?”

“Nobody’s I know. Nobody local knows it either, and I asked at three farms.” He turned his hat over in his hands once. “Hunt-party colors. Gilt work, proper gilt, not paint. Twelve, fifteen riders, good horses, tired horses. They made camp on the far bank of the stream and they’ve been quiet all day, which is the part I don’t like. Men who ride that far in colors like that make noise. These made a camp and a cook-fire and they sat in it.”

“Sigil,” Yrsa said.

Holt looked at her.

“On the banner,” she said. “What’s on it.”

“A bridge,” Holt said. “White. Three arches.”

Nobody moved.

The fire did what fires do. Somewhere below in the yard, one of the levy boys laughed at something and was shushed.

I watched Yrsa Kaldwyn’s face go from a face into a closed door, and stay there, and it was the same expression she had worn at a pavilion in Veltmark watching a woman walk to heel between a piper and a lance, and I had counted eleven seconds that time.

I did not count this time. I found I did not want the number.

“There’s more,” Holt said, into the quiet, because he was a professional. “The banner-spike. They drove it into the turf right of the stone, deep, and they sealed the collar of it. Wax.”

“That’s normal,” I said. “Keeps the rain out of the fitting.”

“Aye.” He reached into his coat and came out with a broken disc of it, about the size of a thumbnail, and held it out to me on his palm. “Wax’s normal.”

I took it to the lamp.

It was not red, and it was not the black of a house seal, and it was not the plain brown of a working wax that a hunt-master carries in a saddlebag to seal a fitting against weather.

It was the dull, tired yellow of very old coin.

I turned it over. There was a partial impression in it, half a mark, pressed and then smeared, as if it had been sealed and then somebody had put a hand on it before it cooled.

Behind me, Nahari of Sundermere stood up off the floor.

She came and looked at it in my palm and did not touch it, and her breathing changed, and the slow blink stopped entirely, which I had seen perhaps six times since the stone yard.

“What?” I said.

“Nothing,” she said.

“Nahari.”

“Nothing,” she said again, and it was true, and that was the trouble. “I look at it and find a blank margin, stripped clean like a page with the writing taken off it.”

Suzu leaned in past my elbow and sniffed the wax once. Her nose wrinkled. Both ears flattened, and all the play went out of her eyes.

“That’s grave money,” she said.


Chapter 2: Bridgeblood

We rode out at first light with eleven people and a chalk box.

That was Maeva’s arithmetic, and it was better than mine. My instinct had been six: fast, quiet, look at the thing, come back and decide. Hers was eleven, and half of them chosen for what they would look like standing still.

“He has come a long way to be seen,” she said, adjusting a glove on the hall steps in the grey. “It would be discourteous to make him do it alone.”

So: me. Maeva. Yrsa. Nahari. Suzu, who was already gone ahead and would arrive from a direction nobody expected. Holt and two of his outriders, who looked exactly like what they were, which was road-hard men with opinions. Osric with the tally-book and a chalk box, because Osric came to everything. Colm on the wagon, because the wagon made us look like people who had merely stopped by. And Bram, who had invited himself, and who had spent the ride explaining to Osric that a wager book at a border stone was a civic amenity.

The border stone stood where the stream turned: a squat grey block older than the wardenry, with the march’s stones-mark cut into the top and our etchings since the boon down the south face. It glowed faintly at dawn, as all stones do: a light with weight in it, the sum of what a place has done.

Across the stream, on the far bank, the camp.

Fifteen horses on a picket line. Six tents. A cook-fire banked properly. Good gear laid out with the discipline of a party that has drilled its own camp order, which told me more about them than the banner did.

The banner told me the rest.

Gilt cloth, real gold thread. A house paid for cloth like that once in a generation, then repaired it forever. Three white arches on a field the color of a wheat morning.

A bridge.

I did not look at Yrsa. Looking at Yrsa just then would have been a kind of theft.

I felt her instead, through the crowned strand: a cold, still room with every door shut and one candle burning steadily in the middle.

Nahari’s mare came up on my other side without me hearing it.

“He’ll come out in a moment,” she said, “and he will look at the crowd behind you first, and at you second.”

“Is that the glass?”

“That’s twenty-nine years of watching men in front of temples,” she said. “Save the glass for weather.”



He came out in a moment, and he looked at our party first, and at me second.

Hadrian Vael, called the Bridgeblood, thirty-one years old, and I will say the true thing before I say the rest: he was good to look at, and he moved well, and he had a duelist’s frame under a hero’s tailoring, and if I had met him at a deed-fair five years ago I would have written him down in my notebook as competent and expensive and dangerous in that order.

He came to the water’s edge on foot, alone, unhelmed, hair russet and oiled until it took the light like gilt itself, and he stopped at the stream and put his hands where I could see them, which was correct and courteous and which he did with a small flourish, which was not.

And around him, the sheen.

I had seen a blessing before. I had walked five years beside a blessing. Cylas Aurent’s used to come off him like heat off a road in August, and it had brightened when a crowd cheered and dimmed when a crowd got quiet, and I had spent years thinking that was charisma.

Vael’s sat on him: laid over, worked in, applied. Gilt on wood. And it was thin in places, like old gilding gone thin on the high points of a carving where hands have touched it.

“Anchor of Legends,” he called across the water, and his voice was trained and it carried beautifully. “Dorian Marsh. Warden of the Wend-march.”

“That’s me.”

“Hadrian Vael, of House Vael. I have come with fifteen and no engines, and I have planted my banner in the sight of your stone, and I will state my business in daylight before witnesses, as is proper.”

“Then state it,” I said. “There’s tea in the wagon when you’re done, if you want it. It’s honest tea.”

His prepared smile missed its cue. He had planned for a great many things and had not planned for tea.

“Your reputation is for courtesy,” he said.

“My reputation is for logistics. Courtesy’s cheaper than the alternative and it travels well.” I stepped up onto the stone’s plinth so he did not have to raise his voice further. “Business, Lord Vael.”

He drew breath, and then he did the thing.

He checked his crowd.

His men never got the glance. The detail mattered enough that I underlined it twice in my notebook that night. He looked past me, at our party, at Bram, at Osric with the chalk box, at Holt’s outriders, at the empty road behind us where more people might be coming. His eyes went out along the whole audience and came back, and only then did his chest fill and only then did he begin.

“Ninety years ago,” Hadrian Vael said, “my great-grandfather held a bridge.”

Beside me, on her horse, Yrsa Kaldwyn did not move at all.

“Lord Casran Vael held the crossing at the Fallow Water for a day and a night with a broken command,” he went on, “and my house was raised on that stone. On that deed. There is not a hall, a wall, or a well in three cantons of the Vael country that was not paid for by what he did at that crossing.”

He let that stand.

“A year ago,” he said, “someone put a name on a stone in Marrowford, and the name was not his.”

“The stones weigh what’s true,” I said.

“The stones weigh what is SWORN,” Vael said, and his voice did not rise, and I gave him that: he had control, “by whoever is standing in front of them. And a year ago a woman who has been dead for ninety years stood in front of one and swore a version of my house’s founding in which my great-grandfather ran.”

“He ran,” Yrsa said.

It went across the water flat and quiet, and it did not carry the way his voice carried, and every single person on both banks heard it.

Vael turned to her at last, and I watched a very great deal happen in a very controlled face.

“You are the counterfeit,” he said.

“I’m the woman who died there.”

“You are a summoning wearing her name.”

“Then you have a problem,” Yrsa said, “because your house has spent ninety years telling everybody how many people were on that bridge, and I can name them.” She had not raised her voice at any point. She had not shifted her weight in the saddle. “There was a soldier who went back over for a shield with his sister’s mark painted on it. There was a drummer boy whose drum split on the second day and who counted cadence with his voice after. There was a woman with a spear broken at the socket who tried to come back for me and got dragged off by her belt. Your great-grandfather is not on my list, Lord Vael. That’s my quarrel with your family. He’s not on the list, and the list is the only thing I brought with me out of the water.”

Silence, on both banks.

I had heard Yrsa tell that once, on a wound-watch, with the training-hall door barred. She had never said it in front of anyone.

Her real audience was a scatter of drovers and levy men, two of Holt’s outriders who would tell it in a taproom by nightfall, Bram with his book, and the stone, whose whole business is listening.

Vael’s blessing flickered.

It was nothing. It was one heartbeat of gilt going the color of dishwater along his shoulder-line and then coming back. I saw it because I had spent five years learning to see it on a better-fed man. Nahari saw it. Maeva saw it, and priced it, and I felt her mark the price through the strand like a coin dropped on a counting-board.

He saw us see it.

That was the moment the parley stopped being about a bridge.



“House Vael,” he said, “declares a Gilt Hunt upon the Wend-march.”

Behind me, Bram said “oh, lovely” in a tone of pure commerce, and Osric shushed him.

I knew the custom as I knew most things: from somebody else’s route-book, read while waiting for a Hero to finish a bath. A hunt-party plants a banner at a territory’s border stone and declares a Season Wager: two sets of stones, one season, and whichever side carries more true deed-weight by the agreed day takes the stake. It is old, it is entirely physical, and it exists because the alternative is two armed parties in one country with nothing to do.

“Terms,” I said.

“By midsummer,” Vael said. “Weight to weight, stone to stone, witnessed by any who care to witness. If my hunt carries the season: the woman calling herself Yrsa Kaldwyn answers my trial of arms, on my ground, at my calling. And your march muster stands down for a season.”

“And if you lose?”

He did not like the shape of that sentence. He answered it anyway, because a wager unsworn both ways is not a wager, and everyone on both banks knew it.

“House Vael withdraws its claim to the Fallow Water bridge,” he said. “Forever. From every stone that carries it. And every hunt-banner leaves the Wend-march and does not return in my lifetime.”

Maeva’s horse came up level with mine. She had said nothing for the whole parley, and she said nothing now, and she looked at Hadrian Vael the way a customs officer looks at a barrel whose weight does not match its manifest.

I thought about it for longer than I needed to, because I had already decided, and because a man who answers instantly has been waiting to be asked.

“I accept,” I said, “on the stones’ terms, with one clause.”

“Name it.”

“True weight only.” I said it plainly, into the morning, in the flat voice I use for reading out a load list. “Deeds weighed as the stones weigh them, which is by what actually happened and who it happened to. And any deed found manufactured rebounds as a grey scar on the stone that took it, per the ordinary law of the thing, with no allowance, no appeal, and no re-swearing.”

I had merely restated how deed-stones already worked.

Hadrian Vael knew that. He opened his mouth to say so, and I watched him understand that if he said so, he would be a man standing in front of forty witnesses explaining at length why the rules should be restated aloud.

“Naturally,” he said.

“Say it, then,” I said. “For the stone.”

He said it. He signed the wager gold: the palm flat to the border stone, the oath spoken, the light going up under his hand in that thick, laid-on gilt color.

And two paces behind his shoulder, his second-in-command, a broad man with a hunt-master’s scarred forearms and grey coming in at the temples, flinched.

The movement barely registered. His weight came off his front foot and went back, and his eyes went to his captain, then to the ground, and stayed there.

I did not look at him a second time. I put my own palm on the stone, and swore the march’s side, and felt the weight settle like a heavy door closed properly by someone who knows the door.

The stone took it.

“Midsummer,” Vael said.

“Midsummer,” I agreed. “Lord Vael. Your men have ridden hard and your horses are standing on churned ground on the wrong side of a stream that floods on a north wind. If you move the picket forty yards up the bank you’ll have grass and a firm bottom, and you’ll be able to see anything coming down the road, which I imagine you’d like.”

He stared at me.

“Why,” he said, “would you tell me that?”

“Because I don’t want to spend my season fishing your horses out of my water,” I said. “It’s my water. I’d have to explain it to a widow.”

That was when Suzu spoke from the far bank.

“He’s right about the bottom, you know. There’s about eight inches of good turf and then it’s blue clay all the way down. Your grey mare’s already sunk a hand. She’ll be at the hock by Thursday and then you’ll have a lame mare and an opinion about it.”

Every man in the Vael camp turned around.

She was sitting on the tailgate of their own supply wagon. She had been sitting there for some unknown length of time, four foot eleven, boots swinging, eating one of their apples.

There followed the sequence I had watched too often since the fox shrine and had stopped finding funny only in the sense that I no longer laughed out loud.

Three hands went to three sword hilts. Vael’s second, the broad grey-templed one, said something short. Suzu produced a second apple from a pocket she did not have and offered it, at arm’s length, to the nearest man, who did not take it, and who then discovered that his belt-knife was in her other hand.

“You want to check that strap,” she said kindly, handing it back hilt-first. “Riveted, that. Riveted’s for show. Stitched holds.”

“Warden,” Hadrian Vael said, with a very great deal of control, “your thief is in my camp.”

“She’s not mine,” I said. “She’s a free citizen of the march and she goes where she likes. If you want her out of your camp, you’re welcome to remove her. I’d want a wager on it, though.”

“Even money,” Bram said instantly, from his stool.

“Your witnesses will note the discourtesy,” Vael said.

“Record it,” I said. “You planted a banner on my border at dawn without a rider ahead. Everything after that is a conversation about manners between two people who have already decided not to have one.” I let that sit exactly one beat. “Suzu. Off the man’s wagon. Leave the apples.”

Suzu left the apples.

She left, as far as I could tell, considerably more than the apples, and I decided as a matter of policy not to inquire until we were four miles away.



Yrsa turned her horse, rode three lengths, and stopped.

“Vael.”

He waited.

“You want your trial of arms,” she said. “You’ve wanted it since you saw the etch. You’ll want it more every week, and by midsummer you’ll want it so badly you’ll dream about it, and here’s what you need to hear before you spend a season on that.”

“Say it.”

“I fight the fights I choose.” Her voice went over the water like a stone skipping. “A dare doesn’t choose for me, and neither does a man who builds his own crowd. If you want a date, ask my debt-holder, and if he thinks it’s honest ground he’ll put it in his book, and if he doesn’t, you can plant banners from here to the sea.”

She let her horse take one more step.

“You’re not fighting me for your great-grandfather,” she said. “You’re fighting me because your stones are going dark and you think mine are the reason. They’re not. Yours are going dark because they were lit with somebody else’s fire and the loan came due. I know exactly how that feels, so I’ll only tell you once.”

The murmur ran along both banks.

It was very small. It was drovers and levy men and two of his own hirelings, and it was the particular noise a crowd makes when it has heard something it recognizes and has not decided yet whether to be embarrassed for the man it is looking at.

And the gilt on Hadrian Vael’s shoulders guttered like a lamp in a draft.

I saw his hand move: quick, unconscious, up to his own collar, the gesture of a man checking a cloak-pin that is not loose. He mastered it in half a second.

Nobody else caught it.

Everybody caught the light.



Osric had the chalk out before the Vael camp had finished striking their morning fire.

He drew the scoreboard on the border stone’s flat north face, low down where the weather was kindest, two columns, ruled with a straightedge because Osric would rule lines on the surface of the sea if you gave him time.

MARCH. GILT.

“You’ve made it very official,” Maeva observed.

“It’s a wager, my lady,” Osric said, not looking up, ears going red. “Wagers get a board.”

“They do.” She stood back, considered it, then gave Osric one slow approving nod. “Now every drover on this road stops here, and reads it, and carries it. Osric, I want that board legible from horseback.”

“Yes, my lady.”

“Bram.”

“Already open,” Bram said. He had a stool. He had brought a stool on a wagon to a border parley. “Even money on the season, which is generous of me, and I’ll shorten it inside a fortnight when they start losing, which they will, and everybody who bets early will feel like a genius, which is the product I actually sell.”

“You are a remarkably honest crook,” Maeva said.

“I’m not employed.”

“You’re a fixture,” she said. “Fixtures don’t get salaries. Ask the fox.”

We rode back at a walk. Maeva brought her horse alongside mine at the second mile and gave me the audit I had been waiting for since the water’s edge.

“He is not the problem,” she said.

“No.”

“Say why, so I know you have it and I am not required to be clever at you for an hour.”

“Because he can’t pay for this.” I watched the road. “Fifteen riders, six tents, real gilt on the banner, good horses ridden a long way and not sold on. A house whose stones are going dark cannot afford a season in the field four cantons from home. That is somebody’s money.”

“That is somebody’s money,” Maeva agreed. “And here is the part you have not yet said, because you dislike saying things you cannot prove. A house in trouble does not spend its last coin on a border wager against a wardenry that has beaten a Chainwright and a Hero. It sells land. It marries a daughter. It takes a governorship on a bad coast.” She flicked a fly off her mare’s neck. “It hunts monsters somewhere lucrative and cries about honor at home. Coming HERE is the worst available option, and he has taken it, and he has taken it funded.”

“So he was recruited.”

“So he was RESCUED,” she said. “Which is worse, because a rescued man will do anything, and will believe the entire time that he is the one doing the choosing.” She let it sit for a hundred yards. “Watch his second. That one has done the arithmetic and has not yet decided whether to run.”



The march found out before we got home, which is what happens when you take a wagonload of people to a parley and two of them are drovers.

By the time the wagon came through the gate the yard had opinions. Colm’s crew had an opinion. The kitchen had an opinion. A woman selling eggs at the hall door had an opinion so strong she had stopped selling eggs.

“Is it a war,” Torvald’s mother asked me, directly, with a basket on her hip.

“It’s a wager.”

“That’s what they said about the last one.”

“The last one we won,” I said, “and the granary got a new roof out of it, and I’ll thank you not to teach my students to expect a war every time a stranger arrives with a flag.”

She thought about that, decided it was acceptable, and went back to selling eggs at a price that had, I noticed, gone up a farthing.

Bram set his board on the taproom wall before he took his coat off. He wrote SEASON WAGER at the top in a hand like a wheelwright’s and then, under it, the odds, and then, under that, three sub-wagers he had invented on the ride home: whether the gilt camp would still be there at midsummer, whether Vael would ask for the trial in writing, and whether Suzu would be caught in their camp again before the month was out.

“That last one’s insulting,” Suzu said.

“That last one’s four-to-one against, which is a compliment.”

“Four to one.” She considered it with the pure focus of a professional. “Put me down for six shillings.”

“On yourself getting caught?”

“On myself getting caught,” Suzu said serenely, “on a day of my choosing, in a manner I will describe in advance to you in a sealed note, so that everyone can see I did it on purpose. I will make a tidy profit and you will make a legend, and the drovers will talk about it for a year, and one of those three is a public service.”

Bram looked at the note she was already writing. Bram looked at me.

“I’m taking it,” he said.

“I know.”

“I’m going to lose.”

“You are.”

“I’m going to lose in front of a full room,” Bram said, with something close to reverence, “and my takings will double,” and he wrote it in the book.

The training hall that evening smelled of dust and lamp-oil and the particular sourness of a room that twelve children have sweated in.

Yrsa had the whole floor. She had lit two lamps at the far end, and left the rest dark, and she was going through the guard forms with a training blade at half speed, which meant she was thinking, because she cleaned weapons when she was angry and drilled when she was working something out.

I sat on the bench and got the notebook open on my knee.

“Say it,” I said.

“He’s good.”

“Yes.”

“Really good.” She turned through the third form without breaking rhythm. “Circuit-good. He’s had proper teaching for twenty years and he’s kept it up, which most of them don’t. If he came at me cold I’d want ground and a plan.”

“He’ll be worse by midsummer.”

“He’ll be worse by midsummer,” she agreed, “which is a different problem, because desperate men fight above their weight for about nine seconds and then all at once fall off a cliff.”

She stopped. Set the point down.

“He’s got a tell,” she said.

I turned the page and licked the pencil, which is a filthy habit that Maeva has twice tried to legislate against.

“His tell is the crowd,” Yrsa said. “It lives in where he looks, which is why I nearly missed it.”

“I saw it at the parley. Before he spoke.”

“The moment before he spoke was a speaker’s habit. Ignore it.” She came over and stood in front of me, and there was heat coming off her, and her hair was stuck to her jaw where the sweat had run. “He checks before he COMMITS. Watch him next time he means it. He’ll set his weight, and then his eyes go out, and then he goes. There’s a half-beat in it. The tell is a load, Dorian, not nerves. That’s the part that matters.”

“A load.”

“Like a man drawing water before a hard pull.” She hunted for it and got it, and when she got it her voice went hard with something close to disgust. “He can’t swing without applause. The load feeds his power. Courage has nothing to do with it. That thing on his shoulders runs on being watched, and he has to fill it up before he does anything that costs, and the filling takes a half-beat, and I can see it.”

I wrote: VAEL. CROWD-CHECK BEFORE COMMITTED SWING. HALF-BEAT. HUNGER-LOAD, NOT NERVE.

Then I wrote, under it: THEREFORE FIGHT HIM WHERE THE CROWD HATES HIM.

I turned the notebook around and showed her.

Yrsa read it. Then she took the pencil out of my hand, a privilege exactly three people in the world possess, and drew a small hard line under the second sentence, and gave it back.

“Bolt the door,” she said.



I bolted the door.

When I turned around she was pulling the wrap off, which she did herself, always, standing square in the lamplight with her feet apart like a woman about to receive a report. The linen came away in a long slow spiral and she dropped it on the bench, and I looked at her because she wanted looking at and because twenty-four years of a body built as a weapon and ninety more of legend does not stop being worth the pause.

Five foot eleven of hard clean lines. Long fencer’s legs, the muscle standing out in the lamp-shadow. Narrow hips. Winter-pale skin with the sweat still on it, and the flush already on its usual climb up her chest and throat. Small high breasts, firm, the wrap-marks still printed pink under them. The old white training scars scattered up both forearms, and the newer one, the shear-claw’s long seam across her ribs, that only I was permitted to look at without losing teeth.

Her blade was on its hook on the wall behind her, in reach, as it always was.

She saw where my eyes went and her mouth set for trouble.

“Terms,” she said.

“Go on.”

“One bout.” She rolled her shoulders. “No stakes. Nothing on it. And I’ll even show you my tells, since you like a notebook.”

“That’s cheating.”

“That’s charity.” She dropped into her stance, bare-handed, and grinned at me with an ugly, honest, absolutely unguarded joy, and said, “Look. Left heel. Loading.”

Her left heel loaded.

At Marrowford I had spent nine days mapping that heel across four pages, then beaten her on the tide-flat with an echoed mooring-post and a counted seventh wave.

“I want you to know,” I said, “that I see what you’re doing.”

“Say it, then.”

“You’re going to lose on purpose and you’ve announced it so you can call the terms yours.”

“I’m going to lose ON MY OWN TERMS,” Yrsa said, “which is different, and which is the entire point, and if you say the other thing again I’ll break your nose and we’ll both be disappointed with the evening.”

“Yes,” I said. “I want this. Now.”

Then she came.

She came fast, because she came fast even at play, and I did not try to out-fence her. Trying that would have ended the bout before I found a way to win it. I gave ground. I took her wrist as it came past and turned with it instead of against it, exactly as she had taught me herself, and got a shoulder under her, and she countered that, of course she countered that, and drove me back three steps into the drill-floor mat.

Then it was a grapple, and grappling with Yrsa Kaldwyn is like arguing with the sea.

I got a leg behind hers. She let me get it. I know she let me get it because she told me later, at length, with diagrams.

We went down on the mat with her under me and her wrists in my hands, and I put my weight on them, and pressed them flat, and held.

She tested the grip.

The hinge turned in less than a second, as it did every time. Her whole body went up against my hands: a hard, honest, full-strength surge, everything she had, the way you test a rope you intend to hang from.

The grip held.

And Yrsa’s tested resistance vanished in a single clean break. Her hips tilted up, her head went back on the mat, and the next tactical word failed in her open mouth.

“There,” she said, wrecked already, to the ceiling. “There. God. There it is.”

I put my mouth on her throat because the throat was what she offered, and she made a noise that had nothing tactical in it at all.

“Don’t be reverent,” she got out.

“I’m never reverent.”

“You are, sometimes, about the ribs, and I hate it, and don’t stop.” Her hands twisted in my grip and did not try to get out. “Harder. Both wrists. One hand.”

I moved both her wrists into one hand above her head, and her spine came off the mat.

The other hand I used. Down the long flat of her stomach, over the hard muscle there, the flush chasing it up her chest, her small breasts tightening under my palm and her breath breaking in the middle when I got my thumb across a nipple. She swore at me. She swore at me the whole way down, in that clipped garrison voice, filth strung together like a drill count, and the swearing was affection and we both knew it and I did not slow down.

She was already soaked. She was always already soaked, and she was furious about it, and she had told me once, at three in the morning, on a floor, that the reason she was furious was that her body had made the decision before any grapple between us was half a minute old and had never bothered to consult her.

Two fingers went into her easily. She bucked. I held her wrists.

She was hot and slick and tight around them, and her hips came up off the mat to meet my hand without any instruction from the woman attached to them, and when I curled my fingers forward she made a sound like something being dropped.

“That’s,” she said. “That’s unfair, that’s.”

“Say the rest.”

“There isn’t a rest.” Her heels scrabbled once on the mat and found purchase and drove her up onto my hand. “There isn’t a rest, there’s just, do that, do that again, do it slower, no, faster, I don’t.”

I worked her with her wrists in one hand and my mouth on her throat until the tactician vanished down the strand in a hot, bright collapse.

Then I released her wrists, went down her body, and put my mouth on her. Her hands locked in my hair to hold on. Within a minute her thighs shook against my ears and clipped curses forced through her teeth.

“Don’t finish me there. I want your cock. Now. I’m calling the bout.”

“You lost the bout.”

“I LOST the bout, so give me the…” and then I did, and whatever the rest of that sentence was going to be it came out as one long syllable that went up at the end.

I fucked her into the drill-floor mat with her wrists pinned over her head and her long hard legs locked at the small of my back, and her commentary died in its usual stages: sentences to words, words to sounds, until there was nothing left but a bitten-off noise on every stroke and her heels drumming once, twice, on my spine.

I gave one hand back when she asked.

“Up. I want you upright.”

I sat back on my heels and she came onto my lap facing me, lowering herself onto my cock in one slow, controlled slide with her forehead against mine and her eyes open the whole way down.

Upright. Astride. Face to face.

She got both her hands into mine, palm to palm, and laced our fingers, and pushed our joined hands down onto my own thighs, and used them as her brace, and rode.

Storm-grey light came up along her scars.

It ran the old training marks on her forearms first, thin as frost on a window, and then the shear-claw seam across her ribs lit like a struck wire, and her whole pale body was edged in it, in the lamplight, moving.

“Look at me,” she said.

“I am.”

“Don’t stop.” Her voice was going. “Since the tide-flats and I still. Don’t stop looking at me.”

“Yrsa.”

“Don’t say it kind.”

“I’m not saying it kind.” I got my hands out of hers, and put one in her jaw-cut black hair, and closed it, and pulled her head back exactly as far as she likes it pulled, and took the tempo away from her. “I’m saying it because you’re mine, and you rode across a stream this morning and let a man call you a counterfeit to your face and didn’t move, and now you’re going to take it how I give it.”

Her whole body clenched around me.

“Yes,” she said. “Yes. Like that. Harder. Harder, you…”

I drove up into her and she stopped talking.

Her nails went into my shoulders. Her forehead came down on mine again and stayed there, and her breath was coming in and going out through her teeth, and I could feel her getting close through the strand as much as through my own body: that hot bright narrowing, the crowned link running her pleasure back into me until I could not have said whose was whose.

And then, at the edge of it, Yrsa Kaldwyn said, in a shaking voice, right into my mouth:

“Yield.”

I felt it land wrong for half a second. Her word. Mine to say. Hers to come apart on. Ninety years she had spat that at other people; since the tide-flats she had only ever heard it from me.

“That’s mine,” I said.

“I’m lending it,” she gasped. “One breath. Take it. Say it back and take it and go.”

“Yrsa…”

“YIELD,” she said, and she was crying it now, “yield, yield, don’t you dare hold on, YIELD…”

I broke.

I came up into her with my hand fisted in her hair and my other arm crushing her down onto me, and I said her name and then I said the word back to her, low, into her throat: “Yield.”

The word cut the last tactical line in her.

She went absolutely rigid on top of me, every muscle in that long hard body locking at once. Then the saint broke raw and hard around the yield, shaking apart, clenching around my cock in rolling pulls that milked me through the whole of it, spilling into her while her nails opened my shoulders and the storm-grey light blazed white along every scar she owned.

I kept spurting. She kept taking it, hips still working in small helpless jerks, riding it out of me, making a broken repeated noise into my neck.

The light went down slowly. Slower than usual.

We stayed like that, joined, both of us spent, her arms hanging over my shoulders and her forehead on my collarbone and her breath sawing.

“Still mine,” I said, when I could.

“Mm.”

“The word.”

“Still yours,” she said into my skin. “You were borrowing it.”

Then she bit me, not hard, on the shoulder, and slid off, and lay flat on her back on the drill-floor mat with one arm over her eyes.



We ended on the floor against the bench, shoulder to shoulder, passing the water skin according to protocol while the lamps burned down.

She reached across without looking and took my right forearm and started re-wrapping the linen where it had come undone in the grapple, quick and field-efficient, thumb smoothing the silver-grey lines flat as she went.

“He didn’t come for the march,” she said.

“No.”

“He came for my stone.” She tied off the wrap and did not let go of my arm. “That’s what I want said out loud once, tonight, and then I don’t want to talk about it again until it’s over. This is a wager about land and hunt-banners and it isn’t. He crossed four cantons because a dead woman told the truth and it started dissolving his family, and he wants me back in the ground, and the ground with the story he prefers in it.”

“I know.”

“Hold the wager.” She let go of my arm and picked up the water skin again. “You’re better at wagers than anyone alive and you’ll win it in ledger lines and everyone will be very bored and very rich. Hold that. I’ll hold the rest.”

“You don’t have to hold it alone.”

“That is,” Yrsa said, “an extremely stupid thing to say to a woman who has just made you lace hands with her,” and drank, and passed it back, and fell asleep sitting up against my shoulder about four minutes later with the sentence unfinished.



I came out into the yard near midnight to check the lamps, because I always check the lamps.

Both were burning at the hall door. The watch had the brazier going on the wall. Far off to the east, over the black line of the country, there was a low smudge of orange where a camp fire was.

Suzu was sitting on the gate-post with her knees up, perfectly idle, which meant she had been waiting.

“Six tents,” she said.

“I counted six.”

“Seven wagons, though.” She held up fingers and folded them down. “Supply, supply, forge, kitchen, gear, gear. That’s six. Six tents, six wagons, fifteen men, that’s a hunt-party, that’s all correct, that’s a nice tidy little outfit and I could tell you what they paid for the horses.”

“And the seventh?”

“Parked forty yards off from the rest, on its own, with nobody sleeping under it and nobody eating near it.” She dropped down off the post. “Small. Low. Sitting on its axles like it’s carrying stone.”

“Lead-lined,” I said.

“Lead-lined,” said Suzu. “Somebody in that camp has something they don’t want looked at.”


Chapter 3: The Hall That Remembers

Nine days into the hunt season, a peddler came up the drover road with a case full of us.

I learned it in Bram’s annex at breakfast, in the order given here, with a bowl of porridge going cold in my hand.

“Pins,” Bram said, with the flat delight of a man watching money invent itself. “March-lantern pins. Tin, two coppers, one copper if you take a bent one. He’s sold eight since he unpacked and he’s been unpacked forty minutes.”

“Eleven.”

“To my customers. In my house. On which I take nothing.” He said this as if reporting a bereavement. “Then there’s the puppet.”

“The what.”

Suzu came around the doorframe with the puppet held up in both hands at arm’s length, like something that had personally offended her.

It was about a foot long. It was made of felt. It was, unmistakably, a fox in a thief’s coat, with amber bead eyes and a wire frame that let it wave.

“Count them,” she said.

I counted them.

“Nine,” I said.

“Nine.” She lowered it and looked at me with genuine, unfeigned, absolutely sincere emotion. “Dorian. Nine tails. He got it RIGHT. He’s a man from two provinces over who has never seen me, working from a description he got in a taproom from a drover who got it from a bard, and he counted correctly.” She turned the puppet around and inspected the stitching on the coat. “The pockets are wrong. There are four. There should be at least fourteen and two of them should be lying about where they go. But the tails are right.”

“Are you going to buy it?”

“I already own it,” she said. “I’m negotiating the price down out of professional respect.”

The peddler also had, at the bottom of the case, a small stack of two-copper souvenir stones from the Veltmark circuits with a woman’s face stamped into them.

Maeva picked one up between two fingers.

We all waited.

“The jaw,” she said at last, “is a slander I intend to survive.” She put it down. “The nose belongs to a woman I disliked in this march four hundred years ago, and I would like it known that I have said nothing about her since her death. Buy six.”

“Six?”

“Two for the hall, two for gifts, and two so that there are two fewer in the world,” Maeva said. “Do not tell the peddler which of those is the reason.”



The annex had four tables when Bram set it up in the spring. By the ninth day of the hunt season it had nine, three of them outdoors under a sail-cloth he had acquired in a manner he declined to discuss, and a queue.

A hunt-banner on a border does to a road what a fair does to a town. Drovers who would have gone around came through. Bards came, because bards go where the story is going to be, and sit there for weeks eating on credit against a song that has not happened yet. Two horse-copers arrived from two directions and discovered each other with visible disappointment. A man turned up selling waterproofing for boots and was still there in July.

All of them stopped at the board on the annex wall and read the odds.

The crowd escaped Bram’s control the way a fire escapes a man who lit it deliberately in a stove.

“Two provinces,” he told me, in the tone of a man reporting on his own funeral arrangements, which is the only tone he owns. “There’s a book on this in Marrowford now. Marrowford. Coll’s got a slate on the ferry dock. A slate, Warden. On a dock. He’s quoting my numbers and he’s quoting them WRONG.”

“How wrong?”

“He’s got the march at seven to four. Seven to four! I opened even and shortened to five to four in nine days, which is honest work, and that old thief on a wet plank is telling people seven to four because he’s never in his life priced anything but a crossing.” Bram slammed a jug down and, with the same movement, refilled it. “And there’s a man in Havering taking money on whether the fox gets caught. Which is MY sub-wager. That’s my instrument. I invented that instrument.”

“You could send him a letter.”

“I have sent him a letter.” A pause. “Osric sent him a letter.”

“Then he’s finished.”

“He’s finished,” Bram agreed, pleased as a bookmaker whose grievance had just been entered into law, and went to shout at somebody about a barrel.

I sat in the annex for an hour that afternoon and did nothing. Idleness is a skill I have had to learn on purpose and remain bad at.

Two levy men were arguing about the sow. A drover’s boy was being taught the shell game by a girl of about nine who had learned it that morning from Suzu and had already improved it. Somebody’s dog was under a table. Bram was overcharging a bard.

At the corner table nearest the door, four of Vael’s hirelings sat drinking, because the hunt bought its beer where everyone else did, because that is how a wager works and because you cannot besiege a taproom.

They were quiet. They kept their hands where hands go. When the fiddler started up, one of them, a squat man with a burn scar up one arm, sang the third verse of “The Lantern and the Chain” under his breath, and stopped when he noticed he was doing it, and looked at the table.

I put that in the notebook too.



Margrave Helvane came in the afternoon with eight riders, no herald, and a hunting hawk on a block on his saddle-bow, which is exactly how a man arrives when he wants everyone to know he could have arrived with three hundred and chose not to.

He was fifty-four, iron-grey, cropped close, dressed a rank and a half below his station in a coat that had been rained on more than it had been brushed. He hated ceremony. He staged ceremonies that made the province listen.

He came up the hall steps, looked at the sign the cooper had cut, looked at the lintel with WATER GOES WHERE IT IS TOLD carved in it, and made a noise.

“Whose is that?”

“Mine,” Maeva said.

“It’s the best thing in the march.” He turned around on the top step, and his voice changed like a good tool turned over in the hand: from private to public, in about a quarter second, with no visible effort. Below him in the yard were maybe eighty people who had come to see him: levy men, the school, a fistful of drovers, half of Fenwick Ford, three of Holt’s outriders, and Osric, taking notes.

He raised the cup somebody had put in his hand.

“There’s a gilt banner on this march’s border,” he said. “You’ve all seen it. Some of you have been asked about it on the road, and I’d guess some of you were asked by men who had already made up their minds.”

He let that sit.

“So here’s the province’s position, in one sentence, and then I want a chair and a drink and no more speeches for a year.” Helvane’s hunting-hawk eyes went along the yard. “This province stands with true stones. Old names, gold thread, and houses that were great when my grandfather was young can fend for themselves. Stones that weigh what actually happened, wherever they stand and whoever’s standing on them. If your stone is honest, you have the Margrave. If it isn’t, God help you, because I won’t.”

He drank.

Eighty people made a noise that would have flattered a coronation.

“Right,” said Helvane, “that’s done, where’s the chair.”



He got the chair, and the drink, and forty minutes later he was in the hall’s window seat with his boots out, hawk hooded on the sill beside him, and he had stopped performing entirely, which is when he was worth listening to.

“The banner doesn’t worry me,” he said.

“It worries me,” I said.

“It should worry you, you live here. It doesn’t worry the province.” He turned the cup. “Hunt-parties come, hunt-parties get their stones read out loud, hunt-parties go home. I’ve seen nine in thirty years. This one’s House Vael and the ballad-quarrel is the sort of thing bards will chew on for a season and I’ll get two good winters of dinner conversation out of it.”

“But.”

“But.” He looked at me sideways. “You’ve had three letters from the capital this spring.”

I had had two.

I kept that correction to myself. The wrong count was the interesting part of the sentence.

“Have I,” I said.

“You’ve had two and one went astray, which is its own information.” He drank. “Nobody’s angry, Warden. That’s what I want you to understand, because you’re a careful man and careful men assume the storm is the anger. Nobody at court is angry. They’re INTERESTED. There is a border march up here with two legends of history crowned to a support-class summoner, a banner that grows its own petitions, and a town that lights up at night like a fairground, and none of it was granted by anybody in a palace. It was won at a wager and it has been growing ever since.”

“And that’s a problem.”

“That’s an asset with no owner,” Helvane said. “Which in my experience is a dangerous condition for anything valuable.”

He set the cup down on the sill.

“I’ll give you the only advice I’ve got and then I’ll go and be rude to your fox. Crowns travel with armies, Warden. Fighting has nothing to do with it; that’s how a crown moves, the way weather moves with cloud. When it comes, and it’ll come, it won’t come as a threat. It’ll come as a visit, and it’ll be beautiful, and you’ll be expected to be delighted.”

“So what do I do?”

“Build good walls,” Helvane said, “and better granaries. Everything else is conversation.”

He picked up his hawk.

“Also,” he added, “your empress terrifies me and I have decided to enjoy it. Do tell her.”

He did go and be rude to the fox. I watched it from the annex door and it was worth the whole visit.

Suzu had set up a table in the yard with three cups on it and was running a shell game for the school children at a stake of one button, which she had explained to them at length was a lesson and not a swindle, and which was in fact both, since she was teaching them to spot the swindle by performing it on them at their own expense.

Helvane watched two rounds with his hawk on his fist.

Then he put a silver piece on the table.

“Once,” he said. “For that.”

Suzu looked at the silver. Then at him. Then at the hawk, which was the actual message, and she understood the actual message, because she reads a room before most people have found the door.

“My lord Margrave,” she said sweetly, “the house does not take bets it cannot lose.”

“The house is a professional.”

“The house has a policy about provincial lords with birds.”

“And what’s the policy?”

“That they win,” Suzu said, “the first time,” and she ran the cups, and he chose, and he was right, and she pushed the silver back across to him along with one of her own.

Helvane picked up both, weighed them, and dropped one back on the table.

“Keep it,” he said. “That’s the most expensive lesson I’ve had in twenty years and it wasn’t even mine.” He put the hawk back up. “Warden. Your household is a menace and I sleep better for it being on my border rather than somebody else’s. Feed my men and I’ll be gone before the light goes.”



The page came in two days after that, by paid courier, from a man who had ridden from a village two days off and had been given the packet by a woman he could not describe.

Osric brought it to me in the war-loft, holding it out at arm’s length, because Osric had been in the annex the last time an unsigned page had come and had learned what happened to the room’s mood.

One sheet. No seal. No name.

The hand was small, upright, dead level, with the letters spaced as if they had been ruled: a clerk’s hand, an archivist’s hand, the hand of a woman who had spent her working life copying things she intended to be read exactly once and then filed.

Two lines.

The Gilt Hunt has a silent partner.

Count your lamps.

Maeva read it standing at the window and her face did not move at all.

“It’s her,” she said.

“You’re sure.”

“I am sure the way I am sure of a signature.” She held it to the light and turned it. “Look at the ascenders. She drags the pen from the crossbar into the descent without lifting it. It is an ugly efficiency in an educated hand, and I have seen it on a Coil schematic, on a hedge-page in Veltmark, and now on this.” She lowered it. “Odette Calloway is alive, in the province, and afraid.”

“Afraid how?”

“Two lines and no name,” Maeva said. “Odette Calloway does not write two lines. Odette Calloway writes a schematic with margins. This is a woman posting a warning from somewhere she does not intend to stay.”

Nahari came up the ladder, which she must have started doing about the time the courier came through the gate.

“Give it to me,” she said.

I gave it to her.

She held it flat on both palms, and closed her eyes, and stood absolutely still for a count of about eight.

Then she opened her eyes and put the page down on the table very carefully, with the care owed to something hot.

“What,” I said.

“The page has been near it.”

“Near what?”

“The blank,” Nahari said. “The thing at the border-stone wax. The words are ordinary, but the margin has been stripped clean. I can see the table beneath a place where the paper vanishes.” Her voice stayed level. Her hands did not.

Maeva picked the page up again with two fingers.

“Kept,” she said. “Verified. Distrusted. And thank the woman in my heart, where it costs me nothing.”

“You’re keeping it in the lockbox?”

“I am keeping it,” said Maeva, “and I am not burning it, and if you ask me why I shall be extremely irritating about it.”

“Why?”

“Because she is writing to us from inside its shadow,” Maeva said, “which is either brave or calculating past sanity. I have not decided which, and I do not have to decide today.”



The lamp census began that evening as a joke. Nobody sat at a war table and invented it. Nahari read a page that said count your lamps, and she is a woman who does what a warning says while other people are still deciding whether to trust it, and so at dusk she put on sandals, which for her is formal wear, and went out into the town and started counting lamps.

Brenna attached herself within four minutes.

I fell in behind them at the bottom of the yard and stayed a dozen paces back for most of an hour, because the two of them together deserved to be watched without my interference.

“Twenty-one,” Nahari said. “Cooper’s shop, over the door.”

“Twenty-one,” Brenna said, and wrote it on her slate. She had a slate now, of course she had a slate; there was an epidemic of slates in the march and every single one had come from a household that could not account for it.

“Twenty-two, the same shop, inside, on the bench where he works late.”

“Does an inside one count?”

“What do you think?”

Brenna thought about it, walking. She had the fence-wire braid and a stick she was using as a staff for no reason whatsoever.

“Yes,” she said. “Because you can see it through the window. If you can see it, it’s lit for somebody.”

“Good,” Nahari said. “Write why. Next season you may forget, guess, and act on the guess.”

They did the whole town. Every door-lamp, every window, the two braziers on the wall, the annex’s four, the school-yard’s one, the vault’s blue-shuttered one that Suzu kept burning all night on the grounds that a dark treasury is an invitation.

Ninety-one lamps.

Brenna ruled the slate into four columns against the cooper’s wall: OUTSIDE, WINDOW, WALL, and WHY. The last was widest. She made Nahari walk back to the tannery because its window lamp had been counted without a reason, and a number without a reason had become, in the girl’s mind, a structural fault.

“Late hides,” said the tanner when she knocked. “Summer curing. I’m there until the second hour most nights.”

Brenna wrote it down.

At the west lane she found a door lamp burning over an empty house and stopped the count herself. The widow had gone to South River for a week. A neighbor had kept filling the cup because an unlit door looked abandoned and invited boys to test it.

“Does that count?” I asked.

Brenna considered the flame, then the neighbor’s oil flask.

“More,” she said. “Somebody noticed.”

She added a mark beside the number, a little upright stroke of chalk that would later become the KEPT column.

Nahari stopped at the top of the yard and looked back down the slope at all of it, and I came up beside her.

“Ninety-one,” she said.

“Is that a lot?”

“It’s ninety-one more than the ruined hall ever had.” Her braid was half undone. She had been unpicking it as she walked, which was how she thought. “Dorian. Something told a frightened woman to tell us to count our lamps, and she did not say guard them or hide them or douse them. Count.”

“Meaning it wants to know the number.”

“Meaning the number is the thing,” Nahari said, “and a number you have counted yourself is a number that cannot be told to you wrong.”

Brenna, holding the slate to her chest with both arms, said, “Can I do it again on Thursday?”

“Every Thursday,” said Nahari of Sundermere, “until I say otherwise.”

Brenna hugged the slate to her chest.



I found Maeva late, after the annex had gone quiet, in the passage off the great room.

She had her hand flat on the doorframe.

It was the oldest wood in the building, an oak post gone almost black, and it had been standing there when the rest of the hall was a burnt shell with sheep in it. She had raised it. She had told me that once, in the first week, as a piece of information, in the middle of a work order about roof battens: this frame is mine, I had it cut from the north stand, we lost a man doing it and his name was Corwin Ferris and there is nobody left alive who has ever said that name but me.

Now she stood with her palm on it and her other hand holding a list.

She was not sad. Calling it sadness would have flattened the thing into a familiar shape, and it was not familiar. Her face gave the feeling no name. The list in her other hand was a list of hall repairs. She had been walking from one job to the next and had stopped in the middle for as long as it took, a halt no longer or grander than shaking a stone out of a boot.

I rested one hand on the opposite jamb and matched her quiet. That was, I think, the correct answer, and I got it right by luck.

After a while she took her hand off the wood.

“The passage floor wants relaying before winter,” she said. “It has a fall toward the great room, which means every drop of water that comes in that door goes into the room I intend to be magnificent in.”

“I’ll put Colm on it.”

“You will put Colm on it.” She folded the list. “Summoner.”

“Empress.”

“The hall is barred, the yard is set, Osric has gone to bed with his tally-book, which I find touching and slightly worrying.” She turned around at last, and the lamp was behind her, and the green eyes came up. “And nobody has sat in the warden’s seat all day but petitioners’ paper.”



The great room at that hour was one lamp and a lot of dark.

The warden’s seat was a heavy black chair on the low dais at the room’s north end, older than the hall around it, with arms worn pale by three centuries of hands. During the day it held the day’s petitions in a stack that Osric squared twice.

I cleared them off myself, one handful at a time, and set them on the floor, and put the lamp on the arm.

Then I stood in front of it and looked at her.

“Court’s over,” I said. “Attend me, Empress.”

Maeva straightened by half a degree, and her audit sharpened.

“Or I’ll attend you,” I said. “You can decide which, but I’d decide fast, because I’ve had a long day and I’ve been thinking about this since the doorframe.”

Her whole body changed.

Nothing moved. Her gaze narrowed from the room to me, and one hand rose halfway to her braid, to the first pin, and waited there.

“You have been thinking about this,” she said, “since the doorframe.”

“Yes.”

“Say the rest.”

“You put your hand on a piece of wood you cut four hundred years ago,” I said, “and then you went back to a list. And I’ve watched you do that for a year. So tonight the day’s paper is on the floor and the seat’s yours, and I want you in it, and then I want you off it.”

Maeva reached up and took the first pin out of her braid.

She set it on the arm of the chair, beside the lamp, with a small precise click.

“That,” she said, “is a clause.”

The second pin.

“That is a clause.”

The third, the fourth, the fifth. Each one laid down in a neat row like a treaty being initialed, and with each one the gold coil of her hair came further undone, until she pulled the last of it and the whole weight of it came down past her shoulder blades in a slow heavy fall, and my mouth went dry exactly as it had in the tomb.

“The treasury is in session,” said Maeva Castellan, and sat down on the warden’s seat like judgment day.



She sat as she sat on thrones: she made the chair look like it had been waiting for her, spine straight, chin level, one hand on each worn arm, ankles crossed, and looked down at me from a height of about eleven inches with four hundred years of court behind her eyes.

I knelt.

I did it slowly, because slow was the point, and because from that height the lamp put every bit of its gold along the top of her breasts where the bodice held them and failed to hide them.

That bodice. She had re-tailored it herself, by hand, out of a ceremonial thing she had been buried in, and she had told me on the second night I ever spent with her that it was engineered to lose. She never denied the engineering.

The laces were already under strain. They always were. It was not a garment so much as an argument the fabric was in the process of losing.

I put my hands on her knees and ran them up the outside of her thighs through the travel skirt. Her court posture tightened against the chair before she let it ease under my palms.

“Higher,” she said.

“In a moment.”

“Summoner.”

“You said attend me.” I put my mouth on the inside curve of her breast, where the bodice’s edge cut across it, and felt her hand come down into my hair. “So I’m attending. Sit still.”

“I am the empress of three duchies.”

“You were,” I said, “and now you’re the Warden of the Wend-march, and the Warden’s seat is where people bring their requests, so I’d suggest you make one.”

Her fingers closed in my hair.

“Get this off me,” Maeva said, “immediately,” and I found the lace-ends and pulled.

The bodice lost.

It yielded the way it had been built to yield, in one long give, and her breasts came free into the lamplight heavy and full and gold-lit, and she made a sound in the back of her throat that was pure relief and pure appetite at once.

I got my mouth on her.

I stayed there a long time. Her pleasure began with being attended to fully, and men who hurry it remain beyond my understanding. She was warm and soft and her heavy breasts filled both my hands, and every time I moved my thumb across a nipple her spine did something against the chair-back and her diction lost a word.

“Yes. That. There is a. Your competence, summoner, has been inadequately.” Her breath broke. “Adequately priced. Harder. Use your teeth, I am not made of.”

I used my teeth.

“…glass,” she finished, on a rising note, and her hand tightened in my hair to hold me exactly where I was.

So I stayed exactly where I was, and worked her, and listened to an empress lose the ability to finish a clause.

Both hands full of her. That is a thing I could not describe to another man without sounding like a fool, so I will simply put it down: her breasts were heavy enough that holding them was work, and warm through, and they filled my palms and overflowed them, and when I lifted and pressed them together and put my mouth in the seam of them she said something in a language that has not been spoken in this province in three hundred years.

“That,” she said, when she came back to the current one. “That. Again. You are being. You are being deliberate at me.”

“I am.”

“You have learned the pace.” Her thumb moved once against my scalp, absent, approving. “You did not have it in the tomb. In the tomb you were competent and terrified and I found it charming. Now you are neither and I find it. I find it. Do that again with your teeth and I will lose the sentence entirely.”

I did it again with my teeth.

She lost the sentence entirely.

Her other hand had come off the chair arm at some point and was gripping the seat’s edge, knuckles gone pale, and the crowned strand was pouring shaped heat back into me. Beneath it lay something older and quieter, the thing that had been with us on every locked-door night since the antechamber and that neither of us had ever once said aloud. Relief. The specific relief of a woman being wanted for the part of her that was never on a coin.

Court-formal praise narrated down at me from a chair, fraying sentence by sentence. That was the sound of her. That was what four hundred years of being wanted for a throne turns into when somebody wants the woman on it.

Then she pushed my head back and looked at me down the length of herself, and her eyes were auditing me even now, half-lidded, wet-mouthed, thoroughly wrecked and thoroughly in charge of the wreckage.

“Stand up,” she said, “and open your belt. The treasury receives at home.”

I stood, and opened my belt, and Maeva Castellan sat forward on the warden’s seat of the Wend-march and took me between her breasts with both hands.

The soft heavy press of her closed around my cock, and I braced one hand on the chair-back over her shoulder because my knees genuinely required it. She set the rhythm herself, slow and imperial, lifting and gathering, her palms working her own flesh around me, and she kept her eyes on my face the entire time.

“Look at me,” she said.

“I’m looking.”

“The church painted me modestly.” She rolled her shoulders and the pressure changed and I swore. “They painted me in three cathedrals and all three lied about this, and the lie survived me by four hundred years, and the man who receives the truth of it is a porter who apologized to me for the timing of his own death.”

“Maeva.”

“Faster? Say it properly.”

“Faster.”

“You may,” she said, and gave it to me.

She gave it to me the way she gives orders: with imperial certainty and no doubt at all that it would be received. Her palms worked her own flesh around my cock, gathering, pressing, and the head of me came up out of that soft gold-lit press on every stroke and she watched it happen with a small imperial satisfaction that was worse than anything she could have said.

“There is the truth of the portrait,” she said.

“Maeva.”

“Do not look away, summoner. I did not authorize looking away.” Her breath had gone short. Her own hips were moving against empty air, and she had noticed, and she had decided not to be embarrassed about it, which is a decision she makes about four hundred years faster than anyone else I have known. “You will finish where I put you or you will not finish at all, and I am considering which I prefer, and the considering is the entire pleasure of it.”

She dipped her head then and put her tongue on me at the top of each stroke, just the flat of it, once, twice, deliberately, and it was so far beyond the reach of my composure that I heard myself make a noise I would not care to have described.

“Ah,” said Maeva, delighted. “Noted.”

I lasted about a minute and a half at that pace and then I made myself stop, with a hand on her shoulder, because I had a plan and short-term gain had never made me abandon one.

She looked up at me, and understood, and started laughing.

“Ah,” said Maeva. “The coup.”

“Up.”

“Say it.”

“Up, Empress,” I said. “Out of the chair.”

She rose. I sat down in the warden’s seat with the lamp burning on the arm beside five pins in a neat row, and Maeva Castellan gathered her skirts in both fists and came down into my lap like a procession of one.

She took me in one long slow descent with her forehead against mine and her mouth open, and by the time she was fully seated on me she had stopped talking altogether.

She rode it herself through a dozen slow descents at her own imperial pace, hands on my shoulders, the gold hair falling around both of us like a curtain and the gold light coming up under her skin in long lacing lines along her ribs.

Then I put my hands on her hips and took it.

“Oh,” she said.

I took the pace from her, harder and deeper and slower than she had been giving herself, and I drove her down onto it with my hands and let her feel the difference, and her whole court diction failed within four strokes.

“There. There. God, there, don’t. Don’t stop, don’t you…”

“Say it plain.”

“Fuck me,” said the empress of three duchies, “properly, I want it properly, I want…”

I gave it to her properly.

And it was somewhere in the middle of that, with the gold light blazing up her body and her breasts moving in front of my face and her nails in my shoulders, that Maeva Castellan reached out one hand, blindly, sideways, groping across the chair arm past the row of pins, and found a paper.

I got one look at it. It was the school’s expense roll, the thing Osric had left squared on the seat for signature.

“Maeva.”

“One moment,” she gasped, “one moment, I am. I am conducting government.”

She got the pencil out of my coat pocket, which was hanging on the chair-back, and she signed something across the top of the page in a hand that went badly wrong halfway through, and then she wrote one more word under it, and dropped both, and grabbed my face in both hands.

“Witnessed,” she said.

“What did you just…”

“WITNESSED,” Maeva said, “harder,” and her command broke into a raw cry.

Her whole body locked around me. Gold light went through her from the throat down, every line of it, and I felt it hit the crowned strand and come back into me doubled, her pleasure arriving in my own body like a second heartbeat. Her pussy clenched around my cock in long rolling waves while she said my title once and then lost every remaining word.

Her next downward stroke took me past the last of my control. With my face against her chest and both arms locked around the small of her back, I drove up and spilled deep into her while she rode the aftershocks down.

The gold light stayed a long while. It got into the old wood of the seat, into the grain, so that for a minute the arms of the warden’s chair were lit from inside like something in a church.

Then it faded, and the lamp was just a lamp, and we were two people breathing hard in a dark hall.



She sprawled.

That was the aftercare, in its entirety: Maeva sprawled, across me and across the chair both, in a state of absolute imperial dishevelment, one leg over the arm, hair everywhere, and conducted an audit of the damage with enormous satisfaction.

“Your shoulder is bleeding.”

“Your nails.”

“My nails are a national treasure.” She turned my forearm over and ran her thumb along the silver-grey lines, up past the elbow, up over the shoulder, and stopped at the ridge of my collarbone where the tracery ended.

Her thumb followed every ridge from my wrist to the last line at my collarbone.

“The map is climbing,” she said.

“It’s not moved in a year.”

“It will.” She said it without any drama at all. “There is a gilt banner on my border and a wagon under lead in that camp and a woman in a shadow writing us letters. It will move, and you will move it, and I have re-budgeted.”

“That’s a horrible sentence.”

“It is an accurate one.” She put her mouth on the collarbone tracery, once, and then sat up and started, very calmly, putting her hair back into a braid with the pins off the chair arm. “Which is why I do not intend to fight you about it in advance. I intend to be there, and to make you eat afterward, and to know the number before you spend it.”

I picked up the page off the floor.

She had signed the school’s expense roll with a hand that started as court script and disintegrated into something a doctor would have refused to dispense against.

And under the line where it said, in Osric’s careful clerkly print, THE GARRISON SCHOOL OF THE WEND-MARCH, she had written, in that same collapsing hand:

the Kaldwyn School.

Witnessed. M.C.

I read it twice, then a third time.

“You can’t do that.”

“I have done that.”

“She’ll kill you.”

“She will not kill me,” Maeva said, pinning her braid, “because it is signed and witnessed and the cooper will have it on a board by Thursday, and because underneath everything Yrsa Kaldwyn wants very badly to have been a person who existed, and this is the cheapest and cruelest way I have of telling her she was.” She stood, and shook out her skirts, and looked entirely as though she had come from a state dinner. “Also it will be funny. I am allowed one.”



It was funny.

It stayed funny for eleven days, which is how long the fury ran.

Yrsa found out at breakfast when Osric, who has no capacity for theater whatsoever, read the week’s expense lines out loud in a room containing forty people, and got to THE KALDWYN SCHOOL, and stopped, and went scarlet, and kept reading because he did not know what else to do.

The blade came out of the wall-hook so fast that Bram dropped a jug.

“Where,” said Yrsa Kaldwyn, “is the empress.”

“Attending to the drains,” said Maeva, from the doorway, “as ever,” and did not run, and was not stabbed.

For those eleven days, Yrsa corrected the name every time she heard it. The cooper put the board up anyway.



Later that same week, Holt’s outriders brought in a dead cow from the low fen east of the drover road. Its death was the least troubling part.

It was that it had been dragged there.


Chapter 4: Manufactured Monsters

The cow had been dragged four hundred yards.

You could read it off the ground like a sentence. Two furrows where the hocks had scored, a smear where they had got tired and let it slew, the trail bending twice around thickets that a man leading a live animal would have gone through and a man hauling a dead one would not.

It ended at the mouth of a drainage gallery in the low fen, one of nine old workings that ran under the peat east of the drover road, and it had been put there with its belly opened.

Holt crouched with his forearms on his knees and let me look.

“That’s four days old,” he said.

“Three.” I got down and put the back of my hand near it and did not put it any nearer. “Three, in this heat, with that much of it left. And it’s not the only one.”

“It’s the only one we found.”

“It’s the only one you found because your man’s dog stopped.” I stood up and turned around slowly, doing what I have done in every dungeon and every bog and every dry hillside for eight years: I stopped looking at the object and started looking at the geometry. “How many gallery mouths on this line?”

“Nine that I know.”

“Nine that you know,” I said. “How far to the next?”

“Six hundred yards. Then a thousand. Then they bunch.”

“Take me to all nine.”



Six of the nine had carrion in them.

Two cows, three sheep, and one thing that had been a horse, all dragged, all opened, all placed exactly inside the mouth where the shade held the smell in and the wet held the rot slow.

By the fourth I did not need to look anymore. By the sixth I was angry in the specific cold way that I have learned to recognize as useful, and I stood at the gallery mouth with my hands in my pockets and made myself say the whole thing out loud so that the fen-men behind me could hear it and carry it.

“They’re farming,” I said.

“Farming,” Holt repeated.

“Bog-wights nest in the deep galleries. They come out to feed. A wight warren is limited by exactly one thing, which is food, and a warren that’s underfed stays small and stays deep.” I pointed at the opened cow. “You put meat at the mouths, the warren feeds, the warren breeds, and in about four to six weeks you don’t have a nest. You have a bloom.”

“And a bloom comes out.”

“A bloom has to come out. That’s what a bloom is.” I turned and looked west, along the fen line, and did the geometry I had been doing since gallery three and had been hoping to be wrong about. “Nine mouths on a curve. Six seeded. Which six?”

Holt looked. Holt was not a stupid man, and he had been living in fens his whole life.

“The east six,” he said slowly.

“The east six. The three unseeded ones are the west end. So the pressure builds on the east side of the warren and the easy ground is west, and when it blooms it moves west.” I got out the notebook. “What’s west, Holt?”

Holt said a word I will not write down.

“East Ford,” I said. “Two hundred and forty people, a bridge, a toll house, and a stone.”



I sat on a rock and drew it. Nahari stood behind my shoulder until I had finished both curves without either of us speaking.

I had known since the second gallery. I did not need the Glimpse for it, and I guarded that distinction because a man given half a second of foresight can start crediting it for the work his own head does. Half a second is worth nothing at a distance of four weeks. What the Glimpse had done was this: three days earlier, riding the drover road, my body had turned my head to the left for no reason at all, toward a line of birds getting up off the low fen in the wrong order, and I had made a note.

The note was: BIRDS OFF FEN E. OF ROAD, 2ND TIME THIS WEEK, WHY.

Half a second, spent on a bird. Then eight years of habit did the rest.

“Say the rest of it,” Nahari said.

“They’ll be in position.”

“Yes.”

“Somewhere on the East Ford road, with witness-stones and a bard or two, waiting.” I turned the page around and drew a second curve on it. “The bloom comes out over four or five days, first at night, then in daylight, and by the time it’s daylight there’s a village screaming. Then the Gilt Banner arrives, and it’s real. That’s the part I want everyone to understand. There’s no cheat in the fight. They will genuinely stand between two hundred and forty people and a wight bloom and they will genuinely kill it, and men will genuinely die doing it, some of them theirs.”

“And the stone will weigh it true,” Nahari said.

“The stone will weigh it true, because it will BE true.” I closed the notebook. “That’s the trick. You don’t lie to a deed-stone. You can’t. So you make a real disaster and then you really solve it. The manufacture is upstream, where nobody’s looking, in a bog, four weeks early, with a dead cow.”

Nahari was quiet for a moment.

“In Cinderwell,” she said, “a Hero’s party cleared a goblin warren for the credit and did not burn the graves, and the graves leached into the spring-line, and a lamplighter died of it, and her name was Esra.”

“Yes.”

“That was carelessness,” Nahari said. “This is a trade.”



We had six days.

I could have taken it to Vael. There is a version of me, a younger one, that would have ridden to the border stone with a dead cow across a saddle and made a speech.

The trouble with that version is that a dead cow is not a receipt. A cow in a gallery mouth is a cow in a gallery mouth. Anyone can say a fox dragged it. And a man who accuses and cannot prove has spent his credibility to buy nothing, which is the single worst trade in the ledger.

So instead we did the boring thing, which is what we are for.

The plan came together over two nights at the war-table and it had four parts, each belonging to somebody’s specialty.

The first part was the bloom itself. You cannot un-feed a warren. Six weeks of carrion is in them; it is not coming back out. What you can do is decide where it goes.

Wights follow warmth and light, in that order, and they follow light stupidly. I had proved that at the edge-farms outside Marrowford, when I had one queen, no money, and a borrowed mule.

[Summon Echo] gives me faint copies of ordinary objects for a handful of seconds each. A rope. A plank. A bar. A lantern.

A lantern that burns for nine seconds, and costs almost nothing, and can be put anywhere I can see.

“How many can you hold?” Yrsa asked.

“At once? Four, comfortably. Six if I’m standing still and nobody needs me for anything else.”

“Six is not a line.”

“Six is a line if the line walks.” I put six pebbles on the table map, in a curve, along the fen’s north edge. “Watch. I light one. It burns out. I light the next one before it dies, forty yards along. Then the next. From the ground, six lanterns become one moving light. And a bloom will follow a moving light the way a dog follows a thrown stick, because they are extremely stupid and they are extremely hungry, and I have got about a hundred and fifty yards of walk in me before I have to sit down.”

“And where does the light walk them?”

I moved my finger northeast, away from East Ford, away from the drover road, away from anything with a person in it, to the place where the old peat workings ran down into standing water and the galleries went under.

“Home,” I said. “Then we drown the galleries with them in it.”

The second part was the gates. Mirefen doctrine, unchanged since the breach: barrel-stave gates weighted at the base, set into the runners the old drainage crews cut into the gallery mouths, dropped at high water so the flood fills the workings and the nest galleries go under their own drainage.

Colm’s load-and-line crews built nine of them in four days. They complained the entire time and they built them beautifully.

The third part was the one true breach, because there is always one true breach, and a plan that assumes otherwise is a plan drawn by a man who has never been in a bog.

“There’ll be another mouth we don’t know about,” I said. “There always is. A capped spur, a collapsed roof, or a working somebody opened after the survey and never marked. We can gate all nine on the map and still lose the bloom through a tenth. When it starts moving, it’ll find that hidden mouth, and whatever comes out first will be the biggest thing in the warren, because the biggest thing gets to the front.”

“That’s mine,” Yrsa said.

“That’s yours.”

“How many will I need?”

“You’ll want a line at your back and you won’t get one, because the line is walking lanterns four hundred and forty yards away.” I met her eyes. “You’ll have Maeva.”

“Then I won’t need a line.”

The fourth part was the counting, and the fourth part was the one that mattered, and the fourth part was children.

The story has already been told wrong twice. The students stayed four hundred yards from anything with teeth. On the firm causeway spur, Brenna’s cohort formed a line eleven deep at forty-yard intervals, each child carrying a shuttered lamp.

One flash: hold. Two: gate ready. Three: gate dropped. Long: breach.

A message crossed four hundred yards in under nine seconds. Brenna ran the relay from behind the line and logged every signal against a sand-glass on her slate.



It came out on the fifth night, one day early, which is what always happens and is why you build the thing before the count says you need it.

I was on the north edge with Nahari and four of Holt’s men and a lantern I had not yet spent.

“Now,” Nahari said.

“How now?”

“One breath now,” she said, and I lit the first echo-lantern forty yards out on the peat.

It came up as a small dirty-gold smudge with no shadow, hanging at knee height. An echo-lantern holds only the memory of a flame, and it does not light the ground.

The fen answered.

I have heard men describe the sound a warren makes when it comes up and none of them get it right, because they all reach for something dramatic. It makes an enormous wet rustle, coming from everywhere at once, like rain starting in a wood.

“Count,” I said.

“Forty and more at the first three mouths,” Holt said, “and that’s just what’s clear of the reeds.”

Forty and more. Since the Mirefen breach we had never seen eleven at once on that fen.

“Signal three-mouths,” I said. “Long flash. Then hold.”

The lamp behind me shuttered: long.

Eight seconds later, four hundred yards west, on the causeway spur, a twelve-year-old girl wrote LONG, EAST, on a slate and passed it on, and the whole line knew.

Osric had the slate copied into the book and then Brenna took it back, because it was hers, and it lives on a shelf in the school now with the chalk fixed under a coat of size so it cannot smudge.

It reads, in a child’s careful capitals, with the sand-glass times against each entry:

LONG. EAST. (a mark) HOLD. HOLD. HOLD. TWO. (a mark) GATE READY. LONG. SOUTH. (three marks, hard enough to have broken the chalk)

Nine of the eleven were farm children who had trained for under four months; the oldest two were fifteen. Every child held position for five hours and passed each signal correctly. The eleven-year-old nearest the water wet himself during the second hour, said nothing, and kept the relay intact.

Yrsa invented a lamp-warden rank on the spot and promoted him.

I walked my lantern.

The trick is only walking light, though men have told it back to me as though I did something magnificent. I lit a false lantern forty yards ahead of me on the open peat, and I walked toward it, and when it had four seconds left I lit the next one forty yards beyond, and let the first die, and I did that eleven times, and behind me in the dark a hundred and some hungry things came up out of the ground and followed the light.

You cannot look back. That is the only difficult part. You can hear them behind you. You can hear the wet slap of them in the shallows and the clicking that the bloated ones make, and every animal instinct in a man’s body says turn around, and if you turn around you lose the line of your next lantern and you stop, and if you stop the ones at the front of the bloom stop caring about the light.

Nahari walked beside me the whole way.

For the first six lanterns, Nahari kept pace beside me with her bare feet finding every sound patch of peat. On the seventh she said, “Left three paces, in a moment,” and I moved left three paces, and the peat where I had been going to put my boot let go into black water with a sound like a mouth opening.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Eight is fine. Nine you will want to be quicker; there is a stone.”

Eleven lanterns took us four hundred and forty yards northeast, into the old workings, where the ground goes from bad to comical and the galleries run down under standing water.

At the last one I stopped and put my back against a spoil bank and lit two at once, one either side of the gallery mouth, and stood between them.

They came past me on both sides.

I had them close enough to smell. Bog-wights are grey and long-armed and they run bent, and a bloom-fed one is bloated at the belly and moves badly and does not care, and for about forty seconds I stood in a gap between two false lights while a river of them went down into the dark, and not one of them looked at me, because I was not lit and the lights were.

“Signal gate,” I said, and my voice came out fine, which surprised me.

Two flashes went west. Eight seconds.

Then the count. I had put Colm on the count because Colm had run the flood-notch drill at Fenwick since the boon and could feel water the way a musician feels a beat.

The seventh pulse of the tide up the drowned workings is the one that runs highest. That comes from a standing wave in a system of connected channels, and Corvin the water-engineer knew it four hundred years ago and left a joke about it scratched in a wall under a lake. I had used the count in three different places without a failure.

Six.

Seven.

“NOW,” Colm bellowed, four hundred and forty yards away, and nine barrel-stave gates went down into nine sets of runners with a sound like a house falling over.

The water came up.

The galleries filled. Everything in them stayed in them.



And a hundred and ten yards south, where my map showed an unbroken peat bank, the breach came.

The long flash went up from the south picket.

A hidden tenth working had opened under the bloom’s pressure. Its old cap had collapsed inward, exposing a gallery mouth with no runners because no survey in living memory had known it existed. Nine gates held nine mapped mouths. The warren found the tenth.

I was already running. I was three hundred yards away and it did not matter what I did, and I ran anyway, which is the part of me that two Crowned queens have been trying to legislate against since Veltmark.

Yrsa was closer.

She and Maeva had held the south picket as the mobile reserve, knee-deep in water beside the long-flash lamp. They crossed the hundred and ten yards before the first shape cleared the fallen cap, because Yrsa had asked for the worst position and had gotten it.

What came out was a shear-claw. I had a scar to compare it to, personally; a shear-claw is a wight variant with a long curved bone-blade grown out of the forearm, and the one that gave Yrsa the seam across her ribs at Mirefen had been about seven feet.

This one was nine, and it came out of the mouth at a dead run with sixteen more behind it.

She let it come.

That was the first thing. She stood in the water and let a nine-foot thing come at her out of a hole in the ground, and she did not move her feet at all until it committed, and then she went inside the arc of the bone-blade in a diagonal step that took her past its right side, and the blade came down where she had been and buried a foot deep in peat.

The second thing was that she did not kill it there.

She went past it. She took its right knee on the way through, one cut, no flourish, and left it, because a shear-claw with a ruined knee is a shear-claw that is now a wall, and a wall in a gallery mouth is worth more than a corpse.

Then she turned and put herself in the gap between the wall and the bank, which was about six feet wide, and killed everything that came through it for eleven minutes.

I got there for the last four of them, and I am going to write down what I saw, because I have read the ballad version and the ballad version has her wading into a horde, and she did nothing of the kind. She did the opposite of that. She stood still.

Six feet of gap. She had chosen the entire battlefield, and everything that wanted to reach two hundred and forty sleeping people had to come through six feet of black water with a crippled shear-claw thrashing on its left and a peat bank on its right.

They came two at a time, because two was what fit.

She took the first of each pair high and the second low, and she did it in the same tempo every time, and the tempo was slower than you would believe. A wight comes in fast and stupid with its arms up. Yrsa’s answer was one short step off the line, a cut into the inside of the leading arm where the tendon runs, and then she was already moving her weight back the other way for the second one, and the second one always came in under the first, because they always do, and she took those under the jaw.

Cut. Weight. Cut. Weight.

She did not retreat a full pace. When she gave ground it was four inches, and she took the four inches back before the next pair arrived, and I understood, standing on the bank with my lungs burning, that I was watching the gate-hinge drill. The thing she made twelve farm children do in a yard until they cried with boredom. Count and step. Give them one pace at a time and make them pay rent on it.

She was teaching it every day because she was going to need them to do it, and she was doing it herself in a bog at midnight to prove the rent was payable.

At minute nine a bloated one came in sideways off the crippled shear-claw’s back and got past her guard, and her left forearm went up and took the whole of it across the outside, and she did not make a sound. She turned her hips, put the thing’s own weight into the peat, and killed it on the ground with two hands on the hilt like a woman driving a stake.

Then she was back on the line before the next pair reached her.

Maeva stood four paces behind her with a lamp and the Standard.

Every explanation of the Standard fails people who have not stood inside it. Courage remains your own. The Standard takes the thing that happens in your chest when you are frightened, the loose racing scatter of it, and holds it still, so that you find you are doing the next thing on the list instead of the thing your legs want.

Four of Holt’s fen-men held that bank with her. All four held. Two of them had never been in a fight larger than a tavern.

When the last of it came, a bloated one that got past the wall and past Yrsa’s guard and reached the bank, Maeva Castellan put her lamp down on a tussock, took a spear off a man who had dropped it, and killed the thing with one straight thrust under the jaw with her weight behind it, and picked her lamp back up, and said, “Left flank, someone, thank you,” in the exact tone in which she orders pepper.

Eleven minutes. Sixteen through the gap. Seventeen counting the one on its knee, which Yrsa finished last, with one measured cut when there was nothing left to make a wall against.

She came up the bank with her arms shaking and blood to the elbow and looked at me.

“Two,” she said.

“Two what?”

“Two cuts I’m proud of,” said Yrsa Kaldwyn. “The rest was work.”



East Ford woke up the next morning to nothing at all.

That is what a village gets when a thing is done properly. No wight came out of the fen. No child was taken off a bank. The sun came up on two hundred and forty people who had spent an ordinary night asleep and would never know what the sleeping had cost.

They found out by about ten, because Holt’s men are incapable of not talking, and by noon there were forty of them out at the workings looking at the drowned gallery mouths and the dead shear-claw and the churned bank.

The stone took it at three in the afternoon.

I put my palm on East Ford’s stone and swore the plain account: the seeded carrion, the bloom, the walked lights, the gates, the count, the breach and who held it. I named the coalition. I named Holt’s four by name, and Colm’s crews, and the eleven lamp-runners on the causeway spur, which took a while, and which Osric had written out for me on a card because I would have got the order wrong.

The stone weighed it, and it etched, and the light came up in the cut letters as it always does, slow, like something warming.

MARCH COALITION: THE DRIVE BROKEN AT THE SOURCE.

And under it, unsworn, added by the village’s own stone-keeper in the old way, because a stone will accept witnessed truth from those who saw:

THEY CAME BEFORE ANYONE ASKED.

East Ford’s stone-keeper was Hanne Voll, a widow of about sixty. She added the line without asking, then told me in the tone of a person expecting an argument.

I said it was her stone.

“It is my stone,” she agreed, satisfied, and then, having won, softened. “You’ll want feeding.”

Country gratitude again. It arrives as bread rather than words.

By noon there was a table out on the green with two hams on it that East Ford could not afford, and all of Holt’s fen-men had been given something, and one of them had been given a wife’s dead husband’s coat and had gone away behind the toll house to be alone for a minute. The children of the village had discovered the eleven children of the lamp-line and had extracted the entire story from them at a level of detail I could not have got out of a grown scout, and were re-enacting it in the road with a lantern that nobody had given them permission to take.

Brenna stood at the edge of that with her slate against her chest and did not join in.

“You can go and play,” I said.

“They’ve got it wrong,” she said, without heat. “They’ve got the signals wrong. Long means breach. Three means gate dropped. If they teach it wrong to the little ones, then when it’s the little ones on the line, they’ll flash three and everybody will drop gates on nothing.”

She went and corrected them.

She was twelve years old, and she went over and corrected eleven strange children in a strange village about signal discipline, and they let her, because she had the slate and she had been there, and that is how doctrine actually travels: sideways along a road between children, far from any war-table.



The Gilt Banner arrived at half past four.

Fifteen riders down the East Ford road at a good pace with a witness-stone bard on a pony trailing behind, and Hadrian Vael at the head of them in full colors with the gilt catching the afternoon sun, riding hard into a village that was standing around a glowing stone eating bread.

I watched from the toll-house wall, because I had made a point of being visible, and because Maeva had told me that morning, in the tone of a woman explaining fire to a child, that I would be standing exactly there.

He pulled up.

He came in expecting to save two hundred and forty people. Everything about the way he was riding said so: the pace, the spread of his men, the bard placed for the angle. Somewhere in his chest, a starving thing had been waiting four weeks for a crowd of terrified farmers to look up and see gold coming down the road.

What he got was a field of people who had already been saved, standing in front of a stone that said so, and who turned around and looked at him with the mild, incurious, faintly embarrassed expression of country folk looking at a man who has arrived at the wrong wedding.

Nobody cheered.

Nor was anyone rude. A wheelwright nodded at him. Somebody’s child waved.

And the gilt on Hadrian Vael went out.

For perhaps four seconds it guttered to the dull yellow of old brass across his shoulders and down his arm, in daylight, before two hundred and forty people and one witness-stone. His horse felt it and shied. He got the horse under control with a good hand and by then the shine was coming back, thinner.

I expected satisfaction. None came.

What I felt, watching a man’s borrowed light go out of him in front of a village, was the thing you feel when you watch someone’s rope fray at the third strand while they are still climbing on it.

He found me on the wall.

We looked at each other across sixty yards of road for about three seconds.

Then Hadrian Vael turned his horse and took his hunt back the way it had come, at a walk, in good order, which took more out of him than the gallop had.

Osric chalked the board that evening.

MARCH: 4. GILT: 1.

Bram shortened his odds within the hour, exactly as advertised, and made a noise of profound professional grief while doing it.



That night the war-table lasted about twenty minutes and then quietly stopped being a war-table.

It happens. It happened after the Mirefen breach and after the Undercourt and it happened here: there is a particular exhaustion that comes down two or three hours after a thing has gone right, when the body finally accepts that it is not going to be needed again, and it takes a room the way water takes a boot.

Yrsa went first, which she would deny. She had scrubbed to the elbow four times and there was still fen under her nails, and she sat down on the floor with her back against the table leg to argue a point about the south picket and was asleep inside two minutes with her chin on her chest.

Maeva put a hand flat on the map, said “we will finish this in the morning and I will hear no objection,” and put out two of the four lamps, which is how an empress announces a policy.

Suzu was already up on the table, on her stomach, across three villages, going through the copied roster page by page with her chin on her fists and her tails moving slowly.

I got as far as the bench and then Nahari got hold of my sleeve and pulled, and I gave up and sat on the floor with the rest of them, and she settled against my side and took my burn arm across her lap and started working her thumbs up the tracery in her own slow fashion, without oil, just warmth and pressure.

“Say the thing you have not said,” she murmured.

“Which one?”

“The one from the fen. You have been carrying it for four days and it has a shape.”

I followed two smoke-dark rafters to their join before I answered.

“Six mouths,” I said. “Not nine. If you wanted a bloom you would seed nine. Six gives you a bloom that moves in a direction.”

“Yes.”

“So the man who paid the drover wasn’t buying monsters. He was buying an arrival.” I turned my hand over and let her get at the inside of the wrist. “No hunt-captain conceived it, nor any ordinary cruel man. The plan came from somebody who understands that a rescue is a transaction and has worked out what the goods cost.”

“Mm,” said Nahari.

“And the second thing is that it was drawn about six weeks ago, which is two weeks before the banner went up on my border, which means the hunt was already funded and already scripted before Hadrian Vael ever looked at my stone. He thinks this is his season. He is a bought seat at somebody else’s…”

She was asleep.

Mid-sentence, mid-thumb-stroke, with her cheek against my shoulder and her hand still around my forearm. I still cannot tell whether she does that on purpose.

Suzu leaned over the table edge upside down and considered the four of us.

“Two coppers says she finishes it at breakfast,” she said.

I did not take the bet, and Nahari finished it at breakfast the next morning, over porridge, without preamble, to a room that had not been present for the first half.

“…a bought seat at somebody else’s table,” she said, “and he will find that out at the worst possible hour, and it will be the making of the man or the end of him. Good morning. Is there honey?”



The receipts came in over the following three days, and they came in the wrong shape, which is how you know you are in trouble.

The first was thread.

There had been gilt thread at four of the six seeded gallery mouths, snagged on the rough of the stone at about chest height, as a thread snags off a cuff when a man reaches into a hole to place something.

I knew gilt thread. At Veltmark somebody had wound gilt thread through the clapper of the fourth bell of a Bell-run, and Osric had recorded its color, twist, and knot, because I had told him to record everything and he had taken that as a religion.

He had the page. Of course he had the page. He had brought the tally-book from Veltmark to the march in a wax-cloth wrapper.

“The color matches,” Osric said, laying it out. “The twist matches. Three-ply, S-twist, same chandler, or the same trade at least.”

“And the knot?”

“The knot is wrong,” he said, and his ears went red, and he pushed the page at me. “Look. Look, Warden. On the bell, she’d used a slipped figure-of-eight with the tail tucked back through, twice, which is a stopper knot for something you intend to retrieve. This is a granny.”

I compared the granny knot with Osric’s copied figure-of-eight until the difference felt louder than the room.

“Someone copied her work,” I said.

“Her kit, not her hand,” said Maeva, over my shoulder. “It is not her hand.”

“Which means?”

“Which means someone has her tools,” Maeva said, “or someone has bought a copy of them, and is using them like a stolen seal: correctly enough to be believed by anyone who does not know the owner’s habits.” She straightened up. “Somebody wants this hunt’s sabotage to look like Odette Calloway’s work. Which is fascinating, since Odette Calloway is the person who wrote to warn us about it.”

The second receipt was a man.

Holt’s outriders picked up a drover on the Coldharbour road with two heavy purses and a story, and brought him to the hall, and Maeva talked to him until his untouched beer went flat.

She did not threaten him. She never does. She sat him down, gave him beer, and then priced his entire life in front of him: what he was owed, what he owed, what the two purses would and would not buy, and what a grey scar on a drover’s road-name does to a man’s ability to get hired for the following twenty years.

He confessed in four sentences.

He had been paid, twice, to drag dead stock to six specific gallery mouths. He had never met the man who paid him. It had been a hunt-party quartermaster with grey at his temples, broad, a scarred forearm, who had not liked doing it and who had said one thing while counting out the coin that the drover had thought was strange enough to repeat.

“He said, ‘It’s a shame. It’s a good fen.’”

Maeva let that go past without moving her face.

Then she said, “The coin.”

“My lady?”

“Put it on the table.”

He put it on the table.



The third receipt was on their own camp post, and Suzu brought it in at three in the morning, her usual hour for bringing things in.

The Gilt Hunt kept a roster nailed to a board outside the quartermaster’s tent, as any organized company does: watches, duties, the day’s assignments. She had copied it and put it back.

But she had not brought me the copy. She had brought me the original bottom corner, torn off, one inch by two.

“You tore a piece off their roster.”

“I tore a piece off their roster,” Suzu agreed. “They’ll think it was weather. It’s been raining for two days and the board leaks, I checked, I made sure it leaks.”

“You made sure it leaks.”

“I improved a drainage fault,” she said, “which is a service, and which your empress will defend at any dinner table in the province.” She put the scrap on the table under the lamp. “Look at it, Dorian. Look at it and tell me I’m mad.”

I looked at it.

It was a countersignature. Rosters get countersigned; it is how a company confirms the day’s orders have been read by someone with authority. This one was a single mark, a small closed loop with a stroke through it, of a kind I had never seen.

The ink had dried from the center outward.

I have written more words in my life than most men. I have kept route-books in rain and ledgers in bilge water and I have watched ink dry on ten thousand pages, and ink dries at its edges first, always, because the edges are thin and the middle is deep. Water makes that rule.

This mark was set hard and matte in the middle, and at the outer rim of every stroke the ink still had the faintest wet shine on it, three days after somebody put it there.

Maeva’s fingers settled flat beside the coin. Suzu watched her instead of the silver.

Then Suzu reached into her coat and put a coin down next to it.

“And that’s off the pay-ledger,” she said. “I copied the ledger, I didn’t take it, and I’ll tell you what’s in it in a minute, but first look at the coin, because the coin’s the thing.”

It was silver, struck sharp at every edge as if it had left the mint that spring, with a crowned head on it that I did not recognize.

“That’s a Ruthelm penny,” Maeva said, from the doorway. She had come in without any of us hearing, in a shawl over her nightgown, with her hair down. “Struck under Ruthelm the Third. He died two hundred and ninety years ago and his house went out with his granddaughter.”

“It’s good silver,” Suzu said. “It’s better silver than anything minted this century, but the ledger matters more. Fifteen men, four weeks’ wages, plus the drover, plus a chandler’s account and a horse-leech. All of it paid in coin. Not one piece of it minted in living memory. All of it out of circulation, and all of it in beautiful condition, which is the part that made me sit down in the mud for a minute.”

“Because coin that’s been in circulation wears,” I said.

Suzu’s amber eyes came up, and there was nothing in them of the woman who had reviewed a felt puppet for accuracy.

It was Maeva who picked the penny up off the table. She weighed it on two fingers, the way she weighs anything that calls itself money, and she had the standing: her own face is on a coin in my map-bag, worn nearly flat by four hundred years of other people’s hands. She knew what she was holding.

“Coin that’s been in circulation wears,” she said. “Coin in a hoard doesn’t. This silver has not bought so much as an egg since Ruthelm died, and this month it is paying fifteen men’s wages.” She set the penny down without a sound. “Somebody is paying gilt men out of a hoard that has been sitting still since before anybody’s grandmother. Four different dynasties, summoner. All of them dead.”


Chapter 5: Old Ash

The hunt had gone quiet the week the last fen receipt came in, and the quiet was the window I had been saving since spring.

Vael’s camp had shifted forty yards up the bank exactly as advised, which had annoyed me more than anything else he did all summer, and had then done nothing for eight days but drill and sulk and lose a hireling. Osric’s chalk read four to one. Holt had the roads. Bram had the odds and, more importantly, the gossip, which is a better watch than a wall.

So we took five days and rode north.

“Say the reason out loud,” Maeva said, on the first morning, once the hall was behind us.

“Because I want to see it before somebody makes me see it.”

“Better.”

“Because the thing under that mountain has been counting my heartbeat for a year and I am going to go and stand where it can hear me properly.” I shifted in the saddle. “And because if the day ever comes when I need to know what’s up there, I do not want to be learning it at speed.”

“That,” Maeva said, “is you describing a reconnaissance as being for you.”

“I’m surveying the price of the door before I need it.”

“It’s a survey of the price of a door you have already decided you may one day have to open,” she said, “which is painfully personal for something you intend to put in a route-book, and I shall not tease you about it more than four times.”

She teased me about it six times.



The drover road runs north-east out of the march for a day and a half and then it stops pretending.

You feel the detour before you see the reason for it. The road climbs a long easy grade through good grazing country, all of it sheep and stone walls and the occasional hut, and then at a certain point the road simply refuses. It bends east for four miles for no visible cause, crosses two streams it did not need to cross, and rejoins its own line beyond, having spent a day of every drover’s life for what a stranger would swear had no cause.

I had mapped that bend before Veltmark and written NO CAUSE FOUND beside it and had been irritated by my own handwriting ever since.

The last house before the bend belonged to a sheep-man called Ewart, who had thirteen acres, a wife, a great many dogs, and the settled manner of a man who has answered the same question from strangers for forty years and has developed a policy.

We stopped for water. He gave us water. He looked at the four women with me for slightly longer than politeness required and then decided, visibly, to have no opinion, which I respected.

“You’ll be going round,” he said.

“We’ll be going up.”

He put the bucket down.

“Ah,” he said.

He gave no warning or story. Most tellingly, he did not ask us why, which strangers in this province ask about everything.

“Is there anything up there?” Yrsa said.

“There’s grass.”

“Anything else?”

“There’s snow in August,” Ewart said, “which is nobody’s business,” and went and got us a second bucket for the horses, and would not take money, and when we rode out his wife was standing at the door watching us go with her arms folded, and she did not wave.

Four hundred yards on, where the road bends, there was a wayshrine.

It was a good one: cut stone, roofed, kept. Somebody had swept it that week. There was a cup, and there were coppers in the cup, and a lot of them, far more than a road that carries perhaps six travellers a week has any business collecting.

I paid a copper into it, out of habit, as an old ferry-dock master taught me: a thing under a road is still a debt.

Maeva watched me do it. “How many?”

“Sixty or so. Four months of coin on a road with no traffic.”

“Then the men who turn are paying, rather than those who pass.” She looked at the unnecessary eastward bend. “Every drover pays at the exact point he decides against going north. That is a toll.”

We took the bend the wrong way.

The grass changed within a mile.

That is the first honest thing about the Cindermaw. Its plainness is why nobody talks about it. The grass stays alive but goes coarse, and blue-green, and it grows in tufts with bare ground between them, and there is heather where there should be gorse and bare ground where there should be heather.

“Sheep won’t crop that,” Yrsa said.

“Sheep will crop anything.”

“Sheep will crop anything they can be persuaded to walk to.” She stood in the stirrups and looked ahead. “Where are the birds?”

There were no birds.

There were birds behind us, all the way back down to the bend, larks and pipits and a great deal of argument in the thorn. Ahead, wind moved around the horses and our own gear. The birds alone were gone.

By the second afternoon the ground began to show its old burns.

Scorch-lines. I have no better word and neither did anyone in the party. Long parallel bands of blackened rock running down the slopes from the north, twenty and thirty feet wide, with a hundred yards of ordinary hillside between them, and grass growing over the edges of them and never over the middle. Old. Four hundred years old at the least, and probably very much more, because moss does not grow on them and moss will grow on a battlefield inside a decade.

I got down and put my hand on one and it was warm.

The warmth came from below. The day was overcast and cool and there was a wind off the height that had been going through my coat since noon. This was the warmth of a stone that has a fire under it somewhere and always has.

“Don’t,” Suzu said.

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t put your palm flat on it.” She was standing well back, arms folded, tails held close, which she does about twice a year. “Sorry. I know that’s not a reason. But don’t.”

I took my hand off the rock.



We came up onto the rim on the third morning, and there was snow on it, in summer, and the snow was rotten with warmth from below.

Picture a ring of broken hills eight miles across, dark grey and red-black, with a lip you can walk. Inside the ring the ground falls away in steps and shelves down to a floor you cannot see the whole of, because there is steam standing in it. Steam stood in slow columns, coming up off standing water in a dozen places and being taken sideways by the wind.

The snow lay on the outer slopes in patches and did not lie on the inner ones at all, and where the two met there was a line of black wet ground four feet wide running around the entire caldera like a hem.

“It has a lid,” Yrsa said.

“It has a mouth.”

“It has a lid,” she said flatly, “and everything about it is wrong. A mountain is a mountain. This is a room.”

Nobody argued with her, because she was right.

I got the notebook out and started drawing, and my hand stopped.

It had come up through my boots.

One beat in four. Slow, so slow: about the pace of a man walking who is not in a hurry, but distributed, coming up through the rock in every direction at once, so that you could not have said where it was and could not have said it was anywhere else.

I had felt it under the world for a year. In the hall it was a rumor at three in the morning. On the rim of the Cindermaw it was a fact you could set a watch by.

And my own heart, which had been going along at its ordinary summer-morning business, took two beats to arrive and then arrived, and fell in with it, four to one, cleanly, like a man matching stride with somebody on a road.

I stood there with a pencil in my hand and let it happen.

“Dorian,” Maeva said.

“I’m fine.”

“You have gone the color of the snow.”

“I’m fine, it’s not.” I made myself breathe out. “It’s not doing anything to me. It’s not pulling. It’s like.” I hunted for it. “You know when you carry a load with somebody and you get in step without deciding? It’s that. It’s courtesy.”

Nahari had not spoken since the rim.

She was standing eight feet away with her back to us, looking out over the caldera, and her hands hung at her sides and were not moving at all.



We found Halden Rusk’s marks that afternoon, and I found them as one finds a colleague’s work: by looking where you yourself would have put it.

The rim has one good approach, a saddle on the south-west where the lip drops and the rock is sound, and any man surveying that caldera would use it, and any man surveying it properly would leave marks he could re-find in bad weather.

He had built cairns.

They were knee-high: three stones, with a fourth laid flat on top pointing. Twelve of them along the rim road, spaced by line of sight. And under the flat stone of each one, cut into the stone with a knife-point and a lot of patience, the arithmetic.

I sat down at the fourth one until the rim’s heat soaked through both knees.

It was distances and bearings and a running head-count of the shelves, in a hand I had read before: terse, itemized, numbers first, the courier-hand of a man who had spent his life delivering things exactly.

RIM RD, MK 4. 1,140 PACES FROM MK 3. BEARING 62. SHELF COUNT UNCHANGED. HEAT AT NOON: HAND-HOT AT ANKLE, COOL AT HEAD. NOTE: NO CARRION ANYWHERE. NOTHING DIES HERE, WHICH MEANS NOTHING LIVES HERE, WHICH MEANS SOMETHING DOES.

“He was good,” I said.

“You have said that about four separate men since the tomb,” Maeva said, “and three of them were dead.”

“They’re the ones whose work I can read all the way through.”

Halden Rusk had been the last Anchor before me. He had been hunted through his final year, had hired an uncatchable thief to hide his testament, had paid road-shrine coppers like he meant them, and had died on schedule, as sixty before him had. I had called him once, at a mother-stone in Veltmark, and he had confirmed his own hand in front of a province, and asked for the morning he had missed, and gone gentle, and I had held the door open until the sun cleared an arch.

He had stood here. Probably at this exact cairn. Sixty-some years ago, alone, with a knife and a pace-count, doing the boring work.

Suzu had gone ahead along the rim.

She came back at a walk, which for Suzu is an alarm.

“There’s a thirteenth,” she said. “Under the overhang. It’s not on the line.”

Away from the line, a flat face of rock waited beneath an overhang where the rain could not reach, and the marks on it were bigger, cut deeper, cut fast.

The first three lines were arithmetic. A weight. An estimate of a call-cost, worked twice, the second time in a smaller hand as though he had gone back and tried to make it smaller and it had not gotten smaller.

And under it, not arithmetic:

SHE WATCHES THE GLASS.

ASK THE ORACLE WHY.

Behind me, I heard Nahari stop walking.



“He didn’t know me,” she said.

We were sitting on the rim at the thirteenth mark with the wind coming up the slope. She had her arms around her knees, which she never does, and her feet were bare on the warm rock, which she always does.

“He died sixty years ago,” I said. “You’d been dead a hundred and forty by then. He can’t have meant you.”

“He meant an oracle. There were four in the histories he could have read and three of them were charlatans.” Her thumb moved on her own ankle, on the old temple script that circles it. “He meant: if an anchor comes here with a seer, ask her. He was leaving it for you.”

“That’s a long shot to leave on a rock.”

“He left a testament in a monument with a thief,” Nahari said. “Long shots were his profession.” She looked out over the steam. “And he was right, which is the part that is going to take me the rest of the day.”

“Right about what?”

“That I am the one who has to be asked why,” she said, “and that I could not have told you before this morning, because until this morning I did not know, and now I do, and I would like a moment.”

I gave her the silence through three slow columns of steam rising from the caldera.

Then she said: “My glass is clear.”



Nahari had once looked a year down a road. Since Veltmark, the Factor’s whiteout had reduced her to one breath ahead, and she had turned that limit into doctrine without complaint.

On the Cindermaw rim, she could see a year again.

“Try it again,” I said.

“I have tried it four times.” She was shaking, faintly, in the way of a hand that has been gripping something too long. “It is not a trick of the light and it is not the altitude and it is not my wishing. Dorian, I looked down the road at the harvest and I saw the color of the barley.”

“Why here?”

“Because it has never read this ground.” She said it slowly, working it out as she said it, a thing I had almost never heard her do. “The thing that stands in my light stands in every light it has ever been given. It is in the province because heroes are in the province and heroes carry its lamps. It has never been up here, because there has never been anything up here to lend to.” She turned and looked at the caldera floor. “And it will not come up here, because whatever is under this mountain frightens it, and it does not do things that frighten it. It is a creditor. Creditors do not walk into rooms where they might be the smaller party.”

“So this ground is blind to it.”

“This ground is blind both ways,” Nahari said. “Halden could only guess at that piece. I cannot see out into its shadow, but inside this ring there is no trace of it. Neither side has looked at the other since before my city was built.”

I traced the caldera’s black inner ring with one finger until the useless safety of it settled.

“Then we can’t fight it here,” I said.

“No.”

“Because it won’t come.”

“Because it will not come, and because a caldera cannot hold a town.” She said that flatly, the general’s version of it, and I saw her do the sums I had been doing. “It is the safest ground in the world and it is worth nothing to us, unless the thing we want from it is the thing that lives in it.”

Then she stood up.

“I am going to look one year,” she said, “properly, standing here, because I will not get this again and I would be ashamed of myself if I wasted it.”

“Nahari…”

“Hold my elbow,” she said. “It will not be dignified.”

It was not dignified.

She looked for perhaps forty seconds. I cannot describe the cost from inside, and she has never described it either. From where I stood, she went absolutely still, stopped blinking, and received more information than her body had remembered how to carry.

She came back retching, and I held her elbow, and then I held all of her, and she sat down hard on the warm rock and put her forehead on my shoulder until the shaking in her hands eased.

“Well,” she said eventually.

“Was it worth it?”

“Ask me tonight,” said Nahari, “and I will answer you properly, and I will pick which pieces to give you and in what order, because there is a very great deal and some of it needs a night’s sleep first.” She sat back. Her eyes were wet and her mouth was doing something complicated. “One thing now, because you should have it before dinner and not after.”

“Go on.”

“Midsummer,” she said. “Whatever the shape of this year is, it comes to a point at midsummer, and after midsummer I could not see, and I have not been unable to see anything from here, all afternoon, except that.”



The lenses came out at dusk, on the inner rim, lying on our stomachs on warm rock with the wind going over our backs.

They were Suzu’s: a pair of ground-glass tubes, stolen from an observatory two provinces away sixty-one years ago, which she had recovered from a cache in a monument and refused every offer to sell, which for her is love.

“Third shelf down,” she said. “Follow the slag line to where it goes flat. There. See the flat?”

“I see the flat.”

“Now count.”

Under the glass-slag, in the last of the light, at a range of about half a mile, there were rows.

They were laid out with the precision of a granary floor. Ranks running north to south, files running east to west, the spacing dead even, the whole arrangement perhaps two hundred feet on a side and covered over with a sheet of what looked like poured dark glass with the color of smoke in it.

And under the glass, in ranks, curved shapes the size of ale casks.

Hundreds.

I lay there through two full passes of shadow across the slag, doing what I always do: counting. Roughly a dozen to a file that I could see clearly, at least twenty files, more running away into the shadow at the shelf’s back.

“That’s not gold,” I said.

“No.”

“There’s no gold at all. There’s no coin, no plate, no arms, no anything.”

“There’s no gold,” Suzu agreed.

I lowered the glass and looked at her.

Suzume Kagehana had spent sixty years sealed under a shrine and a girlhood before that in the professional appreciation of other people’s property. She could price a candlestick by the sound it made going into a sack. Since the fox shrine I had watched her value a chain-focus, a march, an empress’s hairpin, a felt puppet, and a twelve-year-old’s slate. None of those appraisals took more than a glance.

She stayed quiet through two full passes of shadow across the slag.

“That’s not a hoard,” she said at last.

“Then what is it?”

“That’s a vault.” Her voice had gone flat and quiet and had lost all of its edges. “Look at the spacing, Dorian. Look at the lines. Nobody piles treasure. Treasure gets piled, that’s the whole point of treasure, you pile it and you lie on it and you enjoy it. That is INVENTORY. That’s laid out by somebody who wanted to be able to walk between the rows.”

She took the glass back and looked again. Her tails lowered one by one until all nine rested on the hot stone.

“Somebody’s keeping something safe down there,” she said. “That’s my complete appraisal, and you can have it for free, and I would like to go back up the slope now.”



Camp on the rim that night was improbably good. Explaining why has always defeated me.

We were four days from a wall with a gilt banner on it, sitting on top of a mountain with a lid, above two hundred unknown objects under glass, with an oracle who had just seen a year and could not yet say most of it. And the evening was good.

Maeva had appointed herself the fire.

“The soil,” she announced, turning a piece of the rim’s black crumble in her fingers by lamplight, “is astonishing.”

“It’s ash.”

“It is volcanic soil, which is ash that has had four hundred years to think about what it did.” She rubbed it into her palm. “Do you know what grows in this? Vines. This is Kellisan soil. This is what the whole southern face of the Kellisan valleys is made of and the wine from those slopes paid for a war and two cathedrals.”

“You want to plant vines,” Yrsa said, “on a volcano.”

“I want to plant vines on a slope that faces south, holds heat, drains beautifully, and is currently generating no revenue whatsoever.”

“On a volcano.”

“Empires have been founded on worse collateral,” said Maeva, with enormous serenity, “and if it goes up, we shall have had the wine.”

“You can’t sell wine from a volcano,” Yrsa said.

“You can sell nothing BUT wine from a volcano. Do you imagine the Kellisan houses hide it? They put the mountain on the bottle.” Maeva had gotten out her little travelling ink-block, which is never a good sign, and was writing on the back of a supply list. “Cindermaw. It is a repellent word in this language and it will be magnificent in three others. Osric will hate the accounting and will do it flawlessly out of spite.”

“He’s not here.”

“He will find out,” said Maeva, “and he will be furious, and spite will carry him through the week beautifully.”

Suzu had produced the dice about half an hour after the fire settled. Dice are her sunset.

“Sundermere rules,” she said.

“No,” said Nahari.

“Sundermere rules.”

“You want Sundermere rules because Sundermere rules have a doubling call at the fourth throw and you have been practicing the doubling call in a mirror since Veltmark.”

“I don’t own a mirror.”

“You own seven mirrors,” said Nahari of Sundermere, “and five of them are somebody else’s,” and took the dice.

They played for about an hour. Suzu lost her belt-knife, won it back, lost it again, and then, in a display of pure professional dishonesty, wagered a knife that was not hers and had to be made to give it back to Yrsa, who had not noticed it was gone.

“How,” said Yrsa.

“At the second cairn. You leaned on a rock.”

“I leaned on a rock.”

“You leaned on a rock like a woman who has never been robbed in a landscape,” Suzu said, “which, given your century, is a gap in your education, and I am plugging it for free.”

Yrsa condemned the entire mountain twice more before she went to sleep. She condemned the lid, the steam, the absence of birds, the temperature of the rock, and the specific fact that the snow was wet from underneath, which she called “backwards weather” and took as a personal insult. She then ate an amount of food I have seen sink small boats and fell asleep sitting up against a rock with her sword across her knees, at which point Maeva put a blanket over her and neither of them ever mentioned it.

Suzu did not go to sleep. She went off along the rim in the dark for about twenty minutes and came back with her hands in her pockets.

“Where were you?”

“Nowhere.”

I found out in the morning. At the thirteenth mark, on the flat rock under the overhang beside Halden Rusk’s arithmetic, somebody had set a single copper piece, polished, standing on its edge in a crack so the wind would not take it.

I did not tease her about it and neither did anyone else. The whole household reached the same decision without discussion.



The rain came in after midnight, off the north, and it hit the caldera’s inner slopes and turned to steam before it landed.

You could hear it. That is a thing I did not expect and will remember when I have forgotten better things: rain hissing on hot stone, half a mile off and eight hundred feet down, a sound like a huge sheet being torn very slowly.

Nahari’s tent had one lamp in it, and the smell of the little pot of oil she carries warming over the flame, and her.

“Come in,” she said, before I got there.

“You cheated.”

“I have been able to see a year all day,” said Nahari of Sundermere. “I am going to cheat about everything until the sun comes up.”

She was sitting on the low bench with her hair down, and she had already begun, which is to say the outermost shawl was folded on the tent’s floor and she was working a comb through the length of silver-white as if she had all night, which she intended to.

I sat down at the tent’s other end and waited. Nahari moved at half everyone else’s pulse, a lesson I learned in the Cinderwell mill-house and had never regretted.

“The year can wait until we are off this rim,” she said. “I want to spend the clear glass on something better.”

“On what?”

“On a night I can see whole.” She set the comb down. “Do you understand what I am offering, Dorian? Since Veltmark I have known one breath ahead. I have loved it. I have made a doctrine of it and I meant every word.” Her thumb moved over the comb’s teeth. “But tonight, for one night, I can see every way this goes. Every one. I have looked, and it is astonishing, and there are forty-one of them and thirteen are extraordinary.”

“That sounds like a boast.”

“It is entirely a boast.” Her slow blink slowed further. “So. Here is what I want, in full sentences, as we do. I want you to take me apart in this tent while I tell you what you are going to do a heartbeat before you do it, because I have not been able to do that since Marrowford and I have missed it the way you miss a language. And then I want you to find the one I missed. There will be one. There is always one.”

“And if there isn’t?”

“Then I shall have been perfect,” she said, “which is a hollow way to spend an evening, and I shall be very gracious about it and very bad company. Is that a yes?”

“That’s a yes.” I said it plainly, because that is how she asks and that is how she requires it back. “Yes. All of it. And you’ll say if you want to stop, in words, and I’ll stop in the middle of anything.”

“I know you will. You have, twice, and both times I was wrong to be surprised.” She held out her hand for mine. “Come here and take these off me one at a time. You know the order.”



I knew the order.

Ember, ash, and bone: three wraps, four layers, one at a time, each set aside rather than dropped. When I once hurried the ritual, she stopped me with two fingers on my wrist and said the wrapping was the prayer and the woman was the answer. I could have both if I learned to wait.

The lamp did the work.

That is the other thing about her and light. In lamplight her skin goes from deep brown to something with gold under it, and where the oil has been it holds a line of shine along every curve, and her hair is the exact color of the flame’s own edge and falls to her waist and moves when she moves.

I got the last layer off her shoulders and she stood up in the low tent, and I sat back on my heels and looked at her the way the murals of a dead city looked at her, which is the only correct way.

Wide hips. Soft strong thighs. Her heavy, round ass filled my gaze, and the sculptors of Sundermere who carved it at twice life size in three public places had been, if anything, restrained. The temple script circled her ankle, faint and old and gold in the lamp.

“You’re staring.”

“I’m counting.”

“Liar,” said Nahari, “you are appreciating, and you are allowed, and I have seen you do it four ways tonight and this is very good.” She turned at her patient pace, put her palms flat on the tent’s low bench, and looked back over her shoulder at me with her hair falling forward off one side of her neck.

“Oil first,” she said. “You are bad at warming it and I have decided I am fond of the flaw.”

I was bad at warming it. I am always bad at warming it. I have watched her do it a hundred times and the trick of holding the little pot at the right distance still eludes me, and she corrected my grip, as she does, in a full sentence, and then stopped correcting.

Then I put my oiled hands on her.

She made a low sound and her head went down between her arms.

I worked up from the backs of her thighs, slow, both hands, thumbs on the inside where the muscle is soft, and up over the swell of her ass with my whole palms, lifting her heavy curves, spreading the oil, and by the time I got to the small of her back she was already breathing in the deliberate measured way that means she is holding herself at a level on purpose.

“Now,” she said, “the glass.”

“Go on.”

“In a moment you are going to put your right hand between my shoulders and hold me down against this bench, and you are going to do it because you want to see the arch it makes, and you will be gentler than you mean to be for the first two seconds.”

I put my right hand between her shoulders and held her down against the bench, and I was gentler than I meant to be for about two seconds.

She laughed, undone, into her own forearm.

“Oh, that’s GOOD,” she said. “I had forgotten. Again. In a moment you will use your thumb and you will not warn me and you will be pleased with yourself.”

I used my thumb. I did not warn her. I was extremely pleased with myself.

She was soaked, open, ready far ahead of her own litany, and when I got two fingers into her she said a word in a language nobody has spoken in two hundred years and then went back to narrating.

“You’ll go in behind me now,” she said, “slowly, because you always do the first stroke slowly and you think it is patience and it is actually showing off. Half a breath. Now.”

I went into her slowly, and it was absolutely showing off, and the noise she made went up into the rain on the hot stone outside.

Nahari at full prophecy played her own accompaniment. Every whisper landed a half-second before the sensation and doubled it; each correct call tightened her body around me.

“Deeper. There. Hold there and do nothing, for four, because you are going to want to move and I want to feel you not.”

I held there and did nothing for four, and it nearly killed me.

“Good. Now hard, and keep it, and I will tell you when you may slow.”

I gave her hard and kept it. Her palms slid on the oiled bench and she planted them again. Her hair went everywhere. The lamp threw her whole silhouette up on the tent’s canvas, and I could see it over her shoulder, the two of us, and the shape of her hips and the roll of what I was doing to her rendered enormous on the wall in gold light.

“Slow,” she gasped, eventually. “Now. Slow.”

I slowed.

“And this,” said Nahari, breathing hard, forehead down on her own wrist, “is where I hand you the count. Are you listening?”

“I’m listening.”

“I have seen forty-one ways this ends and in thirty-nine of them I finish us both on my own count, and it is glorious, and it is also the thirty-ninth time.” She turned her head and looked back at me with the lamp in her dark eyes. “So. I will count from ten. And somewhere in it you will break it, and I have deliberately not looked at where, and if you break it where I would have expected then I shall be disappointed in both of us. Take the number away from me, anchor. Anywhere but the obvious.”

“Full sentences,” I said. “Say it properly.”

“I am asking you to finish me somewhere I did not see coming,” said Nahari of Sundermere. “Please.”

She started counting.

“Ten. Nine.”

I set a rhythm and let her have it, hands on her hips, watching the ember filigree start at her ankle where the old script is and begin to climb.

“Eight. Seven. Six. That’s. Oh. That’s very good, that’s exactly what I…”

“Five,” I said.

She faltered for half a beat, losing which voice was counting.

“Five,” she agreed, unsteady, “four…”

I stopped.

Completely. All the way out, one hand still flat on the small of her back, everything gone in a single moment while she was still saying the number.

She made a sound like a door blowing open.

“That,” she said, “is not…”

And then I turned her over.

The turn was the piece she had left unseen. I put her on her back on the blankets, knees up, and went into her face to face. On the eighth stroke of a position absent from all forty-one futures, her pussy locked around me and the delighted cry tore free.

“OH,” she said.

She said it very loudly. Then she said “that one” and then she stopped making words at all.

She detonated under me with her nails in my forearms and her heels locked at the base of my spine and the ember light going up her whole body in a lattice, deep brown and gold-orange in a lamp-lit tent, and I felt it come back through the bond in a wave that took my own legs out from under me.

Her body pulled the finish out of me while my mouth pressed to her throat and her name came out of me somewhere in the middle. She wrung every pulse from me, laughing and shaking as her slow warm register broke into the same delighted words:

“That’s the one. That’s the one I missed. That’s the one.”



The afterglow ran an hour.

They always do with her. Nahari does not sleep after; she stretches out on her side with one leg over me and finishes conversations.

“Forty-one,” she said. “And you found the forty-second, and you found it by doing something so obvious that it did not occur to me to check.”

“That’s the second time you’ve said obvious.”

“Call it a diagnosis rather than an insult.” Her hand was on my chest, tracing where the tracery came over the collarbone. “I look for the clever thing. I have looked for the clever thing for two hundred and twenty-nine years. You look for the thing that is in front of you, and half the time it is the same thing, and half the time it is not, and the half where it is not is the entire reason I am here.”

Her thumb stopped on my collarbone and stayed there through the next hiss of rain.

Then she said, “I will give you one piece of it now.”

“Of the year?”

“Of the year.” Her voice did not change at all, and that was how I knew. “There is a night. Everything in what I saw is around that night the way water goes around a stone. Midsummer, and it is dark, and every lamp I could see was leaning.”

“Leaning.”

“Every flame, in every window and every hand, pulled over to one side against its own draft, all in the same direction, all at once, across a whole town.” She said it evenly, looking at the tent’s roof. “I have seen a lamp lean in Veltmark. One lamp, on a table, for a heartbeat. This is a sky full.”

My hand tightened once in the blanket.

“And among the leaning flames,” Nahari said, “there was someone I do not know.”

“Vael?”

“No. A woman.” Her thumb had stopped moving on my collarbone. “Crowned. Standing among the flames without leaning, and wearing fire like a court gown. I did not recognize her, Dorian, and I have seen every face in your life since before you were born.”

“Then look again. You’ve still got until dawn.”

“No,” she said.

She sat up on one elbow and looked down at me and there was nothing sleepy in her face at all.

“That is the last long look I take,” said Nahari. “I decided it on this rim, and I want you to witness it. Past this, I walk blind on purpose. I refuse the glass.”

“Why?”

“Because the thing that stands in my light reads what looks at it,” she said. “That is what a shadow in a seer’s glass IS. It watches every attempt I make. And a seer who refuses to look is a page that cannot be read, and there is exactly one weapon on this side of midsummer that it does not know how to price.” She lay back down and put her head on my chest. “It is not a wound anymore. I would like you to stop treating it like one. It is the sharpest thing I own.”


Chapter 6: The Grave of the Plum Tree

The Gilt Hunt’s second play came from the other end of the same scheme, far older and much cheaper, and I had seen it four times in five years with Cylas.

You endanger, and then you guard.

Lost Granary was one of our three dead villages coming back. Nineteen households, a rebuilt kiln, a well they had re-sunk themselves with help from South River, and a stone that had been dark for a hundred and forty years and had lit again the previous autumn when the first harvest came in. They were extremely proud of that stone. They swept the plinth. Somebody had planted stock roses at it.

Two of Vael’s men rode in on a Tuesday and offered them protection.

It was well done, that is the honest part. Nobody threatened anyone. Two gilt-liveried riders came through, admired the kiln, mentioned in passing that there had been a great deal of movement in the fens lately, that the drover roads were less safe than they had been, that hunt-work was expensive but that House Vael was in the country anyway and would be glad to stand a picket over a village that asked, at a rate.

Then on Thursday night somebody killed four sheep in the top fold and left them.

The village sent to us on Friday morning. I sent Maeva.



“Not you?” she said, pulling on gloves in the yard.

“If I go, it’s the Warden coming down on two hirelings, and then it’s a quarrel between my banner and his and everybody’s watching the wrong thing.” I checked her girth, which she permits and pretends to find tiresome. “If you go, it’s an inspection.”

“It is an inspection.” She swung up. “Yrsa.”

“Already mounted,” Yrsa said, from the gate, where she had been already mounted for some time.

They rode out with four of Holt’s men, and they came back the next evening, and I got the account in three separate versions over the following week and I am going to give the composite, because the composite is the true one.

Maeva did not accuse anybody of anything.

She arrived at Lost Granary at midday, in travel dress that read as court dress, and spent two hours doing exactly what a warden’s officer does on a village visit: looked at the kiln, looked at the well, asked about the roses, and then went up to the top fold with the shepherd and looked at four dead sheep.

Then she asked the shepherd, in front of fourteen villagers, a series of questions to which she already knew the answers.

Were the throats cut or torn? Cut. How high off the ground was the cut? Here, at the shepherd’s own hip. Would a fen-wight, which runs bent, take a sheep at hip height, or lower? Lower, my lady. Were the carcasses taken? No, my lady. Would a hungry thing kill four sheep and eat none of them? No, my lady.

“Then it was men,” Maeva said. “Which men, I do not know, and I will not guess in front of you, because a guess said out loud by someone with a banner behind her becomes a fact in about nine days and I have had quite enough of that in my life.”

Then Yrsa cut the roof-tree.

Roof-tree was our wrong name for it. Yrsa and I never learned the proper one. The thing exists in every fold country in the world: the shepherds put a marked stake at the high corner of a fold to show whose grazing it is, and by long custom a stake with three notches means the fold is under the local lord’s watch, and one notch means it is under nobody’s.

Lost Granary’s had one notch. On Wednesday, somebody had cut a second and third into it.

Yrsa took it out of the ground, held it up so the whole village could see the cuts, put it back with the two new notches shaved flat, and said, “Two days old. Green wood, cut with a knife bevel, not an axe. Whoever did that was telling the fen a story about who was watching this hill.”

She handed the shepherd a knife.

“Cut your own,” she said. “One. You watch it. That’s the true one.”

The two gilt riders came back that afternoon.

They had been due; that was the shape of the play. Sheep on Thursday, a rate on Tuesday, and a courteous return visit on Saturday to see whether the village had thought any more about it. What they had not been due for was an empress standing in the square with a shepherd’s fold-stake in her hand.

Maeva greeted them beautifully.

Everyone who tells this story gets her manner wrong. She received them with devastating charm. She asked after their captain’s health, she admired one man’s horse in specific and knowledgeable terms, and she offered them both beer, which they drank, standing, in a square where nobody was talking.

Then she said, in exactly the same voice: “The village will not be taking your offer. They have a picket of their own from tomorrow, provisioned out of the wardenry, at no cost, for as long as they want one. You may tell Lord Vael that I said so and that I said it warmly.”

The elder of the two said something about the fens being dangerous.

“They are,” Maeva agreed. “Four sheep in one night, at hip height, cut and not eaten. Every wight I have known would have fed. Have you?”

Silence.

“I ask professionally,” she said, “because if there is a fen creature in this province that kills at hip height with a knife bevel and takes nothing away, then it is new, and the Warden will want it surveyed, and I shall write to the Margrave this evening about it in the greatest possible detail. Shall I?”

The younger man looked at his own boots.

The elder one said, carefully, that he did not think it would be necessary.

“No,” said Maeva Castellan, “I did not think it would,” and gave him back his cup.

Yrsa had not said one word throughout. She was leaning against the kiln wall about nine feet away with her arms folded and her blade on her hip, and she was looking at the elder man’s belt-knife with open, undisguised, professional contempt, and she kept looking at it until he left.

Then Maeva went to the stone.

I would have paid a great deal to be there. I have it from four witnesses and from Yrsa, who described it, in full, as “boring,” in the tone of a woman describing an execution she enjoyed.

Maeva put the village’s own reeve in front of the stone rather than taking the place herself. The reeve was an old woman named Cairn who had re-sunk that well with her own hands at sixty-three.

“Swear what happened,” Maeva said. “Only that. Leave names and motives out. Give the stone what happened.”

The reeve swore it: two riders in gilt, an offer, a rate named, four sheep dead on the third night after, throats cut at hip height, the fold stake re-notched.

The stone weighed it and etched it, and the light came up in the letters.

That plain oath was the entire weapon. No accusation was made against anybody. No name was spoken. Maeva Castellan stood in a village square and had an old woman say what she had seen out loud in front of a rock, and the rock believed her.

Nine days later, when Hadrian Vael’s hunt swore its next deed at the border stone, the stone took it and rebounded grey.

It went through the whole entry. A grey scar came up the face of the border stone under the Gilt column, a dead pale seam through gold, and it stayed, and Osric chalked it, and forty drovers read the board that week.

I asked Nahari, that evening, why.

“Because the stones weigh what is true,” she said, “and a deed sworn by men who manufactured the need for it is a deed with a lie load-bearing inside it. The stone does not know who cut the sheep. It only knows that this deed does not hold its own weight.”

“So we didn’t beat them.”

“We did not beat them,” she agreed. “We simply stopped standing between them and the consequence. That is nearly always the cheapest way and it is almost never the one people choose.”

Two hirelings left the Gilt camp that week and took work with a caravan factor out of Veltmark, honest road-guard rates, a third of what they had been getting.

One of them had been in Duran Kolbeck’s screen at the Undercourt last spring. He recognized Holt on the road and did not run, and the two of them shared a smoke, and he said one thing worth writing down.

“The losing I could stand,” he said. “The captain’s stopped sleeping.”



Fenwick Ford’s burying ground is on the slope above the water, inside a drystone wall, with a gate at the bottom corner.

There is a plum tree at the north end of it.

It is a wild plum, and it is old, and it grows crooked out of the wall’s corner where the ground is deepest, and every year it fruits three weeks before any other plum in the march. The Gorrow family, whose plot it stands over, had never been able to explain it and had stopped trying about forty years ago. Ana Merrick told me they used to send a basket down to the ford-house every year in the last week of July and had recently started sending two.

We came past it on the first supply run after the rim expedition, and Suzu stopped.

I did not notice for about a hundred yards. Then Colm said “Warden,” and I looked back.

She was at the wall.

She had her hands in her pockets and she was standing at the gate of a graveyard in the middle of a warm afternoon, looking at a plum tree, and she was not moving at all.

I sent Colm on with the wagon.

Then I walked back and leaned on the wall next to her. For about four minutes I watched a bee work the early plum blossom and kept my mouth shut, which everybody who knows me calls my one reliable social skill.

“Sixty years,” Suzu said.

“For what?”

“Since I should have said thank you,” she said, “and couldn’t. From the outside, silence looks the same either way.”

Then she told me in pieces over the rest of that afternoon and into the evening, in the way she does when a thing is real: bright, quick, in complete sentences, with the jokes doing less work each time.



“His name was Piet,” she said, at the wall. “He was nine. That’s the first thing you should know, because everybody hears the rest and starts assuming it’s a love story, and it is, but not that kind, and I’d like to head that off.”

“All right.”

“He was nine, and I’d been sealed for about four months, and I was still doing the thing you do in the first year, which is being furious in a way that takes up a lot of room.” She was looking at the tree. “There’s a crack in the shrine’s seal-stone. Two fingers wide at the top. You could see out of it if you got the angle. You couldn’t be seen, or I don’t think you could, the light went wrong in there, I never worked it out.”

“And he saw you.”

“He never saw me,” Suzu said. “That’s the part that matters. Not once.”

I waited.

“He was walking the east road in the summer eating a plum,” she said, “and he stopped, because a nine-year-old stops at a fox shrine, that’s what fox shrines are for. And he sat on the step. And he said, out loud, to a rock, ‘This is a good one.’ And then he broke it in half and he put half of it in the crack.”

She was quiet.

“Nine-year-olds do that,” she said. “They give food to statues. They’re being social rather than religious; they’re being polite to the biggest thing in the field. It meant nothing. It should have meant nothing.”

“But you were in there.”

“But I was in there,” said Suzu, “and I hadn’t eaten in four months, and I couldn’t have told you at the time whether I could still taste things.”



“And he came back,” she said, later, on the road, walking her horse.

“How much later?”

“Four days.” She laughed, and it was a real one, and it was awful. “Four days, Dorian. He came back four days later with another plum and he was very serious about it, and he broke it in half and put it in the crack, and then he did the thing.”

“What thing?”

“He whistled.” She stopped walking, and did it: two fingers, a short blast, low then high, ending flat. “That. That was his crossing-whistle. His family had the ferry above the shrine, and every ferryman’s family has a whistle, so the people on the bank know it’s your boat coming and not somebody else’s, and the boy had just learned his.”

“Why whistle at a shrine?”

“Because,” Suzu said, “he had decided that if there was something in the rock, it might be somebody who owed money, and he did not want it to think he was a debtor coming for it. He said that. He said it out loud, sitting on the step, aged nine. ‘That’s me, that’s not a debtor, that’s Piet.’”

She started walking again.

“He was making sure I knew it was him,” she said. “So I wouldn’t be frightened.”



“Every crossing,” she said, that night, at the fire, to me, with everyone else asleep or pretending. “For about eleven years. The offering changed with the season; there aren’t plums in February. In winter it was whatever there was. Chestnut. A bit of bread. Once, memorably, a piece of salt fish that made the entire inside of that shrine unbearable for a season and remains unforgiven.”

“Eleven years.”

“Then he stopped for two, and I thought that was it, and then he came back with a woman and made her stand at the shrine while he explained the whistle, and she thought he was an idiot, and married him anyway.” Suzu was turning a stick over in the fire. “Then it was both of them, then three, and eventually three and a baby. They taught the whistle to the child. By then I had spent more than a decade in the rock, listening to a family preserve a greeting for a fox they did not believe in.”

“Did they know? Ever?”

“No.” She said it without any weight at all. “They knew there was a shrine and that their father was odd about it and that it was lucky. That’s all. That’s what these things become in three generations. He never told them because I don’t think he ever really believed it. He just kept doing it. That’s worse. That’s so much worse, Dorian, and I’ve had sixty years to think about why and I’ve got it down to this: if he’d believed, it would have been a bargain. He didn’t believe, so it was just kindness, going out into a hole in a rock, four hundred times, for nothing.”

She fed the stick into the fire.

“And I couldn’t say one word,” she said. “Not one. Sixty years I couldn’t even say the name of what I was sealed for, and I certainly couldn’t shout THANK YOU through two feet of temple-forged stone at a man eating his lunch.”

“He moved north.”

“He moved north at thirty-one, when the ferry-work went bad.” She nodded toward Fenwick. “He ran this ford for twenty-seven years, raised his family, caught the cough, and made one last walk south.”

“To the shrine.”

“To the shrine. He was fifty-eight and walked four days on a bad chest to leave one last plum. Then he put his crossing-whistle in the crack because he knew he wasn’t coming again and wanted whatever lived there to remember the sound.”

The fire settled between us.

“He went home and died. I sat in the rock with his whistle for eleven more years.”



She spent the whole of the next day at the Gorrow plot.

She did not tell anybody she was doing it. The work itself was the payment.

The gate had been sagging on its hinges for a decade and screamed like a gull. She took it off, chiseled the post, packed the mortice, and re-hung it on a pair of hinges I recognized from the hall’s spare box, and greased them, and it swung silent. Then she oiled it again, twice, because she had time.

The hen coop at the bottom of the plot had a wire gap you could put a fist through. She wired it. Then she went round the whole thing on her knees checking the boards, and replaced two, and dug the wire in eight inches at the back where a fox would go under it, because that is where a fox goes under it, and she knows.

Then she took a slate and wrote out, in a beautiful copperplate hand nobody knew she had:

THIS HOUSEHOLD IS INSURED. NO FOX WILL TROUBLE IT. SIGNED, THE UNDERWRITER.

She hung it inside the coop where the family would find it and nobody else would.

Somewhere around the middle of the afternoon a Gorrow came down.

He was about seventy, which made him a son or a nephew or something in that country, and he came down the slope with the specific gait of a man who has seen a stranger doing work on his land and has decided to be pleasant about it for as long as pleasant holds.

“You’re mending my gate,” he said.

“I’m mending your gate.”

“Why.”

Suzu did not miss a beat. I watched the answer arrive clean despite everything behind it.

“Because it screams,” she said, “and I couldn’t stand it.”

He considered that.

“It does scream,” he admitted.

“It screams because your post’s gone soft on the hinge side and somebody’s answer to that, forty years ago, was a longer screw, and a longer screw in soft wood is a man shouting at a problem.” She had not stopped working. “I’ve chiseled it out and packed it. It’ll hold nine years. After that, new post, and don’t let anybody tell you to use oak, use larch, oak’s for people who like being right at funerals.”

The old man stood there.

“Are you charging me?” he asked, eventually.

“No.”

“Then what do you want?”

And there it was: the exact question, from a Gorrow, on that slope, sixty-one years late.

Suzu sat back on her heels and looked up at him with her hands filthy and her hair in her eyes, and for one second I thought she was going to do it.

“A plum,” she said.

He blinked.

“Off the tree. When they come in. One.” She went back to the hinge. “Send it to the ford-house with the baskets and tell them it’s for the underwriter.”

“The what?”

“They’ll know,” said Suzu, who had invented the underwriter approximately four hours previously and had already established a distribution network for it.

He went away up the slope. Halfway up he stopped and watched her finish three turns of the hinge-pin, unable to place her, and then he went in.

At the top of the plot, beside a low grey stone with GORROW on it, a date a little over a decade old, and a ferryman’s boat-hook cut into the corner, she planted a tree.

It was two feet high and had been living in a pot on our wagon since before Veltmark.

I had seen it. I had assumed it was a herb. It had come north from Marrowford with us and it had been on that wagon through the Veltmark circuits and the Undercourt and a boon and a march, and it had been watered every single day by somebody. I had never asked.

“It’s a graft,” she said, patting the soil down. “Off the shrine’s own tree. His half-plums went in that crack for eleven years and about six of them sprouted and the shrine’s got a plum growing out of the seal-stone now, and it’s a disgrace, and the priests will hate it forever.”

“And this one’s from that.”

“This one’s from that.” She sat back on her heels and looked at it. “Which means in about six years, that tree and this tree are the same tree, twice, and one of them’s on him.”

She got up and dusted her knees.

“There,” Suzu said. “A debt paid at a loss.”

She had been aiming for something. I know what she had been aiming for, because I had heard her land it a hundred times: the flip, the price, the joke that puts the thing in a box.

It did not land.

Her voice went wrong on the last word and she heard it go wrong, and she stood there in a burying ground with dirt on her hands, and did not try again, and did not turn away, and let me watch her not manage it.

That was new. That was very new.

“You could still say it,” I said. “There’s a stone right there.”

“No,” she said.

“Why not?”

“Because it wouldn’t be for him.” She wiped her hands on her thighs. “He’s not in there listening, Dorian. Nobody’s ever in there listening. If I stand at that stone and say thank you, that’s me buying something, and I’ve spent sixty years wanting a receipt for a debt where the other party never once wanted paying.” She put her hand in her pocket. I heard the small dull knock of copper against her knuckles. “So. Not payable. Some principal you just carry.”

Then she walked out of the gate she had fixed, and it did not make a sound, and she stopped dead.

“Oh, that’s much worse,” she said. “I’ve made it quiet. Now nobody will ever notice it.”

“That’s the job.”

“That’s the job,” said Suzu, in a voice I had not heard from her before, and got on her horse.

The Gorrow family found a single copper piece on the gatepost that evening, polished so bright it was almost white, standing on its edge in a knot-hole so the wind could not take it. The repaired hinge held without a sound.

The family put the copper on the ford-house shelf and called it a gift from the good folk. Before dark, the old man tested the silent gate three times, found the slate in the coop, and brought his wife down to read it. She read the signed exemption twice before setting the polished coin beside their household lamp by the window.



Her room is above the vault.

That is professional policy, stripped of sentiment. She had it built that way, over the strong-room’s ceiling, on the argument that a treasury with somebody sleeping on top of it is worth four guards, and that anybody drilling up through a floor is going to have a bad evening.

I went up the stair at about the tenth hour and she had the door open and one lamp lit and was sitting on the end of the bed doing nothing, which for Suzume Kagehana is a medical emergency.

“You’re going to say something kind,” she said.

“No.”

“You’ve got the face.”

“I’ve got a proposal,” I said, “and you’re going to hate the first half of it.”

She looked up. Amber eyes, low light, fox-red hair chopped at the chin and going in four directions because she had been dragging her hands through it.

“Go on then.”

I shut the door behind me.

“Full inventory,” I said. “No glamour. Nothing hidden badly on purpose, nothing hidden at all. I count. You hold still.”

Her mouth opened.

“That’s the game,” I said. “There’s no second half. I’m going to look at all of you and say the number out loud, and you’re going to let me.”

She recovered fast. She always recovers fast; that is the entire architecture of her.

“That’s a terrible offer,” she said. “There’s no price in it. There’s no upside. Where’s my consideration? You can’t just…”

“Suzu.”

“…open with an audit, that’s not how you open, you open with a lowball and I counter and we…”

“Suzu,” I said. “Say it straight.”

She stopped.

The key clicked in the quiet. That is the ritual, and it started as a joke in the Veltmark festival camp and has not been a joke since: she says it flip, and I ask, and she says it once, plainly, and it costs her.

She looked at the floor.

“Yes,” she said. “I want that. Please do that.”

Then, before I could move: “And lock the door.”

I went to lock the door.

“No,” she said. “Wait.” She got there first, turned the key herself, and then, very deliberately, left it in the lock, and stepped back and looked at it.

“There,” she said. “It’s locked and the key’s in it and I know exactly where it is and I’m not going to think about it again all night. That’s as far as I’ve ever got with a door and I’d like it noted.”

“Noted.”

“Right,” said Suzu, and dropped the glamour.



She never wore much of one. That was always the joke: ears and tails badly hidden on purpose, one slipping at parties, a flick of red at the edge of a crowd. Suzume Kagehana’s glamour was a piece of theater she ran so that she would have something to be caught at.

She dropped all of it, at once, and the room got brighter and smaller.

The ears came up first, high on her head, fox-red with the dark tips, and they moved with everything she did, a motion she cannot control and hates. Then the freckling: a faint dusting of fox-fire across the bridge of her nose that only shows when she stops managing her own face.

Then the tails.

Nine of them, and I have counted them before, and it still took the breath out of me. They came out and around her in a slow spreading fan in the lamplight, low, brushing the boards, and every single one of them was moving independently and none of them was pretending to be anything.

Four foot eleven of her stood inside the spread of tails, chin up and fists at her sides.

“Well,” she said. “Go on then. Count.”

I did not hurry.

I took the layered silks off her one piece at a time, and there are more of them than there have any right to be, and half of them have pockets, and I emptied every pocket onto the table as I went, which she had not expected and which broke her completely for about a minute.

A lockpick roll. Two rings that were not hers. A pencil, mine. A dried plum stone, wrapped in a scrap of cloth. Four coppers. A child’s copper whistle, worn bright at the mouthpiece.

She went very still when the whistle came out.

I put it on the nightstand, upright, facing us, and left it there.

“That stays there,” I said.

“That’s…”

“It stays there,” I said. “It gets to watch. It’s owed that.”

Suzu made a sound and shut her eyes. Her ears folded flat, then rose by degrees. When she opened her eyes again she was fine, and she was not fine, and both of those were true.

Then I laid her on her front on the bed and started counting.

I went along the base of her spine where the tails join, and there is a ridge of hot skin there that she lets nobody near without a negotiation, and I put my mouth on the first joint and said, “One.”

She jumped like she had been stung.

“Two.”

“That’s not…” she started, and her voice cracked in the middle of the word.

“Two,” I said again, and kissed the second, and put my hand flat between her shoulders to hold her down. “Three.”

By four she had stopped talking.

Suzume Kagehana has narrated every moment of her life since she was let out of a rock. She narrates fights. She narrated a Crown-vault descent. She has, on two separate occasions, provided running odds on her own orgasm.

By the fourth tail she had her face in the blanket and was making a small helpless noise every time my mouth landed, and she did not say one word until nine.

Her fox-fire came up.

The fire rose without flaring. When Suzu’s control frays, fox-fire flickers and gutters and jumps around a room; it has cracked shutters, startled a fairground, and once set fire to a curtain. This glow came up slow and low, gold-orange, close to her skin like something on a hearth, and stayed.

“Nine,” I said, against the last one.

She turned over under me.

She got up on her elbows and then all the way up, and put both hands on my face, and climbed into my lap facing me, and locked her ankles behind my back.

Facing me. That mattered. I did not say so and neither did she.

“Now,” she said.

“Suzu…”

“I said now, and I’m saying it straight, and I’ve said it straight three times tonight and I’ll say it again if you make me but I would prefer to be busy.”

I lifted her and brought her down onto me, and she said something with no words in it and her forehead came down on my collarbone.

Petite is the wrong word. Compact. Every part of her was hot and quick and she was so much smaller than me that the whole thing differed from every other woman: I could move her. I could take her hips in my hands and lift her clean off me and set her back down, entirely, at whatever pace I chose, and I did that, and she let me, and she made a noise on every descent that went up at the end.

I slowed her on purpose. Suzu’s instinct is always to turn appetite into velocity, to get there before the moment can inspect her. I held her suspended with the head of my cock just inside her and made her stay there, thighs trembling around my waist, amber eyes fixed on mine.

“This is extortion,” she whispered.

“Hold still.”

“You’re withholding an asset already transferred. There are laws.”

“Say what you want. Straight.”

Her ears flattened, and the joke ran out before it reached her mouth.

“I want you to make me wait,” she said. “I want to know you’ll still be looking when I can’t perform my way through it.”

“I’m looking.”

I lowered her one inch. Her pussy clenched hard enough to make my hands tighten on her hips.

“Still?”

“Still looking.”

Another inch. She pressed her forehead to mine but kept her eyes open, fox-fire steady across the freckles on her nose. I took her down the rest of the way over four slow counts, feeling every small surrender of muscle as she accepted the pace instead of stealing it. By the fourth, the running commentary had narrowed to my name.

Then I lifted her again, set her firmly back onto me, and let the quickness return under my command. She took it with a sharp cry, nails catching at my shoulders, all that compact heat closing around me as if waiting had made every nerve brighter.

Her tails came round.

I have been wrapped in them before, on a rooftop and a balcony and a war-loft floor, and it has always been part of the act, tactile flavor thrown in with the flourish. This was different. They came around both of us, slow, one at a time, and closed, until the world narrowed to a yard of lamplight, nine tails, and the two of us enclosed together.

“Look at me,” I said.

She looked at me.

Amber eyes gone vertical-slit, wide open, fox-fire on her cheekbones, and there was nothing performed in her face at all, and it was almost unbearable.

“Say it,” I said.

“Say what.”

“What you are.”

Her ears flattened. The fox-fire across her nose held perfectly still.

“Seen,” said Suzu.

“All of it.”

“All of it. Every…” She had to stop; I had changed the angle and she lost the sentence and clawed it back. “Every tail, every pocket, the whistle, the bit where I fixed a gate for a dead man and couldn’t land the joke. All of it. You’ve got all of it, and you’re still…”

“Still here,” I said.

“Still HERE,” she said, and shook.

I felt her start to go and I held her still on me and did not let her rush it, and she swore at me in three currencies, and then she stopped swearing.

“Counted,” I said. “All assets verified.”

Suzume Kagehana laughed.

She laughed out loud, the real fox laugh, bright and cracked and absolutely delighted, at the peak of it. Her pussy clamped around me in quick, fierce pulses while all nine tails drew tight, and the laugh climbed until it broke.

And in the middle of the laugh, without any change at all, she started crying.

Once. That is the correct word for it and I am not going to soften it: once, the way you drop something, one hard sob out of the middle of the laughter with her face six inches from mine and her eyes open, and she did not turn her head away and she did not hide it and she did not make a joke, and she left that one hard sob visible and unjoked-about between us.

The fox-fire went white.

My release pulsed into her with both arms locked around her and my mouth on her jaw. She rode every spurt out on me, shaking and laughing and wet-faced, tails cinched around us both; neither of us hurried it, and she did not count anything.



Afterward we lay in the tail-tangle until the lamp wick charred, bent, and began to smoke.

She had her head on my chest and one hand doing an absent professional appraisal of the tracery over my collarbone, tapping it, vein by vein, the way she does.

“Balance holding,” she reported.

“Good.”

“Yeah, well, it’s a soft market.” She was quiet. Then: “Dorian.”

“Mm.”

“I’m not going to be able to un-do that.”

“No.”

“I’ve spent eighty years making sure that if anybody ever looked properly there’d be something left over that they hadn’t seen. That’s the trade. It’s the reason I’m alive, actually, in a very literal way, twice.” She turned her face into my chest. “And you counted to nine and there’s nothing left over.”

“Is that bad?”

She thought about it for a genuinely long time.

“It’s terrifying,” she said, “and I’d like it every day.”

She reached over, then, and took the copper whistle off the nightstand, and put it back in the pocket of the coat on the floor. And then she took my pencil off the table and put it into my hand and closed my fingers on it.

“Collateral rotates,” she said.



She woke me at some black hour with her hand on my shoulder and her ears flat.

“Get up,” she said. “You’ll want to be awake for this one, and I’d rather tell you twice than once.”

“What?”

“I went out.” She was already dressed. Of course she was already dressed. “Two hours ago, an hour, I don’t know. I couldn’t sleep and I ran the camp, don’t look at me like that, I’ve run it often enough, they’ve got the watch rotation of a roadside chapel.”

I sat up.

“Vael writes at night,” Suzu said. “That’s not news, I’ve watched him do it for a fortnight. He writes and then he burns it and then he goes to bed and doesn’t sleep. Tonight he wrote and burned one, same as always.”

“And?”

“And then he sat there for about fifteen minutes,” she said, “and then he lit a new candle and wrote another one, and he did not burn that one. He sealed it.”

“Where’s it going?”

“That’s the thing.” Her ears were still flat. “He gave it to his own man, the grey one, the second. And the grey one asked him where. And Vael said a word, and the grey one said, and I’m quoting, ‘There’s no road to that, my lord.’”

“And Vael said?”

“Vael said,” Suzu said, “‘There doesn’t need to be.’”


Chapter 7: The Rider on the Circuit Road

She came in on a Thursday, alone, on a horse that had been ridden hard for four days and looked after every night of them.

The watch called her at eight hundred yards. By the time she reached the gate half the yard had found something to do in the yard.

Copper hair, shaved close at the sides and longer on top, road-dirty. A duelist’s rig, worn plain: no house colors, no patron’s badge, no sash. A sword on her hip that was not the one she had carried at Marrowford and had the look of a working blade re-hilted twice.

Twenty-seven years old, and she had come four cantons on her own coin.

Saskia Roehn swung down inside our gate and looked around at the yard of a march she had never seen, and the first person to reach her was Bram Tideman, one-armed, in an apron, with his good hand out.

“Roehn,” he said. “Nine to one.”

“What?”

“Nine to one,” Bram said, “is what I got on you at Veltmark, second circuit, after they mispriced you at twelve and everyone else piled in on the correction and I did not, because I had watched you lose to the Blade Saint and I know what a woman looks like when losing has taught her something.” He was beaming. “You bought my winter. There’s a barrel with your name chalked on it and I have been waiting since Veltmark to say that sentence.”

Saskia stood there holding her reins.

The barrel decided it before anybody said anything of substance. Her grip on the reins loosened when she saw her name chalked there.

Then Yrsa came out of the training hall.

The whole yard turned into an audience without moving. Osric stopped writing. Two levy men found themselves standing where they could see. Bram, who has a professional’s instinct for the moment a room turns, took two steps back and shut up.

They looked at each other across about forty feet of packed dirt.

At the Veltmark river shallows, Yrsa Kaldwyn had put a blade to Saskia Roehn’s collarbone. Saskia said “fair” in her own time, then promised a rematch when she had earned it honestly.

“Kaldwyn,” Saskia said.

“Roehn.”

“I’ve been earning it honestly.” She said it fast, like a line rehearsed for four days and gotten out before the nerve could go. “A full circuit season with no patron, no colors, and no ballads. Twelve bouts, ten wins, one draw, one loss to a Spinehold pike-master who deserved it. I have not looked at a crowd since the river shallows.”

Yrsa said nothing.

“Ask me properly,” Saskia said, “and I’ll show you.”

“Properly,” said Yrsa.

“Stones. Witnesses. In daylight. Nothing hidden.” Saskia’s chin came up. “I’m not here to ambush you at a river with four people watching and then spend the next sixty years arguing about it in taverns. I want it on a stone.”

Yrsa measured her through three breaths.

“Dawn,” she said. “Border field. And you’ll eat first, and you’ll sleep in a bed, and if you tell me you’re not tired I’ll make you run the causeway spur and then we’ll do it the day after and everyone will be embarrassed.”

“I’m not…”

“Say it and find out,” Yrsa said, and walked back into the training hall.

Saskia stood there.

“She likes you,” Suzu said, from the top of the gatepost.

“She does not.”

“She gave you food advice.” Suzu dropped down. “Do you know how many people in this march get food advice? Four. It’s a shorter list than the people she’s stabbed.”



The warnings came out over supper, in the annex, at a corner table with the shutters open, and she gave them in order, the way you hand over goods.

I had learned, at the Veltmark river shallows, that Saskia Roehn pays debts nobody has invoiced.

“Three banners,” she said.

“Go on.”

“There are three hunt-banners mustered in this province this season and you know about one.” She had a bowl of Bram’s stew in front of her and had not touched it, which was its own information. “Vael’s on your border. There’s a second out of the Spinehold country, sitting on a border stone at Harrowgate, sixty miles south-east. And a third that planted in the Coldharbour hills ten days ago against a manor I’d never heard of.”

“Coldharbour,” Maeva said.

“You know it?”

“We have had a letter from a manor near there,” Maeva said, “asking about a haunting. We did not answer it.”

Saskia absorbed that with the flat professional face of a woman filing it.

“They’re all the same,” she said. “That’s the piece. I’ve ridden past two of them and I’ve asked in three taprooms and I’ve bought drinks for a farrier who shod for the Spinehold outfit, and it’s the same on every one. Fifteen or so men. Real gilt on the banner. Good horses, better than the house should own. Wages paid weekly in coin, in silver, and here is where you sit up.”

“Old coin,” I said.

Saskia looked at me.

“Bright old coin,” she said. “The farrier had eight pieces off them and not one of them minted in the last hundred and fifty years, and all eight in a condition you’d expect off a die.”

Maeva put her cup down without a sound and every lamp on that side of the annex straightened its flame.

Saskia noticed. She did not comment on it. That was, in itself, a change: before the river shallows she would have said something.

“There’s more,” she said.

“Go on.”

“All three banners have a countersignature on their rosters. Same mark, all three, a little closed loop with a line through it.” She turned her hand over. “I got a look at the Spinehold one because the quartermaster’s a drunk. The ink’s wrong.”

“Wrong how?”

“Wrong like it dried inside out,” Saskia said, and then, with real irritation: “and I know how that sounds, and I watched the rim stay wet through an entire cup of ale like a fool, and it isn’t a trick of the light, and a piece of paper had never frightened me before.”

Yrsa’s knife stopped halfway to the bowl. Maeva’s fingers settled flat beside her cup.

“That’s one,” she said. “Here’s two. The circuit roads are emptying of leash-summoners.”

“Emptying,” I said.

“There were nine working the spring circuits last year. Malchor’s fall didn’t kill the trade; it just made it cheaper and less respectable, so the small men came out. This spring there were six. As of a month ago there are none.”

“Retired?”

“Recalled.” She said the word carefully, as you set down something you are not sure of. “That’s what the wagon-yards say. They kept their businesses intact, packed the codices and husks, and went, and they all went the same way, which is north-east, which if you get a map out and put your finger on it is roughly the quarter of the sky where I am currently sitting eating stew.”

Yrsa’s knife went down flat on the table.

“How many husks?” she said.

“Nobody counts husks.”

“Guess.”

Saskia met her eyes and did her the courtesy of an honest guess.

“Forty,” she said. “Maybe sixty. Small men keep three or four each and the ones that came up after Malchor bought his stock cheap at his creditors’ sale.”

Bram stopped wiping the same patch of table. Yrsa turned her knife until its edge faced inward.

I looked at the shutters, and at the yard beyond them, and at ninety-one lamps in a town that had been half a ruin a year ago.

“And three?” I said.

Saskia stopped.

She had been fine up to then. She had been steady all the way through it, delivering with the flat competence of a woman who has learned the value of accurate reporting.

Now she picked up her cup and put it down again without drinking.

“Three is the one I rode hardest to get away from,” she said, “and it’s the one I’ve got least of, and I want that said first because I know what it’s going to do to this table.”

“Say it.”

“The golden one walks again.”

Bram, three tables away, stopped moving.

“Cylas Aurent,” Saskia said. “I saw him twelve days ago at a crossroads shrine on the Harrowgate road, at dusk, and I want to tell you exactly what I saw and nothing more, because I have already caught myself embroidering it twice and I don’t trust myself on it.”

“Go.”

“He was standing at a shrine. He was in gilt.” She turned her cup. “His old colors were gone. I know them; I wore the matching set for four years. This was plain gold. Plain, good, correct, no house on it at all.”

“And the blessing?”

“He had one.” She gave the impossible fact the clipped delivery of a duel result. “That’s the first impossible part. I stood in Veltmark’s mother-stone square and watched that man’s light go out. It went out, Warden. The whole square saw it. He walked out of that province grey and ordinary and I passed within three feet of him and he was NOBODY.”

“And now?”

“And now he’s got a sheen on him you could read by,” Saskia said. “And it doesn’t gutter.”

I did not understand that at first. Then I did, and the whole back of my neck went cold.

“It’s supposed to gutter,” I said.

“It’s supposed to gutter.” She looked at me. “That’s the trade. A blessing runs on belief, it brightens when a crowd cheers and it dips when they don’t, and I spent four years watching a man arrange his entire life around keeping the level up. That’s what it IS.”

“And his doesn’t move.”

“It does not move,” said Saskia Roehn. “He was standing alone at a shrine on an empty road at dusk with nobody watching him but me, and it did not move a hair. It was exactly as bright as it had been when I first saw him at four hundred yards and exactly as bright when he turned his back.”

“Steady isn’t bad,” Bram said, from three tables away, in a voice that wanted to be reassured.

“Steady is bad,” Nahari said.

She had not spoken all evening. She had been sitting at the end of the table with her feet up on the bench and her eyes half shut, and she said it without opening them.

“A flame that answers nothing draws its fuel from somewhere else,” she said. “That light belongs to its source. He merely holds it.”

“Carrying it,” I said.

“Carrying it,” Nahari agreed, and opened her eyes. “Say the last part, duelist. There is a last part; you have been sitting on it for an hour.”

Saskia flattened her sword hand beside the untouched cup.

“He casts no warmth,” she said.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning I was fifteen feet from a man lit up like a forge on a cold evening and there was no heat coming off him, and the dew on the shrine step under him hadn’t lifted.” She pushed the untouched bowl away. “And there was a lamp burning at that shrine, in a little iron box the way they do on the Harrowgate roads, and there was a good wind out of the west, and that flame leaned east.”

She looked around the table.

“It leaned toward him,” she said. “Against the wind. And I got on my horse and I left, and I ran, and I’m not ashamed of it, and I’d do it again.”

Nobody at the table moved. I looked past the open shutters at the nearest annex lamp, found it burning perfectly upright, and caught myself checking it anyway.

I checked what I felt the way you check a load before lifting it, and the answer surprised me.

Fear came later, on the wall, at about two in the morning, arriving quietly the way the real ones do.

What I felt at that table was tired.

Since the Sunken Crown, the man’s name had kept returning to rooms I occupied. He ordered my death under the lake and went home to sing about it. I rebuilt my name in daylight, then watched a province stop believing in him at Veltmark, and heard afterward that his creditor had collected the rest. I believed the account shut.

Somebody had bought the emptied man at his own creditors’ sale and was wearing him like livery.

“Dorian,” Maeva said.

“I’m all right.”

“You are not, and I am not asking you to be, and I would like you to say the actual sentence before Yrsa says it for you and gets it eighty percent right.”

I put my hands flat on the table.

“The person is gone,” I said. “That’s what she’s describing. A blessing lives by answering a crowd; the crowd IS the blessing. This steady light comes from outside him, held there by something that doesn’t care whether anyone claps.”

“Yes,” said Nahari.

“Whatever’s walking around on the Harrowgate road is using Cylas Aurent as a container.” I heard my own voice come out flatter than I intended. “Which means when I meet him, and I will meet him, there’s nothing there to be angry at. And I have been angry at that man in a low steady way since the Sunken Crown, keeping it somewhere I never bothered to name, and I have just been told the receptacle’s been repossessed.”

Yrsa said, “Good.”

“It isn’t good.”

“It’s good,” she said. “Anger at a man is a debt with a face on it and you’d have paid it eventually and it would have cost you something you’d have never got back. You’ve been let off.” She went back to her food. “You’ll hate it for about a month. Then you’ll notice you sleep better.”

Saskia had gone very still at the end of the table.

“You people,” she said, “have an extremely strange way of comforting each other.”

“We have four hundred years of experience between us,” said Maeva, “and none of it is in comfort.”



We took it to the war-loft and we sat with it for two hours, and about halfway through, the shape of the season turned over in my hands like a map you have been reading upside down.

The turn did not come from me.

“Say the obvious thing,” Maeva said. “Nobody has said the obvious thing and we have been circling it for forty minutes.”

“Which obvious thing?”

“Three banners,” she said. “Grave coin. One mark on all three rosters. Every leash-summoner on the circuits called north-east. And a man whose light was eaten in front of a province walking around with a new one that answers to nothing.” She had a finger on the survey map, on the border stone. “Somebody is assembling. This hunt season is a muster.”

“Agreed,” I said.

“Then why is Hadrian Vael standing on my border playing at wagers?”

Silence.

“He’s serious,” Yrsa said. “He means every word of it. That’s his problem.”

“He means it,” Maeva agreed. “He is not the one who has to mean it.”

And I saw it.

Four or five times in my life, a piece of arithmetic sat on the table for a month until I finally totaled it. The answer always humiliated me.

“The seeding,” I said.

They looked at me.

“Six gallery mouths out of nine, four weeks before the banner went up.” I pulled the fen map over. “I said at the time that whoever drew that plan understood a rescue as a transaction. That’s true, and it’s wrong, and I’ve had it wrong for three weeks.”

“Say it properly,” Nahari said.

“They didn’t seed a bloom to make a rescue.” I put my finger on the fen line. “They seeded a bloom to see what we’d do about it.”

Nobody moved.

“Think about what that season has bought whoever’s paying,” I said. “It has bought them: how fast our roads report. How we break a drive. How many gates we can build in six days and where we put them. What our lamp signals are and how far they carry and how quickly. Who holds a breach and who stands behind her. How long it takes the Warden’s household to get from the hall to East Ford. What our stone does when a lie is put on it. Whether our villages panic.”

“And the protection racket at Lost Granary,” Maeva said slowly.

“Bought them how we handle a village under pressure. Whether we come with a banner or with a question. Whether the villages trust us enough to swear.”

“And the wager itself,” said Nahari.

“And the wager itself buys them the right to have fifteen men camped on my border for a whole season, in daylight, legally, watching everything,” I said. “Which is ruinously expensive intelligence and Hadrian Vael is paying for it with the last of his family’s name and he has no idea.”

Yrsa put both fists on the table.

“He’s a survey,” she said.

“He’s a survey.”

“He came four cantons to erase me,” she said, “and he’s a survey.”

“He came four cantons to erase you,” I said, “and somebody made sure he could afford to, and gave him a fen to work with and a village to squeeze, and every single thing that man has done since he arrived has been sending a number back to somebody. He’s the appraisal before the attack.”

Maeva stood very still, both hands flat on the map.

“Then we are not fighting for the wager,” she said.

“No.”

I turned the survey map and marked the physical returns the hunt had bought: East Ford’s approach time, the north road’s rider interval, the gate crews, the depth of our lamp relay. Saskia added the postern’s old cart opening. Yrsa marked the main gate hinge. Suzu drew the vault stair and crossed it out.

“They know the obvious defenses,” I said. “So every obvious defense stays visible. We change the reserves, the routes between walls, and the signals after first contact. Nothing else. A man pricing a house notices renovation. He misses furniture moved after dark.”

Maeva shifted three cache markers without comment and put the infirmary behind the second wall.

“We are being priced.” She looked up. “And when the pricing is finished, the buyer will decide whether to bid.”

“Yes.”

“Then here is the change of doctrine, and I want it said in one sentence so that everyone in this loft carries the same sentence to bed.” She straightened. “We continue to win the wager, publicly, easily, and with enormous good humor, because a march that looks like it is enjoying itself is a march nobody has learned anything about. And privately, from tonight, we prepare for a siege.”

“A siege,” Bram said, in the doorway, holding a tray he had entirely forgotten. “Of the march.”

“Of this town,” said Maeva.

“With what coming at it?”

“Forty to sixty husks,” Yrsa said, “three banners, and a man who carries a light that doesn’t move.”

Bram put the tray down.

“I’m not taking odds on that,” he said.

“Bram…”

“No.” The word landed with tap-side finality, and I had known that man since Marrowford and had never heard him say no to a wager once. “You want odds on the fox, on the duel, on the sow at Old Wintering Barn, on anything with two men and a stopwatch, I’m your creature. That thing on the Harrowgate road?” He picked the tray back up. “There’s no book on weather.”



She stayed, and it took four sentences and about seven minutes and it was a delicate negotiation conducted mostly at a fence post.

“I’ll winter,” Saskia said, at the yard rail, the next morning.

“It’s June.”

“I’ll summer.” She scowled. “That’s not a word.”

“It’s a word.”

“I’ll stay,” she said, angrily, at the fence post, as if it had argued with her. “There. I’ll stay. My decision. I’m not coming into this house with a conscience in my hands like a dead bird.”

“Nobody’s asked you to.”

“Somebody will. Somebody always does, eventually, at about the third month, with a drink in their hand, and I’d like to be very clear in advance that I have paid what I’m going to pay and I paid it at a river in cold water and I’m not doing it again in a taproom.”

“Fine.”

“Fine.” She let go of the fence post. “Hired blade. Paid rate. No oaths, no banner, no bond, no stone. I’ll take a gate and I’ll hold it and you can pay me weekly and if I stop liking it I’ll ride.”

“That’s acceptable.”

“And I want the assignment in advance,” she said. “Give me a gate instead of a place in a line. Mine. So that if it goes bad, there’s a piece of this wall where everyone knows whose fault it is, and it’s mine.”

Maeva wrote the contract herself at the annex table with three people watching.

It was eleven lines. Rate, term, duty, the assignment of the postern gate, the right to leave on a day’s notice, and the specific clause, which Maeva insisted on and which Saskia argued about for four minutes and lost, that the march would bury her under her own name and her own arms if it came to that.

Bram notarized it, which is not a thing that has any standing anywhere, and which he does with enormous ceremony and a stamp he had made in Veltmark specifically to be ridiculous.

Then Suzu added a rider.

“What is this,” Saskia said, reading it.

“That’s insurance.”

“On my sword.”

“On your sword,” Suzu agreed. “One blade, duelist-grade, re-hilted twice, insured to full replacement value against fire, theft, loss, breakage, forfeiture, and acts of weather.”

Saskia read it again.

“Acts of weather,” she said.

“Acts of weather,” said Suzu.

There was a pause of about three seconds while a woman who had ridden four days to get away from a lamp leaning against the wind worked out that she had just been told, kindly, in the only language this house speaks, that somebody had thought about it.

“Right,” Saskia said, and signed it.



Before the march could absorb her, Saskia inspected the postern she had demanded.

The gate sat in the south-west wall where an older cart opening had been narrowed to four feet. One oak leaf, iron-banded, opened inward against a stop-block Colm had replaced that spring. Saskia made him pull the lower hinge-pin. She rolled it across her palm, wiped away grease with her thumb, and held it to the light.

“Too soft,” she said.

Colm folded his arms. “It’s held since thaw.”

“It’ll hold a door. It won’t hold a man using the door as a lever.” She fitted the pin, lifted the gate leaf by its edge, and made the hinge complain in a note I had never heard. “Hear that? The eye’s oval. Under a ram the leaf drops half an inch, catches the sill, and gives you a wall that opens neither way.”

“Which means they can’t come through.”

“It means we can’t close it after the first three do.” Saskia let the gate settle. “I want a hardened pin, a second stop behind the upper third, and the sill shaved so a dropped leaf still swings. Also two lamp hooks inside, one high and one at my knee. A line-cutter watches shoulders. I need to see them before the steel arrives.”

Colm looked at me. I nodded.

He spat into the dust and measured the hinge eye. “Hardened pin by supper. Stop by dawn.”

“Before midnight,” Saskia said.

“Dawn.”

“Midnight, and I’ll take your third watch while you fit it.”

Colm considered the exchange. “Done.”

Saskia crouched at the threshold and traced the worn sill. “There were carts here once.”

“Warden-road grain carts,” Maeva said from behind us. She had arrived with the contract under one arm. “Before the hall burned. The postern carried flour in and wounded men out.”

Saskia looked through the four-foot opening toward the road. “Then it knows the work.”

She spent the next hour marking ranges in chalk on the inside paving: sword reach, one retreating step, the point where a second defender would crowd her elbow. She tested each distance twice before trusting the chalk at all. She had Colm hang a grain sack at shoulder height and threw the back-cut into it until the chalk showed exactly where her heel landed. No speech, no remorse performed for anyone. She learned the doorway.

By supper the postern had an owner. At dusk she ran the doorway once under shuttered light, making Colm shift the lamp twice until the shoulder tell stayed visible. She marked the low sightline and rehearsed closing it blind. After the bell she returned alone, loaded the leaf with two grain sacks, and proved the new pin still turned under weight before trusting it. Colm hung the second lamp hook at her knee and chalked SASKIA above the hardened pin. She rubbed the name out, tested the hinge once more, then left the chalk mark on the paving that showed exactly where her rear heel belonged.

She made Colm douse the high lamp and advance through the postern three times carrying a blunted spear. In the knee-height light she read his shoulder before the point crossed the sill. On the third pass she shut the gate against the spear, drew her practice blade, and laid its edge against the gap where his wrist would have followed.

“Keep both hooks,” she said. “If one goes out, the other still buys me the shoulder.”

Then the march happened to her, which nobody could be warned about.

Bram produced the barrel. It was a real barrel; he had chalked ROEHN on the head of it at Veltmark and had carted it to a province and a half since, and it had been sitting behind his bar in the annex all season with a cloth over it because he did not want anyone asking.

He took the cloth off in front of about thirty people.

Saskia looked at her own name on a barrel for slightly too long.

“That’s been there since Veltmark,” she said.

“That’s been there since Veltmark.”

“You didn’t know I’d come.”

“I knew somebody would come,” Bram said, “and I’d got nine to one on it, and a man in my trade would be a fool to be surprised by his own arithmetic,” and he tapped it, and the annex went up, and that was the end of any prospect of Saskia Roehn maintaining a professional distance from this household.

Then Suzu appraised her.

She did it openly, walking a full slow circle around the woman in the middle of the taproom while the woman stood there and let her, which was itself a decision.

“Boots: three seasons, resoled once, good. Rig: cheap leather, expensive stitching, which means you paid a man to fix something you couldn’t afford to replace, which I respect. Sword: re-hilted twice, the second time badly.” Suzu stopped in front of her. “Purse.”

“What about it.”

“Nothing,” said Suzu. “It’s just empty and I wanted you to know I could tell.”

There was a pause of the sort that has preceded a number of stabbings in this house.

“How empty,” Saskia said.

“Nearly a fortnight empty. You’ve been eating once a day since Harrowgate and you paid for your horse’s feed before your own, which is why the horse looks better than you.”

“And you’re telling me this because?”

“Because you’re about to be paid weekly by an empress,” Suzu said, “and in about a month you’re going to have money for the first time since leaving the Blessed, and when that happens people make bad decisions, and I want to be the first name you think of when you do, for reasons of my own.”

Saskia stared at her.

Saskia’s sword hand loosened against her thigh before she forced it back to parade-neutral, and Suzu looked professionally offended by the recovery.

The children were worse.

Twelve students discovered within an hour that there was a real duelist in the hall who had fought the Blade Saint and lived to schedule a rematch, and they came at her the way weather comes at a coast. She handled it disastrously. She had no idea what to do with children at all; she answered every question with a flat, exact, technically correct answer and no warmth whatsoever, and it turned out that this was precisely what they wanted. Adults usually softened answers until the useful edges disappeared; Saskia gave them the edges.

“Does it hurt when you get cut?”

“Yes.”

“How much?”

“Depends where. Forearm’s nothing, you don’t notice for a minute. Ribs is bad. Thigh is the worst and it’s also the one that kills you, because there’s a vessel in there and you’ll be dead in four minutes and you’ll spend two of them thinking you’re fine.”

An adult would have stopped there. Saskia Roehn added: “So if you get cut in the thigh, sit down and shout. Don’t be brave. Brave in the thigh is how you get a small funeral.”

The children went off and told everybody in the march about the thigh.

Brenna did not ask a question. She stood at the edge of the group with her practice sword and watched Saskia’s hands, and when the others had gone she said, “You’re left-dominant and you fight right.”

Saskia turned around.

“Say that again.”

“You carry on the left and you eat left and you took the cup with your left,” Brenna said. “But you’re right-guard.”

“Who taught you to watch hands?”

“Warden Kaldwyn. And the Warden. He writes it down.”

Saskia looked at me across the room for about two seconds, with an expression I could not read at all, and then looked back at the child.

“I broke the left one when I was fifteen,” she said. “Badly. It set wrong and it doesn’t hold a bind. So I learned the other and I let people think it was the strong one, because a man who thinks he knows which of my hands is which will spend the whole first minute being wrong about it.”

“Can I write that down?”

“You can write it down,” said Saskia, “if you write down that it took two hard seasons and hurt the entire time, because otherwise you’ll polish it into cleverness. I learned it because it was what I had left.”



I went up onto the wall near midnight because I always go up onto the wall near midnight, and Yrsa was already there, sitting on the parapet with her back against the merlon and a whetstone in her hand.

She was not using it.

That is a thing I have learned to read like a flood-notch stick. Yrsa Kaldwyn cleans weapons when she is angry. She drills when she is working something out. And when she is carrying something she has not decided what to do with, she sits somewhere high with a whetstone in her hand and does not use it.

I sat down on the walk with my back to the parapet, a foot below her, and looked east.

Black country lay beyond the wall, the border stream holding the last moon and the Gilt camp a small orange smudge. The quiet was worth sitting in.

“She’s good,” Yrsa said, eventually.

“You’ve watched her fight for four minutes since the shallows.”

“I watched her get off a horse.” The whetstone turned over in her fingers. “She dismounted on the wrong side, on purpose, because our gate opens inward and the wrong side put her hand toward the hinge. A soldier learns that, not a duelist. She learned that during her solo circuit season and nobody taught it to her; she worked it out.”

“Are you worried?”

“I’m interested,” she said, with disgust, “which is worse, and this is your fault.”

“How is it my fault?”

“You collect people,” Yrsa said. “You’ve done it since Marrowford. You did it to me. It’s very annoying and it works and I am going to fight a woman at dawn who I would have killed at Marrowford and I find that I want her to do well.”

I did not answer that, because there was no version of answering it that would not have gotten me pushed off the wall.

After a while she came down off the parapet and sat beside me, and took my right arm across her lap without asking, and started unwinding the linen at the shoulder where the tracery ran up under the collar.

She checked it in the dark by touch, which is how she prefers to do it, thumb running the ridged lines up over the shoulder to the collarbone and back.

“No change,” she said.

“Told you.”

“You tell me a lot of things.” She started re-wrapping. Quick, tight, field-efficient, as she had done it since Marrowford: in the dark, mid-conversation, then gone before anybody could say anything.

She finished the wrap.

She did not get up.

That was so unusual that I held my tongue for fear of breaking it and watched her thumb rest on the wrap. She sat there with my forearm still across her knees and her thumb resting flat on the last inch of silver-grey at my wrist, and looked out at the black country, and stayed.

Ten seconds. Twenty.

I said: “Thank you.”

Ninety years of gratitude-allergy. She had told me once, on a floor in Marrowford, that being thanked made her want to leave the building, and that she had no idea why, and that she had stopped trying to work it out somewhere around her sixteenth birthday.

Yrsa Kaldwyn did not move.

“Yeah,” she said.

She sat there another minute with her hand on my wrist, then got up to check the north stair without looking back. I stayed until the next watch bell, feeling like a man who had watched a very old lock turn a quarter of the way.



I found Nahari at the bottom of the north stair with a slate under her arm.

“Ninety-four,” she said.

“You counted tonight? It’s not Thursday.”

“I have moved the count to whenever I want it and I have not told Brenna, because Brenna would ask why, and the answer is that I do not like this week.” She handed me the slate. “Ninety-one on the last count. Three new: the annex’s back store, Saskia’s window, and one that the smith has hung outside his door because his neighbor did and he did not want to be the dark house on that row.”

“That’s good.”

“That is very good,” Nahari said. “People are lighting lamps because their neighbors have lamps. No order can produce that. The town is doing arithmetic in its sleep.” She took the slate back. “Sleep, Dorian. Your saint is fighting at dawn and she will pretend not to want you there.”

I got as far as the yard.

Suzu was sitting on the well-head with her knees up, waiting, which by now I could read as surely as Yrsa’s whetstone.

“He’s gone,” she said.

“Who?”

“The grey one. Vael’s second.” She hopped down. “Rode out about two hours ago, alone, no baggage, one horse, and he took the north-east track past the shepherd’s cot and not the road, which is a route you only take if you don’t want to be seen leaving.”

“Deserted?”

“That’s what I thought for about a mile,” Suzu said. “I followed him a mile. He isn’t running, Dorian. Running has a shape and he hasn’t got it. He’s making a delivery, and I don’t think it’s his first.”

She put her hands in her pockets.

“He rode out sitting up straight with a letter in his coat,” she said, “and he never once looked for a road.”


Chapter 8: What a Bind Is Worth

The border field at dawn had about sixty people standing round it, which was fifty-eight more than Saskia had asked for and exactly the number Yrsa had promised.

Those fifty-eight witnesses separated this from the Veltmark river shallows, and both women knew it.

Osric set the witness-line: a rope on stakes, forty paces on a side, with the border stone itself at the north end so that whatever happened would happen in front of it. Two adjudicator-bards had come up from the Coldharbour road on hearing there might be something worth carrying, and one of them had a witness-stone shard in a leather cup on a strap, and had asked, very politely, whether he might.

Yrsa had said yes before he finished the sentence.

Saskia had gone slightly grey.

“Stones,” she said, to nobody. “I said stones. I did say stones.”

“You did,” I said.

“I said it at a fence post at midday like a hero,” she said, “and now there are bards.”

The Gilt Hunt came to watch, which I had not expected. Hadrian Vael brought nine of his men to the far side of the rope and stood there in colors with his arms folded, and I watched him through the opening salute, because a man watching a fight tells you everything about how he fights.

He watched Saskia the whole time, ignoring Yrsa.

That was worth knowing.

Bram set up a plank on two barrels and opened his book, and did brisk trade, and then did something unexpectedly useful: he shouted out the odds every few minutes in a voice that carried.

“Four to one the Saint! Four to one! Roehn at four, and I’ll take Roehn’s own money at three if she’s got the nerve…”

Saskia turned around.

“Three?”

“Three,” said Bram.

She dug into her coat and put every coin she had on the plank.

It was not much. Nearly a fortnight of empty purse leaves very little to stake, and what went onto that plank was four shillings and a handful of copper and one foreign piece she had probably been keeping for the reason people keep foreign pieces.

Bram counted it in front of her, out loud, without a flicker.

“Four and nine,” he said. “At three. Recorded.” He wrote it in the book, and then, because he is who he is, he turned the book around and showed her the line, a courtesy he extends to about one bettor in fifty and has never explained.

The march had come out for it.

That was the other thing about that morning and it caught Saskia sideways. She had ridden four days expecting to fight a woman in a field. What she got was a wardenry’s entire social calendar arriving at dawn with breakfast.

Ana Merrick had come up from the ford with two of her sons and a basket. Colm’s load-and-line crews had walked out at four in the morning and were sitting on the wagon in a row like crows. The school was there, all twelve, with strict instructions from Yrsa that had been delivered in one sentence: “You watch. You don’t cheer. Cheering is for people who don’t understand what they’re looking at.”

They did not cheer once. Children from nine to fifteen, and their silence held all morning, disciplined and complete.

Nahari stood at the rope with her feet bare in the wet grass and her arms folded inside her wraps.

“Are you looking?” I asked her.

“No.”

“Not even a breath?”

“Not even a breath,” said Nahari of Sundermere. “There is a woman in that rope who has come four cantons to have one honest morning, and I have decided that the least I can do is find out how it goes at the same time she does.”

Maeva arrived last, as she always does, and did not stand where the crowd was thickest, and therefore the crowd rearranged itself around her within ninety seconds. I have watched her perform that trick in six towns without catching her setting it up.

Suzu ran a side-book on the number of exchanges before first blood.

She lost it, badly, and paid out with visible pleasure, on the grounds that a market which is never wrong is a market nobody plays.



Movement one lasted a minute and thirty seconds and neither of them touched the other.

Most duels I have seen start with a lot of noise, because most duelists have learned that a crowd wants to see something and will forgive a man almost anything except being boring.

These two circled.

Saskia opened at a measured distance with her point low and slightly off-line, and she did not move it. The still point was pure discipline, too difficult and unspectacular for any ballad, especially before sixty people who had paid to be entertained.

“She’s changed her guard,” I said.

“She’s changed everything,” Yrsa said, before she stepped over the rope. “That’s a Spinehold low line. That’s what beat her. She got hit with it and went and learned it.”

The first exchange came at ninety seconds and it went: Saskia stepped, Yrsa answered, Saskia was already not there.

No beat, no bind, no clash. She had made an attack that was a question and had withdrawn it before it could be answered, which is the mark of a fighter who has stopped needing to be seen trying.

She did that four times in the next forty seconds. Four questions, four withdrawals, and each one from a slightly different distance.

She was measuring.

The crowd got restless. Somebody at the back said something about getting on with it and a woman near him told him to be quiet in a tone that suggested she knew a great deal more about swords than he did.

Saskia never looked at them.

Her refusal to look away ended up on the stone, so it belongs in the record. Sixty people, two bards, a hunt-captain in gilt, and a woman who had spent twenty years of her life arranging herself for exactly that kind of audience, and Saskia Roehn’s eyes never once left the four feet of ground in front of Yrsa Kaldwyn’s boots.

“She’s found it,” Nahari said, beside me.

“Found what?”

“The distance where she can live.”

Then Saskia committed for the first time.



Movement two ran six and a half minutes. On the second proper bind, Saskia Roehn worked out what was being done to her, and got furious.

Yrsa was fighting down.

I need to be exact about this. When Yrsa Kaldwyn was crowned, in an annex room at Veltmark with a blade left outside a door, her ceiling came off. Her speed stayed measurable; the gap between deciding and doing, which in ordinary people is measurable and in a saint is very small, in her stopped existing. She thinks and the blade has already gone. Watching her work at full extension is like watching a door slam: there is no travel, there is only before and after.

That morning she gave none of it.

She suppressed the storm-grey edge and every measure of crowned speed. She fought at the top of what a very great living duelist can do, and she held herself there, all nine minutes. The discipline frightened me more than full extension would have.

Saskia figured it out at the second bind.

I saw it happen. They came together in a proper bind for the first time, blade on blade, and Yrsa took the leverage and Saskia gave ground and disengaged clean, and as she came out of it she said one word, and I could not hear it, and I did not need to.

The whole shape of her changed.

“Oh, she’s angry,” Suzu said, delighted.

“That’s bad.”

“That’s very good,” said Yrsa afterward. “Anger’s fine. Anger’s just fuel with bad manners. It’s the ones who get embarrassed that die.”

Saskia came in properly then, and through the middle of the bout the two of them had an actual conversation.

It went like this. Saskia opened the low line and drew a parry that was not there, because Yrsa does not parry things she can step out of. Yrsa came off the step with a cut at the forearm, close enough that Saskia’s sleeve took it, and Saskia rolled her wrist under it and put a thrust up the inside that would have gone into the hip of anybody who was not already turning.

Yrsa was already turning.

They broke. Came in again. Saskia feinted high and went for the leg. Yrsa let the leg go and took the bind above it and turned her wrist over to lock, and Saskia did something I have not seen anybody do: she kept her one-handed grip, turned her whole body inside the lock, and came out the other side with the blade still hers.

The crowd made a noise.

“That’s new,” Yrsa said, mid-bout, out loud, with real appreciation.

“Spinehold,” Saskia said, and went again.

Then Saskia did something I had to have explained twice by two people who disagreed.

She started losing exchanges on purpose. She threw an attack at the outside line, let it be beaten down, and gave half a step. Forty seconds later she repeated it from an inch farther out. Each small defeat bought information at the price of distance.

On the next pass she changed her lead foot but kept the same shoulder line. Yrsa answered the shoulder and found the point coming under instead of over. Steel scraped along steel. Saskia’s tip missed the inside of Yrsa’s wrist by less than my thumbnail, and she came away before the saint could close the bind.

“Bought that one,” Suzu said.

Saskia heard her. She did not look.

Yrsa shifted her grip by a finger’s width. Saskia saw it and changed the question again, driving a short thrust at the hip, then turning her wrist at the last instant to threaten the forearm. Yrsa withdrew the arm and left the hip in line. Saskia refused the offered target. Her point stopped, quivered once, and came back.

That refusal mattered. The old Saskia would have taken the cheap touch because a crowd could see it. This one knew the hip was bait and preserved her balance.

Yrsa’s mouth flattened. Approval, from her, can look alarmingly like murder.

They circled left. Wet grass took a fraction off Saskia’s rear boot. Yrsa pressed at once, point describing a tight circle that closed every clean exit. Saskia gave ground, turned her ankle with the slip, and used the recovery to throw a cut from below. Yrsa caught it on the strong third of her blade. The bind rang. Saskia’s point stayed centered through the recovery, her balance low enough to absorb the answer, her elbow close to deny the bind any leverage against her shoulder. She rolled under the pressure, changed the angle by an inch, and forced Yrsa to reset her front foot before the lock could close.

Saskia broke contact before the lock formed, but Yrsa’s pommel clipped her shoulder on the way out. She staggered two paces and recovered with her point still between them.

“Again,” Saskia said.

Yrsa gave her the same pressure from a different line. High feint. Shoulder threat. A low cut that stopped an inch before commitment. Saskia answered all three without chasing the blade. On the fourth beat, Yrsa stamped forward and took the center.

Saskia let her have it.

Three paces vanished. Saskia reached the rope, knew it from the crowd’s feet without looking, and turned along it rather than across. Her shoulder brushed the line. A child at the front leaned back to give her an inch. Saskia used that inch, planted, and escaped across Yrsa’s outside with a cut that shaved one black hair from the saint’s jaw.

The hair landed on Yrsa’s shoulder.

“Better,” Yrsa said.

“Still patronizing.”

“Still losing.”

Saskia showed her teeth and bought the next answer.

“She’s buying,” Suzu said.

“Buying what?”

“Buying the price list.” Suzu had gone up onto the border stone’s plinth, which nobody had authorized. “Watch. Every time she pokes, the saint answers the same way, and the answer costs the saint exactly nothing, and she doesn’t vary it because why would she. So the duelist’s finding out what everything is worth. That’s an audit, that is. That’s my whole trade with sharp things in it.”

Yrsa broke the pattern halfway through.

She came forward for the first time all morning, and the field found out what the difference between a very great duelist and a saint is, which is about a foot and no warning at all. Two cuts, high and then low, thrown so fast that the second one was in the air before the crowd had reacted to the first, and Saskia was suddenly going backward with her guard being taken apart in pieces.

She gave four paces. She gave them in a curve, which is the only correct way, because a fighter who retreats in a straight line is a fighter who runs out of field.

On the fifth pace she stopped giving.

She stopped by planting her back foot in a divot she had stepped over twice already that morning, and I saw her do it. She had been mapping the ground with her feet since the opening salute while everyone, including me, watched her hands.

Yrsa’s cut came in and Saskia was four inches further forward than the cut had been priced for.

They fouled. That is the only word for it. Two blades and two bodies arriving in a space that fitted one, and both of them went shoulder to shoulder for a half second, close enough that Saskia’s forehead was under Yrsa’s jaw.

The crowd made a noise like a door opening.

They came apart. Saskia got the worse of it: she took a knee-strike coming out that put her down on one hand in the grass.

She was up before anybody could shout.

“Good,” Yrsa said.

“Shut up.”

“Best thing you’ve said all week,” Yrsa said, and came again.

The next stretch was extraordinary fencing, clean enough to make everything beyond the rope go quiet.

Saskia abandoned the exchange and started building toward the bout. She threw three attacks that were meant to be answered, in the same line, at the same tempo, and let Yrsa answer all three the same way, and then threw the fourth a half-beat late.

Yrsa’s answer went to where the fourth should have been.

For one instant there was a gap on the outside of the saint’s guard the width of a hand, and Saskia Roehn put her point into it.

Yrsa turned her whole body out of the line from the hip, leaving her blade where it was, the way a door turns, and the thrust went past her ribs by about two inches and Saskia was suddenly very close and committed and out of distance to recover.

Which is when she hit her.

It was a snap-cut off the recovery, thrown from the wrong side, at a target most people would not have seen was available, and it took Yrsa on the outside of the left shoulder.

It did not break the leathers. It would leave a bruise the size of a plum and nothing else. Sixty people saw it land.

Yrsa stopped for a quarter second and looked at her own shoulder as though it had said something.

“Huh,” she said.

Then she stopped playing quite so far down, and through the eighth minute Saskia Roehn was busier than anybody in the province had been all season, and she held.

She held. Plainly and stubbornly. She gave ground on a curve, she kept her point on-line, she conceded nothing stupid, and twice she made Yrsa change her mind about something in the middle of doing it.

At the eight-minute mark she was blown, and bleeding from a nick over the eyebrow that was going into her eye, and her front leg was going.

She did not look at the crowd.

She did not look at Vael.

She wiped her eye on the back of her wrist without taking her eyes off Yrsa’s boots and came forward.



Movement three took the final minute. The bind at the end of it took four seconds.

Saskia did not rush the decision. At eight minutes she had one working leg, blood in one eye, and enough air for perhaps three committed exchanges. She used the first to show the low line again. Yrsa closed it with the same economical turn she had used all morning.

The second came high. Saskia’s shoulder rose, her point followed, and Yrsa shifted her guard by the exact finger’s width Suzu had priced earlier. Saskia withdrew before steel met steel. No purchase there either.

She circled left, dragging the tired front foot just enough to make the weakness visible. Yrsa tracked it without biting. The crowd had stopped making any sound. Even Bram’s odds went quiet.

Saskia changed feet.

That should have cost her balance. Instead she used the change to square her hips and shortened her grip by two fingers, a duelist’s ugly answer to an empty body. It gave her less reach and a stronger wrist. Yrsa saw it, lowered her point half an inch, and waited.

Saskia offered one last feint toward the shoulder she had touched. Yrsa refused it. The point came back to center. Saskia’s heel skidded in the wet grass, caught, and held.

Then she went for the bind.

Deliberately. She had avoided it since first contact because it was the one place she could not win. With four seconds left in the ninth minute, she entered it anyway. The low line had nothing left for her and both of them knew it.

Steel met steel at the midpoint. Saskia drove through with the shortened grip, spending the last strength in her shoulder to make the contact honest rather than decorative. Yrsa’s blade gave a fraction, accepted the pressure, then turned over it.

Saskia tried the Spinehold escape she had used at the second bind: elbow close, shoulder rolling under, body following the blade through the narrow side. Yrsa remembered it. Her front boot moved six inches across the wet grass and closed that side before Saskia’s hip could clear.

For half a heartbeat Saskia had another choice. She could release the hilt, preserve the hand, and turn the loss into something neat. Her fingers stayed closed. She looked straight at the pressure coming through the blades and spent the last of herself holding an honest bind she knew she could not keep.

They locked.

Yrsa took the leverage the way she takes leverage, which is instantly and completely. She rolled the bind, dropped her point under Saskia’s guard, and put her wrist into the position where the disarm becomes arithmetic: the blade goes, and the blade is going, and the only question is where it lands.

Saskia’s sword started to turn out of her hand.

And Yrsa Kaldwyn stopped.

The point went down. Her wrist came off the lock. She stepped back a full pace and put her blade at rest along her own forearm and stood there in the trampled grass.

Saskia stood with a sword she still held, staring at the unbroken line of her own guard as if the bout had ended in the wrong language.

“Finish it,” she said.

“It’s finished.”

“It’s not finished, you had it, you had my…” She was hoarse. “You had it, Kaldwyn. Take the hand. Take it, I’ve been carrying that since Marrowford, I want it done properly.”

“It’s finished,” Yrsa said again.

“WHY?”

And Yrsa said it loud enough for sixty people and two bards and nine men in gilt.

“Because you stood in a fair bind with a saint,” she said, “and you didn’t look at the crowd once.”

The rope creaked as sixty people leaned toward the same still point.

“At the river, you’d have looked,” Yrsa said. “You looked in the shallows, and there were four of us there. You’d have checked what it looked like. You’d have made the disarm pretty or you’d have made losing pretty, and either way you’d have spent something on it.” She sheathed. “You’ve spent nothing all morning. You fought me the whole nine minutes as if nobody was here.”

She turned around and walked to the border stone.

“So there’s nothing to finish,” she said. “The disarm’s an ending for a fight about who’s better and we both know who’s better. That wasn’t the fight.”

Then she put her palm flat on the border stone, in front of everybody, and swore what she had seen.

She left victory out of the oath and swore a plain account of nine minutes: the low line, the Spinehold turn out of the lock, the snap-cut that landed, the bind in the ninth minute taken on purpose by a woman with nothing left, and the eyes that never went to the rope.

The stone weighed it.

The light came up in the letters slow, and then, since it was true, it came up all the way.

SASKIA ROEHN: FOUGHT A CROWNED SAINT FAIR, AND STOOD.

She read it three times.

The best account I can give of her face is this: she read it like a woman reading a sentence in a language she had spoken as a child and had not heard since.

Then Bram bellowed “PAYING OUT” from behind his plank, and started counting silver into her hand at three to one on her own name, and Saskia Roehn laughed.

I had known that woman since the deed-fair. I had watched her cut my guide-line in a flooded stair and say carry this for us too, porter. I had seen her sneer, smirk, jeer, and go white.

When the laugh came out, it sounded nothing like the cruel noise she used to make at deed-stones. It was ugly and cracked and far too loud and outlasted the moment she meant to stop it, and half the crowd started laughing at the sound of it, and somebody handed her a cloth for her eyebrow, and that was the end of that.



The packet had come during the bout.

A boy on a mule from the south road, who had been given it at a crossroads by a woman in a hood who had paid him two coppers and had walked, not ridden, away east.

Osric had held it for an hour with visible discomfort and then handed it to me the moment the crowd broke.

One sheet, folded in three. No seal.

It was a schematic.

Odette Calloway had drawn for the archives all her working life and it shows: a clean line, a ruled frame, three views, and annotations in a hand so level it might have been printed. There was no wasted stroke anywhere on that page and no decoration at all.

The subject was a leash.

The Brand and Coil sat small in the corner for comparison, labeled in her flat way: MORTAL COPY, GEN. 1 and MORTAL COPY, GEN. 2. She had put a line under each showing where its grounding ran.

Both of them grounded through the wielder. That was why they had failed. A leash-arc must ground somewhere; the Brand had grounded through Cylas Aurent’s arm and had eaten a layer of his blessing when it inverted, and the Coil had grounded through Malchor Stane and had made him scream for one full breath while a Crowned bond fed it back down the tether.

Above them, larger, in the main frame, she had drawn a third.

There was no wielder on it.

There was a chain of leashed points in a fan, twelve of them sketched in and a note saying AND SO ON. Every line bypassed the device and the man’s arm to converge on a single point at the top of the page.

She had drawn the point as a hand.

She had drawn an actual ordinary hand in three strokes, palm down, the way you would sketch a hand resting on a table.

Under it, in that ruled level printing:

The Saint’s own instrument grounds through the Factor’s hand. Its badly made copies grounded through their wielders.

Cutting at the leashed man cuts nothing. There is no anchor-point in him. He is a line, not a knot.

Break the hand. Nothing else severs.

I read it four times standing in a field.

Then I took it to the war-table.



Before that, in the afternoon, we had the school.

I put it in that order deliberately, and I would do it again, because there is a version of that day where a man reads a page like that and cancels everything and stands in a war-loft until midnight, and the march would have felt it by supper.

Saskia taught lesson two.

Nobody had planned it. Yrsa asked her at noon, out of nowhere, over food, in the flattest possible voice: “Can you teach?”

“Teach what?”

“The back-cut.”

Saskia put her spoon down.

The table went quiet. Everyone at it knew what the back-cut was. It is her signature. It is a cut delivered on the recovery, low and behind, at the thing your opponent has stopped defending because they think the exchange is over. It is fast and it is filthy and it is entirely legal, and it is what she used at the top of a flooded stair in the Sunken Crown to sever a porter’s guide-line while he was hauling a priestess clear with a halberd wound in his side, and I still carry the fall.

“Why,” Saskia said.

“Because twelve children out there are going to be behind a shield-line one day,” Yrsa said, “and somebody is going to come at that line with a line-cutter’s trick, and I can teach them to hold a gate and I cannot teach them your cut, because I don’t throw it and I’ve never bothered to learn it properly.”

“You want me to teach children the back-cut.”

“I want you to teach them the read,” said Yrsa. “How it’s thrown. What the shoulder does the half-second before. Where the feet are. So that when it comes at them out of a mess, at night, with something screaming, they see it coming and they step.”

Saskia studied her until the room’s shifting feet went quiet.

“You want me to teach them to refuse it,” she said.

“Yes.”

“That’s a punishment.”

“It’s a use,” Yrsa said. “Take it or don’t.”

She took it.

She was, God help everybody, extremely good at it.

She had them on the drill floor for two hours and she did not say one word about herself or about anything she had ever done, and she taught it like a craftsman: here is the cut, here is why it works, here is where it comes from, here is the exact tell, and here is the step.

“Watch the back shoulder,” she said, throwing it slowly at a post for the ninth time. “It drops. It has to drop; you can’t get under a guard from that line without dropping it. So the shoulder goes down and the point goes away from you and everything in your body says the exchange is over.”

“And then?” said Brenna.

“Then safety vanishes.” Saskia threw it at speed and the wooden waster cracked into the post at knee height and the whole cohort jumped. “That’s the sell. That’s the trade. It only works on somebody who has already decided they’re safe.”

She straightened up.

“So don’t decide you’re safe,” she said. “That’s the entire lesson. You can go home now, I’ve saved you two hours.”

Nobody went home.

A boy of about ten put his hand up.

“Is it a coward’s cut?”

Dust settled around the post. Even the levy men at the fence held still.

Saskia stood there with a wooden waster in her hand and a bruise coming up on her eyebrow and considered a ten-year-old for long enough that the levy men at the fence started shifting.

“No,” she said.

“My da says…”

“Your da’s wrong, and he’s wrong in a way that’ll get you killed, so listen.” She put the waster down. “Cuts don’t carry courage or cowardice. A cut doesn’t know anything about you. Honor belongs to what you were doing when you threw it, and that’s a question about the man, not the sword.” She picked up a second waster and handed it to him, hilt first. “I threw that cut for twenty years at people who’d stopped defending, and it worked every time, and it made me better at winning while my fencing stayed exactly where it was. Those are separate trades, and I found that out very late and it cost me everything I had.”

“So it’s bad.”

“It’s a tool,” said Saskia. “I’m the one that was bad. Don’t confuse us; I’ve had enough of that from my own head.”

Then she made him throw it a dozen times until his shoulder dropped correctly, and told him it was rubbish, and told him it was better, and did not mention any of it again.

Yrsa watched the whole two hours from the top of the yard wall with one boot up on the coping.

She did not come down. She did not correct one thing. At one point Saskia taught a footwork detail that I am fairly sure Yrsa disagrees with, because I have watched her teach the opposite. Yrsa’s jaw moved once, and she kept the correction behind her teeth through the entire lesson.

They drilled the read forty times. Then Saskia put shields in their hands and changed the exercise.

“A back-cut against one fighter is a trick,” she said. “Against a line it is a disease. One person sees the shoulder drop and steps away. The person beside them sees the gap and tries to fill it. That helpful step opens the next gap, and the cut walks down your line.”

She set Brenna on the hinge and Torvald beside her, then approached at half speed with a blunt waster.

“Call the tell.”

“Shoulder,” Brenna said.

Saskia dropped it. Torvald started to turn toward the threat.

Brenna struck the back of his shield with her own. “Hold yours.”

The cut found empty air. Saskia recovered and drove her shoulder into Brenna’s shield hard enough to move the girl half a boot. Brenna gave the half-boot on the count, kept the hinge, and did not chase.

“Again.”

They ran it until the call travelled down twelve shields without one head turning. Shoulder. Hold yours. On the last run Saskia threw the cut at full pace. Brenna called before the point vanished behind the guard, Torvald held, and the line stepped together. Saskia’s blunt blade met twelve overlapping shields and stopped with a crack that sent dust out of the seams.

Yrsa watched the last run all the way through to the crack of the twelve shields, and when it came, she nodded once, at nobody.

Afterward Brenna drilled the cohort while Saskia stood with folded arms. At the end, the girl approached with a slate.

“How do you spell your name?” she said. “For the log.”

“The what?”

“We keep a log of who taught us what,” Brenna said. “Warden Kaldwyn’s rules. So we know who to thank when it works.”

I stood fifteen feet away and studied the mortar until the moment passed.

Saskia Roehn spelled her name.

Brenna wrote it beneath Yrsa’s entry, blew the chalk dust away, and turned the slate so Saskia could inspect it. Saskia corrected one letter where the girl’s line had wandered, then added beneath her own name: BACK-CUT READ. HOLD YOUR LINE.

“That’s the lesson,” she said.

Brenna nodded and carried the slate to the school shelf as carefully as a witness-stone. Torvald followed behind, repeating shoulder and hold yours under his breath until the other children picked it up. By the yard gate it had become a drill count the youngest could repeat without stumbling over a single word.



The war-table went until the second hour.

I put Odette’s page in the middle of the map and everybody read it, and then Yrsa said the thing that made the whole rest of the season possible.

“So the unbinding doesn’t work,” she said.

“No.”

“Say it properly, Dorian. Say it out loud in front of everyone, because you’ve cut sixty chains since the Sunken Crown and you’ve got a habit.”

I made myself say it.

“If we meet a leashed man of the Saint’s own making,” I said, “and I do what I did at the Undercourt, and I cut at the chain where it meets him, nothing will happen. Nothing at all. It will not be hard. It will not half-work. There is no knot at that end. I will spend whatever I spend and it will do nothing, and the price will still come out of my body, because the anchor charges for the attempt and not for the result.”

Maeva folded Odette’s page along its ruled margin. Suzu stopped spinning a pick between her fingers.

“Good,” Yrsa said.

“Good?”

“Good, because now you’ve said it in a room with witnesses, which means when it happens you’ll have four women who can shout the sentence at you while you’re doing it anyway.” She sat back. “Which you will. Let’s all be honest about that in advance and save the argument.”

Maeva had not touched the page.

She was looking at it from about a foot away with her hands behind her back, the way she looks at things she does not intend to be seen wanting.

“The question,” she said, “is where the hand is.”

“With the muster,” I said.

“With the muster, at some point in it. And it must be present in person for a mass collection, or she would not have troubled to write the word HAND three times on one sheet.” She straightened. “Which means that whatever else is true, at some hour, the thing that holds every chain on that field will be standing on the ground we are standing on.”

“That’s not comforting.”

“It is enormously comforting,” said Maeva. “An enemy who must be present is an enemy with a location. I have spent my whole life fighting men who could be reached. This is the first time anyone has told me that this one can.”

Nahari picked the page up.

She held it at arm’s length between two fingers, and turned her face slightly away from it, as you hold a lamp while your eyes adjust, and she went absolutely still for a count of six.

Then she put it down.

“White,” she said.

“How much?”

“Everything past the second line. The paper, the table under it, my own hand.” She flexed the fingers. “It is worse than the first page. She was closer to it when she wrote this one, and not by a little.”

She looked up, and she was smiling, and it was the smile she gets when a joke is also a prophecy.

“She writes to us from inside its shadow,” Nahari said. “She sits down within reach of the thing that ate her patron’s name, and she rules a frame, and she draws its hand, and she puts it on a mule.” Her voice was perfectly steady. “Price that courage, Empress.”

Maeva turned Odette’s page face-down before answering.

“I already have,” she said.

“And?”

“And it is why I have not burned the pages,” said Maeva Castellan, and picked up the lamp, and left the loft.



Saskia told me about Vael the next morning, at the wall, while she was working out which of the postern’s hinges she disliked most.

“He came to me after,” she said. “At the rope. While Tideman was counting my silver into my hand, which I would like recorded as the worst possible moment to be offered a job.”

“He offered you a place.”

“He offered me a place.” She got her thumb under the lower hinge-pin and worried at it. “Very well done, actually. He didn’t insult you. He didn’t mention money in the first sentence, which puts him ahead of about eight men who’ve tried. He said he’d watched me fight, and that he’d never seen anybody hold that long against a saint, and that House Vael had a place for a duelist who could do it.”

“And?”

“And then he said the thing.” The hinge-pin came loose. She looked at it. “He said, ‘You’ll want to be on the winning side by midsummer.’”

I turned that over.

“He said be on the winning side,” I said.

“Exactly,” Saskia agreed. “Be ON the winning side. By midsummer. Forget the wager, Warden. Somebody told that man the date.”

She put the pin back and hit it home with the heel of her hand.

“I said no, obviously,” she said. “And then he looked at me, and here’s the bit I’ve been chewing on all night. He looked at me and the hunt-captain vanished from his face for half a second. A man about to ask me something looked back instead.”

“What?”

“He didn’t ask it,” said Saskia. “He checked the field first. Same as always. And there was nobody watching, so he didn’t.”


Chapter 9: Two Appraisers

Treasury day happens four times a year and is ridiculous even by the standards of this household.

The premise is simple. Deed-payments come in from seven villages and forty-odd contracts across a quarter, mostly in coin and partly in kind, and they get counted, recorded, and put in the vault. In any other wardenry in the province this is a morning’s work for a steward and a boy.

Here it is a production.

Suzu had built the vault herself, which is to say she had designed it and then supervised a mason with such relentless intimacy that he had taken to hiding. It went down two courses below the hall’s foundation, with a stair that turned twice, an iron grille at the head of it, a door that weighed as much as a horse, and an internal arrangement of shelving and counting-desks laid out with the precision of a surgery.

She had also installed nine things that did nothing.

“Decoys,” she had explained, at the time. “A respectable vault gives a thief false floors. Anyone who breaks in and finds pure real security is going to feel patronized.”

On treasury day she wore a coat.

She had traded her ordinary layered silks for a long dark coat, buttoned, with the tails and the ears tucked away under a glamour she maintained all day at visible effort, and she stood at the head of the stair with a ledger under her arm and greeted every arriving village reeve by name and title.

“Goodwife Cairn. Lost Granary. Kiln share, nineteen households, two contracts.” A small bow. “You’re four minutes early. That’s the third quarter running. I’ve told the empress and she’s stopped believing me.”

Osric came behind with the tally-book, and Colm carried, and the whole thing moved down the stair in a procession, and every single person who came out of that vault came out feeling like they had participated in something.

Which was the point, and which I did not understand for the first two quarters, and which Maeva had understood inside four minutes of the first one.

“It is theater,” she had said, “and it is the good kind. Every reeve in this march walks down a stair into a strong-room and watches their village’s money go onto a shelf with their village’s name on it, and then walks back out past a broken chain hung over a door. You could not buy that loyalty for four times the coin.”

The quarter’s receipts came down in seven lots.

Fenwick Ford paid in clipped silver, lamp oil, and three signed ferry tallies. Lost Granary brought kiln-share coin in a flour sack whose knots Goodwife Cairn had tied herself. South River paid partly in nails, which meant Colm weighed every keg and rejected one after hearing the wrong note when he rolled it.

Suzu made each reeve watch the count.

“Your shelf,” she told them, pointing to a chalked village name above the iron rack. “Your entry. If the number leaves that shelf, the ledger says where. If the ledger doesn’t, you may assume I’ve stolen it and complain to the empress, who will be delighted.”

Goodwife Cairn checked the sum with one blunt finger, found it right, and pressed her thumb beside Osric’s line. The next reeve did the same. Each thumbprint received a matching line in Osric’s tally-book in ink before the next reeve entered. Osric read every closing balance aloud as the shelf was locked, and he sealed each copied balance with wax while the village reeve watched. By noon the vault held money, lamp oil, nails, two cheeses, a sealed sack of seed, and seven thumbprints belonging to people who would defend the shelves because they had seen what was on them.

The broken chain above the vault door was Malchor Stane’s.

It hung above the vault door on two hooks: the master chain-focus of the Chainwright of Veltmark, who had paraded leashed legends in lockstep to applause and had wanted the kingdom’s blessing and custody of anything summoned that nobody owned. Suzu had taken it off his belt mid-rout at the Undercourt and had handed it to me upside down, like a tip.

It was ugly. That is worth saying. The dull grey articulated object measured about the length of a forearm and looked exactly like the piece of harness it was.

She appraised it monthly.

“Depreciation,” she said, every time, and wrote a number in a book.



Maeva audited the vault books that quarter for the first time.

She had been threatening it since spring. Suzu had been inviting it since spring, loudly, at meals, in the tone of a woman inviting someone to try the soup.

It took the empress four hours and she came up the stair at the end of it offended by perfection.

“Well?” I said.

“They are perfect.”

“That’s good.”

“It is NOT good,” said Maeva Castellan. “It is offensive. Do you understand what I have just spent four hours doing? I audited a thief. I went at those books the way I once went at a treasury in Ferran that had eaten three duchies, and I found a running balance, a double entry, a reconciliation on every page, four cross-references I did not ask for, and one marginal note apologizing in advance for a rounding of a third of a copper on a cheese.”

“So she’s honest.”

“She is showing OFF,” Maeva said. “A thief who keeps honest books is holding a mirror in front of me and saying look how much I could take and don’t.”

Suzu came up the stair behind her with her coat over her arm and the glamour dropped and all nine tails out, looking smug enough to offend the masonry.

“Balanced?” she said.

“To the third of a copper.”

“To the third of a copper,” Suzu agreed. “I did think about hiding a mistake in there for you. Just a small one. Something to find.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because you’d have found it in an hour,” Suzu said, “and then you’d have known exactly how good I am, and I’d rather you spent the next few years wondering.”

Maeva looked at her for a moment.

“I am going to have you formally appointed to something,” she said, “the first instant you stop trying to sell the hall’s doors.”

“I sold ONE door.”

“You sold a door that was still in a doorway.”

“It was a bad door,” said Suzu, “and the man who bought it is very happy, and it has been replaced with a better one at a profit to this house of eleven shillings, and I would like that reflected in the record.”



Osric chalked the board at the end of that week, and the Season Wager stopped being a contest.

MARCH: 11. GILT: 2.

And one grey seam under the Gilt column that had been there since Lost Granary and had not faded, because they do not fade.

Eleven to two, with midsummer still ahead, and the arithmetic of it was public and legible from horseback, as Maeva had ordered.

I rode out to look at the Gilt camp on the last day of that week, openly, in daylight, with Holt and nobody else, because I wanted to see it with my own eyes and because there is no point having a border if you will not stand on it.

The camp was a shell.

Six tents had become four. The picket line had eight horses on it and two of those were pack animals. The cook-fire was banked and there was nobody at it. Three men sat outside a tent idle in the specific way of hired men who have not been given work and have begun to suspect that they will not be paid for the last of it.

The banner still flew. It was, if anything, brighter than it had been: somebody had been cleaning it.

And walking the line of it, alone, at midday, in full colors, was Hadrian Vael.

He saw us. He did not come to the water.

“Warden,” Holt said, “let’s go.”

“In a minute.”

I sat there on my horse for a minute and looked at a man who had come four cantons to erase a woman’s name, and who had lost eleven to two, and who had two months earlier been at the head of fifteen good riders with real gilt on his banner.

The sheen on him was the color of dishwater in daylight.

One drover slowed at the stone, read eleven to two, and left a heel of bread on the plinth before riding on. He meant kindness. Vael watched the gift as though it were another grey scar. Across the stream, one remaining hireling packed a bedroll in full view. He paused beside Vael, spoke quietly, and received no answer. Then he shouldered the roll and took the south road without ever looking back again.

He knew we were there. He walked the picket line as though he did not, checking sound straps, shoulders held at the exact height of a man spending effort on looking effortless. One cook-pot hung clean by the dead fire. Two bedrolls had been removed without their owners collecting the pegs. At the forge wagon, half a crate of shoe nails sat open to rain because nobody had authority left to care.

A camp becomes empty before it becomes abandoned. Work stops being inherited. The next man sees the pot and leaves it for someone else. By the third day, every object is waiting for an owner who has already gone.

Holt counted three sets of fresh tracks leaving south. “More by morning.”

“If wages land.”

“They won’t,” he said. “Quartermaster rode out. Nobody in that camp’s touched a ledger since.”

Across the stream, Vael bent over a picket knot already tied correctly and pulled it tighter until the horse shifted away from him.

The pity was the thing that finished him.

The pity came from outside our household; neither I nor mine offered it. The pity came from the drovers.

They had started calling him “the bridge man.” The absence of cruelty mattered. There is no cruelty in a road-name like that. It is what happens when a figure of menace becomes a figure of scenery: he stops being the gilt captain who might do something to you and becomes the poor devil on the far bank who lost eleven to two, and the drovers who had been frightened of him in April were, before the wager was done, asking after him.

A blessing runs on belief. It brightens with a crowd’s faith and dips under a crowd’s doubt.

It does not have any way at all to eat sympathy.



He came to the border stone alone at dusk several nights later.

We knew because Osric was there. The account exists because our tally-clerk had gone out at the end of the day with his chalk box to update a column, and had been kneeling at the stone’s north face with a straightedge, and had heard a horse.

He hid. He is not ashamed of it and neither should he be. He went round the stone’s far side and put his back to it and stayed there for nine minutes, and afterward he wrote down every word he heard while it was still in his ears, which is a thing I have taught four people to do and he alone learned properly.

Hadrian Vael came alone, and he came, by everything about his approach, to concede.

That is not a guess. A Season Wager can be conceded, at the stone, by the man who swore it, and the concession is a short thing and it is not shameful; it ends the season, releases both stakes, and everybody goes home. Half the hunts in the province’s history have ended that way. He had ridden out at dusk with no escort and no witnesses, at the hour when there would be nobody at the stone, which is precisely how a proud man does a thing he can live with.

He got down.

Osric heard him take three steps. Then nothing for nine minutes.

He was reading the board.

Eleven to two, in a clerk’s ruled columns, with a grey seam under his own house’s side.

Then Osric heard something he did not understand at the time and I understood immediately when he read it out to me, because I had watched that man do it at a parley in April and Yrsa had named it in a training hall the same night.

He heard boots turn on gravel. A pause. Boots turning back.

Vael had checked the field.

He had stood in front of a chalk board at dusk with nobody in the world watching him, and his body had gone looking for a crowd, because his body could not do the next thing without one, and there was nobody there.

And what he did then was not a concession.

“He put his hand on the stone,” Osric said. He was reading from his own page and his voice was doing something. “And he swore. I’m going to read it exactly as I have it, Warden, and I’ve checked it twice for my own handwriting.”

“Read it.”

“‘I, Hadrian of House Vael, swear before this stone and by its weight: that by midsummer the stones of this march will carry no weight at all.’”

Nobody in the war-loft moved.

“And the stone took it,” Osric said.

“You’re sure.”

“I heard it take. I know what a stone taking sounds like, I’ve stood next to nine of them this year.” His ears were scarlet. “It went up gold under his hand, Warden. Proper gold. It weighed the oath and it accepted it and it held.”

I sat back.

“Say what it means,” Maeva said, to the room, “since Dorian has gone quiet, which he does when he has arrived somewhere unpleasant early.”

Yrsa said it.

“It means he’s just bet his family’s name,” she said. “That’s a forward oath. You swear a thing you’re going to do, and if you do it, it weighs and it lights. And if you fail it, it rebounds, and a failed forward oath doesn’t just scar the deed. It scars the swearer, and it scars the house he swore for, on every stone that carries their name.”

“And House Vael’s stones,” said Nahari.

“Are already going dark,” I said. “This finishes them. If he fails that oath, there won’t be a Vael entry left glowing anywhere in this kingdom by autumn. The bridge, manors, and great-grandfather will all go grey.”

“So he has staked everything.”

“He’s staked everything on a thing that is not possible,” I said, and got up, because I could not sit any longer. “Listen to what he actually swore. He skipped winning or out-weighing us and promised that our stones would carry no weight at all. He means NO weight, beyond diminution or failure to gain. He is describing an event rather than boasting or threatening.”

“Stones do not stop weighing,” Maeva said slowly.

“Stones have never stopped weighing.” I put both hands on the table. “There is no record of it in Helvane’s rolls, the drover books, or anywhere else. A stone can be broken. A stone can be dark because nothing has been done in front of it. There is no instance in the history of this province of a lit stone going empty.”

“Then he is mad,” said Bram, from the door.

“He’s desperate,” Yrsa said, “and he’s not mad. I fenced him in my head for a week. That man does not gamble.”

“Then why?”

And Nahari answered it, from the window, without turning around.

“Because somebody told him it will happen,” she said.

Osric’s pencil halted above the page.

“A forward oath like that rests on a promised delivery,” she said. “Miracles don’t carry enough certainty. Hadrian Vael has been promised, by someone he believes, that on midsummer the stones of this march will go empty. His house rests on somebody else’s schedule rather than his own strength.”

She turned round.

“He is not the buyer,” she said. “We knew that. Tonight we learn something better and much worse: he has been shown the invoice.”



The vault at the eleventh hour has a light in it that exists nowhere else in the world.

There are two lamps and there is the money, and coin under lamplight throws the light back up, so the whole room glows faintly from below, and it moves when you move. It is beautiful in a way no treasury needs to be, and it smells of iron and dust and lamp-oil.

Also, the iron grille at the head of the stair throws bars.

That mattered because it was Suzu’s whole architecture: she had put a grille where a door would have done, and she had put the lamp where it would throw the bars down the stair and across the vault floor, and when I asked her about it after the vault was built she said “atmosphere” and would not elaborate.

Maeva convened it, in writing.

I found the note on the map table after supper, in her own hand, on good paper, sealed.

The anchor’s accounts are overdue for a joint audit. Attend us. Eleventh hour, below.

M.C.

Bring nothing. The treasurer and the thief have everything required.

They were both down there when I came down the stair.

Maeva sat on the long counting-desk with the coin-light coming up under her, in the re-tailored bodice and nothing over it, boots off, one ankle crossed over the other, the crowned braid still up and four pins in it.

Suzu was perched on the shelf-ledge above and behind her, six feet up, cross-legged, tails hanging down through the shelving in a slow fan, holding a piece of paper.

“Warden,” she said. “Invoice.”

“There’s an invoice.”

“There’s always an invoice.” She dropped it. I caught it. “Services rendered, and anticipated. Fourth quarter. The empress has already reviewed it.”

Maeva had reviewed it. Maeva had reviewed it in ink, in the margin, in three places.

Item: one (1) reconnaissance of the gilt camp, unrequested, eight occasions. Beside it, in imperial shorthand: criminally underpriced.

Item: one (1) letter intercepted and replaced, undetected. Beside it: raise by half; this is the only such service available in the kingdom.

Item: the counting of nine (9) tails, one occasion, by the Warden, in person. Beside it, in a hand that had not hesitated at all: not a service. Do not invoice this again.

I looked up.

“That last one’s hers,” Suzu said, from the shelf. “I wrote it in as a joke. She took it out and wrote a whole sentence about it. In INK.”

“It was not a joke when it happened,” Maeva said, “and it will not be one on paper. Come here, summoner.”

I put the invoice on the desk beside her hip.

“Terms,” I said.

“You have my terms.”

“I want them said. Both of you. Straight, once, and then we’ll get on with it.”

Maeva touched the lowest pin in her braid. She had expected to run the opening; in that instant, she decided she preferred not to.

“Very well,” she said. “I want you in this room until I cannot count. I want it in front of her because she has been circling this for a season and I am tired of watching a fox be shy. And you will have all of me, in that order, at your convenience.”

“Suzu.”

Suzu opened her mouth. I watched the flip arrive: a price, a bracket, a joke about compound interest.

“Say it straight,” I said.

Her prepared joke died. Both ears flattened before she made herself answer.

“I want to be in the room,” she said. “With both of you. No reserves held back. Please.” Then, immediately: “And I’m twenty-one, and I’ve been twenty-one for sixty years, and I would like that noted for the ledger before anybody starts.”

“Noted,” I said. “Come down here.”



I put Maeva first, and I did it deliberately and in silence, and both of them understood what it meant.

She sat on the counting-desk with the coin-light coming up gold from underneath her, and I got the laces and pulled, and the bodice lost the argument it had been engineered to lose, and her breasts came free into light cast upward from a shelf of silver, so that the gold went up her throat instead of down.

“Oh, that’s not fair,” Suzu said, from the shelf-ledge.

I put my mouth on her.

Maeva’s hand came into my hair and her spine straightened and the court-formal narration started, aimed at me and pitched, quite deliberately, to carry.

“You may. There. Yes, that is.” Her fingers tightened in my hair. “That is very well done and I intend to say so at length, since we have an auditor present and the record should be complete…”

“Six to four she loses a verb inside two minutes,” said Suzu.

“I shall lose nothing,” said Maeva.

“Five to four.”

“I have addressed three duchies while bleeding.”

“Even money,” Suzu said, “and dropping.”

I cupped her heavy breast from beneath and lifted it into my mouth where I know it undoes her, and Maeva Castellan said, “Oh, God, HARDER, don’t you…” and stopped, and shut her eyes, and said, with enormous dignity, “That was not a verb.”

“That was three verbs,” Suzu said. “I’m paying myself out.”

She lost her own bet ninety seconds later, and she lost it because I stopped.

I stood up, left the empress sitting on a counting-desk, half undone and breathing hard, and walked four paces to the shelving and took Suzu by the front of her silks and put her against it.

“Wait,” she said, “no, I’m the auditor…”

“You’re on the list.”

“I’m not on the…”

I got her up off the floor. She weighs almost nothing and she hates that it works and she went up against that shelving with her legs around my waist and her hands in my collar and every tail out at once.

The bar-shadows from the grille fell across her.

She had built the room for those striped shadows and, I think, never admitted it even to herself. Striped light, from a locked grille, at the top of an empty stair. There was nobody in the hall. There was nobody on the stair. There was nobody within thirty yards, and the door at the top was bolted, and every part of Suzume Kagehana that has spent a lifetime wanting to be almost-caught lit up like a struck match at the sight of bars on her own skin.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, that’s why…”

“That’s why.”

“You noticed.”

“I noticed when you built it,” I said, and had her against the shelving with the coin stacks rattling on their trays.

She was loud. She is always loud, and here in a stone room two courses under a hall she was gloriously, uselessly loud, and about eight strokes in she got out, “Ledger, mind the…” and knocked an entire tray of coppers off the third shelf, and both of us stopped for one second, and Maeva said, from the desk, without moving:

“That is going back on the shelf by hand, fox. All of it. Counted.”

“Worth it,” gasped Suzu.

And then I stopped again.

I set her down on her feet, and stepped back, and left her against the shelving with her tails everywhere and her mouth open.

“Hold still,” I said.

“What?”

“Hold still. Don’t move, don’t touch anything, don’t help.” I turned around. “Empress. Down off the desk.”

There was a beat of absolute imperial outrage that I have treasured ever since.

“I beg your…”

“Down,” I said, “and over here, and you’re going to wait a moment for her, and then she is going to wait a moment for you, and I’ll be running the order tonight, because you’ve both spent a season auditing everything in this march and I’ve decided it’s the anchor’s turn.”

Maeva Castellan came off the counting-desk.

Her outrage lasted exactly one breath, and what came up under it, in the gold light, was delight of the kind that makes empires.

“Oh,” she said. “You’ve been planning this.”

“Since the invoice.”

“You had the invoice for four minutes.”

“I read fast,” I said, and took her by the hip and turned her, and put her hands flat on the shelving next to Suzu’s, and there is no describing what those two look like side by side: five foot nine of gold-lit hourglass and four foot eleven of fox-red spark, both braced on the same shelf, both undone, both furious about the arrangement, neither of them moving.

I took my time.

Maeva first, because she had convened it and because making her wait would mean nothing if she had not been given something to be taken away from her. I got her braced there with the gold light coming up off the coin-trays under her and went into her from behind, slow, all the way, and she made a sound with no court in it whatsoever.

“Ah,” she said. “Ah. Yes. That is.”

“Say it.”

“That is exactly what I asked for, and you have made me wait a full season for it, and I intend to have words about the delay at a time when I have words.”

I gave her about twenty strokes. Long ones, deep, her hips moving back into every one, the whole heavy gold-lit line of her rolling on the shelf-brace, and the crowned strand ran her straight back into me until my own knees were unreliable.

Then I stopped, and stepped away, and went four feet to my left.

The noise Maeva Castellan made has no written form.

Suzu was already laughing at her when I got there, and the laugh went out of her in the middle when I got a hand under her thigh and lifted her leg and put myself into her standing.

She is small. That never stops being the whole architecture of it. Every inch registers on her twice, and she has no capacity at all to be quiet about it, and she went up onto her toes on the one foot still under her and grabbed the shelving with both hands and said something that was not a word.

“Bars,” I said.

“What?”

“Look down.”

She looked down. The grille-light lay across her in stripes, over her ribs and her hip and her small pale-gold breasts, moving when she moved, and I watched Suzume Kagehana see herself striped by her own architecture and lose about nine tenths of her composure in one breath.

“That’s not,” she said. “That’s not fair, you built that.”

“You built that.”

“I built it and I’ve never been on the OTHER side of it, that’s the…”

I moved and she stopped talking.

Twenty strokes. Then I stopped, and went back to the empress.

“No,” said Suzu, to the shelf. “No, no, no, that’s a market manipulation, that’s…”

Maeva was still braced exactly where I had left her, obeying the one instruction she could have overruled. She had not moved. She had not straightened up, or turned around, or reached for anything. Four hundred years of imperial reflex had been given one instruction and had elected to obey it, and she was shaking with the effort, and she stayed.

“You waited,” I said.

“I waited,” said Maeva, thickly, “and I would like the record to show that I intensely dislike how much I am enjoying this,” and then I was back inside her and she stopped being able to hold a clause together at all.

That was the shape of the next while.

Back and forth: the empress, then the fox, then the empress, and each time the one I left behind had to stand there braced on the same shelf and listen to what was happening four feet away. Making each woman listen from four feet away was the cruelty, and both of them knew it and neither of them stopped it, and neither of them so much as took a hand off the wood.

I changed more than the woman. Maeva got the slow depth she always tried to conduct until I took the tempo away from her. I held her hips square to the shelving and made every stroke land where her court diction failed, then stopped the instant she began to find the sentence again.

Suzu heard that sentence break from her place at the shelving. Her tails lashed across my calves when I returned to her, but I caught two at their warm bases in one hand and held them still with the rest of her.

“Inventory restraint,” I said.

“That is not a recognized practice.”

“It is now.”

I lifted her by one thigh, set the angle deeper, and drove into her while the bar-shadows moved across the gold freckling on her ribs. She watched Maeva over her shoulder. The empress watched back, green-eyed and shaking, hands planted where I had ordered.

“She’s waiting beautifully,” Suzu managed.

“So are you.”

“I am being subjected to hostile accounting.”

“Hold still and take the loss.”

Her fox-fire brightened along every tail without breaking into a flare. She obeyed for six strokes, failed on the seventh, and pushed back hard enough to rattle the silver shelves. I stopped again.

The sound she made brought Maeva’s court diction back for one immaculate line.

“Auditors,” the empress said, “should maintain professional composure.”

“Treasuries,” Suzu shot back, breathless, “should stop begging when the auditor’s turn starts.”

Maeva made a plain, furious sound. I crossed the gap between them and rewarded it until both women forgot whose turn they had been arguing over.

By the third round Maeva had stopped speaking in sentences. What came out of her was please, in a plain, ordinary, entirely un-imperial voice, three times, and then just my name.

By the third round Suzu had her forehead flat against the shelving and was swearing steadily in three currencies, and had started, involuntarily, to lift her hips toward empty air in the intervals, which she noticed, and which broke her.

“I’m doing the thing,” she said. “I’m doing the thing where I’m not being touched and I’m still. Dorian. DORIAN.”

“Hold still.”

“I hate this,” she said blissfully, to a shelf, with her eyes shut. “I hate this so much. This is criminal. I’m charging punitive interest.”

“You made me hold still on a loft floor for twenty minutes.”

“That was DIFFERENT…”

“That was in Veltmark and I’ve been waiting since.”

“He’s been WAITING,” Suzu told the shelving. “Empress. He’s been waiting.”

“Yes,” said Maeva, thickly. “He does that. It is his dangerous quality and I have been telling you since spring.”



At the end I put Maeva on the counting-desk again and let her have what she had convened the evening for.

She came down onto me astride with her hands on my shoulders and the braid finally loosening and the gold bond-light already lacing up her ribs. For the first minute she rode it herself at a stately pace. Then I put my hands on her hips and took it, and her whole vocabulary went out of the room.

And Suzu came in behind her.

She got up on the desk at Maeva’s back and put both arms around her from behind, small hands over the empress’s breasts, chin hooked over her shoulder, all nine tails wrapping the three of us where we joined, and she said, into Maeva’s ear, in an absolutely bankrupt voice:

“Odds are terrible. Take her.”

“Fox,” Maeva got out.

“Take her,” said Suzu, “she’s been ready since the stair, I could hear her…”

The two strands braided.

I felt it go: the crowned gold and the fox-fire, sliding into each other through the link the way water finds a level, and every one of the three of us made a noise at the same moment.

Maeva locked around me with her hands crushed under Suzu’s, her cry stripped of every courtly word as gold light went through her from the throat down.

And with her diction entirely gone, at the top of it, she still managed the only sentence she had left, because she had felt a small hand leave her breast and go to her hair.

“One pin,” said the empress of three duchies, through her teeth, mid-peak, “at market rate, is a controlling interest in a fox.”

Suzu laughed so hard she came.

That is exactly what happened. She was two seconds off and she went over the edge laughing with her face in Maeva’s shoulder and her tails cinching tight around all three of us, and I went with them, spilling up into Maeva while she rode the aftershocks and the coin-light swam and somewhere on the third shelf another tray went over.



Afterward the three of us were on the vault floor with our backs to the counting-desk, in coin-light, among a great many scattered coppers.

Suzu held up the pin.

It was Maeva’s: gold, plain, one of the four that had been in the braid at the eleventh hour.

“Audit fee,” she said.

“It is a theft.”

“It’s an audit fee.”

“It is a theft,” said Maeva, “and I have priced it, and I find the price acceptable, and therefore it is a gift I will deny at every meal until the pin corrodes.”

She held out her hand.

Suzu, wary, put the pin in it.

Maeva turned it over once, then reached up into her own ruined braid and drew out a second. She placed the stolen pin back in the fox’s palm and closed Suzu’s small hand around it. The twin she slid visibly into her own braid, gold catching against the older silver in lamplight. Suzu turned her pin toward the coin-light, checked the clasp twice by reflex, tested its weight against her thumb, then fastened it high on her coat where any reeve entering the vault would see it before seeing her ledger.

“There,” she said. “One for each of us. Wear it where it can be seen.”

Suzu looked at the gold pin in her hand.

On the road to Veltmark, she had returned a stolen hairpin with a second added “as a dividend,” and Maeva had worn the thief’s silver in her crowned braid ever since.

“That’s not the same pin,” Suzu said, in a slightly strange voice.

“No. That one is silver and it is mine and I am keeping it.” Maeva began, with slow imperial care, to re-pin what was left of her hair with what was left of her pins. “These are gold and they are ours, and when this march has a treasury worth stealing, every warden’s officer in it will know that the two women who count the money wear the same mark.”

“That’s an alliance.”

“That,” said Maeva Castellan, “is a treasury.”



The camp was gone at dawn.

Holt’s rider came in at half past five and I was on a horse in four minutes and at the border stone in twenty, and the whole household came behind me in ones and twos as they woke.

Struck in the night. All of it. Four tents, eight horses, seven wagons, the picket line, the cook-fire raked over and cold to the hand. There were wheel-ruts going east and they were four hours old and there had been no noise at all; Holt’s man on the ridge had heard nothing and Holt’s man on the ridge does not sleep.

They had left the banner.

It stood in the turf on the far bank exactly where it had been driven in April, gilt cloth on a spiked pole, in the grey morning, over an empty field.

Except the gilt had gone.

I crossed the stream and stood under it and looked up at three white arches on a field that had been the color of a wheat morning in April and was now the color of old coin. The intact, clean gold thread was all there; you could see it, you could touch it, I did touch it, and it was thread, and it had no shine in it at all.

“Warden,” Osric said, from the near bank.

He was at the stone.

The chalk board was where it had always been. MARCH: 11. GILT: 2, with the grey seam under it.

And below the scoreboard, on the stone’s north face, under the place where Hadrian Vael’s forward oath had gone in gold several nights earlier, there was a mark.

A small closed loop with a stroke through it.

The ink sat dry at the heart of every stroke and faintly wet at the rim, hours after any honest ink would have set.

Nahari came up beside me. She studied the mark through two slow breaths and did not touch it or close her eyes.

“It has been bought,” she said.

“The wager?”

“The wager,” said Nahari of Sundermere. “And the oath. And the man.”


Chapter 10: What the Fox Counted

It took four days to find where the Gilt Hunt went, and when we found it, it had stopped being a hunt.

Holt’s outriders lost the wagon-ruts on the second day at a stone-bottomed ford east of the march border, which is what happens when somebody who knows their business wants ruts lost. He put four men on it anyway and worked outward in arcs, and on the third day one of them came back with a farrier’s account and a bad expression.

Suzu found the rest.

She ran three nights out of four. I did not like it and said so exactly once, in private, and got told, at length, that a fox who cannot case a camp is a fox on a shelf, and that I could either have the intelligence or have the argument.

She brought it back on the fourth night and laid it out on the war-table with a piece of charcoal and no jokes, which by then I had learned to read as a klaxon.

“Two valleys east,” she said. “The Harrow Vale, past the shoulder. You can’t see it from any road; it’s got a lip on the west side and the only way in is the drove track from the south and one goat path.”

“How far?”

“Twenty-two miles from this hall as a bird goes. Thirty-one by anything with wheels.”

She drew the valley.

“Three banners,” she said. “Vael’s, the Spinehold one, and the Coldharbour outfit. They’re camped separate and they’re not mixing, which tells you they don’t much like each other and nobody’s asked them to. Call it forty-five fighting men across the three, and they’ve been reinforced: there’s another twenty or so in Spinehold’s lines who arrived in the last week and who don’t ride like hunt-men.”

“Like what?”

“Like soldiers,” Suzu said. “Somebody’s paid off a garrison somewhere.”

She drew a long rectangle at the valley’s north end.

“And then there’s the leash-lines,” she said.

Suzu’s charcoal stopped above the map.

“I counted forty-one,” she said. “That’s a hard number. I counted them three times on two nights and I got forty-one twice and forty on the night I was rushing, so it’s forty-one and I miscounted once.”

“Wagons?”

“Lines in the open.” She looked up. “That’s what I need you to understand and it’s why I’ve been in a mood since Tuesday. They’ve been left standing in the open.”

“Standing.”

“Standing,” said Suzu. “Out in the open, in a picket field, in four rows, in the rain. Forty-one of them, on their feet, in whatever they were wearing when they were taken, and not one of them has moved in three nights.”

Yrsa went to the window. She stood there with her back to the room for about a minute and then came back and sat down and said, “Go on.”

“There are eleven summoners with them,” Suzu said. “I’ve seen ten and I’d bet on eleven. They sit in a tent and they play at dice and about every fourth hour one of them goes out and walks the rows and comes back. That’s it. That’s their whole job. Something else keeps the dead. Those summoners merely supply the excuse that makes it legal.”

“And the command wagon.”

Suzu drew a small square, off to one side, apart from everything.

“There is a wagon,” she said, “at the north end, on its own, forty yards clear of anything. It’s got a lamp on the front hook and the lamp is lit and it has been lit for four nights.”

“And?”

“And nobody has gone in or out of it,” said Suzu.

“You watched it for three nights.”

“I watched it for three nights, and I watched the ground around it, and here’s the part I want somebody cleverer than me to explain.” She put the charcoal down. “It rained on the ninth. Properly, all night, a real soaking. That valley floor is churned to soup, there are boot-prints eight inches deep everywhere you look, forty-five men and horses and a kitchen.”

“And around the wagon?”

“Nothing,” Suzu said. “Clean mud. Forty yards of clean mud in every direction, all the way round, and the lamp burning on the hook, and no warmth on the canvas at all.”



I put the town on a footing over the next two days and I did it as a festival.

That was Maeva’s, entirely, and it bought us four villages inside the walls without one frightened night.

The problem was arithmetic. Seven villages, of which four were beyond any wall. Roughly eleven hundred people all told. If a muster of sixty-five armed men and forty-one leashed dead came down the drove track in the dark, the outlying villages were not defensible, would never be defensible, and the only survivable answer put all of them inside the march-town’s walls before it happened.

You cannot order that. You can order it, and people will nod, and then they will not go, because a farm is a thing you do not leave and a harvest is a thing you do not abandon and a warden shouting about a threat that has not arrived yet is a warden the villages will humor for exactly one week.

So Maeva declared a Founding Fair.

“On what grounds?” I said.

“On the grounds that it is the first anniversary of the boon-oath,” she said, “which is true, and that the march has never held one, which is true, and that the Warden wishes to feast the whole march at his own expense, which will be true the moment you agree, and which will cost approximately what four days of siege-panic would cost in spoiled goodwill, so do not make the face.”

I made the face anyway and then agreed.

It was announced on a Thursday. Four days of fair at midsummer, in the march-town, with a beast-show and a wrestling and Bram’s whole cellar; every village to send its stone-keeper and its reeve and, since the roads would be busy, to come in convoy; and since it would be foolish for a village to stand empty behind them with the fair on, well, everybody had best come.

Bring the stock. Bring the seed corn: there is a fair-market for it and the prices will never be better. Bring the good tools, because there is a tinker coming. Bring the flood-notch stick, actually, because the Warden wants all seven measured against one another in the same room, a full comparison which, I will admit, genuinely excited me.

By the end of it, four villages would be inside our walls with their livestock, their grain, their tools, their records, and their people, and all of them would have come cheerfully, spared even one frightened night.

“They will work it out,” I said.

“Of course they will work it out,” said Maeva. “They will work it out on the second night, over drink, in a warm room, with their children asleep upstairs behind a wall, and they will look at each other and say ah. And then, Dorian, they will be proud, because it will be their own cleverness that found it and not somebody’s panic that was handed to them. There is not a person in this march who wants to be rescued. They will all volunteer to be conspirators.”

She was right on every count, including the night.

She was also right about the seed corn, which I mention because the price of seed corn is not a thing anybody puts in a chronicle, and it is the reason four villages arrived inside our walls smiling instead of stripped.

Bram got the news on the Thursday and had a chalkboard up by Thursday evening advertising a wrestling purse he had not asked me about.

“Four days,” he said, when I raised it. “Four days of fair, seven villages, and a man from Coldharbour who has been telling everyone he can throw anybody in the province. You want that man wrestling, Warden. A man wrestling is a man not asking questions about why the fair is at midsummer.”

“Is that your reasoning or your book?”

“It’s my book,” said Bram, “and my book is reasoning.”

Yrsa’s contribution to the Founding Fair was to look at the schedule, find the beast-show on it, and ask what the beast was.

“A bear,” said Maeva.

“Whose bear.”

“A man from Havering brings it every year to Marrowford. It dances.”

“It what.”

“It dances,” said Maeva, “badly, by all accounts, and then it eats an unreasonable amount of bread and goes home.”

Yrsa put the schedule down with the care of a woman setting aside something that had personally offended her. “We’re bringing four villages inside a wall,” she said, “because there are forty-one dead standing in a field twenty-two miles away. And there’s going to be a bear.”

“There has to be a bear,” said Maeva. “Or they’ll know.”

The scouting rotation got set the same evening, and that at least was mine and had no bear in it.

Holt’s outriders took the road-watch on a four-hour turn, two riders out and two in, and I gave them the flat rule I have given every road-crew since Mirefen: nobody investigates anything. You see it, you count it, you come home. A rider who waves with the wrong hand has news that will keep until supper. A rider who does not come back has news I cannot use at all.

Suzu took the deep runs and I took the argument that came with them, which I lost.

Nahari took dusk. I liked that assignment least, because what she was doing at dusk was not looking, and a seer who has chosen not to look is a woman standing in the dark on purpose, listening to the shape of the thing she will not turn her head toward. She did it from the tower with her eyes shut and her hands on the parapet, and afterward she would come down and eat like a farm hand and say nothing about it.

“It is a smell rather than a picture,” she told me once, when I pushed. “Something in the east is holding still in a way that nothing living holds still, and it is doing it patiently, and I do not need to look to know it is getting closer. Ask Brenna. Children and horses know it before oracles do.”

Brenna, asked, said the ponies had been off their feed for a week.

I wrote that in the notebook under the road-counts, which is where it belonged, and did not enjoy having a twelve-year-old and four ponies supplying our eastern intelligence.



The circle came out on the second evening in the war-loft. I had Halden Rusk’s writing beside the fen maps, his thirteenth rim-mark copied into my notebook:

SHE WATCHES THE GLASS.

ASK THE ORACLE WHY.

And beside it, on the other page, the line I have been reading since Veltmark, half-burned at the end, in the same courier-hand:

…it cannot feed on a crowned bond. A full circle of crowns closes the ledger for…

Nothing after. Fire had taken the rest of that sheet sixty years ago in a room Halden Rusk was leaving in a hurry.

Nahari read both pages side by side twice, then a third time with one fingertip under the burned edge.

“He knew,” she said.

“Knew what?”

“He knew what a circle was.” She put a fingertip on each page. “Look at what he did with his last year. He hunted the Cindermaw. He priced a dragon he could not afford. He wrote a testament about anchors dying and he hid it with a thief. And on a rock at the rim, alone, with a knife, he wrote a note to a man who had not been born, telling him to ask a seer why the sleeper watches the glass.”

“So?”

“So a man does not spend his last year on a door he cannot open,” Nahari said, “unless he has worked out that the door is the answer to a different question.”

She sat back.

“Say the arithmetic,” she said. “All of it. Out loud, in this room, in order, and let us see what it comes to. You are better at it than I am.”

So I said it.

“Every Anchor in recorded history has died within a year of their third Sworn oath,” I said. “Sixty-one of them, in Halden’s own list, in identical arithmetic. Falls, fevers, feuds. Accidents that all cost the same.”

“And you?”

“I passed the death-line before the Veltmark circuits.” I did not enjoy saying it. “I had three Sworn and I crowned one, and then I did not die, and Halden’s line says why: it cannot feed on a crowned bond. So the thing that has been eating anchors for four hundred years looked at me and stopped.”

“Stopped killing,” Maeva said.

“Stopped killing.” I turned my hand over. “It has spent every month since then doing something else. It bought bards. It offered me terms in a spring mud with a courtesy that made my skin crawl. And now it has bought a hunt, an oath, and a man, and it has forty-one dead standing in a field.”

“Because?” Nahari said.

“Because it wants something from me it can’t get by killing me.”

“Which is what?”

And that was where it broke open, and I sat down slowly, because I had had the pieces on my table since Veltmark without putting them in that order.

“Because I put legends back,” I said. “Leash-men diminish and burn them out. Mine return whole, free, owing nobody. Every one is a light the Saint did not lend.”

“And a debt it cannot collect,” Maeva said.

“It sees a competitor.”

Nahari picked up the burned page.

“Then finish his sentence,” she said.

“I can’t.”

“Try it. He wrote closes the ledger FOR. For what? For whom?” Her voice was very level. “He would have written the world if he meant the world, and he had just written bond. He is a courier, Dorian. He is precise. He wrote for, and then the fire took four words, and the four words were the ones he thought were worth the paper.”

I read the broken sentence until the courier’s final for stopped looking unfinished and started looking aimed.

“For more than the four women in the ring,” I said.

“How much more?”

“I don’t know.” I put the notebook down. “The missing words could mean future queens, every legend I ever return, or something larger than either. Halden aimed the sentence past the circle. The fire took exactly where it landed.”

A hammer struck twice in the yard below and reached us clearly.

“Four,” said Yrsa.

“What?”

“A circle.” She said it flatly. “He picked four deliberately. He said full. I’ve been listening to you since Marrowford and I’ve watched what a bond does, and there’s four of us. Two Crowned. Two Sworn.”

The line arrived without any warmth or opinion in it at all, ledger-voiced and flat, and I read it off the inside of my own skull and said it aloud so the room could hear it.

[THE CIRCLE: HYPOTHESIS – TWO CROWNS HELD. TWO SWORN, UNCROWNED.]

Maeva tapped one nail against the table. “That is a great deal of arithmetic to carry by accident.”



I shut it down.

I shut it down at once, without thinking first, because thinking first would have been the beginning of the wrong thing.

“No,” I said.

“Dorian…”

“No. Look at me, all of you, because I am going to say this once and then I am never going to discuss it again.” I stood up. “Nobody crowns for a wall.”

The room stilled.

“I know what the panel says. Soon somebody will note that we have two Sworn bonds, a deadline, and forty-one dead standing in a field. The answer remains no, and this isn’t nobility.”

“Then what is it?” said Suzu.

“It’s mechanics,” I said. “The bond refuses need dressed as a choice. It always has. Yrsa refused the bond herself at Marrowford, and the door stayed open without pulling her through. I felt how absolute that freedom was, and I am telling you it is a wall older than any written rule. If a woman in this room came to me on the eve of a siege and offered a crown because a siege was coming, it would not take. It would not half-take. There would be nothing there.”

“And if she wanted it anyway?” Nahari said.

“Then she’d have wanted it before there was a siege,” I said, “and I still wouldn’t ask, because the day I start asking is the day nobody in this house can ever tell whether they were choosing.”

I sat down.

“So we plan a war with what we’ve got,” I said. “Two Crowned, two Sworn, a wall, ninety-four lamps, and a page that tells us where the hand is. And if that is not enough, then it is not enough, and I will take that outcome over the other one.”

Maeva squared the burned sheet to the table edge. Yrsa’s fists opened. Suzu watched Nahari.

“For the record,” said Nahari, into the quiet, “since we are being formal, and since somebody in a hundred years may read Osric’s book and wonder.”

She folded her hands.

“The system would refuse a crown sought as a weapon,” she said. “It cannot be rushed. It cannot be planned. It cannot be purchased, and it cannot be earned by argument, and it cannot be given out of fear or gratitude or duty or love-for-the-cause. It can only be already true, and then said out loud by a woman who would have said it in a year with no war in it at all.” Her dark eyes went round the table. “Everyone hear that?”

“Everyone heard it,” said Maeva.

“Good,” said Nahari of Sundermere, and glanced, for one quarter of a second, at Suzume Kagehana.

And Suzu, on the table’s far corner with her chin on her fists, glanced back.

The glance lasted a quarter-second. I could not read it, so I returned to the fen maps.



The loop turned up in a drill, on the practice ground, in the middle of a perfectly ordinary Tuesday.

We had been drilling the pour for a fortnight. That is what we call it and there is no better word: in a fight, at crowned depth, a queen fights past the ceiling history recorded, and what holds her there is me. It runs out of me and into them without passing through my hands for as long as it runs, and it is the reason I finish battles grey.

The drill was Maeva’s idea and it was arithmetic: how long can I hold four strands at full extension, and what happens on the way down.

The answer was about nine minutes, and what happens on the way down is unpleasant.

On the Tuesday we ran it to eight and I called the stop, and I dropped the pour the way you set down a load, and something did not fall.

I felt it in my chest, which is where I feel all of it. The strands should have gone slack, and instead there was a half-second of impossible tension, like a rope going taut in a hand that has let go.

Then it collapsed and I sat down on a mounting-block.

“What was that,” said Yrsa.

“You felt it?”

“Everyone felt it,” said Maeva.

Four repetitions that day gave the same result.

“The pour is yours for eight minutes,” Nahari said, eyes shut. “At the drop, for one breath, it comes from us. Four strands hold the other three until the ring collapses.”

“How do you know it isn’t closed?”

“A closed ring would not fall.”

One held breath, with my pour withdrawn and four women standing on each other. Its use remained unknown.

Yrsa lay flat on the practice ground. “We weaponized the cuddle back in Marrowford. Now it’s compounding. Get the fox to record the interest.”



The watch-tower is the highest thing in the march and it was built for a garrison of forty by somebody who expected to be attacked from the east, which we intend to put on his gravestone as an apology.

There is a platform on the top of it, twelve feet by twelve, with a parapet at chest height and one iron hook for a lamp.

Nahari sent for me at the eleventh hour.

She sent for me in full sentences, on paper, which is her way, and I still have it.

Come up the tower. Bring nothing and no plans. She has guarded my back since Marrowford; tonight I would like the watching shared.

Bring your yes and she will bring her terms; she is already sharpening something that does not need it.

Yrsa was on the platform when I got up there, sitting on the parapet with her back to the drop, whetstone in hand, not using it.

Nahari had the lamp on the hook with the shield-plate turned in, so that the platform had one thin blade of gold in it and everything else was dark.

Below us, the march.

Ninety-four lamps. Ana Merrick’s ford-house four miles out. The ring of village lights on the black country, and the school-yard’s one, and the vault’s blue shutter, and the two either side of the hall door, all laid out under a summer sky with the wind coming over the parapet.

“I have a condition,” Yrsa said.

“Go on.”

“Nobody times me.”

Nahari’s slow blink slowed further.

“Agreed,” she said.

“You’re going to time me.”

“I have agreed to your condition,” said Nahari, “in full and without reservation, and I shall abide by it exactly as far as you enforce it,” and Yrsa said a word, and put the whetstone down, and pulled her shirt off over her head.

She did it fast and without ceremony, as she does everything, and stood there in the thin lamp-blade with the wrap already coming away in her hands, winter-pale skin and long hard lines and the shear-claw seam across her ribs, and she looked at me and not at Nahari.

“Terms,” she said. “Mine first, since I’m rude. Fast. Hard. No reverence, no talking about my ribs, and if I say stop we all stop and nobody’s clever about it.”

“Yes to both of you,” I said. “Mine: you’ll both tell me if the wind’s too cold and I’ll believe you, because there is no version of this where I let a saint get stiff on a parapet the week before a siege.”

“You call it a term. I call it fussing.”

“It’s a term.”

“Fine,” said Yrsa.

And Nahari, calm in the corner, already unwinding the first of three wraps: “Mine, in full sentences, as I do. I want to be taken at this parapet at my own pace after she is finished with hers, and I want her hands on me while it happens, and I want you to say yes to both of us out loud so that the wind hears it.”

“Yes to both of you,” I said. “Out loud.”

“Then that is settled,” said Nahari, “and I shall watch the first part, which is my fee.”



Yrsa did not wait.

She came off the parapet at me the way she comes off everything, and I took her weight and turned and put her against the parapet wall, and she got one leg up around me and said, into my mouth, “Good,” and then neither of us managed a complete sentence through the next dozen strokes.

She fights and she fucks in the same grammar and I have stopped thinking of them as different things. She tested my grip on her hip and found it real. Her resistance vanished at once: one instant hard, the next openly hungry, her head going back against the stone with her throat bare in the lamp-blade.

I got the rest of the leathers off her standing up, which she made difficult on purpose and then abruptly did not. The sight had never worn thin: the long winter-pale body coming out of dark leather in bad light, the small high chest already flushed, the flat hard stomach, the fencer’s thighs that could and have held a man off the ground.

I put my mouth on her throat and my hand between her legs and found her drenched.

“Been thinking about this a while,” I said.

“Since the parley.” She gave it to me like a field report, clipped and factual. “Since he said counterfeit and you didn’t look at me, because you knew I’d break if you looked at me. I’ve been carrying it around since the parley and it is your fault, so do something about it.”

“Say it properly.”

“Fuck me against this wall,” said Yrsa Kaldwyn, “before I have to say it twice.”

I lifted her.

She is five foot eleven of hard weight and I can hold her because I spent five years under other men’s packs, and the sound she makes when I do it is not one she permits herself to make about anything else. Her back went to the stone, and her ankles crossed behind me, and I went into her in one long push while the wind came over the parapet and the town burned below us.

Her whole face changed in a way nobody who saw her fight would believe: the flat storm-grey assessment going wide and simple, mouth open, everything undefended.

“There,” she said. “There. Yes.”

I had her against the wall with the wind coming over the parapet and the whole lit march spread out below.

“Harder,” she said. “Harder, come on…”

“I’ve got you.”

“Don’t tell me you’ve…” and then she stopped telling me anything.

I hitched her higher, got my shoulder under her thigh, and changed the angle, and the change took the last of her grammar away. She went to single syllables in four strokes, which is fast even for her, and the syllables degraded from words to sounds inside another six.

Her hands went back over her head and got the parapet’s top edge and gripped, and her whole body arched, and the storm-grey light came up along the old scars on her forearms first and then along her ribs, thin as frost on a window.

She is usually quieter than the others. When the feeling gets too large, she grips instead of shouting. I had four marks on my shoulders the next morning and one bruise on my hip in the shape of a heel.

And behind me, in that low warm voice, running under all of it like water under ice, Nahari began to narrate the town.

“Ninety-four,” she said. “The ford-house is lit, so Ana is awake and her hip is bad. Cairn’s kiln is banked; you can tell by the color of the smoke. The school-yard lamp is out, which means Brenna trimmed it herself and did it badly, and I shall correct her on Thursday without telling her why I was awake.”

Yrsa said something with no words in it.

“The two by the hall door,” Nahari went on at the same measured cadence, “one of which carries a flame first lit in Marrowford for a girl who died of a Hero’s carelessness at nineteen. That flame has not broken since Marrowford. Somebody in this house gets to it every evening at dusk, and they race for it, and none of them will admit that they race for it.”

“Nahari,” I said.

“I am blessing it,” she said. “Continue.”

Yrsa went rigid on the parapet with the entire march burning below her, teeth bared, absolutely silent, which is what she does when it takes her hard: no sound at all, just the whole long body locking while the grey light went white along every scar she owned.

She hung on the parapet edge afterward with her forehead on the stone.

“Right,” she said. “Yes. Fine.”



Then I turned her round, and moved her three feet along the parapet, and Nahari of Sundermere put her palms flat on the wall.

The sill is hers.

That is not a rule anybody wrote down and it is absolute: from behind, at a window, at a sill, at the edge of a place where you can see out, is Nahari’s frame and nobody else in this house has ever borrowed it. A parapet at ninety feet with a lit march under it is the largest sill in the province and she had chosen it four hours in advance.

She had the wraps off and her hair down her back and the wind was moving it.

She had taken them off one at a time, the whole way through Yrsa’s, which I had known she was doing and had not been able to watch and had felt anyway: ember, then ash, then bone, folded each time and set on the boards in a stack squared to the parapet’s edge, because Nahari of Sundermere does not drop clothing on a floor even ninety feet in the air with a war coming.

What was left of her in one blade of lamplight was the reason the murals of a dead city carved her twice life-size.

I have looked at this woman since Cinderwell and my mouth still goes dry. Bare feet on cold boards, the old temple-script circling one ankle. Soft strong thighs. And then the part the sculptors were honest about and the priests were not: wide hips, a heavy round ass, the deep dip of her waist above it, all of her deep-brown and gone luminous in a light barely worth the name.

She put her palms flat on the wall, set her feet, and pushed her hips back at her patient pace, the way you would present a thing you had built.

“Slow,” she said.

“I know.”

“You know,” she agreed. “Say it anyway.”

“Slow,” I said, and got both hands on her and took my time, because taking my time is the whole of her lane and because I wanted, badly, to be the man who does not hurry a woman who has waited two hundred years for anything at all.

I ran my palms up over her hips first. Then the long stroke down, thumbs at the base of her spine, and the flesh of her moving under my hands, and the low sound she makes when the touch is patient enough to be believed.

“You are looking at me,” she said, without turning.

“Yes.”

“Say what you are looking at. In whole sentences. You know the toll on this bridge.”

“I’m looking at the best ass in the province,” I said, “on a woman who put her palms on a wall four hours before I was told what the wall was for.”

“Four and a half,” said Nahari.

I went into her slowly, and she made a low sound and her head went down between her arms.

Nahari’s slowness is its own instrument. Every stroke gets the whole length of itself, and she takes it with her spine dipping and her weight rocking back to meet me, and there is nothing hurried anywhere in her body while her breathing comes apart by degrees.

“There,” she said. “That. Again. Do not change it.”

“You’d tell me if I did.”

“I would tell you in advance,” said Nahari, “which is worse.”

And Yrsa came and stood at her flank.

Whether they arranged it remains between them. I declined to ask. What happened was that Yrsa Kaldwyn, still shaking, put one arm across the oracle’s shoulders from the side, soldier-fashion, forearm along the collarbones, and braced her own weight against the parapet, and held her.

Nahari’s slow blink stopped. The ember line at her ankle brightened under the oracle’s holding arm.

“Oh,” she said. “That. That is what I wanted. That is exactly…”

“Shut up,” said Yrsa, without any heat at all, and tightened her arm.

I split the tempos like two lines in battle: slow and deep with Nahari, one hand firm on her wide hip, while the other kept Yrsa fierce and pressed against the oracle’s flank.

Nahari’s ember filigree started at her ankle and began to climb.

The bond returned both registers at once: Yrsa’s fierce brightness at my left hand and Nahari’s slow pull underneath, each feeding back at a different tempo until ownership of the pleasure stopped mattering.

“Deeper,” Nahari said, into her own forearms. “You are being careful and I have not asked you to be careful.”

I stopped being careful.

Her palms slid an inch on the stone and she let them, and she pushed back into it, and the filigree jumped from her ankle to her knee in one go.

“Yes,” she said. “That is the one. That is what I did not look at.”

She held it a long time. She always holds it a long time. And then, at the point where an ordinary woman would be past speech, Nahari of Sundermere lifted her head and looked out over the parapet at the town and said, conversationally:

“The quarter-bell is in ten breaths, and she will finish on it.”

Yrsa’s eyes flew open.

“What?”

“You will finish on the quarter-bell,” said Nahari. “You have been building since he put his hand in your hair. Ten breaths. I shall count them if it helps.”

“Nobody times me.”

“Ten.”

“I said…”

“Nine. Eight. He is going to move his hand in a moment, and when he does you will stop arguing.”

I moved my hand.

Yrsa stopped arguing.

Nahari had the architecture right: the build, the hand, and Yrsa Kaldwyn coming a second time on a parapet in a night wind with her arm around another woman’s shoulders and no other contact at all except my mouth and my fist in her hair.

She was wrong by one bell-stroke.

The quarter-bell went in the yard below, thin and flat on the wind, and Yrsa was already three-quarters of the way through it and had been for a full stroke before it rang, and she went over the top of it with her teeth in my shoulder and her arm crushing the oracle’s collarbones and got out, wrecked, triumphant, absolutely furious with joy:

“NOBODY. TIMES. ME.”

And Nahari laughed.

She laughed out loud on a parapet with her palms flat on the stone and her hair everywhere, delighted, undone, laughing at her own miscount, and the laugh broke her own countdown to pieces.

“Oh,” she said. “OH, I was…”

“You were wrong,” I said, and put both hands on her hips and finished it for her.

I took her hard for the last of it, which she does not usually permit and had not forbidden. Nahari’s body tightened around me in one long series of slow contractions, ember light going up her in a lattice from ankle to shoulder, while she laughed through each pulse and said “wrong, wrong, I was wrong” with naked delight in every repetition.

She clenched around me in slow strong pulses, nothing hurried even there, milking at her own tempo, and I had both hands dug into her hips hard enough to leave marks I found the next morning and apologized for and was told not to.

“Now,” she said, ruined and still forming sentences, because she will form sentences on her deathbed. “Now. Inside. I want to be carrying you when we come down the ladder.”

I came inside her with my forehead between her shoulder blades and her hair in my mouth and Yrsa’s hand, at some point, on the back of my neck.

It went on a long time and it took my knees with it. I emptied into her in hard pulses and she took every one and pushed back for it, and she gave a long satisfied hum, the sound of a woman receiving something she had ordered.

Then the wind, and three people breathing, and ninety-four lamps below us not caring at all.

The two strands braided.

I felt them go: storm-grey and ember, sliding into one another through the link, the last two of the household who had never been laced directly, and something in the mesh went round and clicked shut like a chain finding its own end.



The aftercare on that platform was Yrsa’s, annexed to cover everybody, and administered without consultation.

She got the water skin, sat all three of us down on the boards with our backs to the parapet, out of the wind, and passed it around twice before anyone was allowed to speak.

Then she pulled her shirt back on and said, “It’s cold,” which was as close as she was going to get to acknowledging that I had made her put a term about it in.

Nahari lay along the boards with her head on my thigh and her ankle-script faintly warm, and did not braid her hair, and let it lie.

“Twice wrong in one summer. My reputation is collapsing,” she said, to the sky.

“You’ve been wrong four times.”

“I have been wrong twice in ways I enjoyed,” said Nahari, “which is the only count that matters.”

She listened through one full turn of the wind over the parapet. Below us, ninety-four lamps, and out past them the black country, and out past that, twenty-two miles as a bird goes, a field with forty-one people standing in it in the rain.

“Dorian,” she said.

“Mm.”

“When the night of leaning lamps comes.” Her voice had changed by a fraction only someone close to her would hear. “Stand exactly there.”

I looked where she was pointing.

It was the northwest corner of the platform, four feet from where we were sitting. There was nothing there. There was parapet and boards and a slightly worn patch where a hundred and fifty years of sentries had put their left hand on the stone.

“Why?”

“I do not know,” said Nahari of Sundermere, “and I am not going to look.”

Yrsa was already asleep, sitting up against the parapet with her chin down, as she does.

Some time in the next minute, without waking, she shifted half a step to her left.


Chapter 11: Under the Cindermaw

We went north on a Tuesday with four people, six mules, twelve hundred feet of rope, and a written list of every hour we intended to be alive.

That last one was Maeva’s. She had it from me at the map table two nights before, in her own hand, on good paper, and she read it back to me twice and made me correct one line, and then she folded it into her sleeve and said, “If you are not back by the fourth evening I shall come north myself with the levies and a great deal of temper, and the mountain will simply have to accommodate me.”

“You can’t fight a caldera, Maeva.”

“Everything I have met could at least be invoiced,” she said.

She stayed. That was the argument we had not had, because it did not need having: seven villages were folding themselves into a fair, four of them were bringing everything they owned, and the woman who had built that arrangement out of nothing but goodwill and grain prices could not leave it for five days. She stood on the hall steps in the early light with her arms folded and watched us out of the yard, and she was not smiling, and I felt her along the link the entire first day like a hand on my back.

So it was me, Yrsa, Nahari, and the fox.

Yrsa came because Yrsa was always going to come, and she made it clear at the outset that her participation was a protest.

“A mountain with a lid on it,” she said, on the second morning, when the Cindermaw came up over the shoulder of the ridge road ahead of us. “I want that entered in the log. I have said it before and I am saying it again in front of witnesses. That mountain is a pot.”

“It’s a caldera.”

“It’s a pot,” said Yrsa. “It has a rim. Rims are for pots. And there’s snow on it in June, which is backwards weather, and grass the wrong color, and no birds.” She reined in and measured the rim from end to end with real dislike. “The last time I was in a place with no birds, everybody in it died in about nine days.”

“That was a siege.”

“Same shape of quiet,” she said, and rode on.

Nahari rode last, barefoot in the stirrups, which I had given up commenting on, and she had said almost nothing since the border of the drover road bent east for no cause and then came back to its own line.

She was fasting from something. That is the only way I can put it. Since the rim, two weeks ago, since she had spent forty seconds looking at a whole year and had come back off that ridge shaking and chosen to walk blind on purpose, she had held to it with the discipline of a woman who has starved before and knows exactly which hour is the worst one.

I asked her once, on the first evening, at a fire, whether it would count if she looked here. Since the ground was blind both ways. Since nothing on this mountain reported to the thing that had been shadowing her long sight since Veltmark.

She thought about it long enough that I knew the answer before she gave it.

“It would count,” she said.

“It’s the only ground in the kingdom where you could.”

“Yes.” She turned her cup in her hands. “And that is the argument I have been having with myself for two days, and it is a very good argument, and I know exactly who is making it.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning a discipline that permits itself an exception on the one ground where the exception is safe,” said Nahari, “is a discipline waiting for a second exception on ground where it is not.” She drank. “I looked once, on this rim, and I paid for it, and what I bought was worth the price. But I did not buy a habit. When the night of leaning lamps comes I intend to be a woman who has not looked at anything for two weeks, because that woman is unreadable, and the other one is merely well-informed.”

Yrsa, from the far side of the fire, without opening her eyes: “That finally sounded like a soldier.”

“Thank you.”

“Call it a soldier’s compliment. It’s still a horrible way to live.”

“Yes,” said Nahari. “Isn’t it.”



Suzu spent the whole ride in a state I can only describe as professional courtship.

She had brought a kit. Her working kit lived in about fourteen pockets and I had never seen the whole of it. This was a second kit, in a canvas roll, which she had assembled specifically for this mountain over the preceding month and which she opened out on a flat rock on the second afternoon like a surgeon laying instruments.

“Ground-glass tubes,” she said, “the good ones, from the Veltmark optician who thinks I’m dead. Two lengths of chalk-line. Slow match. Cold chisels, which we are not going to use, because that would be rude. Wire. More wire. A bag of flour.”

“Flour.”

“For air,” she said. “You throw a handful and you watch where it goes. Tells you which way a shaft is breathing before it tells you by killing you.”

“That’s mine,” I said. “That’s a porter’s trick.”

“It is now a fox’s trick,” said Suzu, “and I have improved it, because I have also brought pepper.”

“Why pepper?”

“Because if there’s anything down there that breathes, and it takes a lungful of pepper, it will tell me its exact position and I will not have had to ask.” She rolled the kit shut. “Also I stole it from the empress’s private stores and I would like that reflected in the record before she notices.”

The road ran out on the second evening.

We camped at the twelfth of Halden Rusk’s cairns, the knee-high three-stone marks he had left along the rim road sixty years ago, spaced by line of sight, with his arithmetic knife-cut under each flat capstone. I had walked this line on our first rim expedition and had read them like a colleague’s field book, and reading them again in the last of the light did what it had done the first time, which was to make me want to buy a dead man a drink.

MK 12: 940 paces. Bearing 71. No cause found for the bend, again. Third try. It bends because something wants it to.

“He was funny,” Suzu said, over my shoulder. “I never noticed that. Sixty years I had his testament under a shrine and missed that the man was funny.”

“You’d only read the front page.”

“I’d read all of it,” she said. “I just wasn’t listening. He was a job.” She crouched by the cairn and put two fingers on the capstone. “He paid the road-shrine copper before he paid me. Did I tell you that? I’ve told you that.”

“You’ve told me.”

“I’m going to keep telling you,” said Suzu.



We ate at the twelfth cairn with our backs to a rock that was warm on the side facing the mountain, in June, at midnight, which nobody remarked on because we had all decided independently that remarking on it would make it worse.

Yrsa condemned the food first, out of habit, and then the fire, and then the mules, and then, at length, my hatchet.

“This is a wedge with a handle.”

“It splits kindling.”

“It splits kindling the way a horse crosses a river,” said Yrsa. “It gets there. Everybody’s wet.” She turned it over in the firelight with the specific disgust she saves for tools that have been allowed to become blunt in her presence. “The bevel’s gone. Somebody’s been chopping into stones with it, and I know it wasn’t you, because you count things, so it was a farm boy, and I know which farm boy.”

“Colm.”

“Colm,” she agreed, and put it in her lap and got the whetstone out, and spent the next quarter of an hour fixing my hatchet at midnight on a dead mountain because she had nothing else to do with her hands.

Suzu ate three times what any of us did and produced, from somewhere in her silks, a small stoppered jar which she opened, sniffed, and offered around.

Nahari took some. Yrsa refused on principle. I asked what it was.

“Pepper,” said Suzu.

“That’s the empress’s pepper.”

“This is a SECOND pepper. This is field pepper. Entirely separate arrangement.” She shook a quantity of it onto her food that would have started a war in a market town four hundred years ago and did not look up. “There’s a note, by the way.”

“A note.”

“In the flour bag.” She chewed. “It was in the flour bag when I packed the flour bag, which means she got to it before I did, which I am choosing to find flattering.”

I got the flour bag off the mule and put my hand in it and came out with a folded square of good paper, floured, sealed, in a hand I would know at the bottom of a lake.

Fox.

The pepper is a gift and you will therefore stop enjoying it, which is my intention.

Bring them home. All three. I have no other instruction and I decline to make a longer letter out of a shorter feeling.

M.C.

Suzu read it over my elbow and went quiet through one full breath, which for her is a mourning period.

“She’s ruined it,” she said.

“She has.”

“It doesn’t even taste of anything now.” She looked at her plate with real bitterness. “That woman has taken a completed theft off me at a range of thirty-one miles by wheel. Do you know how few people in the history of the world have done that?”

“Eat your dinner.”

Later, when the fire had gone down, Yrsa asked the question none of us had asked on the road, a question she asks about once a trip and the reason I take her everywhere.

“What are you actually going to say to it?” she said.

“To her.”

“To her. Fine.” She lay back with her hands behind her head. “You’re going to walk down five benches and stand in front of the last survivor of a people that used to run the sky, and you’re going to open your mouth. What comes out?”

I thought about it properly, because she deserved a real answer.

“The truth about the number,” I said.

“Which is?”

“That I can’t afford her.” I put another stick on. “Every man who ever went down there went down to get something. I’d be doing the same thing if I lied about it, and she’s had nine hundred years to learn what that sounds like. So I’m going to tell her I want to pay, and that I can’t yet, and ask her what the figure is.”

Nahari, from the dark, not looking at anything: “You are going to walk into a hoard and ask for a price list.”

“Yes.”

“Do you know,” she said, “that approach may actually surprise her.”



The inner-rim descent took the third day and gave me fieldwork worth remembering. Five immense benches stepped toward the throat through air that grew warmer and thicker at each drop.

The caldera breathed through vents ranging from a foot across to the size of a cart. Their cycles ran like tides: push, pull, dead calm, then a blast strong enough to strip skin. Halden had mapped forty-one sixty years earlier. I found thirty-eight still live and four new ones, then timed each with sand-glass, slate, and Suzu’s flour. Push, pull, dead, push. Nine minutes here, twenty-two there, one on the fourth bench that ran a cycle so long I nearly wrote it off before it opened like a bellows and blew a fistful of flour a hundred feet up into the sky in a column you could have seen from the road.

Yrsa carried the slates. Nahari kept the count with her eyes shut, which she does better than a sand-glass and will not explain. Suzu ran ahead and back and ahead again, marking the safe lines in chalk with a bird’s efficiency, and by the fourth bench she had stopped teasing me about it.

“You’re doing tides,” she said.

“I’m doing tides.”

“On a mountain.”

“Air’s a fluid,” I said. “It has a tide-lock the same as the root-ways did. It just breathes slower and it isn’t wet.” I finished a line on the slate. “Seventh pulse on this one. That’s the wide one, that’s the one that would kill us. Seventh pulse, then we cross, and we’ve got eleven minutes.”

Suzu was quiet for a second.

“Porter-of-legends,” she said, “do you know what the second most valuable thing in the world is?”

“Go on.”

“A man who can tell you exactly how long you’ve got,” she said, and went off down the bench with her chalk.

On the fourth bench, Suzu found a slab tilted four degrees across the natural path.

“No mechanism,” she said after inspecting it. “Something moved this nine hundred years ago so a hurried visitor breaks a leg. No lock, ward, wire, or curse. This place has badly arranged furniture instead of traps.”

“Confidence.”

“A landlord,” said Suzu.



We reached the vault-gallery at the fifth bench an hour before dusk. The ordered shapes beneath the glass resolved at forty feet.

I had seen it in June through her lenses, from the outer rim, about half a mile away: rows of something under poured dark glass-slag, ordered, eleven to a file, twenty-plus files, shapes the size of ale casks. From the rim, it had looked like a ballad-dragon’s rich, orderly hoard.

Up close, at forty feet, from the lip of the gallery, with the heat coming up off the slag in slow waves and the light going orange behind us, it looked like what it was.

They were eggs.

They were eggs, and they were the size of ale casks, and they were laid in ordered files with an aisle between every two files wide enough to walk, and each one sat in a shaped cradle of poured stone, and over all of them somebody had run a sheet of black glass-slag, once, in a single pour, and let it set.

And every one of them was dead.

You can tell. I did not know that I would be able to tell and I could tell from the gallery lip before anybody said anything. The glass over them is not the smooth clean black of a slow pour; it is crazed all through with white, the way a pot is crazed, and the crazing runs down into the cradles and through the shells themselves in fine white lines. They had been cooked. The heat came fast, reached everywhere at once, and vitrified them where they lay, and the sheet of slag had been poured over the whole nursery afterward by something that wanted them not to be touched.

Two hundred and thirty-one. I counted. I could not stop myself counting; it is the thing I do with my hands when the rest of me has nowhere to put itself.

Yrsa said, “Ah,” very quietly, as she does at a field after a battle when she is looking at the shape of how it went.

Suzu had gone forward to the edge and dropped to a crouch with her forearms on her knees. Her tails settled onto the stone one after another and stayed there while the light went off the rim above us and the slag started to show its own faint under-glow.

I have watched that woman appraise a stolen chain-focus, a duchy’s treasury, a cheese, and a dragon’s front door, all with the same bright larcenous joy.

“Suzu.”

“Working,” she said.

She stood up after a while, and dusted her knees, and turned round, and her voice when it came out was one I had heard exactly once before, on a road, at a grave, under a plum tree.

“Beyond price,” she said.

“Say the rest of it.”

“Their value was beside the point.” She looked back at them. “There isn’t a market. There isn’t a buyer. There isn’t a fence in the world who could move one of those, and if there were, and if I brought it to him, I would deserve everything that happened to me afterward.” Her jaw moved. “Beyond price because of what they cost. That’s the appraisal. Somebody paid everything they had for that room and got nothing back, and then they poured glass over it so it would keep.”

“I thought it was a hoard,” said Yrsa from behind us, her voice changing as the truth landed.

“A mausoleum,” said Nahari. “And somebody is lying on it.”



The heartbeat had been getting closer all day.

I should have said that earlier. It is difficult to know where to put it, because it was not a sound and it was not a feeling and it had been part of my life since the boon the way distant weather becomes part of a road.

One beat in four. I first counted it after the march grant and thought I was ill. For nearly a year I lay awake in the old hall counting it, until I admitted it over the survey map that spring.

On the fifth bench, at the lip of the nursery, with the slag under-glowing and the heat coming up, the two rates stopped being separate things.

My pulse fell into it hard. It went four to one and locked, unforced, like two ropes taking up the same load, and I put my hand on the rock and sat down on it because the world had gone briefly and enormously wide.

“Dorian.” Yrsa’s hand on the back of my neck.

“I’m fine.”

“You’re grey.”

“I’m not burned, I’m not spending, nothing’s going out of me.” I got the words in order. “It’s the count. It’s synced. It isn’t a mile away any more.”

“How far?”

I looked at the wall behind the nursery: a sheer face of old black rock, a hundred feet high, with a grate-stone across a vent-shaft at the base of it, ten feet by six, cut and set by hands, and behind the grate a darkness that was breathing.

“It’s there,” I said.

The shaft exhaled.

It came out slow and hot and it smelled of struck flint and old iron and something underneath that was not mineral at all, and it moved the dust on the whole gallery floor in one long push, and every hair on my arms stood up, and Suzu’s tails went out sideways in a fan, and behind the grate-stone, forty feet away in the dark, an eye opened.



It was molten.

That is the only word. Its color was neither gold nor fire, but metal at the moment it stops being solid, and it was round-pupiled, and it was about the size of a cart wheel, and it filled the gap behind the grate almost entirely, and it looked at me.

I am going to be honest about what my body did, because a man who claims otherwise is lying.

My knees nearly went; I stayed upright. But everything below my hips stopped taking instruction for about three seconds, and a cold line crawled up the back of my scalp, and some part of me that has been in charge of me since a ferry dock when I was nine started explaining, very calmly and at speed, that we should go back up the benches now, at once, without turning around.

Nahari had gone to one knee in reverence. She had put one hand flat on the ground and bowed her head to the floor like a woman in a temple, which is what she had been, once, in a city that burned.

Yrsa had her blade half out and then put it back with an audible click, deliberately, all the way, and stood with her empty hands loose at her sides where they could be seen.

Suzu said, in a small voice, “Oh, she’s beautiful.”

And the mountain spoke.

I cannot give the sound of it properly. It came out of the shaft and it came up through the rock under my boots at the same time, so that I heard it in my ears and felt it in my shins, and its quiet enormity was the terrible part, the way a landslide two valleys away is quiet.

“You count it,” said Vyrissa, Last Dragon Empress. “I count yours. We are even, small anchor.”

I got up.

I got up because sitting down seemed like a worse idea and because a man who is going to be eaten should be standing, and because somewhere in the part of me that keeps the ledger I had already understood that this was a negotiation and that she had opened it with a courtesy.

“How long?” I said.

“A year of your months.” The dark behind the grate shifted, and heat came out in a second slow push. “You were granted your ground and lay down on it, and your heart went quick with wanting, and I heard it. It is not a common sound. Most hearts near me go quick with fear, and those are boring, and I have listened to nine hundred years of them.”

“And mine?”

“Yours counted,” she said. “It counted itself, then me, and continued every night while its owner told nobody.” Something in the sound of it moved, and it took me an embarrassing length of time to understand that she was amused. “I have been sat upon, dug at, prayed to, invoiced, and sung at. You are the first one who counted with me.”

“He does that,” said Suzu.

The eye went to her.

Suzume Kagehana had always owned every room I saw her enter, and she did not lose it then, exactly; what she did was put her hands behind her back like a girl at an examination and stand extremely straight.

“You are the keeper of a small vault,” said Vyrissa.

“Yes.”

“Under a hall.”

“Yes.”

“With nine security arrangements that do nothing.”

Suzu stood straighter. “Eleven now. A serious keeper owes a trespasser several convincing mistakes.”

“Good,” said Vyrissa. “Honest walls should still punish arrogance.”

Suzu made a small strangled noise and did not speak again for some time.

The eye moved on, without hurry, the way a lamp is carried down a row.

“The swordswoman.”

Yrsa did not put her hands anywhere different. “Yrsa Kaldwyn.”

“I did not ask your name.”

“You get it anyway.”

There was a silence in which the mountain considered whether it had been insulted, and in which I considered the several ways the next few heartbeats could go, and in which Yrsa Kaldwyn stood exactly where she had been standing with her weight on her back foot and her chin level.

“You put a blade away in front of me,” said Vyrissa.

“Yes.”

“Why.”

“Because drawing it would have been a lie,” said Yrsa. “It wouldn’t do anything. I don’t hold things I can’t use; that’s a parade trick, and I’ve seen what parade tricks do to people this season.”

The heat came up out of the shaft in one slow push, and I understood, as you understand weather, that the largest creature on the continent had just laughed at something.

“Ninety years dead and undefeated,” said Vyrissa. “I heard that song from a rider on my road forty years ago and thought it was the usual arithmetic. It was not. You are exactly the size you are said to be. Few living people manage that.”

Yrsa’s ears went faintly red, which I have seen twice.

“And the seer will not look at me,” said Vyrissa, “and the fox has already valued my door, and the anchor has been counting my heartbeat since before he had a wall to put it behind.” The under-glow moved. “It is a very small court. I approve of small courts. Large ones are how the Glutton got in.”

“I did not wake for the fox,” said the voice under the mountain, “and I did not wake for the seer, who has been very careful all day not to look at me, and who is correct. I woke because you have brought a question down five benches and are too polite to ask it. Ask.”

I looked at two hundred and thirty-one crazed white shapes under black glass.

“Who did that?” I said.

The shaft breathed out again and the heat of it came against my face, and for the first time it was not steady. It came in two pushes with a catch between them.

“The Glutton,” said Vyrissa.

“Say the name you know it by.”

“That is the name I know it by,” she said. “You have another. The little pale patience. The saint of borrowed light. It has had a great many names since it grew large enough to want them, and when I was young it had none at all, because it was too small to be worth naming.”

Nahari’s temple posture broke. One hand tightened against the stone.

“It was small,” she said, from the floor, not lifting her head.

“It was a nothing,” said Vyrissa. “It was a tithe-taker at the edges of things. It ate the last of a lamp when a lamp went out anyway. It ate the third verse of a song nobody sang. There were nine hundred such things in the world when the world was noisy and we did not trouble ourselves with any of them, because you do not go to war on mildew.” The under-glow of the slag moved as something enormous shifted its weight. “That was the error. It is my flight’s error and I have had a long time to sit with it. We watched a small thing find out that belief is edible, and we did not kill it, because it was beneath us.”

“It grew.”

“It grew on your kind first,” she said. “It found a man who wanted to be a hero and could not afford it, and it lent him the difference. And when he had spent his life being magnificent it took the real one whose place he had stood in, and it ate her, and it called that the interest. And it did that for two hundred years and got fat, and then it looked up.”

The eye never blinked. I kept waiting for it and the lid never moved.

“We were the first great meal,” said Vyrissa. “There were nine of us at the last, and we were the last, and the war we fought with it lasted eleven days and did not look like a war. It does not fight. It forecloses. It simply arrives holding everything you have ever borrowed and asks you to be reasonable, and when you are not, the light goes out of you while you are still standing in it.”

“And the eggs?”

“The heat of that war was mine,” she said.

I did not understand for a moment.

Then I did, and I wished I had not asked, and I would ask again.

“You,” I said.

“There were eleven nests in the eastern reach and it was walking through them one at a time, taking the flight’s future the way a man takes eggs from a hen-house, one hand, no hurry, all morning.” The voice was absolutely level. “I could not carry them. I could not hide them; it followed light and there is nothing in the world brighter than a live clutch. So I brought them here, into my own throat, and I made a heat it would not walk into, and I held it for a day and a night.”

The shaft was silent.

“They were not to be eaten,” said Vyrissa. “That single fact governed my reasoning, and it took me one breath to arrive at it and it has taken me nine hundred years to finish having it. I have had a long time to think of better plans. There are no better plans. There is only that one, and I made it, and then I gathered what was left of my line into a room and poured glass over them so that they would keep, and I lay down on the door.”

Yrsa said, very quietly, “Warden.”

“Yes.”

“Don’t say anything clever.”

I kept every clever word behind my teeth. I stood in a dead nursery and let it be quiet for a while, which is the only competent thing anybody can do in that situation and which I learned from a ferryman.



It was Nahari who broke it, and she did it by lifting her head at last, and looking at the grate, and asking the only question in the world she could not have answered herself.

“Why do you watch the glass?” she said.

The eye moved to her.

“The dead courier’s note,” Vyrissa said. “Halden came here four times and never tried a lock. He priced me, found he could not pay, and left the arithmetic for whoever followed. He was owed better.”

“Why leave the question for an oracle?”

“Because you would understand the answer, and he could not spell it out on a rock for everything else that reads rocks.” The heat pushed once, slow. “I watch it because it is the only glass in the world that thing has never read. It cannot see this ground. It has not dared put its attention here since the eleven days, because I burned a hole in its appetite that has never closed, and it does not know what is still awake down here and it will not risk finding out. And so, seer, everything under this mountain is unwritten. Do you understand what I have been guarding, besides my children?”

Nahari got to her feet.

“A blind spot,” she said.

“A page it cannot read,” said Vyrissa. “There are perhaps four such places left in the world and this is the largest, and I have kept it by lying still for nine hundred years, a discipline your people have no word for and mine call keeping.”

“And the circle?” I said.

The eye came back to me and the heat came with it.

“You have half a sentence,” said Vyrissa.

“I have half a sentence and a dead man’s arithmetic.”

“Then have the other half from someone who watched it made.” The gallery floor hummed under my boots. “It cannot feed on what is crowned. That property belongs to the thing rather than the world’s convenience, anchor; the way water will not burn. It eats what is lent and what is owed and what is half-given. A crowned bond is none of those. There is nothing in it for a creditor to hold, because there is no debt anywhere in it at either end, and that is why it cannot touch a woman who chose all the way.”

“And a full circle?”

“Ask your seer. She will find it before midsummer, and I will not steal that price from her. Know this much: a circle is a closing. What is closed cannot be entered, lent against, or bought. The Glutton has never had a competitor. It will spend everything before it lets you become one.”



Then I did what I had come down five benches to do, and I did it badly, and I would do it badly again.

“I want to pay your call,” I said.

The shaft went absolutely still.

“When I can afford it,” I said. “I can’t now. The registry line says beyond any recorded weight and it has said that since the Sunken Crown and has stopped sounding like a joke. But there are forty-one dead standing in a field twenty-two miles from my hall and a thing coming that eats lamps, and if there is a price for waking you I want to know the number so I can start saving.”

“You wish to summon me,” said Vyrissa.

“Yes.”

“No,” she said.

The heat came up in one long push that made me put a hand out.

“I wake by my own will,” said the Last Dragon Empress, and for the first time the quiet went out of the voice and what came through the grate was the flat imperial certainty of a creature that has been the largest thing in every room it has ever been in. “Nine hundred years of leash-men and lamp-thieves and clever kings came here with prices in their mouths. Nearly all went away again. One stayed as a stain you have walked over twice today without noticing.”

“Which bench?”

“The third,” she said. “The dark patch. The dark patch is a stain rather than a burn.”

Behind me, Suzu said, “Noted,” in a very faint voice.

“Calling, buying, lending: those are leash-men’s words,” said Vyrissa. “Waking is mine. I wake for one price. It has remained unchanged since I lay down, and nine hundred years have passed without an offer. I expect your arithmetic to fail as theirs did.” A pause. “You asked me the number instead of telling me one. That earns you the courtesy of hearing it, small anchor, once.”

“Name it.”

“A closed circle,” said Vyrissa, “and an open hand.”

The eye held on me.

“Bring me both,” she said, “and I will consider your sky.”

The molten eye dulled to black. Heat settled into its slow four-count breathing, and under my ribs the sixth heartbeat continued as it had since the boon, patient and steady.

Yrsa’s sword settled the last fraction into its sheath and her shoulders returned to parade-neutral.

“Well,” she said. “She’s worse than the empress.”



We went up in the dark, which was foolish, and we went up in the dark because none of us could have slept on that bench.

The tide-tables made the climb survivable: thirty-eight timed vents, four new ones, chalk on every safe crossing. We crossed the wide vent on its seventh pulse with eleven minutes in hand, and everybody moved on my call without argument.

At the vault-gallery’s edge, before we started, Suzu went back.

She did it without saying anything. She walked twenty feet along the lip to where the slag ran up to the rock, and crouched, and took something out of a pocket, and set it upright in a crack in the stone.

It was a copper. Polished bright, standing on its edge, twin to the one she had left at the thirteenth cairn on our first expedition.

She came back and nobody said a word about it.

Nobody made a joke there. It would have been a good joke, and it would have cost more than it was worth. Yrsa saw it and looked away. Nahari saw it and closed her eyes for a moment. I saw it and put my hand out, and Suzu took it, and we walked the fourth bench and most of the third like that, up a dead mountain in the dark, holding hands like a pair of idiots, until the ground got bad enough to need both of mine.

“Vault-keeper to vault-keeper,” she said.

“You don’t have to explain it.”

“I know. Nine hundred years of visitors wanting to open her children’s room. Somebody should leave a fee for the look. The copper says I saw the finest vault of my life, stole nothing, and left all three choices on purpose.”



We came off the last bench onto the rim road at about the third hour before dawn and found Nahari standing in the road ahead of us with her head up.

She had gone forward for the last hundred yards. She was standing in the middle of the ruts with the black country falling away south, and she had one hand out flat at her side as though she were feeling a wall in the dark.

“Nahari.”

“I am not looking,” she said.

“I know.”

“I want that established before I say the next thing, because I have not looked, and I am not going to look, and what I have is not sight.” She was very still. “It is a smell.”

Yrsa’s blade came out of the scabbard about four inches with no sound at all.

“South,” said Nahari. “The east road under it. Horses in a body, at a walk, in the dark, with lamps hooded.” Her fingers moved. “And a great deal of standing water being crossed by things that do not lift their feet.”

I looked south, and saw nothing, and I have learned to stop needing to.

“How far ahead of us?”

“Half a night,” she said. “They went past the shoulder while we were on the fifth bench, and they are not coming for the hall.”

“Then where.”

She turned round and I saw her face by starlight, and Nahari of Sundermere looked more frightened in that road than she had at forty feet from an open dragon’s eye.

“Where the bridge is,” she said.


Chapter 12: East Ford

We covered thirty-one miles in eleven hours. Most of it vanished into arithmetic.

Arithmetic kept fear occupied. Twenty-two miles from the rim road to East Ford as a bird goes and none of it available to anything without wings; thirty-one by the drove track and the south spur; four mules we abandoned at the second cairn with their loads stacked and a note; two horses that were fit and two that were not.

And a column half a night ahead of us, moving at a walk, with things in it that do not lift their feet.

Holt’s rider met us at the shoulder at first light. He had come north on the chance, on Maeva’s order, on the strength of nothing but a woman in a hall deciding at midnight that the reason she felt sick was worth acting on.

“They crossed the fen road at the second hour,” he said. “Sixty-odd horse, and the rest on foot in ranks. The Warden’s at Fenwick with the levies and the ford’s stone-keeper’s already lit the beacon, and Lady Maeva says,” and here he checked, because he was a careful man and it was a long message, “she says the fair’s suspended, the villages are inside the walls, the school’s stood down behind the wall with the lamp-runners, and she will meet you at East Ford with everything that can march and not one thing that can’t.”

“Say the last part again.”

“‘Not one thing that can’t,’” he said. “She made me say it back twice.”

That is a woman telling her anchor, at thirty miles, that no child of that school would be at that bridge. I put my heels in.



East Ford is a bridge, a toll house, a mill that has not milled anything in ninety years, and about forty families who live on the wrong side of a river that floods.

The bridge is old and good: three arches, stone, built by somebody who understood water, with a hump in the middle and a parapet you could put a shield-line behind. The village sits on the far bank. The toll house is on the near bank and it is a squat stone thing with a slate roof and a yard wall.

The stone-keeper’s beacon had brought them out by dawn and Maeva had done the rest by mid-morning, and when we came down the south spur at eleven o’clock what I saw below me was my own march, arranged.

Two hundred and ten levy men on the near bank in three blocks, in the shield-line they had drilled all spring, with the gate-hinge count that Yrsa had taught them and Ilsabet Kron had taught her. All grown men and women: farmers and drovers and the cooper and two of Pell’s carters who had simply not gone home. Behind them, forty yards, the toll-house yard wall with Saskia Roehn on it, alone, sitting on the parapet with her boots hanging and her rig on and her sword across her knees like a woman waiting for a coach.

The village emptied. Maeva managed it in ninety minutes; I declined to ask how. Forty families, up the far road, west, with their stock, at a walk, in daylight, and a rear-guard of nine old men who had refused to go and had been given the job of counting the carts so that they could refuse to go and still be doing something.

And on the near bank’s rise, on a grey horse, in the re-tailored bodice with a campaign cloak over it and her crowned braid up and four pins in it, the Golden Empress of the Wend-march, watching the east road.

I came down the spur at a canter and she did not look round until I was thirty feet away, and then she did, and what went through the link before either of us spoke was not relief.

It was a ledger closing.

“You are grey,” she said.

“I’ve ridden thirty-one miles.”

“You have ridden thirty-one miles, and you are grey, and there is a thing under that mountain that has taken up residence in your pulse; I have been listening to it through the crowned link since Tuesday and it is an unsettling houseguest.” She turned her horse. “You will tell me all of it tonight in detail. Now stand there and look competent, because they have been in sight for a quarter of an hour and everybody on this bank keeps checking where you are.”



They came out of the east road in wager’s clothing.

The Gilt Hunt came with banners up and horns sounding: forty-five horse under three house colors, plus twenty bought Spinehold soldiers, and Hadrian Vael parade-bright at the head. Forty yards behind came the rest.

I had Suzu’s count in my notebook and I did not need it; you do not need a count for that. Forty-one people who had died at various times over the last four hundred years, walking in step, in whatever they had been wearing when they were taken, at the pace of a column that has nowhere to be. Grey at the edges. That is how a leashed legend reads: an outline like a smudged pencil-line, a body that has all its detail in the middle and none at the border. Some of them still had their weapons. Two of them still had their armor and it did not fit them any more.

Nobody on our bank made a sound.

Two hundred and ten farmers looked at that column and I felt the line’s nerve go, the way you feel a rope start to go, in the strands rather than all at once.

And Maeva Castellan lifted her chin and said, at conversational volume, “Straighten the line, please.”

The Standard went out.

There is no describing it from inside. From outside it looks like weather changing: the flags on the toll house stopped moving in one direction and started moving in another; the two lamps still burning at the bridgehead in daylight came up straight in their glass; and along the whole near bank two hundred and ten people who had been about to remember they were farmers stopped being afraid at approximately the speed a candle stops guttering when you close a door.

“Better,” said Maeva.

“You’re going to need that later.”

“I am going to need it all day,” she said, “and I have had four hundred years of practice at rationing exactly this, and I will thank you to spend your own arithmetic on your own body.” She did not look at me. “You will not overdraft today.”

“Maeva.”

“I am aware of what I have just said and to whom,” she said. “I have said it anyway, loudly enough that everyone heard.”



Vael came to the middle of the bridge at noon to call his wager, and he did it correctly, and it broke my heart in a way I have declined to examine since.

There is a form. A hunt contests a Season Wager at a stone or at a crossing, by presence: you come, you stand, you name the stake, the other party stands, and then it is settled by whatever the two parties have agreed it should be settled by, which in this case was arms, on ground the Blade Saint accepted.

He stood on the hump of that bridge in colors that had been cleaned that morning and named it in a voice that carried to both banks.

“Kaldwyn,” he said, at the end. “The stake is sworn and the season is up in three weeks and I am here. On your ground. Any ground. Come and hold it.”

And Yrsa Kaldwyn walked out onto the bridge and gave him the fight he had been asking for since April.

The reason matters. Nobody made her. She had refused it in April and had been right to; she had refused it in May from a training-hall floor; she had said at the parley, in front of his men, that she fought the fights she chose. And that morning, on a rise, with the column in sight, she had said to me: “He’s going to come out on that bridge and ask, and I’m going to say yes, because he’s about to die and he doesn’t know it, and I’m not sending a man to that with the last thing he ever heard being no.”

She had not explained how she knew he was about to die.



The duel took a minute and fifty seconds and I am going to write all of it.

They gave each other the bridge. That is the good thing I can say about Hadrian Vael and I will say it: the man could fence. He came up the hump with his point low and his weight back and his opening was a real opening, a beat and a thrust into the outside line, thrown from a distance most men cannot manage and delivered with the wrist relaxed all the way through.

Yrsa was not there.

She had gone half a pace off-line to the left and let it go past her ribs and she did not answer it, which told me she had already decided how the whole thing would end and was going to take her time getting there.

He came again immediately: two feints high and a cut at the leading knee, good, fast, exactly right.

She took it on a step-back and let the point of her own blade drift into his line so that he had to deal with it, and he dealt with it, and then he checked the crowd.

I saw it from forty feet. It is a quarter-turn of the head that does not go far enough to be a look, a fractional load in the shoulders and a hunger in the eyes going somewhere that is not his opponent, and it happens in the half-beat before a committed swing because he cannot commit without it.

In April, at the border stone, that had been a tell in a duelist. Here it was a man drowning.

The crowd finished him, and none of us arranged it, and I would not have had the nerve.

Two hundred and ten people from four villages stood on the near bank of that bridge and watched Hadrian Vael fight, and they were absolutely silent, and every single one of them had spent a night in June carrying water because his hirelings had seeded carrion in their fen mouths to drive a wight-bloom onto their own homes.

He turned his head for applause into the faces of the people he had tried to make into a rescue.

His blessing dipped. You could see it go: the gilt sheen along his shoulders and helm went the color of dishwater for a full second, and his next swing came a half-beat late and short, and Yrsa stepped inside it.

She did not cut him.

She came in on the inside line with her left hand and took his wrist, and her blade went along his forearm and turned it, and she rolled the sword out of Hadrian Vael’s hand the way you take a stick off a child, and it went over the parapet and into the water below the arches and that was the end of the founding weapon of House Vael.

She stepped back a full pace and put her blade at rest along her own arm.

“Concede,” she said.

He stood there with his empty hand out.

“Your house keeps its bridge if its blood walks home,” said Yrsa. “That’s the offer and it’s the only one you’re getting and I’d take it, because I’ve made it twice this season and the last woman who took it is sitting on that wall behind me getting paid.”

Saskia Roehn, on the toll-house wall, did not move.

Hadrian Vael studied his empty hand until the river passed twice beneath the arch.

“I swore a forward oath,” he said.

“I know.”

“On the stone. Three weeks ago.” His voice was doing something. “By midsummer the stones of this march will carry no weight at all. That’s what I said. Do you know why I said it?”

“Because somebody told you it was going to happen.”

“He showed me,” said Vael.

And then he turned his head, for the last time, and checked his field.

He looked back along the bridge instead of toward the crowd at his own column: at the horse, at the twenty bought soldiers, at the forty-one grey-edged dead standing in fours, and at the small figure walking up the road behind all of it at a measured pace, in a plain coat, with no dust on him at all.

“He’s here,” Vael said.

“I know,” said Yrsa.

“He said if I could not take the wager honestly he would take it another way and I would not need to be present for it.” Vael laughed once. The single syllable scraped out hollow, all breath and no humor. “I thought that was a courtesy.”

“Concede,” she said again. “Now. Say it and walk.”

“I concede,” said Hadrian Vael of the Bridgeblood, loudly, in front of two banks and every witness-stone in the province.

And the Factor called the loan.



Nothing struck Vael. The pale man at the bridge end made no gesture and spoke no word. He simply stopped being willing to carry the blessing.

The gilt went out of Hadrian Vael like breath off glass. It did not flare and it did not tear; it thinned, from the extremities inward, and as it thinned the man inside it got smaller and older and less finished, as though somebody were rubbing out the confident lines of a drawing and leaving the under-sketch. His colors dulled. The three white arches on his surcoat stayed as bright as thread can be and looked, suddenly, like fancy dress.

At his chest, the failing sheen became a lamp-sized pale flame four inches before his breastbone. Nahari spoke one dead word behind me.

The flame leaned east against the west wind, detached, and travelled to the Factor like a filing to a magnet.

And he took it in one hand and closed his fingers, and it was gone.

Hadrian Vael made a sound.

He made a sound, lost his knees, and sat on the bridge hump. He remained alive. That was the horror. He was there, sitting, blinking, with his hand still out, and his life remained while every borrowed excellence he had ever spent went out of him: the reach, the wrist, the parade-ground carriage, the thing that had made men look at him twice in a room, four generations of a house’s shine, all of it collateral, all of it called in at once in front of everybody who had ever been asked to believe in it.

Two of his own men came and got him under the arms.

They led him off that bridge by the elbows like a drunk, and the thing they were carrying was a man-shaped absence in expensive colors, and he did not resist and he did not look at anyone, and one of the two men was crying, which was more than his house deserved and less than he got.

Yrsa Kaldwyn stood in the middle of the bridge and watched him go.

I stayed where I was. She stood at the center of a rhyme ninety years long, watching a second Lord Vael fail a crossing, this one repossessed by his family’s creditor. Her face said everything none of us could safely add.

She stayed silent about it through that day and the week after.



Then the golden one came up the column.

The gilt figure at the rear had not moved in an hour. When it moved, it came up the outside of the line on foot, at a walk, past forty-five mounted men and twenty soldiers on foot who did not look at it, and the horses did not like it and were held.

The armor was gold and it did not gutter.

Every bard in two provinces got the next detail wrong. Cylas Aurent’s blessing, when I carried his bags, brightened when a crowd believed and dimmed when it doubted, and the crowd powered his whole engine. This new light did neither. It sat on him at one steady value, like paint. It cast no warmth: he walked past the bridgehead lamp and the flame did not respond to him at all, which lamps do to a Blessed within ten feet. And there was, underneath it, at the joints and the throat and the backs of the hands, a grey.

Gold laid over grey. Like gilt on lead.

He came to the near end of the bridge and stopped, and he looked at me, and there was nothing behind it.

I was unprepared for the emptiness. I had spent every month since the Sunken Crown arranging what I would feel. I had it filed: the man who put a survey he knew was false in my hand, who cut the line behind me, who stood at a deed-stone and said the porter died holding the door and then took a drink. I had, if I am honest, been looking forward to what I would feel.

I looked at him across nine feet of bridge road and felt nothing come back, because there was nothing there to come back. Whatever had been running Cylas Aurent had been foreclosed at Veltmark’s mother-stone a year ago, and what stood in front of me now was a leash wearing the remains of a man.

“Warden,” said Maeva, at my shoulder, very quietly.

“I see it.”

“Say it to the line.”

I turned and said it to the line, loudly, in the caller’s voice, because the whole line was about to be asked to hold against something and every soul in it was entitled to know what.

“You’re looking at a chain wearing a Hero’s armor,” I said. “Hold the line and let the queens fight it.”



He fought like a portfolio.

Five years spent ten feet from every major fighting style let me name them as they came out of him. Speed was the least horrifying part.

The opening belonged to Saskia completely: the back-cut off a recovery, thrown low and behind at a man who has decided the exchange is over, and it came at Yrsa in the first four seconds and Yrsa read it because she had made Saskia Roehn teach that read to twelve children on a drill floor before the muster moved.

The second exchange was Vael’s. The reach, the relaxed wrist, the thrust from a distance most men cannot manage, thrown twenty minutes after its owner had been emptied on a bridge.

The third was somebody I did not know: a two-handed hammering thing off the back foot with a shoulder-roll in it, old-fashioned, out of some border war none of us were alive for.

The fourth was Ilsabet Kron’s guard.

Yrsa made a raw noise that tore up from somewhere below speech, and she broke the bind and stepped back three paces and stood with her chest going, and said, “That’s the Warden’s guard.”

“He’s got it off one of them,” I said. “Behind you. In the column.”

“Which one.”

“Don’t look,” I said. “Yrsa. Don’t look. Every one of those forty-one has a style in it and he has all of them, that is what he IS, and if you go through that column looking for whose hands you’re fighting you will be there all day and he will kill you while you search.”

She put her point up.

“Right,” she said, and went back in, and after that she fought him as a problem, and it took her four minutes and she could not finish it, because the thing in the gold did not care about being hit.

A cut across the thigh should have dropped him. The leg kept working without favor, and he barely bled.

At the eighth minute Saskia came off the wall unasked, which was how she preferred to be employed.

She came down the bank at a dead run, jumped the ditch, and put herself on his left at an angle that gave Yrsa the whole of his front, and the two of them worked him for three minutes and I called for them from the bank the entire time, because that is what I am for.

“Left is short,” I called. “He’s using Vael’s reach on the right and he hasn’t got Vael’s hips, he can’t turn on it. Saskia, stay inside four feet. Four feet, not three.”

“Four,” Saskia said, and took a cut across the shoulder-plate for it, and stayed at four.

“Yrsa, he’s going to throw the back-cut again in the next three exchanges, he’s cycled through the rest twice.”

“Which recovery?”

“The high one. It’s the only one he takes his weight off for.”

He threw it on the second exchange after that and Yrsa was standing where it finished instead of where it started, and she took him behind the knee with the flat and he went down on it.

He got up. That repeated recovery defined the whole fight, and it is why the fight ran twelve minutes with two of the best blades in the province working on him: he went down four times and got up four times, and there was no fight in the getting up. A man rises off a knee with his whole body swearing about it. That thing came up the way a plank comes up when you take your foot off the end.

Suzu found the opening that changed the fight.

She had been at the toll-house corner keeping out of it, which she had been ordered to do and which she had agreed to with suspicious speed. At the ninth minute she came out of nowhere at his back and went past him without touching him, close enough to pull his guard a half-turn with her, and on her heels I dropped three feet of echoed rope across the road behind his boots: faint, half-real, lying in the mud like a mistake.

It is a porter’s trick. An echoed rope lasts about four seconds and it will not take a load and it cannot trip anything.

Its only task is to be seen.

He put his weight back onto a heel, saw a rope where a rope had not been, and did what any body does with a hundred years of trained habit in it, which is to check the ground.

For half a beat, the golden one looked down.

“NOW,” I called, and Yrsa was already in.

She put four inches of blade through the eye-slot of that helm at a full lunge with her back foot loaded and her whole weight behind it, a final answer from one human body to another.

The head went back. The gorget rang.

And Cylas Aurent straightened up with a sword in his face and took hold of the blade with one gauntlet and pushed it out again, and the grey underneath the gold at his throat did not change at all.

“Break,” I said. “Both of you. Break and give ground.”

They broke.

“That’s not a man,” Saskia said, on the bank, breathing like a bellows, with blood coming out of her hairline. “Kaldwyn, that’s not a man, I’ve put nine through him.”

“It’s not a man,” said Yrsa.

“Then what do I do with it?”

“Nothing,” said Yrsa. “That’s the answer, and I hate it, and it’s true. Steel doesn’t have anything to say to it.”

And behind us, at the ford, the bought soldiers came into the water.

That was the only push they made all day. It lasted ninety seconds and broke on the shield-line, fought by men who did not get a duel or a ballad and earned both.

Twenty Spinehold professionals came into a knee-deep ford at the walk to see whether a farm levy would hold when something grey was standing forty yards behind them.

It held.

They held it exactly as drilled: the hinge count at the gate of the line, the step-and-close, the second rank’s shafts down at the water where a boot has to come up. Colm was on the left with a boar-spear he had never managed properly on a drill floor and used perfectly well when it was a real morning. The cooper was in the second rank. A woman from Old Wintering Barn whose name I did not know until that afternoon put a professional soldier into the river with a hay-fork and then apologized to him, out loud, while he was floating.

Ninety seconds. Two of ours hurt, neither badly. The Spinehold captain called them out of the water himself.

And Maeva Castellan sat on a grey horse behind that line and did not need to do a single thing except be visible and keep every flame on the bank standing up straight.



Here is the decision, since I have to write it and there is no version where it looks well.

I knew it would fail. Odette Calloway’s schematic had been on my war-table since the rematch. I had stood up in my own loft in front of four women and said the sentence out loud on Yrsa’s insistence: if I meet a leashed man of the Saint’s own making and cut at the chain where it meets him, nothing will happen, and the price will still come out of my body, because the anchor charges for the attempt and not for the result.

I had said that. In a room. With witnesses. Because Yrsa knew me.

And then I stood on a bank at East Ford and watched a chain wearing a man drive my saint back three paces onto a bridge parapet, and I went in anyway.

Shade-Step was not innate yet. I had it Sworn, from a fox, at low potency, and it is good for about nine feet of not being noticed, and I used it to cross the road and get inside his guard on the blind side while Saskia held his attention with her front foot in the mud.

I put my hand on the gorget of that armor and I reached for the chain.

I found it. That matters later: it was there, the same as every chain I had cut since the Sunken Crown, the leash-line running out of a leashed thing, and I had it in my hands like a rope.

And it went nowhere.

There was no knot. There was no anchor-point. There was no place in Cylas Aurent where that chain was fastened to Cylas Aurent, because he was only a line, and I was a man standing in a river holding a piece of water and trying to cut it.

I pulled anyway.

I pulled the way you pull a mule out of a bog, everything at once, with my whole weight in it, and I went after the far end of that chain across a distance I could not measure toward something that was not on that bridge, and about a fifth of a second into it I understood that I had reached for the far side of the world and that the world was going to charge me for the reach.

[PRICE: THE BODY PAYS]

The burn came up my arms and past the collarbone and across the base of my throat, and I heard it. Nobody puts that sound in the songs. It makes a sound like ice on a pond, a small tight cracking, from the inside, and my vision went to a grey tunnel with a bright ring, and my hands stopped being mine.

Cylas Aurent turned around and hit me.

He did not use a sword. He hit me with the flat of a gauntlet across the ribs and I went across the road and landed hard and did not get up, and I lay there on my side looking at the world through a grey ring and watched three things happen over the next few heartbeats.

Maeva Castellan stopped being a woman on a horse.

The Standard came off her like a shutter coming off a lamp. Every flame on that bank stood up: the toll-house lamps, the beacon, the cook-fires, the two lamps at the bridgehead, all of them straightening at once into hard vertical lines. Two hundred and ten levies who had been about to break stopped breaking. And she came down the bank at a canter and put her horse between me and the bridge and drew, and the golden one stopped, and did not come on.

Yrsa got a hand in my collar and dragged.

And Nahari of Sundermere, who had spent two weeks refusing to look at anything, stood at the bank’s edge with her eyes shut and her arms out and called our withdrawal in a flat clear voice at a count nobody argued with: “Levies back nine paces on my word. Saskia, off the mud, the mud is going. Colm, gate-line, now. Now. NOW.”

We came off that bridge in good order.

I was carried. There is no dressing it up: two of Pell’s carters and a farmer whose name is Deric carried the Warden of the Wend-march off a battlefield by the arms and legs like a rolled carpet, and one of them apologized the whole way.



The column did not press.

They had us, whatever people on the bank told one another by nightfall. We had two hundred and ten levies, two Crowned queens, two Sworn bonds, a hired blade, and an anchor face-down with fresh silver across his throat. They had forty-five horse, twenty bought soldiers, and forty-one dead still unused.

They folded east.

The horns went, and the column turned in place with the flat competence of something being handled rather than commanded, and it went back up the east road at the walk, and the forty-one turned with it, and it took eight minutes for all of them to leave.

The golden one went last and did not look back.

And the small man in the plain coat, at the near end of the bridge, with no dust on his coat and no footprints in the churned mud where he had been standing for half an hour, turned toward the bank where I was lying.

He inclined his head about two inches.

Threat or mockery would have given me something to use. He offered the precise, sincere nod of a craftsman at the end of a test, at a colleague who has run the test properly and got the result they both expected: a courtesy, precise, entirely sincere, absolutely without malice.

He had not come to take East Ford. He had never come to take East Ford.

He had come to collect a bad debt in front of every witness-stone in the province, and to show the march what holds the leash, and to watch me try to cut it and fail where my own people could see me do it.

His craftsman’s nod found me in the mud and cost more than mockery could have.



The stone took it at two in the afternoon and nobody had to be asked.

East Ford’s deed-stone stands in the toll-house yard, waist-high, older than the bridge, and it had two lines on it that morning: the drive broken at the source, from June, and under it the stone-keeper’s unsworn addition about people who came before anyone asked.

The stone-keeper was a widow of about sixty named Hanne Voll who had spent the battle in her own doorway refusing to leave it. She came out into the yard with her sleeves still rolled, put her hand flat on the stone, and swore what she had watched, in the order she had watched it, in starkly plain words for a thing that ought to have needed better ones.

That a hunt came to contest a wager at her crossing. That its captain fought fair and lost fair and conceded aloud. That a small man in a plain coat then took the light out of him in front of her, without touching him, and put it in his hand, and closed his fingers on it. That the man was not killed. That the man was led away.

The stone weighed it a long time. Deed-stones do not hesitate, in my experience; they take a truth like a scale taking a weight, and either it is heavy or it is not.

This one took nine seconds.

Then it etched, and the words came up in the shape reserved for a fact the province needed recorded:

AT EAST FORD, WITNESSED: A BLESSING WAS CALLED IN.

THE CAPTAIN CONCEDED FIRST. HE WAS TAKEN AFTER.

Bram told me afterward that four witness-stone bards had it inside two days and that all four of them tried to make it rhyme and all four of them gave it up, and that when a bard cannot get a song out of a thing it usually means the thing has arrived in people’s heads already finished.

The line that travelled came from Hanne Voll’s plain oath. Before the week ended, people in three villages repeated it without knowing her name.

He conceded first. It took him anyway.

A woman in a doorway turned the province more decisively than the fight, the failed cut, or the Blade Saint on the bridge. With her sleeves rolled up, she said aloud before a stone that cannot be argued with: the thing behind the gilt does not stop when you stop.



They put me in the toll house.

I remember Suzu’s face upside down, which means she was kneeling behind my head, and I remember that she was not making a joke, and that I tried to think of one for her and could not.

“Say something,” she said.

“Silver,” I said.

“Yeah.”

“How far.”

“You want the appraisal?”

“I want the appraisal.”

She got her thumb under my jaw and turned my head, and I felt her hands go still.

“Both sides at the base of the throat,” said Suzu. “All the way round like a collar, joined to the collarbone lines from Veltmark, so it’s one map now, porter-of-legends, not two.” A pause. “It stops well below your jaw. There’s still clean skin above it.”

“That’s fine.”

“Fine? That’s your NECK, that’s where…” She stopped herself. Then, in an entirely different voice, flat and small: “There isn’t much room left, is there.”

“Suzu.”

“I’m not going to say it in front of the empress,” she said. “I’m saying it now, and once, and then I’ll go back to being funny. There isn’t much room left on you.” She put her forehead down on my shoulder for exactly one second. “Right. Fine. I’m going to go and count something.”

Maeva enforced three days flat in East Ford’s toll house; the other queens argued for six. Moving me risked worse damage, and the Warden’s horse tied outside a lit building steadied the villages that had witnessed the collection.

Nobody called it a rota, and the shift still changed on the hour.

Yrsa took the nights and slept sitting up against the door and told me, twice, without being asked, that it was not the same as the stair and that I was not a man who had been dropped down one; both times she gave me the words out of nowhere in the dark, soldier-plain, then pretended to be asleep.

Maeva took the mornings, and audited the tracery every single one of them: two fingers under my jaw, turning my head to the window light, her eyes going along the silver like a woman reading a column of figures she has already added twice.

“You lied to me,” she said, on the second morning.

“I didn’t.”

“You said ‘Maeva’ in a tone that meant you were about to agree with me,” she said, “and then you did not agree with me, and minutes later you put your hand on a chain you had personally proved could not be cut, in front of two hundred witnesses, with your entire household screaming the sentence at you exactly as Yrsa predicted in the war-loft before the second expedition.” She turned my head the other way. “I have re-budgeted.”

“Maeva.”

“You will not do that to me again this season,” said the Empress of three duchies, and put her thumb, very lightly, on the new silver at the base of my throat, “because there is a quantity of you and I have counted it, and there is not enough left to spend twice.”

Nahari oiled the burn at dusk. For three days, her fingers did all the speaking: slow passes over the new silver, each one ending where the tracery crossed my throat.

Suzu came in every few hours with something stolen and an item of news, and at the end of the third day she brought the only piece of news that mattered.

“They’re hanging a second lamp,” she said.

“Who is?”

“Everyone.” She sat down on the end of the cot. “Started here. The stone-keeper put one over the toll-house door the night of the fight, and then the mill did it, and then Fenwick did it, and Ana Merrick’s got one on the ford-post and one on the house, and it’s gone up the drover road on its own. It’s at Coldharbour, which isn’t even ours.” She looked at her hands. “Nobody organized it. Nobody’s charging for the oil. They just watched a man’s light get taken off him in daylight and went home and hung a second lamp.”

I lay there and looked at the ceiling of a toll house.

“How many,” I said.

“On the census? A hundred and sixty-one,” said Suzu, “and Brenna’s furious, because she’s got to rule new columns.”


Chapter 13: Where to Put Her Hands

A march preparing for a siege sounds like carpentry.

Six hundred people did joinery badly and then better. Speeches and drums would only have slowed them. Hammers on the wall walk, a saw in the yard, Colm’s crews shouting load numbers, and fourteen wagons a day passing through a gate finally receiving its second leaf.

I got back into it on the fourth day, on my feet, with a collar of silver at my throat that everybody had stopped looking at and nobody had stopped seeing.

We had seventeen days.

The arithmetic of those seventeen days was Maeva’s and it was ruthless. Four villages inside the walls with their stock and their seed corn; the Founding Fair suspended and, because she is who she is, not cancelled (“a fair that is cancelled is a defeat; a fair that is postponed is an appointment”), so that half the ale and all of the bunting were still coming, and the bunting went up on the wall walk, where it had the unreasonable effect of making two hundred people work harder.

Pell’s convoy came in on the fifth day, a day early, with a letter.

Warden,

Twelve carts as contracted. Beef salted, forty barrels, three short, which is on me and deducted.

You will find on the invoice a line reading TROLL-RELATED DEPRECIATION, PRECAUTIONARY, at two per cent. There was no troll. There is not going to be a troll. I am putting it in because I have carried for this house three seasons now and it has cost me a troll, a fen, a wight-drive, and one entire wheelwright, and I would like it understood that I have begun pricing the general character of the region.

Yrs,

Pell

Maeva read it twice, laughed once, out loud, in a hall full of people, and paid it in full without amendment, a concession that made Osric check the sum twice.

Bram opened his taproom annex at noon every day and closed it at ten every night and refused, all season, to write a single line on what was coming.

“You’ve got a book on the harvest,” I said, on the sixth evening. “You’ve got a book on whether the second gate leaf gets hung by Thursday.”

“That’s carpentry,” said Bram. “I’ll take money on carpentry.”

“And this?”

He wiped the plank down with his one hand and did not look up.

“No book on weather,” he said.



Four villages living inside one town’s walls create a neighbor problem before a siege problem, and it arrived on the fourth day, and it very nearly did more damage to the march than the Gilt Hunt managed all season.

The trouble was pigs.

Old Wintering Barn had brought eleven of them, on the reasonable grounds that they had been told to bring their stock, and had put them in the only unbuilt corner of the town, which South River had spent two days quietly deciding was going to be their own wagon-park. Both villages had a reeve. Both reeves were sixty. Both of them came to the hall on the same morning, separately, each having rehearsed.

Maeva heard the first one out until the hall clock struck the quarter without moving a muscle of her face.

Then she heard the second one out, in the same chair, with the same attention, and thanked them both, and had the pigs moved that afternoon into the school yard, where Yrsa had been drilling twelve children.

“You’ve put pigs in my yard,” said Yrsa, at supper.

“I have put pigs in a walled enclosure with a water supply, which is what a school yard is when there is no school in it.”

“There IS a school in it.”

“There is a school in it in the mornings,” said Maeva, “and pigs in it in the afternoons, and I have informed both villages that the arrangement is temporary and that the yard belongs to neither of them, which means they are now jointly aggrieved at me instead of separately aggrieved at each other. Ana Merrick calls this the drainage principle. Water goes where it is told, and if you do not tell it, it goes into your neighbor’s cellar.”

“They’re going to eat the pigs,” said Yrsa.

“Of course they are going to eat the pigs. That is what the pigs are FOR. But they will eat them in November, together, complaining, and shared complaint binds a village tighter than rope.”

The bear arrived on the fifth day.

Nobody had told the man from Havering that the Founding Fair was postponed, because nobody had thought of him, because he had set out from Havering ten days earlier with a bear on a cart. He came up the drover road past a wall crawling with carpenters, into a town containing four extra villages and a great deal of unaddressed feeling, and asked at the gate where he should set up.

I was on the wall when it happened. News travelled from gate to yard to annex to stalls, and roughly eleven hundred people at war-work turned their heads.

The bear was old and mangy and its dancing was, as advertised, terrible. It did four steps, sat down, and ate an amount of bread that would have provisioned a household.

Six hundred people watched it do that in total, blissful, uncomplicated silence.

Maeva paid the man his full fair fee out of the march’s coin, on the spot, in front of everybody, for a performance lasting under two minutes, and then quietly hired him and his bear to stay through midsummer.

“That bear cost less than a gate hinge,” she said afterward, on the hall steps, watching a town go back to work with its shoulders down. “I have purchased fortresses that did less.”

Yrsa, from the wall walk, refusing to look at any of it: “It’s a terrible bear.”

“It is a magnificent bear,” said Maeva, “and you were counting its steps.”

“I was counting because it can’t count,” said Yrsa. “Four steps. Every time. Four. That animal has one drill and it does it correctly, which is more than I can say for the second rank.”



The word about House Vael came up the drover road on the sixth day and it came in the flat, cheerful, entirely uncomprehending way that news of a catastrophe usually travels.

A carter told it to Osric as a curiosity. Osric wrote it down as he writes everything down, and then read it back to himself, and then came and found me on the wall with his ears going red.

“Their stones have gone out, Warden.”

“Which stones.”

“All of them,” said Osric.

House Vael held four manors, a market town, and the crossing at the Fallow Water, and there were, at last count, sixty-one deed-entries in that kingdom carrying their name. The founding one was the bridge: LORD CASRAN VAEL, HELD THE CROSSING AT THE FALLOW WATER, ALONE. That etch had stood on the mother-stone of their own town for ninety-one years, and it had been going thin for a year, since a woman came back from the dead and swore a plain account of a bridge in front of witnesses.

They had all gone grey in one night. Every one. The manors, the market grants, the great-grandfather, a hedge-knight cousin’s four bandits, a marriage-gift, a mill. Sixty-one entries in eleven towns, dark, in the space of the hours between a man conceding a wager at East Ford and the sun coming up.

“That’s not the forward oath,” I said. “He’s got seventeen days left on that. It can’t have rebounded yet.”

“No, Warden.”

“Then what killed it?”

Osric consulted his own handwriting, which he does when he wants a sentence to be somebody else’s.

“The carter says,” he said, “that people stopped believing it.”



I found Yrsa at the border stone in the evening.

She had ridden out alone, which she does perhaps twice a year, and she had told the gate she was going, which she does never, and by the time I got there on a horse I should not have been riding she had been standing at the stone’s north face for about an hour.

Osric’s chalk was still on it. MARCH: 11. GILT: 2, weathered but legible, and under it the grey scar where a manufactured deed had rebounded in June, and under that, in the stone’s own light, going and gone: the forward oath of Hadrian of House Vael, sworn at dusk with nobody watching.

The unscarred entry had simply gone dim, as an entry goes when the man who swore it has stopped being a man the world can weigh.

And under all of it, small, matte in the center and faintly wet at the edges, still, after nine days: a closed loop with a stroke through it.

She carried the plain unedged practice bar rather than her sword, the one she uses to teach twelve children how to hold a line.

She laid it flat on the ground at the foot of the stone, on the grass, pommel toward the stone, and stepped back.

I stayed on the horse until she was done and then got down.

“You know what that is,” she said.

“It’s a soldier’s mark.”

“It’s for an enemy who fought his last one fair.” She had her arms folded. “The blade carries no forgiveness. I want that clear. There’s no forgiving in it anywhere. His blood took my nine days and my bridge and put another man’s name on it and lived off it for four generations, and I have not forgiven that and I am not going to, and if his great-grandfather walked over that hill right now I would go through him like a gate.”

“Then what is it?”

“It’s accounting,” said Yrsa Kaldwyn. “He came onto a bridge in front of two hundred people who hated him, and he fenced, and he was good, and when he was beaten he conceded out loud instead of dying pretty. That is the only clean thing that house has done in ninety years and it happened four minutes before it was eaten off him.” She looked at the flat steel in the grass. “So somebody puts a blade down. That’s all. The account gets closed properly or it stays open in your chest forever, and I’ve had one of those in my chest for ninety years and I’m not starting another.”

We stayed until the border stream had carried three branches past the stone. Somewhere behind us a cart came up the causeway, and the driver, seeing who was at the stone, took the long way round out of tact.

“They’ve gone out,” she said. “All of them. Sixty-one.”

“I know.”

“That’s my correction doing that.” She said it perfectly evenly. “One woman swore a true account in Marrowford last year. It worked through every lie built above it, and now a market town’s mother-stone has gone empty.” She unfolded her arms and folded them again. “I wanted my stand witnessed for ninety years, Dorian, and I kept saying it aloud. I gave you the whole of it after Mirefen, in the training hall with my ribs bandaged.”

“And?”

“And it turns out that what a true thing does when you put it into the world,” she said, “is it goes and finds every lie built on top of it and takes them all down, and it doesn’t ask you first, and it doesn’t stop when you’ve got what you wanted.”



Suzu came in off her fourth night run on the Tuesday, wet to the knee, at half past three in the morning, and woke the war-loft by the simple method of throwing gravel at the shutter until somebody opened it.

She laid it out on the map with charcoal and no jokes, which is the second time this season I have watched her do that, and it does not improve with familiarity.

“Five banners,” she said. “Vael’s, Spinehold, Coldharbour, and two new ones, and the two new ones haven’t got a house on them at all. Plain cloth. Grey. No device.”

“Mercenaries?”

“Mercenaries have a device, porter-of-legends, that’s the whole point of a mercenary, you can’t be hired if nobody knows who you are.” She sat back on her heels on the table, a habit Maeva has stopped fighting. “Those are men who’ve been paid to stop being from somewhere.”

“Numbers?”

“Ninety-one fighting men now. That’s up from sixty-five, and the twenty Spinehold soldiers are still there and they’ve been joined by about six who ride the same way.” She drew the vale again, faster this time, from memory. “The leash-lines are still forty-one. That number hasn’t changed since June and I want somebody to tell me why, because everything else in that valley has doubled.”

“Because forty-one is what he has,” said Nahari, from the corner, with her eyes shut. “He wants more. Forty-one is the inventory.”

Maeva looked up from the map at that.

“Say more.”

“He is a creditor,” said Nahari. “Creditors do not raise armies. They repossess assets and then deploy the assets they have repossessed, and if that is forty-one, then it is forty-one, until it is more.” She opened her eyes. “Which is what the whole of this is for. He has come to this march to make it forty-six, and then to stop counting.”

Suzu’s charcoal stopped above the map. Yrsa’s jaw set.

“Forty-six,” said Yrsa.

“Four crowned queens would be forty-five,” said Nahari, “and an anchor is forty-six, and I have no idea what he counts a march’s worth of ordinary people as, and I would very much rather not find out.”

Suzu tapped the small square at the vale’s north end.

“The wagon’s still there,” she said. “Lamp on the hook. Still lit. Nobody in, nobody out, still no warmth on the canvas.”

“And the mud?”

“It rained again on the Sunday,” said Suzu, “and it is exactly as clean as it was in June, and I got to within a hundred yards of it this time, because I wanted to see something.”

“What did you want to see?”

She was quiet for a second, which for her is the equivalent of somebody else shouting.

“The other lamps,” she said. “There are eleven summoners in that valley and every one of their tents has a lamp in it, and the leash-summoners’ picket has four on poles. All of them lean. Every flame in that valley, all night, every night, leans toward that wagon like a dog at a table, and none of the men in the tents have noticed, because it’s been like that since before they got there and they think it’s the wind.”

I traced the thirty-one-mile drove track twice, then counted the lamps around the command wagon again.

“That’s the second thing tonight that tells me the same story,” I said.

“Which is?”

“The muster is a delivery disguised as an army,” I said. “Ninety-one men and forty-one dead, walking twenty-two miles to put one pale patience inside my walls at a time of his choosing, and everything else is packing straw.”

“Then the doctrine holds,” said Maeva.

“The doctrine holds. We do not go east. We could not reach that valley with three times what we have and we would arrive strung out on a drove track in the dark, which is what the whole arrangement is designed to invite.” I put my finger on the march-town. “They come to us. Here. Onto ground where every lamp is ours and every person knows the count. That is the only version of this night where a man in a plain coat has to walk on ground somebody else has measured.”

Suzu looked at the town on the map.

“He’s going to walk in here,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Good,” she said, and it came out with no fox in it at all. “Because the last time somebody with a chain walked into a room I built, I took his chain off his belt and hung it over my own door.”



She would not eat in the hall that night.

I took food up to the wall walk instead and we sat with our backs to the parapet on the east curtain and ate cold beef and Bram’s terrible bread, and looked at the eastern sky, where, since the night after East Ford, there had been a false dawn.

That is what the wall-watch calls it and I have not corrected them because it is exactly right. Twenty-two miles east, behind the shoulder, the muster’s fires throw enough light up onto the underside of the summer cloud to put a long low bloom on the horizon, and it comes up about an hour after dark and it stays all night, in a direction where nothing has ever come up before.

We watched until a patrol fire vanished behind the eastern shoulder.

“It’s wider than it was on Tuesday,” Yrsa said.

“It’s wider.”

“That’s more fires than ninety-one men need.” She chewed. “They’re burning them for us. That bloom’s a letter, Dorian, and it says every night for seventeen nights, look how many.”

The numbers landed on Yrsa Kaldwyn like a work order, which is the thing about her: the same figures that frightened everybody else gave her tasks to arrange.

Then she said, out of nowhere, to the parapet:

“I don’t know where to put my hands.”

I put the bread down.

“Say that again.”

“That’s the entire report, Warden, and you can have it, and then I’d like to never talk about it again.” She had her forearms on her knees and she was looking at the east. “Ninety years I have been holding a thing. Every day since I woke up on a road in a convoy brawl. It was the first thing in my head every morning and the last thing at night, and I did not know it was a burden because I had never put it down and had nothing to compare it to.”

“The bridge.”

“The bridge,” she said. “The lie about the bridge. Lord Vael, and the song, and the drummer boy whose drum split, and the woman with the broken spear who tried to come back for me and got dragged off, and nobody knowing any of their names because somebody who ran got to write the report.” Her jaw moved. “And I got it back. You got it back for me at a deed-fair in a market town in front of a crowd and I have been living on that since Marrowford.”

“And now his house is gone.”

“And now his house is gone, and there’s nothing left to correct, and I stood at a stone this evening and I put a blade down and it’s finished, and it’s finished properly, and I feel…” She stopped. She actually stopped, mid-sentence. She does not do that.

“Tired,” I said.

“Tired.” She sounded disgusted. “I have been in six pitched fights this year and I have not been tired once. I fought a woman for nine minutes at the top of my discipline and slept like a stone. This is different and I don’t have a word for it and I don’t like not having a word for it.”

I discarded the easy answer. She would have gone over the wall rather than hear it.

“It’s the hands,” I said.

“What?”

“You said it yourself. You’ve been holding it with both hands for ninety years, and now it is finished and now they’re empty and you don’t have anywhere to put them, so they’re just hanging on you and it feels like being useless, and being useless is the only thing you’re actually afraid of.”

Yrsa Kaldwyn was quiet for a long moment.

“Right,” she said. “Yes. That.”

Then, immediately, brutally, because she had allowed exactly one sentence of it and the allowance had expired: “Are you going to eat that bread or hold it as a trophy.”



She taught the next morning, which is what she does with everything.

I went down to the yard at the seventh hour and stood at the fence and watched a Blade Saint drill twelve children and forty grown levies on the gate-hinge count for the ninth time that fortnight.

The unglamorous drill teaches a shield-line at a gate, and the whole art of it is that a gate has a hinge side and a swinging side, and a line at a gate works as a door rather than a wall: it gives on one end and holds absolutely on the other, and everything depends on every person in it knowing which end they are and counting the same count.

“Hinge,” Yrsa said. “Say it.”

“Hinge!”

“Hinge holds. Hinge does not move, hinge does not step, hinge does not go forward when the swing side goes forward, hinge is the reason the swing side can go forward at all. If you are on the hinge and you have a beautiful opportunity in front of you and the whole enemy has turned its back and there is glory available, what do you do?”

“Nothing!” said fifty-two voices, and one of them, at the front, small and furious with concentration, said it a half-beat ahead of everyone else.

“Nothing,” said Yrsa. “You do nothing, forever, and nobody sings about you. Again. Count.”

They ran it a dozen times. She fixed nine things. She told a carter’s son that his feet were a disgrace to his mother and the boy went scarlet with pleasure.

And at the end, when the levies had gone to the water butt and the cohort was standing in the untidy way that children stand when they have not been dismissed, she called Brenna out in front of them.

The girl came out. Twelve years old, sun-browned, mousy braid tied with fence-wire, holding the practice sword that had begun as the fence-picket she carried into the march the previous season.

“Grip,” said Yrsa.

Brenna showed her grip.

“Tighter than that in the fingers, looser in the palm,” said Yrsa. “Now listen, because I am going to say a thing exactly the way it was said to me, and then you are going to say it back to me exactly, and then you are going to say it to them, and from now on it is yours to hand on and not mine.”

The last practice shield settled against the rack. Even the levies at the butt watched Brenna.

“A loose grip is not a weak grip,” said Yrsa Kaldwyn. “A tight grip is a dead hand in four minutes and a dead soldier in five. You hold it the way you hold a bird you intend to let go: firm enough that it cannot leave, loose enough that it is not hurt. And when you are frightened, your hand will close, and it will not tell you it has closed. So every hundred count, on the line, in the middle of everything, you will open your hand once and close it again. Every hundred. Forever.”

She stopped.

“Ilsabet Kron sent that to me by runner from the gate at Havrun,” she said, “on the fourth day of nine, while she was holding it, because she thought of it and thought I would need it, and she was already dying and she spent one of her runners on a sentence about hands.” Her voice did not change at all. “Say it back.”

Brenna said it back. She got it word-perfect except for one, and Yrsa made her do it again, and she got it word-perfect.

“Now them,” said Yrsa, and walked away to the fence, and stood next to me, and watched a twelve-year-old teach eleven other children a dead woman’s instruction about hands.

We listened to Brenna repeat the instruction through the whole cohort.

“Osric’s writing it in the log,” I said.

“Good,” said Yrsa. “That’s the point of a log.”



She came to our room that night with her sword in her hand and hung it on the wall hook.

There had never been a sword hook in this room.

Yrsa Kaldwyn does not put her weapon on walls in any room she sleeps in. Working rooms are different; a hook in a training hall is a tool. Where she sleeps, the blade leans against furniture within reach of her hand, or it lies on the floor beside a bed on the side she sleeps on, or it stays on her hip in rooms she has decided she does not trust, and I have known which of those three it was every single night since a tide-flat in a market town. When she was Crowned at Veltmark she left it outside a door, once, on purpose, and it was the loudest thing that has ever happened in this household and neither of us has ever quite got over it.

The hook went up in April. Colm put it in for her, at her instruction, in a wall, at shoulder height, and it had stayed empty for three months.

She hung the sword on it and stood with her back to me for a moment.

“Terms,” she said.

“Go on.”

“I know sixty ways to be taken.” She was still not turning round. “I’ve had all sixty off you and I’ve asked for most of them and there are four I intend to ask for again before midsummer. That’s not what tonight is.”

“All right.”

“I want the one where nothing is a contest.” She turned round then, and her face was doing something I had seen exactly twice. “No wager. No pin. Nothing tested, nothing earned, nothing I have to win off you or lose to you on purpose and pretend I didn’t. Slow. All the way through. You face me and you don’t look away and you don’t stop.”

“Yrsa.”

“There’s a word for it and I’m going to say it once and then we are never discussing it again as long as I live.” Her chin came up, which is what she does going into a lunge. “Cherish. That’s my term. Cherish, and say nothing about it afterward, and don’t be gentle in a way that means you’re being careful with me, because I’ll go through the wall.”

“Yes,” I said. “On those terms. Yes.”

“Stop-word’s the same as always.”

“You don’t need one tonight.”

“I’m setting one anyway,” said Yrsa, “because I set one every time, and the day I stop setting one because I don’t think I need one is the day it stops being mine to set.”

“Then it’s set,” I said, “and I’ll honor it, and I’ll tell you now that I’m not going to need to hear it, because I have been paying attention since the tide-flats and I know exactly what you’re asking for.”

Her hand left the sword hook and settled at her side by deliberate degrees.

“That,” she said, “is intolerably irritating. Come here.”



There was one lamp and she did not turn it down.

She undressed herself, which she always does, but not fast, which she never does. The leathers went on the chair instead of the floor. And then she stood in the middle of the room and took the wrap off her own chest with her own hands, unwinding it slowly, all the way, and dropped it, and stood there in the lamplight and let me look at her.

Winter-pale skin from throat to hip. The long hard lines of her, the fencer’s muscle in the thighs and the forearms, the small high chest she has spent ninety years strapping flat and daring men to mention. The old thin training scars. The shear-claw seam across the ribs from the Mirefen breach, which she pretends not to own and which only I am permitted to look at.

She let me look for four or five full seconds, which for Yrsa Kaldwyn is an eternity and a gift, and I felt my own pulse go up in my throat under the new silver there.

“Say it,” she said.

“You’re beautiful.”

“Not that. The other thing.”

“I’m not going to hurry,” I said, “and I’m not going to stop, and you can stop looking at my hands like they’re going to test you, because they’re not going to test you tonight.”

Something in her shoulders came down about an inch.

I took my time getting to her. I put one hand along her jaw and the other flat on her back between the shoulder blades and I kissed her the way you kiss somebody you are not going anywhere with, and she made a small hard noise against my mouth like a woman who has been hit in the chest.

She was already open.

I was unprepared for the missing hinge. There was nothing to flip. Every other time, from the tide-flats onward, there has been a fight in her that has to be genuinely met and genuinely beaten before she will let go of it, and the beating is half the point and both of us know it, though she has never admitted it. She had come through the door with the fight already put down, and what was standing in that room with the wrap on the floor was a woman with nothing in her hands at all, and it frightened her far more than any pin ever had.

I felt her decide to run, once. About a minute in. She went stiff along the spine and her hands came up between us with the beginnings of a grapple in them, out of pure habit, because a contest is a thing she knows how to survive.

I did not take the grapple.

I took her wrists, gently, and put them down at her sides, and kept my forehead against hers, and held still for a slow six-count.

“Bastard,” she said, in a voice gone to gravel.

“Yes.”

“That’s fighting dirty.”

“That’s not fighting anything,” I said. “Come to bed.”



We went slow the entire way, harder work than any rough night had demanded.

Face to face from the first touch, as she had asked, on our sides at the start with a lamp burning and both of us looking at each other. I put my mouth on her throat and her collarbone and the small high curve of her with deliberate care, and she arched into it and swore quietly and did not once try to speed me up, and the storm-grey light came up along her forearms early and stayed banked and steady all night, low and even, never flaring.

She had a scar under her left breast from a training accident at fifteen. I traced it without comment. She watched me honor the term, then pressed my hand flat over her ribs.

I went slowly from throat to collarbone and chest, staying until the small high curves flushed and her body began to rise into my mouth on every pass.

“You’ve been there too long.”

“Six minutes.”

“That’s obscene,” she said, and pushed up again.

By the time my mouth moved between her thighs, her legs were shaking. She came hard under my tongue, heels dug into the mattress, one strangled sound forced through her teeth. I kept the pace through the aftershocks.

“Wait.”

I stopped. “Do you want this ended?”

Four seconds passed.

“No. Keep going.”

The second peak took more of her control. Her thighs closed around my head and the clipped curses lost their consonants. When I came up, her hair stuck to her forehead and her storm-grey eyes were wide.

“I want you inside me.”

“Yes.”

When I came into her she was on her back and I was over her and she had her legs around my waist and both hands on my forearms, on the silver, holding them, and she said, “Slow,” and I said, “I know,” and moved slow, and Yrsa Kaldwyn’s storm-grey eyes stayed open and on mine the whole time.

Her usual tactical narration never began. She breathed, held on, and made a low involuntary sound on every stroke. Her arms locked around my back and pulled me to her chest.

“Don’t go anywhere.”

I stayed.

After a long while I rolled us, and she came over on top of me without a fight and without a joke, which are the two things she has always used to get through the first ten seconds of being above me.

She sat up slowly. Winter-pale in one lamp, the small high chest flushed all the way down to the sternum, her hair stuck to her temples, both hands flat on my chest and her weight settling onto me by degrees until she had all of it.

Then she just stayed there.

Usually she rode hard and efficient, proud of the finish. That night she moved about an inch.

“Look at me,” she said.

“I am.”

“Keep doing it.”

I put my hands on her thighs and left the tempo entirely to her, and she took the whole thing at a crawl, rocking rather than rising, working me deep and slow with her palms spread on my chest and her eyes fixed on mine. I got my thumb to her clit and she made a sound and did not go faster.

At crowned depth her emotions arrived as weather. That night brought an enormous flat calm, ninety years of held breath beneath it, and the repeated choice to leave this uncontested.

“I could stay here,” she said, at some point, to nobody.

“Then stay.”

“That’s not.” She stopped. Her hips kept their slow rock. “That’s not a thing people get.”

“You’ve got it. It’s four in the morning and there’s a wall and the gate needs hanging and nothing outside this room is happening yet. Stay here.”

She stayed there a long time.

When she finally came down onto her elbows over me and put her forehead against mine, she was shaking in the arms, and she said “all right” twice, and I rolled us back the other way and she let me.

Near the end, her hands went over her head. I closed one hand around both wrists without pinning. She said “yes,” and her whole long body rose into mine.

I felt her go through the link before she went. That is the crowned depth: her want arriving in me as a pressure behind the breastbone, tightening and tightening, mine going back into her the same way, the two of them cycling, and there is nowhere to hide in that and neither of us had wanted anywhere to hide.

“I’m not going to say it,” she said. Her voice had gone.

“You don’t have to say it.”

“You always say it.”

“Not tonight,” I said. “Tonight nothing’s being surrendered.”

Yrsa Kaldwyn’s whole long body tightened underneath me with her eyes open and her hands in mine. She had no word for it until the pleasure drove one out, and it was my name.

“Dorian,” she said, and then, higher, breaking in the middle: “Dorian.”

Twice. Just that. Storm-grey light ran along every scar she owned from wrists to ribs, steady, no flare, like frost coming across a window in the sun. Her pussy clenched around me in deep, helpless pulses while she shook from shoulders to feet and refused to close her eyes or look away.

I finished inside her with my face in her neck and her arms locked round my back, and I heard the sound I made and did not care about it, and through the link her pleasure and mine ran together into one thing so completely that for a few seconds I genuinely could not tell which of us was which, and that had happened perhaps four times since the mill-house.



Afterward she would not let me move.

I mean that literally. I made the first shift toward rolling off and getting the water skin, which is the protocol, which she invented, and her arms tightened and her heel hooked the back of my knee and she said, “No.”

So we stayed.

She got her face into the side of my neck and put one hand flat on my chest over the heart and lay there, front to front, in a lit room, which is not soldier aftercare and is not anything we have ever done, and neither of us said one word about it.

After a while I felt her breathing change.

“Yrsa.”

“Mm.”

“You’re asleep.”

“I’m not.”

She was asleep about forty seconds later, mid-breath, with no insult in progress whatsoever. That had happened exactly once before, on the night she was crowned. I lay there under a Blade Saint with a lamp burning down and her sword hanging up on a wall hook eight feet away, present and retired. I was still awake when the flame shortened to a blue bead.



She woke me before dawn.

She was already up on one elbow, looking at the window, where the east had that low bloom on it that would not go away, and her voice was completely ordinary.

“They’ll come at the main gate,” she said, the way she would say it was going to rain. “They’ve got numbers and they’ve got the dead, and the dead don’t get tired and don’t need feeding, so they’ve no reason to be clever. They’ll form on the drove track, they’ll come at the wall in a line, and the whole thing will be at the main gate by the second hour after midnight.”

“That’s what I’ve got too.”

“I know it is, I read your notebook.” She lay back down and put an arm over her eyes. “So. The gate’s mine.”

“Yrsa.”

“Don’t.”

I did not argue with her, because there was no argument, and because she had spent ninety years earning the right to be at a hinge, and because a man who takes that off a woman to keep her safe is a man who has understood nothing about her at all.

“The gate’s yours,” I said.

She took the arm off her eyes.

“And you hold yours,” said Yrsa Kaldwyn.

Yrsa got up, put the wrap back on, took the sword off the hook, and went to work.


Chapter 14: The Last Surprise

Eleven days out, the march put in its beans.

Maeva ordered every unused yard inside the walls planted with beans and turnip. Four villages lived inside a town built for one, and a siege becomes food arithmetic before anything else. “If the worst happens, we eat. If it doesn’t, we endure an enormous quantity of beans. I have survived worse humiliations.”

So there were bean rows in the school yard and along the inside of the east curtain and in three strips of what had been the fair-ground, and by the second week they were up to the knee, and that is where the oracle spent her mornings.

Nahari of Sundermere had been walking blind for two weeks.

From outside, the cost looked like nothing. She remained barefoot and moved at her usual patient pace, knew who climbed a stair by sound, and still answered questions before they were asked.

But the long sight was gone, on purpose, held shut like a fist, and the woman under it was running on things the rest of us run on, and she was clumsy with them the way a very fast man is clumsy on ice.

She dropped a cup on the ninth day. An ordinary cup, off the edge of a table, because she reached for where it had been rather than where it was. She looked at the pieces for a long moment with an expression I could not read.

“First thing I’ve broken since I stopped looking,” she said, and sounded pleased by the evidence.

“You want a hand?”

“I want to pick up my own broken cup with my own hands like a woman who lives in a house,” said Nahari, and knelt down and did it, and cut her thumb, and was so pleased about it that she showed everybody at supper.

Maeva watched all of this and said nothing for two weeks, which for her is a policy.

Then, on the tenth morning, at the bean rows, with me forty feet away pretending to be counting stakes, the Empress of the Wend-march came and stood beside the Oracle of Sundermere and opened a conversation as she opens all of them with that woman: by playing a piece she has been holding since spring.

“You are going to do it before midsummer,” Maeva said.

“Do what, Empress?”

“You know precisely what.”

“I know what you are asking,” said Nahari, “and I decline to answer it, and I want it noted that declining to answer it is not an answer either.”

“Noted and disregarded.”

“You will disregard it, and then in three days you will say something to Yrsa at supper in a tone that will make her put down a bowl,” said Nahari, “and I would take that as a personal unkindness.”

Maeva laughed. That pairing drew pure enjoyment out of Maeva rather than politics.

“I shall tell you what I am actually asking,” she said, “and then I shall go away, because you are correct that this is not mine. I am asking whether it is going to happen because of a valley full of fires.”

Nahari stood up with dirt on her hands.

“No,” she said.

“Good.”

“It was decided in a Marrowford taproom,” said Nahari, “over a dice game I lost on purpose. The world has put a siege on top of it, and now I must explain that the two things are unrelated.”

“To whom?”

“To him,” said Nahari. “He will never say it aloud, because he is a courteous man with a ledger where his heart should be, and he will spend forty years quietly wondering.”

Maeva was quiet for a moment.

“Then be extremely clear,” she said, “and be clear before you are anywhere near a bed, because that man weighs everything by the order it happened in.”

She went away.

Nahari knelt back down in the beans and went on with her row, and I went on counting stakes, and neither of us mentioned that I had heard all of it, because the bond had been running the whole time and both of us knew there was no point.



She came for me at midday.

She came across the yard at noon rather than waiting for dusk, the eleventh hour, or a lamplit room on an ordinary blazing summer day with a scarf over her hair against the sun and dust on her feet, while forty men were shouting about a beam, and she said:

“Walk with me down the bean rows.”

So we walked down the bean rows in full daylight with the whole march working around us.

“I am going to say four things,” she said, “and I am going to say them plainly, in ordinary words, and not one of them is going to be in the register I usually use, because the register is a costume and I do not want to be wearing a costume for this.”

“All right.”

“First.” She stopped and turned to face me. “I want to be Crowned.”

I had felt it coming along the Sworn strand for two days. It still went through me like a load leaving my shoulder.

“Second,” said Nahari, “and this is the one that matters and it is why I am doing this at midday in a bean field instead of at dusk in my own rooms with the oil out. My reason is not the war.”

“Nahari.”

“Let me finish it. I have rehearsed this and if you interrupt me I shall lose it and have to use prophecy voice.” Her fingers pressed once into the scarf at her hip. “I decided in Marrowford, well before the ridge, Veltmark, or the courier’s page. At Bram’s back table, playing dice against a saint who cheats badly. I decided then that I would take the last threshold eventually, and I have been holding it since, and I have been holding it for the most selfish reason available to a woman like me.”

“Which is?”

“It is the only thing left in the world that I cannot see the other side of,” said Nahari of Sundermere.

The bean rows went on past us. Somebody dropped a plank and was sworn at.

“Two hundred years,” she said. “I watched my city die because I could see it coming and no one moved. I watched every man who ever wanted me decide he wanted me before he arrived. I have known the ends of nine hundred conversations before they started, and I have known what was under every gift I was ever given. For two centuries, I walked into every room already knowing what was in it.” Her voice did not rise at all. “The Crown is a door nature bars me from seeing through: it changes what the looker is, so the seeing cannot go first. It is the last unopened thing there is, and it belongs to you, and I want it because it is mine to want.”

“And the war?”

“May have it as a side effect,” said Nahari. “I tested that motive against every honest answer I had, and here is where I arrived. Hear it in the order I say it. If a circle of crowns turns out to be a wall, good. I would rather the wall existed. But if the siege were called off tomorrow, and the muster went home, and there were no creditor and no ledger and no lamps leaning anywhere in the world, I would be standing in this bean field at midday asking you for exactly this, in exactly these words, and I would be asking today, because eleven days is a stupid number to be told at the end of your life you spent waiting.”

I needed several breaths before words became available.

“Third thing,” she said.

“Go on.”

“I am asking you.” She put her hand flat on my chest, over the sternum, which she does about twice a year. “I am asking instead of telling or foreseeing it at you. The glass showed me a man worth choosing while my city still stood, and it never asked him anything. Since the rain-soaked stone yard, I have made sure I always do.” Her dark eyes came up. “So. Dorian Marsh. Do you want this? Say it in your own words and take as long as you like, and if the answer is not yet, then it is not yet, and I will still be here at midsummer holding the west parapet and nothing whatsoever between us will change.”

“Yes,” I said.

“That was very fast.”

“I’ve had the answer since a stone yard in the rain,” I said. “You’ve had two hundred years of everybody in the world wanting you for what you can see. I want the woman who breaks cups.”

Nahari of Sundermere stood in a bean row with dust on her feet and the sun straight overhead and closed her eyes.

“Fourth thing,” she said, when she opened them.

“Fourth thing.”

“Every lamp in my rooms,” she said. “All of them. I want you to light them yourself before I come up, and I want you to leave the shutters open, and I want to be seen from the first minute to the last.”

And the flat ledger-voice said its piece then, in daylight, in a bean field, with the sound of a saw going in the yard behind us.

[BOND OFFERED: CROWNED – FULL AND MUTUAL]

[HER CHOICE, FREELY MADE. WITNESSED IN PLAIN LIGHT.]



Suzu found me on the wall walk in the afternoon.

I was pretending to inspect a hoarding bracket. She came along the walk from the postern end with her hands in her sleeves and her tails doing the thing they do when she has decided something and has not yet worked out how to be funny about it, and she leaned on the parapet beside me and watched three levy crews cross between the bean rows.

“So it’s tonight,” she said.

“How does everyone in this house know everything.”

“Because you light lamps,” said Suzu. “You’ve been up in her rooms twice today with a taper and you came down with your ears red both times, and I’ve been reading rooms for more than sixty years and your room is painfully easy to read.”

“You could just be pleased for us.”

“I am ferociously pleased for you.” She hooked her chin on her folded arms. “Three of four. Do you know what your face did when that offer surfaced at midday?”

“No.”

“Your face stayed still,” she said. “That’s what mattered. No reaction. You stood in a bean field reading out a line that said crowned, full and mutual, with exactly one sworn woman left in this house, and you did not look at the wall, and you did not not-look at it either, which is harder.” She was quiet a moment. “You’d have made a terrible thief. You’d have made an extraordinary fence.”

“Suzu.”

“Mm.”

“If it ever comes up,” I said, “I want you to know I’m never going to raise it. The rule holds before midsummer, after it, and ten years from now. It’s not a thing anybody in this house is allowed to be asked for.”

Her tails went absolutely still.

“I know that,” she said.

“Good.”

“I’ve known that since a loft in June, porter-of-legends, you made rather a scene about it.” She turned her head and looked at me sideways with one amber eye, and there was something behind it, and she opened her mouth.

And then she shut it again, and grinned, and stole my pencil.

“Anyway,” said Suzu, “I’ve come to invoice you for emotional labor,” and went off along the wall walk with my pencil behind her ear before I could get a word out.

It was back on my table before supper, sharpened, which she has never admitted doing.



There are eleven lamps in Nahari’s rooms.

I know because I lit them one at a time at sunset, starting at the far corner and working back to the door, and it took fifteen minutes, each one slower than the last.

She lives at the hall’s east end above the herb store, two rooms, and she has made them a place that does not exist anywhere else in this kingdom: layered hangings in ember and ash and bone, a low bench under the wide window that looks east over the wall toward the drove road, glass and bone jewelry hanging on nails so that the whole room clicks softly whenever the air moves. She had put the shutters back and hooked them open. Beyond the window, the town: a hundred and sixty-one lamps, and the wall walk with the bunting still up, and out past all of it, low on the horizon, the false dawn of a valley twenty-two miles east.

The oil was warm on the sill in its dish, where it always is.

She came up at full dark.

She had the wraps on: three of them, ember over ash over bone, and the silver-white hair down her back to her waist, unbraided already, and her feet bare on the boards, and she stood in the doorway in eleven lamps’ worth of light and looked at the room.

“You lit them all.”

“You asked for all of them.”

“I did.” She came in and shut the door. “I am going to be looked at for four hours in a lit room by a man who counts things. Do you know how long it has been since I let anybody look at me for four hours?”

“No.”

“Neither do I,” said Nahari, “which is the point.”

Then she picked up the dish of warmed oil off the sill, and looked at it, and set it back down on the floor beside the bench, out of reach.

“Tonight we leave it aside,” she said.

“That’s yours.”

“That ritual has been mine since the mill-house, and tonight I want nothing between your hands and me. No oil, no ceremony, no prophecy.” She took one step closer. “You will undress me, one layer at a time, in the order I tell you, and that is the last instruction I intend to give all night.”



The ember wrap first.

She had it pinned at the shoulder with a bone pin and she made me find it, and I got it loose and drew the whole length of it off her in one long slow pull, and it came away and left the ash one under it, and she stood absolutely still and let it happen and watched my face while it did.

“Say what you see,” she said.

“You said you weren’t going to give instructions.”

“That was the last one. This is a request.”

So I said what I saw, out loud, in a lit room, while I unwound the second wrap: deep-brown skin gone gold at every edge with eleven flames on it; the soft strong line of her shoulder; the fall of silver hair over it, a sight that still stopped me and always would; her waist and then, as the ash wrap came away and went on the bench, the whole heavy sweep of those hips, wide and full and carried with absolute patience, and the temple-script tattoo circling one ankle, and the bare feet on the boards.

My hands had stopped being steady somewhere around the second wrap. I said so.

“Good,” said Nahari.

The bone wrap was the last and it was knotted at the hip and she made me kneel to get it.

I knelt to get it, and when it came away I stayed there, because I was at the height of her hips and it would have been an act of vandalism to move, and I put my hands on her and my mouth on the crest of her hip and felt her slow blink stop under the first touch.

“Ah,” said Nahari of Sundermere.

That was the first touch and it landed as it always lands with her: slowly, all the way through, her skin warm and smooth under my palms, her weight shifting fractionally toward me, her hand coming down to the back of my neck and staying there.

I worshipped her hips and that heavy round ass on my knees until her fingers tightened on the window frame, both hands full of her, kissing across the small of her back and down. Nahari let me take my time, making low, drawn-out sounds without narrating a single thing that was about to happen.

“You’re not telling me,” I said, against her skin.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I do not know,” said Nahari, and I heard the whole of her voice break open on it. “I have not looked since the rim and I am not looking now and I have no idea what you are going to do next, Dorian, none at all, and it has been happening all evening and I am nearly out of my mind.”



Then she stopped me.

Her hand on my jaw, tilting my face up from where I knelt, and she waited until I was looking at her properly before she said it.

“The words first.”

“Tell me how you want them.”

“I want mine in the cadence I was raised in,” said Nahari of Sundermere, “which is a temple cadence from a temple that has been rubble for two hundred years, and I have not used it since I was twenty-nine years old, and I would like you to understand that I am not being decorative. It is the only shape my mouth knows for a thing that binds.”

“Then use it.”

She let go of my jaw and stood up straight in eleven lamps’ worth of light, naked, silver hair down her back, and put her hands together in a form I had never seen her use.

“I was made a seer at eleven and given to a city,” she said. “I watched it burn because a Hero came late for profit, and I have spent two centuries being told that what I saw was a gift and what I was for was service. Hear me now: I swore in the ashes that I would never serve a Hero, and I never have. I have not served one, and I do not serve one tonight.”

Her chin came up.

“I crown the man who holds doors open,” she said. “Who spent a miracle on a lamplighter nobody was singing about. Who always asked whether I had eaten before asking what I could see for him. I give what cannot be taken, to a man who has never tried to take it. Witness me.”

The room clicked softly, all its glass and bone stirring in the air off the open window.

“Now yours,” she said. “And do not be beautiful. I have had beautiful.”

So I gave her mine, kneeling on the floorboards of a lit room, in the only voice I have got.

“I’m a porter,” I said. “That’s my entire qualification. I count what people are carrying and I work out what it’s costing them, and I’ve been counting you since the stone yard.”

“Go on.”

“You’ve spent your life being useful in every room and getting paid in awe for it, and awe is a way of avoiding payment while pretending the debt is settled.” I put my hands on her hips. “I don’t want the glass. I never needed it. If you went blind at midnight and never saw another thing as long as you live, I would carry you up this stair every night for forty years and count it a light load. That’s mine. Witness it.”

Nahari of Sundermere put her hand flat on the top of my head like a woman blessing something, and left it there.

“Witnessed,” she said.



I put her at the window.

The sill is hers. It has always been hers, it belongs to no other woman in this house, and on the night she took the last threshold I gave her the largest version of it I could: the wide east window with both shutters hooked back and the whole march spread out below and eleven lamps behind us so that the two of us stood doubled in the black glass of the upper panes.

She put her palms flat on the sill without being asked.

I went into her slowly from behind with both hands on those wide hips, and the sound she made started low in her chest and carried through six slow strokes before it broke into her first word.

“Slow,” she said.

“I know.”

“Say it anyway.”

“Slow,” I said, and moved slow, and watched her back arch and her silver hair swing forward over her shoulder and her hands grip the sill, and out in the dark below us a hundred and sixty-one lamps burned in a town that was going to be attacked in eleven days.

I held the patient pace the whole way, and that is the discipline her lane demands and it took everything I had.

The view nearly broke my discipline: the long dip of her back, her heavy round ass rolling under my hands, deep-brown skin edged bronze by eleven flames and sweat bright along her spine.

I got a handful of her and squeezed and she pushed back into it.

“Say it,” she said, into the glass.

“You know what I’m going to say.”

“I DO not,” said Nahari, with something almost like temper in it, which she has perhaps four times a year, “and that is the point of the entire evening, so say it, and say it filthy, because I have spent two hundred years being spoken to reverently and I would like something else.”

“That ass has owned my attention since a stone yard in the rain, and every wrap you own is cut to make a man watch you walk away. You know it. You’ve been doing it to me on purpose since the stone yard,” I said.

“Yes.”

“Say which part’s true.”

“All of it is true,” she said, and then her voice went, because I had shifted my hips half an inch and found the angle, “all of it, all of it, oh, THERE, do not you dare change that.”

I did not change it.

She started to lose sentences after that, which with her is the whole event: the woman whose public composure usually survived anything going down to fragments, then to sounds, one hand leaving the sill to brace on the window frame above her head, her silver hair swinging forward and then flung back.

“More,” she said. “Harder. I haven’t asked since the mill-house, and I’m asking now.”

I gave her harder, still slow, a craft I learned in that room and nowhere else: long, deep, patient, and absolutely without mercy at the end of every stroke, and Nahari made a low, torn sound against the black glass, all control stripped from it.

And the ember filigree started at her ankle.

I watched it come. It always begins at the temple-script and climbs, and I have seen it a dozen times, but never like that night: it came up her calf and her thigh and across the sweep of her hip and kept going, up her spine, out along her ribs, into her shoulders, until the whole shape of Nahari of Sundermere was laced from heel to neck in slow orange lines like a banked fire seen through a grate, and the black glass in front of us held two of her.

“Look at the window,” I said.

She looked at the window.

I saw her see it: the doubled room, the eleven flames, her own body lit from the inside, and me behind her with my hands on her, and her face over her own shoulder with the dark eyes wide open and no foresight in them whatsoever.

“Oh,” she said.

I took her at that window until her arms started to go, and then I put one forearm across her hips and held her up and kept going. She came there at the window, standing, palms flat, saying my name into the dark glass, and the ember lattice went white at every crossing point.



And then she turned round.

That was hers. I had not asked for it and I would not have asked for it, because the from-behind frame is her whole architecture and I have honored it since the mill-house, all but once, at her own dare.

She got a hand on my chest and pushed me back to the bench under the window and put me down on it, and stood over me for a moment, breathing, lit up like a hearth, silver hair everywhere, and then she climbed into my lap and took me back inside her face to face and sank all the way down.

“There,” said Nahari.

“This is different.”

“Yes.”

“Why now?”

“Because it is the last unopened thing in the world,” she said, “and I intend to be watching when it happens.”

She rode me slowly astride, forehead against mine, hands on either side of my face. Her usual whispered countdown never came. When I opened my mouth to ask, she put her thumb across it.

“The last surprise arrives unannounced,” she said, “or it does not arrive.”

I put my hands on her hips and let her set it and did not take the tempo, and I knew with perfect clarity that taking the tempo would have been wrong here.

We went a long time. Her face stayed nine inches from mine in a room full of flame, breasts brushing my chest on every slow rise, soft thighs working at either side, her weight settling all the way down before lifting again.

“You are looking at me,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Do not stop.”

“I’m not going to stop.”

“You have not seen me do this,” said Nahari, and her hips lost half a beat on it, “because this is chosen, not granted. I chose you. Say that back.”

“You chose me.”

“Again.”

“You chose me,” I said, “in a bean field, at midday, in front of nobody, eleven days before a war you say has nothing to do with it.”

“It has nothing to do with it.”

“I know.”

“Say that you know.”

“I know,” I said, and put my hand flat on the small of her back and pulled her down onto me the last quarter inch she had been holding back, and Nahari of Sundermere’s eyes went wide and stayed wide.

Her slow blink broke first, and then her sentences, and then the low steady sounds she makes went ragged, and the filigree on her was so bright by then that it lit the underside of my own jaw, and her hips lost the rhythm she had guarded through every prior night.

“Dorian.”

“I’m here.”

“It is going to.” Her voice cracked. “I do not know what it is going to.”

“Then find out,” I said, and put my arms all the way round her and held her against my chest and let her fall into it.

And the bond crowned.



Ember light passed through both of us at once. Under my silver tracery, a patient facet settled permanently beside the Standard and Footwork.

[BOND: CROWNED – FULL AND MUTUAL]

[THE ANCHOR GAINS A FACET: THE GLIMPSE, INNATE]

And then the flood, and the flood ran both ways.

Sight came into me whole as a capacity: half a second of the world’s next move arriving before my mind. The room went horribly wide; holding her kept me from being sick.

What went into her was me.

She received every private accounting I had made of her since the rain-soaked stone yard: her walk up a stair, Cinderwell’s doors, sleep claimed mid-sentence, silver hair braided and unbraided. Nothing in a crowned bond could be withheld.

Nahari, who had seen everything, saw herself loved from the outside.

She locked in my arms. “Oh. OH. I never saw THAT.”

Two centuries of control went out at once. Her body convulsed, hands fisted in my hair, and she soaked both of us, a hot rush over my thighs and the bench while her inner muscles clamped in rolling spasms. The next hard contraction pulled my release deep into her with my face against her chest. The link drove her second wave into a third, ember lattice whitening across us both.

Still shaking, Nahari began to laugh.

She laughed with her forehead on my shoulder and her arms round my neck and her whole body still clenching, laughing and gasping and saying, over and over, delighted beyond speech:

“My own body. My own body kept a prophecy from me. The nerve of it.”



We stayed tangled on the bench until the nearest lamp drowned its own wick and the others burned low around us.

At some point I got us onto the floor, on the hangings, with her lying along my side and her head on my chest, and one of the eleven guttered out and neither of us got up to trim it.

Through the long afterglow, we sorted the vision like maps after a survey.

“It is a hunger,” she said at one point. “I want that said before the useful parts drown it. Everybody in this house talks about a creditor, a ledger, or a mouth. Those are its methods. It is a hunger that learned bookkeeping, and it is very, very old, and there is nothing in it at all. I have looked into a thousand people, Dorian, including two murderers. There is always something in there. There is nothing in that.”

“How much did you get?”

“Past the edge of the glass,” she said. “Everything I have ever been unable to reach, all at once, for about as long as it takes a wave to break. I shall be finding things in it for a year.” She turned her hand over on my chest. “Ask me the two you want.”

“The line.”

“Yes.”

“Halden’s line. He burned four words and I’ve been reading the stub since Veltmark.”

Nahari lifted her head and looked at me, and then she said it, and she said it the way you read out a receipt, in the flat courier-hand cadence of a small tired man who paid for it with his life.

“It cannot feed on a crowned bond,” she said. “A full circle of crowns closes the ledger for the anchor’s whole line.”

I said nothing.

“Word for word,” she said. “That is the sentence exactly, with no reconstruction. I stood in the place where the fire had been and read the rest of the page.” She put her head back down on my chest. “And the dragon under the mountain gave you the first half of it in her own words, on a different day, in a different room, out of a memory nine hundred years old. Two sources. It is true.”

“Say the whole thing out loud, the way you’d say it to the war-table.”

“Four crowns form a closed ring. It cannot be lent against or collected: neither us nor any legend returned by your line. Strength is incidental. The creditor has no debt to hold. That is why it changed from killing Anchors to acquiring you, and why ninety-one men and forty-one dead are walking toward this march.”

“How long does it have?”

“Until the ring closes.”

“Which is when?”

“Which is when there is a fourth,” she said, “and it does not set at once. That is the last thing on the page and it is the thing that matters.” She sat up on one elbow. “A circle closes when the fourth crown is given, and it sets at the first dawn after. The setting waits until dawn. Between those two things there is one night in which the ring is closed and soft, and a creditor with any wit at all would spend absolutely everything it owns inside that night, because after the dawn it will never be able to spend anything on us again.”

The lamps clicked. Out beyond the window, the false dawn sat on the horizon and did not move.

“Nahari.”

“Yes.”

“When is it?”

She lay back down and put her hand flat on my chest.

“The night where every lamp leans one way,” she said, “is midsummer dark. The new moon. Eleven days.”



She fell asleep mid-sentence on purpose about an hour before dawn.

She does it deliberately and has admitted it; the transition always escapes me. What I got that night was: “…and there is one more thing about the field afterward that I want you to hear before I,” and then nothing, and then the slow breathing of a woman who has decided the rest is a morning problem.

I lay awake and watched the last of the eleven lamps go out on its own.

She woke at first light and finished the sentence, as she always does, where it had stopped, with her eyes still shut.

“…before I forget the shape of it,” said Nahari. “Which is this. I looked at midsummer dark and I saw the whole night, hour by hour, in more detail than I have ever seen anything, and then it stops.”

“Stops.”

“There is a wall in the vision at about the hour before dawn,” she said. “Darkness, smoke, and death each have shapes I know. This has none of them; I know what my own death looks like and I have seen it four times and it is somewhere else entirely. It simply stops, the way a road stops at a coast.” She opened her eyes. “Past that hour I cannot see anything, ever again, in any direction, about anybody.”

“That’s the circle setting.”

“That is the circle setting,” she agreed, “and the ledger closing, and everything past it belonging to nobody’s ledger at all, and therefore to no glass.” She stretched, luxuriously, with the whole length of that body catching the first grey light. “Do you understand what that means, anchor? Past midsummer dawn, if we live, nature itself leaves me blind through every year ahead. There will be nothing to look at. Every day of it will simply arrive.”

She turned her head on my chest and her face was radiant.

“Isn’t it WONDERFUL,” said Nahari of Sundermere.



The Glimpse came innate at breakfast and nearly put me through a table.

It arrived without warning while I was reaching for bread: a half-second of the world’s next move landing in my body first, so that my hand had already gone to the left before the jug went over, and my stomach came up into my throat with the vertigo of it.

Yrsa caught the jug.

“He’s got it,” she said, to the room, with her mouth full.

“Got what?” said Bram, from the annex door.

“Everything’s about to be very annoying,” said Yrsa.

It took three attempts to stop lurching. The Glimpse steadied against breathing, as hers always had: by the fourth measured breath I could hold a cup without twitching, and by the seventh drill pass I had used it without noticing, which was the state I wanted.

The pair of us mattered more than my individual result, and Nahari named it at the war-table that morning with the whole household in the room and Osric writing.

“He sees half a second,” she said, “innately, from now on, awake or asleep, without deciding to. And I intend to look at nothing whatsoever between now and the night, on purpose, permanently.”

“Which gives us what?” said Saskia, who had come in off the postern wall and was eating standing up.

“A blind spot,” said Nahari. “The creditor’s man reads futures. That is what the whiteout on Odette’s pages is; he does not cast it, because he is standing inside it. He will read every one of you: your intentions, your dispositions, your reserves, and he will do it a day in advance and be entirely correct. He cannot read me, because there is nothing to read; a woman who refuses to look has no future in her to see. And he will not think to fear the half-second, because a half-second is beneath his notice.”

“And a half-second is what?” said Maeva.

“It is exactly enough,” said Nahari, “to put a hand somewhere before a hand is expected.”

Something surfaced then, flat and ledger-voiced, in front of the whole war-loft, and I read it off the inside of my skull and said it out loud because I had promised in June that these would never be private again.

[THE CIRCLE: THREE CROWNS HELD. ONE SWORN, UNCROWNED.]

Nobody looked at Suzu.

Every one of the six people in that loft kept their head still with synchronized discipline, and Suzu went on chalking a wall-line on the map with her tongue between her teeth as though nothing had been said at all.

And that night, twenty-two miles east, five separate camps that had not moved in a month broke, formed, and began to walk west, all at once, like one thing.

They came nine miles and stopped.

Holt’s riders found them the next evening on the far side of the shoulder, camped again in the same order on open ground with no water worth having and no reason on earth to be there, thirteen miles from my wall, with ten days still to run.

They stopped thirteen miles from the wall. Every night after that, the glow on our eastern horizon widened. The wall-watch renamed it the fires.


Chapter 15: The Refusal Drill

A week out, I walked the whole wall at dawn with Colm and a slate and did not find a single thing to correct, which frightened me more than a list would have.

Everything the march had built went to work at once.

Colm’s crews set two hundred and thirteen iron-capped larch poles around the inside wall at nine-yard intervals, each pair joined by a running line and shuttered lamp. A windlass could walk light three hundred feet in twenty seconds, making an empty wall section look manned. The rig scaled June’s eleven moving fen lanterns to the whole town.

“They want them at four feet,” he said, when he saw me. “Four foot’s wrong.”

“Why’s four foot wrong?”

“Because a thing coming at the wall in the dark reads the light, not the pole, and a light at four foot looks like a man carrying it,” said Colm, who before Veltmark was a farm boy who had never been more than nine miles from his mother’s door. “Light at six foot looks like a light on a wall. We want it looking like a man.”

“Then it’s four foot.”

“That’s what I said,” Colm told the carpenter, pleased enough to square his shoulders.

The cisterns were the flood-notch crews’ work, which nobody would have predicted. Seven villages send a flood-notch stick to the march-hall every spring: a squared length of oak with the year’s high water cut into it, which they have been keeping for longer than anybody has been keeping anything, and which Maeva had wanted all seven of measured against each other in one room at a fair we did not hold. Those same seven men and women, who know more about where water goes in this country than any engineer alive, spent the last two weeks before midsummer re-cutting the town’s rain-channels so that every roof on the north side drained into the wall cisterns instead of into the street.

Ana Merrick from the ford-house ran them. She is sixty-one and has run a crossing for nineteen years and she supervised the whole thing sitting on a chair somebody carried out for her, and when Maeva came to inspect the work the two of them had an argument about a culvert that lasted forty minutes and which left both women visibly refreshed.

Suzu turned the vault into a shelter.

She did it in one day and she did not consult anybody. Every coin in the march went into nine ironbound boxes and the boxes went into the mason’s void behind the north wall of the strong-room, and the vault itself was swept, floored with straw, hung with lamps, and fitted with three hundred feet of bench: room for a hundred and forty people, mostly the small ones and the old ones, two courses under a stone hall, behind a door built to outvote a ram.

She chalked a notice on the door.

THESE PREMISES ARE INSURED AGAINST FIRE, THEFT, FLOOD, SIEGE, DEBT-COLLECTION, AND WEATHER.

TERMS: NONE. PREMIUM: NONE.

THE UNDERWRITER

“You’ve insured a hundred and forty people for nothing,” I said.

“Don’t tell the empress,” said Suzu, “she’ll want it costed.”



Old Wintering Barn came in last, on the fifth evening, and they came in singing.

They were the farthest out and the most stubborn and they had been arguing about it for nine days, not with us, among themselves, in the way of a village that has been in one place since before anybody’s grandmother. Nineteen households. Forty-one carts, which is a preposterous number of carts for nineteen households and tells you everything about what people decide they cannot leave behind. Two hundred sheep. A cat in a basket, complaining.

They came up the causeway at dusk with the light going orange behind them, and somebody in the middle of the column started the harvest round, which is a song with about ninety verses and no tune worth the name, and by the time the head of the column was at our gate the whole length of it was on the third verse and out of time with itself.

I stood on the gate arch and watched a village drive itself into a fortress at walking pace, singing badly, on purpose, so that nobody would have to say out loud what they were doing.

Maeva kept both hands on the gate stone until the last sheep passed beneath us and the final cart cleared the arch.

“That is the last of it,” she said eventually. “Eleven hundred and six people, all inside a wall, with nobody frightened into it.”

“Nine days of arguing.”

“Nine days of arguing is the price,” she said. “I would have paid three weeks.”

The sister-lamps were finished that same night, and that was not policy and nobody ordered it.

There is a lamp at the loft door of a war-loft in Marrowford that was lit after Cinderwell for a nineteen-year-old lamplighter who kept a village’s lights burning through a plague after the fever took her legs, and who died three weeks before anybody thought to ask her name. Cinderwell put up a second one on the high ridge where she used to walk. After that it went along the roads on its own, the way these things do, and by that summer every village in the march had one: not the village’s own lamp, a second one, hung high, lit at dusk, kept by whoever decided that week that they would keep it.

The last two went up on the fifth evening. Old Wintering Barn’s people carried theirs in on a cart, wrapped in sacking, and hung it on the wall walk over the gate they had just come through, and lit it, and went to find their billets.

From the north curtain that night you could stand and count them: the town’s hundred and sixty-one, and out past the wall, on the black country, going away east and south and west, the ring of village lights, each one somebody’s decision, burning in a country that had been dark for four hundred years.

Brenna had them all on her slate. She had ruled a new column that week and headed it, in her own hand, KEPT.



The two pins went to the lamp-line wardens on the fifth day and that was Maeva’s, and it was the sort of thing she does that looks sentimental for about a week and then turns out to have been logistics.

There were nine lamp-line wardens: Colm, two of Holt’s men, Ana Merrick’s nephew, a carter, the cooper, Goodwife Cairn from Lost Granary, and two women from Old Wintering Barn. They ran the light-grid, which meant that on the night, in the dark, in noise, they would be the only people who could authorize a section of wall to go dark or come up lit.

The problem was authorization. A runner arrives in the dark and says the west line is to shutter: is that a warden’s order or a frightened boy?

So Maeva issued tokens, and the token she chose was a hairpin.

Nine of them, gold, plain, from her own case, and every warden wore one at the collar for the whole of that week and every runner in the march was taught the same sentence: no pin, no order.

“You’re issuing the treasury as signal tokens,” I said.

“I am issuing nine hairpins,” said Maeva, “which cost twelve shillings and which cannot be forged by anybody in that valley, because there is not a man in it who has ever seen the inside of a court and they will make them too ornate.” She snapped the case shut. “Also, the fox and I already wear ours, and that means that when a warden puts one on he is being told, without a speech, whose side of the ledger he is standing on.”

Suzu, on the shelf above her, said: “That’s mine. She got that off me.”

“I got that off a woman in Ferran in the year I was crowned,” said Maeva, “and you may consider it professional inheritance.”



Nahari taught the refusal drill on the sixth day, stranger than any lesson I had watched.

She did it in the school yard with the lamp-line wardens, the whole cohort, and about sixty townspeople who had asked to come, in the afternoon, in bright sunshine.

“There will be a thing here in six nights,” she said, “which reads people.”

Nobody moved.

“I am not going to soften that and there is no use pretending you have not all worked it out, because you have. The men in that valley are men and you may fight them or run from them as your own sense dictates. But there is one thing coming that is not a man, and its whole trade is knowing what you are going to do before you do it, and it will be walking on this ground with us.”

Brenna, in the front, with her practice sword grounded: “Can you fight it?”

“Everything you own is useless against it,” said Nahari. “So here is what we shall do instead, and it is a lamplighter’s craft, and every one of you can learn it this afternoon.”

She had them stand in the yard and light a lamp each.

“Now look at your flame,” she said. “On the night, whatever happens, you will look at the light in front of you and at the person to your left, and you will keep your eyes off the dark, the field, the gate when the noise comes from it, and the sky. If somebody screams behind you, the person to your left looks, and you do not, and then they tell you.”

“That’s mad,” said a carter, without malice.

“It is the opposite of mad,” said Nahari. “You are a man with a job on a wall. Every time you look into the dark you are doing two things: you are stopping doing your job, and you are asking the dark a question. And a thing that reads futures reads them out of the question. It cannot see your hands. It sees where your attention is going next.” She held her own lamp up. “So refuse it. Give it nothing to read. Witness your own lamp, and let the dark be somebody else’s business.”

They practiced it for four hours.

It sounds simple and it is not: she had Yrsa’s cohort creep up behind the line in the yard and shout, drop shields, throw gravel, and the drill was to keep your eyes on the flame and count aloud and not turn round, and through the first dozen attempts about half the line turned round.

By the fourth hour nobody turned round.

By dusk, Goodwife Cairn of Lost Granary, who is fifty-five and has never held a weapon in her life, could stand in the middle of a yard with two twelve-year-olds screaming and banging shields at her back and not so much as flinch her eyes off a lamp wick, and she got a round of applause from sixty people for it, and went scarlet, and said it was no different from a kitchen at harvest.

Brenna’s cohort certified first. Nahari made a thing of it: twelve children, twelve lamps, twelve wooden tags, and the tag says only WITNESSED OWN LAMP, which sounds unimpressive and which every single one of them still has.



Odette Calloway came to the postern gate on the sixth night at the eleventh hour.

She came alone, on foot, hooded, with no horse anywhere in three miles. She had walked a very long way in the dark.

Saskia had the postern. She sent a runner and came to the wall-head herself and said, in the flattest possible voice, “There’s a mage at your back door. I decided not to kill her. It was a decision.”

I went down with Maeva. Nahari came too, stopped forty feet short, and stood in a doorway with her eyes shut throughout.

Odette stood outside the postern in the dark with her hood up.

She would not come in.

Her refusal surprised me. The little door was open, and Saskia stood aside from it deliberately, and I said, “Come inside,” and Odette Calloway looked at the threshold the way you look at a dog you do not know.

“No,” she said.

“It’s four feet of stone and a lamp.”

“It is four feet of stone and a lamp inside a wall that the weather has noticed,” said Odette, “and I have made a study, Warden, of the difference between places that are noticed and places that are not, and I do not stand inside the first kind.” She put back her hood, which was as close to a courtesy as she cared to come. “This will take four minutes.”

She had one page.

This time she carried a single sheet rather than a schematic with about nine lines of that ruled, level printing, and one small drawing in the corner that was the same three-stroke hand she had drawn in June.

“You have the grounding,” she said. “You proved it at East Ford, publicly, and expensively, and I assume you have stopped cutting at leashed men.”

“We have.”

“Then here is the rest of it, and it is the last thing I have, and after tonight I have nothing else to sell and nothing else to give away.” She turned the page and read it out rather than handing it over, which I understood later. “A collection at scale requires gathering. Forty-one chains, or fifty, or four hundred, cannot be held at the terminal end; they are held at the grounding point, and the grounding point is a hand, and a hand can hold what it is touching. Do you follow?”

“It has to touch them.”

“It has to touch all of them,” said Odette, “at once, for the length of one full breath, at the peak of the harvest, or the collection does not close. That is the mechanism. Every chain on that field runs home to one point, and for one breath at the top of the night that point will be present, physical, and occupied.” She lowered the page. “It will be the only moment in the entire proceeding when the hand is doing something other than being unreachable.”

“How long is the breath?”

“A breath,” she said. “I am not being poetic. It is a unit in their own arithmetic and I have seen it written three times and never defined, which I take to mean it is exactly as long as it sounds.”

Maeva said, “How do you know?”

Odette looked at her for the first time.

There are four people in the world that woman is afraid of and I have watched her be afraid of exactly one of them, twice, and both times it was the Empress of the Wend-march standing perfectly still in a doorway asking her a mild question.

“Because I was in a room where it was done,” said Odette Calloway.

Maeva’s gaze hardened. Saskia shifted her weight toward the open threshold.

“The exercise used eleven small lamps rather than legends, in a hall with no weather, as an accounting exercise, while I stood against the wall holding a case of my own notes and being permitted to watch, because my archive patron had been told it would be instructive for me.” Her voice did not change at all. “It gathered them. It took one breath at the top of it. And then it ate that patron’s name off every stone in the kingdom in front of me and looked at me for slightly longer than was comfortable.”

“You have been carrying that since Veltmark,” said Maeva.

“I have been carrying that since a fortnight before Veltmark, which is why I hedged at Veltmark, and I would appreciate your not making me say any more about it than that.”

Maeva put out her hand for the page.

Odette did not give it to her. She put it on the ground at the threshold, on the stone, and stepped back, and let the empress pick it up herself.

“You will want to know what I want,” she said.

“I already know what you want,” said Maeva.

“Then say it, since you are so certain, and let us both save the negotiation.”

“You want nothing,” said Maeva Castellan. “You have come thirty miles on foot in the dark to hand a page across a threshold you will not cross, from a creditor you cannot outrun, to a household you do not like, and you want nothing at all, and that is because you have already priced the alternative and found that there is no price at which being useful to us is not the better bet.” She folded the page once. “You hedge like a woman who has already had the margin call.”

Odette’s mouth moved.

“You may stay,” Maeva said. “That is offered once and it is not conditional and nobody in this house will ask you a single question about the survey at the Sunken Crown, tonight or ever. The vault is a shelter now. There is a hundred and forty people’s worth of bench in it and a door two grown men lose arguments with.”

“No.”

“Say why, and then go.”

“Because knowledge-keepers are a delicacy,” said Odette Calloway. “I have watched it choose. It chooses the knowledge-keepers before the strong or loud, because a thing that has been written down is a thing that can be eaten twice.” She put her hood back up. “I intend to be indigestible. That means moving, and it means never standing anywhere that has been noticed, and it means, Warden, that this is the last time you will see me.”

“Where are you going?”

She was already turning.

“Somewhere with a great many lamps,” said Odette, “where nobody counts them.”

She was gone before the next bell. Saskia sent two riders after her at my order, not to bring her back, only to see her clear of the drove road, and they lost her inside a mile and were sour about it for a week.

An hour later an unsigned crate came to the same postern by a different courier: bandages, salves, needle and gut, forty yards of clean linen, and a jar of the burn-salve the temple hostels make and do not sell.

There was no note.

Bram took it in and wrote it in the receipts file as ANONYMOUS, TEMPLE HANDWRITING ON THE CRATE-LID, RECEIVED WITH THANKS, and put it in the infirmary row, and nobody in this house said a name out loud, and that was the correct way to receive it.



The war-table set the shape of the night on the seventh evening, and it took two hours.

I will put it down as we agreed it, because everything that happened afterward is a variation on this page.

We could not reach the muster without arriving strung out on thirteen miles of drove track. The Cindermaw offered blind ground, but no water, food, or wall for eleven hundred people.

“It cannot hold a town,” said Maeva. “There is no water on that rim and no food and no wall, and eleven hundred people cannot live on a mountain for a night, let alone until the thing gets bored. And it does not get bored.”

“Also,” said Nahari, “we would be inviting a dragon to defend us, and she has not offered, and she does not like guests.”

So we chose our walls, light, and count.

“They will come at the main gate,” said Yrsa. “Front, in a line, in strength, because they have the numbers and the dead don’t tire. Whatever else is happening will be happening somewhere else, and the gate will be real, because the gate has to be real or nobody looks at it.”

“And you will hold it.”

“I’ll hold it.”

“And the postern,” said Saskia, “which is where I’d come if I were them, and where I’d come if I were me, and where I am therefore going to be standing.”

Suzu had the walls and the roofs and no fixed station, which is the only fixed assignment she will accept. Nahari would be with me, blind, unreadable. Maeva would be everywhere the nerve was going, which is what the Standard is for, and would hold the yard as the last reserve.

The lamp-runners would run the grid: eleven children on the causeway spur and the inside lines, behind the walls, with shuttered lamps, and Brenna commanding them, and I said it out loud in front of the whole room and made Osric write it in the log.

“No student goes on a wall. No student carries anything sharper than a lamp. Brenna’s relays run from the yard, behind the curtain, on the inside line, and if the wall breaks, the relays go to the vault with everybody else and the light-grid dies and we manage. Say it back to me.”

Yrsa said it back to me.

“And the hand,” I said.

Everybody looked at the page on the table.

“One breath, at the peak of the harvest,” said Nahari. “It has to gather to collect. That is the only moment it will be a thing with a location, and it will be at the point where all of the chains run home, which will be wherever it decides is the middle of its own night.”

“So we hold until then,” said Maeva.

“We hold until then, and we do not spend anything we will need for that breath, and when the breath comes, everything we have goes at one hand.” I put my finger on the map, on nothing in particular, because there was nothing on the map to put it on. “And then we hold whatever’s left until dawn, because past dawn none of it can be spent on us again.”

“How long is that?”

“Midnight to first light,” I said. “Five hours and forty minutes.”

Yrsa drew seven shallow marks on the map with one finger. Bram set down the tray he had forgotten.

“Seven waves,” said Yrsa, eventually.

“What?”

“That’s what it works out to at that length with that many bodies, if they’re any good at all.” She was drawing on the table with her finger. “Seven pushes, with a lull between each, because even things that don’t get tired have to be re-formed. Seven waves, and then the eighth thing that happens is the sun.”

She sat back.

“So we’re holding seven,” she said. “The eighth one’s ours.”



Maeva convened the loft at midnight and cleared the maps with a single word, and then did something she had never done since the tomb.

“Spheres, ladies, as drilled,” she said, “under new management.”

Yrsa, halfway out of her boots: “What?”

“The crowned oracle will keep time tonight,” said Maeva Castellan, “and I intend to enjoy obeying her enormously. I am told it is transformative. Four centuries have passed without it, so I am overdue, and I refuse to die without trying.”

“You’re thirty-eight.”

“I am thirty-eight in every bodily respect and four centuries overdue for an evening off duty, and I have spent all of it conducting,” said Maeva, “and tonight I am going to be conducted, and if any one of you makes a single remark about it I shall have the fox price your possessions.”

Nahari, from the window seat, calm and exact: “Then we shall begin with the vows, in whatever order you like, and I shall want them out loud, because I am blind now and intend to stay so, and a woman who will not look must be told things.”

The consents went round the room in four registers, a sound unique to that night.

Maeva first, standing, in court cadence, with her hands folded: “You may all attend me, and I shall attend all of you, and I hand the evening’s conduct to Sundermere freely and in front of witnesses, and I want that entered.”

Yrsa, flat, from the floor where she was pulling her second boot off: “Agreed. No reserve. Same terms as always: nobody’s careful with me, and if I say stop we all stop and nobody’s clever about it.”

Suzu produced, from somewhere, a folded slip of paper, and read it out.

“Item,” she said. “One evening, full participation, all parties, no reserve prices. Item: the undersigned waives all claims to dignity, composure, and the return of any garment. Item: this instrument is offered gratis and cannot be invoiced against, retroactively or otherwise, by anyone, ever.” She looked up over the paper. “Signed, Suzume Kagehana, and don’t you dare laugh, because I mean every word of it and it took me an hour.”

“Notarized,” said Maeva, and kissed her.

And Nahari, last, in full sentences, with her palms flat on her knees: “I want to be the one who says when tonight. I want each of them to have exactly what she likes and not one thing that belongs to another woman in this room. I want him to break the last number, as he always does, because that is ours. And I want to be told when I am wrong, at once, and loudly.”

They all looked at me.

“Yes,” I said. “To every one of you, out loud, in that order. And one of mine: nobody’s polite tonight. There’s a week left and I’d rather have all four of you rude.”



Nahari ran that room for two hours and she ran it like a woman conducting weather.

She started Yrsa on the map-table because that is Yrsa’s place in a group and always has been, and then changed the traditional map-table slot by slowing it down.

“Fierce,” Nahari said, from the window seat, without moving. “But at my count. Anchor: half the speed you want, and do not vary it, whatever she says to you.”

Yrsa said several things to me.

She was face-down across the map-table with her hands braced on the far edge and her long pale back arched and every muscle in her working, and I had her by one hip and by a fistful of jaw-length black hair, and I gave her exactly half the tempo she was demanding, at a rhythm the oracle called from six feet away.

“Faster,” she said.

“No.”

“I’m not asking you, I’m telling you, this is my slot, this has been my slot since Marrowford, fierce is the entire…”

“Half speed, anchor,” said Nahari, from the window seat, without opening her eyes.

“Half speed,” I said, and did not vary it by a hair.

The result on Yrsa Kaldwyn held my full attention. She is built to win a thing fast. Everything about her from the tendons up is organized around getting to the end of an exchange before it can become a negotiation, and half speed takes that away from her entirely and leaves her nowhere to be except in her own body, which is the one place she has never learned to stand still.

She got through about two minutes of tactical objection. Then the objections stopped having verbs in them. Then they stopped having words.

I kept the pace. I kept it while her forearms started to shake on the far edge of that table, and while her hips began going after a rhythm I would not give her, and while the storm-grey light came up her scars and started to strobe with her breathing.

Yrsa Kaldwyn locked hard around me on that table after about nine minutes, storm-grey light strobing over her scars while she swore at the ceiling in a voice that had gone entirely to pieces.

“That is unbelievably unfair,” she got out, afterward, face-down, still shaking.

“Noted,” said Nahari.

“That’s cheating.”

“It is timing,” said Nahari, “which is what I am. Suzu, the window. Slats.”

Suzu had been waiting for it. She went to the shuttered window in three steps and got up on the low chest under it and got the shutter cracked one slat, and outside and below, the whole town: a hundred and sixty-one lamps and nine wardens’ lines and the sister-lamp constellation burning out to Fenwick and beyond, in a ring on the black country.

She braced her hands on the sill-frame with the slat-light striping her, and looked back over her shoulder at me with both amber eyes gone vertical.

“Nobody can see in,” she said.

“Nobody can see in.”

“Everybody could, though,” said Suzu. “Structurally. That’s the entire point.” And then her sentences failed through the next hard minute, because I had her up off the chest with her back against the shutters and her legs round my waist, quick and bright and loud, exactly her register, the slat-light going across both of us in bars, and the whole time nine tails wrapped whatever came within reach: my arm, the shutter-bar, Yrsa’s ankle where she lay recovering on the table.

She weighs nothing. That fact governs the engineering of Suzume Kagehana in a room like that one, and she hates that it works and demands it every time: four foot eleven of her held up against a shutter on nothing but my forearms, taken at the pace I chose, her heels drumming the wood behind me and her hands fisted in my collar and her mouth going the entire time.

“Bars,” she got out. “That’s bars. That’s the light coming through in bars, that’s on my.”

“I know what it’s on.”

“You planned this.”

“You built the shutter,” I said, and got a hand under her and changed the angle, and Suzu’s whole vocabulary collapsed into one syllable repeated at increasing volume until Nahari, from the window seat, said, “Quieter, small one, there are children in this town,” and Suzu, without stopping, said something obscene about the children’s parents and came so hard she took a slat off the shutter with her heel.

I held her there through all of it and did not put her down until the shaking stopped, and then set her on her feet, and she stood swaying with her hand flat on the wall and one ear entirely sideways.

“Right,” she said. “Yes. Fine. Empress, he’s in a mood, you’ll want to brace.”

Maeva watched all of it from the great chair with one leg over the arm, entirely undressed and entirely composed, and did not touch herself once, because Nahari had told her not to.

“You are cruel,” she said, at one point, conversationally.

“I am patient,” said Nahari, “and I have wanted to make you wait like this since spring.”

“That is true and I resent the accuracy.”

“Ten minutes, Empress.”

“Ten.”

“Then you will have him astride, at your own pace, and I shall not interfere with a single thing except the last number.”



She got me beneath her at her own pace and was magnificently, luxuriously obedient about it.

Maeva came down into my lap on the great chair with the crowned braid already half undone and both hands flat on my chest, and rode me slow, and narrated it the entire time in full court cadence, and the narration was aimed at Nahari, because she had been told to report.

“He is doing that thing,” said Maeva, “with his hands, on my hips, which I intend to describe to you in detail because you have asked to be told things, and because I know precisely how much you enjoy this. Oh. That. There is a great deal of him and there always has been and it still defeats my composure.”

“Faster?”

“No,” said Maeva, and then, three minutes later, in a voice with the diction visibly coming apart: “Yes. Faster. Tell him faster. I am asking the conductor for faster and I want it in the record that I asked properly.”

“Anchor,” said Nahari. “Faster.”

The empress’s vocabulary went out of the room about a minute after that, and what was left was plain, and Maeva’s plain voice went straight through me.

And through all of it the light came up: the gold along her ribs and throat, and the storm-grey edging off Yrsa’s scars where she had folded herself against my shoulder and was mouthing at my neck, and Suzu’s fox-fire flickering low and orange at my other side with her tails around all five of us, and Nahari, who had come to the chair at last and taken my hand and put it exactly where she wanted it, laced from ankle to shoulder in slow ember lines.

Four colors.

Above us, the four strands stopped braiding and formed a cart-wheel ring of gold, grey, ember, and fox-fire, casting light across the chair and ruined maps.

“Oh,” said Suzu, very quietly.

“It is still open,” said Nahari. “Three and a borrowed one. It is beautiful, and it will not hold. Look at it and remember it and then attend, because I am counting.”

She counted them down from ten.

She had four women and one man at four different distances from the edge and she brought all of them to the same place with nothing but her voice and one hand, and she was not wrong by a single number, and at “two” the whole room’s breathing was one thing.

“One,” said Nahari of Sundermere, and stopped, and put her mouth against my ear, and said: “Yours.”

I broke it.

I got both hands under Maeva and drove up into her hard, three times, four, all of it, and the empress stopped narrating anything at all and made one long open sound with her head back and her breasts against my mouth, and came around me in deep slow clenching waves with the gold going through her from the throat down until she lit the underside of the chair.

Maeva’s hips drove down and held me deep as my release pulsed into her, my fingers dug in hard enough to leave marks that lasted three days and my forehead pressed between her breasts. The finish went out through the link into all four of them at once.

A braided finish defeats explanation to anyone outside one. The link transmits the event itself beyond sympathy or imagination. Yrsa Kaldwyn, who had been lying against my shoulder with nobody’s hands on her at all, arched off the chair-arm and came a second time on nothing but the feedback, teeth in my shoulder, storm-grey light going white along her ribs. Suzu, kneeling up behind Maeva with her arms round her, made a high delighted broken noise and went over with her, tails cinching tight around all five of us and all nine lighting fox-orange at the tips.

Nahari, with one hand on me and one on herself, had timed the entire room down to the last number. She was the last to go and the loudest: slow contractions bent her against my side while ember light laced her from ankle to shoulder, and she had no words left, which for her is the highest possible compliment.

At the finish, the four lights flooded together.

For several heartbeats every pleasure cycled around the loop without obstruction. Maeva later called it magnificently undignified and demanded the record say so twice.

It took a long time to come down. There was a stage in the middle where nobody could speak and everybody was laughing, a stage peculiar to us, beyond any account I had heard from anyone else.

Maeva was the first one to make a sentence, still astride me, still shaking, with her mouth against my ear.

“I have decided,” she said, “that being conducted is transformative.”

“Told you,” said Nahari, from somewhere near my knee.

“Do not gloat, oracle, it is beneath your register.”

“It is entirely within my register.”

“It is,” Maeva agreed. “That is what makes it insufferable.”



Afterward there was the pile, which is a tradition older than the march and which nobody has ever formally described, and I am not going to start.

Maeva assigned the watch rotation from inside it, face-down across my chest, without opening her eyes, and got it right, which is infuriating.

The ring was gone. The maps were ruined. Somebody had knocked the good lamp over and nobody had noticed for long enough that there was oil on the floor.

Then, sleepily, going round, each of them said what they wanted from the far side of the war.

“The capital,” said Maeva, into my collarbone. “I shall go as petitioner, never as asset, and we shall discuss terms, and I intend to enjoy myself so thoroughly that they will not notice what it costs them for a year.”

“The school’s first graduation,” said Yrsa, from the floor. “There are apparently certificates. I have not commissioned certificates. If anybody says I have commissioned certificates I will deny it.”

“You commissioned certificates.”

“The cooper offered.”

“To not-see what happens next,” said Nahari, “forever, on purpose. I want to be an ordinary woman in a house who does not know what is going to happen on Thursday. I want to be surprised by weather. I have wanted it since I was nineteen.”

And Suzu, half asleep, with her chin on my sternum and her tails everywhere:

“One thing the dragon can’t appraise,” she said. “I don’t know what it is. I’ll know it when I steal it.”

Under my palm, the slow beat beneath the world struck once.

Then it answered mine.


Chapter 16: The Night Off

The garrison school held its first graduation two days before midsummer, at four hours’ notice, in a yard full of bean rows.

Yrsa moved it. She came into the loft at breakfast, said “I’m doing the school thing today,” and went out again, and that was the entire consultation.

I understand why now and I understood why then and neither of us said it out loud, which was correct. The graduation had been set for the end of the season. The end of the season was on the far side of a night nobody could see past, and Yrsa Kaldwyn had decided that twelve children were going to have the thing they had earned in their hands before that night rather than after it, and that if anybody said the word “before” in her hearing she would go through a wall.

She did it at noon in the school yard.

Twelve of them, in a line, in their own clothes, with their practice swords grounded, and about three hundred people crammed round the fence because word had gone round the town in about eight minutes and because there was nothing else cheerful happening that week.

And Yrsa produced, from a sack, twelve wooden certificates.

They were beautiful, improbably so. They were oak, planed and sanded and edged, about the size of a supper plate, with the letters cut in properly and rubbed with lampblack, and every single one had the student’s name on it and the date and one line about what they had learned.

“Where did those come from?” I said, at the fence.

“The cooper had offcuts,” said Yrsa.

“The cooper had offcuts, and cut twelve name-boards, and edged them, and blacked the letters.”

“He offered.”

“Yrsa.”

“He offered,” said Yrsa Kaldwyn, in a voice like a portcullis coming down, “and I said if he liked, and he liked, and the matter ends there, and if you tell one person in this march that I commissioned certificates I will fight you in front of the school.”

She read the names out one at a time and handed them over and did not shake anybody’s hand, because she does not, and instead she did something better: with each one she said the one thing that student was actually good at, out loud, in front of three hundred people.

“Torvald. Best gate-hinge in the cohort. Has not stepped forward once when he shouldn’t. Will be a wall somebody stands behind for forty years.”

“Sela. Fastest read on the back-cut in the yard, including two of the levies. Do not let her fence you for money.”

And last, Brenna, twelve years old, sun-browned, with her fence-wire braid and the stolen picket she has never given back.

Her board said LAMP-CAPTAIN.

“That’s not a rank,” said Brenna, holding it in both hands.

“It is now,” said Yrsa. “It’s on a board.”

“Warden Kaldwyn.”

“Don’t.”

“It’s on a BOARD,” said Brenna, and the yard fell over laughing, and Yrsa went and stood by the fence with her arms folded and her ears red, and Nahari, beside me, said quietly, “Do not look at her for four minutes,” and I did not.



Bram declared the siege-menu the same afternoon, on a slate, outside the annex, in letters a foot high.

EVERYTHING MUST GO

INCLUDING THE GOOD BARREL

PRICES REVISED DOWNWARD DAILY UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE

TIDEMAN

“That’s the Ferran barrel,” I said.

“That’s the Ferran barrel.”

“You’ve kept it since Marrowford. You wouldn’t open it for the boon-oath.”

“I wouldn’t open it for the boon-oath,” Bram agreed, and put his one hand flat on the plank, and looked at the wall for a moment. “I’ll tell you my reasoning, Warden, and then I’d like a drink myself, which I don’t do. Either we’re all here on Friday, in which case I’ll have sold a barrel of very good wine at a discount and I’ll be annoyed about it for a year and that’ll be a nice thing to be annoyed about. Or we’re not.”

“Bram.”

“Or we’re not,” he said, “and there is no possible arrangement of this world in which I want that barrel sitting full in my cellar on Friday afternoon with nobody left to drink it. So it goes now. Cheap. And every single person on that wall gets a cup of the best thing I own before they climb up there.”

He sold it at fourpence and the annex ran until three in the morning, and it became the best night of siege week.



Suzu stole the pencil at dusk.

She did it in the yard, in front of Osric and two carters and Maeva, from the outside pocket of my coat, and she did it slowly, with full eye contact, turning our usual pencil theft into a witnessed ritual.

“Right,” she said, holding it up. “For luck.”

“That’s my pencil.”

“That is your pencil, and it’s now my pencil, and on the other side of Friday it will be your pencil again.” She turned it over in her fingers. “That’s my entire insurance policy. Nobody reads the small print. Stolen before the storm, returned after. It’s a policy that pays out in the wrong direction.”

“You’ve had it four times.”

“Five,” said Suzu. “You’ve forgotten the fen.” She put it behind her ear and looked at me for a second longer than the joke needed, and the grin arrived late and both ears flattened. “It works, porter-of-legends. Five for five. Do the arithmetic and don’t argue with a professional.”

Then she went off across the yard, and Osric wrote something down, and Maeva said, without looking up from the muster-roll:

“She has been planning that theft for three days, waiting for an audience.”

“I know.”

“She wanted witnesses to the return,” said Maeva. “Do not tell her I said so.”



I walked the town that evening because I could not sit down, and because a warden who is visible on the last ordinary night is worth about forty men, and because if I am honest I wanted to look at it.

Eleven hundred people in a town built for four hundred. Every barn full. Carts stood in rows on the fair-ground, with families sleeping under them by choice, preferring their own carts and the warm air to stuffy halls. Beans up to the knee in what had been the wrestling ground. Somebody’s goat on the school-yard fence, illegally, being fed by the entire cohort.

I got stopped nine times in a hundred yards.

Nobody warns a warden about the ordinary questions. Every question assumed we would hold. A man from Old Wintering Barn wanted to know if his brother-in-law could be moved to the north barn because of a dispute about a dog. Goodwife Cairn wanted the kiln-share reconciliation looked at before Friday, on the grounds that if things went badly she did not want the books wrong. Two boys asked whether the fair would still happen after. A woman I did not know put a loaf into my hands, said “You look thin,” and walked away before I could get her name.

Ana Merrick, on a chair outside the ford-house family’s billet with her bad hip up on a box, waved me over with one finger, which is how she summons empresses.

“That culvert,” she said.

“Ana.”

“I’m not arguing it tonight. I’m telling you she was right about the fall and wrong about the width, and I’ve told her, and she’s written it down.” She looked satisfied. “In a letter, she says. To someone in four hundred years.”

“Did she tell you what else is in it?”

“No, and I didn’t ask. That’s hers.” She adjusted the hip. “Warden. Sit down for two minutes, you’re making the street nervous.”

I sat down for two minutes.

Bram’s annex was still going. Osric was at a corner table with the tally-book and two pencils, one behind each ear, ruling lines. Saskia Roehn was up on the postern wall with her boots hanging over and a plate on her knee, refusing to come down, as she had been doing for four days.

“You should eat inside,” I said, below her.

“I’ve eaten inside four times this week,” said Saskia, “and every time somebody thanks me, and I don’t know what to do with my face.”

“You could say you’re welcome.”

“I could say I’m welcome,” she agreed, “and then they’d be encouraged, and then it’d happen again.” She looked out east over the dark. “Warden. I want something and it isn’t money.”

“Go on.”

“Nearly four weeks ago your empress put a clause in my contract that I didn’t ask for and I didn’t want and I have read about forty times.” She did not look round. “That if I’m killed here this house buries me under my own name and my own arms.”

“I know. I was in the room.”

“Nobody’s ever.” She stopped, and started again, differently. “I’ve hired to eight houses. All eight contracts had clauses about kit and horses. Every contract left the body out.” She put a piece of bread in her mouth. “That’s all. I’m not asking for anything. I wanted you to know I’d read it.”

Then she said, with her mouth full, in the flattest voice in the province: “Tell Kaldwyn I’ll hold the postern until the sun comes up or I’m dead, and that she can check my hinges herself if she wants a second opinion, and she will.”

The lamp census went out at dusk for the last time, and I walked the first half of it with them because Brenna asked me to and because there was no version of that evening in which I was going to say no.

Nahari had the slate. Brenna had the chalk. The promotion had been made weeks earlier and neither of them had commented on it.

“Ninety-one in April,” said Brenna, as we came round the school-yard fence. “A hundred and sixty-one after East Ford. Tonight we’ll clear two hundred, because the barns have got their own now and the carts count.”

“Do carts count?”

“Carts count if the light stays with the cart,” she said. “That’s the rule. A lamp that moves with a person is a person’s lamp and it counts once. A lamp that gets carried about and put down in different places doesn’t count at all, because it’s the same lamp being counted four times and then next season you’d think we had four.”

“Who made that rule?”

“She did.” Brenna nodded at Nahari without looking up from the slate. “But I wrote down why, because if you only write the number down, then next season you’ll guess at the reason and then you’ll act on the guess.”

Nahari, walking beside us barefoot with her eyes shut, said: “That is mine as well, and she has said it better than I ever did, and I am furious about it.”

We did the north quarter. Two hundred and four, in the end, which Brenna wrote in her own column with the date and then, on her own initiative, a second smaller number underneath: 11.

“What’s eleven?”

“Lamps that went out while we were walking and got relit before we got past,” said Brenna. “That’s a different thing from a lamp being lit. That’s somebody watching it.”

That sentence stayed with me, sharper than most of my own.

The bear was asleep on the fair-ground in a nest of straw with four children asleep against it, which their parents had plainly permitted and which the man from Havering was guarding by sitting on a barrel nearby with a mug, in the manner of a man who has decided he lives here now.

“He’s eaten nine loaves,” he said, as I passed.

“Is that a complaint?”

“It’s a report,” said the man from Havering. “The empress said to report.”

Suzu and Nahari were playing dice on the vault stair at the eleventh hour, as they have done since Veltmark, a game the oracle loses almost every time.

“Four,” said Suzu, and threw four.

“That is not skill.”

“That is entirely skill.”

“You are palming.”

“I am absolutely palming,” said Suzu, “and you cannot prove it, because you have stopped looking, which was an outrageous professional gift and I intend to abuse it until you die.”

Nahari of Sundermere laughed out loud in a stairwell on the second-to-last night, and lost seven coppers, and paid them.

I did my own work last, in the loft, alone, for about an hour, and it was all lists.

That is what I am. Other men sharpen things.

Page one: the hours. First bell to dawn broken into half-hours down the left margin, with the wall sections across the top, and in every box the name of the person who is responsible for that section in that half-hour, and under it, in brackets, the name of the person who takes it if the first name goes down. Two hundred and forty boxes. Four hundred and eighty names. All four hundred and eighty written out by hand, because a list you have copied is a list you have not read.

Page two: what I can make. Echo-rope, three lengths at once, four seconds each. Echo-plank, one, six seconds, will hold a man’s weight for about half of that. Echo-bar, the pry-bar, eleven seconds, which is the longest thing I own and the only one worth anything in a fight. Echo-lantern, as many as I can throw, nine seconds, no heat, no smell, and enough light to make a thing that hunts by light look in the wrong direction.

That last one is the whole of my arsenal and I have built a battle plan on it twice.

Page three was a single line, because I made myself write it before I went to bed:

DO NOT REACH FOR ANYTHING THAT IS NOT ON THIS GROUND.

I read it twice, and put the notebook in my coat, and went down to look for her.



The letter happened at the eleventh hour, at the hall’s north-west corner, in the dark, with a mason.

I did not know it was going to happen. I came looking for her about a wall matter and found her kneeling at the foundation course with a lantern, a mason named Hask, a chisel, and a lead tube.

“You may stay,” said Maeva, “if you can be quiet until Hask sets the facing stone, a skill at which you remain infuriatingly reliable.”

So I sat on the mounting-block and watched an empress seal a letter into a wall.

Hask had cut the pocket that afternoon: a slot in the second course, four inches deep, at the corner where the hall’s north wall meets the older doorframe. The doorframe is the oldest wood in this march. She raised it herself four hundred years ago with a work-crew, and a man named Corwin Ferris was killed cutting the oak for it, and she is the only person alive who has ever said his name out loud.

She held the three folded sheets until the lantern flame shortened by a finger-width.

“You have watched me do this twice,” she said.

“Three times.”

“Three.” She turned the pages over. “The first was in the Marrowford war-loft before our second descent into the Sunken Crown. I wrote to three duchies that no longer existed, burned it, and complained about the ink so that neither of us would have to discuss it.”

“I remember.”

“The second was in the Veltmark annex on the eve of the Undercourt final. I did not burn it. I folded it into the campaign map and left it there, which was cowardice of a superior grade.” She squared the pages. “This one is to the march.”

“To the march.”

“To whoever is holding this hall in four hundred years,” said Maeva Castellan. “That is the entire address. It says what we are doing here this week and why. It has the drainage in it. It has the school in it, and the names of the twelve, and Ana Merrick’s culvert argument, which I have set down in full because she is right and I intend to be seen to concede in writing at a distance of four centuries. It has an accounting of the treasury, which the fox audited and which is therefore correct to a third of a copper. It has the fact that the Warden of this march paid for the fair out of his own share and then argued about it.”

“That’s not going in a wall.”

“It is already in the wall in the sense that it is in the ink,” she said, “and the wall is merely the storage.”

She put the letter in the tube and Hask sealed the tube with wax and mortar, and slid it into the pocket in the second course, and set the facing stone over it, and pointed it, and stood back, and it was gone: a corner of a wall, exactly like every other corner of that wall.

Maeva put her palm flat on the new mortar for a moment.

“The first empire wrote to its dead,” she said. “This one writes forward.”

Then she got up off her knees, and thanked Hask by name, and asked after his mother, and told him to go home, and stood there in the dark with the lantern at her feet while his footsteps went off across the yard.

And then, without turning round, in the middle of a sentence about grain stores:

“…and the second granary’s dry, which Osric will confirm, and I have had the seed corn moved above the flood course, so the empress is provisioned for tomorrow.” She stopped. “Tonight I would like the night off.”

“Off what?”

“Off being her,” said Maeva.



She went up first. I gave her fifteen minutes because she asked for them, and when I came up, the room had been changed.

The bodice was on the wardrobe door.

The bodice stopped me in the doorway. The re-tailored ceremonial bodice, four hundred years old and re-cut by her own hands, a thing half the march would recognize at a glance, the flag of Maeva Castellan since the day I pulled her out of the dark, was hanging on the outside of the wardrobe door, in the corridor light, out of the room.

Everything else was gone too. No gold-thread. No pins on the table. No court skirts on the chair. The map-case gone off the chest, and the seal, and the writing box.

A single candle waited on the sill.

And Maeva sitting on the edge of the bed in a plain shift with her hair completely down.

I had never seen her take the braid down first. Since the antechamber it had come down at the peak of things, mid-act, as an event, staged and known to be staged, the crowned coil coming apart over both of us like a signature on a document. That night it was down before I came through the door, and brushed, and lying over her shoulders and down her back, and it made her look younger and softer and entirely unarmored and she knew exactly what it looked like and had done it anyway.

“Shut the door,” she said.

I shut the door.

“Now.” Her hands were folded in her lap and her chin was up, which is her going-into-a-negotiation posture, and her voice went small enough that I leaned closer. “I am going to ask you for something and I have been rehearsing it since the doorframe and I have made a poor job of it four times.”

“Take as long as you like.”

“That is exactly the sort of gentle thing that will make it impossible, so do not do that.” She breathed. “Tonight, no empress. No decree. No tribute, no witness, no attend me, no you may. None of the ceremony, none of the vocabulary, none of the parts you have learned. I do not want to be conducted and I do not want to conduct.”

“All right.”

“Say my name and nothing else.” Her eyes came up. “Say it as often as you like and do not say the other things. Can you do that for me, Dorian?”

Since the tomb, she had called me summoner. It was endearment, joke, and a small act of empire. The rare uses of my name were scored into me.

“Maeva,” I said.

Her hands unfolded in her lap, and her chin came down from audit height.

“Yes,” she said. “That.”



I have written a great many things about that woman in this account and most of them are about display, because display is her trade and her armor and one of the great pleasures of my life.

There was no display in it.

I came and sat down beside her on the edge of the bed and did not go for anything, and put my hand on the side of her face. She turned her cheek into my palm, closed her eyes, and stayed there through twelve slow breaths.

“Maeva.”

“Mm.”

“You’re allowed to ask for things in ordinary words.”

“I am not, actually,” she said, with her eyes still shut. “That is precisely the trouble. I have spent most of my life avoiding requests in ordinary words. An empress indicates, and other people are permitted the pleasure of anticipating her before she must ask. It is a very effective system and I built it myself and I have not been outside it in four centuries.”

“Try one.”

She was quiet for a moment.

“Kiss me,” said Maeva Castellan, “please,” and her voice did something on the second word, and I did.

The shift came off her over her head about ten minutes later and she did it herself, and there was no staging in it at all: she simply pulled it off and dropped it on the floor and lay back on the bed in one candle’s worth of light and let herself be looked at.

Sun-gold skin, a narrow waist, full heavy breasts settling as she lay back, regal hips, gold hair spread beneath her. Yet her unarranged face held me hardest.

“Say it,” she said.

“You’re beautiful.”

“Not the ceremony version.”

“That wasn’t the ceremony version,” I said. “The ceremony version has three clauses in it and a joke at the end.”

She laughed, once, wetly.

“So it does,” she said.

I took my time without liturgy, touching her breasts as plainly as her shoulder, ribs, and inner wrist. When I moved on, she made a small surprised noise at the broken itinerary.

“You did not stay.”

“No.”

“Everybody stays,” said Maeva.

“I know,” I said. “Maeva, I’ve got all night.”

She put her hands over her face.

“That is unbearable,” she said, from underneath them, and I took her wrists gently and moved them and kissed her again, and she came up off the pillow into it with both hands in my hair, and after that she stopped being able to talk in whole sentences at all, which for her is a different country.

She asked for things.

That is what that night was, in the end. She asked for things in ordinary words, out loud, in a plain voice, and every single time it visibly cost her, and every single time she did it again.

“Slower.”

“There.”

“Stay. Stay there. No. Yes.”

“Your hand. Both of them. On me, I want.”

And once, with her eyes shut and her mouth against my shoulder, so quietly that I nearly missed it: “Please don’t stop doing that.”

I did not stop doing that.

I had two fingers in her and my mouth at her throat and I had been working her slowly long enough for the candle to lose a finger’s width by then, and she was soaking, and every time I changed anything at all she made a sound she would have edited out of any other night of her life.

“Maeva.”

“Mm.”

“Tell me where.”

“You know where.”

“Tell me anyway,” I said, “in ordinary words.”

Two measured breaths passed while four hundred years of statecraft fought a losing action.

“Lower,” said Maeva Castellan. “And harder than that. And with your mouth.”

So I went down her, plainly, without any of the ceremony that usually attends it, and put my mouth on her, and she got one hand into my hair and the other flat on the headboard behind her and arched up off the bed with a noise like something breaking loose.

I took my time about that too.

She has a particular way of coming apart under a mouth: the thighs go first, then the hips lose all their imperial control and start working against me, and then, ordinarily, there is a narration, court-formal and increasingly ruined, which I had been collecting since the antechamber.

There was no narration. There was one syllable, over and over, in a voice getting higher and less careful every time, and her heels on my back, and both hands in my hair by the end, holding me exactly where she wanted me and not directing me at all, and then Maeva came against my mouth with her whole body locking and her spine off the mattress and a cry that anybody awake in the yard below certainly heard.

She was still shaking when I came up her body.

“Again,” she said.

“Say it properly.”

“I am saying it properly. That is the properly.” Her eyes were wet and open and entirely undefended. “Again, Dorian. And this time inside me, and slowly, and do not be careful, and do not stop when I.”

“When you what.”

“When I say things,” said Maeva. “I am going to say a great many things tonight and none of them are decrees and I do not want any of them obeyed. I want you to keep going.”

The gold came up under her skin low and even, lying along her ribs and throat like coals under ash: steady the whole time, warm rather than bright.

I went into her face to face with her legs around me and my forearms under her shoulders, and she said my name.

She said it about forty times over the next half hour and no other word at all.

Halfway, she turned us and came astride without procession or imperial arrangement. She wanted my face closer. She sank onto me with an unguarded groan, folded to my chest, and moved slowly with our mouths four inches apart and her hands around my face.

Her ceremonies in that position had always been about being looked at from below.

This one was about being close enough to be breathed on.

Since the antechamber, every touch had belonged partly to a ceremony she conducted. This one had no arrangement. Her breasts against my chest with nobody framing them. The soft heavy warmth of her all along me. Her hair down over both of us in the bed, which she had staged a dozen times elsewhere and which here had simply happened.

Her eyes shone before we were halfway, entirely undefended, as if something shut for four centuries had finally opened.

“Do not,” she said, when I started to speak.

“I wasn’t going to.”

“You were going to be kind about it.”

“I was going to say your name.”

“Then say that,” said Maeva. “That is permitted. That is the only permitted thing.”

“Maeva.”

“Again.”

“Maeva.”

Her hips lost their rhythm entirely on the second one, and she stopped trying to have a rhythm, and just moved on me in a slow unshaped way with her mouth against my jaw and her hands losing their last court precision.

“I am not,” she said, at some point, “doing this well.”

“There isn’t a well.”

“There is always a well. There is a way to do everything well and I have known all of them since I was nineteen and I do not know how to do THIS.” Her voice cracked on it and she pushed her forehead harder into mine, angry and undefended in the same breath. “I have been good at this for four hundred years without ever doing it. What is that, Dorian? What is the word for what that is?”

“It’s Tuesday,” I said. “It’s just Tuesday, and you’re allowed one.”

Maeva Castellan laughed and sobbed in the same movement, and put her mouth on mine, and did not answer.

“Slower,” she said.

I went slower.

“There. Just.” Her fingers opened helplessly in my hair. “Just there. Don’t move. Don’t.”

I held still through twelve small involuntary flutters of her body around me, and Maeva Castellan hid her face in my neck and made a noise that had absolutely nothing regal in it anywhere.

I got my hands into her hair and my arms all the way round her back and held her against me, and we moved together like that, both of us at the same slow rate, until neither of us was setting anything and neither of us could have told you who was.

The gold under her skin came up brighter then, still soft, still even, warming the hollow of her throat and the inside of my forearms where the silver tracery runs, so that the two of them lay along each other in the dark: her gold, my grey, one map on top of the other.

“You are going to make me,” she said, against my ear.

“Yes.”

“I want you with me.”

“I’m with you.”

“Say my name.”

“Maeva,” I said.

There was no tribute in that room and no witnessing and no attend me, and not even the shortened plain hunger that arrives when her court diction finally breaks, because there was no court diction to break: she had left it hanging on a wardrobe door in a corridor. What was in that room was a woman with her hair down saying one syllable over and over into my neck, and it undid me completely.

“Dorian.”

“I’m here.”

“Dorian.” Her arms locked around my back. “Don’t.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

She came with my name in her mouth and her whole body locking against mine, folded down onto my chest with her hands in my hair, and the gold went through her from the throat to the hips in one slow soft flood, and she did not narrate it and she did not audit it, and she did not say a single elegant thing.

I finished inside her four strokes later with her holding onto me hard enough to bruise, spilling into her while she was still coming apart, and through the link her pleasure went into mine and mine into hers until the two of them were one thing with no border on it anywhere.

And then she said my name once more, in a completely different voice, and I felt the tear go down the side of her face and into her hair.

The rule is that it happens once and that I am not permitted to mention it. That is her rule and she made it in a loft over a Marrowford taproom the second night I ever spent with her, and I had kept it without exception.

So I left it unnamed. I turned my head and kissed it off her cheek, and Maeva Castellan put her hand on the back of my neck and held it there very hard for about ten seconds, which is her whole language for the thing she will not say.



We let the candle burn a thumb’s width without speaking.

It was our longest shared silence since the tomb, and nothing in it needed repair.

The candle went down. Somebody crossed the yard below with a lamp and their light went along the ceiling and away. Out past the shutters the town made the small noises a town makes at two in the morning when a great many people who do not usually live there are sleeping in its streets: a dog, a cart being unloaded late, a child, once, and then not again.

She lay half on my chest with her hair everywhere and her leg over mine and did not move.

After a while her breathing changed and I thought she had gone to sleep, and then she said, from somewhere under my collarbone, in a voice that was three-quarters plain and one-quarter beginning to be court cadence again, the way a fire comes back when you put a log on it:

“Thank you for finding just Maeva.”

“She’s not hard to find.”

“She is extremely hard to find. She is shy, and she has been shut in a room since the reign of a man whose name I decline to say in a bed.” Her hand moved on my chest. “The empress will require her seat back by morning. She has a wall to inspect and eleven hundred people to be magnificent at and I would not deprive her of it for anything in the world; she is my finest work and I am extremely fond of her.”

“Understood.”

“And after Friday,” said Maeva, “when we have all of us finished with this appalling nonsense, I am going to want the capital.”

“The capital.”

“The capital,” she said. “I go as a petitioner, beyond their pricing and curiosity, in my own name, at my own hour, with a march behind me and terms in my hand. I have carried the plan since we won the march and I did not want to say it out loud while I was still angry about something, because a plan made out of a wound is a bad plan and I have made two.”

“Is this one made out of a wound?”

She lifted her head and looked at me in the last of the candle.

“No,” she said, with some surprise. “No, it is not. This one is not made out of a wound at all.”

Then she put her head back down.

“But that,” said Maeva Castellan, “is a morning conversation.”



The false dawn went out at the fourth hour.

I know the exact hour because the north-wall watch woke me: three taps on the door, Colm’s voice, apologetic, and then the two of us on the wall walk in the grey with half the household arriving behind us in whatever they had been asleep in.

The eastern horizon was black.

For eighteen nights there had been a low bloom on it, thirteen miles out, wide enough to read a slate by if you had good eyes and an imagination. That night the east was empty: no fires, no glow, no smoke against the stars, only the shoulder of the hills and one very ordinary summer sky.

Yrsa arrived barefoot with her sword and looked until its point lowered an inch.

“They’ve not gone home,” she said.

“No.”

“They’ve formed and doused.” She spat over the parapet. “That’s a night march, and it’s an early one. They’ll be on our ground by tomorrow evening with a whole day in hand, and they’ll sit down in front of this wall in daylight and let us look at them until the dark comes.” She scratched her ribs. “They doused so we’d spend today arguing about whether they’d gone. Don’t. They’re a day out and they’re not in a hurry, because midsummer’s the appointment and they intend to arrive early and be seen waiting.”

“Nahari,” I said.

Nahari of Sundermere came up the steps with her eyes shut, put her hands on the parapet, and turned her face east into the dark and did not open them.

“It is walking,” she said.

“How far?”

“I told you in May that I would not look, and I have not looked, and I am not going to.” Her hands were flat on the stone. “But you do not need a glass for this, anchor. Put your palm on the wall.”

I put my palm on the wall.

Thirteen miles east, in the dark, on ground I had never walked, something was coming toward my town at the speed of a slow walk, and the stone under my hand was carrying it the way a floor carries a footstep in another room.


Chapter 17: The Room She Didn’t Case

They came over the eastern hills at four in the afternoon on the longest day of the year, in bright sunshine, and let us watch them do it.

I had the whole wall up there. That was deliberate: Maeva’s instruction, given at noon, and it was correct. Eleven hundred people cannot be kept from looking at a thing that is coming for them, and a town that watches an army arrive together is a town that has already survived the first hour of it.

So we stood on the wall in the sun and we counted, and Osric wrote it down.

Five banners at the head, all gone the color of old coin. That is what a bought hunt looks like: the cloth is all there, the gold thread is all there, and there is no shine anywhere on it, and you can see it at half a mile. Vael’s three white arches went past on a pole carried by a man who had never met him.

Sixty-five horse. Twenty-six on foot who moved like soldiers.

And then a gap of about forty yards, and then the leash-trains, forty-one, in fours, walking in step at the pace of the column ahead of them, and the sound they made was the wrong sound. Sixty-five horses make a noise you can hear at a mile. Forty-one leashed dead in step on a dry road at four in the afternoon make less noise than a hayfield.

Behind them the wagon.

It came last and it came alone, drawn by two greys with their heads down, with a lamp burning on the front hook in full afternoon sunshine, and forty yards of empty road around it in every direction, and no driver that anybody on that wall could see.

And beside it, walking, at the pace of the horses, in a plain coat with no dust on it: the Factor.

He did not ride. Every time I had seen him, he came on foot. He walked the whole thirteen miles at the speed of his own column with his hands at his sides, and when the column halted on the rise a thousand yards out from my wall he kept walking for another seven paces, then stopped and inspected the town from north angle to postern.

“He’s pacing them,” said Yrsa, beside me.

“Yes.”

“He’s never hurried in all the time we’ve watched him.” She had both hands on the parapet. “Now he’s setting an army’s pace with his feet. That’s what I don’t like. The pacing.”

And Cylas Aurent walked at the head of the column on foot, in gold that did not gutter, and stopped when the column stopped, and stood facing the wall without moving for the next six hours.



They dressed the ground until dusk. Everyone on the wall watched, because a structure seen being built can be understood.

Two picket lines, north and south of the drove road. A cook-fire they did not use. Three siege-ladders, unloaded from the wagons and laid out on the grass in plain view, which is an old trick and an honest one: a ladder you can see is a ladder you have to garrison against.

And at the middle, forty yards clear of everything, on the rise directly opposite my main gate, they set the wagon and its lamp.

Nobody unhitched the greys.

Bram sold four hundred cups of the Ferran barrel to the wall between five and seven o’clock and did not take a penny for a single one of them.

I found him working his way along the north curtain with a jug in his one hand and a boy behind him with a basket of cups, and he had a word for every third person, and none of the words were about the field.

“Your mother’s inside?”

“She’s in the vault, Master Tideman.”

“She’ll have taken the good bench,” said Bram. “She always takes the good bench. Drink that.”

At the top of the gate-tower he stopped beside me and looked out at a thousand yards of grass with an army on the far end of it.

“Warden.”

“Bram.”

“When this is done,” he said, “you’ll owe me for one barrel of Ferran red at the price I’d have got for it at a fair. Notice I haven’t written it in the book.”

“Why not?”

“Because if I write it in the book,” said Bram Tideman, “it becomes a debt, and the whole of tonight is about somebody who deals in those. I gave the barrel away. Gifts stay out of my ledger.” He handed me a cup. “Drink it in front of them.”

I drank it in front of them.



An hour before dusk, the Factor walked up to my ditch alone and asked, politely, whether he might have a word.

Four hundred people watched it happen, and half have told it wrong since.

He came up the drove road on foot at his pace with his hands at his sides. He stopped at the outer edge of the ditch, at about thirty feet, which is inside a good bowshot and he knew it, and he waited until somebody looked over the parapet at him, and then he said, at conversational volume, in a conversational voice that carried cleanly up the wall:

“Warden Marsh. If you can spare four minutes.”

Yrsa had an arrow on him before he finished the sentence. Two of Holt’s men had two more.

“Down,” I said.

“Dorian.”

“Down. He hasn’t come inside a bowshot on the off-chance, and if there were any version of this where an arrow worked, he wouldn’t be standing there.” I put my hands on the parapet. “Four minutes.”

I went out onto the wall-head above the gate and looked down at him.

He was exactly as he has always been: a plain coat, no dust on it, and nothing whatever remarkable about the face, a face I have now looked at four times and still could not draw for you. There were no footprints behind him on the road.

Nahari came up the steps and stopped six feet short of the parapet and turned her back to it and stood there with her eyes closed and her chin down, which is the refusal drill she had spent the last week teaching to sixty people, performed by its author, at the range where it counts.

“The oracle will not look at me,” said the Factor, with what sounded like real appreciation. “That has been very expensive and I would like her to know it was noticed.”

“You had four minutes.”

“I did. Thank you.” He put his hands behind his back. “The offer has stood since that wet spring evening at your own warden-post. It stands tonight and expires tomorrow. The calendar makes that statement, rather than a threat.”

“Say the offer out loud. In front of them.”

He inclined his head as though I had asked him to sign something.

“Terms,” said the Factor. “You cease returning legends without instrument. You accept an instrument, which we would provide, and which would not touch you. Your four remain with you: whole, at their present strength, no diminishment, no grey, no walking to heel. They are yours in every respect that any of them would recognize. Their bonds continue. Nothing you have is taken.”

“And?”

“And what you make from this evening onward is underwritten by us,” he said. “Every legend you return, for the rest of your life and the length of your line, arrives lent rather than free. The difference would be invisible to everybody, including you, and including her.” A pause. “It is a bookkeeping distinction, Warden. That is not me being coy. It is genuinely, entirely, a bookkeeping distinction.”

“And the town?”

“Untouched,” said the Factor. “The men on that rise go home unpaid and offended. The forty-one are withdrawn. There would be no night. You would keep your walls, your school, your empress, your saint, your seer, your thief, your eleven hundred people and your two hundred and four lamps, and you would keep all of them alive.” His head tilted very slightly. “I am aware of how that sentence sounds in your mouth. I put it plainly because you are a plain man and it would insult you to be handled.”

Two hundred and ten people listened from the wall, each with family inside. Bowstrings creaked as hands held them drawn.

“Say what it costs,” I said.

“Nothing that you would ever feel.”

“Say what it costs.”

“Then: everything after you,” said the Factor. “Whatever you are, occurs once and stops. There would be no further competitors and the account would be closed at your death, tidily, with no scar on anyone.” He was quite still. “These are the best terms I have been permitted to offer on your account. I have offered worse to kings.”

“No,” I said.

“You have not considered it.”

“I considered it in the spring mud at my own gate and I’ve thought about it about four hundred times since, mostly at night, and the answer is the same one.” I straightened up. “You want the difference between lent and free, and you say nobody would feel it. There’s a woman standing eight feet behind me who has spent two hundred years being told that a thing she was given for free came with a price nobody mentioned. So no.”

“Noted,” said the Factor.

“That’s it? Noted?”

“Warden, I do not argue,” he said, with something that was almost warmth. “Arguing implies that I want you to want it. My function is that the offer is made, correctly, in front of witnesses, and that it is recorded as declined.” He turned to go, and then paused. “One courtesy, since you gave me four minutes and did not shoot me. There is a thing coming tonight that is not me, and when it arrives, whatever else you do, do not ask it for terms. It does not have any. I am the terms.”

He walked back down the drove road at exactly the pace he had come up it.

Nahari stood with her back to the parapet until his footsteps had gone. Her slow blink restarted; she put her hand out, and I took it, and hers was shaking and mine was not much better.

“Anything?” I said.

“White,” said Nahari of Sundermere. “The wall. My own hands. Yours.” She opened her eyes at last and looked at me, and there was nothing in her face but relief. “And I did not see one single thing about tonight, anchor, which means neither did he.”



I came through the hall’s back passage at dusk and found the two of them on the bottom of the vault stair, and I stopped in the passage and did not go on, which I am not proud of and would do again.

Suzu was sitting on the third step from the bottom with her elbows on her knees. Nahari was standing two steps above her with one hand on the wall, eyes shut, as she had been since the rim.

“I’m not nervous,” Suzu was saying.

“I did not say you were.”

“You were about to.”

“I was about to keep my mouth shut,” said Nahari. “I am extremely good at it and nobody in this house ever lets me practice.”

There was a silence.

“It’s a big room,” said Suzu, eventually, and her voice had gone somewhere I had heard it go exactly twice, at a grave under a plum tree and in a rock gallery full of eggs. “That’s the report. It’s a very big room and I’m not going to be funny in it, and I can’t remember another room where I knew I wouldn’t be funny.”

Nahari did not move off the wall.

“You have explained to me nine times,” she said, “what happens when a debt is settled in full.”

“That’s different.”

“Tell it to me anyway. I am blind and I would like something to look at.”

Suzu made a noise.

“Fine,” she said. “When a thing’s paid off in full, the instrument doesn’t get torn up. That’s the amateur version and it’s wrong. What happens is the instrument gets kept. Both parties keep a copy, signed, forever, because the whole point of paying a thing off is that afterward there’s a piece of paper in the world that says you did.”

“And what is on the paper?”

“Nothing that’s owed,” said Suzu.

“Say that again, small one.”

Suzu went quiet long enough for one tail to twitch.

“Nothing that’s owed,” she said. “It’s just… a record that it happened. That’s all that’s on it. That’s all a settled instrument is. The settled debt has become a fact.”

“Then you have already written tonight yourself,” said Nahari of Sundermere, “in your own hand, in your own trade’s grammar, and I have simply held it up so that you could read it, because you can price everything in the world except the thing in your own pocket.”

She came down the two steps, put her palm flat on the top of Suzu’s head for a moment, as she does with Brenna, and went past her up the passage without opening her eyes, and did not see me, or did, and said nothing about it either way.

Suzu sat alone until the next passage lamp was trimmed.

Then she said, to nobody, in a perfectly ordinary voice, “Bloody oracle,” and got up.



Suzu found me at the vault door at dusk.

She had spent the afternoon doing what she does, which is everything: three trips along the outside of the wall in daylight because “somebody has to know what our own ditch looks like from their side”; the vault’s benches counted and re-counted against a list of names; two arguments with Colm about lamp-line traveler rings; and one entirely unexplained forty minutes on the hall roof.

She was standing at the head of the vault stair with her hands in her sleeves, and the grille was open, and the great door was open, and she said:

“Come down. I want to show you something and I’ve only got the light for it until the sun clears the west slit.”

There were a hundred and forty people in that vault an hour later. There was nobody in it then. They were still up in the yard eating, because Maeva had timed the last hot meal for the second hour after dusk and had let them have the daylight.

We went down the stair that turns twice.

She had emptied it.

The coin had gone into the mason’s void a week earlier. Now the false floor stood against the wall, the counterweighted shelf lay dismantled, and the hollow third step gaped open. All eleven hidden devices rested disarmed in precise rows on a bench.

“What have you done?”

“Sit down on the step,” said Suzu, “the real one, not the hollow one, and let me get through this, because I have been building it in my head for eleven days and if I lose my place I’ll start pricing things.”

I sat down on the step.

She stood in the middle of her own emptied vault with the lamp behind her and her hands out of her sleeves.

“Right,” she said. “Here’s the inventory. I want it said properly because that’s the whole point of tonight.”

“Suzu.”

“Don’t help. You always help.” The pencil stopped turning between her fingers. “Every room I have ever been in in my entire life, I have cased. It goes deeper than habit; it’s what I’m made of. I do it before I know I’m doing it. I walk in a door and I’ve got the exits, the sight-lines, the hinges, the way the floor sounds, which window’s swollen and which one isn’t, and the second thing I do, always, always, is work out how I get out if it goes wrong.”

“I know.”

“You don’t know the numbers,” said Suzu. “I’ve counted. Eighty-one years, allowing for the sixty in the rock, and I did it in there too, which is funny if you like that sort of joke, because there is exactly one exit in a sealed rock and I checked it every single day for sixty years.”

She looked round at the open floor and the stacked panels.

“This room had eleven ways out,” she said. “Nine of them mine, two of them yours because you built the hall. And I’ve taken all of mine out this afternoon, one at a time, with a chisel, and I have not put anything back, and there is nothing under this floor and nothing behind that shelf and nothing in the third step, and the only way out of this room is up that stair through that door in front of everybody.”

She put her hands behind her back.

“It’s the first room in eighty-one years I haven’t cased for exits,” said Suzume Kagehana. “That’s the vow, porter-of-legends. I’m not keeping one.”



I held still. I had worked out about four sentences in what was happening and had decided to make her finish before I moved a muscle.

“You want to say a thing,” she said.

“I want to hear yours first.”

“Everyone else gets wanted for what she does.” She paced, which she did when honest. “Maeva runs an empire. Yrsa is the best sword alive. Nahari can see Thursday. I steal and make people laugh because a funny fox in a human town survives. I’ve performed so long I stopped knowing what sat underneath.”

“Suzu.”

“Sixty years sealed under a rock taught me what I am when nobody’s looking,” she said. “You want to know? Quiet. An ordinary person with the performance stripped away. A person with no audience and no jokes and no takings, sitting in the dark, listening to a boy leave a plum in a crack once a season for eleven years and not being able to say one word back to him.”

She stopped pacing.

“Then you paid a debt-weight you couldn’t afford to get a thief out of a rock, and your arms came out silver. I followed east to find the trick. There wasn’t one. Since Veltmark, I’ve learned what I am when exactly one person sees all of it.”

“And what are you?”

“Kept,” said Suzu.

She had to stop for a second.

“That’s the word. I looked for a better one for a fortnight and couldn’t find it. It’s a horrible word, sounds like a mistress in a bad ballad. I mean the way a thing gets kept. Written in a book. Counted. Put on a shelf where it belongs and looked at, on purpose, by somebody who knows exactly what it’s worth and doesn’t want to sell it.”

She came and stood in front of the step where I was sitting, so that for once she was looking down at me.

“Sixty years sealed taught me what I am when nobody sees me,” she said. “You taught me what I am when one person does. I want that on the permanent record. I want the permanent kind, beyond tabs, tethers, oaths, or favors with interest running.”

“Say the word.”

“Crown me,” said Suzume Kagehana.

And it surfaced in that flat ledger-voice in a room with the floor taken up.

[BOND OFFERED: CROWNED – FULL AND MUTUAL]

[HER CHOICE, FREELY MADE. NO DEBT ON EITHER SIDE.]



“You decided in June,” I said.

“I decided in June.”

“In the loft. When Nahari looked at you.”

“I decided about four minutes before that,” said Suzu, “and Nahari knew, because Nahari is unbearable. And then you stood up and said nobody crowns for a wall, and I sat on the corner of that table with my chin on my fists and I nearly said it there and then, and I didn’t, and do you know why?”

“Because I’d never have believed it.”

“Because YOU’d never have believed it,” she agreed. “Not out loud. You’d have said all the right things and you’d have meant them, and then in about nine years, on some perfectly ordinary Tuesday, you’d have been lying awake doing arithmetic, and you’d have thought: she said it on the eleventh day before a siege.” She shrugged. “I’m a fence, porter-of-legends. I know exactly how much provenance is worth. So I sat on my hands for eleven days and let you not know, so that when it happened you’d never be able to price it as strategy.”

“You paid dearly to keep the provenance clean.”

“That’s what I thought,” said Suzu, “which is how I knew it was the right one.”

Then she reached into her sleeve and took out my pencil and put it in my hand and closed my fingers round it.

“Collateral returned,” she said. “The debt runs neither way now. That’s what a crown is, isn’t it. Paid in full, both directions, forever.”

I looked at it.

Then I put it back in her hand.

“No,” I said.

“Dorian.”

“The storm isn’t over. It hasn’t started.” I closed her fingers on it, as she had closed mine. “The policy says stolen before, returned after. You hold it until after. That’s the terms and you wrote them.”

Suzume Kagehana turned the pencil once in her hand, put it in her inside pocket, and her whole face did something complicated.

“That’s the correct reading of the contract,” she said, thickly. “Disturbingly correct.”



There was one lamp and the door was open.

She did that. She went up the stair, in the middle of everything, and put the great door back on its stop and left it open onto the empty landing and the stair with nothing at the top of it but the hall and a town full of people, and she came back down and looked at me and dared me with her whole face to say a word about it.

“You said no exits.”

“I said I hadn’t cased it,” said Suzu. “This is different. This is the door being open because I want it open. Eighty-one years of picking rooms with two ways out, and tonight I want one way in and it’s standing wide, and if anybody comes down that stair they can look at me for as long as they like.”

“Nobody’s coming down that stair.”

“I know,” she said. “That’s the joke and it’s on me and it took me since Veltmark to get it.”

She came and stood between my knees on the step with the lamp behind her and the shelf with the copper tower on it over her shoulder, and put both my hands on her face.

“Yes,” she said. “In case that hasn’t been clear enough for the ledger. No hidden balance, no reserved part. And I’m twenty-one. Sixty-odd years running. The rock didn’t count and neither does the war, so note it and start.”

“Noted,” I said, and pulled her in.



The glamour went first and she did not make an event of it.

Suzu’s glamour was stagecraft, slipped badly on purpose because being half-seen was her trade. In the vault, it went out like a candle cleared from a table.

Fox ears. The fox-fire freckling across her nose. Amber eyes gone vertical and already streaming a little light at the edges. And nine tails, unhidden, out, filling half the room in a slow red fan.

I undressed her sitting on that step with her standing between my knees, layer by layer of thief’s silk, and every pocket I found she emptied herself and set on the bench behind her without being asked: a hook-knife, four picks, a coil of wire, two coppers, somebody’s silver button, a dried apricot.

“That’s everything,” she said, at the end.

“That is not everything.”

“That’s everything,” said Suzu, and then, after letting the silence ripen, produced Osric’s spare pencil from behind her left ear and put it on the bench with enormous dignity.

Then I picked her up, because she weighs nothing and because I wanted her off her feet, and put her down on the bench she had laid all her disarmed mechanisms out on, and swept the whole lot of it onto the floor with my forearm.

Suzu made a small outraged noise.

“That was ordered.”

“It was in the way.”

“It was ORDERED, there was a system, that was a,” and then she stopped talking because I had her knees over my shoulders.

I took my time with her, which ran against every quick, loud encounter she preferred and was why I did it. Somewhere around the third tail of that speech on the stair, I had decided Suzume Kagehana would be attended to slowly, in a lit room, with nothing to look at but me.

She was ready before I ever touched her. She would tell you that’s professionalism, and she is entirely unembarrassed about it.

“Oh,” she said, when I got my mouth on her. “Oh, that’s. That’s unfair, that’s.”

I worked her with my tongue, slow and flat, and put two fingers into her, and she got both hands into my hair and her heels crossed behind my head and she started narrating, because she cannot help it, at about half speed and dropping.

“That’s. Right there. You’ve got. Porter, you’ve.” A gasp. “There’s a rate for this, there’s a professional rate, I’m going to invoice, I’m going to.”

“You’re not going to invoice anything.”

“I’m not going to invoice anything,” she agreed, breathless, and came about ninety seconds later with her back off the bench and both hands fisted in my hair and every tail going rigid at once.

She was still going when I picked her up again.

“Wait,” she said. “Wait, I can’t, I’m still.”

“I know you’re still.”

“You’re going to be unbearable about this.”

“Yes,” I said, and sat down on the step with her.

I got her into my lap, facing me, and that is where she stayed.

Every other night with her had been chaos: rooftops, rails, near-misses, and a running commentary of prices. I had loved every minute of it. This had none of that.

She came down onto me astride, facing, with her hands on my shoulders and her forehead against mine, and took me in slowly, and her whole small body shuddered from the tips of her ears to the ends of nine tails.

“Oh,” she said.

“Suzu.”

“Say it. The thing from the room upstairs. Say it while I.”

“Counted,” I said.

And I started counting them.

The count became the vow. Each time she came down, I gripped a tail at its base, spoke the number, and kissed her mouth, jaw, throat, fox-fire freckles, or ear.

“One.”

She laughed on the first one. Of course she did.

“Two.”

Quieter.

“Three.”

Her hands tightened on my shoulders.

“Four.”

By the fourth, the jokes were gone. She kept speaking, but only in plain inventory, each phrase laid down like part of the vow.

“Here,” she said, holding my gaze. Unlike the full inventory in her room, she refused the shelter of silence.

“Five.”

She was riding me properly by then and it had stopped being anything either of us was managing. Her hands slid off my shoulders and went round my neck and she pulled herself in until there was no space anywhere between us, chest to chest, her fox-fire holding steady beside my ear while her voice narrowed to short broken sounds, her whole small body working, and I got one arm all the way round her back and held her down onto me and took over the rhythm and she let me have it without argument.

“Yours,” she said.

I could feel her at the edges through the link: not the performance, not the running odds, none of the bright noise she keeps between herself and the world. Underneath it there was one thing repeating, over and over, at a volume that had nothing to do with sound.

Stay. Stay. Stay.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said, into her hair.

She made a sound like she had been hit.

“Six.”

The fox-fire came up without its usual snapping, jumping show or thrown bar-shadows. It rose steadily, from the tail-tips inward, like nine wicks catching one after another, and by the sixth the whole vault was orange and moving very slightly, and she was watching my face the entire time with her pupils gone to vertical slits.

“Staying,” she said.

“Seven.”

I had to stop for a moment there and just hold her, because the bond had gone somewhere I had no arrangements for.

Maeva held the hall above us, Yrsa waited on the gate stair, and Nahari stood blind on the tower. Their crowned edges arrived together as Suzu’s fourth line opened, quick and bright, beside them.

Suzu felt it happen. Her head came up off my shoulder.

“They’re all here,” she said.

“They’re all here.”

“They can feel.” Her hips stuttered. “Dorian, they can feel this, the whole.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t.” She was laughing and gasping at once. “I don’t mind. That’s the thing. I’ve spent a lifetime arranging for people to almost see me and I don’t mind, I want them to know, I want it in the ledger in three hands.”

“Then let them have it,” I said, and got both hands under her and took her harder.

She lost the rest of her sentence in my neck. Small and hot and absolutely present, riding me on a stone step in an emptied vault with the door standing open behind her, her thighs gripping, her whole body working, the smell of fox-fire and lamp oil and the two of us.

I got a hand between us and found her clit with my thumb. Her second orgasm hit mid-stroke without any warning at all: she clamped down hard and went rigid from her ears to her heels.

She came back up shaking and pushed my hand away and put it back on the base of a tail.

“Count,” she said. “You’re behind. Count.”

“Seven,” I said again, and gripped, and she made a noise.

She started to shake.

“Dorian.”

“Eight,” I said, and she made a high sound and buried her face in my neck and I put my hand in her hair and brought her back up. “No. Look at me. That’s tonight’s entire point and you know it is.”

She looked at me.

Tears ran openly down her face, but there was no laugh this time. Her mouth held a fierce, concentrated line, and she rode me faster with her hands locked behind my neck and the lamp guttering in the draft from the open door.

“You’ve got one left,” she said, wrecked. “You’ve got one left, count it, count it, count the last one.”

I put my hand on the ninth tail at the root and gripped.

“Nine,” I said. “Witnessed entire. No balance due.”

And Suzu came apart in my lap with nine tails flaring at once.

I mean that literally: they went out from her in a fan, every one lighting from base to tip in the same half-second, and the light of it filled that stone room floor to ceiling, and threw her shadow up the wall and out through the open door and up the stair, and she cried out and clamped down around me in hard fluttering waves, and I went with her, coming up into her while she was still going, holding her down onto me with one hand at the small of her back and one in her hair.

The light stayed afterward.

And the bond crowned.

Fox-fire went through both of us at once, and something quick and bright and entirely unlike anything I already carried arrived in my chest and settled there, and every hair on my arms lifted.

[BOND: CROWNED – FULL AND MUTUAL]

[THE ANCHOR GAINS A FACET: SHADE-STEP, INNATE]

And then, quietly, the way a door closes in a house where somebody is asleep:

[THE CIRCLE: FOUR CROWNS. THE CIRCLE CLOSES – AND SETS AT DAWN.]



Suzu stared at the floor between her boots.

She remained in my lap, arms round my neck and her tails everywhere, and I could feel her heart going against my chest at about twice the speed of mine, and the fox-fire light was ebbing down through the room in slow waves like a fire settling.

“Four,” she said, eventually.

“Four.”

“That’s me. I’m the fourth one.” She lifted her head. “Say it out loud, the panel, the way you promised in June. Say it in front of the fox.”

I said it out loud in front of the fox.

Suzu closed her eyes.

“Sets at dawn,” she said.

“Sets at dawn.”

“So the ring’s closed and it’s soft,” she said, “and there is exactly one night between now and it setting, and the thing on that rise has one night to spend everything it owns, and it knows that, and it has known it since about four minutes ago.”

“Yes.”

“Right.” Her ears stood straight with professional offense. “Well. That’s a viciously tight window. And I once robbed a wedding.”

She climbed off me and got her silks and started putting herself back together with the appalling efficiency of a woman who has dressed in a hurry in hundreds of rooms, and she was still doing up the front of it when both of us stopped at the same moment and looked up the stair.

Because the light had changed.

There is a lamp on the vault landing at the head of the stair. It is a plain iron lamp in a bracket and it has burned there every night since the vault was finished and I have walked past it four thousand times.

Its flame was lying over sideways.

It held a steady lean: bent about thirty degrees off vertical, held there, steady as a weathervane, pointing east through a stone wall, in air that was not moving at all.

We went up the stair together.

The lamp at the top of the stair was leaning. The two lamps in the hall’s great room were leaning. The lamp over the war-loft door, the sconce at the north passage, the lantern in the kitchen where four women were still scouring pots: leaning, all of them, in the same direction, at the same angle, in a building with every shutter closed.

We came out of the hall door into the yard.

Eleven hundred people were standing still in the dark.

That is what I saw and it is what I will see for the rest of my life: an entire town, in a yard, on a warm midsummer night, all of them stopped where they were, not shouting, not running, looking up at the wall-line and at the lamps on the poles and at the light in their own hands.

And every flame in the Wend-march was leaning east.

The lamp-line lanterns on their traveler rings. The pole-lamps on the wall. The cook-fires, the braziers, the candle in the window of the school, the two lamps either side of the hall door: one of them the sister-lamp for a girl named Esra who lit lamps in Cinderwell until the fever took her legs and whose light had stayed lit since Marrowford.

Even hers. Bent over sideways, straining east, burning perfectly steadily at thirty degrees off true.

Beside me Suzume Kagehana looked out at a town made of leaning light.

And then she laughed. Once. Soft and fox-bright, in the dark, the way she laughs at a lock she has just understood.

“Interest is due, porter-of-legends,” said Suzu. “All of it. Let’s go collect.”



The bells went at midnight.

The sound came from beyond our two bells: a hand-bell in the yard and the school’s, which is a cracked cow-bell on a post that Brenna’s cohort rings for drills.

What went at midnight was every bell in the march at once, because Maeva had ordered it, because a town that is rung to its posts by its own bells is a town that arrives on the wall angry instead of frightened, and because she had spent four hundred years learning what a sound does to a crowd.

Two hundred and ten levies to the walls. Nine lamp-line wardens to their windlasses with a gold pin at each collar. Eleven children to the inside lines with shuttered lamps, behind the curtain, in the dark, with Brenna at the yard end and a sand-glass she had asked nobody’s permission for. A hundred and forty in the vault under the heaviest door in the march.

Yrsa Kaldwyn at the main gate, at the hinge, with the Warden’s guard drilled behind her and her blade already out.

Saskia Roehn at the postern with her back to the wall and her boots planted.

Maeva Castellan on the yard side of the gate-tower stair, mounted, in the bodice she had taken back off a wardrobe door that morning, with every flame within forty feet of her standing up straight and true against a wind that wanted them east.

Nahari of Sundermere on the watch-tower platform, barefoot, with her eyes shut, in the northwest corner, exactly where she had told herself to stand after the rim and had refused to look at the reason for.

And a thousand yards out, the column came off the rise and began to walk toward my wall in the dark, and the lamp on the front hook of a wagon that nobody has ever seen anyone enter came down the drove road with them at the speed of a slow walk.


Chapter 18: Every Lamp Leaning

The first wave came at twenty minutes past midnight and it was men, the most welcome sight on that field.

Sixty of them on foot with the three ladders, straight up the drove road at the main gate, in the dark, with no shouting.

Ladders and living men kill without anything supernatural in them, but they are things a man can count.

“Lamp-line north, walk to the angle,” I said. “Set a walking pace. Colm, do you hear me?”

“Warden.”

“Walk it to the angle and stop it there and hold it. I want them looking at the north angle.”

Six traveler-lamps walked north along the curtain at a man’s pace. Every head in the field followed the false reinforcement, and two ladders went to the north angle, where Colm’s crews had deepened the ditch to nine feet.

The first ladder went up in the dark and did not reach.

The second one reached and eleven men came up it into the Warden’s guard, which is a shield-line at a gate-hinge drilled by a dead woman’s student for three months. They wounded four of ours in the first minute. Wat, Deric’s nineteen-year-old boy and the steadiest adult hinge in the Warden’s guard, took a blade through the upper arm without stepping forward. The line closed over him on the count while two people dragged him back, and held.

Third ladder went in the ditch with eleven men on it because Suzu cut the tie-line at the top, which nobody asked her to do and which she did by walking out along the outside of a parapet in the dark, at one in the morning, with a hook-knife in her teeth.

By half past one the field had pulled back and left thirty-eight attackers in my ditch. Eleven of ours were wounded, all alive.

“That’s one,” said Yrsa, at the gate, wiping her blade on her forearm. “Six to go and then the sun.”



The second wave was not men.

They came at a quarter to two and they came at the north-east curtain where the ground is highest, and they came in silence, and they did not carry ladders because they did not need them.

Forty-one leashed dead, in fours, walking, and then not walking.

The leashed dead climbed like determined soldiers who could neither tire nor fear. Holt’s men pushed one from the curtain four times; each time it rose from the ditch and returned. A woman in a century-old surcoat crossed the parapet and dropped two levies in three beautiful movements. Her craft remained in the hands. The woman did not.

Yrsa did not leave the gate. Ilsabet’s rule held her there: the strongest stands last at the hinge, because leaving to fix another problem only moves the hole. The north-east curtain nearly went for eleven minutes and Yrsa stayed at her station with her jaw set while other people fixed it.

Maeva fixed it by arriving up the north stair with her skirts in one fist and her sword in the other. The Standard ran along the curtain. Every north-wall flame came upright, and two levies already running stopped, turned, and went back.

And Maeva Castellan stood on the north-east angle in the middle of the second wave and said, in the voice she uses for crowds, not loudly:

“Hold, please. They cannot get tired. Neither, apparently, can you.”



By three o’clock we had a rhythm and it was killing us slowly.

Wave three hit the main gate first: twenty living men behind six husks, close enough that the dead took the arrows and the living took the ground. Yrsa held the hinge with forty levies. The lead husk drove a spear into Deric’s shield, twisted, and opened the overlap by a hand.

“One back,” Yrsa called.

The hinge gave one boot. Deric locked his shield against the hinge post. The second rank drove two shafts over his shoulder, and Yrsa cut the spearhead off at the socket instead of chasing its owner. The line closed on her count. The six husks reached the gate three times; each time the levies yielded one pace, re-formed, and took it back. When the living men saw the same strip of ground change hands for the third time, they broke. Wave three ended with the gate shut and Deric still on the hinge.

Wave four struck both gates thirteen minutes later. Seven living attackers fixed Yrsa at the main hinge while three husks came one by one into Saskia’s four-foot postern, each wearing her own back-cut.

The first dropped its shoulder. Saskia called “shoulder” to the levy behind her, stepped inside the recovery, and broke its sword wrist against the jamb. The second sold the same finish lower. She refused to turn, held her rear heel on the chalk mark she had drawn the day she took the postern, and let its blade bite the door instead. On the third, a levy beside her started toward the opening.

“Hold yours,” Saskia snapped.

He held. She read the drop, caught the dead blade in the hardened hinge gap, and cut the knees out from under its owner. At the main gate, Yrsa never left her station. The seven living men found no saint chasing them and no hole where she had been. Wave four ended when both groups withdrew together, leaving the postern leaf scarred but swinging freely.

The lull lasted eleven minutes. Colm’s crews used every one. They reset the postern’s lower pin under load, wedged the main gate’s split brace, and passed water down the hinge line without breaking formation. Behind the curtain, Brenna changed two exhausted runners, checked both replacements against the signal slate, and sent a three-flash gate-ready message end to end in eight seconds. Nobody cheered. The answering shutters opened in sequence, each lamp proving the next section still had hands on it.

“A thing wore my hands,” Saskia said later from the infirmary row. “Good thing I’d spent a month teaching children where the shoulder drops.”



The lamp-runners stayed behind the walls all night. Their relay carried a dozen breach warnings in under nine seconds each.

At the third hour I found Brenna on an upturned bucket, shaking while she logged a signal against her sand-glass.

“Are you all right?”

“No. If I leave, the relay has a hole. I’m staying on my bucket.” She wrote the time and never approached a wall.



Wave five was breach-work, and it began before the fourth hour.

They stopped trying to come over the wall and started trying to come through it.

The north-east curtain is the oldest section: four hundred years old at the base, rebuilt twice, with a seam where the new work meets the old that I have known about since the week we were granted this ground and had budgeted to repoint in the autumn.

They knew about it too. That is what the Gilt Hunt had been for. A season of a hunt-captain riding our roads and pricing our defenses, and it bought them one seam in one curtain, and at ten past four they put ten husks and two crows of iron bar into it and took nine feet of my wall down into the ditch.

The breach was seven feet wide at the top and it was full of dead people in about four seconds.

The drill held it. The songs put three legends in that gap; forty-one levies actually ran two hundred yards through a dark street and formed at the breach on April’s count. Hinge against the standing masonry. Swing on the mud. Count-and-step.

They held it for nine minutes on their own before anything with a legend in it arrived, and the man on the hinge was the cooper who built the sign on my war-loft door, with Deric at his shoulder, pulled off the main gate when the wall went.

I was ninety feet away with a lantern and no way through. I called that line for nine minutes, the night’s work I remain proudest of.

A breach becomes a rubble-choked funnel rather than a wall or gate, and rubble is the whole argument: a man coming down a slope of broken masonry cannot put his feet where he wants them, and a man standing at the bottom of it can.

“Nobody goes up,” I called. “Nobody. You let them come down to you. Hinge on the stone, swing on the mud, count.”

“Counting!” from somewhere in the middle.

The first four came down the rubble together and the line took them at the bottom of the slope where the footing was worst, and two of them went over on the loose fill and got hit while they were going over, which is not honorable and is entirely correct.

The fifth was fast. She came down that slope on the outside of it, on the standing masonry where the footing was good, and she was inside the swing side’s reach before anybody had finished counting, and she had a hand-axe.

“Hinge holds!” I shouted. “HINGE HOLDS, don’t you dare go after her, swing on the step, second rank take her legs!”

The cooper did not move.

That was the decision. He is fifty-four years old, he has a bad shoulder, he had been on that line for two hours, and a dead woman with a hand-axe came round his flank at the one place he could have reached her, and Yrsa Kaldwyn had spent three months telling twelve children and forty grown adults that a hinge does nothing forever and nobody sings about it.

He did nothing. He held the stone.

And the swing side stepped on the count and closed round her, and the second rank put three shafts into her legs at ground level where a boot has to come up, and she went down into the fill and did not get up because Holt’s man put a forked pole across her throat and held it there.

They lost the mouth twice in those nine minutes.

Both times the count got it back for them: the line gives on the swing side, folds back four feet, re-forms on the man behind, and comes forward again on a number everybody in it is saying out loud. It looks like nothing. It looks like a crowd shuffling in the dark. It is brutally difficult to teach frightened people, and they did it twice in nine minutes at four in the morning with the wall down.

At the ninth minute the cooper’s shoulder went. I heard him say so, in an ordinary conversational voice, to the man beside him: “That’s my shoulder gone, Deric, you’ll want to take the stone.”

And Deric said, “Right you are,” and stepped onto the hinge, and the cooper stepped off it and went back through the second rank and sat down against a wall and was still sitting there at dawn.

Nobody sang about either of them. I have made sure both names are on a stone.

The last husk at the north-east mouth came down alone. Deric called the fold, took it at the bottom of the rubble, and drove it back onto the slope with six shields. At four sixteen the attackers cleared the mouth. Wave five was over. The line had lost nine feet of wall and no street.

Wave six opened on the north-west angle four minutes later. Nahari called the second breach before it existed.

She was on the watch-tower with her eyes shut and she had been there since midnight, and at twenty past four she said, to the runner on the platform steps, “Tell Colm the north-west angle in four minutes, and tell him not to look at me while he says it,” and the runner ran, and the angle came down in five.

I asked her afterward how she had that, from a corner, blind.

“I did not have it,” said Nahari. “I have not looked at one single thing since May and I did not look then. I heard a wall being tapped, anchor, four hundred yards away, three times, at intervals, by somebody finding out where the fill was, a sound I heard soldiers make before, in a city that burned.” She was quiet a moment. “I have been sitting in the dark refusing to see since the rim. It turns out that a woman who will not look listens extremely well.”

And the shear went past her corner by four feet.

When the north-west angle went, it went outward and downward and took twelve feet of the tower’s own parapet with it on the north-east side, and every man on that platform went into the yard with it, and two levies died in the fall: Eamon Pike of South River and Jory Bell of Old Wintering Barn.

Nahari of Sundermere was standing on the north-west corner with her palms on the stone, exactly where she had told herself to stand after the rim in a night wind after a woman had come apart on the parapet beside her, and the collapse stopped four feet short of her feet.

She did not move for the rest of the night.

The north-west attackers came through the fallen angle in a rush of five husks and eight living men. Holt’s crews gave them the tower yard, pulled both flanks inward, and turned the open ground into a three-sided pocket. Lamp-runners relayed LONG, NORTH-WEST from behind the curtain. The living men found Maeva’s Standard waiting in the yard and fled back over their own rubble; two husks remained until forked poles pinned them under the fallen parapet. Wave six ended at five fourteen with the north-west line re-formed twelve feet inside the old wall.

The seventh wave came at half past five and it was everything they had left: thirty-six living men at the main gate, seven more at the postern, and the last of the husks driven into both breaches. Saskia stood in her doorway and refused the seven. Six living attackers fell before the Factor gathered the chains, leaving thirty-seven on their feet.

Maeva took the north-east breach herself at the sixth hour, the first mounted breach charge I had seen from her in this siege.

The mouth had been given up and re-formed nine feet back into the street, which is survivable for about a quarter of an hour and then is not, because a street is a corridor and a corridor lets them come at you forever on a frontage of four.

She came down that street at a canter on a grey horse, in a bodice four hundred years old, into a gap ten feet wide with dead people in it.

A great many fights have passed in front of me. Maeva never pretended to be a duelist. Men who expected her to die had trained her at nineteen to lead a charge in armor, and what she did to that breach mouth was arithmetic on a horse: she went in at the seam between the husks who had come through and the ones still on the rubble, at the gallop, with the whole weight of a horse behind a lance she had taken off a dead hunt-man an hour earlier, and split them in the only place they could be split.

Four went down under the horse. The lance took the fifth off its feet and broke.

Then she was through, and turned in the mouth of the breach with the broken stub in her hand and her back to her own town, and the levies came up the street behind her at a dead run without being ordered to, because every flame in that corridor had just stood straight up and so had they.

They took the mouth back in about forty seconds.

She came off the horse when it was done, handed the stub to somebody, said “thank you, that was well counted” to a man who had been screaming a number for six minutes, and went to the next wall.

We were losing ground. At twenty past five, Eamon Pike and Jory Bell were dead, scores were wounded, both breaches rested on exhausted lines, and half an hour of dark remained.

Yrsa’s count had been right. Seven waves and then the sun.

What she had not counted, because nobody had, was the thing that was not in any of the seven.



During the fourth hour, leaning flames pulled harder and the dark between watch-fires gained deep-water texture. People turned toward it without knowing why.

The refusal drill stopped them. Goodwife Cairn, fifty-five and unarmed, kept her eyes on her windlass lamp while grown soldiers wept at what walked behind her. She counted her line aloud. When something screamed, the woman to her left looked and gave her the report. Cairn never turned.

The Factor found no future in a town that refused to lend him its attention.

Late in the fifth hour the Factor stopped conducting the field from the rise and began to walk.



Odette’s last page gave us one breath at the harvest’s peak, when every chain grounded through the Factor’s physical hand. We spent the night making sure he would gather within reach while looking elsewhere.

Nahari baited the sight.

The bait was Nahari’s. She kept her eyes shut on the north-west corner for five hours while I spent the same hours visibly worrying about the bricked west cart-postern. I planned for it, sent two useless runners there, shifted a lamp-line to it and back, then walked the west curtain slowly with a lantern where the field could see me.

A thing that reads what a man’s attention is going to do next had five hours of my attention to read, and every minute of it said west.

At thirty-six minutes past the fifth hour, the Factor walked off the rise and down the drove road, past his own picket lines, and out onto the open field north-west of my wall, and stopped.

The whole column turned with him.

And on the platform, without opening her eyes, Nahari of Sundermere said: “Now.”



Shade-Step is a fox’s trick and it is not invisibility.

What it does is much stranger and much smaller: for about nine feet at a time, you are not worth noticing. Eyes go over you. Attention slides. It is the thing Suzume Kagehana has done in front of nine hundred people for a lifetime, and since dusk it had been mine, innate, permanently, granted by a woman who had emptied a vault so she would not have a way out of it.

I crossed two hundred yards of open ground in the fifth hour of a siege, through the gap in the picket line that Suzu had cut for me at the fourth, past the flank of thirty-seven surviving men, nine feet at a time.

Four husks stood between me and the field’s edge. I went past them close enough to touch the third one. It was a big man in a hundred-year-old brigandine with a sword out. His eyes went over me the way eyes go over a fence post.

The Glimpse ran the whole way and I did not use it once, and that was the plan too: I had every half-second to spend and I intended to spend all of them in the last four seconds.

And out in the middle of that field, in the dark, forty yards from the nearest man, the Factor lifted one hand and gathered.

Description fails at the center of it. Everything on that field that had a chain on it went taut at once. Forty-one of them, plus the gold one at the head of the column. The lines are invisible; you feel them the way you feel a floor take weight. All forty-two ran back across the grass and up into the air and came together above that plain coat and went down into one hand, palm down, the way you would sketch a hand resting on a table.

One breath. One full breath at the peak of the harvest.

Nahari, blind, on a tower, four hundred yards away, said “now” a second and a half before it happened, and she was not looking, and she left it unexplained and I left it unasked.

Yrsa Kaldwyn threw her sword.

From the main gate. Without leaving the hinge. That is a hundred and ten yards, and she threw the best blade in the province flat and hard across a battlefield, and it went through the gathered lines above that hand and pinned them into the turf like a man pinning a sheaf of paper.

The whole braid went taut and stopped.

The Factor turned his head. Toward the west wall. Because that is where the Warden of the Wend-march had been thinking for five hours.

And I came out of nine feet of nobody-noticing on his blind side with an echo-bar in both hands.

The Glimpse gave me the half-second: his weight going onto the left foot before it went, the shoulder starting, the hand about to lift. The man offered no target, and the chains were lines without knots.

I swung at the hand.

Eleven seconds is the life of an echoed bar and it took about a quarter of one of them. I brought it down flat across that pale hand where it lay in the air over the turf, and I felt the bar go, and I felt the hand go, and something in that field came off its hinge.

The Factor unraveled the way a signature vanishes when somebody takes a knife to the paper under it. There was no blast and no scream. A thing was unwritten from the edges inward, quietly and in good order, and the last of it to go was the voice, courteous to the final syllable, entirely without malice, saying:

“…noted.”

Then there was nothing on that field but grass and a sword standing up out of it.



Every leash on that ground died at once.

Forty-two bodies stopped. All at the same instant, mid-stride, mid-swing, and stood there slack with their arms at their sides, and the entire battle stopped with them, and thirty-seven hired men looked at what they had been standing next to all night and about thirty of them ran.

I went down on my knees in the churned mud at the field’s edge and started cutting them free.

While a manifestation formed over the drove road and Yrsa shouted my name from the gate, I cut the first line. Grey left the dead woman at once; her shape folded into old bones inside a rotted surcoat. Then the next. Then the next.

I did them in the order they were standing in, working left to right along the line, because that is how you unload a cart and because if you start choosing you stop working.

Number seventeen was Cylas Aurent.

He was standing where the column had stopped, in gold laid over grey, with his hands at his sides and his sword still in one of them. I came to him in the row the way I had come to the sixteen before him, and I found the chain, and it was there, and it was the Saint’s own and it had grounded through a hand that no longer existed.

I cut it.

He went down onto his knees in the mud in front of me. The gold went off him, and what was underneath was the grey a man goes when he has been foreclosed once and repossessed once and emptied twice, and he knelt there and breathed, which he had not been doing before, and put one hand flat on the ground to keep himself up.

He looked at me.

I looked at him.

That is all that happened. There was no speech. I did not say the thing I had been composing since the Sunken Crown. Mercy and grace had nothing to do with it. Eighteen through forty-two still stood in the mud with chains on them, and he was item seventeen, and there was no time.

I got up and went to eighteen.

I cut eighteen through forty-two without choosing among them. The grey fell away in different forms: bones, bodies, one woman who remained standing long enough to close the eyes of the man beside her before both went gentle. The blank shape over the drove road thickened while I worked, but the Saint did not reach for my queens until the last chain parted. Forty-one strangers and Cylas, all unbound before I turned from the final row.



The Saint came at the end of the harvest, when it understood that its hand was gone.

Words diminished what stood there.

It asserted itself without an arrival: at the broken lamp-line north of the gate, where the poles had gone down in the second wave, standing in the dark that had been getting a texture in it since half past three.

It was tall. It was the size of a granary and it had the shape of a very tall patience, and it was wearing something that was not a coat but the idea of a coat, the way a child draws a coat. There was no face. I looked at where a face should have been and what was there was the blank of a page nobody has written on yet, and my eyes would not stay on it, and every person on that wall who was not obeying the refusal drill looked at it and fell down.

And around it, in the air, was the harvest.

Hundreds of small pale flames hung in held ranks, in the air about it, in files and rows, stored like anything valuable, and each one was the size of a lamp’s flame and each one was somebody. Some of them were guttering. Some were burning steady. One very small flame burned near the bottom; its image never left me.

It did not speak. It has never spoken and I do not believe it can.

It reached for my queens.

It passed me entirely: it reached out over that field toward four lights standing on and behind my wall, gold and storm-grey and ember and fox-fire, and it began to pull with steady, terrible force.



They held for eleven seconds and then they began to come apart.

I felt it happen through the link, and subtraction hurt in a category apart from every burn I knew. It was not impact or fire; it was absence being carved while the missing parts were still alive. Something enormous had put its hand on the ledger and started drawing them out of the world, one accounting entry at a time, and I was pouring everything I had into four strands to keep four women standing at ceilings history never recorded, and it was not enough, and it was going to keep not being enough for exactly as long as it took.

There was one door left and I could not open it and hold them at the same time.

The arithmetic took me about a second and a half to finish, kneeling in the mud with my hands out and both arms silver to the shoulder.

Vyrissa’s price was a closed circle and an open hand. The circle had closed at dusk. The cost of the call was beyond any recorded weight and I would have to drop the pour to reach for it, and dropping the pour with that thing pulling meant four women standing alone against the thing that eats legends for as long as it took me to open the biggest door in the world.

I would not do it.

I want that clearly written. I made a decision, and my decision was no, and I was going to kneel in that mud and pour until there was nothing left of me and die with all four of them still standing, and it would not have worked, and I would have done it anyway.

They took it out of my hands.

All four at once, through the link, in the space of half a breath, in four voices I could not have confused if I lived a thousand years.

Maeva, in court cadence, without a tremor in it: Warden, you are hereby instructed. Spend us.

Yrsa, flat, the way she says a thing she has already done: Drop it. We’ll hold. Go.

Nahari, calm and exact in full sentences, from a tower with her eyes shut: I have not looked and I am not going to, and I am telling you to let go of me, and I want you to hear that I chose this in a bean field in daylight eleven days ago.

And Suzu: Interest is due, porter-of-legends. ALL of it. Pay it.

And then, together, in something that was not words at all:

WE CHOSE THIS.

The loop closed.

It had turned up in a drill on an ordinary Tuesday in June, and we had measured it for a week without working out what it was for: four strands, each holding the other three, self-sustaining, with the anchor’s pour entirely withdrawn, for exactly one held breath.

Four women stood on nothing but each other above a field of stopped chains, and I let go of all of them, and reached north.



[CALL: VYRISSA, LAST DRAGON EMPRESS]

[A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED: THE LAST OF THE LINE IT ATE, WAKING TO AN OPEN HAND]

[COST: BEYOND ANY RECORDED WEIGHT – THE CIRCLE CO-SIGNS]

[PRICE: THE BODY PAYS]

Since the boon I had counted that heartbeat, one beat in four under the world, patient as tide.

I put my hand out, open, palm up, kneeling in gate-mud a hundred yards outside my own wall, and reached north according to her terms.

I woke her.

The price came up through me like a rope going through a hand. I felt the burn cross what was left of my throat and go up under my jaw on both sides, and I heard it, that small tight cracking, and my sight went to a grey tunnel with a ring of light in it and then the ring started closing too.

Somewhere at the very edge of everything I heard Yrsa Kaldwyn scream something obscene about my mother.

And two days’ ride north, on ground no ledger has ever read, the Cindermaw opened like an eye.



Dawn came early and it came from the wrong direction and it was made of fire.

Every person in that town saw it. The whole northern sky went the color of a forge at about thirteen minutes to six, seventeen minutes before the sun had any business being anywhere. The light crossed the country in a long low sweep and threw the wall’s shadows sideways across the field.

Before the wings reached us, the Cindermaw’s fire drew a bright seam across the northern cloud. Men on the breach turned toward it. Maeva kept them facing the field with one command, while Brenna’s runners carried the long-flash signal from yard to wall and every lamp warden opened a shutter in answer. The town met the false dawn with its own lights still held.

A sound arrived about nine seconds before Vyrissa did. It was the noise a mountain makes when it decides to move: pressure first, then a wind from behind us that went east and drove every leaning flame in the march bolt upright.

I could not see her. I was face-down in the mud by then, my sight gone to a grey pinhole and somebody’s hands on my collar.

What I had was the shadow.

A wing-shadow went over that field, from the north, at low altitude, and it took four seconds to pass, and it covered everything: the wall, the ditch, the column, the grass, the town behind it, all of it in shade for four full seconds in the middle of the night.

And Vyrissa, Last Dragon Empress, came out of the dark over my wall and sheared the harvest out of the sky.

She did it on the first pass. One pass, low, from the north-west, straight through the ranked files of stolen light hanging in the air about that tall blank patience, and hundreds of pale flames broke ranks in her wake like a rick of straw going up in a gale.

The freed flames settled.

Two hundred and six witnesses supplied the part my ruined sight missed, and I need to get it right. The flames came out of those ranks, held their places against the wind, and settled. One after another, all over that field, drifting down into the grass and the mud and the ditch and the wreck of the lamp-lines, and one by one going gently out, the way a lamp goes out when the person who lit it has come home and does not need it any more.

Osric wrote down that it took four minutes and eleven seconds for the last of them to settle.

Bram, who was on the wall with a jug he had forgotten he was holding, said it was like watching a fair go home.

The four queens hit it together.

My sight had narrowed to mud and a grey pinhole, but the crowned link stayed open. Their movements reached me as pressure, impact, and four unmistakable decisions.

Maeva struck first without leaving the breach. She drove the Standard through every lamp still burning on our wall. Gold travelled pole to pole, then leapt the broken section on the flames the townspeople held in their hands. The line closed around the manifestation like a drawn boundary. For the first time all night, the stolen dark had an edge.

“There,” Maeva said through the link. One word. A command and a target.

She tore the gold treasury pin from her braid and cast it through the breach. Suzu caught it one-handed without breaking stride, its twin already bright at her collar.

Nahari stood blind on the surviving northwest corner. She turned her face away from the blank where its face should have been and listened to the settling flames. Each freed light went gentle with a small pressure leaving the world. One place in the orchard made no such sound.

“Three paces east of the wagon tongue,” she called. “The hunger is standing there.”

Suzu moved on the call. Shade-Step carried her through nine feet of disregard, then nine more. Fox-fire marked each stride only after she left it, a trail of orange paw-shaped flashes curving behind the manifestation. She reached the hem of its impossible coat, drove both gold treasury pins through the idea of cloth, and stole the edge Maeva had given it. The pins came away black. The coat tore open along a line of fox-fire.

Through that opening, Yrsa came.

She had recovered her sword from the field after the Factor vanished. Now she crossed the torn distance in Saint’s Footwork, every step landing where Nahari’s voice placed it. First cut low through the blank’s planted shadow. Second across the reaching arm. The blade met no flesh, but the whole orchard of stolen light jolted sideways as if the cuts had found load-bearing ropes.

The Saint reached again.

Maeva closed her fist. Every kept lamp in the march blazed gold-white and the Standard held its reach short.

Nahari called, “Now, fox.”

Suzu pulled the two pins apart. The torn coat opened from hem to empty throat.

Yrsa drove her sword through the opening with both hands and put the point into the ground behind it. Storm-grey light ran down the steel. Ember filigree followed from Nahari’s tower, fox-fire locked around both, and Maeva’s gold boundary contracted.

The manifestation took one backward step.

Then another.

Vyrissa told me afterward that she had no memory of it yielding ground. It yielded now before four women sustaining one another at ceilings history had never measured.

The Pale Saint hurried.

Through every recorded year, the creditor had moved at a walk. Now the blank face snapped toward the eastern hills. Its coat gathered around it too fast for patience, and the pinned shadow ripped free of Yrsa’s blade.

And then the sun came up over the eastern hills at four minutes past six on midsummer morning, on time, in the ordinary way, without any assistance from anybody.

[THE CIRCLE: SET.]

It went out of the world the way weather goes off a hill: no defeat in it anywhere, no wound, nothing broken. A thing that had been enormously present was somewhat less present, and then was not present at all, and every deed-stone in the province took the whole night at once and started to light.



They tell me I was talking.

I have no memory of any of it. Apparently I was giving orders, in the caller’s voice, mostly correct: fires on the north curtain, water to the postern, get the second gate propped, count the wall. Apparently I got the count wrong twice and Osric corrected me and I thanked him.

What I remember is this.

Grey light. Mud. My own hands in front of my face and both of them silver to the wrist and beyond, and the tracery going up out of my collar and across my throat and along my jaw on both sides so that I could feel it in the hinge of it when I moved my mouth.

Yrsa’s arm under my shoulders. Maeva saying a number, twice, to somebody, in a voice with nothing in it at all. Nahari’s hands, warm and slow, on either side of my face, and her thumb going along the new line under my jaw as though she were reading it.

And something landing in the yard behind the wall.

I felt it through the ground before I heard it: a weight coming down on the world with the finality of a mountain sitting, and it settled rather than crashed.

And Suzume Kagehana knelt down in the mud beside me and took my ruined right hand and opened the fingers and put a pencil into it and closed them again.

“Returned,” she said. “After.”


Chapter 19: The Dragon in the Yard

We counted at seven in the morning, in the light, and the number was two.

Eamon Pike of South River and Jory Bell of Old Wintering Barn died when the northwest angle threw part of the watch-tower into the yard. Sixty-one others were wounded. By that morning, all sixty-one had been treated and remained stable under the infirmary lamps.

Wat, Deric’s boy, carried a stitched arm and no regret about the ground he had held.

We buried Eamon and Jory with lamps. No song, and no priest unless the family asked. Everyone who held the wall with them came to the graves at dusk carrying light. Yrsa spoke both plain accounts. Her voice failed on Jory’s last line, recovered, and finished it.



The stones started at about six and did not stop until noon.

An etch landing is a thing I have seen four hundred times. What happens is that a stone takes a sworn truth, weighs it, and the letters light, slowly if it is a small thing and quickly if it is not.

What happened that morning was different, and every stone-keeper in the province has written a version of it and Osric has collected nine of them.

They all lit at once.

Our own border stone first, at about twenty past six, with nobody standing at it: the letters coming up gold on the north face without one hand on the stone, because there were four hundred witnesses to a thing that had happened in front of them and truth of that weight does not need a palm.

THE NIGHT OF LEANING LAMPS: THE MARCH HELD.

THE CIRCLE SET.

Then Fenwick Ford’s. Then East Ford’s, which had already been lit since June and simply added a line under it. Then the drover-road stones. Then, by mid-morning, stones in villages nobody in this hall had ever visited: Coldharbour, and Havering, and a market town four cantons east that had spent the spring watching House Vael’s entries go grey and had, as far as anybody knows, no opinion about any of this at all.

By noon it was in twelve towns.

And under our own, in the afternoon, three old men who had come up for the rematch season in June and had never got round to going home again put their hands flat on the border stone one after another and swore, unasked, an addition that nobody in this household would ever have thought to put on a stone.

IN THE WARDEN’S GUARD, AGAIN.

They were sixty-one, fifty-eight, and seventy, all keepers of the Warden’s guard tradition rather than eyewitnesses to Havrun. Two had learned the old relief drill from fathers who learned it from Havrun veterans. The third had kept cadence for a later wall-company.

The stone took it gold.



Cylas Aurent woke in the infirmary row at about nine in the morning and nobody was guarding him.

Mercy and oversight had nothing to do with it; there was simply nobody to spare and nothing left to guard against. Liria’s crate had gone into that row at dusk two nights before and by nine in the morning half of it was used, and there were sixty-one wounded in there and nine women working, and one of the nine had put a blanket over the man in the mud and had him carried in with the others because she did not recognize him and because he was breathing.

I did not go and see him. The honest reason is that I could not have stood up.

Saskia was on the wall over the main gate at ten when he walked out.

She has told it once, to me, and I asked her to tell it to Osric so that it would exist somewhere in a hand that is not mine, and she did, and this is Osric’s transcript.

“He came out of the row on his own feet about ten. Nobody stopped him because nobody was on the gate but me and there wasn’t anybody left to give an order. He had a blanket and somebody’s boots. He walked down the middle of the road with about eleven hundred people either side of him and not one of them looked up.

“That’s the bit. That’s what I’d want somebody to write down. Before the mother-stone at Veltmark, that man could not walk down a street in this kingdom without four people saying his name. He went out of that gate at ten in the morning through the whole of the Wend-march and there was a woman salting a barrel four feet from him who did not stop salting.

“He got about nine paces past the gate and stopped and looked back up at me.

“I don’t know what he wanted. I’ve thought about it and I don’t. He wasn’t asking for anything; there wasn’t enough of him left to ask.

“So I said the only thing I had, which was: walk.

“And he did.”



She landed in the yard at ten o’clock in the morning.

The whole town had known she was on the hall roof since dawn, because at dawn the hall roof had acquired a weight and a smell and a very slow sound like a forge banked overnight, and because two of the three lamp-runners who went up to look came back down not talking.

At ten she came off it, and the shape that came off that roof went out over the wall and turned in the air over the ruined field and came back, and what walked in through my broken gate at twelve minutes past was a woman.

She was tall as the doorway and wore borrowed fire like a court gown. Then she audited my march for two hours, walking at her own pace while the population followed forty feet behind.

She looked at the north-east breach for four minutes and put her hand flat on the old seam where the four-hundred-year-old work meets the new.

She looked at the field of resting light, where three hundred small flames had come down in the grass and gone out gently, and she stood at the edge of it for a long time and did not walk on it.

She looked at the school yard, and at the twelve wooden certificates, which had been laid out on the fence rail overnight because two of the cohort had gone home for their fathers and somebody had thought to bring them out into the sun. She read every one. She asked one question, of Brenna, in a voice that made the fence-posts hum.

“Which is the lamp-captain?”

“Me,” said Brenna, and did not run, and I have been proud of a great many people in my life.

She went down into the vault and was in there fifteen minutes with Suzu, and I do not know what was said, and Suzume Kagehana came up that stair afterward with her ears flat and her face a wholly new color.

“She appraised me,” she said.

“You appraised her.”

“I appraised her first, obviously, I’ve got standards,” said Suzu. “And she let me. She stood there and let me do the whole thing, the tail count, the wingspan, the she LET me. And then she asked me four questions about my own vault and all four went deeper than any appraisal I was prepared for. By the third one I had told her about the copper tower, and by the fourth one I was explaining Piet.”

She sat down on the step.

“Nobody appraises me,” she said, in genuine professional distress. “I’m the appraiser.”

“Suzu, you’re blushing.”

“I am aware.”

And last she came to the yard where I was sitting, because I could not stand for more than a few minutes at a stretch, on a chair somebody had carried out for me exactly as they had carried one out for Ana Merrick, and she read every line of silver from my collar to my jaw before speaking.

Four women had drifted to within reach of that chair over the course of the morning, none of them on any errand she could have named if asked.

“You are not standing,” said Vyrissa.

“No.”

“You are being stood near.”

“That’s about the size of it.”

She considered the tracery. I could feel her considering it: the silver up out of my collar, across the throat, and along both sides of the jaw, which is where the map stopped and where it will stay.

“I have watched empires from above for four hundred years,” said the Last Dragon Empress. “I have seen nine of them raised and ten fall, and the ones that fall are always astonished, and they always say the same thing on the way down, which is that they were owed better. I did not come here to be impressed and I do not intend to say that I am.”

“Nobody asked you to be.”

“No,” she said. “Nobody asked me for anything at all. That is what I have spent two hours confirming.”

She looked around the yard: at the breach, at the field, at the school, at eleven hundred people pretending not to listen.

“Your march is small,” said Vyrissa. “It is warm, and it is honestly kept, and its books balance, and its children are taught by the people who are best at the thing rather than the people who own it. Its dead are named on stones by their neighbors. It buries with lamps.” A pause. “And when the Glutton came for it, its anchor knelt in the mud and cut the chains off forty-one strangers in the order they were standing in, and then did not skip the man who murdered him.”

“That wasn’t mercy.”

“I know precisely what it was,” she said. “It was housekeeping. That is what makes it worth landing on.”

She put out her hand, palm up, which took a long time, because everything she does takes a long time.

“The price was a closed circle and an open hand,” said Vyrissa. “You brought me both, and you brought the second one first, which nobody in nine hundred years has done. I will land.”

[BOND OFFERED – TETHERED]

[HER CHOICE, FREELY MADE]

[ACCEPTED]

“Terms,” she said, before anybody could speak.

“Name them.”

“My hoard remains mine, and nothing in it is a hoard, and no one goes down there again, including you, including the fox, until I say a thing about it that I have not yet decided to say.” Her voice did not change. “My sky remains mine. I come and go and I do not report.

“And my reasons remain mine until I choose otherwise. A dragon’s court gives audiences. It does not give inventories.”

“Agreed.”

“You did not negotiate.”

“Your terms return your own things to you,” I said. “I don’t hold a bond by taking things off people; that’s the other lot.”

Vyrissa, Last Dragon Empress, looked down at a grey-faced man in a chair for a moment.

“Yes,” she said. “I had heard that. It is why I am standing in a yard.”



The two empresses met at four in the afternoon and the entire household found urgent business in the great room.

People have asked me to describe it as a confrontation. Fourteen minutes of perfect courtesies felt worse than the siege.

Maeva came down the hall in the re-tailored bodice with the crowned braid up and both pins in it, the silver and the gold one Suzu had returned at dawn, its point still black where it had gone through the idea of a coat and no polish would touch it. She did not hurry and she did not bow, and Vyrissa did not rise, and the two of them looked at each other across about nine feet of floor for a period of time that Osric, who was writing, has recorded as “some while.”

“Empress,” said Maeva.

“Empress,” said Vyrissa.

“You have taken the hall’s roof.”

“I have.”

“It is a good roof,” said Maeva. “It was rebuilt this spring at considerable expense and I would take it as a courtesy if the ridge were not sat upon directly.”

“The ridge is the warmest part.”

“The ridge is the only part holding up the other parts.”

The room waited through one slow count while the temperature did something I have no vocabulary for.

“Then I shall sit to the south of the ridge,” said Vyrissa, “and you will have the roof-line looked at in the autumn, and I shall pay for it.”

“You have no money.”

“I have a great deal of money,” said the Last Dragon Empress, “and none of it is anybody’s business, and it is four hundred years out of date, and I imagine your fox will enjoy explaining that to me enormously.”

Maeva Castellan’s mouth moved.

Fourteen minutes, mostly about the roof, and by the end of it the two of them had settled precedence without either of them once naming it, and it settled where I would not have guessed.

Vyrissa took the seat at Maeva’s left.

“The right hand holds the pen,” she said, when I asked her about it later. “I have watched what this house does with pens. I have no wish to be nearer to it than necessary.”

And Maeva poured her wine personally, a deliberate courtesy that quieted the room.

Helvane’s courier arrived during the negotiation, at a canter, having ridden through a countryside that had lit up like a fair overnight, with a sealed letter that turned out to contain one line in the Margrave’s own hand.

I heard.

Charge admission.



They kept a watch on me from sunrise onward and pretended it was a rota for something else.

I knew by the second handover. There wasn’t an hour that day when at least one of those four women wasn’t within fifteen feet of my chair. They did the handovers badly on purpose so that I would notice and could not object, and each touched the burn in her own way.

Maeva audits it.

She came after sunrise with the day’s work under her arm and did it before she said good morning: two fingers under my jaw, turning my head to the window light, her eyes going along the silver at the throat and up the new lines at the hinge the way she re-reads a treaty she signed herself.

“It has stopped growing,” she said, on the fourth inspection.

“It stopped before noon.”

“It stopped before noon and I intend to confirm that daily for a fortnight, and you may find that tedious, and I am entirely indifferent to your finding it tedious.” She let go of my jaw and picked up her papers. “You have a map on you now, Warden. Forearms, elbows, shoulders, collarbone, throat, jaw. It is finished and it is not going any further, because there is nowhere further for it to go that I am prepared to discuss.”

Yrsa re-wraps it.

She has done that since Marrowford and she does it without asking and mid-motion, on her way past, like a woman straightening a picture: linen off, salve on, linen back, done in about forty seconds, no eye contact, gone before anybody can say anything about it.

The third time she stopped in the doorway on her way out.

“It goes under the jaw,” she said, to the doorframe.

“It does.”

“Right,” said Yrsa, and went out, and came back four hours later with a light travel scarf she had bought off a carter, and put it on the arm of my chair without a word. It is on the arm of my chair now. I have not worn it and she has not asked why.

Nahari oils it.

At dusk, with warmed oil, working from the wrists up in slow measured passes, she talked the whole time about ordinary things: the lamp count, Ana Merrick’s culvert, the price of pepper.

When she got to the jaw, she stopped for a moment with her thumb on the new line.

“When I was crowned,” she said, “I received your whole memory of me.”

“You did.”

“There is a great deal in it that I have not looked at yet, on purpose, because I am rationing.” Her thumb moved. “But I have looked at one thing more than once since dawn, and it is not a good thing, and I want you to know that I have seen it. It is what your face does at the exact moment before you spend more than you have. You do not brace. Every man braces before a heavy load; you have carried loads all your life and you brace beautifully. Before an overdraft you do not.”

“What do I do?”

“You put something down,” said Nahari of Sundermere. “In your head. You put yourself down like a pack, out of the way, and then you reach. And I do not have any way to prevent that, and neither does anyone else in this house, and so I have decided instead to be a woman who oils a burn every evening and mentions it once.”

She finished the jaw and put the cloth away.

“That was the once,” she said.

And Suzu appraises it.

Her tenderness came disguised as appraisal. She hooked a chair around with one foot, sat backward, and valued my ruin at market rates.

“Right. Forearms: original work from the Sunken Crown, established provenance, appreciating. Shoulders: Veltmark, dramatic, popular with a certain kind of buyer. Throat: East Ford, recent, controversial.” She squinted. “Jaw’s the problem. Jaw’s above the collar. You can’t sell a jaw.”

“I wasn’t going to sell my jaw.”

“Everybody says that.” She leaned her chin on the chair-back. “It’s the last one, though, isn’t it. There’s the face and then there’s nothing.”

“Suzu.”

“I’m not asking you to promise anything, because you’d promise it and then you’d do it anyway, and then I’d have to be angry at a dead man, which is unprofessional.” She flicked my ear. “So instead I’ve written a policy. Terms: any further overdraft by the insured party must be countersigned by four crowned queens in advance, in ink.”

“You have confused insurance with a rota of enforcers.”

“It’s four enforcers who love you,” said Suzu, “and one pencil. Sign here.”

I signed it.

It was the final receipt on a habit the queens had fought since Marrowford: I sat in a ruined yard, let four women ration me, and signed the joke document in earnest.



The feast was on victory evening, because Maeva refused to let the march spend its first night after the siege sitting quietly with what had tried to eat it. Every wounded person who could be carried was carried to it, and everyone else received the same food under the infirmary lamps.

Bram paid out the one long-term bet he had kept sealed all season.

He had it in the book from April, in his own writing, from the week the gilt banner went up: SUZUME KAGEHANA, ON HERSELF, TO BE CROWNED BEFORE THE YEAR TURNS. ODDS SEALED.

“You took a bet on yourself,” I said.

“I took a bet on myself,” said Suzu, counting silver, “in April, before any of it, which I would like the record to show, because it means the provenance is clean and there is a written date, and if anybody suggests fifty years from now that I did it for a wall I am going to hand them a ledger.”

“That’s why you placed it.”

“That’s why I placed it,” she said. “I’m a professional.”

Pell’s convoy arrived late that afternoon and triumphant, having come the long way round because the direct road was full of soldiers going home unpaid, and Pell walked into the taproom annex at nine in the evening, looked at the state of the town, and said, “Right. Who’s paying for the dragon’s provisions.”

Bram opened an account for the dragon before the feast, a fine piece of taproom accounting under difficult conditions.

He came out of the annex at dusk with his apron on and his one hand behind his back, crossed the yard, stood at the foot of the hall wall, and looked up at a roof with something the size of a granary on it.

“Evening,” he said.

The roof tiles ticked as they cooled. Then a very large amount of the roof-line moved, and an eye the color of metal at the moment it stops being solid came over the gutter and regarded a sixty-year-old innkeeper.

“You are the man with the barrels,” said Vyrissa.

“I’m the man with the barrels,” Bram agreed. “Now. I’m told you’ll be stopping. And I run a taproom, and a taproom that doesn’t know what a guest costs is a taproom that goes under by harvest-end, so I’ve come to open an account.”

“I do not drink ale.”

“No, I didn’t think you did. But you’ll eat,” said Bram, “and I’d rather find out what off my own doorstep than off a shepherd’s, because a shepherd who loses six ewes and doesn’t know why is a shepherd who starts a story, and a story about a dragon eating stock is a very expensive thing to have in a market town.”

The eye did not blink.

“You are pricing me,” said Vyrissa.

“I’m pricing your feed,” said Bram Tideman, “which is different, and which is what you’d do if you were me.”

There was a long silence in that yard. About forty people had stopped moving.

“Two beeves a fortnight in summer,” said the Last Dragon Empress. “One in winter, and I sleep through much of it. I do not take from herds; I have not taken from a herd in nine hundred years, because a keeper who eats her neighbors’ stock is a keeper who is eventually visited by her neighbors.”

“Right,” said Bram, and got a stub of chalk out of his apron. “And who’s paying?”

“I am. In coin four centuries out of date.”

“Then you’ll want the fox,” said Bram, “and you’ll want to haggle, and she’ll enjoy it, and you’ll enjoy it, and I’ll take a commission.” He chalked something on the wall at the height of his own shoulder, which is where every account in that man’s life has been recorded. “There. Opened. You’re a customer now. That means if anybody in this town says a word against you, they’re saying it against my books, and I’ll have them out.”

The roof-line was quiet for a moment.

“Innkeeper,” said Vyrissa.

“Aye.”

“That was well done.”

“That was Tuesday,” said Bram, and went back to his taproom.

The ballad got its new verse by committee.

“The Lantern and the Chain” has been growing since Marrowford, and it has four verses that nobody wrote and one that I bought for three coppers in a taproom in Marrowford, and on victory night the entire annex composed a fifth verse about a dragon, by shouting, over about ninety minutes.

It does not scan. It has eleven syllables in one line and six in the next, and it rhymes “Cindermaw” with “saw” twice, and there is a line in the middle about a mountain with a lid on it that is a direct quotation from a Blade Saint who has denied it under oath.

Vyrissa was on the roof throughout and heard all of it. She has never mentioned it.

And on the hall shelf, beside the tower of shrine coppers I had paid and Suzu kept before returning them with appreciation, two things appeared during the feast when nobody was looking.

A plum stone, wrapped in cloth, sixty years old.

And beside it, at last, a child’s copper whistle, worn bright at the mouthpiece.

She put them there herself and told nobody and denied it until supper, when the story had gone round the household anyway. Then she stood in front of the shelf with her hands in her sleeves and said, to the room, without any joke in it at all:

“His name was Piet Gorrow, he was a ferry-boy on the east road, and for eleven years he fed a thing in a rock that couldn’t thank him. That’s the complete exhibit.”



At the foot of the stair, Vyrissa turned toward the roof instead of following us up.

“I do not join middles,” she said. “I begin beginnings.”

Then she left us to the night and settled above the hall.

They convened above the feast, at the eleventh hour, in the great room under the banner, and they did it in the order they always do it.

Maeva convened. Nahari kept time. Yrsa bolted the door. Suzu went round all four of us and confiscated the entire contents of our pockets, “for security,” and produced at the end of it two knives, a lockpick I did not know Maeva owned, a wax tablet, and my pencil. The pencil she gave back to me with enormous ceremony.

I was in the chair.

That evening after the call, I could stand only long enough to cross the room with help. My hands shook when held out but steadied on a task. Rising at all greyed my sight. The tracery ran from both forearms to both shoulders to the collarbone to the throat and up the jaw on both sides, and where it crossed the jaw hinge it ached, and it aches now.

They had rationed me since dawn and I had let them, harder than holding any pack I had carried and which all four of them noticed and none of them mentioned.

“Terms for tonight,” said Maeva, standing in front of my chair with her hands folded. “Since the Warden is fragile and will not say so.”

“I’m not fragile.”

“You are ornamental,” said Maeva, “temporarily, and gloriously, and we have all agreed. You will command. You will not carry, lift, kneel, or overreach. Every one of us will obey you exactly and immediately, and any instruction that requires you to stand up for longer than four minutes will be carried out by the fox.”

“I’m a stepladder,” said Suzu, from the map-table.

“Do you accept?”

I thought about arguing. I had the sentence half built.

Then I looked at four women who had stood on nothing but each other for one held breath over a field of chains while their anchor let go of all four on purpose, and I put the sentence down.

“Accepted,” I said. “And my terms: nobody’s careful tonight. You’ve all been careful since dawn and it’s making me tired. Be rude.”

“Oh, thank God,” said Yrsa.

The consents went round in four registers as they always do, and this time all four ended the same way, which nobody had planned and which arrived out of the night behind us like the ring itself.

“You may attend me, and I shall attend you,” said Maeva. “Witnessed.”

“Agreed. No reserve. Same terms. Witnessed.”

“I want the room and the time,” said Nahari, “and I want him to break the last number, and I want to be told when I am wrong. Witnessed.”

And Suzu, holding both my hands: “Everything. No prices. Witnessed.”

“Yes,” I said, “to all four of you, in that order, out loud.”

And the circle set that morning made itself visible over that room without anybody doing anything about it: a ring of light above the chair, gold and storm-grey and ember and fox-fire, turning slowly, closed.



Yrsa went first because Yrsa always goes first.

She went across the map-table, which is her place in a group and has been since a loft in Marrowford, and she did it laced hands: face-down, arms stretched forward, fingers threaded through mine on the far edge of the table where I sat, which is the mechanic she invented in a training hall in April and has since made entirely her own.

“Fierce,” I said. “Nahari, tempo’s yours. Yrsa, you don’t get to set anything tonight.”

“That’s a shame,” said Yrsa Kaldwyn, into the map, in a voice that meant precisely the opposite, and then Nahari started counting, and about ninety seconds in the Blade Saint stopped having opinions.

I had one hand in her jaw-length black hair and one hand laced through both of hers and I gave her what she had asked for at the pace the oracle chose, and Yrsa came on that table with the storm-grey light going white along every scar on her forearms and my name in her mouth, twice, which she has done exactly once before and has yet to acknowledge.

Then Suzu, astride, facing, present the whole way, tails wrapping whoever came within reach and one of them, at all times, wrapped round my wrist.

She had waited her turn on the arm of the chair with her chin on her knees, watching the map-table with both amber eyes gone vertical, and she came into my lap the moment Yrsa slid off it and did not so much as pretend to negotiate.

“Mine,” she said, to the room.

“You are fourth on the rotation,” said Nahari.

“I’m first on the chair,” said Suzu, and sank down onto me in one motion and lost the rest of the sentence halfway down.

She talked throughout and none of it was odds.

“You’re grey,” she said, at one point, working herself down onto me slowly with her hands on my shoulders and her forehead against mine.

“I’m fine.”

“You’re grey and you’re shaking and I can feel it in the link and I’m going to do all the work and you’re going to let me.” She kissed me. “Call it my professional opinion rather than charity, porter-of-legends, as the person who is currently holding the asset.”

“Suzu.”

“Say the thing.”

“Counted,” I said, and got a hand round the base of two tails and gripped, and Suzume Kagehana went off like a struck match with her face in my neck.

She kept moving through it. She always does; it is one of the reasons that woman is dangerous. Her pussy clamped around me in a quick hard rhythm and she did not stop, riding the orgasm out in fast shallow strokes with her whole small body shaking and her tails going rigid one at a time, and got a hand back to take my other hand and set it where she wanted it, and came a second time about a minute later swearing in coinage I did not recognize.

“Right,” she said afterward, sagging, with her forehead on my collarbone. “Right. I’m going to sit here for a bit. Nobody move me. Empress, you can have him in a minute, I’m depreciating.”

Nahari at the great sill, from behind, moving at her patient pace, because the sill is hers and the whole room knows it and nobody has ever borrowed it.

The great room’s window looks south over the yard and that night the yard was full of lamps and people and a dragon’s shadow on the hall roof, and she stood at that sill with her palms flat and her silver hair down her back and her ember filigree climbing, and I stood behind her for the four minutes I was permitted and then sat down and had her come back and take me sitting, backward into my lap, my hands on those wide hips. She called it “the compromise” and pronounced it acceptable in full sentences at some length.

And she ran the room the entire time. Her Crown carried a paradox: the Glimpse innate in me and the sight gone out of her, and yet she still knows what four people are about to do half a beat before they do it, and I have stopped asking how.

“Empress,” said Nahari calmly from my lap at some point. “Two minutes.”

“I have been waiting an hour.”

“You have been waiting an hour beautifully.”

Maeva came last, astride, at my tempo, and she took her time getting there.

She undressed in front of the chair at a deliberate pace and without one word of ceremony about it, and the bodice lost the argument it had been engineered to lose since the tomb, and I got both hands full of her and put my mouth where I have been putting it since a tomb antechamber. She held the back of my head with one hand and narrated every touch down at me in court cadence to an audience of three.

“You may. There. You have always been extremely.” Her next court-formal clause dissolved into a helpless sound. “Yrsa, do stop looking so pleased.”

“Not looking at anything.”

“You are lying face-down on a map with your chin on your fists, watching.”

“Yes,” said Yrsa Kaldwyn.

Then Maeva came down into my lap the way she always does, which is like a procession of one arriving somewhere it owns, and rode me slow with the crowned braid coming apart over both of us, and she narrated it in court cadence as she has since the antechamber, and midway through she stopped, and looked down at me, and said, in front of every woman in that room:

“Dorian.”

Just that. In court cadence. The two registers married at last, in company, on purpose.

Yrsa, from the floor, without opening her eyes: “Oh, she’s using the name.”

“Shut up,” said Maeva Castellan, with enormous fondness, and did not stop.

She kept that slow pace through two complete turns of Nahari’s count, and she did all of it, which was the arrangement and which I had not been consulted about.

I had four minutes of standing in me and I had spent them at a window. What I had left was my hands and my mouth and my voice, which were enough for the job.

“Slower,” I said.

She went slower.

“Sit up. All the way. I want to see you.”

She sat up all the way, with her hands going back to brace on my knees, and arched. The crowned braid finished coming apart and went down her back, and her very full breasts pressed forward into the lamplight the way they had in every good moment since the tomb, gold light lying along her ribs.

“You are giving orders from a chair,” she said.

“Yes.”

“I find it,” said Maeva, and the low gold light under her skin climbed another rib, “I find it does not diminish the effect even slightly, which I would like entered, because I had privately wondered.”

“Faster now.”

“You said slower four minutes ago.”

“I did,” I said. “Faster now.”

And the Empress of three duchies did what she was told at once, without one syllable of negotiation, in front of a saint, an oracle, and a thief, which she would once have gone to war over and which she now does with an expression of open enjoyment that I do not intend to describe further.

Her diction went at about the two-minute mark. It goes in stages with her and I know all of them: the clauses drop, and then the courtesies, and then the vocabulary, and what is left is a woman who has run out of court and is simply saying what is happening to her.

“There. That. Do not stop, do not, I am.”

“I’ve got you.”

“Say it.”

“Mine,” I said. “All four of you. Said out loud in front of the whole house.”

“Yours,” said Maeva Castellan in front of the whole house. Her court cadence shattered on a cry as she clenched around me, gold pulsing from her throat to her hips.



The finish went through the ring.

I have described a braided finish before: four strands running into each other. This closed circle with four crowns in it, set since dawn, and what it did was simpler and much larger: there was no order to it at all.

Nahari counted down from ten with her hand on my chest, and at one she gave it to me, as she always does.

I broke it.

And every one of us went at once.

Maeva above me with the gold going through her from throat to hips and her hands crushed in mine. Yrsa on the floor at my knee with her forehead against my thigh, taken along by the loop with nobody touching her at all, swearing. Suzu with all nine tails flared out flat across the boards. Nahari laughing, quietly, on and on, delighted.

And me: coming up into an empress with almost nothing left in my body to give, and giving it, while four pleasures came back down the ring into mine until there was no telling whose was whose.

The ring flared.

And through the shutters, at exactly the same moment, the light in the yard flared with it, because the stones of twelve towns were still cascading the night’s etch and a fresh one had just landed somewhere out on the drover road.

For about two seconds the light in that room and the light of the world were the same light.

“Right,” said Yrsa Kaldwyn, flat on her back on the ruined maps, when she could speak. “Outranked everything on this continent. Still took a porter.”



The pile arranged itself, and Maeva assigned the watch rotation from inside it, and was overruled by all four of them at once.

“The Warden sleeps through the watch tonight.”

“That is not how a rotation.”

“Witnessed,” said Nahari.

“Witnessed,” said Yrsa.

“Witnessed and notarized,” said Suzu, “and I’ll sign it, and I’ll charge him for the ink in about ten years when he’s forgotten.”

“Overruled,” said Maeva Castellan, with great dignity, and went to sleep on my chest.

We had said our wants for after the war a week ago in a loft, so instead, going round, half asleep, each of them named one thing from our life together she would do again unchanged.

“The antechamber,” said Maeva, into my collarbone. “In the dark, on the sarcophagus, with nothing decided. Every part of it, unchanged, including the fever and including your appalling apology.”

“The tide-flats,” said Yrsa. “Losing. On purpose. And I’ll deny that in the morning.”

“The lamplighter’s dawn,” said Nahari, and did not elaborate, and did not need to.

“The plum,” said Suzu, from somewhere under my arm. “Obviously.”

Above us, Vyrissa settled onto the south roof hard enough to shake dust from one beam.

Inside the circle, I counted five heartbeats, mine among them. The sixth moved slowly through the roof beams above us, finally on the right side of the world.


Chapter 20: The Open Hand

The grass came back over the field in six days, which is faster than grass has any business doing anything, and almost nobody walks on it.

Nobody calls the detour superstition or forbids it. There is a stretch of about four acres north-west of the main gate where three hundred small lights came down out of the air on midsummer morning and went out one at a time in the wet grass, and it is ordinary ground now: sheep on it, a cart track across the corner of it, a boy from Old Wintering Barn who lost a knife in it and spent an afternoon looking.

And every single person in this march, walking from the gate to the drover road, goes round it.

They do it without discussing it. They have made a path, which is now a real path, worn in, with the grass gone off it, that curves out and around four acres of perfectly good pasture and rejoins the road on the far side for no reason a stranger could see.

It is the second road in this county that bends for no cause.

I rode the whole march a week after the battle, with Wend driving and Osric in the back and my hands shaking on the reins for the first hour and not much after, which is how it goes. All sixty-one people carried from the walls had survived the week; some rode our route in wagons, bandaged and loudly dissatisfied with rest.

Here is what my founder’s account looked like after resisting the role since the deed-fair.

The walls: patched. The north-east seam repointed properly in six days by levy crews who did the work for wages and then, having finished, kept turning up in the evenings to drill in the yard without anybody asking them to. There is now a wall-watch rota in this town that I did not write, run by a carter, with its own rules, one of which is that anybody who misses a turn buys the beer.

The school: two cohorts. The second one is nineteen strong and the first one is teaching it.

I stood at that fence for fifteen minutes and watched Brenna, twelve years old, with a wooden certificate at home that says LAMP-CAPTAIN, drilling nineteen children on the gate-hinge count in the cadence Yrsa inherited from a dead woman.

“Hinge holds. Hinge does not move, hinge does not step. If you are on the hinge and the whole enemy has turned its back and there’s glory available, what do you do?”

“NOTHING!”

“Nothing,” said Brenna. “Forever. And nobody sings about you. Again.”

Yrsa was not there. She had gone up to the wall specifically so as not to be there, and she was standing on it with her arms folded, watching, and when I came up she said, “Her count’s a beat fast,” and I said, “You could go and tell her,” and Yrsa Kaldwyn said, “No,” and that was the end of the conversation.

The petitions: two hundred and six that season, of which forty-one came from outside this march and thirteen from outside this province.

That is the number that frightens Maeva and delights her in equal measure. There is a warden-post at the hall door with a board on it, and it now gets letters from four cantons away, and the letters are addressed variously to The Warden of the Wend-march, The Anchor, the March Coalition, and, on one occasion, in a child’s hand, To The People Who Have The Dragon.

Maeva triages them all personally with a joy that has begun to frighten the staff.

And the lamps.

The lamp census stood at ninety-four in spring. It stood at a hundred and sixty-one after East Ford, when villages that had watched a man’s light get taken off him in daylight went home and hung a second one.

At the end of that survey it was two hundred and eighteen, and Nahari and Brenna had stopped being able to walk it in an evening and had recruited nine children to a census that now takes four nights and produces a written report.

Ride the rim road at night, going north, and look back south.

The Wend-march is a ring of light on black country. Villages, ford-houses, and one stubborn old woman’s window compose the broken line, spaced out across nine miles of dark, and from the height of the rim road they close up into a circle with a brighter smudge in the middle where the town is.

The shape arose without a plan. Every part came from an individual choice. Eleven hundred people hung lamps for dozens of different reasons since the boon and it came out, when you get high enough to see it, as a ring.

Osric drew it. He asked permission first, though he did not need it, and then sat on a rock on the rim road for two hours and drew it, and that drawing is on the wall of the war-loft now, and under it, in his ruled clerk’s printing:

THE MARCH, FROM THE RIM ROAD. 218 LIGHTS. ONE WEEK AFTER MIDSUMMER.



Nahari had been without long sight for one week and was already intolerable about it.

“Blind” is the wrong word and she has told me off for it twice. She sees. Her eyes work; she reads, she walks, she beats Yrsa at dice.

The long sight is gone beyond her power to reopen. It vanished at four minutes past six on midsummer morning, when a circle set and everything after it stopped being in anybody’s ledger, and there has been nothing to look at since.

She is the happiest person in this march and she is unbearable.

On the third morning after the feast, rain caught her unexpectedly on the fair-ground and soaked her in ninety seconds. I found the Oracle of Sundermere with her arms out and head back, laughing so hard she had to sit on a barrel.

“Two hundred and twenty-nine years,” she said, when I got to her.

“Nahari.”

“Rain caught me by surprise, anchor. Completely. I had no warning at all.” She wrung out about a foot of silver hair. “Do not put a shawl on me. Do not.”

Yrsa put a shawl on her. Yrsa put a shawl on her and said “you’ll get stiff” and walked off before anybody could thank her, which is the whole of Yrsa Kaldwyn in one movement.

The lamp census is hers and Brenna’s and it now runs to nine children, four evenings, and a written report, and I asked her during the survey why she meant to keep expanding it now the war was over.

“Because we did not count them in order to have a number,” said Nahari. “We counted them so that next season, when somebody asks why there are two hundred and eighteen lamps in this march, there will be a page that says who lit each one and what for. Otherwise, next season, we will guess.”

“And?”

“And a march that guesses about its own lights,” she said, “is a march that will let one go out to save the oil.”

Yrsa’s log has thirty-one entries.

It is the school’s own book, started by Brenna in June on her own initiative, and it records who taught the cohort what, so that, in her words, we know who to thank when it works.

There are two entries in it now that will outlive everybody in this account.

The Warden’s guard, and the gate-hinge count. Taught by Warden Kaldwyn. She had it from Ilsabet Kron, who had it from her own instructor, whose name Warden Kaldwyn does not know and would like somebody to find out.

The loose grip. Ilsabet Kron to Yrsa Kaldwyn, by runner, at Havrun, on the fourth day of nine. Yrsa Kaldwyn to Brenna, in the yard, before the siege. Brenna to the second cohort, the week after.

Somebody is going to be teaching that in a garrison yard in ninety years and will have no idea who anybody in that line was, and will teach it correctly anyway, and that is precisely what Ilsabet Kron spent a runner on.

I asked Yrsa once whether she wanted the school’s name changed, since the decree that named it the Kaldwyn School was signed on a warden’s seat under circumstances she has still not forgiven.

She thought about it for an unusually long time.

“No,” she said.

“You were furious for eleven days.”

“I was furious because it was on a board before I’d been asked, and I’d do that argument again,” said Yrsa. “But it’s got a name now, and the name’s on the gate, and in ninety years the name will still be on the gate and somebody will look it up.” She shrugged. “There’s a woman who died at Havrun with nine days’ worth of arithmetic against her and no song, and the only reason anybody in this world says Ilsabet Kron out loud is that a stone in a market town has my account of a bridge on it. Names on things matter. I’ve been on the wrong end of it.”

Then, because she is who she is: “Anyway, the empress would only put it back.”



The dragon settled in like weather.

Vyrissa sunned on the hall roof at dawn, south of the ridge, exactly as agreed. Within days this had stopped being an event and become something the town mentioned like weather.

“She’s up early.”

“She’s always up early.”

“She’s on the south side, look, she’s being careful of the ridge.”

Children were forbidden to go on the roof and went on the roof. She has never commented on this and has twice moved a child off a slate she was about to warm, with one claw, at a distance, without turning her head, a sight about a hundred people have now witnessed and nobody has managed to make into a song because there is nothing to it.

She and Suzu began their first vault audit on the fifth day.

It immediately became a fine new running argument for the household. They agree entirely on principle, which is the trouble: two keepers who both believe that a thing worth keeping is worth keeping correctly, and who have gone to war over what the word “worth” is doing in that sentence.

“Memory does not appreciate,” Vyrissa said, on the second of these occasions, from the doorway, because she does not come all the way in.

“Everything appreciates if you hold it long enough.”

“That is a fence’s opinion.”

“That’s a THIEF’S opinion,” said Suzu, “and I’d thank you not to say fence, I’ve never fenced anything I couldn’t have kept,” and Vyrissa made a sound like a hill clearing its throat, which we have learned is laughter.

She watches the school drill every day and will not say why.

I asked once. Directly, in the yard, during the survey, when the second cohort was running the count and the whole line of them got it right for the first time.

“Why do you watch them?”

“That is one of my reasons,” said the Last Dragon Empress, “and my reasons are mine until I choose otherwise,” and went back to watching them.

She came off the roof for the school drill, said nothing, and made the fence-posts hum. On the seventh-day rim survey she followed us north and sat above the road looking toward the Cindermaw for an hour.

“Small anchor.”

“Empress.”

“Your circle closed your ledger,” said Vyrissa. “Yours, and your line’s, and every legend you will ever return. It is beyond that thing’s reach forever, and I have looked at it from above and it is real and it is not going to fail.”

“But.”

“But it closed YOUR ledger,” she said.

The wind came off the mountain. She has a way of sitting entirely still that makes the country around her look temporary.

“The Glutton’s oldest note is mine,” she said. “It has been outstanding for nine hundred years and it is not written anywhere in your kingdom’s stones and it does not go away because a march in a valley told a collector to leave. I have a flight that was eaten and a nursery under glass and an account that has never been settled, and I did not land in your yard because I had forgotten any of it.”

“Then why did you land?”

“Because a closed ledger is a very good place to stand,” said Vyrissa, “while one settles an old account.”

That closed the subject, then and since. It is all I have.



Helvane arrived six days after the battle with nine riders and stayed through supper.

He inspected the wall, which is his way of paying a compliment; he ate at the annex and complained about the beer, which is his way of paying a larger one; and later that day he walked the north curtain with me at the pace of a man who had noticed I could not go faster, and told me what he had come to tell me.

“The crown is mustering a progress for next season,” he said.

“To the province.”

“To you,” said Margrave Helvane. “A royal progress. Which means the King, or more likely his sister, who is the intelligent one, and four hundred people who have to be fed, and a court that attempts to own every power it meets, and, because it is a progress and not a visit, an army walking behind it as furniture.”

“How large?”

“Large enough to be furniture,” he said. “That is the art of it, Warden. Nobody threatens anybody. They arrive, in numbers, and admire your walls, and remark upon your school, and ask, very pleasantly, what a march is doing with two hundred and eighteen lamps and five legends and its own light.” He put both hands on the parapet. “And then somebody suggests that all of this would be so much safer under some more permanent arrangement.”

“And if I say no?”

“Then you say no charmingly and repeatedly,” said Helvane. “Crowns travel with armies, pageants, personal bargains, and a parade of marriage candidates. A gate cannot stop those, but a magnificent host can make every bargain cost them.”

“That’s cheerful.”

“It is enormously cheerful. It means you have a season to prepare, and the preparation is not another wall.” He turned round and leaned back against the stone and looked at the town. “Here is my counsel, and it is the only one I have, and it is the same one I gave my father and he ignored it and died in a ditch about it.

“Be magnificent,” said Helvane. “Be so magnificent that owning you would be embarrassing. It is cheaper than war and it confuses them for very much longer.”

Maeva had it out of him at supper in about four minutes and began planning a reception before the plates were cleared.

Before Helvane left, she had a folder.

The staff have started leaving rooms when she comes into them with the folder. Osric has been given a numbered list of things to find out and has, so far, ruled nine pages of columns about the eating habits of a court he has never seen. Bram has been asked to price four hundred people for four days and has said, with feeling, that he would rather do the siege again.

“You are enjoying this,” I said.

“I am enjoying it enormously,” said Maeva Castellan, “and I want to be extremely clear about what it is, because you have been looking at me sideways for a week. That court is coming here. I will receive it on our ground. It will arrive on a road my crews built, and be fed out of granaries I filled, and sleep behind a wall your people held, and be entertained by a fair this march made its own, and at the end of it somebody very senior will ask what it is that we want.”

“And what do we want?”

“To be asked,” she said. “That is the campaign. Four hundred years ago I was the most capable person in an empire and I was married into it, and everything I built was recorded as a gift given to me by a man who eventually poisoned me in a garden. I am not doing that again in either direction. We petition from strength, we do not beg, and we are not acquired. They come, and they look, and they ask.”

She went back to her folder.

“And then,” said the empress, “we shall discuss terms.”



Saskia’s siege contract expired on the seventh day and she did not renew it.

She came to the loft to be paid out and Maeva paid her in full, in coin, on the table, counted twice, exactly as written, plus the fortnight of the siege at the emergency rate that had been in clause nine since April and which Saskia had forgotten about and tried to refuse.

“It’s written down,” said Maeva.

“It’s too much.”

“It is precisely what was agreed by a woman who thought at the time that she was being clever about it, in April, when nobody knew what was coming,” said Maeva. “I do not renegotiate a contract downward because the risk materialized. That would be the other lot.”

Saskia took the money.

Then she went to the school yard, and taught the back-cut read to the second cohort for two hours, unasked and unpaid, and had a long conversation with Brenna about how to correct a grip without making the child hate you, which Brenna wrote down.

She rode out that afternoon with her rig on her horse and no colors on her at all.

Yrsa walked her to the gate. The two of them stood there for about a minute and did not embrace, because neither of them would survive it.

“You’ll be on a circuit,” said Yrsa.

“I’ll be on a circuit.”

“When somebody beats you, come back and tell me how.”

“When somebody beats me,” said Saskia Roehn, “you’ll hear about it from three provinces away, because I’ll be complaining.”

And she went off down the drove road at a walk, past the field nobody walks on, on the path that curves.



The household eats together on Thursdays now, which was nobody’s decision and has become law.

It started because Nahari’s lamp census runs four evenings and Thursday is not one of them, and because Maeva discovered that a Thursday supper is the only meal in the week at which she can get all of us in one room without an agenda, and because Yrsa will attend anything that involves a quantity of food.

Ceremony would require seating and fewer arguments.

At the first Thursday supper, the argument was stew.

Bram made it, because he had come up to the hall to check the stores for the resumed fair and had looked into the kitchen on his way past and had then, without asking anybody, taken the kitchen over for two hours, a takeover he has staged four times and which nobody has the standing to prevent.

Maeva tasted it and reached for the pepper.

“No,” said Bram.

The room stopped.

The historical dimensions matter here. Maeva Castellan held a pepper fleet. She unified three duchies. She has been overruled about the seasoning of a dish exactly once in four hundred and thirty-eight years and it was by this man, in a taproom in Marrowford, in our first winter, and she has never forgotten it and neither has he.

“It wants pepper,” said Maeva.

“It wants nothing,” said Bram Tideman. “It’s had four hours. You put pepper in that now, you’re not seasoning it, you’re covering it, and you’ll be covering my afternoon.”

There was a silence of about three seconds.

Then the empress put the pepper down, and said, “Note that I am not conceding on the principle,” and ate two bowls of it.

Suzu, who had been watching this with the expression of a woman at a title fight: “Twice. That’s twice now.”

“It is twice,” said Maeva, “and it will not happen a third time, because the next time he attempts it I shall simply have him made a reeve, and reeves do not get to be right about stew.”

“That’s not how any of that works,” said Yrsa.

“It is going to be how it works.”

And Vyrissa, from the great doorway, where she stands for these because she does not come all the way in and because the roof gets cold at supper time, said: “The innkeeper is correct about the stew.”

Which settled it, and which Bram has been intolerable about since.

The piece of that week I would keep is a Thursday rather than the etch cascade or the dragon on the roof, in a hall with a doorframe in it that a dead man named Corwin Ferris cut four hundred years ago, with ten people in the room arguing about pepper, and a lamp on either side of the door outside, and everybody in it alive.



The Founding Fair resumed on the fourth day after midsummer, exactly as postponed.

A fair suspended was a defeat; a fair postponed was an appointment. Eleven hundred people who had spent midsummer behind a wall received the promised four days as soon as the graves were closed and the wounded could attend.

Four days. A beast-show. A wrestling, won by a woman from Old Wintering Barn. Bram’s cellar, restocked at expense, including one barrel of Ferran red that he had bought specifically so that he could sell it to me, at the fair, at the price he had lost on the last one, and which he had entered in the book as SETTLED, IN FULL, NO INTEREST, and which he made me sign for.

Seven flood-notch sticks measured against each other in one room, at last, in front of fourteen interested people and one dragon in the doorway, a comparison I had wanted since the boon and which was, I maintain, extremely interesting.

Pell brought twelve carts and won the provisioning contract for the next year with a letter he had written in advance, before he had unloaded.

And the ballad got sung about nine hundred times.

“The Lantern and the Chain” now has six verses. The fifth one, about the dragon, was composed by committee in a taproom on victory night and scans so badly that two professional bards have refused to perform it and one offered, seriously, to fix it for free.

The march declined.

“It’s ours,” said Suzu, who has appointed herself its custodian. “It’s terrible and it’s ours and nobody’s improving it. Ask him what happens to things when strangers improve them.”

The sixth verse arrived at the fair, from a drover, and is about a man kneeling in mud cutting chains off strangers in the order they were standing in, and I left the room the first time I heard it and Yrsa came and stood next to me in the yard until the verse ended. Neither of us said anything; then she went back in and I went to see about the beer.



The souvenir economy arrived at that fair like a tide coming in, and it gave the household four days of relentless comedy.

Tin march-lantern pins at two coppers, unchanged since spring. The felt nine-tailed fox puppet, second edition, tails still correct, pockets increased from four to fourteen after a letter of complaint from an anonymous reviewer.

And, new this year, in quantity: dragons.

Wooden ones on strings. A clay one that whistles. A painted tin thing at four coppers with wings that flap, which does not look like her in any respect and which the maker described, when challenged by an interested party, as “a likeness of the general idea.”

Vyrissa came down off the roof on the second day, walked the whole length of the stalls at a pace that emptied them, stopped in front of the tin one, and looked at it for about a minute and a half in complete silence while its maker aged visibly.

“Wings on the wrong bone,” said the Last Dragon Empress.

“Yes, Majesty.”

“Continue,” she said, and went back to the roof, and by the fourth day he had sold three hundred of them and had raised the price and was pinning up a card that said AS INSPECTED.

Suzu bought one of everything, including the fox puppet, and reviewed the entire range aloud at the annex bar for two hours to an audience of about forty people. The Wend-march souvenir trade turned over thirteen pounds that week and every penny of it stayed in the march.

Bram opened her feed account before the fair, which he is proud of. It is the bar tab that has broken him.

“She doesn’t drink,” he said, on the first evening of the fair.

“No.”

“She asked me what I had that was warm and I gave her the mulled and she took the pot.”

“The pot?”

“The whole pot,” said Bram Tideman. “Out of the fire, in one hand. Drank it, put it back on the hook, and said it was adequate.”

“What did you charge her?”

“I haven’t decided,” he said. “I have been not deciding since she handed back the pot. There is no line in my book for it, Warden. I can price a wyvern’s damage, I’ve done it, but there’s no rate anywhere in this kingdom for a pot of mulled wine consumed by an empress the size of a barn who says thank you.” He wiped the plank. “The fox says four shillings and a standing arrangement. The fox is enjoying this.”

Maeva formally appointed Suzu on the last day of the fair, in public, on the hall steps, with an actual document.

REEVE OF THE WEND-MARCH, KEEPER OF THE VAULT, with a salary, backdated eleven months, which is a joke that only four people in the province understand and which put Suzume Kagehana on a step in front of six hundred people entirely unable to speak.

“You said when I stopped trying to sell the doors,” she managed.

“You have not tried to sell a door since April.”

“I’ve been busy.”

“You have been busy,” Maeva agreed, “and I have been watching, and there was a fortnight in June in which you were offered two shillings for the school-yard gate by a man from Havering and you refused, and I have known about it since the day it happened and have been waiting for an appropriate occasion.”

“He was going to take it away in a cart.”

“Yes.”

“It was a bad gate,” said Suzu, and put the document in her sleeve, and went off to be congratulated at length by people whose pockets she has emptied, which is her definition of a good afternoon.

And the two empresses opened the wrestling together, because the crowd wanted it and because Maeva’s governing instinct is to leave no crowd unfed.

They stood on the steps side by side, gold and bronze, and Maeva said nine words about the march and got a cheer, and Vyrissa said four and got a longer one, and afterward, at the rail, watching a woman from Old Wintering Barn throw a carter over her hip, Vyrissa said, without looking round:

“You are going to enjoy this crown of yours coming here in the spring.”

“Enormously.”

“You intend to charge them for the privilege of being impressed.”

“I intend,” said Maeva Castellan, “to make it very slightly difficult to get an invitation.”

Vyrissa made the hill-noise we had learned was laughter.

“Empress,” she said, “I begin to see why he has not been eaten.”



Odette’s last page came during the fair, by a courier who was paid at a crossroads by a woman in a hood.

Unsigned. Ledger-hand, ruled, level, eight words on a sheet folded in three.

The capital keeps its own lamps.

Count them.

Nothing else appeared on the page, front or back, except a smudge of ink at the bottom edge, dry in the center and faintly, faintly wet at the rim, a mark I have now seen four times and hope never to see again.

It went into Bram’s lockbox with Halden Rusk’s testament and the two schematics, and Bram wrote it in the receipts file with the date, and closed the box, and set his one hand on the lid for a moment.

“Warden.”

“Bram.”

“Is she alive?”

“I think so,” I said. “She was thirty miles further from here than that ink was when she wrote it, and the ink came from where she’d been, not where she is.”

“I’d give odds on her.”

“You said no odds on weather.”

“Weather doesn’t wear a hood,” said Bram Tideman. “She’s an accountant, and I’d give three to one and take my own money.”



The rumor arrived on the last day of the fair, in a stable yard, from a drover from two provinces over, told as a joke to somebody else.

I overheard it from behind a cart while counting barrels.

His sister’s boy, he said, had come over strange at midsummer. Woke up on midsummer night, sat up in bed and said a word nobody knew, and had been odd about lamps ever since. They had taken him to the certifiers at Coldharbour three days later, out of duty, expecting nothing, because nobody in that family has ever certified as anything.

And the certifiers had gone away, and come back with a second man, and read him three times, and then had a conversation in the next room that went on for an hour.

They could not grade him.

The reading settled on neither a low grade, support class, nor null. They could not grade him at all: the stone would not settle on a number, and one of the certifiers had said, in front of the boy’s mother, that he had never seen a reading do that and that he would like to write to somebody about it.

“Midsummer night,” said the drover, and laughed. “Same night as all that carry-on down your way with the lights. Whole world went strange that week.”

I stayed behind the cart until the drover moved on, the tally forgotten in my hand.

Then I went and found Nahari, who was sitting on the fair-ground fence with her bare feet on the rail eating a pie, and told her.

She did not stop eating.

“Yes,” she said.

“You knew.”

“I did not know and I have not looked,” said Nahari of Sundermere, “and I am never going to look, and that is the fifth time I’ve said it this month.” She thought about it. “But a ledger that has been closed for one line is a ledger with a crack in it. And things get born through cracks. That is ordinary causation, anchor, the way anything has ever got anywhere.”

“There’ll be more of them.”

“There will be more of them,” she agreed, “and one day one of them will be nine years old and frightened and standing in a yard somewhere with a skill nobody can grade, and somebody will suggest that the safest thing for everyone would be to have that looked after by a very reasonable gentleman with an instrument.”

She finished the pie.

“And then,” said Nahari, “there will be a question about what a march with two hundred and eighteen lamps and its own light is for.”

She got down off the fence.

“Not this year,” she said. “Possibly not next. Do not go looking for the boy; his mother is not frightened yet and there is nothing crueler than being told.”

Nobody followed it up. It is one line in Osric’s book, dated, unremarked, on a page mostly about barrels.



The last of it is an evening at the end of the fair, and it is small, and it is the whole thing.

I was at the warden-post at dusk nailing up the new season’s petition board, which is a job I do myself for no reason that will survive being examined.

Behind me, through the hall door, the shelf: Suzu’s tower of shrine coppers, every coin I had paid into her seal and she had kept before returning them with appreciation, which nobody was allowed to dust; a plum stone, sixty years old, wrapped in cloth; and a child’s copper whistle worn bright at the mouthpiece, which came out of a rock and a pocket and eleven years of somebody being kind to a thing that could not thank him.

To the left of the door, a lamp that has burned every night since Marrowford, lit first in a market town for a girl called Esra who kept the lights of Cinderwell through a plague and asked to be buried near the high spring.

To the right of the door, the march’s own.

Out past the wall, across the dark, the ring: two hundred and eighteen lights in nine miles of black country, coming on in ones and twos as people got round to them, the way a fair goes home.

And over my head on the south side of the ridge, something the size of a granary breathing one beat in four, laced through my own pulse since the boon and where it will presumably stay.

I finished the board and went to put my hammer up, and passed the road-shrine cup at the corner of the yard.

I have paid road-shrine coppers whenever I could since I was nine years old, because an old ferry-dock master told me that a thing under a road is still a debt and that you pay debts whether or not anybody is collecting. I have done it in five provinces. I did it on the morning I went down into the Sunken Crown with a survey I knew was wrong, in a cup on a post at the head of a lake, at dawn, with a pack on my back and a party ahead of me that had already decided what I was for.

I put my hand in my pocket for a copper.

There was already one in the cup.

It was lying on its edge against the side, polished so bright it caught the last of the light off the wall, and it was old, and it was worn thin at the rim on one side the way a coin goes when a man has carried it in the same pocket for years and paid it out and had it handed back to him in change and paid it out again.

I knew that coin from a nick left by a ferryman’s teeth. I paid it into a cup at Lake Marren on the morning I descended into the Sunken Crown, ninety miles away.

Somebody had gone and got it.

Somebody had gone ninety miles to a wayside cup on a lake road, identified it, kept it, carried it home, and set it polished on edge in my own shrine cup.

There was no note. There is never a note.

I stood there for a while in the dark with a hammer in my hand.

Then I picked it up and put it in my pocket, and put a different copper in the cup, because a debt is a debt, and went in to dinner.



Somewhere with no weather, a hall of hanging lamps.

Its scale does not belong to rooms. The same dimensions continue in every direction, and in it, in rows, on hooks, in ranks and files arranged over six hundred years by something that has never hurried, hang the lamps.

Whole rows of them are dark now.

Finished rather than spent. The ledger records the difference. Beside each of the dark rows, in fresh ink, in a small hand that has never pressed too hard on anything, the same word, over and over, down the columns:

SETTLED.

SETTLED.

SETTLED.

The ledger lies open on the desk at the page it had held since the Sunken Crown, the one with a single line entered high on the leaf in the same unhurried hand.

ANCHOR (LIVING).

There is a stroke through it now. Neat. Ruled. A correction without anger, made by something that does not make errors and does not resent them either, the way a clerk closes an account that has moved elsewhere.

And under it, entered fresh, with the ink still shining faintly at the rim of every stroke and already dry in the middle:

THE CIRCLE (SET). BEYOND REACH.

And under that, at the top of a new column, in the same precise hand, without any pressure at all:

NEW TERMS REQUIRED.

THE CROWN HOLDS OUR OLDEST NOTE.

The pale hand sets the pen down beside the ledger.

It squares the ledger to the edge of the desk, with two fingers, twice, until it is true.

Then it takes up a small knife, turns the pen in the light, and begins to sharpen it, stroke by patient stroke.


Book 4

Betrayed by My Party, I Summon the Queens of Legend 4


Chapter 1: The Warden’s Harvest

The wall held two hundred and forty-three lamps, and I had walked past every one of them before the sun cleared the fen.

Osric walked at my shoulder with the tally-book open against his forearm, ruling lines as we went.

He did not talk while he counted. I preferred his silence to Wend, who would have argued with the lamps. The autumn round takes longer than the spring one. Spring counts hope.

Autumn counts what survived. You go past each pole with the care of a man checking that a debt is still good.

“Two-forty-two,” Osric said, at the warden-post. “Two-forty-three at the border stone. And the loft.”

“Separate page.”

He did not add the loft lamp to the total. The count always passes it by. It burns at the door of the war-loft for a lamplighter who died three weeks before I ever heard her name.

That flame is a debt with a wick, and Osric keeps a separate page for those.

The KEPT column had no gaps.

I had come out early for that number. In spring the KEPT column is a mess of guesses, lamps relit the night before the count so somebody’s stone would read fuller than it had earned. By autumn the march has learned that I check the oil against the burn. The guessing stops. The column runs straight down the page like a seam of good mortar.

A man who signs a causeway maintains it. A village keeps a lamp for what the flame means; otherwise it puts the lamp out and stops lying to my ledger.

“South River’s up two,” Osric said. “Old Wintering Barn’s up four and swears it’s the pigs.”

“The pigs don’t carry lamps.”

“No. But they’re proud, and pride keeps a light burning past the point where sense would blow it out.” He ruled another line. He had a rule for that, the one I had made him write down last spring and he now recited back at me like scripture: write down why, or next season somebody will guess and act on the guess.

He wrote down why. Old Wintering Barn’s four extra lamps belonged to Goodwife Cairn’s campaign. Fifty-five, never armed, she had decided a village that held a wall could light a road and told her neighbors so until four households agreed. Her own tag read WITNESSED OWN LAMP in a hand that shook and did not stop.

I trust numbers with a person behind them who will not blow the light out to save oil.

At the south stair, autumn showed itself in the lamp gear: felt caps against the fen mist and spare horn panes wrapped in sacking, with thickened oil set below every sixth pole. Osric checked the exterior marks against his tally.

I lifted one felt cap and found the horn beneath beaded with cold mist. The wick still stood clean, trimmed square by whoever had taken the dark watch. I wiped the pane with my cuff, checked the oil line against yesterday’s knife-mark, and settled the cap back over a flame that had consumed its proper measure. The damp felt smelled of sheep grease and last night’s rain, workmanlike protection against harvest weather.

Two hundred and forty-three civic flames, each tied to a road, wall, house, or border stone.

Esra’s loft flame stayed on the memorial leaf in his wax-cloth pocket, honored and outside the civic sum. Beside the oil crate, someone from the hall had left heel bread, pear preserve, and a note ordering us to eat before we mistook hunger for diligence. A household with five queens disagreed on plenty.

Whether I had eaten was settled law.

We came around the northeast curve of the wall, and I walked wide of the resting-light field, as I always do.

The grass had grown back over it. You would not know, riding past, that anything had happened there, only that the road bends for no cause a man can name, and that nothing grazes it, and that the drovers who take the long way around could not tell you why the short way feels like walking on somebody’s roof. Forty-one flames settled there at midsummer, and one very small one nobody has ever explained, and the ground has not forgotten it.

Neither have I. I do not need to walk on it to count it.

“Letters,” Osric said, and steered us to the post.

Three provinces’ worth were nailed and weighted there, more than the wall could have carried before the march had a banner. I read them the way I read a load: heaviest first, then the ones that will shift in transit.

A miller from two valleys over wanted the Anchor to bless a well. I set that one aside without heat.

People still mistook the word Anchor for priest, and I would send back the truth of it in Bram’s hand, kindly: I do not bless wells; I can send a man who will tell you why the well is bad, worth more than a blessing and costing only a meal.

A stone-keeper from the far side of the province wanted to know whether the march took students who were not from the march. He had written it without ornament, a working man’s letter with a working man’s arithmetic under it, so many days to send a boy, so much lost from the harvest to spare him, is it worth it, and what does it cost. I liked the letter for the arithmetic.

A man who counts the cost of hope before he asks for it is a man who will keep a lamp lit once he has one. That one I kept.

There was a haunting on a drove road, which was the third or fourth this season and which I had learned meant something specific and unpleasant that was not a ghost.

There was a widow at Havering who wanted to know whether the Anchor rented, meaning himself, meaning would I come and be a warden for her stretch of road as I was for mine, and the answer was no, and the answer beneath the no was that the march was learning to make more of me than there was of me. The school, distilled into one request. And there was a child’s letter, three lines, asking if the fox was real, which Suzu would answer herself, in person, badly, at cost.

Under it, in a careful adult hand that had practiced the letters before committing them to good paper, waited a question I read twice, then once more.

Does the march take children the certifiers can’t grade.

The hand carried no name or village, only care. The writer had asked whether the march took such children, leaving out the word in, as if those two sizes of hope were more than she dared distinguish.

I said nothing about it. I put it with the requests that would shift in transit. It would shift; I had learned not to reach before I knew the weight.

“File that,” I told Osric.

He was already tucking it into the wax-cloth. He hides to avoid interrupting, preserves the papers I mark, and asks no questions, which is the other reason I walk the census with him.

The sun came up over the fen while we finished the north run, and it came up gold, the broad harvest gold that makes even the mud look like it has been minted, and I turned back toward the hall to find that the roof had a dragon on it.

The roof usually had a dragon on it. That morning, I watched her come down.

I had lived under Vyrissa for a season. I had shared a hall with the last dragon empress through that whole season, had budgeted her against Bram’s feed account, had watched her drink a mulled-wine pot in one hand and rehang it before pronouncing it adequate.

In all that time I had never seen her come down from the hall roof. I had only ever found her already there, already presiding, like weather settled over the place. This time I caught the descent itself, and I stopped walking to watch it, and Osric stopped too, as anyone would.

She came off the south ridge of the hall roof at the sunrise like heat coming off a road.

She stepped off the ridge as casually as the last stair of a house she had lived in a long time. The air took her weight for the length of the drop and set her down. I have watched a great many arrivals out of the sky these past few seasons and most of them were trying to land on me.

I had watched her land in our ruined yard with war smoke around her. Watching her step down into a peaceful harvest morning stopped me cold for a different reason.

She was in the human shape she wore for us as a courtesy, and every part of it read as large. Six foot three of her, broad through the shoulders in a way the church would never have painted and the church would have been wrong not to, built to a scale that made the hall’s good oak doorframe look like something a good carpenter had measured for a smaller species. She had the permanence of a mountain range. She occupied the yard, and the yard arranged itself around her, a valley shaped by the force that made it.

My eye went first, as it always did, to the shimmer.

The scale-shimmer ran across her shoulders, down the ridge of her spine, and along her forearms. It belonged wholly to her skin, an iridescence catching the harvest light and throwing it back a shade richer than it came in, bronze over gold over something with a fire behind it. In full sun it looked like a woman wearing dawn as a garment. It made my mouth go dry, and I noted that it did, and I noted that I was twenty-six and warden of a march and had counted every exit in this yard a thousand times and could not for the moment remember where a single one of them was.

She had fixed her human wardrobe at last: a sleeveless court gown of ember-black cloth, close-fitted through her powerful torso and strong hips, with deep walking splits that freed her long legs. Bronze thread edged the high collar and crossed her waist in the angular pattern of folded wings. Over the cloth lay the borrowed fire she wore as regalia, a transparent heat-shimmer draped from one broad shoulder and trailing behind her a finger’s width above the ground. The dark fabric gave the public yard something mortal to call clothing. The moving fire made any claim of mortality absurd.

Her hair came down as she landed, molten copper-bronze with a metallic sheen and the tips of it glowing faint, the color of a bar drawn out of the forge and left to cool three heartbeats too soon. The shade stood worlds apart from Suzu’s bright fox-red. You would never confuse them across a yard or a province.

Suzu’s red is a spark struck for the joy of it. Vyrissa’s is the color a metal goes when it remembers being liquid.

Her skin was deep bronze-gold under the shimmer, and where the light ran along her forearms it broke into that iridescence before gathering again as she moved, so that watching her cross a yard was like watching a coal breathe.

She was built to the same scale everywhere, no part of her apologizing for the rest: strong through the hips and the thighs, a deep chest and a bust the harvest light did no favors to my composure by finding, all of it carried as she carried everything, without hurry, without display, as if her body were simply the smallest shape she could reduce herself to and she saw no reason to pretend otherwise. Four queens had already taught me not to reach while I looked. My fingers stayed loose.

It was work.

Her eyes came up last, and they were furnace-gold and lit faintly from inside, the pupils round and steady as struck coins where the fox’s would have narrowed to excited slits, and I felt the look land on me like an appraisal, because that is what it was. Even a dragon’s glance is an appraisal. She weighed me briefly, using the same grave measure she put to everything, found me current, and the corner of her mouth moved.

“You are staring, small anchor,” she said. Her voice was the sound a mountain would make if you asked it a polite question.

“It is early for it. You have not even had your tea.”

“I’ve never seen you come down from the roof,” I said. “A season, and you’re always already up there.”

One season had still given her a place at Thursday supper.

Vyrissa took the south end of the table, Maeva took the north, and the pepper passed between two empresses under armed neutrality. Suzu’s tails crept across Vyrissa’s boots whenever the room cooled. Yrsa always cut the roast. Her portions ended every argument before it began.

Nahari finished tomorrow’s jokes over yesterday’s stew. I sat among them and kept finding one cup too many set out before anyone counted.

“A dragon gives audiences,” she said. “It does not, as a rule, let itself be watched taking off its coat.” But she said it warmly, and she came across the yard to the warden-post, and she bent her head over the morning’s mail, following the habit that had become one of the fixed points of my mornings: the last dragon empress, standing over a warden-post reading a miller’s well request with the solemn attention she would have given a tribute of nations, because to her there was no difference in the reading, only in the weight, and she read weight for pleasure as other people read for scandal.

I watched her scan the practiced-hand letter. I watched her go still over it.

Only a breath, maybe two: one of hers, four of mine. Then she moved on, and said nothing, and I said nothing, and the letter went into the wax-cloth, and neither of us mentioned that we had both stopped on the same three lines.

“The vault today,” she said instead. “Your fox owes me an argument.”

“She usually does.”

“We audit on the new moon. It is the new moon.”

A sound came out of her that in a smaller creature would have been a laugh and in her was closer to a rockfall enjoying itself. “Last month she wrote MEMORY: APPRECIATING across my figures and billed me for the ink. I paid in a Ruthelm II crown. She accepted it at face.”

“Which proved your point.”

“Do not tell her. She keeps the only honest treasury I have seen in an age of the world.”

“A thief would.”

Vyrissa meant compliments and insults to the last grain. Suzu had built the best vault in the province; memory still wasted in it. The contradiction gave them something costly to dispute every new moon, and neither keeper showed any appetite for winning.

Bram had stopped trying to price the bar tab. He had a beeves account for her, two a fortnight in summer and one in winter, and beyond that she drank whatever the taproom had and rehung the pot herself and pronounced it, and no ledger line could contain what a dragon’s custom was worth to a taproom, so Bram had simply written HOUSE across the page and moved on, which for Bram is a religious act.

She went to watch the drill before she went to the vault. She always did. She stood at the edge of the school yard, out of the sun so she would not throw a shadow across the students’ footwork, and she watched the second cohort drill the gate-hinge count, and she would not tell anyone why she watched, and the first refused answer ended the questions.

I found Yrsa at the yard’s other edge with a fistful of chalk already sorted by length, which meant she had decided something.

“Nineteen,” she said, before I could ask. “Second cohort’s nineteen strong and the first cohort’s teaching them, which means the first cohort’s ready to have what they earned put on stone before the Crown.” She was watching Brenna run the relay code down the line, one flash hold, two gate ready, three gate dropped, long flash breach, eleven children forty yards apart with shuttered lamps carrying a message end to end in under nine seconds and a sand-glass to prove it.

“I’m commissioning them at the fair. The whole first class. Royal witness.”

“They graduated before midsummer dark.”

“Emergency graduation before a siege. They earned the certificates, and the certificates stay earned.” The chalk went still in her fist. Her gaze stayed on Brenna after the relay report, fixed there with a pride Yrsa spent more freely in drills than in words.

“This is the stone-commissioning, Warden.

“Twelve oak service bars. From the cooper’s own hand. I want the province to take the class as a deed while the Crown watches, and I want each of them to carry the new receipt beside the certificate they already earned, so they never confuse training finished with service witnessed.”

She jerked her chin at Brenna. “That one’s already asking me what goes on hers.”

“Lamp-Captain.”

“Lamp-Captain.” The title came clipped and level. She had used it since the siege; now she meant to burn it into a service bar the Crown would watch her hand over. Ninety years undefeated and uncredited, her own stand filed under the lord who ran, and now she stood in a yard with chalk in her fist scheduling the day she would put her name beside twelve commissioned names and mean it.

I did not touch it. You do not touch Yrsa’s gratitude; she itches. I kept the fact anyway. She loved the school now, out loud, and whatever she loved gave the year a target, and I had learned to know where the household’s soft places were before the year found them for me.

Brenna finished the relay run and came up the line at a jog to report the time, and she reported it to Yrsa and not to me, which was correct, because the relay was Yrsa’s to grade and the school had learned who signed what. Eight and a half seconds, end to end, eleven lamps. She had shaved half a second off the summer’s best and she knew it and she was holding her face still about it as she had learned to hold her face still from someone who held her face still for a living.

“Who taught you the loose grip,” Yrsa said, which is a question she asks Brenna at least once a season and which is not really a question.

“You did. And Ilsabet taught you.

“And somebody taught Ilsabet and you want to know who.” Brenna wiped chalk off her hands onto her fence-wire-tied braid. “I’m going to find out.

“I put a line in the log for it.”

“Good.” Yrsa turned the chalk over in her fist. “A grip runs uphill or it dies with you.

“Ours is running uphill. Log that too.”

No one stood in the hall when I came in for the tea I had missed, but the history shelf made it feel occupied.

The shelf runs along the north wall now, above the long table, and bears the whole run of us: the little tower of shrine-coppers I had paid through her sixty-year sealing, returned to me after her release as collateral plus appreciation, a plum stone gone dark and hard, a copper crossing-whistle that plays short-low-then-high-ending-flat when a child cannot resist it, a tin dragon with its wings on the wrong bone marked AS INSPECTED, a slate under a coat of size that reads a fen-drive signal in a lamp-captain’s first hand. Four hundred years of a hall that stood empty, followed by one season of a hall that did not, and the shelf holds that season, because it is the part with a story someone living still tells.

Vyrissa was dusting it.

She either did not see me or granted me the courtesy of pretending. With a cloth the size of a bedsheet held between two fingers, she dusted the copper tower, the plum stone, and the whistle. The whistle got a second pass. When dust clung inside one tiny hole, she used the point of a claw to work it free.

She dusted the whistle twice.

I went back out and returned loudly. By the time the kettle was on, she was reading the well request as though she had never moved. We left the dusting unmentioned. I made tea the one way she accepts it; Vyrissa drank a cup and pronounced it honest, her only grade above adequate and one she grants less than twice a season.

The courier came at midmorning, on the right hand, at a gallop.

The road teaches this: a rider waving with the right hand keeps the left on the reins to come fast, and comes fast for a reason. This one wore Helvane’s grey and had ridden two horses to the bone to reach us, and he reached ground level with the horse still moving under him, and he had a sealed packet inside his coat that he handed over as if it had been getting heavier the whole way.

I broke the margrave’s seal in the yard with the household gathering around me as iron filings find a lodestone, because a courier at a gallop is the most interesting interruption a march produces on a mild harvest morning, and read the note first, because Helvane writes short. Kingslight stood nine weeks away; the progress meant to spend every one of them crossing the province toward us.

The royal progress comes at harvest, it said in Helvane’s iron-grey cropped hand. He had blotted none of it and underlined only the final order.

His sister would lead instead of the King: Princess Sidonie Ruthelm, four hundred mouths, an army you’ll be invited to admire and forbidden to need, a wagon of women you’re expected to marry and won’t, and the regalia. With the regalia comes the custom: a new banner proves its land by the King’s Trial. Three trials, sworn on your border stone, witnessed.

Below it, underlined once, came the load-bearing sentence. Helvane’s one-liners are load-bearing and he knows it: Trials are cheaper than claims. Win them. And for the love of daylight, be magnificent.

The courier caught his breath while I read, then filled in what the margrave’s short hand had left out, carrying the parts too long for paper. The progress had wintered nowhere; it moved the whole season, town to town, being magnificent at people.

It had crossed into Helvane’s country a week past and left three towns poorer in provisions and richer in stories.

The princess rode the column’s flank on an actual horse, he said, and she counted every visible detail. She had counted the lamps at Marrowford’s deed-fair from the saddle and told the reeve his census was two short and had been right. The army travelled with her, and he said the word army as a man says a word he has been told to be impressed by and has decided, privately, to be impressed by anyway.

The regalia came under glass in its own wagon. The crown in it was relit every harvest in a rite older than any of us, and he had seen it once, at a distance, and he did not have the words; his lack of words was information in its own right.

I read it out. Concealing news from a household that can feel me read it is impossible, so I do not try; I read the important papers out loud in the yard and let the murmur do the work as it always does, the crowd drawing the conclusions while I give them the facts.

The facts landed, and the household did what a household of queens does when the world nails a deadline to the door. It claimed the map table.

We went inside and they claimed it as governments claim a coastline.

Maeva took the south quadrant, the water-meadows where four hundred mouths would have to camp, and she took it with two fingers laid flat on the parchment and a light in her green eyes that I had learned to be glad was not aimed at me. Yrsa took the border stone and the trial ground and the gate approaches, because trials meant ground to hold and ground to hold was hers. Nahari took nothing on the map at all; she took a stool by the shuttered window and set her palms on her knees and watched the border quadrant as you watch a pot.

Suzu took the courier’s spare quill.

“Customs duty,” she said, when the man reached for it and found it gone, and produced it from a sleeve, and did not give it back. “Everything that crosses the march line pays the march.

“Ask the reeve.

“I’m the reeve.” She turned the quill over, appraising. “Crown-grade.

“Two coppers. I’ll allow you the two coppers off your next toll.” She did not give it back.

Before the courier’s horse stopped sweating, the danger had been divided five ways. Maeva marked water and mouths. Yrsa circled gates. Nahari turned her stool toward the road. Suzu stole the quill that had delivered the news.

I began my usual count of tent rows, reached thirty-eight, and found I had written the same number twice. My bracing hand had left the table. Maeva covered it with hers for one beat, never interrupting her own calculation.

Vyrissa did not claim any of the map. She stood at the head of the table with her arms folded and looked down at the water-meadows, the border stone, the trial ground, and the roads, and she said, in the mountain-patient voice that stops a room, “A crown is coming to your land, empress.” She was looking at Maeva when she said it, one empress to another.

“How curious. I have never watched one arrive from the ground before. Only ever from above, and only ever once it was already too late for the arriving to matter.”

“Then stand near me,” Maeva said, her eyes still on the south quadrant, “and we shall be appalled together.”

“I intend to.” Vyrissa moved from the head of the table to Maeva’s left, close enough that their shoulders nearly aligned over the map. Maeva anticipated her and shifted the water-meadows plan closer. Neither woman looked at the other again. They had already made room.

Maeva straightened from the map at last, and put both hands flat on the water-meadows, and looked at all of us, and I knew the look. It was the look she wore before she turned a town into a war effort by charm, the one that had reclaimed a march and hosted a founding fair and broken a siege by lending a crowd her spine through two hundred kept lamps.

Four hundred years ago she had stood a King’s Trial herself, from the crown’s side, as an empress appraising some new banner’s land. She knew what was coming and the purpose behind it.

“A crown does not come to take a march by force,” she said. “Force is expensive and it makes a poor story. It comes to look, and to price what it sees, and to leave owning the march by courtesy that it could not afford to take by war.

“It will arrive planning to own us the polite way, through a marriage we will decline and a claim we will out-deed.

“So.” She smiled, and it was the smile that made merchants grateful to surrender.

“We will answer ownership with magnificence. It is cheaper than war and it confuses them longer.”

She had read Helvane’s last line before I had. She had probably written it into him years ago.

“Every soul in this march is going to want to be a conspirator. Let us give them the chance.”

“Marriage candidates,” Suzu said, from behind the map, testing the word. She had the courier’s quill behind her ear now and a look I knew. “They’re sending women to marry the Warden.”

“They’re sending women to marry the march,” Maeva corrected. “The Warden is where the march keeps its face.”

“Can I open a book on it?”

“On what?”

“Which one cries first.”

“No,” I said.

“I’m opening a book on it.” She was already opening a book on it. Yrsa left her attention on the gate approaches. Out of habit, she meant to sort the candidates by threat assessment and could not be talked out of it.

The court expected to find a porter it could own with a wedding. Instead, it would find a fox running odds on its daughters and a saint reading their footwork for a fight. I decided against warning them. Helvane had told me to be magnificent; he had said nothing about being kind.

I let them plan. My part came after I had walked the ground with my own eyes. A whole harvest day remained before I earned an opinion about where four hundred mouths would sleep.

I spent it as I spend a good day: on my feet, with the household, watching the march exercise its newest habit, which was work, out loud, at a scale that still caught me off guard some mornings when I remembered what the ground had been a season ago.

Colm’s crew platted the fairground. The ballad’s seventh verse rehearsed in the taproom, the one about the dragon. It scanned terribly. Suzu already paid the bard to keep the fox verse wrong; on his own initiative, he had extended the discipline to Vyrissa.

The dragon verse scanned so badly that Vyrissa, passing the open taproom door, stopped, heard all of it, and said only, “That is not what happened, and the meter is a crime, and you will not change either.” It was the nearest thing to a review the march had ever received, and the bard framed it.

The souvenir stalls were retooling for royalty before the progress had reached the march. The march-lantern pin, which is a bent scrap of tin that costs a farthing to make and sells for a copper because it means you were here, now came in a court-grade, which was the identical scrap of tin at twice the price, and the seller could not fully explain the difference and did not need to, because someone who had walked her children across a province to see a crown would pay the extra copper for the version that sounded like the crown had seen it too.

Suzu inspected one, pronounced the markup honest, and took her cut. The Sidonie dolls had not started yet; the princess’s appearance remained unknown. Bram was already taking bets on the doll.

Late in the gold, I walked the water-meadows myself, as I walk any ground before I let myself have an opinion about it. Four hundred mouths. I walked the flat and read the drainage. Where four hundred sets of boots and hooves would turn ground to soup, I marked higher ground for the canvas city. The regalia wagon received hard standing. I placed the chandlery wagons in the camp’s unnoticed middle, away from the water.

I walked the chandlery row twice and shifted it six yards uphill.

Through all of it, under the harvest gold, I continued the habit I had caught in myself all season and had stopped fighting: I counted what was burning.

Two hundred and forty-three lamps on the wall and the roads. A school with two cohorts. A vault with a fox in it and a salary attached to the fox.

A dragon on the roof like weather with an opinion. And inside my own chest, when I let myself feel for them, five heartbeats that were not mine and were, at the edge of my senses where the bond runs thin: Maeva’s, quick and certain; Yrsa’s, banked and even; Nahari’s, deep and unhurried; Suzu’s, bright; and one that beat once for every four of the others, deep and patient and, since the march was granted, counting mine back.

Six, counting mine. I counted them as I used to count exits. Some changes are easier to trust when you leave them between yourself and the road.

At dusk I walked the wall a last time before supper, because I do, and I came to the border stone, and I stopped.

The border stone’s lamp leaned west.

The wind came from the fen, but the flame bent along the far drove road, the one the progress would come by. It held there like a needle finding north, steady and wrong, leaning at nothing as a compass leans at everything.

Nahari was there. I had not heard her come, which meant she had come as she comes, barefoot on the cool stone, already knowing the flame would be doing this and having decided to watch it do it anyway. She stood with her silver hair loose to her waist and her dark eyes on the leaning flame, and she did not look at me, and she did not reach for the glass she does not use anymore.

I put my hand near the flame. No draft. The evening was dead still, the fen holding its breath as it does before a clear night, and the flame leaned west anyway, at nothing, along the road the crown would come by, as iron leans at a lodestone it cannot see.

“A crown, you could time,” I said. It was half a question.

“A crown, I could time.

“Four hundred futures, I could sort.” She watched the flame lean. “Something is traveling with them.

“It isn’t hurrying.”


Chapter 2: Be Magnificent

Maeva’s third drainage decree was carved into the fairground’s first cornerstone before the second cornerstone was cut.

WATER GOES WHERE IT IS TOLD reads on the hall lintel, from the year she came home. The new stone read, in the same imperial shorthand, ROYALTY JUDGES A HOST BY THE STATE OF HIS GUTTERS, and Colm’s crew laughed at it before digging the gutters anyway, deeper than they wanted to. The empress had stood over the first shallow cut until they deepened it, explaining that a princess who arrives on dry ground remembers dry ground, and a princess who arrives with mud to the ankle of her riding blacks remembers that too, and that a season’s careful ditch-work done a week early decided which memory she carried away.

Colm’s crew dug the gutters and grumbled and dug them anyway. The head of the crew, a South River man with mortar permanently in the creases of his hands, put it to me directly while his crew set the low-edge drain: “We could dig these after. When we see if the ground needs it.”

“You could,” I said. “The crown arrives, the first rain finds the gap, and you dig them in front of a princess with a shovel and a grudge.”

He considered that. “Before, then.”

“Before.”

My doctrine started with ground and spread from there: the first fallback covered the expected failure, the next covered the surprise, and the third covered whatever set the second one on fire.

Colm’s South River man drove his spade through the turf before the clouds arrived. When the rain came, it would pass under the plank lips and spare a princess’s boots, and the ditch would do its work without praise. Colm preferred it that way.

“They call them Castellans,” Maeva told me, watching a boy cast a sub-yard drain along the fairground’s low edge. “The drains.

“The march named them after me. Did you know?”

“Digging one is casting a Castellan. Yes.”

“They named their ditches for me.” Her amusement warmed the title without softening it. “Aldous named towers for himself. The towers impressed visitors. The drains kept his people alive through flood season, so naturally nobody painted them.”

She stopped beside the boy in the trench and offered her hand. He surrendered the line-level. Maeva set it across the cut, sighted along the bubble, and handed it back.

“Half an inch lower before the turn,” she told him. “Otherwise the kitchens will smell the crown before they see it.”

The boy checked, found her right, and called two older men over to deepen the run. Neither needed an order from her. She watched them reset their boards with the private satisfaction of a ruler seeing work continue after her hand left it.

“They expect a warlord’s camp dressed for company,” she said to me. “Let them arrive ankle-dry and discover the town did this for itself. Courtesy can claim a host’s performance. It has a much harder time claiming habit.”

We walked the fairground while she said it, and I read the ground as I read all ground, and I saw what she saw and a few things she left to me.

The progress’s horses would churn a low corner to porridge in a day, so we moved the picket line up onto the harder ground and let the crown think it had been offered the better spot out of deference. The regalia wagon would want hard standing, level and dry, near the fair’s heart; a relic under glass wants a floor that does not shift. The chandlery wagons took the middle of the camp, back from the water, the dull practical spot important visitors always avoid because there is nothing to see there but a man trimming wicks.

I drove painted stakes at the kitchen firebreaks and marked each water lane with a different knot of cloth, red for horses, blue for cooks, plain hemp for waste. A visiting camp of that size could foul a meadow by breakfast if every servant followed the nearest bucket. Colm added plank lips over the new drains so cart wheels could cross and leave them uncrushed. One look at the prevailing grass sent Maeva twenty paces downwind with the latrine line at the prevailing grass.

“You are marking the wick-carts,” Maeva observed.

“I mark everything. It’s cheaper than being surprised.”

“It is the porter in you and I would not trade it for a duchy.” She said it as an aside, but she meant it, and I filed it, in her vocabulary, under paid.

The town enlisted itself. By noon, crews I hadn’t assigned were already staking stalls, cutting drains, and rerouting grain carts around the future canvas city.

Pell won the provisioning contract by letter, sight unseen, as Pell wins everything, before the fairground had a single stall standing. His acceptance itemized crown-related depreciation, speculative against the price of ale, and a surcharge for royal wastage, and a note at the bottom, in the same hand, that read the crown drinks like the crown, allow for it. Bram read the letter aloud in the taproom three times and then entered it into the wager book as its own line and would not say what the wager was.

Colm’s crew platted the fairground and rigged the lamp-grid, which dressed the festival while retaining its older purpose: the grid could be lit section by section on a caller’s count. Two hundred and thirteen larch poles at nine-yard intervals, iron-capped, the same grid that had walked lights three hundred feet in twenty seconds around a siege wall at midsummer, now strung to make a harvest fair glow. Colm tested it at dusk, section by section, and the fairground lit in rolling gold, and children ran under it screaming with the particular joy reserved for something bright, enormous, and theirs.

The souvenir stalls retooled. The ballad grew a verse. Old Wintering Barn sent word that it would come to the fair with nineteen households and forty-one carts and would sing on purpose, and Maeva wrote back that they were to sing badly on purpose, as they had at the siege, because a crown expects a march to perform for it and there is nothing that unsettles a crown like a march that is openly performing for its own pleasure and would go on whether the crown watched or not.

Goodwife Cairn of Old Wintering Barn, fifty-five and never armed, sent a separate note asking whether the refusal-drill tags should be repainted for the crown’s benefit, WITNESSED OWN LAMP being perhaps too blunt for royalty.

Maeva wrote NO across the bottom, sanded the ink, and sent the same tag back with the messenger. Goodwife Cairn hung it above her lamp exactly as written.

Beyond the fairground, sickles continued moving. Grain wagons passed the crews polishing the pavilion stakes, and once a load of barley forced a royal-width practice procession into the ditch; the driver had the right of way and no patience for rehearsal. Maeva waved the barley through. No crown was worth a wet harvest.

The wrestling barn cleared a ring.

The seven flood-notch sticks came in from seven villages to be compared in one tent, a new fair tradition that Ana Merrick of Fenwick Ford ran like a magistrate. The ballad’s seventh verse rehearsed nightly and scanned like a wagon with a square wheel and would not be changed. And the souvenir stalls sold the court-grade march-lantern pin, which was the plain pin at twice the price. No eye could tell the two versions apart. A mother who had walked her children a day and a half to see a crown still paid the extra copper for the card suggesting the crown had seen her too, and the court-grade pin outsold the plain one three to one.

I oversaw none of it directly. That is what the school and the vault and the reeve are for: the march now made more of me than there was of me, and I could spend a season as a warden, holding three fronts in mind without carrying all of them on my own back. I spent the daylight on the trial grounds with the numbers, and I let the town be a campaign, and I trusted the queens with the quadrants they had claimed off the map the morning the courier came.

The war-table met the second night, with eight weeks and five nights left before Kingslight. Helvane’s rider set three wooden chips beside the map; Maeva took the fen chip out of his hand before he finished placing it.

“Three trials,” the rider said.

He was older than a courier, a campaign man Helvane had lent us for this purpose, and he laid three chips on the map, at the fen edge, at the East Ford approach, at the fairground. “The Hunt. The Line.

“The Field. Sworn on your border stone before both camps, witnessed, no take-backs.”

“The Hunt begins with a real threat,” Maeva said. “They choose a danger already on your land and watch you clear it at the source.”

“The fen’s shear-claws,” Yrsa said, moving the chip to the six live mouths already marked on my map. “The brood re-seeds every autumn. Pushes for the drove roads.”

“Then we’ve named it before the Crown does.” Maeva slid the second chip toward East Ford. Yrsa caught it with one finger.

“Picked companies under trial arms,” the rider said. “Real force, blunted steel, a real gate.”

“They’ll send their best,” Yrsa said. She turned the chip until its scored edge faced the bridge. “Good.”

“Where a Hero was collected in daylight,” Nahari said, from the window, and the table fell still a moment, because we all knew which gate.

East Ford. The rebuilt bridgehead where a blessing had been called in front of the province earlier that summer, and where Hanne Voll kept a lamp lit that she would not put out. “Most of their soldiers will know the story, but they will not have held the stone or felt what happened there.

“We will. Hold it anyway.”

Maeva set the last chip on the fairground. “The Field. Open melee and single combats before both camps and half the province. The loud one.”

Suzu reached for the chip. Maeva pinned it beneath one green nail.

“The Crown isn’t counting victories alone,” Maeva said. “It wants to see whether our stones glow from deeds or fear. Strength can be hired. One grey scar under our banner would feed the court’s suspicion for a generation. Three true etches leave it nothing to purchase.”

The rider nodded. “Pass all three and the Crown swears banner-right before witnesses. Forever. Beyond claim, custody, or revisiting.”

“And if we fail,” I said, “or cheat.”

“Then the banner rides to the capital as guests.” She let the word sit. “Ownership wearing courtesy.

“You would be honored guests of the crown for the rest of your natural lives, and the march would belong to the men who kept you comfortable.”

She smiled, and there was four hundred years of court in it. “I have been an honored guest. I do not recommend it.”

“You’ve stood one of these,” I said. “A Trial.”

“I have judged one.” She sat back. The memory surfaced without burden, as old memories did now that she had made peace with their age.

“A new lord on my eastern march, four hundred years ago, a hard little man who had taken his valley off bandits and wanted it acknowledged.

“I rode out with my regalia and my army-for-furniture and my wagon of eligible cousins, just as this princess rides now, and I set him three trials, and I watched him.” Her eyes went far off and came back. “He passed the Hunt by strength and the Line by stubbornness.

“And then, at the Field, one of my captains offered to lose to him without fanfare, as a courtesy, to spare a proud man a hard bout before his own people. And the lord refused it.

“Loudly. He said he would rather lose true than win borrowed, in front of everyone, and he lost, true, and he was magnificent about it.” Maeva tapped one finger beside the Field chip.

“I acknowledged his banner that hour. The two wins did not decide me.

“The honest loss he refused to steal did.

“I watched him lose, then acknowledged his banner before my captain had cleaned the borrowed offer off his boots. Four centuries later, I remember the refusal and have forgotten the score.”

“Then we give Sidonie something worth remembering,” I said.

“Sound work.” Maeva pushed the fen chip to me, the bridge chip to Yrsa, and kept the Field beneath her own finger. “Logistics closes the Hunt. The count holds the Line. At the Field, we give her nothing so staged that she mistrusts it.”

“And the presence on the road,” I said. It still pulled at the border stone’s lamp, and an unpleasant entry belongs on the manifest as surely as any other. “The one that isn’t hurrying.”

Nahari did not turn from the window. “It’s closer than it was and no faster.

“Whatever it is, it’s traveling in the middle of the column, where the futures are thickest and I can’t resolve it.”

Her habitual languor vanished halfway through a blink, eyes suddenly bare against the glass. “It doesn’t want anything from the trials, Dorian. The trials are the crown’s game.

“This is something riding under the crown’s game, patient about it, and I’d stake the season it’s been patient a very long time.”

“Then we watch it,” I said. “We count. We don’t guess ahead of the count.”

“No,” she agreed. “We don’t.” And she went back to the flame she could see from the loft window even now, a small west-leaning wrongness on the border stone, and let it be, on purpose. A seer who refuses to look cannot be read looking, and she had decided the crowded sky would not read her home.

Vyrissa spoke from the far end of the hall, where she had come in without any of us noticing her arrival, a feat her size has no right to accomplish and does at will. She had listened from the shadow past the last lamp.

“Do not field me,” she said.

Maeva looked up. “I had not planned to.”

“Plan it out loud, so the anchor does not reach for me when the fen goes badly.” The furnace-gold eyes found me. “A dragon on your Hunt proves nothing about your march.

“It proves you have a dragon.

“The crown already knows you have a dragon; it is the reason the crown sent its cleverest woman and not its dullest. Win the trials with your people, small anchor, and let me be weather.

“High. Patient. Uninvolved.”

A pause, and the rockfall-laugh under it. “I will watch.

“I always watch. It is the craft at which I am reliably excellent.”

Osric was already chalking a running tally slate to hang under the border stone, blank, three lines: THE HUNT, THE LINE, THE FIELD.

He ruled them straight, as he rules everything. He had anticipated the etch and left room beneath them, for the etch that would come, and beside the fresh slate the old wager’s ghost-marks still showed faintly on the stone, the ones from the Gilt Hunt earlier that summer, MARCH and GILT and the numbers that had ended eleven to two. He set the new slate to hang beside them, so that a princess reading the border stone would read both boards, the new blank and last season’s win, and would draw her own conclusions. Conclusions worth anything must be reached rather than supplied.

“They’ll ask who chalks the tally,” Osric said. “During the trials. They’ll want a neutral hand.”

“They’re bringing their own marshal,” the rider said. “Hired, no colors.

“Fair by trade.” He did not know the name. Maeva did not press him.

I marked the shape of it in memory, a marshal riding in with no patron and a duelist’s reputation, and thought I might know who, and said nothing. Suspicion cannot enter the ledger, and the stones take only knowledge.

The souvenir economy went feral over the coming crown. Suzu’s fourteen-pocket puppet acquired a rival: a doll of the unseen princess, carved entirely from the words intelligent and tall. The first Sidonie dolls were slim, severe, and based entirely on rumor. The carver gave each one a surveyor’s squint because Bram had heard she counted things.

Bram booked the doll. Children left coppers at the old east-road fox shrine for luck, and Suzu silently doubled and returned each one.

She thinks the secret holds. Everybody knows. The household protects it for her.

The marriage-candidate letters arrived ahead of the column, a full wagon of them, sealed in a dozen houses’ wax, and they became the household’s entertainment for a day.

Maeva read them as she read dowries: with the suspicion a customs officer reserves for a manifest known to be lying. She priced them out loud, and she priced them to the copper, itemized, with depreciation, seated at the head of the table with a cup of the good wine. Her green-painted nail stopped at every mortgaged asset no matter how many seals hid it.

“This estate includes a falconry. Six birds.”

She turned the page over, checking the reverse as she checks everything. “The birds are mortgaged. They have offered the Warden the right to feed six hawks he does not own until a creditor two provinces away decides to repossess them mid-hunt.”

She set it aside.

“The next house offers river frontage. The map says the frontage is a flood-notch.

“So what they are offering is the right to drown twice a year with a deed to prove it drowned legally.” Set aside.

The next letter changed her voice. “A sincere offer, which makes me dislike it. A minor house. An unassuming girl.

“A real dowry, small and unencumbered.

“A mother who has written the letter herself and has clearly told her daughter to be brave.” She laid it flat, gently, apart from the others.

“That one we treat with care. We feed her, we thank her by name, we send her home before the pageant so she is spared standing in a line of prettier women being declined in public. The gentleness is the mercy, and the mercy is the message.

“The march does not marry for rank. It also does not humiliate the women that rank ships across a province against their will.

“The joke, when there is a joke, is the court’s instinct to own us. Never the girl.”

“There’s one wants the dragon,” Suzu put in, reading over the empress’s shoulder without permission, the courier’s quill still behind her ear.

“Lady Petra of Harlow. Whole letter’s about how she’s heard there’s a dragon and would there be any chance of an audience. Doesn’t mention the marriage until the last line and only to apologize for it.”

“I like her already,” said Maeva.

“She has offered a modest dowry and asked for a dragon story,” Vyrissa observed, from her shadow. “That is the first fair exchange rate anyone in this stack has proposed.

“A story is worth more than a falconry. Certainly worth more than mortgaged birds.” A pause.

“I may grant her an audience.

“Briefly. I have not decided.”

Suzu wrote LADY PETRA: DRAGON AUDIENCE, PENDING in her book. Beneath it she drew a hard double rule, the mark she used for accounts that accepted neither odds nor outside investment.

“And this,” Maeva said, reaching the bottom of the stack, holding up a letter heavy with a duchess’s seal, “is a duchess’s daughter, dowry itemized by the family itself, which saves me the trouble.” She read it, turned it over, and tapped the line subtracting the mill’s repairs twice with one nail. “They have valued a woman at four manors and a mill, listed the mill’s annual yield, and, in a different hand, subtracted the mill’s repairs.

“They have depreciated their own daughter’s dowry in the letter offering it.

“I could not have done it crueler if I had tried, and they did it to themselves, thinking it made them look prudent.” She set it down, almost gently.

“That one we also treat with care. It is not her fault her family reads like a manifest.”

Yrsa sorted the candidates by threat assessment. Ninety years of habit gave her no other useful order. She read the descriptions and family rankings, then produced a list that had nothing to do with dowry and everything to do with which of these women, if it came to it, could hold a door.

“The Harlow woman rides,” she said, approvingly, moving the name up her secret list. “Actually rides, beyond the court display.

“You can tell from how the letter brags about the wrong thing.”

She moved another. “Her father teaches his daughters to fence. It’s in the letter.

“He thinks it’s a selling point. He has no idea what he’s advertising or to whom.”

She frowned at a third. “This candidate is afraid of everything and they’re sending her anyway. Put her with the unassuming girl.

“Send them both home early.” She had, before she noticed and would never admit it, become protective of three of the candidates before a single one had crossed the province line, and would deny it under oath.

Suzu opened a book on which candidate would cry first.

Bram confiscated it on ethics grounds, standing at the taproom bar with his one arm and his considerable moral authority and the particular wheeze he keeps for occasions of principle. “You do not,” he said, “run a book on frightened women who didn’t ask to be here.”

“No,” Suzu agreed, and surrendered the book.

Bram copied the odds into his own wager book before he handed the confiscated one back empty. He cheats transparently at his own book and considers it a form of honesty, and because the odds were, in fact, very good, and because he had already decided that any candidate Yrsa liked was worth backing to keep her composure. He entered them under weather futures, where he files everything he is not supposed to be doing.

I said my piece once, and once only, and I did not make a speech of it, because the writing on that wall was already obvious to everyone in the room.

“We don’t marry for rank,” I said. “The candidates get fed, and thanked, and sent home with their dignity, and nobody in this hall makes sport of a woman her family shipped across a province against her will. Suzu.”

“I’ll only run odds on the ones who volunteer to be funny.”

“Fine.”

Maeva answered with a look down the length of the map table, over the mortgaged falconries and the flood-notch dowries. It was warmer than any decree I had seen her sign, lasted one telling beat longer than a look about marriage candidates needed to last, and then she went back to pricing birds.

The court had misread the ground worse than the worst dowry map. I glanced along the table: a dragon dusted our history shelf, a fox taxed the century, and four queens had left their marks on every room I used. Maeva met my look over the mortgaged falconry and let one gold pin slide from her braid. The refusal needed no speech.

The war-table broke up near midnight. The stewards cleared the cups and plates. When the last lingered over the lamps, Maeva told him in her level voice that the banner-hall would keep its own light tonight. She thanked him by name, and he left.

The two of us remained with campaign maps pinned across the great table and one lamp burning low against the north wall.

She bolted the door herself.

It is Yrsa’s gesture, the bolting, and Maeva knows it, and she did it anyway, and she said, “I am borrowing the saint’s habit. With attribution. It is a good habit.”

The bolt seated with a sound like a decision. She turned back to me in the low gold light, and her eyes made their familiar auditing sweep of the whole room, the exits, the lamp, the maps, and then me, and then only me, and the audit was over.

She came to the table where the fairground was pinned out in string and ink, and she began to take the pins from the map in sequence, and to name each one as she set it on the wood beside her hand.

She lifted the pin from the drainage line. “The first guarded us against mud.” From the fairground margin, she drew another. “The second guarded us against a princess who thinks she has come to appraise us.”

A third clicked against the wood.

“That covers dowries, falconries, and every house that thinks a daughter can purchase a march.” Her voice warmed with each pin, the court precision keeping its shape while the distance went out of it. The final marker remained stuck through the mapped square where the crown’s own pavilion would stand. Maeva pressed her palm flat over it and looked at me.

“The one I leave,” she said, “guards against you thinking, for a single moment tonight, that any of this is about them.”

“It isn’t,” I said.

“No.” She reached up and took the first pin from the crowned braid.

I had watched her do this through three campaigns and it undid me every time, the pins coming out one by one, each one a clause of a consent she signs in her own coin, and the gold coil loosening, and then the cascade coming down past her shoulder blades, an event she stages as an event because she knows what it is worth and refuses to spend it cheaply. In the low lamp the gold of it was very deep, and the hemlock-scar at the corner of her mouth caught the light when she smiled, the small scar history never recorded and I would never mention.

“Attend me,” she said, her word, her decree-invitation, and I said, “Yes,” without flourish, because directness is my word and she likes it direct.

She sat back against the edge of the campaign table, among the maps, and drew me in by the collar, and I took the bodice’s lacing in my hands. She cuts it herself, that bodice, engineered to lose, the ceremonial armor built to be surrendered, and I have learned to open it lace by lingering lace; making her wait is half the gift. The last lace slipped through its eyelet.

Her bodice opened, and her breasts spilled into the candle-gold with a lush, heavy bounce that stopped every useful thought I owned. Warm skin pressed into my palms when I caught and lifted them. My thumbs sank into softness before finding the tight points of her nipples, and her chest rose against my grip as if she meant to make me feel every ounce the church’s painters had hidden.

I hardened painfully against my trousers. Maeva saw the reaction, priced it in one green glance, and pushed her breasts together between my hands until the deep crease shone with the first trace of sweat.

“A favorable assessment, summoner?”

“Criminally undervalued.”

“Correct. Continue.”

I kissed my way up her throat and closed my lips over the pulse under her jaw where the bond ran closest. Her skin tasted faintly of salt and candle smoke. I moved lower while she narrated.

“The reception,” she said, “will require the crowd steadied through every kept lamp, a task I can do and will teach the lamp-wardens to hold in relief so that when I tire the light does not…” My hands lifted her breasts, thumbs finding her nipples where they had already gone tight, and the sentence lost its verb somewhere over the mapped fen.

She took a breath, imperial, and started another. “Pell’s ale accounts against the crown’s thirst, which we price at, at eleven to the…” and I closed my mouth over her, the soft heavy flesh yielding warm against my tongue, candle-gold on the sweat already sheening her skin, and the number she was pricing went out of her entirely and did not come back.

“There,” she breathed, the word stripped of every trace of accounting polish. Her hands came into my hair and pressed me close, and for a while she did not try any sentences at all.

Four hundred years of rank had denied her this: worship for the body the court ignored, her chest freed from portrait and scandal, wanted by a man with his whole mouth and no price attached. I gave her that until she was pushing up against me, until the court had left her voice completely, and only then did I lift my head.

“There he is,” she said, ragged. The words belonged to our private history. Four hundred years of men who wanted the throne, and the one who was handed everything and asked for nothing, and she says there he is every time the asking-nothing man takes what she is giving.

I worked her with my hand while my mouth stayed at her chest, and she was already slick and ready, hips rolling to meet my fingers, the gold beginning to lace under her skin along her ribs where the tier-light shows first.

“I had planned,” she managed, “to conduct this evening.” I lifted my head. Her crowned braid lay in a full cascade, the bodice had lost, and the green eyes no longer held the reception figures. She read my face and laughed low in her chest. “You are going to take control tonight.

“I am going to be furious about how much I want you to.”

She stopped fighting the sentence. “Yes. Do.”

There is a joke between us about the warden-seat, her homecoming throne, and she reached for it in her mind. I felt her reach and denied it.

Tonight the campaign table itself would serve.

I sat back among the maps, and she read the choice before I spoke it. Hunger lit her face as she pushed my trousers open and freed me, and climbed astride me over the mapped water-meadows and the pinned fairground. Her skirts gathered around our hips.

Her heavy breasts hung within reach of my mouth, her unbound hair curtaining us away from the empty hall.

“The empire,” she said, court diction fraying into naked hunger, “files under us tonight.”

She lifted on her knees and looked down between us. Her hand closed around my shaft, guiding the swollen head through the wetness shining at her slit. Then her calm green gaze returned to mine, an empress placing tribute at the exact point she wanted it.

“Attend me,” she said, and sank.

She took me in one drawn-out descent, her slick heat gripping every inch so tightly a curse broke from my throat. She answered with a sound that had no court in it at all.

The maps creased beneath my hands. One pin still stood where the crown’s pavilion would go, trembling as she settled with me buried to the root.

Maeva set the rhythm. She rose until only the head remained inside her, watched herself take me again, then dropped until her hips ground against mine.

Her knees framed my waist on the table. Her full weight pressed down through each measured roll.

“Again,” I said.

“Ask without hiding.”

My hands closed around her hips. “Ride me again, Maeva. Deep.”

Her green eyes flashed with delighted victory. She did.

The wet slap of her body against mine carried through the empty hall beneath the soft drag of parchment. Her breasts rolled with every descent, too heavy to stay still, and I caught one in my hand so I could feel it strain and yield while she worked me inside her. She carried my other hand to the full curve of her hip, pressed my fingers in, and released it there.

I let her conduct until her conducting cadence frayed. Then I planted my feet, rose with her locked around me, and turned us. Her back met the campaign table over the crushed roads and inked rivers; my body followed, keeping her full of me.

The reversal pulled a raw cry from her. I closed both hands around her hips before she could reclaim the rhythm.

The handover ended there. I took control of the tempo.

I thrust into her until my fingers left prints on sun-gold skin. Maeva arched into each thrust, hair spilling over the maps.

Court diction vanished by the fourth stroke. What remained was my name, then yes, there, deeper, and finally the raw noises she had spent four hundred years refusing to make for anyone who had earned them.

“Whose campaign?” I asked, driving into her until the table legs complained.

“Ours.”

“Whose rhythm?”

Her pussy clenched hard around me before she answered. “Yours. Take it.”

Gold rose beneath her skin along her ribs. It brightened with every stroke until the map itself caught the glow, inked mountains flashing under the spread of her hair.

I felt her climb through the bond while her body answered under my hands. Her pleasure struck the edge of my senses as molten warmth, fed mine, and returned doubled. I shortened my strokes, driving hard across the place that made her thighs clamp around me, then broke the rhythm without warning and stopped with myself buried.

“No,” she said, the word stripped bare. “Do not stop now.”

“Then come for me.”

I returned the full speed in one hard surge. Maeva broke within six strokes.

She pressed my palm flat against the mapped square where the pavilion would stand and pinned it there while her body contracted around me in hard, wet pulses. Gold flared through her skin. Her breasts shook under my other hand, nipples rigid against my palm, and her heels dug into my back as the contractions kept coming.

“Witness it,” she said, ragged. “They will kneel. To what we built.”

Her climax dragged mine out of me.

I drove to the root and released there, my cock pulsing against each clench, spurting a hot load high into her while her name tore out of me low and rough. She locked me in with both legs. The bond made me feel the warmth spreading through her from both sides, my release in her body and her savage satisfaction pouring back through the link.

I stayed buried while the final spurts weakened. Cum slipped from her when I moved at last, shining between us on the ruined fairground map. Her pussy fluttered around me, milking the last weak pulses while her gold light settled. Maeva looked down, then back at me, and recovered enough court diction for five words.

“The empire receives its due.”

The banner-hall blazed gold around her. Against that light, the single lamp barely registered.

After, she did not move for a while, sprawled imperial across the ruined maps, auditing the damage fondly. Then she began, drowsy, still assigning the week by name and hour from where her cheek rested against my chest.

“You,” she said, “walk the trial grounds with the saint at first light. I take the crowd and the candidates and the mud.

“The oracle takes the road and the thing on it. The fox takes the vault and the theft of anything not nailed down. Vyrissa chooses her own hour and remains weather.”

“Noted,” I said.

“Filed,” she corrected, in my own vocabulary.

I walked the fen edge the next dawn with Yrsa, reading the Hunt before it was named a Hunt.

The shear-claw brood had re-seeded six of the nine gallery mouths. I marked each live mouth on the fen map while Yrsa tested the mud at the ungateable root-mass with one boot.

“The root-mass,” she said.

“Ungateable,” I agreed.

She took my pencil, drew a short black bar across the mouth she meant to hold, and handed the map back. “Don’t be late with the gates.”


Chapter 3: The Reeve’s Festival

Seven weeks and a day passed between the war-table and Suzu’s festival toll day. The fairground grew gutters, lamp-lines, wrestling pens, and three rows of stalls while the royal progress crossed Helvane’s country one magnificent town at a time. By the time the last merchants arrived, Kingslight stood eleven nights away.

The Reeve of the Wend-march wore a buttoned coat and full glamour. She addressed a herring merchant as “Master Fenn, welcome to the march. I trust the toll schedule found you in good health.” Her ears and tails remained hidden, her books lay open on the trestle, and every sum stood correct to a third of a copper. Master Fenn paid his toll and left believing the most respectable official in the province had dealt with him.

From the annex door, I took in the whole performance. It never stopped delighting me.

Suzu on treasury day is a different animal from Suzu on any other day. Both animals are the fox, and she means both entirely. She addresses every incoming merchant by title.

She knows the toll schedule to the copper and the merchants to the sack. Her voice stays even, her coat buttoned, her hands visible on the table where a nervous man can watch them. Transparent tolls and empty palms do more for trust than a magistrate’s seal; the man across from her can see the sum and every finger that might alter it.

Master Fenn, I should say, knew perfectly well who received his toll. Everyone does.

The reeve of the Wend-march is a nine-tailed thief, and a fourteen-pocket puppet of her sat in the stalls forty feet away. The glamour that hides her ears fools no one. It is a courtesy, like a magistrate’s robes announcing which version of the person has come to work.

Master Fenn glanced once at the fourteen-pocket puppet in the stall, then back at Suzu’s folded hands. She turned the ledger around and let him check the sum himself. The knot between his shoulders eased; he paid without haggling. The buttoned coat had earned its keep before breakfast.

There was a queue. That still caught me. Last spring the march had been four live villages, one hall, and ninety-one lamps. Now merchants waited patiently at the reeve’s trestle. The rate was posted, the sums moved quickly, and no wagoner had to wonder which cousin of which official would invent a surcharge before noon.

She dealt with a wool-factor, a tin-monger, and a seller of ground glass and cheap spectacles whom Suzu treated with a shade more courtesy than the rest. She has a weakness for anyone who trades in lenses, having stolen the best pair of lenses in the province off an observatory two provinces away sixty-one years ago and having strong opinions about grinding.

“Master Orrin,” she said to the wool-factor, “three bolts declared, I count four in the wagon, would you like to declare the fourth or would you like me to declare it for you at the double-toll surprised-me rate?”

Master Orrin declared the fourth. She thanked him by name, as she thanked all of them. By winter, Orrin would repeat that courtesy at three inns and bring two wool cousins through our gate. That was how a march lost four hundred years to the dark and rebuilt a treasury: one named merchant at a time, a buttoned coat, fox-hands displayed for all to see.

A child waited in the queue that morning, although children paid no tolls. He endured the whole line with the patience of a small person on a mission. At last he reached the trestle, put both hands flat on it, and asked the Reeve of the Wend-march with enormous gravity whether the fox was real.

The three-line letter from the census post had taken flesh. Suzu had promised to answer it herself, in person, badly, and at cost. Now the question had come to collect.

She did not laugh. I want this on the record: a lesser celebrity would have laughed, and Suzu, who is a celebrity, did not.

She set down her pen and folded her hands on the ledger as she folds them for a wool-factor with an undeclared bolt. She considered the question with the reeve’s seal between her hands. Her formal voice remained perfectly level when at last she said, “That depends entirely on what you’ve heard. Tell me the fox’s worst offense, and I’ll tell you if it happened, and you can decide about the rest yourself, because a fox you must judge for yourself is worth more than one somebody hands you.”

The child reported, breathless, that the fox had stolen the moon once and given it back for a copper. Suzu said that was slander, that the moon had cost her three coppers and she had never recovered them, and she wrote the child a receipt for one copper against future moon-related losses, stamped it with the reeve’s own seal, and thanked him by name. She had asked his name first, before the moon. The fox always took the name first, made the joke second, and found a copper somewhere between.

The child went off waving the stamped receipt above his head so his mother could see it through the queue. Suzu watched until he reached her, then reopened the ledger and called the next merchant by name. The missing copper never appeared in her day’s expenses.

Three minutes after the last of the queue left, she was on the annex roof with the coat off, ears up, tails out, counting the fair’s take by ear.

“Four coppers short on the cheese row,” she said, when I came up the ladder. She was lying along the roof-ridge on her stomach with her chin on her folded arms, eyes half-shut, listening to the sound of coin changing hands across a fairground as a fisherman listens to a river.

“Somebody’s shaving the scale on the cheese row.

“Hear it? The weights ring wrong. A true copper-weight has a note, and a shaved one has a different note, and a man who’s shaved his weights makes change too fast, because he’s ashamed of the pause.”

She cracked one amber eye at me. “I’ll have him by dusk.

“I always have it by dusk. I won’t fine him hard. First offense, the fine is he re-cuts his own weights in front of me and buys the row a round, afterward the row watches his scale for me forever and I never have to think about the cheese row again.

“A bailiff collects the fine. A reeve collects the row.”

By nightfall, the cheese-seller had re-cut his weights at Suzu’s trestle while the whole row drank the round he bought them. The next morning three neighboring sellers brought their scales to be checked without summons. Suzu charged none of them and gained six unpaid auditors.

“You’re supposed to be walking the fen with the saint,” she added.

“Walked it at dawn.

“The fen isn’t going anywhere.” I sat on the ridge beside her. Below us the fairground spread out toward the water-meadows in stalls and string-lines and the two hundred and thirteen larch poles of the lamp-grid, unlit yet, waiting for dusk and Colm’s test.

“The vault ready for a crown?”

“The vault is ready for anything.” She rolled onto her back and produced, from nowhere, a small copy of the insurance notice she repaints on the vault door and carries for the pleasure of amending.

“Premises insured against fire, theft, flood, siege, debt-collection, weather,” she read, “and, as of this week, PROCESSIONS.

“Four hundred mouths is a procession. A procession is a weather event with better boots. I have insured against it.

“Free of premium and terms.

“Signed, the Underwriter.” She tucked it away.

“You added processions this week.”

“I add a clause every time the world invents a new kind of loss. It’s a living document. It’s the only document in the province that admits up front that every insured property is going to try to burn down.”

She stretched, tails fanning across the shingles.

“I ran the shelter drills twice since the courier came. Three hundred feet of bench, one hundred and forty souls if we pack them, the coin resting in the mason’s void where nine boxes fit and nobody’s counted them but me.

“The decoys refreshed. Eleven decoys now.”

“Eleven.”

“The princess is going to want the vault tour. Crowns love a vault; it’s the one room that flatters them by pretending to be as careful as they are.”

She grinned.

“So I built eleven security features and nine of them do nothing. She’ll spot two, feel clever, and never look for the other nine, and the coin’s not behind any of the eleven anyway. Two of the decoys do nothing so beautifully that I’ve started to love them for it.

“There’s a lever that, if you pull it, rings a bell in an empty room. That’s my favorite. It exists purely to be discovered.”

“And the trophy?”

“Depreciating beautifully.” Malchor’s master chain-focus hung in her vault, a leash-summoner’s tool she appraised monthly for the pleasure of watching it lose value. “Odette built it once and won’t build it twice, so it’s the last of its kind, which by rights should make it appreciate, except that everything it was for is over, so it depreciates instead.

“A relic of a dead trade.

“It stays so the vault contains at least one relic proving what it was made to stop.” She grinned, fox-fire freckles coming up across her nose. “Also it annoys the dragon.”

“She wants it melted.”

“She wants it melted. We had the argument again at the audit.

“She says a leash-focus in a vault is a grave-good and grave-goods should be either buried or spent, never displayed, because displaying the dead is where the world’s trouble starts.”

Suzu’s grin faded a half-degree. The dragon had a point; the fox knew it and would not concede it out loud. “I told her a leash-focus that everyone can see is broken is worth more as a lesson than as a spoon. She told me that is a thief’s answer and a keeper’s mistake, and she’d know, having kept the world’s loneliest grave longer than any living court had lasted.”

A pause. “She dusts my vault when she thinks I’ve gone.

“Did you know that? She dusts the trophy. The trophy she wants melted.

“Keeping is what she is.”

Suzu looked out over the fair.

“We’re the same animal, her and me. Two keepers arguing about whether keeping is a virtue or a wound. Neither of us has won.

“Neither of us wants to.”

The puppet in the stalls had fourteen pockets and outsold Maeva’s coin two to one. Maeva disputed Suzu’s margin calculation every Thursday; Suzu refused to close the wager and charged the unresolved copper as appreciating interest.

Children left coppers at the old east-road shrine for luck. Suzu doubled every copper and returned it after dark. The shrine-keeper had started leaving a second cup ready for her and looking the other way.

The ballad’s fox verse stayed wrong at her expense. The bard had extended the same crooked mercy to the dragon verse, and the taproom now shouted down any stranger who tried to repair either rhyme.

From the roof, Suzu listened to her own name sung below and rubbed one thumb along the seam of the reeve’s coat. Then she took the coat off, let all nine tails breathe, and chose the chimney’s shadow beside me.

She had run the shelter drill that morning before the toll queue. I caught the tail end of it: the vault converting from treasury to refuge in the time it takes to ring a bell, the coin-boxes already resting in the mason’s void behind the north wall so that the vault a stranger sees is a vault with nothing worth robbing in it, three hundred feet of bench folding down, Brenna’s runners drilling the route from the fairground to the vault door and back, forty yards, shuttered lamps, the relay that carries a warning end to end in under nine seconds. The children ran the relay and never the fight. Suzu stationed adult graduates between every runner and the outer door, then made each child point out two retreat routes before she rang the drill bell. She checked the youngest twice.

“If the crown’s own soldiers so much as look sideways at that vault door,” she had told the drill, buttoned coat, full glamour, deadly serious under it, “you do not fight them. You ring the bell in the empty room and you run to the second bell and you let the grown-ups be theatrical at the crown.

“Your job is the light and the message. My job is everything with teeth in it. Understood?”

Nineteen students of the second cohort had said understood, meant it, and gone back to their relay.

“Reeve,” I said, later, on the roof. “There’s a letter I want you to hear before Osric stores it.”

She sat up. She heard the change in my voice; she always does.

I read her the drover’s letter. A drover from up past Coldharbour, his sister’s boy, a stone that would not settle on a grade.

The Coldharbour certifiers had tried three times to weigh the child. Each attempt produced an unclassifiable reading their instruments could not register. And under that, the part I had read twice and once more, as I read the careful-hand letter on the census post the morning the courier came, because they had the same smell: twice this season, riders nobody knew had skipped the village questions and asked for the boy by name. And they had paid for answers, and they had paid in coin nobody local had ever seen.

Suzu’s fingers locked around the reeve’s seal. Her public performance vanished, leaving the sixty-years-sealed stillness she wears when a fact touches a wound she does not advertise.

She had been an uncatchable woman whom frightened men could only stop, and people who found her inconvenient had sealed her for sixty years under a shrine for a crime she never committed. To her, a gifted child sought by name and priced in coin nobody local had seen carried the solid outline of an old danger wearing a new season.

“How much coin,” she said. “Does the letter say how much they paid for answers?”

“It doesn’t. Only that it was strange coin and the pile made an innkeeper remember.”

“Innkeepers remember the amount before they remember the face. If he remembered it was strange before he remembered how much, it was very strange.”

She was already doing the fox arithmetic, the loan-shark reckoning she does on everything.

“Osric,” she called down the roof, and Osric, who hides rather than interrupts and was therefore already within earshot in the shadow of the annex eave, came to the foot of the ladder with the wax-cloth. “The barrel-note. The one from midsummer.

“The odd-about-lamps boy.”

He had it. He had ruled it, dated it, and wrapped it, because that is what Osric does with the papers I mark, and he read the line out in his clerk’s uninflected voice: a drover’s sister’s boy near Coldharbour, woke on midsummer night speaking a word no one knew, gone odd about lamps, the certifiers could not make his stone settle.

Dated. A season old. The same boy.

The same word. And now riders with strange coin asking after him by name.

Nahari had come up while Osric read. She does that. She was standing at the ladder’s head with the wind off the fen moving her silver hair, and she had not looked at the letter and did not need to, and she said, in the low, deliberate voice she uses for the truths nobody’s wishes can alter:

“His mother was not afraid, last season.

“Her calm was the reason to leave him be.” She looked north, toward Coldharbour, though there was nothing to see but harvest fields going blue with evening. “A frightened mother makes noise, and noise draws the wrong ears, and our safest course for a boy whose mother was not afraid was nothing at all.

“It was so then.” She released a measured breath.

“Ask again whether she is. If she has learned to bar her door, the calculation has changed, and doing nothing stops being safety and becomes the harm we permit.”

“You could look,” I said. It was not really a question.

I know her answer. I asked so the household would hear her give it.

“I could,” she said. “And with a camp of four hundred borrowed futures coming toward us and a danger on the road that does not hurry, I am saving my sight for the danger that matters, not a boy I can reach with a rider and a fast horse.

“I refuse to look at the road, so the road cannot look back at me. I will spend a rider on Coldharbour, not a vision.” Nahari smiled, barely.

“Save the glass for what a rider can’t do, Dorian. That is oracle-craft, and it took me two hundred years, and I am giving it to you for free.”

I looked at Suzu. Suzu was already reaching for the coat.

“I’ll send a rider tonight,” she said, and the reeve was gone and the fox was under it now, cold and quick.

“Fast horse, no colors, ask at the crossroads shrine and the three inns, don’t spook the mother, find out if the strange coin’s still buying. If she’s afraid now.” She did not finish it.

She did not need to. Strange coin buying answers about a gifted child carried the timing of last season’s trouble, and Suzu heard the resemblance before any of us.

Resemblance was not proof. The letter gave no age, mint, wear, or sample.

It could have meant foreign coin, a local token, or silver the drover simply had not seen before. Claiming an age or origin now would turn a fear into a fact before the road supplied either.

“Unknown money, familiar timing,” Suzu said under her breath to the fairground. “That’s the whole entry.

“Somebody knows the boy’s name and pays so well that innkeepers remember. We do not know what they pay with, who sent them, or what they want with him. I dislike every blank in that account.”

“So we fill them before we draw the total,” I said.

“And we send the rider tonight.”

“Tonight.”

The rider went at dusk. That much was decided in the time it took Suzu to put her coat back on. I had learned that when the fox stopped performing and started moving, my fastest course was to get out of her way and count what she needed. She chose the rider herself, a reserved Fenwick Ford man with a fast horse and a face nobody would remember, and briefed him on the questions to ask and those he must leave alone. She made him repeat the coin tests back to her: faces, edges, wear, weight, and color at all three inns.

Suzu packed his saddle herself. Two changes of horse were marked on the road slate, with a dry cloak rolled behind the cantle and six coppers of local mint in a separate purse so he would never have to display march silver while asking about strange money. Last, she told him not to spook the mother. Ask her badly and she would put her child in a cellar and stop answering doors. Then only the people carrying the unknown coin would find him. She made him practice the first question twice, until it sounded like a traveler asking after shelter, never an officer hunting a secret, and sent him out only when she believed the voice. At the stair she took his official badge back and gave him a chipped pilgrim token instead. Coldharbour needed a forgettable traveler who would never announce authority three miles away.

I stayed on the roof after she went down to the stables. The fair filled below me toward evening, the crowds thickening for the eve of the pageant, with Pell’s ale, roasting meat, and cut straw rising warm off the fairground. Eleven nights remained before Kingslight, and I sat on the ridge and did the warden’s arithmetic on everything arriving before it, counting the stalls and exits, the lamp-poles, and the take, because it turns out you can take the porter off the road but the porter continues counting the room.

Bram had set the annex taproom out under an awning for the eve, and the wager book was doing brisk trade. He had a slate up for the Trial already, though the Trial was not sworn, three lines under a header that read WEATHER FUTURES because Bram will not put royalty in a book by name, on the stated principle that there is no honest odds on crowns, they cheat by existing. He had a fox sub-wager.

He had a dragon-audience sub-wager, on whether Lady Petra of Harlow would get her dragon story, which he was privately booking at even money and privately thought was a lock, because he had seen the dragon dust the history shelf and a creature that dusts a shelf is a creature that will tell a story to someone who asks for nothing else. He had, I noticed, no slate at all on the marriage candidates. He had confiscated that book on principle and meant it, and the empty space where it would have been was Bram’s one act of pure conscience for the season, played dry and unmentioned, the way he likes his conscience.

Vyrissa was on the hall roof to the south, a dark shape against the last of the light, doing what she always does: watching. I could just see her from the annex ridge. She had told Suzu she might grant Lady Petra an audience and had not decided, which meant she had decided, and the fair below her would never know that the largest living presence in the province had spent the eve of a crown’s arrival considering whether to tell a strange noblewoman a story, and had, in the considering, been more nearly happy than a dragon has any business being.

She came back up the ladder an hour later, in the dusk, with her coat off again, and she caught me watching her come.

Being caught watching Suzu is dangerous. She turned it into theft in a heartbeat, as she turns everything. She had been reading me across the fair, I realized, appraising the appraiser, and she had let me watch her come up the ladder precisely so she could catch me at it, which is a fox for you: she robs you of the theft you thought was yours.

She crossed the roof, hooked two fingers in my collar, and pickpocketed my attention off the fairground and into the shadow of the annex chimney, where she kissed me once, quick and thorough and grinning, and then leaned back and produced, from my own belt, my notebook, which she had lifted in the same motion. She flipped it open, read the top line of the day’s count aloud, tutted at my arithmetic on the fen, corrected it, and handed it back.

“Toll,” she said, and gave it back.

After considering, she added, “And an invoice. One kiss, unscheduled, initiated by the reeve, chargeable to the Warden’s account at the friends-and-family rate.” She showed me a blank palm. “The rate is nothing. Payment remains compulsory.” She tapped my chest.

“Pay it.”

I paid it. I backed her against the warm brick of the chimney and paid it properly, and she made a small pleased sound into my mouth, and when I lifted my head her eyes had gone vertical-slitted with delight and her tails had come out on their own, all nine of them, her surest tell that she had stopped managing herself.

“The Reeve’s accounts,” I said, “are overdue.”

She laughed, the fox laugh. “The Reeve,” she said, “has been very busy being respectable and has not been audited by anyone qualified in some time.” She hooked a tail around my wrist.

“Roof-ridge.

“My choice. The fair’s loud and it can’t see up here and I want to see all of it while nobody sees me.”

Below us, a child carried her puppet past the lamp crews while a crown soldier attempted the fox verse and lost the meter completely. Suzu listened, ears high. One tail curled around my wrist, the private claim hidden above two hundred and thirteen unlit poles.

“Say it straight,” I told her.

The grin gentled. “Yes,” she said, direct, subdued, and entirely hers.

“I want you. Here. Now.

“Say it back.”

“Yes.”

The coat came the remaining distance off, and the thief’s silks with their too-many pockets, and I named the public selves she had become and audited each one off her with a kiss, which was the game and was also the point: every public role she wore, taken off her with a mouth, until only the private one was left.

“Reeve of the Wend-march,” I said, and kissed her throat, and the coat’s last button gave under my hand. “Keeper of the vault.”

Her collarbone, and all nine tails curled toward me before she could manage them.

“Fourteen-pocket puppet.” Her small high breast, and she snorted a laugh that turned into a gasp when I closed my mouth over her. “Celebrity of the province.”

The other one. “Terrible, terrible fox verse.” Lower, my hands sliding the silks off her narrow hips, and the laugh went out of her entirely.

“That’s slander,” she managed, breathless. “The verse is a masterpiece of misinformation.

“I paid good coppers to keep it wrong.” Her fingers were in my hair now, not directing, just holding. “Keep going.

“Audit me down to nothing. I want to be off the books completely when the grid lights.”

She was already wet when I touched her, quick to it as she is quick to everything, and I worked her with my fingers until her hips chased my hand and her arithmetic turned impossible: eleven coppers against three lamp-banks, interest compounded by the breath, figures she tried twice and abandoned in a fox laugh. Then she drew me to the ridge itself, where the fair opened out below.

She took me astride on the roof-ridge, facing out over her own festival. I sat back against the chimney and she settled onto me with her spine against my chest, the whole fair spread below us. I put my hands under the silks and around her, one splayed low on her belly and one higher, and worked her while the lamp-grid began its test.

Once she was seated fully, she paused to adjust around me, her back to my chest and the fair in front of us both, her tails stirring against my legs. Then she began to move.

My palm stayed low on her belly so I could feel each rise and fall; my other hand cupped her breast beneath the silk. I sealed my lips to the sensitive place at the back of her neck where her ears met her hair, which undid her, and she made a sound that belonged to none of her courtly voices.

Colm’s crew fired the grid section by section, as they test it, and the fairground lit in rolling gold from the water-meadow edge inward, and Suzu narrated it between breaths, pricing each section as it flared. She cannot stop appraising even here, and I have learned that the appraisal is part of how she comes.

“Cheese row,” she gasped, as the first bank came up gold. “Down four coppers, I told you, that’s, ah, that’s the shaved scale right there in the light, I’ll have him tomorrow.” My fingers found her clit and she lost the thread, found it again.

“Ale row.

“Pell’s up eleven on the day. Oh.

“Souvenir row.” The gold rolled toward us pole by pole, each bank of lamps flaring on a little nearer, lighting a little more of her kingdom, and she rode me harder as the light came closer, chasing it. “Puppets outselling the coin, told you, told the empress, she owes me a copper on it, don’t let me forget I’m collecting.”

“You’re not collecting anything right now,” I said against her ear, and moved my hips up into her, and she arched and swore and pushed back down onto me, riding, her tails everywhere, silhouetted against the lamp-glow.

“I collect,” she panted, “at all times. It’s a, it’s a condition.”

But the pricing had stopped. The gold rolled on toward the annex, section by section, each bank of lamps flaring a little closer, and I felt her climbing, felt it through the bond bright and quick, fox-fire building, and I read her need without error and gave it, uncanny, the link telling me the cadence she could not have asked for in words.

The last bank of the grid, the poles nearest the annex, fired the instant she broke.

The fairground stood lit gold beneath us, all two hundred and thirteen poles burning together, and she came apart astride me with her head back against my shoulder and her walls fluttering around me and fox-fire lacing up under her skin, and she laughed her fox laugh into the gold-lit dark, wrecked and gleeful.

“I ordered that,” she gasped.

“Scheduled it. Timed it to the second. Best copper I ever spent.”

I looked down for Colm, meaning to ask. Suzu caught my chin and turned my face back to hers.

“Trade secret,” she said.

I lifted her off the ridge and turned her face-to-face against the exposed ridge-beam where it met the chimney stack. The thick timber braced her back; I braced the rest of her, one arm beneath her ass while her legs closed around my hips. We stayed joined through the move, wet heat gripping my cock, and I took her in deep, unhurried strokes while the fair burned gold below.

The audience below got none of this. Suzu let her glamour fall completely. Nine tails wrapped around my forearms as if she meant to bind me there, amber eyes fixed on mine with no invoice in them, my name said straight and without title.

Each measured thrust pressed her between my working strength and the beam. She pulled me deeper with her heels, and the second climb lasted longer than the first, both of us watching the other’s face in the gold reflected from her own festival.

“Say it,” she breathed, turning the question back on me, and I answered. Yes, and hers, and mine, straight, no joke under it. She came apart almost soundlessly this time, all the noise spent on the ridge, just a long shudder and her tails tightening and her breath going ragged against my throat, and I thrust deep, filling her as my cock pulsed through the last tight contractions. I braced her against the ridge-beam while the final spurts weakened, the lit fair spread beneath us and her heartbeat quick and glad against my chest, and for a moment the most-watched woman in the march was seen by one person alone and wanted nothing else.

After, we lay tangled on the warm shingles, her tails spread over both of us like a blanket that shifted whenever the breeze found it. The fair burned gold below; its noise reached us soft and far away.

“The rider’s on the road by now,” she said.

“He is.”

“If she’s afraid, we go. Arguments after.”

“We go.”

She buttoned the coat one notch wrong from collar to hem and stood close until I noticed. I corrected the line. While my fingers worked the last button, she caught both hands and turned them over. Silver tracery stopped at the wrists.

Her thumbs pressed into my unmarked skin. “Keep these blank.”

She took my pencil, balanced it across one ear until the theft became official, and tucked it into my coat before she went down the ladder.


Chapter 4: Four Hundred Mouths

The progress crested the south road at midmorning and took until dusk to finish arriving.

I had planned for four hundred mouths.

I had walked the water-meadows and read the drainage and moved the picket line and marked the hard standing, and the porter’s part of my head, certain it had seen every possible load, mistook the number four hundred for understanding. Four hundred is a word until it comes over a hill in a column, and then it is a river, and you stand at the top of your own wall and watch it flow, and hour after hour the true scale of it arrives: a crown does not travel.

A crown floods.

The outriders came first, at midmorning, in the crown’s slate and gold, and they did not gallop, which told me what I needed before the column crested: a galloping outrider means news. These men brought ceremony. They walked their horses down the road so the march could see them coming for an hour before they arrived. Being seen coming for an hour is itself a kind of weapon, and the crown knew it.

First came the banners. The column followed. Helvane’s dry promise followed, the phrase I had mistaken for a joke: the army, used as furniture.

They deployed the soldiers as fixtures. Where the drove road narrowed at the ford approach, a rank of the crown’s men stood at intervals as fence-posts, spaced by drill, motionless, so that the column flowed between two living fences and no man in it could stray a foot off the road without a soldier already standing where he would have strayed. At the gap where the meadow track crossed a ditch, four soldiers made a gate-arch with crossed halberds, and the wagons passed under it, and the soldiers braced that arch for six hours without a man’s arm dropping, and I watched them and did the porter’s arithmetic on what six hours beneath a leveled halberd costs a shoulder and understood that the cost was the point, that a crown which will spend its men’s shoulders on an arch that a post could have made is a crown telling you it has shoulders to burn.

At the wet crossing below the fairground, where a plank bridge would have served and where I had, in fact, offered a plank bridge, a file of the crown’s men waded into the cold shallows and made a rail with their own linked arms and shields, a human bridge-rail, so that the candidate wagons could cross a place that did not, strictly, need crossing, in a manner that could only be described as magnificent and could only be intended as a message.

This is what we have, the message said. We have so many strong men that we can spend them as posts and rails and arches.

Our army is furniture. Imagine, then, the scale of a power that can furnish a road with soldiers.

Colm’s crew watched the human bridge-rail from the fairground and were, briefly, awed, until a South River man said, to no one, that his plank bridge did not need to stand in cold water for an hour and would still be there tomorrow, and the awe broke into the particular march laughter that has beaten larger threats than a crown, and I let it run. A crew that can laugh at a human bridge-rail will not be frightened by one, and fright was what the rail was built to produce.

Maeva stood beside me on the wall and read its intended message without error.

“Four hundred years ago,” she said, watching the human bridge-rail remain in the cold ford water, “I did precisely this on my eastern march, and I thought myself very clever.

“It is a good trick. It says everything and threatens nothing and cannot be answered by any wall.” She turned her green eyes on me.

“It can be answered only one way. You do not out-army an army-as-furniture.

“You out-happy it. You show the crown a march so visibly glad to be itself that all its beautiful furniture looks, by comparison, tired.”

She smiled. “Which we will. But first we let them finish arriving.

“It is rude to interrupt a river.”

The household watched the flood from the wall through the long afternoon, and each of them read it through her own craft. I loved standing between those different understandings. Yrsa counted the crown’s fighting men and their drill, pronounced them grudgingly good, then better than good. An impressive force always drew her eye to its missing test. She wanted to know how they held a gate against someone committed to taking it.

Nahari watched the futures churn over the column and restrained her sight and told me only that the middle of it was dense and mired and that she would not look into that tangled part on purpose. Suzu appraised the wagons by their axle-wear, told me which had come the farthest and which had been repacked recently and which one, third from the regalia, rode heavier than its cargo declared, and I marked it on the wagon sketch: third from the regalia, riding heavy. The receipt meant nothing yet.

The candidate wagons came in the middle of the column, a dozen of them, curtained, and I did not look at them long. The women inside had not chosen to be shipped across a province to be appraised and did not need a warden staring at their curtains. Behind them came the chandlery wagons.

The chandlery wagons rode heavy for their springs. One porter’s glance settled it: too many axles, too little sag from the expected wax. I had marked their dull middle berth on the survey and counted them as they passed. There were more than any progress needed. A traveling court needs a wagon or two of wax, wicks, and spare lamps.

This court traveled with a train of them, wagon after wagon packed with straw and lamps, a thousand at least. Four hundred people could not burn that much light in a season. The excess went under ODD in my count, and I kept counting.

Last came the regalia wagon under glass, drawn at a stately pace behind its own honor guard and its own dust.

Its team wore cloth over every buckle so no harness-ring disturbed the herald’s cadence. Six guards paced the wheels with bare swords carried point-down, reminding the crowd that this one wagon ranked above every living passenger. Two servants walked backward ahead of the horses, brushing road dust from the glass with long swan-feather poles. The glass stayed immaculate while the road beneath it disappeared under hoofprints.

The march hushed as it passed. Colm’s men stopped laying planks. The school relay halted halfway through a signal, eleven shuttered lamps held open at once. Even Bram paused with chalk against his slate.

Suzu continued counting: wheel spokes, guard intervals, glass seams, and the complete absence of a lock. One tail-tip showed through her glamour and traced the wagon’s route in the dust behind her heel. Maeva watched the old gold and ignored the honor guard. Her hand closed once over the crowned braid at her nape, measuring one piece of regalia against another. Nahari turned her face away from the glass while the thin place in her sight passed like a cold shadow.

The wagon reached the hard standing I had prepared. Its left wheels settled first, then the right, no rocking. A senior groom tested the level with a plumb-thread and found it true. He looked toward me across the meadow, gave one reluctant nod, and ordered the chocks set. A crown under glass had arrived on a porter’s floor and could find no fault in it.

Behind the rope, a boy asked his father why nobody wore the crown. The father hushed him. Petra, who had spent the morning practicing questions for a dragon, wrote the boy’s question on the back of her candidate card and tucked it into her sleeve. Sidonie saw her do it. The princess looked once at the child, once at the crown, and raised her counting-glass again without answering either of them. The unanswered question traveled with her gaze and made the glass look heavier. The boy remained fixed on the crown after everyone else moved on.

The column took until dusk. Four hundred mouths are truly measured in hours. The sun was low and gold over the fen before the last wagon rolled onto the water-meadows and the canvas city that had been rising all afternoon finished becoming a city, four hundred souls and their horses and their furniture-army and their thousand lamps, laid out on ground I had drained a week early so that a princess would arrive on dry footing and remember it.

She arrived on dry footing. The ball of one boot tested the turf before she gave me her name.

Before she reached the border stone, the progress tested everything else I had prepared.

The first demand came from the horse-master. One hundred and eighteen mounts wanted water at once, and the crown’s lead groom tried to send them all down the same meadow lane. I stepped into the lane before the first rank reached it.

“Twenty at a time,” I said. “Use the north trough, then the middle. Keep the south trough clean for the kitchens.”

The groom looked at my undyed coat, then past me for somebody dressed like an answer. “The royal mounts drink before camp stock.”

“They can drink first in six groups, or they can drink together and turn the lane into shoe-pulling mud. Your choice.”

Wend drove an empty wagon across the ground beside us to demonstrate.

The near wheel pressed half an inch into the turf. The far wheel, closer to the drainage cut, left no mark. The groom looked down, understood that I had read his horses against my field, and started dividing reins.

The second demand came from the chief cook, who wanted three fire trenches where the court map placed them. Two sat downwind of the candidate tents. The third lay over a drain I had cut to keep the regalia wagon from standing in its own runoff.

Maeva took that dispute. She listened to the cook cite custom, tasted the wind with one raised finger, and moved every fire twenty-seven yards east in the tone of an empress granting him a privilege. He thanked her for improving his kitchens before he realized she had overruled his map.

The third demand arose from the road itself. One of the chandlery wagons rolled off the hardened strip to pass a halted baggage cart. Its left rear wheel sank to the hub.

Six crown soldiers went to the spokes and achieved noise, strain, and no useful motion.

Colm arrived with two planks and a jack. He looked at the buried wheel, then at the six red-faced soldiers, and set the jack down without comment.

“Unload it,” I told the wagoner.

“It’s lamps. Packed to inventory.”

“Then we unpack the inventory or break the axle.”

Suzu appeared on top of the wagon by no visible route. “Second crate from the rear is heavier than the others,” she said. “Also, your packing order is offensive.”

The wagoner stared up at her. “Who are you?”

“Reeve. Critic.

“Lighter than your cargo. Start with that crate.”

We took down fourteen straw-packed lamps, each plain brass with a fresh wick. The second rear crate did ride heavier, but only because it held lamp oil in stoppered clay bottles under the upper tray. I marked that practical answer beside Suzu’s earlier observation.

A receipt can become harmless when opened. That is why you open it.

With the load reduced, Colm set the jack under the axle. I echoed a third plank where the rut had swallowed the edge of his second. The faint copy bowed, survived nine seconds, and gave the wheel purchase for twelve soldiers to heave the wagon back onto hard ground.

The crown’s men looked at the fading plank. One of them looked at my scarred hands.

The bucket trick drew no laughter. That old absence still pleased a small, mean corner of me.

We repacked every lamp as it had come out, down to the last straw twist. Suzu counted them twice and returned a brass wick-cap she had acquired during the process. The wagoner found room in his pride to thank Colm, then me, and finally the fox, in that order.

By then the princess had reached us.

Princess Sidonie Ruthelm rode the column’s flank on a plain slate gelding, in riding blacks, with a groom two lengths back.

She sat tall and willowy in the saddle, all severe lines, and her long moonlight-ash-pale hair was drawn into a single cold braid down her back. The ice-grey eyes ignored the pageant of her own arrival. She was counting our lamps.

She carried a surveyor’s glass, the brass counting instrument Suzu would have appraised and coveted. Sidonie rode with it raised, sweeping the wall, roads, and lamp-lines while her lips moved slightly. She was tallying aloud to herself as I did. The count had begun the moment the road gave her a view of the march, which meant she possessed a number before she offered a greeting.

She rode up to the border stone where I stood to receive her, and she did not dismount with ceremony and she did not offer her hand and she did not say any of the forty courtesies a princess is supposed to offer to a warden. She lowered the glass, and looked at me, and her ice-grey eyes counted me before she offered a greeting, and she said:

“Two hundred forty-three. Your census says?”

“Two hundred forty-three,” I said.

Sidonie tapped one gloved finger against the brass rim of her surveyor’s glass, a private mark beside the matched count.

“Good,” she said. “I despise being lied to by margins.

“A round number is a courtesy; an exact one is a confession. Most wardens give me a round number, and the round number is always high, and the gap between the round number and the accurate one measures the lie they think they can get away with. You gave me the true one before I asked which it was.”

She let that sit. “That tells me more about your march than the trials will.”

She swung down off the gelding then, on her own, without the groom, boots on the dry ground I had drained for her, and she stood a moment testing the footing with the ball of one foot, feeling that it was dry, and I watched her file the dry footing exactly where I would have filed it. “You drained this.”

“A week early.”

“So that I would notice.” She tested the turf once more, then fixed her full attention on me.

“I notice.

“That is the entire reason my brother sends me and not himself. He is loved. I count.”

She put the glass away. “I have come to run a Trial, Warden, and I will run it honestly, which I am told is not what you fear, and I am told correctly, because I have read your stones from the first border to this one and they weigh true, a rarity worth a week’s riding to see.”

A pause. “We will get on, I think, if you keep not lying to me. Very few people can manage it.

“It is a low bar and almost no one clears it.”

“I’ll do my best to bore you,” I said.

She slid the surveyor’s glass into its case with a decisive click. “See that you do.”

The Crown’s Champion came in behind her, and I met him through Yrsa’s eyes before I formed my own opinion. Yrsa stood at the school-yard wall as the column passed and I was watching her more than I was watching him.

Ser Halvard Crane rode parade-perfect, dark blond, regulation-short, a soldier plainly worked under the shine, and he wore a blessing’s sheen as the Blessed wear it, that faint borrowed gold that had cost us so much grief already. Yrsa went to the flat stillness she wears when she is looking for a tell. She was looking for the crowd-check, the flicker of the eyes to the audience before a committed move, the Hadrian Vael tell, the mark of a man whose blessing feeds on being watched.

She looked once. Then, because she is thorough, she looked twice.

The crowd-check never came.

Halvard Crane did not check his crowd. He rode looking at the road and the ground and, as he passed the school yard where the second cohort was drilling the gate-hinge count, he did something rare among visitors. He saluted the drill.

He did it correctly, a soldier’s salute to soldiers at work, brief and exact, offered to a yard full of students and levies practicing a gate-drill, offered as if the drill were real work done by trained hands, which it was, and which crown officers did not generally acknowledge, because crown officers do not salute a warden’s rabble. He saluted it and rode on and did not look to see whether anyone had seen him do it.

Yrsa watched him go. Then she said to the empty air, in the tone of a woman revising a file she had opened expecting to close fast: “Huh.”

I came up beside her. “No crowd-check.”

“No crowd-check.” She was still watching the champion’s back down the line. “Vael checked his crowd before every committed swing.

“It’s how the blessing feeds, they need the eyes, the gold comes up when they’re watched and guts out when they’re not, and you can read a Blessed man’s rotten arithmetic in whether he looks at you before he cuts.”

She frowned. “This one saluted a drill nobody told him was real, and didn’t look to see if I saw.

“That’s not how a man behaves when his gold needs the applause.” She turned the problem over as she turns a bind. “Either his blessing’s built different, or he doesn’t know what it costs, or he’s the rarest man the crown produces: a Blessed man who fights for the craft and not the shine.”

A long pause. “Possibly real.”

Yrsa had revised that file against her instincts. She disliked the revision. A Blessed man she could respect was harder to face than one she could despise.

The regalia came to the hall steps at dusk, and the court made a pageant of it. I let them. A pageant answered is a pageant won and I intended to win it by watching politely and giving them nothing to push against.

The herald cried the lineage and the honors. At the hall steps, the wagon’s glass side was unshuttered, and the First Crown of the kingdom sat on its stand for the march to see.

It was old gold, and its luster sat wrong on my eye. The crown had been worked in a style three centuries out of fashion, heavy and plain and confident, with few jewels.

A narrow channel ran around the inside of the band. I took it for decoration and marked it in my notebook anyway.

Its luster was strange. I have handled a great deal of gold in five years of hauling other men’s loot out of drowned tombs. Gold carries warmth in its shine, a yellow generosity that throws light back a little richer than it arrived. Vyrissa’s scale-shimmer does the same, and that is why a hoard glows. This gold threw light back a shade colder and grayer, as if the metal had already spent its warmth on some old fire and had none left to lend. I noticed it and could not have said what I noticed, only that the crown’s shine sat wrong on the eye as the resting-light field sits wrong on the foot, and that a man who has learned to trust the wrongness in his feet had better learn to trust it in his eyes.

Maeva, beside me, studied the rival regalia with an empress’s cold attention.

She said only, under her breath, for me: “It does not shine like it wants to.” The court moved on. We retained the observation and followed.

More strangely, it had no lock. The glass case had neither lock nor clasp.

Even a chain was absent.

The founding crown of the kingdom rode across a kingdom in a glass box a child could lift the lid off, and I knew the message of that too, because it carried the same message as the army-as-furniture: locks are for people who expect loss. The crown was confident. It was confident as the Cindermaw is confident.

The founding relic of a kingdom appeared beyond theft. The kingdom could not imagine the hand that would try. Its failure of imagination was the only lock it had ever needed.

The herald named the rite. At the harvest full moon, he cried, on the night of the Kingslight, the First Crown would be set on its stand and relit from a thousand gathered lamps while the founding story was sung, as it had been done since the founding, so that the country would remember its golden origin. The founding king, he cried, the Lamplit King, had taken a kingdom out of the dark with a crown and a blessing, and every harvest since his death the people gathered their light and gave it back to the crown so that the golden origin would not fail, and the belief of the people would keep the founding bright.

I listened to the founding story. Generations of repetition had worn the language smooth: gathered light, golden origin, belief returned to the crown. Nothing in the herald’s voice gave me a receipt against it, so I wrote down the words verbatim and left their meaning open.

The herald cried the date, the harvest full moon, ten nights hence, and the date settled in my head like a tide-table entry: a lunar certainty that would arrive whether or not anyone was ready for it. Osric wrote it on the war-loft slate under the trials, KINGSLIGHT, HARVEST FULL MOON, and ruled it straight, and left room around it he did not yet know what for.

Vyrissa was not there. I noticed her absence as you notice a missing tooth. She was on the hall roof, where she always was, a dark shape against the harvest sky far behind the pageant, and she did not come down for the regalia.

Vyrissa had declined to descend, which fit every habit she had shown us. The crown was too far off, its gold muddied by sunset and two layers of glass, for even a dragon’s eye to read the metal cleanly from the ridge. She remained stretched along the roof with one forearm over her eyes, refusing the pageant the attention it expected, and gave no sign that anything below had earned a closer look.

The Chandler I almost did not see at all.

It was full dusk, the canvas city lighting its lamps, and I was walking the edge of the camp following my old practice, counting exits, reading the ground, when I passed the chandlery line, wagon after wagon of the thousand lamps, and a lamp-keeper was walking down it with a wick-trimmer, trimming.

There was nothing remarkable to see, which made the lamp-keeper easy to overlook. An unremarkable man walking a line of lamps at dusk, trimming wicks.

It was the most routine sight a camp of four hundred produced. A lamp-keeper tended lamps. My eye went past him as it goes past a fence-post.

Only after watching him did I notice that the wicks he trimmed did not need trimming.

A wick needs trimming when it has burned down and mushroomed and started to smoke. These wicks were fresh, unlit, or new-lit and clean. He trimmed them anyway, each one, one neat snip, and moved on, and I could not have said why the sight snagged on me except that a man does not trim a wick that does not need trimming, as I do not dig a ditch that does not need digging, and an action with no visible purpose has a hidden one.

He passed near my boot.

The candle nearest my foot, a plain camp candle on a wagon-board, had been guttering in the evening air, the small natural dance of a flame in a moving world. He passed it. It stopped guttering.

The flame steadied. It stood up straight and burned perfect and still, windless, in an evening that had a wind in it, and it stayed that way. I watched a candle burn wrong on a wagon-board while that same keeper walked down the line trimming clean wicks. The porter in me, the part that reads ground, spoke in the muted voice it uses for a false ramp under silt: fire did not work that way.

Nahari was on the wall above me. She had come to the wall, as she comes everywhere, and turned her face away from the chandlery line, denying it any regard it might return. She spoke aloud to the evening.

“There is a smell of snuffed wick,” she said, “and nothing is snuffed.”

I smelled it then, because she named it: the smell of a candle just put out, the small acrid trace of a snuffed wick, drifting off the chandlery line where not one flame had been snuffed, where every flame stood perfect and still and windless and burning.

I looked for his face, afterward, to fix it in memory, and this is the part I want on the record because it is the tell under the tell: I could not. I had stood ten feet from a plain man in good light for the length of a drawn breath, and when I turned away and tried to fix his face in memory, it was already going, as a name goes when you are certain you knew it a moment ago.

Every human particular had gone from my memory. I retained the wick-trimmer between two brass lamp crates and the impossible flame at my boot.

I marked his spot on my map: middle camp, back from the water, the dull practical berth I had assigned the wick-carts a week ago. Then I went back to the hall and started counting.

“Don’t accuse him,” Nahari said, before I had said anything about accusing anyone. She had come down off the wall and was walking the inside of the gate at my shoulder, not looking at the camp. “Accuse him of what, to whom?

“He trims wicks.

“There is no law against a steady flame. If you point at him, you are the frightened warden pointing at the crown’s own lamp-keeper on the eve of the crown’s own rite, and you will have handed them the story, and the story is the sole prize they cannot take from us by force.”

She was right and I hated it. “We watch. We count.

“We do not name a threat we cannot yet weigh.”

“You’ve named threats before you could weigh them.”

“Once. Deliberately.

“On a cliff, to a creditor, spending a saved coin.”

Nahari gave me one brief smile. “Save that coin. You’ll know when to spend it.”

The same dusk provided its own relief. A household can only stare at wrong fire for so long before supper and human absurdity reclaim the room.

The candidates were presented formally at the hall, in a line, in their good clothes, and it was every bit as grim as such things are, a dozen women shipped across a province to be looked at, and the household did what the household had sworn to do, which was to make it painless. Maeva received them like an empress, which she is, and priced none of them out loud, and thanked each by name.

Lady Petra of Harlow then broke protocol.

She was fourth in the line, a cheerful plain-faced woman of one-and-thirty who kept looking past the herald toward the high windows, as if a dragon might obligingly fill one. The marriage was the price she had accepted for admission. When it came her turn to make her curtsy and say her house’s honors, she made the curtsy, said one honor, and then abandoned the entire script to ask, with naked hope, whether there really was a dragon, and whether the dragon gave audiences.

The line of candidates froze. The court winced. Maeva stopped assessing the remaining women. She drew Petra out of the line and gave her a guest’s place beside the empress. The marriage errand had ended the moment wonder broke its script.

“There is a dragon,” Maeva said gravely. “Whether she gives audiences is entirely her own affair. Scheduling her lies beyond me.

“I will convey that a Lady of Harlow asked after her respectfully and offered only her attention, which the dragon values above coin.”

Petra glowed. The court did not know what to do. The other candidates stared. One smothered a smile behind her glove; another mouthed, You asked her? Petra nodded, delighted and wholly unashamed.

Maeva’s shoulders eased. She took the opening Petra gave her and welcomed the whole line and appraised none of the women.

“You have all come a long way,” she said to the candidates, warm and imperial, “and you will be fed as honored guests of the march. Those who wish to see the fair will see it. Rest tonight.

“Tomorrow, Princess Sidonie and I will speak with you properly, far from any herald who might turn the conversation into livestock judging.” A few shoulders eased.

Petra looked ready to ask three more dragon questions and wisely saved them. Bram, at the back, made a note that was not for a wager and never showed it to anyone.

Suzu stole the princess’s signet.

She did it during the formal handshake, the reeve of the march greeting the crown’s sister, glamour up, coat buttoned, all respectability, and her fingers were in and out and the signet ring was off Sidonie’s hand and into Suzu’s sleeve between one word of greeting and the next, and the theft vanished so completely inside the courtesy that even I saw only the returning motion. The princess had counted our lamps before saying hello, and the fox never let an appraiser go unappraised.

Sidonie finished the handshake without reacting and stepped back.

She glanced once at her bare finger, and once at the reeve, and her ice-grey eyes did a fast cold sum, and then she offered her palm. Respect sharpened her level dry voice when she said:

“I’ll want that back notarized.”

Suzu produced the signet, notarized, a tiny wax seal already pressed onto a scrap in the reeve’s own official mark reading APPRAISED AND RETURNED, WITH THANKS, and set it in the princess’s palm.

Sidonie turned the scrap over, checked the wax against the ring, then checked it again before filing it in her sleeve.

“Invoice the crown,” she said. “We pay our appraisers.” She slid the ring back on.

“You are the reeve.”

“I am the reeve.”

“Of course you are.”

She studied Suzu a moment longer, the ice-grey counting eyes going over the buttoned coat and the too-many pockets and the ears the glamour did not quite hide. “I employ a great many clever people,” she said. “None of them could have taken this ring off my hand.

“I would pay a very great deal for one who could.”

“I have a salary,” Suzu said. “I named it myself. It’s eleven months backdated and mostly a joke.”

“Name it to me. I’ll double it.”

“You can’t afford me,” Suzu said, sweetly, “because my salary is the march, paid in belonging, and you’d have to hand me one of those, and you came here to keep this one, so we’re at an impasse, Highness, and I’m flattered, and no.”

Sidonie considered the answer, then inclined her head.

“An impasse,” the princess agreed, and filed the notarized scrap in the sleeve where the ring had been, an exacting collector preserving a rival appraiser’s card.

Across the handshake, the princess and the fox regarded each other, two room-counters recognizing the same craft on sight. Suzu tapped the reeve’s seal against her coat. No warmer ceremony was required.

Bram, who had refused all season to run a book on royalty, on the stated principle that there is no honest odds on crowns because they cheat by existing, had a slate up under weather futures within the hour, with lines on the three trials and a sub-line on whether the princess would try to hire the fox before the progress left, at odds that suggested he considered it a near certainty and was giving the house a shave.

I found the household late, in the war-loft, and I laid the three small wrongnesses on the table: the strange cold luster of the founding gold, the thousand lamps that were more light than four hundred people could burn, and the forgettable man on the chandlery line who trimmed wicks that did not need trimming and left a candle burning windless in a wind.

Maeva laid a fourth beside them, from the crown’s side of the table, in the banker’s voice she uses when she is being coldest and most useful. “A progress this size,” she said, “is an account. It travels on credit everywhere it goes and settles nowhere, paying each host with the honor of its passage.

“I have run one.

“The lamps trouble me as an over-provisioned ledger troubles me. A quartermaster who packs a thousand lamps for four hundred mouths is not a bad quartermaster.

“He is a quartermaster carrying someone else’s cargo and calling it his own. Those lamps are on the manifest for a reason that is not light.” One green-painted nail came down on the chandlery row of my map.

“Find the reason, Warden, before the harvest moon, because whatever the reason is, the herald told us the date it comes due.”

Yrsa put in the champion.

“The crown’s man saluted the school drill and didn’t check if anyone saw. He’s going to ask me for a bout before this is over, a fair one, I can see it coming as you see a lunge load in the heel. The man wants a real fight as a starving man wants bread.”

She frowned. “A Blessed man who wants a fight without borrowed strength is a Blessed man who doesn’t trust his blessing.

“I don’t know what that means yet. I know it’s a thread.”

Silence answered. I would not claim knowledge I could not receipt; the meaning remained beyond our count.

An unhurried presence had traveled with the crown, tended its lamps, and arrived in our meadow. Whenever Nahari felt toward the chandlery line without looking, her glass thinned where Saint-touched things had made it whiten.

“A page,” she said, “with the oil pressed out of it.” She would not say more, because she did not have more, and a seer who guesses ahead of her sight is worse than no seer at all.

“Then we do what we do,” I said. “We count. We map the rite’s choreography, we count the crown’s lamps, and we find out why a progress that feeds four hundred mouths hauls a thousand lights it will never burn.

“And we do it without pointing at a single wick-keeper. The moment we point, the court gets to call us frightened and evade our count.”

Brenna’s runners were already practicing the relay through the progress camp at dusk, on the pretext of drilling. The first pair returned with two slates and an argument.

“We counted the same route,” Brenna said. “Our totals disagree.”

“By how much?”

“We don’t know which one is wrong yet.”

I handed both slates back. “Count a third time.”

She tucked them beneath her arm and ran.


Chapter 5: Sworn on the Border Stone

At dawn, ten nights before Kingslight, both camps formed around the border stone. Sidonie came forward in riding blacks, laid her bare hand on the old surface, and swore the King’s Trial before the march and the progress.

Both camps stood in the meadow at dawn: the march on its own ground, the progress on the water-meadows, four hundred mouths and a wall’s worth of villagers, and between them the border stone with its lamp that had leaned west for a week and stood straight this morning, which I noticed and did not trust.

The march had turned out in its strange glory. Looking down its line, I saw what the crown had come to appraise and why it would fail to own us. There was Bram at the annex awning with his one arm and his wager slates.

There was Colm’s crew, mortar in the creases of their hands, who had wanted the ditches dug early and done the work.

There was Ana Merrick of Fenwick Ford, who had argued a culvert against an empress and won. There were the two cohorts of the school, children and levies, standing as Yrsa taught them to stand, and Goodwife Cairn of Old Wintering Barn, fifty-five and never armed, gripping her refusal-drill tag in a hand that shook and did not stop. Four hundred years the march had dwindled, and now it stood full, and it stood full of people who had chosen it, and a crown that came to buy a warlord’s camp was looking at a town. Towns answer ownership with love or hatred, and the crown had yet to decide which answer it wanted to risk.

The progress stood opposite in its slate and gold, ranks dressed by drill, and between the two lines was a gap of maybe forty yards of harvest grass, and in the gap stood the stone, and that grass would take the deeds in daylight.

Sidonie Ruthelm swore the crown’s part, and she swore it crisp, in riding blacks, no canopy, no throne, standing on the dry ground I had drained for her with the surveyor’s glass put away.

“Three trials,” she said, and her level voice carried as a counted number carries, without shouting.

“The Hunt, the Line, the Field. True weight, thrice witnessed. If the march’s stones weigh true through all three, the Crown acknowledges banner-right by oath, before these witnesses, forever.

“Beyond claim and custody.

“No revisiting.” She let it stand a beat.

“If the march fails, or cheats, the banner rides to the capital as guests. I will not dress that in courtesy. You know what it means.

“I despise being lied to by margins, and I will not lie to you by them either.”

She put her hand on the stone. “The Crown swears the wager true. Marshal it honestly, weigh it honestly, and let the stones say what the stones say.”

I swore the march’s part without ornament, because an unvarnished oath is what I have.

“The march accepts,” I said. “We’ll weigh true or we’ll fail true.

“No cheating regardless.” I put my hand on the stone beside hers, and the stone took both oaths, and there was a small settling in the air as there always is when a witness-stone accepts a truth, and Osric, kneeling under the stone with his chalk, wrote the wager onto a fresh slate, three blank lines, and hung it beside the faint ghost-marks of last season’s board where MARCH and GILT still showed under the weather, eleven to two.

At last the marshal rode forward, and I already half-knew who it would be, and I was right.

Saskia Roehn came out of the progress’s line on an unadorned circuit horse, in a duelist’s rig with no patron’s colors anywhere, copper hair shaved close at the sides and circuit dust still on her boots. Hired, no colors, fair by trade, the rider had said.

She rode to the stone and gave the crown’s oath and the march’s oath one duelist’s nod each before finding Yrsa in the march’s line and gave her a nod too.

It was a small nod. I saw the river bind in it: Yrsa’s blade stopped at Saskia’s collarbone, both women ankle-deep in cold water. Nothing else needed recounting. Yrsa nodded back.

“I marshal all three,” Saskia said, to both camps, in a duelist’s carrying voice. “My rules read once. The ground settles a trial. Argument afterward changes nothing.

“I don’t take appeals and I don’t take patrons, and I turned down the Crown steward’s bonus this morning so nobody thinks I lean.”

She looked at the crown’s line and then the march’s. “The stones weigh.

“The province watches. I keep the ground neutral. That’s it.”

The Hunt was named there, and it was a real threat. The crown does not import monsters.

The fen’s shear-claw brood had re-seeded the same gallery mouths it used every autumn. Claw marks stippled the drove-road posts; two ewes had already vanished from Greybank, and a drover had found a child’s dropped shoe beside the nearest run. We cleared the mouths every harvest before those signs became graves. This year the march would clear it at the source, witnessed, at first light the next day. The danger belonged to the land. The crown had only asked to watch us answer it, which is, Maeva said, the fairest kind of trial, because it tests you against your own actual work, under the court’s direct witness.

With the Hunt set for first light, the public swearing ended.

I caught Saskia alone afterward, at her own tent, which she had pitched apart from both camps on ground she had chosen for its sightlines, because she trusts sightlines more than she trusts either side. “They pay you fair?” I asked.

“Standard rate. No patron. My own tent, my own horse, I leave when I say.”

She checked a blade that needed no checking, a sheath-check that occupied her hands while she thought.

“I turned down a bonus from the crown’s steward to lean the calls their way. Told him what I tell everyone.

“I marshal true or I don’t marshal. He didn’t understand it. They always take time to understand that honesty can exist for its own sake, free of any price.”

She ran her thumb once along the mouth of the scabbard. “Your saint taught me that, though she’d hate to hear it.

“You fight every stroke as if nobody’s watching. The moment you perform for them, the rot gets in.” She sheathed the blade. “I’ll call these trials down the middle, Warden.

“If the march is as true as its stones read, you’ve nothing to fear from me. If it isn’t, you’ve everything to fear from me, and that’s the deal, and it’s the only deal I offer.”

I walked the fen edge again that afternoon with Yrsa and Suzu and planned the Hunt. A Hunt is won at the war-table and only demonstrated in the fen. We had run this drive against Vael’s manufactured bloom, and its bones were older than that, built from the Mirefen doctrine that had expanded with every hard campaign. We would run it at trial polish now, and the crown would hate how little of it looked like heroism.

“Eleven echo-lanterns on the walked lines,” I said, pacing the gallery mouths, counting them, six re-seeded of nine. “Decoys.

“We push the brood along our chosen route.

“Barrel-stave gates on the count, Colm’s seventh-pulse break, drowns the nest galleries as we drown them every autumn.” I looked at the one mouth that could not be gated. “That one holds.

“Yrsa holds it.”

Yrsa looked once at the root-choked mouth, tested her axe edge with her thumb, and nodded. “I hold it.”

“And me?” Suzu asked, already knowing.

“Everywhere the flank thinks is empty.

“The count works because it never includes you. You’re the piece the enemy cannot tally.” I straightened. “The crown came for a monster show.

“We give it a drive. Logistics closes the Hunt.

“Beautiful logistics. The princess counts gates and wounds; let’s give her disciplined work worth recording.”

Suzu grinned. “You want to bore a crown into acknowledging you.”

“I want to bore a crown into acknowledging me,” I agreed. It is, I have found, the most reliable weapon the march owns.

The two camps mixed that evening, warily at first and then less so. A harvest fair is a harvest fair, and Pell’s ale does not care whose slate and gold you wear.

The crown’s soldiers, off duty and no longer furniture, discovered the wrestling ring, and it went as these things always go with soldiers and a ring.

A young guardsman with a parade-ground physique and a great deal of confidence stepped in against an Old Wintering Barn woman named Goodwife Talle, who is fifty if she is a day, built like a grain-sack with opinions, and who has thrown every man in her village at one harvest or another and most of them twice. The guardsman was courteous about it, which was his first mistake, and reached to help her up out of a stance she had taken low and crooked on purpose, which was his last, and he came off the ground and over her hip and down onto his back in the trampled grass to a roar from both camps that shook the nearest lamp-pole. He got up laughing, which is the mark of a soldier worth the name, and asked for another, and she put him down again, kindly, as you put down a nephew.

By the third fall the crown’s company had abandoned its dignity and formed a queue, and Bram had a slate up and was booking the card faster than he could chalk it, and Goodwife Talle, who had come to the fair to sell cheese, went home that night with a purse of the crown’s own coin and a reputation that will outlive the dynasty. It is, Maeva observed from the awning, the cheapest diplomacy in the world: you cannot resent a march that has just, laughing, put you on your back and then bought you an ale for the trouble.

Lady Petra of Harlow, still formally among the marriage candidates but far more interested in the school, attached herself to Brenna by dusk and treated the girl as a distinguished colleague while learning the gate-hinge count. It was worth the evening.

A lady of one-and-thirty in good traveling clothes taking earnest instruction from a twelve-year-old with chalk on her hands, and taking it seriously, asking real questions, repeating the count under her breath, bracing a borrowed practice blade in the two-handed grip Brenna had corrected her into twice. And Brenna, who had never taught a noblewoman, discovered how much of Yrsa’s doctrine she had inherited: mostly Yrsa’s opinions in Yrsa’s own words, delivered in Yrsa’s clipped cadence, so that a fence-picket girl stood in a school yard telling a noblewoman to stop gripping like she was strangling a chicken, which was precisely what Yrsa had told Brenna earlier that summer. It delighted Brenna and appalled Yrsa in equal measure, the saint standing at the yard’s edge listening to her own doctrine come out of a child’s mouth at a crown’s guest and not knowing whether to be proud or to leave the province, and settling, in the end, on doing neither and saying nothing and filing it, as she files everything, under the running-uphill column she had carried in her chest all season without giving it a name.

The candidates left the presentation line for the march’s guest rooms. Two of them wept once the doors shut, and the weeping was relief at having reached beds and privacy. Bram’s confiscated book stayed confiscated, the one wager in the province that would never pay out, and he considered the lost coin well spent.

Nahari spent the swearing not watching the crown at all.

She stood at the march’s flank with her palms open at her sides and her dark eyes half-shut, facing away from the pageant so she could feel the camp. Afterward, walking the inside of the wall with me, she described its pressure because she had decided I needed to carry a piece of her craft. She gives lessons at the oddest times.

“Four hundred people,” she said, “is four hundred borrowed futures, and every one of them is churning the edge of my glass, and if I looked, Dorian, if I let the sight open in a crowd that size, I would see four hundred small tomorrows crowding the glass together and none of them the one that matters, and I would be sick on the ground and blind to the deeper current. So I don’t look. I work by ear and by lamp-count and by the pressure a crowded room puts behind my eyes, as you work, and the glass stays shut. That discipline preserves me for that deeper current, and I would thank you to remember its value when I sit motionless at a war-table.”

“Borrowed,” I said. “You keep saying borrowed.”

“Because they are.” She stopped, and for a moment the sly humor went out of her and left the deep keel under it bare. “A soldier who carries a blessing carries a borrowed future.

“A borrowed future belongs to the lender, and it will be called in. On that day his tomorrow simply stops being there, and I can feel the places in that camp where a future has been lent, because a lent future has a seam in it, a place where it was cut to fit.” She looked out over the water-meadows, the canvas city, the thousand lamps.

“There are a great many seams in that camp, Dorian. The champion has one. It is a distinct seam, a decent man’s seam, and it grieves me, because any seam is still a seam and a lent future is still called in eventually.”

She turned away from it, on purpose. “That is all I will look at.

“The seams. The man who cuts them stays outside my sight. Always.”

“Noted,” I said.

“Filed,” she corrected. Near the chandlery line, she shifted her bare weight onto the ball of one foot, toes flexing against the stone.

“There,” she said. “Feel it?

“I don’t look at it. I never look at it, on purpose. But when I feel toward it, the glass doesn’t white out as it does near the Saint-touched.

“Near that line it goes thin.”

She searched for the words and found the same ones she had found the first night. “A page with the oil pressed out of it.

“As if the future there has been read already, and blotted, and nothing new can be written on it because someone is standing on the paper.” She put her back to the chandlery line, so that whatever was on it could not catch her looking. “I logged his rounds by following the thin place.

“It moves one wagon closer to the regalia every night.”

That night the covert census landed its first anomaly, and it carried no conclusion, as I insist raw facts arrive. A conclusion reached ahead of the count is a lie you have talked yourself into.

Brenna’s runners had been practicing the relay through the progress camp at dusk, which the crown read as children drilling and which was in fact a census, and they came back with lamp-counts, and Osric ruled them into columns, and the columns did not add up.

The progress carried a thousand lamps and some. More light than four hundred mouths could burn. And of them, thirty-one, in the chandlery rows, burned without drinking their oil.

The anomaly was obvious: thirty-one lamps whose oil did not go down. The runners had marked the oil levels at dusk and again at the second relay, chalk-marks on the reservoirs, children’s chalk work, each mark level with the last, and the levels had not moved, on thirty-one lamps, while every other lamp in the camp burned its oil down as a lamp should. Thirty-one lamps burning on nothing, in the chandlery rows, tended by the plain man none of us could describe afterward, and Osric wrote 31 in his column and put no conclusion beside it, because we did not have one.

Brenna reported it herself, standing in the war-loft with chalk on her hands, every figure ready for a quartermaster’s challenge. “Thirty-one,” she said. “Same thirty-one both counts.

“And they’re not where the crown keeps its own light for its own use, warden.

“They’re in with the regalia spares. Same straw-count crates.

“I checked the crates because Suzu says the crate tells you more than the cargo.” She said it as she says everything now, clear and accurate, a child who commands lamp-runners and logs signals against a sand-glass and has learned that a fact reported cleanly is worth more than a fear reported loudly.

“Good work,” I said.

“Same crates as the regalia spares. That’s another fact. Keep the children on relays and off the chandlery line at night.

“Nobody goes near the man who trims the wicks. You watch him through the thin place’s movement, as the oracle taught you, from well beyond his reach. Understood?”

“Understood.” Brenna clicked her heels, wiped the chalk onto her apron, and left to move her youngest runners two alleys farther from the chandlery. She made the adjustment on her own.

“Don’t guess,” I told the rest of the war-loft. “Write it down and watch it.

“Thirty-one lamps that don’t drink, packed with the regalia’s spares. Those are facts. We preserve facts until the pile has weight. We do not name the man who tends them before the count tells us what he is.”

Maeva turned the fact over in the banker’s part of her mind. “Thirty-one that don’t drink,” she said. “In a train of a thousand that do.

“A hidden light inside the largest possible pile of lamps.

“That is confidence, Dorian. Carelessness could never maintain such an exact, unbroken count.

“Whoever packed those crates believes no one will ever count the light, because no one has since the founding, because who counts the light at a harvest rite, the light is the wallpaper of the occasion.” She tapped the chalked number thirty-one. “We count the light.

“That is the habit of this march no crown expects, because we learned to count it against the creditor that eats it. Keep counting. The pile is confident, and confidence leaves its purse open.”

Suzu, in the corner, laid her whetstone down unused.

“The crown has no lock. The guards watch faces, not hands. At every transfer, the left rear wheel blocks their view of the crate mouth for two breaths.” She tapped that seam on the map. “I can work with two breaths.”

Osric wrote down the wheel and the handoff gap.

That day, the princess earned another point with me.

Sidonie Ruthelm visited the school unannounced.

She came alone and unannounced, in her riding blacks, and stood at the school-yard wall while the second cohort drilled the gate-hinge count, and she watched it in silence for a long time, as she watches everything, counting.

Brenna allowed no performance in the yard. She ran the drill straight whether a princess watched or a wall watched; the work did not change for an audience.

When it was done, Sidonie passed over the crown, the trials, and the strength of the march to ask Yrsa one question: “Who taught you the loose grip?”

I stood within earshot, and I heard Yrsa grant a courtesy she offers almost no one: give the entire lineage to a stranger. Someone who watched a drill in silence and then asked its one question that mattered had earned the answer.

“Ilsabet Kron,” Yrsa said. “The Iron Warden.

“My garrison instructor. She held a gate at Havrun for nine days so her unit could get out, and she died holding it, undefeated by anything but arithmetic, and the kingdom filed her stand under the lord who ran. On the fourth day she sent the loose-grip instruction to me by a runner from the gate, because a tight grip dies with the wrist and a loose grip runs uphill.”

She nodded at Brenna.

“She taught me. I teach that one.

“That one teaches the cohort. It runs uphill. That’s the line.”

Sidonie listened to all of it, standing very still, and she did not write a single word of it down, which for someone who counts everything and trusts true numbers over round ones was the most eloquent thing she could have done.

“Some accounts,” she said, “you keep in the body.”

Her thumb rested against the surveyor’s glass while Brenna reset the drill. “My family has a founding story,” she said, almost to herself. “It is kept in a rite and a crown and a song, and it is relit every harvest, and I have believed it all my life because it has always simply been there.”

She stopped and pressed her thumb once against the surveyor’s glass at her belt. “A story kept in a body runs uphill, you said.

“A story kept in a crown sits there and asks to be believed. This yard showed me what a story kept in the body can do.

“I am thinking about it now.” She watched the drilling students a moment longer, her winter-cool attention resting on their feet and hands, the tally forgotten. Then she inclined her head to Yrsa, one exacting craftswoman to another, and left alone, as she had come. She did not thank anyone. In this yard, gratitude meant doing the next piece of work. She showed that she understood by asking the right question and keeping the answer in the body, where it belonged.

Yrsa watched her go. “Huh,” she said, for the second time about a member of the crown’s party in as many days.

“The princess is possibly real too.” And she went back to the drill.

It rained that evening, the first real rain of the autumn, and I went to Nahari’s rooms, because she had asked me to, in her fashion, with her door ajar and eleven lamps lit.

Eleven lamps warmed the room, their flames reflected in the rain-black window. The rain came soft against the shutters. Oil warmed over the nearest flame while she sat by the deep sill in layered wraps, silver hair braided to her waist, her fingers loosening it strand by strand.

She named the night before I had my coat off. I listened through every word, let each one settle, and touched nothing until she finished.

“Two hundred years I timed the world,” she said. “I told the future when to arrive.

“I called every strike and every fall and every death a day before it came.

“And then you carried my glass, Dorian. The Glimpse is innate in you now. You see the half-second before it happens, and I taught you to. Tonight I want you to carry the glass and count for me while I watch.”

Her fingers stopped in the silver braid. “I want to be the one who doesn’t know what comes next.

“Count for me. Aloud. You keep the time tonight.

“I’ll be the one it surprises.”

“You’re sure.”

“I am certain, which is a sentence someone who sees the future does not get to savor often. Savor it with me.” Her hooded gaze lingered. “No blindfold.

“That was a different night.

“Tonight my eyes stay open and simply do not know. That’s deeper. Say your yes.”

“Yes,” I said without flourish, and she named her stop-terms in the same measured breath. Then she undressed one layer at a time, ember and ash and bone tones pooling at her feet. I waited until she set the last wrap aside and turned to me of her own accord.

When the wraps were gone, she turned to the deep sill and set her palms flat. Lamplight ran gold over oiled deep-brown skin, across wide hips and the heavy round ass the murals of Sundermere had carved twice life-size. I took my time, both hands following the warm shine while rain tapped the shutter.

I warmed more oil over the nearest lamp and poured a thin warm line down the small of her back and watched it run, gold in the lamplight, over the curve of her, and she made a sound low in her chest and did not move, palms flat, meeting my gaze in the window’s dark reflection while I looked at every inch she offered. I put both hands on her, her full ass spreading warm and soft into my palms, and worked the oil in with deep, patient kneads, and she rolled her hips back into my hands without hurry, the rain soft on the shutters, the eleven lamps steady, the room narrowing to the rain, the lamps, and her breathing.

I followed every warm curve with my thumbs, from the dimples above her hips down to the soft crease where thigh met ass, then back again. Each pass left a fresh gloss in the lamplight. Nahari watched my hands in the dark window, her slow blink sinking lower with each pass, and opened her stance another inch as if adjusting an instrument for a finer reading.

I pressed both thumbs into the dense muscle beneath the softness and worked outward until her hips loosened under my hands. Oil warmed between my palms and her skin. Silver hair slid across the shine on her lower back, leaving darkened strands against deep brown. When I spread her full curves and let the cool room touch the heated skin between them, her toes curled against the floorboards and the ember script around her ankle brightened one careful line at a time.

I knelt and put my mouth to the oiled skin I had warmed. Her palms pressed harder into the sill. The sound she gave me was low, sustained, and entirely present.

My tongue followed the shine across one full curve, tasting warm oil and salt, then traced inward until her thighs eased apart for me. I lingered where the softness met the wet heat between her legs. Her hips rolled back a fraction at a time, asking without haste.

Silver hair slid over one shoulder as she watched our reflection in the dark glass, every movement arriving to her as pure sensation, prophecy absent.

“Slower,” she murmured, though I was already slow.

“You always want to rush to the good part. This is the good part. Every touch is.”

She was right. I slowed until each pass of my tongue drew a separate tremor through the thigh beneath my hand.

I traced the anklet-script up her calf with one oiled hand while the other stayed at her hip, and she shifted her weight and parted for me and said, with full clarity, in full sentences even now, “You may. Slowly. I want to feel every part of it arrive.”

But the timing was mine tonight. The inversion showed me the size of the gift she was handing me, the seer surrendering the one instrument she had wielded for two centuries. I read the half-second ahead as she taught me, the Glimpse flickering, and I spoke it against her skin, one breath before her body arrived at it.

“Now the grip,” I said, and gripped her hip at the instant the want crested in her, and she gasped because I had been right and she had not seen it coming. “Now the pause.”

I paused, and the not-knowing wrung a low, unguarded sound out of her. “Now the thing the glass never showed you.” I gave it to her, and she rode the not-knowing with her palms flat on the sill and her head down and her breath coming ragged and unguarded, the oracle who had spent years delighting in other people’s surprise discovering the far side of it, being surprised, on purpose, by a man she had taught to see.

“You’re ahead of me,” she breathed, wondering. “You’re calling it before I feel it. I can’t, I don’t know what you’ll, oh.”

I set my swollen head at her wet slit and made her wait through three slow breaths. Her ass flexed under my hands. Oil gleamed over the full curves, and a thin line of her wetness touched me before I moved.

“Now the opening,” I said.

I sank into her from behind at the sill, one measured stroke until her oiled ass settled hot against my pelvis. Her wet pussy stretched tight around me, then clenched as she gripped the sill and gave me a sound with no prophecy in it.

I stayed buried. She pushed back, greedy without abandoning her patient pace, taking the last fraction deeper on her own terms.

“Full,” she whispered. “Keep me there until I feel all of it.”

I rolled my hips without withdrawing.

The small movement ground deep inside her, and her fingers spread against the wood. Ember filigree climbed from her tattooed ankle. I kissed the back of her neck, tasted warm oil at her shoulder, and withdrew inch by reluctant inch, feeling every clench trying to keep me.

Then I surged back inside.

The wet slap carried beneath the rain. Her silver hair slid over my wrist when I gathered it aside, never pulling, only clearing the view she had given me: dark skin shining, wide hips braced, my shaft disappearing into her.

I set a deep, measured rhythm with both hands spread on those oiled hips. The count stayed aloud, one breath ahead of us, the Glimpse flashing and my voice following it.

“Now you tighten.” She did, chasing the word. “Now you want it faster, and I’m not going to.”

Nahari groaned at the accuracy of the read and the exactness of the denial, an oracle who had edged time itself now held to my chosen rhythm. I drew out five strokes until she shook, then gave her one hard thrust without warning.

“Now.”

She cried out. I gentled again before she could predict the next one, and the uncertainty wound her tighter than speed. I slid one hand around her hip and found her clit with oil-slick fingers.

Measured circles matched the deep drag of my cock until her thighs trembled.

Her climax broke across the next stroke. Her pussy contracted around me in rolling spasms, squeezing from base to tip while a long, low sound broke out of her. I held myself deep and worked her clit through every pulse, letting surprise spend itself completely.

I withdrew, turned her, and drew her down onto the low bed. Nahari climbed astride facing me, silver hair falling around us.

She took my slick cock in one hand, held my gaze, and lowered herself until I filled her again. The new angle set her wide hips in my hands and her soft chest against mine.

She rode to the count I called. She waited for my number, even when her hips wanted to hurry.

I kissed her throat and counted against her pulse. She watched me with dark eyes open and genuinely unknowing. Each number governed her motion.

At six she rolled so slowly that I felt her clit drag against me. At seven I lifted her hips and drove up, making her breasts bounce against my chest. At eight I stopped her with both hands and left her impaled while her pussy worked around me.

“I can’t see it coming,” she whispered. “Two hundred years and I always saw it coming. Tell me when.”

“Soon. Wait.”

“When?”

“When I say. Keep riding.”

Nahari matched each number, thighs tightening around me, oil and sweat slick between our bodies. I pinched one nipple while my other hand guided the full roll of her hips. The bond carried her rising pleasure into me, hot and patient, until my cock throbbed inside her and every instinct demanded speed.

I kept the rhythm drawn out.

At the end I lied in her own fashion.

I called her peak one full breath early. “Now.”

Her body trusted the count and chased the number.

Nahari detonated ahead of herself, laughing as her body milked me in deep spasms. Ember filigree flared up both legs and across her stomach. She tried to speak through the contractions and managed only pieces.

“You lied to me. In prophecy. Oh, I have taught you beautifully.”

My palms locked around her hips, and I thrust up through the aftershocks. Her second clench took me past restraint.

I came deep inside her, cock jerking, pumping a thick load into her while she locked me to the hilt. The bond flooded closed around the shared finish. Each hot spurt doubled through me: my release, then her tight body’s answer, until neither sensation belonged to only one of us.

Cum slipped out around me when her hips settled. Her body continued pulsing softly around me while the ember light faded. Nahari looked down between us, then back into my face with delighted disbelief.

“You mistimed a prophecy and overpaid the oracle,” she said. “A productive evening.”

Eleven household lamps burned around us while rain softened against the shutters.

After, she lay long and warm and unhurried against me, and she finished the thought that had run beneath the night, in a low voice, as she completes an account.

“Near the wickless lamps,” she said, “my glass thins. You know that.” A controlled breath.

“But I felt something today I haven’t said, because I don’t understand it yet, and I don’t like naming what I don’t understand.”

Her fingers traced the tracery on my forearm, the oil still warm on them. “Near our lamps.

“The kept ones. The census lamps. My glass doesn’t thin there.

“It steadies. Kept light is becoming, I don’t have the word.

“Blind ground. A place the sight can’t reach, ours, honestly kept, and I don’t know what it means yet, only that the crown’s hoarded light crushes the future into a single course and our kept light makes ground the future can’t be read on at all, and those are two very different ways of blinding a glass, and one of them is a weapon and I think it might be ours.”

“Kept light is blind ground,” I said, filing it. “We keep that.”

“We keep it.” She made an enormous, theatrical yawn. “I’m going to sleep in the middle of a sentence now, on purpose, because I’ve earned it, and the middle of the sentence is: the crowded sky can’t read me home, so I’ve decided it won’t get to, and the rest of the…”

She slept. Mid-sentence, on purpose, as she does.

I lay with her in the eleven-lamp light and the soft rain and finished her sentence for her, aloud, in the dark, because I have learned her cadences and I know how her sentences want to end: “and the rest of them will keep looking, and find nothing, because you decided they wouldn’t.”

Her mouth pressed once against my chest, asleep, as if agreeing.

At dawn, the border stone’s flame leaned west again.


Chapter 6: The Hunt

The court came to the fen expecting a monster, and I gave it a ledger with teeth.

The day after the swearing, at grey first light, both camps stood at the fen edge, the crown’s people on the dry rise where the drove road runs and the march down in the reeds where the work was. Saskia marshaled from a horse on the rise, where she could see all the ground, with a witness-shard on a cord at her throat and no colors on her back. Sidonie sat her plain gelding at the marshal’s side with the surveyor’s glass up, already counting, and Ser Halvard Crane rode the sweep as the crown’s witness, which meant he rode with us, into the reeds, close by, where he could see how the work was actually done.

The court arranged itself on the dry rise where every dramatic kill would be visible. We went down into the reeds and checked gate pins.

I assigned Vyrissa the sky above the field. I had set that role at the war-table and I stated it again at the fen edge, plainly, for the crown to hear.

“The dragon stays out of the Hunt,” I told them. “A dragon proves nothing about the march. It proves we have a dragon, which you already knew.

“The march proves the march.” And far up, at cloud height, a shape moved through the grey that most of the crown took for weather, true to her promise to be weather, high and patient.

We ran the drive. Colm’s people waded to their marks, tested each gate-pin by hand, and lifted the first lantern pole into the grey.

I read the ground first, as I read all ground, and I read it out loud to the household in the reeds so the calls that came later would land in a place already prepared. The fen at first light is a grey country, standing water black between the reed-beds, the drove road a pale line on the rise, the gallery mouths dark holes under the root-masses where the fen-earth undercuts itself.

Cold off the water, the smell of it, rot and iron and the green rankness of a place that grows no birds this time of year.

I counted the mouths. I counted the crews. I counted the crown’s watching line on the rise, a warden’s count includes his audience. The wind came off the fen toward the rise. A brood driven downwind fights that pressure; turned upwind, it panics.

The shear-claw brood had re-seeded six of the fen’s nine gallery mouths. I knew the nine mouths as I know my own hands; I had mapped them in spring against Vael’s manufactured drive.

Six live. Three dead. The doctrine is old: you do not fight a brood in its galleries, where its wrong-jointed speed and the dark and the undercut earth all belong to it, you drive it out onto ground you chose, in the light, and you drown the galleries behind it so it cannot go back to ground and make you dig it out under a watching crown for a week.

A shear-claw runs low, waist-high at the shoulder, built like a crab that learned to sprint, the killing weight in the fore-joints where the shear comes from, and it is fast in the dark and stupid in the light, and the doctrine trades it the dark for the light before it can trade you the light for the dark. Nine of them, maybe ten, one big. The court on the rise did not know any of this.

“Lanterns,” I said, and Colm’s crew lit the eleven echo-lanterns on the walked lines.

They are my toolbox trick, the echo-lanterns, faint summoned light on a walked line, thrown from the anchor-echo as I throw a rope or a plank or a bar, cheap and brief and clever. They fooled a brood about where the safe dark lay. Eleven of them, spaced by a plan, walked their lines on Colm’s crews’ poles, and the false dark they left between the lines was the funnel: a corridor of unlit fen running from the gallery mouths out onto the chosen ground, the only dark in a suddenly lit world.

The brood woke angry. Dry rattling traveled under the earth as the wrong-jointed things moved through their galleries.

Walked lantern-light entered their ceilings. A shear-claw’s body gives it no answer but flight from light toward dark, and the only darkness left lay inside my funnel.

“Gates ready,” I called. Colm’s crew set the barrel-stave gates at the gallery mouths, weighted into the runners so that on the count the gates would drop and the high fen-water would drown the nests after the brood cleared them. “On the seventh pulse.”

Colm’s crew had used the seventh-pulse break through the Gilt Hunt. The count measured the brood’s clearance: it dropped a gate behind the creatures and spared their backs from the staves.

One. Two. Three.

The first shear-claws burst from all six mouths into the dark funnel, fast, low, and wrong-jointed. The crown’s line recoiled. Sidonie only counted, her lips moving, and her tally matched mine.

The count carried the danger. Gates dropped early leave half the brood safe underground. Gates dropped late catch a doubling-back shear-claw beside a crewman’s legs.

Colm counts the pulse for this moment, a steady shared count his crew carries in their bones, and I stood in the reeds and watched the brood pour out and made myself wait on his count and not my nerves.

Four.

Five. The last of the six mouths gave up its shear-claws, the stragglers, the slow ones. Six.

A doubling-back one turned at the funnel’s throat, thought about the dark behind it, found the light there now, thought better. Seven.

“Seventh,” Colm said, and the gates dropped, six of them, one two three four five six, the barrel-stave gates falling into their runners and the high fen-water pouring into the emptied galleries behind the fleeing brood with the boom of a floor giving way beneath a cistern, and the brood was out, on the ground I chose, cut off from its own dark, with nowhere left to run but the funnel and nothing left in the funnel but us.

The ungateable mouth came last.

There is always one. This one was a wide low gallery under an old root-mass, ungateable, and the brood’s biggest bolted for it. The biggest always reads the real exit, and if it reached that mouth it would go to ground and we would be digging it out for a week under a watching crown.

“Yrsa,” I said. “The mouth.”

She was already there. She had put herself at the ungateable mouth before I called it, as she always claimed the breach no gate could close, and she held it. The court on the rise leaned in for its monster show and received a lesson in economy.

She carved twice, no more.

The first shear-claw came at the mouth low and fast, and a lesser fighter would have traded a big loud parry for the crowd on the rise. Yrsa stepped off her back foot, the loose grip, and let it commit, let it come the full distance into the space where it thought she would be, and took it once as it passed, through the fore-joint where the killing weight lives, and the shear-claw’s own speed carried its now-dead weight past her into the reeds. She was already moving before it finished folding.

The second, the big one, the one that had read the real exit, came over the first, up and forward, and this was the one that pulled the crown forward in their saddles: huge, fast, and almost at the ungateable mouth, one bound from going to ground.

Yrsa took it once. The same cut. The loose grip, the step, the single stroke through the joint, no wasted motion, no second thought, and the big one folded in the air and came down across the first, its bulk blocking the ungateable mouth with its own dead weight, sealing the hole she had been sent to hold with the corpse of the thing that had tried to reach it.

Two cuts. The mouth held.

She stepped back off it, blade low, breathing even, and let the fen-water do the rest. On the rise, Sidonie’s counting-glass lowered by half an inch. A courtier beside her began to applaud, found the rest of the rise still, and folded his hands behind his back.

The brood tried to turn. Its front rank bunched at the funnel’s bend; claws began scoring sideways through the reeds toward Colm’s nearest crew.

“Maeva,” I called. “The bend. Now.”

She was the lance. I had put her at the bend, mounted, with a trial-blunted lance, and I called her in once, the instant the brood’s forward mass hesitated, and she came down the bend like weather with a point on it. The blunted lance drove the horse’s weight and her weight and its own length into the wavering front of the brood like a falling wall. She broke the turn back into flight, and as she rode the Standard came off her.

You feel it more than see it, the Standard: the crews’ spines straightening, the fear thinning, the will to hold arriving from outside a man’s own chest. It came off her down the funnel and the crews steadied and drove and, up on the rise, the crown’s own horses stood calm against every instinct a horse has about a brood in the reeds. The Standard brushed a camp that was not hers and steadied men who did not serve her. Sidonie lowered the glass completely. The march’s empress had done to a crowd, unarmed, what the crown’s furniture-army could not do armed.

Suzu ignored the count entirely. She ran the funnel’s outside edge, appearing wherever a lantern stumbled or the reeds moved against the drive.

A straggler broke left for open reeds and she cut it back with a thrown foxfire that flared where the dark should have been, and the straggler recoiled into the funnel. A bolt-runner found a seam in the walked lanterns where a crewman had stumbled and left a yard of dark, and the fox was already in the yard of dark, closing it, before the runner reached it. She reads a seam a beat before the enemy does, and twice the brood tried to break the funnel and twice the break was already sealed by someone who was never where the count said she was.

It took less than an hour. The brood died in the funnel on the ground we chose, drowned out of its galleries, cut off from its dark, and not one soul on the march side took a wound worth the name. Colm’s crew lost a gate-runner to a turned ankle and that was the butcher’s bill.

The crown on the rise had come for a monster. It got six gates down on the count, two cuts at the only open mouth, one turned ankle, and no serious wounds. The watching line fell silent with the recognition of trained soldiers who had seen fieldwork done beyond their own standard.

When it was done, Sidonie left herald and escort on the rise and rode down.

A princess judges from the rise, at a distance, where the appraisal stays unclouded. She came down into the mud instead. Sidonie walked the drowned galleries and looked into the gate-runners where fen-water still poured. At the barrel-stave mechanism, she crouched to touch it with two gloved fingers, understanding the gate through contact. Then she stood over the two shear-claws Yrsa had folded at the ungateable mouth. She counted the cuts, found two, and searched in vain for a third. She read the drive off the ground as I read it, backward, from the evidence. When she straightened, mud streaked one glove. She tucked the surveyor’s glass away and met me without brass between us.

“You could have lost a man on that count,” she said, still looking at the gate-runner.

“On a worse count. Colm never misses that count.”

“No,” she agreed. “He doesn’t.” She rubbed the mud between two gloved fingers, glanced once more at the drowned galleries, and rode back up to give her verdict. Her surveyor’s glass remained in its case.

Halvard Crane ended the Hunt dismounted.

He had ridden the sweep as witness, and at the end, when the crews moved to reset the drowned gates and re-walk the lanterns, the champion of the crown swung down off his horse in the fen mud and put his shoulder to a barrel-stave gate beside Colm’s crew and helped them reset it. He joined without invitation. The work fell beneath his rank, and he did it anyway, hauling a gate out of the fen-water with a South River man on the other end of it.

“You don’t have to do that, Ser,” Colm’s man told him, uneasy at a crown officer in the mud.

“I watched it work,” Halvard said, hauling. “I’d like to know how it feels in the hands. Watching alone doesn’t teach the hands.”

Together they reset the gate, and Colm’s man looked at him sideways before deciding he was all right, and the two of them wrestled the heavy stave gate back into its runner in the cold water.

He came up muddy to the elbow, flexed his aching fingers, and asked Colm’s man why the lower runner had been dovetailed instead of pegged. Colm’s man answered him as he would have answered any crewman. Halvard went beside Yrsa’s earlier verdict in my mental ledger: possibly real.

The crown had sent us a decent man for its champion, on purpose. The borrowed sheen on his shoulders looked thinner against the mud.

Sidonie gave her verdict at the border stone, and it was one sentence.

She had counted the lanterns, gates, two cuts, lance, and drowned galleries, and she rode to the stone and put her hand on it and said, level, to both camps: “Precision is more frightening than noise.”

The stone took her sole sentence and etched beneath it: THE HUNT: CLEARED AT THE SOURCE. MARCH BANNER. The letters settled into the stone with the small shift that accompanies sworn truth.

Osric chalked the running tally under the border stone, 1 to 0, beside last season’s ghost-marks. Halvard Crane, still muddy, watched the etch go in and said to the wet field, “I have witnessed cleaner soldiering today than I command,” a crown’s champion was never supposed to say that aloud, and he said it anyway, and I kept the exact words. Bram’s weather futures paid out to three shepherds who had bet on a disciplined drive and a bard who had bet, somehow, on the correct number of cuts Yrsa would throw, which Bram investigated and could not disprove and paid anyway, on the stated principle that a man who guesses the truth deserves the coin whether or not he cheated to get it.

That same dusk, at the fen-edge stone, Yrsa commissioned her first class before royal witness. The twelve had graduated in the emergency ceremony before midsummer dark, certificates in hand before the siege. Today the deed and the public commission would land together so the cohort knew the difference between training completed and service witnessed.

Twelve oak service bars waited in Yrsa’s hands, each burned with a name and current station. Twelve graduates of the first cohort, now file-closers, lamp-captains, and relay-runners, stood at the fen-edge stone in the last gold light. Brenna’s cohort passed the torch drill to the second cohort, the loose grip traveling from Ilsabet to Yrsa to Brenna and onward into nineteen new hands.

The three grey veterans from the siege formed an unbidden honor line. The men who had sworn IN THE WARDEN’S GUARD, AGAIN on the Night of Leaning Lamps came and stood at the fen-edge stone for the first cohort’s stone-commissioning, in their good coats, three working men who had kept a cadence at a wall once, and nobody had asked them and they came, and Yrsa saw them come and she squared the service bars until every edge matched, the small corrective motion of someone who has decided not to be undone in public and is being undone anyway, quietly, where only I could see.

Brenna stood at the head of the line, carrying the practice sword she had once stolen as a fence-picket with solemn care. The passing grip was the ceremony. Oak only gave each graduate a second receipt.

Her speech was four words.

She stood in front of the twelve with the service bars in her hands and the fen behind her and the crown watching from the rise, and she did not make a speech. She never does. She said: “Hold.

“Yours. All. Witnessed.”

The province’s stones took the commissioning as a deed, all twelve names etched into the fen-edge stone before the Crown’s own witnesses. Yrsa handed each graduate an oak service bar after the name settled, a public receipt beside the midsummer certificate already earned.

Sidonie watched the commissioning as a stateswoman studies a weapon she cannot buy.

A school teaching loyalty through a loose grip must be built through years of patient work from a dead instructor’s rule, a saint’s persistence, and a fence-picket girl willing to learn. The crown’s armies, gold, and three-century rite could purchase none of that. Sidonie filed the limit behind still eyes.

Lady Petra of Harlow cried over the service bars.

She had attended the commissioning as a guest, and she wept openly as Yrsa handed out the twelve oak bars, until, moved past all sense, she formally requested a commission of her own, from Yrsa, in front of everyone.

Yrsa looked from Petra to the twelve empty service-bar hooks. She took a wooden practice blade from the school rack and tested its balance twice before laying it across Petra’s waiting palms.

Lady Petra’s voice shook when she asked whether there was a form of words.

“Don’t cut yourself,” Yrsa said.

Petra bowed over the blade as if accepting a vow. By dawn she was in the school yard practicing the gate-hinge count badly enough that Yrsa corrected her from forty feet away.

Vyrissa attended the stone-commissioning from the roof of the school, which surprised everyone and drew carefully averted eyes, a great bronze shape settled along the ridge-line watching twelve graduates have their service witnessed in the last gold light. When I asked her, after, why she had watched the commissioning after declining the crown’s regalia, she weighed the question for one ponderous heartbeat and said only: “A crown relights an old story. Those students are starting a new one.

“I have seen a great many old stories relit.

“I came for the new story.” And she would not say more, and went back to the roof. Her answer took its place beside the careful-hand letter.

The commissioning feast ran late in the school hall, and it was a good one, the two camps mixed again over Pell’s ale and the harvest food, the twelve newly commissioned graduates carrying their oak service bars and being bought spiced apple cordial by grey veterans, with Pell’s ale reserved for those of drinking age, Brenna holding court over the second cohort with the gravity of a girl who had just watched her own class etched before the Crown and understood that teaching the next one was partly hers.

The bard tried the dragon verse on a crown crowd for the first time that night, and the crown crowd, unaware that the verse was wrong on purpose, listened to the meter fall down a flight of stairs and land badly at the bottom and did not know whether it was permitted to laugh, and the march laughed for them, generously, so they would understand that laughing was allowed. By the second chorus the crown’s soldiers were murdering the scansion along with everyone else, and a young guardsman had learned the fox verse and was singing it to Suzu’s face with tears of effort in his eyes, and Suzu received the performance like a queen receiving tribute, and tipped him a copper, and told him it was the worst verse she had ever heard and that he should never, under any circumstances, improve, which he took, correctly, as the highest praise the reeve gives to anyone.

Twelve oak service bars went around the hall all night, handed from one proud pair of hands to another to be admired, and by the end of the feast three of them had cup-rings on them and one had a small burn where a graduate had set it too near a lamp. The cooper, who had cut them from his own oak and burned each name and station with his own iron, saw the burn and was not angry. He rubbed his thumb over it and nodded. A service bar with a mark on it had entered somebody’s life. Use made the oak worth more than perfect varnish ever could. His morning’s work had already begun to age into something the crown could not commission at any price.

Lady Petra of Harlow toasted the commissioned cohort three separate times, each toast longer than the last, the wooden practice blade laid across her lap like a sword of state, and on the third she wept again, openly, and toasted Ilsabet Kron, whom she had never met and whose story she had extracted from a file-closer over the course of the evening. And the three grey veterans from the siege stood, without being asked, and drank to the Iron Warden with a noblewoman they had met that day, and Yrsa, across the hall, went very still and let her ale sit untouched for the length of the toast and did not once let her face move, and that stillness told me what it cost her to watch her dead instructor toasted by strangers in a hall she had built. Halvard Crane came, muddy no longer, and sat with the school’s file-closers and asked them, seriously, about the loose grip, and they taught him. The champion of the crown spent the commissioning feast of a warden’s school learning a dead garrison instructor’s guard from a nineteen-year-old levy. Across the hall, Yrsa’s untouched cup stayed halfway to her mouth until he corrected his grip. Whatever started there was hers to name.

I left her to it.

After it emptied, Yrsa bolted the door.

The bolt seated with the small hard sound it always makes, the sound of Yrsa deciding a room is hers. One lamp burned in the hall beneath twelve fresh service-bar hooks on the wall, twelve empty pegs where the oak commissions would hang when they were not being carried, and Yrsa stood in the middle of the room she had built into a school, still in her fighting leathers, feast-warm, storm-grey eyes lit by the one lamp, and stated her desire in clipped soldier language gone soft at the edges.

“One bout,” she said. “No stakes.

“I already won today.” A beat. “I’m just collecting.”

She gave me the stop-word, distinct and unhurried. I repeated it. Only when my answer satisfied her did she glance once at the racked practice blades along the wall, blunt every one, nothing sharp in reach. She huffed a small laugh at the room full of harmless steel, let it be funny, and let it be. She crossed the hall with her balance already settled. Her first grip landed at my shoulder and hip, half spar and half embrace.

I said “yes” inside it, stripped of every defense.

Yrsa tried to turn me toward the instructor’s bench. I caught her wrist, stepped through the turn with Saint’s Footwork whispering along my nerves, and put her back against the wall instead. Her eyes sharpened.

“You cheated,” she said.

“With your own footwork. File the complaint tomorrow.”

She tested my grip. I pinned her wrist beside her head and set my other hand firm at her waist, the pressure proving the pin without bruising. The switch in her snapped over on the proof of the pin.

Her spine softened against the boards; her thighs pressed together; the tactical assessment fell out of her eyes and left hunger behind.

“Useful,” she said roughly. “Stop smiling.”

“I’m not smiling.”

“Liar.”

I kissed her before she could produce a third objection. She met it hard, teeth once against my lower lip, then let me control the angle. Her free hand gripped my coat at the shoulder.

I released the pinned wrist only when she stopped testing it, and she used both hands to open my shirt with a soldier’s impatience.

The leathers came off next. Yrsa unbuckled them herself, never taking her eyes from mine. She peeled the fitted jacket from her shoulders, set it over the bench, then hooked her fingers under the edge of her chest-wrap.

She paused there and waited until I took my hands off her completely. Then Yrsa unwound the linen turn by turn. Winter-pale skin appeared beneath it, then the small high curves of her breasts.

Her nipples tightened in the lamplight before the last length left her body.

She folded the wrap once and placed it beside the leathers.

“My hands,” she said. “My choice.”

“Witnessed.”

The word struck her differently after the stone. She looked at the twelve empty hooks, then back at me.

“Good. Now touch me.”

I did. My palms covered her breasts, thumbs brushing the hard nipples. Her body ran hot beneath pale skin.

Thin training scars crossed her forearms, and the newer shear-claw mark curved over her ribs. I traced that scar with my mouth, taking my time until she gripped the back of my head.

“No reverence,” she muttered.

“You retired that term months ago.”

“I can reinstate it.”

I sucked one nipple into my mouth and pinched the other. Her reply became a clipped curse. The bond gave me the bright edge of her need, fierce even in joy, and I kept working her until her thighs opened around my leg.

Wetness warmed the leather over my knee.

I took her by the hips and set her on the instructor’s bench.

Her trousers followed, pulled down long fencer’s legs and kicked aside. She sat naked under the one lamp, athletic muscle defined through her thighs, black hair blunt at the jaw, chest rising hard. The bench put her at the right height for me to kneel between her knees.

“Collecting,” I reminded her.

“Get on with it.”

“Ask.”

Her eyes widened once at the command. Then the Blade Saint put both heels on the bench edge and opened herself for me.

“Use your mouth,” she said. “Make the instructor forget her own count.”

I dragged my tongue through her wet pussy. Yrsa’s hips jerked off the bench, and her hand caught my hair. I pinned her with a forearm across her lower belly and licked her clit with maddening patience, refusing the speed she tried to force with her grip.

“My rhythm,” I said against her.

She released my hair on the command and put both palms flat on the bench. “Your rhythm. Damn you.”

I alternated languid circles around her clit with firmer strokes directly over it. Her thighs tightened against my shoulders.

Each time she neared the edge, I eased off and kissed the slick inner line of her thigh until the tension backed down. By the third denial, her clipped commentary had collapsed into single words.

“More.”

I gave her two fingers, curled deep, and returned my tongue to her clit.

“There.”

Her wet pussy clenched around my hand.

“Don’t stop.”

I did not. She came on my tongue with a broken curse, thighs closing around my head, grey radiance tracing every scar from wrist to ribs. I kept licking through the hard pulses until she pushed weakly at my shoulder.

“Enough,” she said. Discipline survived even that. “Still good. Keep the word standing.”

I stood and opened my trousers. Her gaze dropped between us and her first coherent sentence was an impressed obscenity that made me laugh despite myself.

Yrsa drew me between her knees. I dragged my shaft through her soaked slit until wetness coated me, then stopped with the tip against her opening.

“What do you want?”

“You. Inside. Now.”

I pushed into her through a sequence of shallow pressure and pauses. Her body stretched around me, tight from the first inch, and she held my face in both open palms while I seated myself to the hilt.

She simply held me and let me feel the trust in her untested grip.

“Full,” she said through her teeth. “Move.”

I sat on the bench and brought her astride.

Her long body rose above mine, winter-pale and fight-flushed, small breasts firm against my chest. She began fierce, lifting and dropping along my length with her heels hooked behind the bench. The wood creaked under us.

Her palms remained on my face, open and trusting around my jaw.

I gave her that tempo for ten strokes.

I gripped her hips and stopped her at the top.

“My turn.”

“About time.”

I pulled her down as I thrust up. She swore happily.

I did it again, harder, setting a rhythm that made her breasts bounce and scar-light bank along her body. Every upward stroke drove deep; every controlled lift dragged her wet walls over the full length of me. Her forehead came down against mine.

“Harder,” she said.

“Take it properly.”

“I am.”

“Then let me see.”

I kept her on the instructor’s bench, astride and locked around me. One heel hooked beneath the bench rung; the other braced against its scarred edge. When she tried to rise again, I caught both hips and pinned her down until no space remained between us.

Face to face. Open eyes.

Her open palms stayed on my cheeks, cupping without testing. I put one hand in her jaw-cut hair and took the rhythm away from her, lifting her only as far as I chose before bringing her down again. Three drawn-out strokes made her feel every inch; the bench creaked but did not shift.

“No contest,” I said.

“No contest.”

“No audience.”

Her gaze flicked once to the empty service-bar hooks and returned to me. “They can witness the wreckage tomorrow.”

I took her faster. Wet sounds joined the slap of skin in the empty school hall.

Her tactical words disappeared. Her nails dug into my shoulders. She said my name once, naked and shocked by its own softness.

I felt her nearing the edge through the Crowned bond, storm-pressure gathering along my nerves. I shifted my hips to grind against her clit at the bottom of every thrust.

Her legs tightened. Her pussy began to flutter around me.

“Say what today was,” I ordered.

“Won.”

“Again.”

“Earned.”

I buried myself deep and stayed there. “One more.”

The expected word never came.

“Witnessed.”

The word broke her. Yrsa came around me in hard contractions, body going rigid before it shook loose, every pale scar flashing with bond-light.

She milked me so tightly the rhythm broke. She cradled my face between open hands through every pulse.

“Witnessed,” she said again, fierce and wrecked.

Her climax broke my control.

I seated myself to the root and spilled deep, every pulse answered by the fierce lock of her body and the pressure of her heels locking me exactly where she wanted the finish. Her name came out low against her mouth. Grey light ran along the old scars beneath my hands, and the bond threw each contraction through us twice until our separate rhythms became impossible to count.

I remained inside her while the aftershocks eased. My release welled from her and ran hot along the inside of her thigh. Her pussy answered with three lingering squeezes, drawing the last hot spurts deeper before finally loosening. Her hips lifted once against mine before her strength finally went loose. Yrsa looked down once, then back up, her gaze soft only as long as she permitted.

“Commissioned,” she said.

“Yield’s for contests,” she said afterward, fierce and low on the instructor’s bench. “Today wasn’t one.”

Yrsa took the water skin, drank, and poured the rest over the cloth she used to clean us. She stayed astride my thighs while she worked, brisk and unsentimental, then tucked the damp cloth beneath the bench where no student would find it before morning.

Her gaze lifted to the twelve empty hooks. After a while she reached sideways for the school log. Her hand still shook, so I braced the board against her back while she wrote: SPRING COHORT: LOOSE GRIP BEFORE HIGH GUARD. BRENNA DEMONSTRATES.

She read the note twice, underlined Brenna’s name, and closed the cover. Then she settled her head on my shoulder without leaving the bench. We sat within the circle of her open hands and the new service hooks until the lamp ran low.

At moonrise, the Coldharbour rider’s hook was still empty.


Chapter 7: The Princess’s Audit

The trials came at a crown’s pace. The day after the Hunt, with eight nights remaining before Kingslight, the crown used the empty day to inspect us, as expected.

The princess audited the march that day by the one method a host cannot manipulate: she picked her own doors.

I had expected a tour. A host controls a tour: you walk your guest past the things you want seen and around the things you do not, and a clever host can show a princess the march and never once show her a single real thing.

Sidonie Ruthelm made her own tour. She rose before the household, saddled her own gelding, rode where she pleased, and knocked on unprepared doors, and I spent the day two steps behind her watching her refuse, politely and completely, to be shown anything.

She began with breakfast. The first work of any march is feeding itself, and she walked into the hall to find it in its familiar morning disorder: Suzu stealing bacon off Yrsa’s plate with a tail while Yrsa watched her own right hand instead of her left and lost the bacon anyway; Nahari drinking her tea in the particular slow way she drinks it, both hands around the cup, saying nothing to anyone; Maeva reading three petitions spread in a fan and pricing each under her breath; Osric ruling a column at the table’s end; and a dragon’s beeves-account being argued between Bram and the empty air where Vyrissa would have been if Vyrissa attended breakfast, which she does not. Sidonie stood in the doorway a moment and counted us as she counts everything. Then she sat down uninvited at the long table, ate a soldier’s breakfast off a wooden plate, and asked for the bacon. Suzu passed it with a tail. The princess took it without remarking on fur, glamour, or the three tails stealing from Yrsa at the same time. I stopped planning the polite distance I would maintain between a royal auditor and the household’s stranger corners. Before her second cup of tea, Sidonie had made her peace with the world being stranger than the court admitted, and I began speaking to her as someone who might work inside that strangeness.

She went to the vault first, unannounced, at an hour Suzu had not prepared for, which was the point, and Suzu, who lives for such moments, dropped the buttoned-coat respectability she reserves for merchants and performed her security theater with relish. A princess who arrives unannounced has earned the good show.

The reeve walked the princess through the vault’s eleven security features with the gravity of a woman revealing state secrets: the bar-shadow grille she designed to cast stripes she calls atmosphere, the north cabinet with its second lock, the lever, the false floor-plate, the counterweighted door, nine boxes’ worth of theater over a mason’s void that contained no boxes at all. The coin was somewhere else entirely, which she did not mention and the princess did not ask. Sidonie watched with the ice-grey eyes going over each one, counting, testing, once reaching out to press a plate and feel how it gave, and at the end she said, “Two of these do nothing.”

Suzu’s ears tipped forward while her smile went perfectly still. “Which two?”

“The lever that rings a bell in a room I can hear is empty. And the second lock on the north cabinet, which is a good lock on a cabinet with a gap at the back a child could reach through.”

Sidonie smiled, brief and real. “The other nine I can’t fault. Which means either they work, or they’re better decoys than the two I caught, and I find I don’t want to know which, because the not-knowing is the point, isn’t it.

“That’s the actual security. Making me stop looking.”

“Highness,” said Suzu, with genuine feeling, “you caught two, and I am going to think about you when I redesign the north cabinet. That is unusually high praise from me.”

Sidonie stated the conclusion flatly. “You are hiding the coin somewhere that isn’t behind any of the eleven.”

“Obviously.”

“You won’t tell me where.”

“I’ll tell you it isn’t in this room, more than I’d tell anyone else, because you’re the only person who’d have found it in another hour. Consider the wasted hour returned with interest.” Suzu grinned. “You could stay, you know.

“I keep offering. You keep having a kingdom.”

“I keep having a kingdom,” Sidonie agreed, dry.

Suzu produced a second invoice book from an impossible pocket. Sidonie accepted it without smiling and tucked it beside the first.

She went to the lamp-lines next, and Colm explained the windlass, how a light walks three hundred feet in twenty seconds on the iron-capped larch poles, how a lamp hung four feet high reads as a person carrying one, how the grid can be lit section by section on a caller’s count. And Sidonie did something unexpected for a visiting dignitary: she worked the windlass herself.

She took off one glove and worked the windlass and walked a light down the line, and then, because she does not trust a mechanism she has tested only once, she walked it back and did it again. By the end her gloves were marked with grease. She turned one hand beneath the light, paused over the black streak across the knuckles, and tested the windlass once more.

“You could light this grid in the dark,” she said. “On a count. All of it at once, or in waves.”

“We have,” I said. “Once. In a siege.”

She pulled her marked glove tight one finger at a time. Satisfaction showed in the care she took over each finger. She had read the etches; she knew which siege. “The Night of Leaning Lamps.”

“That one.”

“I have read that etch a great many times,” she said, and pulled her marked glove back on, and did not say more.

But she asked one thing, casually, too casually for someone who does nothing casually: “Why does a march keep such a nightly census of its light? Most places count their soldiers. You count your lamps.”

I gave her every part of the answer I could prove, leaving the margin free of guesses. “Because a lamp that lies tells you something a soldier can’t.

“A soldier you can see.

“A lamp you have to count over time, and when the count goes wrong, when a light burns and the oil does not move, you have found an anomaly worth following.” I stopped there, at the edge of what I could prove, because past that edge was the crown’s own camp and the thirty-one lamps that did not drink, and I was not going to hand a princess a suspicion about her own train that I could not yet weigh. She heard where I stopped and asked about the iron caps on the poles instead.

What she did not see, because we did not show her, was that the census she admired was, that same week, silently counting her own camp. Brenna’s runners came back each dusk with the numbers, and Osric ruled them into columns, and the thirty-one lamps that did not drink had moved again, one wagon closer to the regalia, as they moved every night, and the thin place in Nahari’s sight had moved with them.

I withheld the unweighed anomaly from Sidonie until I had something the stones could hold. Standing on the lamp-line beside a princess who had begun to hate lamps without knowing the cause, I realized what she was truly counting and feared that her count and mine would once again reach the same number.

Before Fenwick Ford, she returned to the school yard and asked Yrsa to show her where the loose grip failed.

The second cohort had the hinge frame up, two oak posts and a crossbar built to take punishment. Torvald called the count from behind the safe line while three adult levies leaned into the practice shields. Brenna ran the lamp relay along the wall, safely outside the reach of a dropped shield.

Sidonie stopped beside the frame. “Show me what fails.”

Yrsa handed her a blunted practice sword. “The hand, usually.

“Then the foot behind it. Then everybody who trusted both.”

The princess weighed the sword, found the balance without flourishing it, and stepped into the attacking file. She struck the top edge of the lead shield once. The levy braced too early.

His elbow locked.

Yrsa’s wooden blade tapped the joint hard enough to sting. “Dead arm. Again.”

Sidonie attacked a second time. The levy waited for Brenna’s lamp flash, loosened his grip, and let the shield give half an inch before the rear file caught him. The blow traveled down three bodies and died in their feet.

“Again,” Sidonie said.

They ran it six times. On the fourth, the princess changed her angle. On the fifth, she feinted high and cut low.

Sela’s warning flash beat the low cut to the hinge. On the sixth, Sidonie stopped before contact and looked at the children on the protected relay path.

“They never enter the file.”

“They carry the count,” Yrsa said. “A count reaches farther than an arm.”

Brenna came over with the school log hugged to her chest. Sidonie had read the lineage on her earlier visit and did not ask for it again. She opened to the drill-failures page: three tight grips, two late lamps, one file-closer who had stepped forward instead of folding.

“You record the mistakes beside the teacher,” Sidonie said.

“So the next teacher knows what went wrong,” Brenna answered. “A line can run uphill crooked.”

Sidonie rested her thumb beside the three tight grips without touching the ink. “And if Brenna teaches it wrong?”

Yrsa made a noise with no patience in it. “The shield tells her. Then the log tells the next one. A famous name doesn’t make a bad grip good.”

“No.” Sidonie handed back the practice sword, hilt first. “Neither should a kingdom.”

She asked to take the attack once more. This time she gave Sela no warning in her shoulders. The lamp still flashed before her foot landed, and the adult line folded, caught, and returned the pressure in one practiced step.

Sidonie ended up three measured feet back with mud on one boot and a bright, startled look she filed away almost before anyone saw it.

“Good,” she said.

From Yrsa, it would have been a parade.

At Fenwick Ford she found Ana Merrick, and Ana Merrick, who has run the crossing nineteen years and conducts her entire friendship with an empress through drainage complaints, complained about drainage to an actual princess of the kingdom within a minute of meeting her.

It was magnificent. Ana Merrick did not care that Sidonie was the king’s sister. Ana Merrick cared that the ford-post was nine feet out of true and that a certain drainage decree had been written by a certain empress who did not have to live downstream of it, and she said so, at length, to Sidonie, and Sidonie listened with total gravity, before Sidonie walked the culvert herself, and read it, and took Ana Merrick’s side against Maeva’s decree.

“The culvert’s right,” Sidonie said, straightening from it.

“The water wants to go where the culvert sends it. The decree fights the water. You can decree a great many things, but you cannot decree a slope.”

Ana Merrick’s scowl eased by a degree. “You may come back,” she told the king’s sister.

The reckoning came that evening, when Maeva heard about it, and it produced the best comedy of Sidonie’s visit. Maeva was delighted. She had spent a season being one of only two opinionated stateswomen in the march, the mortal one and the dragon, and now there was a third, and the three of them convened over wine to relitigate the culvert.

It was a summit. Maeva argued the decree, that water goes where it is told, that a march that lets its water win once will let it win everywhere, that the principle mattered more than the one culvert.

Vyrissa, who had watched rivers outlive empires, said she had never once seen water lose an argument with a slope and did not expect to start now, and that the empress was confusing a decree with a dam. Sidonie, ice-grey and methodical, said that both of them were right and both of them had turned a problem of water into a problem of people, that the decree had become a measure of whether Ana Merrick felt heard, and that a stateswoman who wins the culvert and loses Ana Merrick has made a bad trade.

There was a silence. Then Maeva, four hundred years an empress, said, “That is annoyingly correct,” and Vyrissa made the rockfall sound that is her laugh.

The argument lasted until the lamps burned low. Sidonie left with Ana’s culvert figures tucked in one sleeve, Maeva’s amended drainage plan in the other, and an invitation from Vyrissa to inspect a river whose opinion Maeva had not yet defeated.

Sidonie released the women herself at the harvest gathering.

She stood before the remaining candidates in the fairground’s workaday noise and said, “The march does not marry for rank, and the Crown does not beg. You are free of the errand.

“Ride home with honor or stay for the harvest as guests. No house here failed, because there was nothing to fail at.”

Petra stayed, wooden practice blade and all. The duchess’s daughter chose the road home. Another woman left before the fair meal, too angry at her family and the Crown to accept Sidonie’s reassurance. She mounted with her veil still pinned for presentation and refused the escort offered her. Sidonie let the refusal stand and sent two riders after her at a respectful distance.

Sidonie drew the duchess’s daughter aside and said, below the fair’s music, that a woman was not her family’s manifest and that repairs to a mill were not the daughter’s debt. The young woman mounted with her spine an inch straighter.

To Petra, Sidonie said nothing. She looked at the wooden blade and inclined her head with total gravity, one office acknowledging another. Petra glowed for a day.

Sidonie spent another half hour among the women after releasing them.

She asked each what she had meant to do if the marriage failed, which was a sharper audit than anything the candidate-masters had managed. Petra wanted her dragon audience, a place at the school feast, and permission to keep the wooden blade. The duchess’s daughter had used the journey to calculate why the west mill named in her dowry lost a quarter of its power every spring.

Maeva’s head came around at that. “The mill with the mortgaged wheel?”

“The same, Majesty. The tailrace sits too high. My father won’t lower it because his grandfather set the stones.”

“Your grandfather was wrong by fourteen inches,” Maeva said. “I priced the repairs into your appraisal.”

The young woman stared at her. “I know. No one else noticed.”

“Of course they didn’t. They inspected you and ignored the assets.”

Maeva considered her for one imperial beat. “Send me the revised fall after the first flood. I want to know whether you chose fourteen inches or had the courage to take sixteen.”

The candidate’s relief turned practical without pause. She began asking Ana Merrick where the march bought its measuring stakes. Sidonie watched that transformation with the still attention she had given the shield-line: one practical question had turned a court offering back into an engineer.

Suzu tried to sell the newly released women departure insurance at two coppers each. The hand-lettered notice promised protection from replacement suitors, mortgaged falcons, dynastic poetry, and any prince who described himself as misunderstood. Bram confiscated the notice on ethical grounds, copied the prices into his wager book, and returned it before the ink dried.

At the edge of the fair, Sidonie stopped at a stall selling plain march-lantern pins on cards marked COURT GRADE for three times yesterday’s price. She turned one over twice.

“What makes this court-grade?” she asked the vendor.

The vendor, to his lasting credit, looked at four hundred royal mouths and told the truth. “The card, Highness. And your people have money.”

Sidonie bought two. She gave one to the duchess’s daughter for the mill-house and pinned the other inside her riding coat, where nobody at court would see it unless she chose to show them.

The comedy dividend came the next morning. At the candidates’ own request, Maeva returned the itemized dowry appraisals, tariff-grade contempt for falconries and flood-notches included, as souvenirs. Two departing women had theirs framed. Being appraised by the Golden Empress herself, even cruelly and down to the mortgaged birds, had become a story worth taking home.

Maeva was scandalized and secretly pleased, her favorite condition. Bram tried to buy one framed appraisal for the taproom wall. The candidate refused, which he respected.

At dusk, Sidonie asked me for one hour. Alone.

At the border stone. No court, no guards.

She asked it without court varnish. Maeva’s eyes narrowed at the words no guards. Sidonie met her gaze and did not soften the request. After a moment, the empress folded her hands behind her back and stepped away from the border path.

We stood at the border stone in the last light. Sidonie removed her surveyor’s glass, set it on the stone between us, and spent a long while aligning its brass rim with the mortar seam. When she spoke, the crisp counting voice caught once on the first word.

“Running a Trial brought me here,” she said.

“That is the errand. That is what I told the court and what I told you, and it is true as far as it goes. I run the Trial honestly because I run everything honestly.

“Another reason made me stay.” She put her gloved hand flat on the border stone.

“My brother’s blessing has been thin for a year. The royal line’s blessing.

“The thing that has made House Ruthelm shine since the founding. For a year it has been going thin, like a lamp that is not being fed, and no one can tell me why, and the physicians say he is well and the priests say the blessing is eternal and the court chandlers keep buying wicks.”

“Wicks,” I said.

“Wicks.” Her bare thumb dragged the surveyor’s glass a fraction off its careful alignment.

“The palace burns through wicks it does not burn. The chandlery accounts are three times what a palace uses. I audited them myself, because I audit everything, and I could not make them balance.

“Wicks bought by the gross and never lit.

“Lamps that are trimmed and tended and never used, rooms of them in the old wings, tended by a staff of chandlers whose numbers have grown every year of my life, and no one could tell me where the wicks go, and the master chandler, when I pressed him, told me the palace has always kept its own lamps and that some accounts you do not audit, and he said it as a man says a thing he has been frightened into believing.” Her thumb stopped against the brass rim of her glass.

“He used your reeve’s phrase, near enough. Some accounts you keep in the body. Except he did not mean it as your saint meant it.

“He meant it as a man means a thing he has stopped letting himself think about.”

She waited a moment, and then she said the sentence that had brought her to a border stone in the dark. “There is a rite that relights my family’s crown from a thousand gathered lamps every harvest, and a palace that buys three times the wicks it burns, and a blessing going thin that no one can explain, and I have spent my life separating those three things because they are the foundation of my house and you do not audit your own foundation. And then I read your stones.

“East Ford.

“The Night of Leaning Lamps. A blessing called in, in daylight, before the province, and the captain who conceded first and was taken anyway.

“And I thought: this warden knows something about what a blessing costs. This warden has receipts.” Her voice dropped.

“So I stayed. Warden.

“What does a blessing cost? The true ledger. Leave me the priests’ answer.

“I want the real one. I came for the trials. I stayed for that answer, and I will pay for it in whatever coin you name.”

I spared her a lecture and showed her receipts, the only answer worth giving someone who audits. Receipts had always carried my revenge, and a princess who counts deserved the same.

I walked her to the war-loft, where Bram keeps the lockbox, and I showed her the document and let her read it herself. The courier-hand of a dead Anchor named Halden Rusk, terse and itemized, sixty-one deaths in a list, each one a name and a manner and a date, falls and fevers and feuds, and the arithmetic under them identical, every Anchor before me dead on a schedule, hunted through his final year, paid like a debt coming due.

She read it herself. She did not let me summarize it. She read all sixty-one, her lips moving, counting, and when she reached the half-burned line at the bottom that Nahari and Vyrissa had completed from separate memories, she stopped, and read it twice, and said nothing.

I showed her the copy of the Veltmark mother-stone etch, what a dead man’s own witness had sworn there. I told her East Ford in the words Hanne Voll’s stone had sworn, in the stone’s own words, because the stone’s words are the only ones I trust for this: a blessing was called in, the captain conceded first, he was taken after.

I gave her the arithmetic cold, as she wanted it. Cold arithmetic is the only form in which she can hear a thing this size. At East Ford, the blessing behaved like a loan called due: its lender took a surrendered man in daylight, on a stone that does not lie. Halden’s sixty-one names showed the same demand arriving on schedule. The man it took had conceded, stood disarmed, and was no longer a threat when the creditor called him in. He had done plenty of harm before that, but collection after surrender was so disproportionate that it exposed the lender more clearly than innocence could have.

“Sixty-one,” she said. “Sixty-one Anchors, and every one of them died on the schedule.”

“Sixty-one that a dead man could count. There are more he couldn’t.”

“And you are the first Anchor who outlived the schedule.”

“I’m the first who didn’t die,” I said. “That’s why the march exists.

“The summoners before me leashed what they called. Every recorded Anchor died on schedule after the bonds deepened. Mine come back whole and choose to stay, and the thing that killed Anchors has never seen that before.

“It is afraid of it.

“A creditor afraid of a debtor has a ledger in question. That’s not a guess. That is the single fact I know for certain that the priests will never tell you.”

There I stopped, at the edge of what I could prove, because I give an auditor proven facts or I am nothing to her.

“That’s what I can show you,” I said.

“A blessing is borrowed. It is called in. I have watched it called in.

“What I cannot show you, because I do not know it, is what your family’s blessing is grounded on, or why the royal line specifically is going thin, or what your palace’s wicks are for. I don’t know. I have three small wrong signs in that camp out there and no thread that ties them to your brother’s blessing, and I will not sell you a guess as a fact, because you would know, and you would be right to stop trusting me, and I need your continued trust more than I need to sound wise.”

“You are the Anchor who came after sixty-one recorded deaths,” she said with each word spaced like figures in a column, “and the first who lived, and you are telling me that the thing that eats Anchors also lends the blessings that make Heroes, and that a blessing is the same loan as an Anchor’s death, only paid the other way.”

“I’m telling you what the stones swore. A blessing is borrowed.

“It’s called in. I’ve watched it. Past that, I don’t know, and I won’t pretend to.”

“And my family’s blessing has been going thin for a year.” She read her own ledger aloud, as she reads everything, and put the numbers next to each other at last, the three things she had spent a lifetime separating: the thin blessing, the wicks the palace bought and never burned, the rite that gathered a country’s light and gave it back to a crown.

She did not say the sum. She refused to speak a sum she could not yet prove. Her thumb pressed hard against the brass rim of her glass. There was a sum, and seeing it cost her. I did not help her carry it. She had asked for receipts, and a woman like that you do not insult by softening the total.

She took it. She took all of it, standing very still, the ice-grey eyes going somewhere far off, her dynasty’s whole founding story rearranging behind them.

“My family’s founding story,” she said at last, softly, “has a lamp in it. The Kingslight.

“Every harvest since the founding we gather the kingdom’s light and give it back to the crown so the golden origin will not fail.”

She was silent a moment. “I have sung that rite all my life, and only now hear that give it back to the crown is not how a memory speaks.” She looked at the leaning lamp on the border stone, the flame bent west at nothing.

“I have begun to hate lamps, Warden. I did not know a person could hate lamps. I have begun to.”

I did not answer that, because there was no answer that was not a guess, and I had just promised her I would not guess.

“You could go home,” I said instead. “Run the last trials, swear the acknowledgment, take your progress back to the capital. You don’t have to stand near whatever rides with the progress.”

She turned from the flame and gave me the same look she had given two false census figures, which was fair.

“I audited a palace that burns wicks it does not burn,” she said. “I have my family’s entire founding story sitting in a wagon out there under glass, being relit every harvest by a rite I have sung my whole life. If my house was founded on a lie, Warden, I do not get to go home from it.

“Home itself is wrong.” She turned back to the leaning flame.

“You did not go home from your betrayal. You built a march on the far side of it.

“I read your stones. I am not going to be the Ruthelm who looked at the ledger and decided not to finish reading it because the total frightened her.”

Sidonie took her surveyor’s glass from the stone and strapped it back at her belt.

“When you have a number,” she said, “bring it to me before you bring it to my court.”

“I will.”

She mounted and rode toward the camp. At the first bend she turned once to check the leaning flame, then rode on.

At dawn, Saskia drilled the trial-marshals in the yard, the crown’s men she would need for the Line and the Field, teaching them to judge a trial solely from the ground. And Yrsa joined her.

It happened without arrangement. Yrsa came down to the yard at dawn to drill her own students and found Saskia drilling the crown’s marshals, and the two of them fell into working the yard shoulder to shoulder without a word passing between them, two lifetimes of craft agreeing about footwork.

They did not speak. That is how the two of them work now; they have burned the words off.

Saskia corrected a marshal’s stance. Twenty feet away, Yrsa corrected the identical fault in a cohort child a half-beat later, neither woman looking at the other. Once, Saskia glanced across the yard. Yrsa moved to cover the gap the look had marked.

The second cohort watched. Brenna adjusted her own rear foot, tested the stance, then corrected the child beside her before the next repetition began.

That night the Coldharbour rider came back.

He came in on a blown horse at the right hand, at a gallop, and I read his face before he spoke, and Suzu was at the stable before I was, and he gave his report short, as a good rider reports.

Merta was afraid now. She had barred her door, the first time her neighbor had seen her bar it in nine years, the rider said. The neighbor had never known her to fear anything on that road.

The strange coin was still buying at the three inns.

The innkeepers agreed it was old-looking, unfamiliar, and offered too freely, but the rider had not risked asking to keep a sample. There were more riders than before, six or nine, hard men in good boots. Behind them rolled empty wagons with locking bars mounted on the outside. And they were on the drove road, moving north toward Coldharbour, still short of the crossroads and coming.

I took the file cold, as I take everything, and did not guess ahead of it. Who pays unfamiliar old-looking coin to collect ungraded summoner children?

I did not know. Three innkeepers agreed the money was strange; none had given our rider a sample. Fear was warranted. Dating, minting, or naming the money still required a sample.

I would not claim its age or origin until the stones could hold the proof.

“Then we ride,” Yrsa said. Her hand was already on her sword-belt.

“We wait until the Line is held.”

It cost me to say it, because a warden who spends his people wrong loses them. “The Line’s tomorrow. If the four of us vanish north the night before a sworn trial, the crown reads it as a march that ran, the trial fails by forfeit, the banner rides to the capital as guests, and then there is no march to ride out from at all.

“Merta’s barred her door. The wagons are on the road but not at the crossroads yet. We hold the Line, and the hour it’s etched we ride, hard, all of us.”

Nahari did not argue; her silence told me what it cost. “A barred door buys nights,” she said in a low voice.

“It does not buy weeks.

“Hold the Line fast, Dorian. And when the boy stops sleeping, we go the same hour, trial or no trial. There is a point past which the ledger stops being about the march.”

“When the boy stops sleeping,” I agreed, “we go.”

Maeva took the home front then, unasked, and made it a command before I could make it an apology. “When you ride, I hold the march and the court, magnificent, and I will not hear that it is a sidelining, because keeping four hundred guests and a crown calm while their host vanishes north is the harder posting and we both know it.” She was already annotating the map, the trial dates, the Line, the census.

“Nahari’s absence I explain as a dislike of crowds, which is accurate. Bring me a boy who steadies lamps and the receipts on whoever pays strange coin for children.”

Vyrissa answered the question still waiting in the room, from the doorway, having arrived as she arrives.

“When you go, I will not fly over the snatcher band,” she said. “A dragon over the drove road ends the receipts. It burns the men the stones must witness and the roads must exile, and a burned man swears nothing and warns no one and every other village on their route stays unwarned.

“This errand wants law, small anchor, with fire banked in reserve.

“But I will be weather. High.

“Patient. Law-shaped from above.”

Suzu said nothing during any of it. Her hands worked in the air, opening an invisible wagon lock from the inside. She solves the lock before she reaches it.

A gifted child that strangers came for by name, paying old-looking money, was an old shape to her, the oldest, the one that had put her under a shrine for sixty years, and she would not say so and did not need to, and I let her not say it.

“Two days,” she said at last to the dark. “I can hold two days. Then I’m going, trial or no trial, and somebody had better be coming with me.”

I marked the north road on the map and closed it.


Chapter 8: The Wicks That Never Burn

Eight nights before Kingslight, in the last hours before the Line, Suzu came back from counting the chandlery rows and called Odette Calloway a ghost.

Suzu was casing the chandlery line recreationally when she saw the ghost.

Recreationally was the word she chose. A thousand-lamp train had passed under her nose, and Suzu treated that as a personal invitation. She had gone out after Sidonie’s audit, no glamour, silk-silent, to count the wickless lamps herself and read the crates they rode in, and while she was in the chandlery rows in the dark she clocked a hooded clerk at a lamp-wagon, ruling straight lines in a ledger.

She had ruled straight lines on a wagon-board while the wagon rolled beneath her.

“You cannot rule a straight line on a moving wagon,” Suzu told the war-loft, and she was right, you cannot, a ruled line on a wagon-board wobbles with the axle. This hand ruled a line straight and cold as a mason’s edge on a board that should have thrown the pen, and it did it in the dark, by feel, in a chandlery row where the light was wrong, and Suzu knew that hand, we all knew that hand.

“I got within six feet,” Suzu said. Her fingers flexed once, as if testing why the catch had failed to close. Getting within six feet of a quarry and not catching it offends her to the marrow.

“Hood up, grey robes, a sealed schematic tube at her hip, sealed gloves. She never looked up. She knew I was there, I’d stake the vault on it, she knew where I was to the inch and she continued ruling her line, because catching her was never on offer, only being allowed to see her.”

She turned both hands palm-up. The quarry’s precision had earned her notice; the empty palms still offended her. “Between one lamp guttering and the next lamp catching, she was gone.”

Suzu found a ruled impression on the wagon-board where Odette had pressed hard at the final line. One ghost’s courtesy to another. She had allowed the fox a sufficient glimpse to authenticate the page that followed.

Before midnight there was a page wedged under Suzu’s vault door, with its delivery unseen.

It was unsigned. It was ruled in the ledger-hand we all knew, the ascenders joined in one unbroken stroke between crossbar and descent, and it said:

Count the progress’s lamps. Then count the wicks that never burn down. The rite feeds THROUGH them.

Do not stand between.

Maeva priced the hand in one glance.

“Odette Calloway,” she said, and set the page on the war-table between us, and tapped the ascenders once, the tell she reads her by, drawn without lifting the pen between crossbar and descent. “Her hand.

“Beyond question. She is inside their train.”

“How can you be sure it’s not a copy? A trap in her hand?”

“A forger copies letters, not pressure,” Maeva said. “Look. The line fades where the wagon jolted and she rode it, correcting mid-stroke, a living hand on a moving board.

“A desk-bound copy would stay even.

“Odette wrote this inside the train she told us to count, with the lamps rolling under her pen.” She sat back.

“Of course she is inside their train. Her last page pointed at the capital and its uncounted lamps, and here is the capital’s founding rite come to our door, and where else would Odette Calloway be but inside it, counting the light? That is the habit she cannot stop.” Archive-cold respect colored the empress’s voice, one exacting woman recognizing another’s nerve without granting her trust.

“She went toward the thing she fears again. She did it at Veltmark and she did it at the siege and she has done it here.

“She fears the Saint’s economy more than any of us, because she has watched it eat a name in front of her, and she cannot stop walking into it, because a knowledge-keeper cannot leave a ledger unread even when the reading is the thing that gets her eaten. It is her flaw and it is our fortune and I would not save her from it if I could, because she has always asked us to believe her and let her choose the terms of any rescue.”

I read the page again.

The rite feeds through them. Both facts were new. We had more than before.

We had known the thirty-one lamps did not drink their oil. Odette’s hand promoted an anomaly into part of the rite: the Kingslight fed through those lamps somehow, and a person could stand between them and the rite at terrible cost.

“She’s telling us how it works,” I said.

“She is telling us that she knows how it works and will not spend all she knows,” Maeva corrected. “She never does.

“She sells knowledge in the smallest coin that will move you and keeps the rest as her own insurance. Complete knowledge would make her worth eating. A woman possessing one fragment remains worth watching. She rations her knowledge to make us useful while preserving her value to the enemy. It is what she did at the siege.

“It is what she will do until it kills her.”

Her green nail pinned the page at its final line. “Believe the page. It has proved reliable twice before, in this hand, and cost us nothing to believe and everything to ignore.”

The completed census had landed that afternoon without fanfare, in columns, with a child’s chalk-smudged figures behind it, as the march’s best work usually did.

Brenna’s runners had been counting for four nights, drilling the relay through the crown’s camp at dusk under the crown’s own indulgent eye, children playing at soldiers, and coming back each night with lamp-counts marked in chalk.

From the crown’s side, the census looked harmless, which was why it worked. To the crown’s soldiers, Brenna’s runners were the best entertainment the water-meadows offered: eleven children with shuttered lamps running a relay through the canvas streets at dusk, flashing signals down the line, dropping to a knee to pass a message and springing up to sprint the next leg, deadly serious about every signal.

The soldiers adopted them within two nights.

They carried lamps for the runners when a wind came up. They learned the relay code wrong on purpose and flashed insults at each other across the camp with it until Brenna, twelve years old and unimpressed, corrected their grammar to their faces. One grizzled sergeant with thirty years on him took to timing the relay against his own sand-glass and betting his squad’s wine ration on whether the children could beat the previous night’s mark, and they beat it every night. They were not playing. He continued treating it as a game and gave no sign that he understood the deeper reason they never lost: the run was real. A child sprinting a lamp-count past his tent was reading his tent’s lamps as she passed, and the sergeant of the crown’s own camp was, night after night, personally sponsoring the census that would one day count the light his own rite meant to steal.

Brenna reported his wine ration to me as a line item, matter-of-fact, chalk on her hands. “He’s down four skins,” she said.

“I’m not going to tell him. He enjoys it.” And she ruled the sergeant’s four skins into a column of their own, under a header that read GOODWILL, because the march counts that too, and because a girl who has learned to count light has learned, from the same teachers, that goodwill, honestly tallied, can build a wall.

Osric had ruled it all into columns and wrapped the working pages in wax-cloth. Nahari had listened where the children could not go, at the edges, by the pressure of the thin places behind her eyes. Now we had a number: 1,004.

One thousand and four lamps in a progress that fed four hundred mouths. More than twice the light a camp that size burned, with the excess concentrated in the chandlery train.

Brenna had noted the uneven spread in her crisp hand at the bottom of the column. The supply wagons carried a normal camp’s light; the chandlery wagons carried the rest. Hundreds of lamps lay packed in straw and tended by a staff of chandlers larger than a palace needed, just as Sidonie had said of the palace itself.

I read Brenna’s line twice. I did not tell the princess yet.

Of the thousand and four, thirty-one still burned without consuming oil. Osric set their four nightly positions beside one another. The marks made a staircase through the chandlery train, each step one wagon nearer the regalia.

I checked the crates with a porter’s eyes. Straw count, packing pressure, brass corner wear: the wickless lamps traveled in the same make of crate as the regalia’s spares. On the war-table, my ruled line wobbled across all four handoffs and ended at the crown wagon on the harvest full moon.

Suzu pressed a thumb into one crate’s copied packing mark. “Same hand loads them every night. Same hands leave the same hollow under the left rack.”

The new total gave the old anomaly a destination. Odette’s page gave it a purpose. The thirty-one burned as conduits for the rite, and their last open crossing would happen beside the crown.

We tested the course against every nuisance that might create a false pattern. Osric brought the wheel-repair ledger. Three chandlery wagons had changed axles; the cold lamps had crossed around each repair and retained their nightly place.

Pell supplied the fodder chits, which proved the horses had been swapped twice.

The course followed the cargo, indifferent to wagon or team. Suzu laid thread from each recorded berth to the next and tapped every move with one claw.

Thirty-one separate lights had maintained formation through a thousand-lamp train while pretending to drift. That required a keeper, a count, and a destination.

Suzu showed us the useful weakness next.

A moving concealment creates a repeated handoff. Every night the lamps left one wagon’s straw racks, crossed open ground, and entered the next. The keeper depended on the camp treating chandlery work as beneath notice.

We would continue treating it that way. No seizure, no challenge, no frightened change of schedule.

Brenna’s runners would log the handoffs through routine relay play, and Suzu would learn the keeper’s blind side handoff by handoff. She demonstrated with three marked beads and a strip of black cloth: one bead for the lamp leaving straw, one for the keeper’s hand changing sides, one for the destination rack. The cloth covered the middle bead for less than two breaths each crossing. That was the blind side. Colm could match those two breaths with a lamp-grid strobe, while a runner carried the transfer count home from well beyond the wagon. If the lamps became a door into the rite, we would know where its hinges were before anyone tried to close it on us.

“Whatever they are,” I told the war-loft, “their last handoff puts them beside the crown when the rite begins.”

We laid the physical receipts across the war-table: Odette’s page, the oil marks, the migrating crates, and the rite’s fixed date.

I put both palms over the diagram. “An accusation gives the court a servant trimming wicks and a foreign banner shouting sorcery. The servant wins that argument in silence.”

“Then omit his name from every account,” Nahari said.

“The one who tends them. I have not looked at him once and I will not, and none of you will point at him. The moment a finger goes up at the crown’s lamp-keeper, we have made ourselves the story, the frightened banner accusing a servant of witchcraft over a steady flame. He trims wicks.

“That is all anyone can prove he does. Describe him to the crown and you cannot. No one can describe him, and a warden who cannot describe the man he is accusing is a warden the crown will remember as mad.

“We watch the thin place move. We do not watch the man. What you refuse to look at cannot look back at you, and I would very much like to prevent him from looking back at us until the harvest moon.”

“The crown alone can cancel its founding sacrament,” Maeva said. “It will perform the rite on ground it came to appraise. A foreign banner’s unsupported fear would give the court the disloyalty story the trials came to test.

“We answer as this march answers everything: by building around the rite with honestly kept light.”

Halvard Crane knew none of this, and it grieved me, because I had come to like the man. He drilled in the school yard at dawn with the cohort now, learning the loose grip from a nineteen-year-old, a decent knight carrying a blessing he had never questioned, and every night the thing that would call his blessing in slept thirty-one lamps closer to the crown he served, and he did not know. I could not tell him without proof. An unsupported warning would only make a decent man doubt the borrowed strength currently keeping him whole.

Nahari felt the seam in him every time he passed. She would not look at it. “A distinct seam,” she said once, low, watching the champion salute the drill-yard.

“A decent man’s seam. Those grieve me worst.”

“So we watch,” I said. “We count. We map the rite’s sequence lamp by lamp, we learn where every lamp goes and when the crown is unveiled and how the thousand lights are gathered, and we build a counter to it out of the resource we own that they don’t understand.”

I looked at Nahari. “Tell them what you told me.”

Nahari gave them the discovery she had been turning over since our night together.

“Their light is hoarded,” she said. “It crushes the future into one course; near the wickless lamps my glass thins to a blotted page. Near our kept light, the census lamps and honestly tended flames, my glass steadies.

“Kept light is becoming blind ground, a place the Saint’s sight cannot read, made through honesty by a lamp that is wholly what it claims to be, burning no more oil than it drinks. Two ways to blind a glass.

“Theirs is a theft. Ours is a keeping.”

She looked around the table. “If the rite feeds through hoarded light, then honestly kept light is the sole force in the province the rite cannot feed through, and we have two hundred and thirteen poles of it around the fairground, live, on a caller’s count.”

“The lamp-grid,” Suzu said softly. “My lamp-grid. The festival dressing.”

“Is the counter-instrument,” I finished. “Kept light against hoarded light.

“We rig the fairground’s own grid to stay live through the rite, a ring of honestly kept flame around a rite of hoarded flame, and we find out what the rite is trying to do by watching what the kept light refuses to let it do. We surround the running rite with light it cannot eat, count every response, and wait to see what stands between.”

I looked at the page, Odette’s page, the rite feeds through them, do not stand between. “Or,” I said, lowering my voice, “who has to.”

We spent the rest of that war-table mapping the rite’s choreography, which the crown had, with the confidence of a rite unopposed since the founding, made no secret of. The herald had cried it and the stewards would rehearse it: at moonrise the thousand lamps ringed the rite-stand, the First Crown was unveiled on its stand and relit from the gathered light while the founding story was sung, the belief of the crowd flowing into the crown as the song swelled. We drew it.

Osric ruled it into a diagram, the ring of a thousand lamps, the stand, the crown, the song, and I looked at the diagram a long time. On paper, the ring and crown exposed the place where the rite had to touch the world. I could not yet see that point.

“The thirty-one carry the draw,” Nahari said, reading Odette’s page again.

“The rite feeds through them. They carry its hunger.

“The other nine hundred and seventy-three lamps are the crowd’s belief. The thirty-one are the pipe it flows down.”

Her thumb went still on Odette’s page. “I do not know where the pipe ends.

“Odette’s page stops there. Do not stand between, she says, which means there is a between to stand in, which means the pipe runs from somewhere to somewhere and a person could put themselves in the middle of it, and she is telling us not to.”

“Or telling us it’s the only place a stand matters,” Suzu said from the corner. The room offered no answer. It was too early, and a warning spoken too early and answered too late is how the best plans in this household have always been born.

Our answer consisted of counted oil, Suzu’s grid, and two hundred and thirteen kept flames ready on a caller’s signal.

Earlier that afternoon, Vyrissa granted Lady Petra of Harlow her audience.

I happened to be crossing the yard when Petra climbed the ladder to the hall roof, wooden practice blade in one hand and naked hope in her face. The last honest wonder in the province went up to meet the last dragon in the world, and I will not pretend it did not move me.

Petra climbed too quickly, remembered dignity halfway up, and checked herself for all of three rungs before wonder won again. Vyrissa watched with furnace-gold eyes half-lidded, making no effort to diminish her full size.

Four minutes later Petra descended backward, missed the bottom rung, and sat down hard in the dust. She stayed there hugging the wooden blade to her chest, laughing once in disbelief.

“Three questions,” she told the people who gathered. “She asked three. She answered one of mine.”

“Which one?” Bram demanded.

Petra pressed her lips shut and shook her head. When he offered ten silver for the answer, she rose, dusted her skirt, and walked away with the dazed care of someone carrying a full cup.

Vyrissa, when I asked her, said only: “I like that one. She came up my ladder wanting only the story.

“My hoard, my fire, my name for her house, and favors to carry home offered no temptation. The story. She climbed to me and asked for the gift I am glad to give and cannot spend by giving.”

A pause.

“Do you understand how rare that is, small anchor. Everyone who has come to a dragon has come to take.

“A knight comes for the hoard. A king comes for the fire, to point it at another king. A thief comes for the story to sell it.

“She came for the story to keep it. To hold it, as your fox holds a plum stone on a shelf.

“There was no hidden price beneath the wanting. I asked her three questions to uncover the motive, because desire almost always keeps another want underneath. Hers did not. It was a rare reading.”

“What did you ask her?”

“That is between the dragon and the lady,” Vyrissa said. She reached behind one roof tile and produced Petra’s wooden practice blade. A thumb-sized bronze scale had been fitted to the hilt as a new guard.

“She will not tell you either. That is why I answered one of her three.”

Vyrissa carried the altered blade down the ladder herself and left it outside Petra’s room before dawn.

Later that night, Maeva cleared the annex loft of maps and put a brass handbell on the floor.

“A summit instrument,” she announced. “For objections.”

Nahari sat on the deep sill with silver hair over one shoulder. “She stole it from supper.”

“Requisitioned.”

“The kitchen wants it back.”

I picked up the bell and set it beyond both their reach. “Then neither of you gets to ring it.”

Maeva’s smile sharpened. Nahari’s habitual languor vanished halfway through a blink.

Maeva had expected a debate. Nahari had expected to enjoy watching it. I gave them neither. I took the gold pin from Maeva’s hand before she could make a ceremony of laying it down and drew the ribbon from Nahari’s ankle before she could forecast which knot I meant to use.

“Your stop-words,” I said.

Maeva gave hers in court diction. Nahari gave hers in one complete sentence. I repeated both, made them repeat mine, then tied the loose end of the ankle ribbon around the bell’s clapper. Any hard pull would ring it. The little brass mouth waited silent on the floor between us.

“The bell governs the count tonight,” I said. “If it rings, everything stops. Otherwise, my hands decide where the moment goes.”

Maeva looked from the ribbon to me. “A rather stark amendment.”

“Do you accept it?”

Her answer lost all ornament. “Yes.”

Nahari watched the bell as if it were a future she had chosen not to read. “Yes. I want the uncertainty left intact.”

“Good. Stand back-to-back.”

That surprised them differently. Maeva turned with her chin high, as though I had commanded a procession. Nahari made a slow, savoring turn, enjoying every second she could not see. I positioned them in the center of the loft, shoulder blades touching, gold braid against silver hair. Neither could read the other’s face. Both had to take her measure through breath, heat, and the small movements that traveled spine to spine.

I loosened Maeva’s engineered bodice one crossing at a time, then stepped away before freeing it. I unwound one of Nahari’s outer wraps and left the knot at her hip. I returned to Maeva and drew one pin from her braid. Back to Nahari, where I warmed oil between my palms and spread one lingering stroke over the wide curve of her left hip.

Each turn belonged to both women. Every touch begun on one ended with the other waiting.

“You will finish what you started,” Maeva said.

I came around in front of her. “Request or command?”

Her green eyes flashed. “Request.”

“Say it without ornament.”

“Unlace me. I want your mouth on my breasts while she feels me lose the argument against her back.”

Behind her, Nahari’s breath changed.

“Granted.”

I drew the last lacing free. Maeva’s heavy breasts spilled into the lamp-gold, warm and full in my hands. I bent and closed my mouth around one stiff nipple. Her shoulders pressed reflexively against Nahari’s. Nahari absorbed the movement with a low sound, unable to see my tongue circle or my fingers knead, knowing each change only when Maeva shuddered it into her.

Maeva reached for my hair. I caught both wrists and pinned them at her sides.

“You asked for my mouth. You did not ask to steer it.”

Gold pulsed beneath her skin. “The distinction is malicious.”

I drew the nipple between my lips until her next reply collapsed into breath.

I left her wrists pinned until the pressure of her hands softened completely. Only then did I release her. She did not get the place she had tried to claim; I stepped behind both women.

Nahari felt me there and turned her head.

“Eyes forward,” I said.

Nahari faced forward and stayed still. I bared her shoulders from behind and let the loosened wraps slide to her waist. Dark skin warmed under my palms. Maeva could feel each movement without seeing it: the shift of Nahari’s weight, the brush of silver hair across her gold braid, the deepening breath against her back.

I cupped Nahari’s heavy ass through the remaining cloth and ground my hard cock between the full curves. Oil had left my palm slick; I spread it along the crease with my thumb. Nahari widened her stance.

Maeva inhaled sharply when that widening pressed them closer.

“Tell her what you want,” I said to Nahari.

“I want him inside me,” Nahari said, low and unmistakable. “I want to take him while I cannot see his face, and I want you to feel what his pace does to me.”

Maeva’s nipples had tightened into dark gold points. “Granted.”

“You do not grant it,” I said. “I do.”

Maeva’s mouth opened, then curved. “Yes, summoner.”

I made Nahari wait. I stripped the rest of her wraps away, poured warm oil over both hips, and worked it in until her dark skin gleamed. Then I slid one hand around her waist and between her thighs. She was already wet, her arousal slicking my fingers.

I stroked Nahari with maddening restraint while Maeva stood trapped against the movement. Every circle over Nahari’s clit rolled her hips forward; every return pressed her ass back against my cock and her shoulders into Maeva. Maeva tried to look over her shoulder.

I caught her jaw. “Forward.”

She faced the dark window again. Her reflection showed her only my hand at Nahari’s throat, not what my other hand was doing lower down.

“You may ask her one question,” I told Maeva.

“How close are you?”

Nahari’s laugh came out frayed. “Closer than your figures can measure.”

I stopped touching her.

Both women protested: Maeva with an imperial click of the tongue, Nahari with a low sound that carried unfeigned loss. I stepped away, leaving them back-to-back and half-undressed in the center of the room.

“Kneel facing each other,” I said.

They turned at last. Gold met ember across a foot of polished floor. Maeva had lost half her braid and all her bodice; Nahari wore nothing but the ankle ribbon tied to the silent bell. For one suspended moment they inspected what the other had endured blind.

“Hands behind your backs,” I said.

Maeva and Nahari opened together.

I freed myself and stood between them. Neither moved without permission, though Maeva’s gaze tracked the hard length between us as I stepped between them and Nahari’s lips parted. I touched the head to Maeva’s mouth, drew it away before she could taste me, and offered it to Nahari. Nahari leaned forward. I denied her too.

“Wait for what I give you,” I said. “You receive when I choose.”

I shifted between them without a pattern. Maeva got the first tantalizing inch, lips sealing around the head while I held her loosened braid. Then I withdrew and pressed the slick tip to Nahari’s tongue. She licked from the underside to the sensitive ridge and opened wider, but I gave her only the head and made her chase the rest.

Back to Maeva. Then Nahari. Sometimes one breath, sometimes five. They could watch each other now, and that made the waiting harsher. Maeva’s cheeks hollowed when I let her take me deep; Nahari watched the empress’s composure fail around me and moaned before I even returned to her.

“Hands stay back,” I warned when Nahari’s fingers shifted.

She locked them again at her spine.

I used both mouths until my shaft shone with their saliva and their rivalry had burned down into cooperation: Maeva warning Nahari with her eyes when I meant to thrust deep, Nahari taking my base against her tongue while Maeva kissed the wet head on my withdrawal. They adjusted to one another while my hands set the cadence.

I stepped back.

“Maeva. On the couch. Knees apart.”

She reclined among the cushions, breasts rising and falling, gold hair spread beneath her. I put Nahari between her thighs. She served neither empress nor score; her body would carry every reaction from one woman to the other.

“Taste her,” I told Nahari.

Nahari bent. Maeva’s first gasp struck the ceiling when the oracle’s patient tongue opened her. She reached down by instinct. I caught both wrists and pinned them above her head with one hand.

“You wanted to know how she lost the argument against your back,” I said. “Now watch.”

Nahari took her time. She licked Maeva from slick entrance to clit, held the gold-green gaze above her, then sucked with steady, patient pressure that made the empress try to lift off the couch. I pinned Maeva down. Her heavy breasts trembled with each thwarted movement.

I knelt behind Nahari, spread her oiled hips, and pressed my length between her folds without entering. The shaft glided over her clit as she worked her mouth on Maeva. Every forward roll made her moan into Maeva. The vibration tore another broken decree from Maeva’s throat.

“Deeper,” Maeva demanded.

Nahari lifted her mouth. “Which of us?”

“Both.”

I pressed my swollen head into Nahari and stopped there.

“Ask me,” I said.

Maeva’s green eyes found mine over Nahari’s silver head. “Put it all the way inside her. I want to feel her mouth lose its patience when you fill her.”

“Granted.”

I fed myself into Nahari one patient inch at a time while her mouth returned to Maeva. Her wide hips rocked back to receive each advance, her inner heat gripping me until her oiled ass rested against my pelvis. She shuddered forward and licked Maeva without precision for one glorious stroke.

Maeva laughed, then the laugh broke when Nahari found her clit again.

“There,” Maeva breathed. “That was the patience leaving.”

I drew halfway out and drove deep. Nahari’s moan vibrated against Maeva’s wet pussy. Maeva’s thighs clamped around Nahari’s head, gold light brightening beneath her skin.

I set the rhythm from behind: measured strokes let Nahari work her mouth where I had ordered it, and each harder thrust carried through her shoulders into Maeva’s lifted hips. My hands spread over Nahari’s full curves. Oil slicked my grip. Her ember marks climbed from ankle to calf, pulse by pulse.

“Do not come yet,” I said.

Nahari’s answer came muffled against Maeva. Her pussy clenched around me in protest.

“Nor you,” I told Maeva.

Maeva’s laugh had no imperial composure left. “You attempt jurisdiction over a sovereign country.”

I stopped buried to the hilt in Nahari. I pressed my thumb to Nahari’s clit and made one firm circle. Nahari cried out against Maeva, and Maeva’s hips bucked under the force of it.

“I appear to have occupied the border,” I said.

Maeva’s head fell back. “Infuriating man.”

I resumed with long, deep strokes. Nahari licked faster despite my controlled strokes, passing the urgency forward. Maeva received it in widening eyes and broken breaths. One woman’s restraint became the other’s torment; neither could hurry me, and each could feel how perilously close the other had come.

The bell remained silent.

I eased out before Nahari crossed the edge. Her body gripped the departing length, wet and unwilling. She lifted her face from between Maeva’s thighs, mouth shining.

“Not yet,” she whispered to the empress.

“I know,” Maeva said. Her hand came down, not to steer, but to cup Nahari’s cheek. “I heard him.”

Nahari turned her mouth into the gold palm and kissed it once.

I took her by the hair and brought her gaze back to me. “Sill. Both of you.”

They rose unsteadily. I set Nahari’s palms on the deep stone and drew Maeva in front of her, back against the oracle’s chest. Gold hair spilled over dark skin. Nahari’s oiled breasts pressed around the empress’s shoulders; Maeva’s heavy breasts rose in my hands.

I entered Nahari again from behind Maeva, my cock sliding into the body hidden between them. Maeva could not see the joining. She felt it in the way Nahari’s arms tightened around her and the way each thrust moved them both.

“Open your legs,” I told Maeva.

She did. I reached around them, down the soft plane of her belly, and put two fingers into her wet pussy. Maeva clenched hard, trapping my hand between her thighs.

“Wider.”

Her knees separated. I curled my fingers and found the pressure that made her spine bow into Nahari. The oracle gasped as Maeva’s weight pressed back and my next thrust drove in.

We became one moving chain against the sill: my body filling Nahari, my fingers fucking Maeva, gold braced upright by ember she could not read. I chose every stroke for the reaction it sent through both. A deep drive into Nahari made her arms cinch around Maeva’s waist. A firm curl inside Maeva made her grind backward against the oracle’s clit. Neither pleasure stayed where it began.

“Tell me what she feels,” I said to Maeva.

Maeva’s eyes closed. She measured Nahari through the body pressed around hers; figures had become useless. “She shakes before you withdraw. She hates the empty part.”

“Again.”

My cock dragged almost free. Nahari’s fingers stilled where they had been idly braiding a loose strand of Maeva’s hair.

“She is trying not to ask you to fill her again.”

I answered with one deep drive that flattened her palms against the sill.

Nahari cried out and bit the words into Maeva’s shoulder. “Fill me again. Keep doing it. I want every stroke.”

“Better,” I said. “Now you, Nahari. Tell me what Maeva feels. No sight. No prophecy.”

Nahari shut her eyes. My fingers worked inside Maeva while my thumb settled over her clit.

“She has stopped breathing because she believes refusal is a kind of control.”

Maeva exhaled in a rush.

“And now?”

Nahari smiled against the gold hair. “Now she is furious I was right.”

“I will have you drained like a culvert,” Maeva panted.

My thumb drew faster circles over Maeva while I thrust into Nahari harder. Their laughter broke in the same instant, gold and ember shivering through the bond.

Maeva caught one of Nahari’s hands and pressed it flat over her heart. Nahari’s smile vanished. She felt the fast beat under gold-lit skin and gripped tighter.

“Still there?” Maeva asked, the words small beneath everything else.

“For two hundred years if you keep arguing with me.”

Maeva closed her eyes. “Insufferable.”

“So I have seen.”

I balanced them on the edge until their legs trembled against the sill. Then I reduced the movement to one deep thrust at a time and withdrew my fingers from Maeva.

“Turn around,” I ordered.

They faced me together, flushed, shining, hair tangled across both bodies. I sat on the sill and drew Nahari onto my cock, back against my chest. She sank down with a long low moan until she was full again. Maeva knelt between her spread thighs.

I put Maeva’s hand on Nahari’s clit and covered it with mine.

“My pressure,” I said. “My timing.”

Maeva nodded. Under my hand, her fingers began the languid circle I set.

Nahari rode only when my free arm lifted her hips. I raised her, let my cock drag through every tight inch, and seated her again. Maeva watched the joining disappear into dark wet flesh, then bent and sucked one of Nahari’s nipples while our joined hands worked lower.

Nahari’s head fell back against my shoulder. “I cannot see the end.”

“You do not need to.”

“Tell me when.”

“When I decide.”

Maeva looked up from Nahari’s breast. Her green eyes asked without words.

“You too,” I told her. “Touch yourself with your free hand, but you come when I say.”

Maeva gave me one gold-bright look, then slid two fingers between her own thighs. The sight of Maeva kneeling and taking her pleasure on command tightened the bond until gold and ember crowded my skin.

Nahari fluttered tightly around me. Maeva’s fingers quickened under my hand. I checked them both.

“Not yet.”

The bell waited on the floor, ribbon slack, brass mouth silent. Nahari looked at it and laughed breathlessly.

“The only instrument in the room is refusing to conduct.”

“It learned from its betters,” Maeva managed.

I lifted Nahari and drove up hard. Her laugh vanished into a cry.

“Now,” I said.

I thrust up again as Maeva’s hand accelerated beneath mine.

Nahari came around my cock with a full-body shudder. Her pussy clenched from base to tip in rolling pulses while ember filigree raced over both thighs and flared across her stomach. I locked her down on me and made her take the pressure through every contraction.

Maeva watched Nahari break, heard the unguarded sound leave her, and followed a breath later. Her free hand worked between her thighs until gold light ran bright beneath her breasts and throat. She bowed over Nahari’s open body, forehead against Nahari’s knee, shaking as release took her.

The bond carried both climaxes into me from different directions: Nahari’s tight wet spasms around me, Maeva’s gold heat pouring through the hand I still controlled. I thrust up through Nahari’s contractions until restraint failed.

“Keep me full,” Nahari begged.

I locked one arm around her waist and came deep inside her. I jerked in hard pulses, pumping my release into her while her body milked every spurt. Cum slipped around the base and down over my thighs. She ground down through the final pulse, taking all of it.

Maeva lifted her head, breathless and undone. Maeva understood. She put two fingers to the white line escaping Nahari, gathered it, and displayed them to me.

I caught her wrist and guided those fingers to her own mouth.

“Clean the record,” I said.

Maeva drew them between her lips, unhurried, green eyes fixed on mine. When she released her fingers, Nahari laughed against my shoulder.

“Unanimous?” Nahari asked.

Maeva looked at the silent bell, the discarded maps, and the three of us tangled on the sill. “The summit records no objection.”

Only then did the ribbon twitch loose from Nahari’s ankle. The bell gave one small, accidental chime.

Afterward the summit resumed from horizontal; neither conductor leaves an agenda unfinished. They divided the Kingslight watch between them in the pile, drowsy, still dividing the watch.

“Crowds are mine,” Maeva said, from the tangle. “The Standard through every kept lamp. The crowd steadied so the rite has nothing to feed on but its own hoarded light.”

“Light is mine,” Nahari said. “I hold the blind ground. I do not enter his radius, ever, on purpose, and I keep the kept light kept, and I tell you a breath before the rite turns, whatever it turns into.”

“And he,” they said together, and were furious about the unison again, and did not finish the sentence in unison. That told me the friendship had survived the draw: “is ours.”

The unison left both of them smiling despite themselves. Maeva’s hand remained over Nahari’s heart; Nahari’s fingers resumed their lazy braid through the loosened gold hair.

Beyond the shutter, wagon wheels grated over the meadow. We counted thirty-one covered flames pass behind the canvas seam and stop beside the regalia tent.


Chapter 9: The Line

They held the Line at East Ford, on the ground where a Hero was collected in daylight, and everyone on both banks knew which ground it was.

Hanne Voll lit the small lamp beside the old etch before either line formed. AT EAST FORD, WITNESSED: A BLESSING WAS CALLED IN.

Sidonie read it once from the marshal’s rise. Hanne stood below with her arms folded and supplied the line no bard had managed to rhyme: “He conceded first. It took him anyway.”

She kept the lamp burning while the companies assembled.

The Line is a gate held against the Crown’s picked companies under trial arms. Real force, real steel blunted, a real gate, witnessed. It is the trial the crown was surest of, and I knew that, and I planned around it.

The Hunt tests whether you can clear a threat, and any competent band can clear a threat.

The Field tests single combat, a champion’s domain. The Line asks whether unblessed people will hold when given a gate and an enemy stronger than they are. The crown arrived believing levies must fail against picked companies, that gold purchased endurance better than training built it. The second trial forced the crown to learn otherwise.

Halvard Crane commanded the crown’s push, and I respected him for how he commanded it.

Saskia marshaled from the rise with her witness-shard and her impartial calls. Sidonie counted from the marshal’s side: every push, every fold, every reformed rank. I called the march’s line from the hinge with Yrsa at my shoulder.

Brenna’s relay post stood behind the school wall, where she could see the raised signal boards and nothing of the striking ground below their rims. She reached once for a spare shield as the adult files formed. Yrsa took it from her, replaced it with the shuttered captain’s lamp, and said, “Your weapon carries my count farther than six swords. Hold your station.” The shield-line filled with grown levies and adult graduates while every younger student took a lamp or message satchel behind Brenna.

Brenna hated the distance. She used it anyway. Her signals moved my calls to the hinge faster than a shout could carry them, and by the third exchange the grown files below were turning on the flash of her lamp.

The two camps assembled at the East Ford bridgehead at midmorning, the crown’s picked companies on the far bank in their slate and gold, the march’s levies at the gate, Saskia on the rise with her witness-shard, Sidonie beside her counting, and Hanne Voll at her stone with her lamp. Halvard opened with a campaigner’s economy.

I had braced for a champion making a show for a princess. Halvard opened with pure soldiering. He formed his companies at the bridgehead in good order, no shouting, no display, and came at the gate as the drill-book says, weight where the drill-book puts it.

He opened with feints at the hinge. A gate breaks there, and a practiced commander tests the hinge first. Two feints, light, reading the line’s response, as I read ground, and I felt Yrsa beside me note the quality of the feints and revise her file on him upward again.

He tested the shield-line’s left and found it firm. He tested the right and found it firm. He took an unsparing inventory of a line he expected to have to break by main force, and having taken it, he put his real weight at the hinge, the correct choice, and the one I would have made, and the school’s shield-line met his real weight with the count.

The first hard contact drove every shield rim back a handspan. Wat called the number before I could, Deric took it up behind him, and the answer traveled along the gate through the crash. The march gave one pace. Halvard’s front rank followed, certain the break had begun. On my next count, our rear files set their heels against pegged boards Colm had buried at dawn, and the line took the pace back.

Halvard changed the angle on the next press. His left file struck high while two shieldmen went low at Wat’s knees. Wat let his shield turn. The low men slid through the gap he offered, where Deric’s blunted stave checked one shoulder and a file-closer’s practice hook caught the other. We stood both crown men upright, returned them to their side, and closed before their boots found balance.

Behind us, support crews worked without applause. A split shield came out and a sound one went forward in the same exchange. A loose strap earned a white-cloth signal; its wearer folded back, had it cinched, and returned two counts later. Halvard tested our fighters. Every test also measured the cooks, leatherworkers, runners, and load crews who had built the line around them.

Wat held the hinge, an adult graduate whose father had loaded the march’s first siege wagons, and he held the crown’s chosen point of attack through count-and-step, conserving his strength. Halvard’s force came on hard. Wat yielded four feet cleanly, folded back onto Deric behind him, and the line advanced on the spoken number. Halvard’s push expected an unyielding wall and found a breathing tide, giving under pressure and closing around every gap. A tide only lets you exhaust yourself against it.

Ilsabet’s rule passed down the file in level voices: take them at the rubble’s foot; if the mouth is lost, fold four feet; reform on the person behind; advance on the number.

Halvard heard his first press defeated one count at a time. On the next, he did not hammer the hinge again. His gaze moved downriver.

When the hinge refused to break, the crown adapted, and I respected it for that. A lesser commander would have kept hammering.

Halvard split his push. He held the gate with half his weight and sent his second company wide, over the flood-notch ford, the shallow crossing downstream that a stranger reads as an open flank and a local reads as a trap.

He had done his homework. He had scouted the ground, found the ford, seen the opening, and taken it, and it was the right move, the move the drill-book rewards, and it walked his second company straight into the one place on the field where the march wanted them.

East Ford keeps its own sixty-year flood-notch stick, with the ford’s moods cut into an oilcloth-wrapped stave. It is the village’s most valuable object. Ana Merrick read it for me at dawn and set the notch: a hand and a half of clear water over a bottom that would not hold a boot. She showed me both crossings. The false one was exactly the route a scouting champion would find and love.

Nahari stood on the bank and called the timing, one-breath calls, the Glimpse spent wholly on the one ford, the proper use of a seer: narrow and deep.

The crown’s second company waded the flood-notch ford in good order, shields up, the textbook flank from the Crown’s own drill-book, and the ford became a drawn-out trap under them. The soft bottom Ana Merrick knew and they did not took the first rank to mid-thigh. The current Nahari called a half-breath before it shifted, so that our levies on the near bank were always a half-step right and the crown’s company always a half-step wrong, reaching for footing that had moved, bracing against a push that came from a hand’s-width off where they braced.

Blunted arms and survivable water protected every man from real danger. A company that crosses a ford to take a flank and finds itself mid-thigh in bad bottom with the current arguing every step has still been taken as surely as if surrounded, because it can neither advance nor form nor retreat in order, and a soldier bogged to the thigh is a soldier who has stopped being a threat and started being a problem for his own side.

The support line made that problem expensive without striking a blow. Torvald stayed at his shielded signal post beyond the ropes, at the post the iron rule assigned him, reading Brenna’s shutter-code and lifting the blue board whenever Nahari called the current.

Adult runners carried the call downbank.

The ford had been prepared in inches. Ana’s crew drove willow stakes along the true shelf before sunrise, cut level with the brown water. A tarred cord joined them below the surface. Each runner rested two fingers on it, took Nahari’s call, and crossed without looking down. The crown saw messengers moving where soldiers could barely stand and mistook knowledge for easy footing.

Colm’s crew waited behind the bank with rope, dry sand, and slat mats. When a runner came out with mud packed around his boots, two people scraped him clean while another went in. At the crown’s first surge they sanded our exit shelf and laid one mat. Our levies crossed in four steps. The crown reached the same patch after the mat had been hauled away and sank to the knee.

Nahari called water depth, rear-foot placement, and the instant a shield should turn downstream. Brenna’s lamps carried her words. Ana’s hidden cord made them usable. Colm put sound footing under the people obeying them. Songs usually removed that work, which was why songs taught so little about winning.

On blue, our levy line opened two inviting gaps. The crown’s company lunged for them, found the current turning across its knees, and spent its strength recovering shields before the water took them. On white, Ana’s ford crew hauled a rope three feet upstream, changing the safe withdrawal lane.

Every movement looked small from the marshal’s rise. In the water, small became absolute.

One crown soldier lost his footing completely. Our nearest levy planted a stave under his arm and levered him upright, then stepped back to the bank before the man could mistake rescue for capture.

Another dropped a blunted sword into the brown flow. Ana’s granddaughter marked the place from outside the trial boundary and recovered it after the call, because drowned equipment still belongs to somebody and the march returns what the ground takes. She fixed the spot between two willow stems, waited until the withdrawal signal, then worked a hooked rake downstream through the silt until steel rang against iron. The sword came up brown, its grip cord swollen. She washed it, tied the owner’s company color around the guard, and sent it back by the next dry runner. The crown’s second company learned, knee by dragging knee, that our doctrine could defeat their formation while protecting the men inside it.

By the time Halvard ordered withdrawal, they were exhausted, intact, boots sucking free one at a time, and carrying a soldier’s new hatred for apparently shallow water.

Our levies mostly held the near bank beyond reach. Ana Merrick’s ford and Nahari’s calls did the work while the crown’s company exhausted itself against a river.

Ana Merrick struck the notch-stick into the bank as if planting a victorious banner.

Saskia’s voice carried down from the rise. “The ford push drowned.”

Halvard wheeled his horse before the echo died. One horn-call brought the trapped file back by pairs; two more turned his reserve toward the gate. He left no soldier in the water merely to rescue the appearance of his plan. Within minutes the crown had abandoned the flank, reformed, and faced the only door left.

Halvard raised his sword. The last push began.

The ford file withdrew and the sand left one quarter-hour. That last measure belonged to Yrsa under the Warden’s rule.

Ilsabet’s strongest-stands-last rule put Yrsa at the hinge for the final quarter-hour. Halvard’s ford company had withdrawn. His main push had spent itself against the count. He committed everything left before the sand ran out.

She took her station without theater, hands bare and every supernatural edge banked. Saskia had taught her to fight a trial down to mortal levels; a saint who spends her Crown on one has cheated it, and Yrsa wins with the same steel a levy carries so the winning means something.

I called the count. The line folded around Yrsa, reformed, and advanced on the number. Halvard’s remaining companies struck the hinge before the sand ran out.

His companies came against the count-and-step like harvest tide against a sea-wall. Wave after wave hit the hinge where Yrsa stood; each found her giving four feet, then taking them back on the number.

I called beside her. She answered with her body, folding the line onto Wat, Deric, and a levy whose name I learned that day before advancing them again on the spoken count. Wherever the crown’s men pressed hardest, Yrsa waited at the low balanced center and reclaimed every foot.

A blunted blade struck her forearm in the third wave. She stayed set. The fifth brought a shield-rush that would have flattened a lesser fighter; Yrsa gave the required ground, formed on the people behind her, and rose with them to take it back.

The sand kept running. Yrsa threw nothing for show and never reached for the saint-speed she had banked. Through every wave, she held at a levy’s mortal speed, boots planted at the hinge when the fifth spent itself.

On the next press Halvard narrowed his front to a wedge and put fresh shoulders behind it. The point struck Yrsa’s shield and nearly turned her. She dropped her rear heel into the peg-hole cut for that station, rolled the force across her body, and sent the wedge past her left. Wat closed behind it. The crown’s point found no room to swing and withdrew before practice bars could mark the whole file captured.

Halvard tried a false break. His front gave ground in convincing disorder, and half the march leaned toward pursuit. I kept the count level and called hold. Half the march wanted to chase; training anchored their boots at the hinge. The crown’s reserve came around the retreating files, ready to strike whoever followed, and met a closed line.

The final full press cracked two shield boards and drove Wat to one knee. A red cloth snapped above Brenna’s station. The rear file opened, the injured men came through, and replacements stepped into their prints while healers caught the two who could no longer close their hands. We lost six feet. I waited until Halvard committed his reserve, then called the number.

Yrsa rose with the line. Six feet returned in four steps. The crown’s reserve lost formation against men it had believed exhausted, and Halvard caught his falling standard-bearer before the man struck the gatepost. He set him safely behind the file, turned, and came on again. Honest to the last grain of sand.

The wall held. Wat had blood on his teeth and no feeling in his shield hand. Deric could barely lift his stave. Still the number moved mouth to mouth.

“Eleven,” Yrsa said at the hinge.

“Eleven,” the file answered.

The last grains fell.

When the last wave broke against the hinge and fell back spent, and the sand ran out, and Saskia’s voice came down off the rise to call the Line held, the crown’s companies gave the only salute I have seen soldiers give: they cheered the line that beat them.

They cheered. The crown’s picked companies, the finest gold can buy, beaten fair at a gate by a warden’s levies and a saint and a count, stood in the trampled ford-mud with their arms hanging and cheered the line that had held against them.

The cheer came ragged, loud, glad, and entirely uncommanded.

Halvard Crane took off his helm. Sweat had plastered his hair to his brow; mud striped one cheek. He looked at the held gate, the farmers still standing in it, and Yrsa muddy at the hinge. Then he raised his blunted sword to them in a champion’s salute.

The cheer doubled.

Saskia called the trial. She rode down off the rise and looked at the gate and the drowned ford and the spent companies, and she gave her marshal’s verdict in the same clipped, impartial voice she gives everything: “The gate held.

“The flank drowned. The Line is the march’s without dispute, and that is the best levy line I’ve marshaled against a champion’s push.” She looked at Yrsa at the hinge, muddy and even-breathed, and gave her the economical nod earned across their two duels and the two gates they held through the same night, and Yrsa gave it back.

The stone etched under Saskia’s witness and Sidonie’s oath: THE LINE: HELD AT EAST FORD. MARCH BANNER. Osric chalked the tally, 2 to 0, beside the Gilt Hunt’s ghost-marks and the fresh etch of the Hunt.

The two lines broke ranks together after that.

Trial arms went into the same racks. Crown soldiers and march levies queued at the same water barrels with mud to the thigh and bruises already darkening under sleeves. Exhaustion had stripped ceremony from them.

Halvard’s second, the officer who had led the drowned ford push, found Ana Merrick beside her notch-stick. He bowed to her, dripping river water onto both boots.

“Where did we lose it?”

Ana planted the stick in the mud and showed him the false shelf, the deep seam, and the side-current that had taken his rear rank half a step downstream. She made him walk it in bare feet. A dozen crown soldiers followed, then three march levies who had lived beside the ford all their lives and discovered Ana could still teach them something about it.

At the hinge, Wat and a crown sergeant compared forearm bruises.

The sergeant tried the loose grip once against Wat’s shield, got it wrong, and let the rim smack his own nose. Wat corrected his thumb position. The next attempt carried the shove through both men’s feet and spared their elbows.

“Again,” Yrsa said from behind them.

Both men obeyed before checking whose instructor she was.

Hanne Voll brought the lamp down from the stone and set it between the water barrels. Its small flame stayed honest in the ford breeze. Men who had spent the day hitting one another drank around it and traded the pieces that worked.

The physical bill came due while they talked. A march healer chalked bruised ribs in blue and joints needing a second look in white. Crown armorers moved down their own line with buckets of warm water, loosening straps before swelling trapped hands inside gauntlets. Wat’s old arm had gone numb from wrist to elbow; Yrsa made him sit on an overturned shield while she tested each finger and refused his claim that numb was the same as sound.

Halvard carried two water buckets himself. He stopped at every man who had gone into Ana’s ford, checked the skin above their boot-lines for cold damage, and ordered dry socks before ale. A soldier taking account of men he had spent had replaced the officer in his voice. Colm found the champion’s blunted sword bent near the middle from the final push and showed him the warp across two fingers.

“The hinge did that,” Halvard said.

“The hinge and your insistence,” Colm answered.

Halvard accepted both parts. He laid the bent blade beside the lamp where its failure remained visible. The crown armorer tied a red repair cord through its guard, making the failure visible for whoever drew it next.

By supper, the crown’s picked companies knew the count-and-step, and three march file-closers knew Halvard’s split-push hand signal. A fair trial had left both sides harder to kill.

The fair grew around the recovery ground. Food stalls carried broth to the shield racks. The cooper set up a bench for cracked boards and charged one copper to guess which blow had split each grain; he refunded every wrong answer if the gambler stayed to plane a replacement slat. Ana planted her flood-notch stick beside a washtub and took wagers on how many soaked crown boots fit around it. The answer became forty-two, plus Halvard’s left boot after he lost the argument about whether officers counted.

The physical bill stayed visible through the jokes. Men with swollen-shut fingers ate with bowls balanced on their palms. Healers walked the water-barrel line twice, searching for ford-chilled feet. Yrsa made Wat open and close his hand twenty times, then assigned a graduate to wake him after the first bell and test it again.

At dusk, Brenna’s crews came out from behind the wall. The adults who had held the gate applauded until the runners looked ready to flee. Brenna ordered every lamp cleaned, filled, and hung for the walk home. Support classes accept praise best when work waits nearby to hide inside.

Sidonie watched the etch go in. Her thumb tapped the surveyor’s glass twice, then stopped.

Behind her, a crown sergeant asked Wat to show him the loose grip again. Sidonie listened to the correction without turning.

Sidonie came to me at the etch, before the household scattered to the feast, and gave me one private sentence in a low voice meant for me alone. “You hold gates,” she said, “as my family’s founding story says the first king held the dark.

“With a light and a line and men who chose to stay.”

She looked at the stone. “Except your story is true, and I have watched it be true, twice now, and I am beginning to wonder what my family’s story is, that it needs a crown relit every harvest to keep being believed. A true story does not need relighting, Warden.

“A true story stays lit.” And she walked away before I could answer, which was mercy, because I had only guesses, and I had promised her proven answers.

Halvard came to the hinge when it was done, muddy to the shoulder, and asked Yrsa for the Field, and the hush around his request made everyone near the hinge listen.

He asked formally, a champion to a saint, for the single combat at the Field, the third trial, five nights hence. His next words set the tally aside.

“This is mine to ask.

“I have companies for the tally.” He stopped, and started again, and the words came out of him like they surprised him.

“I have fought a hundred bouts and won them all. Every time, I knew the outcome before we began. I want one real fight whose ending I cannot know.

“Before, before…”

He stopped.

On the word before. He stopped himself and blinked at the word as if it had arrived from someone else’s mouth, then pushed it from his attention, unexplained and unwanted.

My stomach went cold.

Before.

Gold still shone faintly along his shoulders, clean and borrowed. He rubbed the place where it met his collarbone as if an old injury had spoken. He did not notice the gesture. I did.

Yrsa knew none of that. She heard the unguarded need beneath his broken sentence and gave him the only answer worth giving.

“Granted,” she said. “The Field.

“You and me. Unblessed steel. Everything in the bout belongs to us.”

She looked at him a moment longer, measuring the fighter by the set of his shoulders, and what she found tightened her jaw.

“You’ve always known you’d win,” she said, more softly. “Before Dorian beat me on the tide-flats, I had never lost a formal bout, and I’ll tell you what nobody admits about being undefeated: it’s the loneliest way to fight there is.

“Every bout you already know the end. You’re just waiting for the other man to find out.” She was not talking about him now, not entirely.

“You want one fight where you don’t know. I can give you that.

“It’s a gift and it’ll cost you the bout, and you’ll thank me, which is the stupidest courtesy a beaten man ever offers and you’ll do it anyway, because the craft matters to you more than winning.” The corner of her mouth nearly moved.

“I’ve been that fool all my life and death besides.

“It’s the only fool worth being. Five nights.

“The Field. Come without borrowed shine and I’ll meet you the same way.”

Halvard thanked her. The champion walked back to his companies lighter than he had come, already turning over the promised bout in his hands.

Yrsa watched him go. “Something’s wrong with his left shoulder.”

“I saw.”

She looked at me. I gave her nothing I could not prove.

The fairground turned from trial-ground toward festival that evening. The Field stood five nights off and Kingslight two nights after it, and a harvest fair does not wait on a crown’s dread. The wrestling ring filled and the ale flowed. The crown’s soldiers sang Suzu’s crooked fox verse at her whenever she passed; she stopped correcting them and conducted from a barrel with a herring for a baton. Lady Petra appointed herself the ballad’s honorary patron and formally requested a school verse. The bard told her the school had not finished giving him material, and she spent the rest of the evening soliciting incidents from the graduates.

Grain wains crossed the fair’s edge while the ballad stumbled through its crooked verse. Drovers sang back from the wagon seats and carried the last harvest toward the barns. Above the crown’s camp, the rounding moon rose behind thirty-one flames that did not drink their oil.

That night the household piled in the hall after the trial, the post-victory tangle, all loose limbs, Pell’s ale, and exhausted relief, and Vyrissa came to the edge of it.

She had never done that. She presides, she watches from roofs, she attends the edge of a room as weather attends a valley, but she had never once come to the warm tangle of the household, and that night she did.

She sat against the wall within arm’s reach of the pile and leaned her head back against the stone. Her furnace-gold eyes closed.

Half-asleep, Suzu let one tail spill across Vyrissa’s boot. The dragon opened one eye, considered the presumption, and lowered her clawed hand over the white tip so it would not slide away.

The moment passed without comment.

Tam’s letter came, and the warmth went out of the night.

It came late, carried by a drover who had ridden through the dark to bring it, and it was in the practiced adult hand I knew, and I knew the hand before I finished the first line. I had read it before, on the census post, the morning the courier came. Does the march take children the certifiers can’t grade.

I recognized Merta’s hand.

I had saved that letter. Osric had ruled it and wrapped it and I had filed it under the papers that shift in transit, and it had shifted in transit, from a careful question on a census post to a barred door to a boy in a root cellar, and it had been Merta’s the entire time, the mother asking on her son’s behalf weeks before she had any reason to be afraid, in a hand that had practiced the letters before committing them to good paper, because she wanted the asking to be worthy of the answer. She had once asked whether the march took such children, giving every letter its full weight.

She had waited through the progress’s approach for us to be sure. And now she had written again, and the practiced hand and its letters remained unchanged; the fear under them had sharpened, and I read it standing in the warm hall with the household piled behind me and felt the season turn under my feet.

The boy had stopped sleeping. The lamps in their cottage leaned toward him at night, all of them, leaned at the boy as the border stone’s lamp leaned west, and he lay awake under leaning lamps and did not sleep. And riders with wagons that locked from the outside had been seen at the crossroads shrine, the crossroads shrine, not the road anymore, the shrine, close, a half-day from the cottage, and Merta had barred her door and put her son in the root cellar to sleep, or to not-sleep, and she had written the march one final measured line, the last line, sharpened into a command: come.

Nahari was there. She had come as she comes, and she was already dressed for the road, and she looked at the letter in my hand and north into the dark where Coldharbour was, and she spoke the words she had promised the hour the boy stopped sleeping. Her voice came cold and certain; every word landed before the next began.

“Now we go.”

Yrsa was at the stable before I finished folding the letter.


Chapter 10: The Fox and the Blade

We rode north light and fast, four of us and a shadow. Seven nights remained before Kingslight.

The four were me, Yrsa, Suzu, and Nahari, on the fastest horses the march owned, carrying neither baggage nor banner, riding hard through the night and into a grey day toward Coldharbour. Maeva held the march and the court behind us, which gave her the harder command, and she made us ready to ride in the space of an hour. Someone had to keep four hundred guests magnificent while their host vanished north, and that is the harder posting, and we both know it.

We rode as a relief column rides: fast and silent, each of us carrying her own strength. Yrsa rode point; the strongest goes where the trouble is first.

Suzu ranged, dropping off the road and back, reading the ground. Nahari rode the center with her sight narrowed to the one road and the one errand, a seer refusing four hundred futures so the one that mattered stayed clear. And I rode and counted exits, distances, and the ground ahead, the porter’s arithmetic that had never left me. We would build the fight before reaching it. Improvisation belonged to whoever had failed to read the road.

The shadow was Vyrissa.

She had offered to fly straight there, to reach Coldharbour in an hour and stand over the snatchers and end it. I declined under the receipts doctrine. A dragon over a snatcher band ends the receipts. It burns the men, and the men are the evidence the stones must witness and the roads must exile, and a burned man swears nothing and warns no one, and any other children they hunt remain unknown and unguarded.

An errand like this wanted law: the men taken alive and sworn grey on a stone by their own confessions and marched to the border by the drovers they preyed on, so that the roads themselves refuse to sell them a stirrup, so that every road can see the grey marked beside their names. My revenge had always worked best cold, on a stone, in daylight, with receipts.

“Then I will be weather,” she had said, at the gate, when I explained the doctrine, and she had not argued it. A dragon who survived by guarding what fire left understands the value of choosing witness-bearing patience over fire.

“High. Patient. Uninvolved, unless the law fails, and then I will be law-shaped and quick.

“You do your cold work, small anchor. I will hold the sky and my temper, which is a harder thing than fire and I am the only creature left alive who can do it.”

So Vyrissa flew the road as weather.

High and patient, a shape through the cloud that a man on the ground would take for a trick of the light, and all that first night and into the grey day her silhouette came and went above us through the cloud-scud, enormous and slow, law-shaped from above. Her vast shadow crossed the road above us, terrible and beautiful, while she held herself back at cloud height for the sake of a stone’s testimony, her fire leashed so that cold arithmetic could break cruel men and leave them alive to testify. A creature capable of ending nine men in a heartbeat chose the slower law. I felt her enormous patience above me through the ride, steadier than any weapon. Holding that much fire back for a stone’s word placed Vyrissa on the side of the living and their fussy mortal rules again.

Every time the cloud thinned and her shadow crossed the road, the horses shied, and Suzu looked up and let silence answer. There is nothing to say about a mercy that large. Once, in the grey of the second morning, her shadow lingered over us a long moment, and the slow deep heartbeat I carry at the edge of my senses sped, just slightly, just once, the closest a dragon comes to worry, and I knew she had seen something from up there that we had not, and I put my heels to the horse.

The drove road tried to take half a day from us at noon.

Spring water had eaten under an old plank culvert, and the first horse put a forehoof through the crust before Yrsa hauled it back.

The mare came out shaking, skin scraped above the fetlock but the joint sound. Beyond her, the road looked whole. Under the turf, three feet of the shoulder had become running water and empty air.

I dismounted and crawled down the bank. The culvert mouth was packed with alder branches and last year’s silt.

Water had climbed over the stone lip, found the road fill, and been invisibly carrying it away from beneath.

A wagon had crossed that morning. Two wagons, iron-bound, heavy while empty. Their wheel ruts ran deep on the near side and lightened after the culvert, where the drivers had whipped the teams through.

“They know it’s failing,” I said.

Suzu crouched beside one rut and pressed two fingers into the damp. “They knew better than to stop. Rear wagon slid.

“See the double bite?”

“And left it for anyone behind.”

Yrsa looked north. “Can the horses pass single?”

“Yes. Merta’s cart can’t come home over it. Neither can two locking wagons if we turn them around.”

That made the repair part of the rescue.

I echoed a plank across the washout and sent the horses over one at a time with Nahari leading from the far bank. The copy lasted nine seconds, faded, and I called another. Suzu crossed last on the stone lip, spurning the plank; accepting an easy route causes her moral pain.

We worked.

Yrsa cut the alder jam free at the mouth. Suzu’s size let her slip into the culvert itself, and cleared the inner catch with a hook and language that made Nahari glance toward the sky as if apologizing to distant gods.

I rolled two deadfall logs down the bank, notched them, and laid them under the road shoulder. Nahari called each surge half a breath before it came, giving Suzu time to flatten against the stone while brown water punched through.

When the channel cleared, it spat a child’s blue chalk stub into the shallows.

Suzu caught it before the current did. The end had been worn square by careful writing. She cradled it in her palm, all humor gone.

“Tam passed here,” she said.

I took the chalk. Damp had softened one corner, but the square writing edge still carried a pale dust that rubbed into the lines of my thumb. I imagined a boy grinding it down on walls while wagon wheels carried him north. The image struck harder than the grave-coins ever had.

Merta had written to us weeks ago. I had filed her careful question, answered it correctly, and left the distance between the answer and her door unguarded. I knew every reason. None of them made the blue stain on my hand smaller.

“Bag it,” I said. My voice came out rough.

Suzu closed her fingers over mine before taking the chalk. One hard squeeze, fox-warm and wordless. Then she put it alone in the evidence pouch.

We packed the void with stone, braced it on the logs, and laid the original planks back with an echoed bar bearing the weight while I drove spikes. The repair would carry a cart, our horses, and two captured wagons south. A proper road crew could make it last the season after we were gone.

I carved a warning into the near post for the road crew and put three silver bits beneath a flat stone for the first person who came with proper timber. Below the warning I cut two diagonal notches, the drove-road sign for a repaired washout, then tied a strip of blue cloth at a wagoner’s eye line before his lead horse reached the weak shoulder. Suzu added a fox-mark beside it, which meant the money under the stone would still be there when the crew arrived.

The work cost forty-three minutes. I counted every one. It bought us a road home.

As we mounted, Vyrissa’s shadow crossed the repaired culvert. For one suspended beat the cloud above us glowed bronze at its edge. Approval, from a dragon, looks very much like weather deciding not to kill you.

Suzu tucked the blue chalk into the evidence pouch by itself. Then she ran the crossroads-shrine circuit as we rode, because that is what she does: bent grass, shrine dust, and bad wheel-grease give her a cleaner account than most witnesses.

She dropped off at each wayside shrine and each crossroads and read the sign the snatchers had left, silk-silent, no glamour, gone from the saddle and back before the horses had cooled, and she built the file cold, receipts first, as we build everything.

Grave-coin paid at three inns, she reported, the innkeepers remembering the strangeness of the coin before the faces of the men, which is itself a fact, because a coin has to be very strange for a man to remember it before a face.

Pre-dynasty mint. Uncirculated. The same class of coin the Gilt Hunt had paid its saboteurs earlier that year, out of a purse that came from somewhere with no market and no weather.

I turned one over that she brought back, a copper older than the province, unworn, minted and never spent until now. It carried the same dead pressure as the resting-light field underfoot.

I returned it quickly. She put the retrieved grave-coin into the evidence pouch beside Tam’s blue chalk, the two receipts finally sharing a pocket.

At the second inn, the keeper had entered the party under one name: Dreven. Nine men, two iron-bound wagons, three nights’ feed paid in old copper.

Dreven had made him bite one coin to prove the metal, and he remembered. The captain’s name entered our file beside the keeper’s sworn mark.

Wagon-grease on a shrine post, fresh, the mark of a heavy locking wagon that had swung too wide at a turn, and Suzu measured the swing and told me the wagon’s weight empty, and empty was heavy, iron-bound, meant to hold living cargo that fights. And at a well outside a hamlet, a child’s chalk mark, scrubbed at but not erased, and Suzu crouched over the ghost of it a long time before she told me what it was.

“It’s a warning code,” she said. “A child’s. Half-invented.”

She traced the scrubbed ghost of it with one finger.

“That’s Brenna’s relay alphabet. One flash hold, two gate ready, three gate dropped.

“Somebody taught this to Tam, or Tam taught himself off a story about the march’s lamp-runners, and he’s been chalking warnings on wells with a code he learned from a rumor about us.” She looked up at me. “The lamp-runners’ alphabet got out, Dorian.

“It’s in the world. A boy two provinces away is warning his neighbors with Brenna’s signals off a story he heard about the people who have the dragon.”

I crouched beside the well until the scrubbed strokes resolved into Brenna’s three-flash warning. Tam had copied the crooked lower bar too, the mistake she made before Sela corrected her. A story had carried even the mistake two provinces north.

I traced the code once with my finger hovering over the chalk. “He expected us to understand.”

“Then we’d better be worth the expectation,” Suzu said.

“He’s smart,” Suzu said, still crouched over the ghost of the chalk mark, and the shrine-crack voice lay beneath her words, the one sixty years of helpless captivity had made. “He heard a story about people who signal with lamps and he taught himself the alphabet off a rumor and he’s been warning his neighbors with it while grown men with old coin hunt him by name.

“That’s a smart, frightened child doing the only thing he can think of.”

She stood. “I was a smart frightened woman once, and grown men wanted me because I was inconvenient to leave loose. I know the feel of that root cellar.”

She did not say more. She got back on her horse, and Suzu was fully present and cold, and we rode faster.

The retrieved coin proved a pre-dynasty mint and matched the Hunt’s pay; its buyer remained unproven. We rode to identify that buyer, break the band, and bring home a boy.

We made a camp the second dusk, a wayside barn a half-day short of Coldharbour, one shielded lamp against the dark so no glow would carry to the wrong eyes, rain coming on soft against old thatch. You meet a snatcher band rested, horses and arms ready, the watch set, and strike at first light with the road already yours, and the resting is a discipline harder than the riding, because every hour you rest is an hour a boy sits in a root cellar, and a warden who cannot make himself rest before a fight is a warden who arrives spent and loses the boy to save his own conscience an hour of waiting.

So we rested. Nahari took the first watch at the barn door, sight narrowed, listening to the road, and the horses steamed in the dark, and the rain came down, and we made a warm dry place a half-day from an ugly thing, the oldest soldier’s craft there is.

We ate cold, because you do not light a cook-fire a half-day from men you mean to surprise, and a cold meal in a wet barn is one of the small familiar miseries of the road and also, somehow, one of its pleasures: four people passing hard bread and harder cheese and a skin of Pell’s ale between them in the dark and complaining about all three, which is how soldiers keep the coming fight outside for one meal. Suzu produced, from somewhere in the fox’s endless pockets, a twist of paper with candied plums in it, the good ones from the harvest stalls, and shared them out one apiece, gravely, as if rationing treasure, and kept two for herself, and was caught keeping two, and defended the second on the grounds of a reeve’s customs duty. Yrsa took the second plum off her with a tail-quick move the fox had plainly taught her without meaning to, and ate it looking Suzu dead in the eye. Suzu promptly declared it the proudest day of her teaching career and the darkest day of her personal finances, and offered, on the spot, to sell Yrsa lessons in the very theft that had just cost her a plum, terms negotiable, first lesson already delivered and chargeable.

Nahari ate at the door, half-turned to the road, and would not take the ale, because her head stays clear on a watch, and she told us, without being asked, that the boy was still in the cellar, still awake, and still alive. The glass stayed closed; she knew because the road carried the taut stillness of unfinished danger. An ending would have flattened it.

“He’s frightened,” she said, “and frightened is alive. It’s the calm ones you grieve for.” And she went back to the road, and we finished the cold meal in the warm dark, and for a little while the four of us were only four tired people in a barn eating bad bread and one candied plum apiece.

I broke my ration of hard cheese in half and wrapped one piece back in cloth.

“For the boy?” Yrsa asked.

“He may be hungry.”

Nobody told me children in root cellars did not need a warden’s saved cheese. Nahari moved her knee against mine at the door and left it there.

At that camp, at dusk, before the resting, Yrsa drilled Suzu for the rust.

Yrsa said Suzu had gone soft on vault-work and festival celebrity. Suzu accused Yrsa of jealousy toward anyone who could leave a room by routes other than its door.

They cleared a space between the steaming horses and began. I checked the same saddle strap three times so I could watch.

Yrsa fought Suzu by closing every escape before she committed; catching Suzu demanded geometry. Suzu answered with absence, always leaving the place where Yrsa’s blow landed.

The drill became an argument conducted in bruises. “You dropped your guard,” Yrsa said, and Suzu answered, “I don’t have a guard, I have a schedule,” then vanished and reappeared behind her. Yrsa, who hated being flanked more than nearly anything, used a word not fit for the boy we were riding to save. They went again. When Suzu slipped on wet straw, Yrsa abandoned a perfect opening to catch her under the elbow. Suzu regained her feet, slapped the rescuing hand away, and attacked before either could acknowledge it.

They talked while they fought. Only the very good have breath for that, drawn from somewhere the rest of us do not possess.

“You’re slow on the left,” Yrsa said, driving her, “you’ve been sitting on a stool counting coppers all season and your left’s gone to sleep.” “My left,” Suzu said, not there anymore, “is a diversion. My left has always been a diversion.

“You’ve been falling for my left since Veltmark.”

“I have not.” “You’re looking at it right now.”

Yrsa was looking at it right now, and corrected it, furious, and Suzu was already gone the other way, laughing, and Yrsa said the word again, the one not fit for the boy we were riding to save, and Nahari from the door said, mildly, “language,” which is a joke, because Nahari has the filthiest mouth in the household when she chooses to spend it and every one of us knows it. Both fighters broke to laugh. Yrsa reset first. Yrsa ignored the opening Suzu had left and straightened her twisted wrist-wrap, pulled it snug with her teeth, and slapped the repaired hand away.

“Again.”

Suzu’s grin softened before she hid it. “Again.”

Suzu stole Yrsa’s whetstone mid-bout.

She did it in the middle of a bind, the hardest place to steal from a person because both of you are fully committed and fully aware, lifted the whetstone off Yrsa’s belt while Yrsa had both hands occupied not being disarmed and both eyes on the blade, and she was three feet away grinning before Yrsa knew it was gone.

Suzu sat down in the wet barn and sharpened Yrsa’s blade with the stolen stone. She worked the nick out of the edge with patient, even passes before handing both back.

“That,” she said, “is the only theft with merit in nine tails of history.”

All nine tails burst into view together. “I’ll have it framed.”

“You’ll have nothing framed. Give me my stone back.”

The stone already sat in Yrsa’s palm. She tested the repaired edge on her thumbnail, grunted, and resheathed it.

Nahari left her attention on the road. “The rain stops in an hour. Moon at moonset. The road will take hard riding by the second watch.”

Yrsa put the sharpened blade away. Suzu tossed her the last candied plum. They split it with the whetstone knife and sat down to rest.

At the last shrine I limited the household to Dreven’s proven file. On a hard road toward an ugly thing, the temptation is to guess, to name the enemy so the fear has a shape, and a named fear without proof makes you fight the wrong shape. Who pays uncirculated grave-coin for ungraded summoner children? We did not know.

The dead coin and leaning lamps carried a familiar smell. Receipts remained our standard.

We rode to gather truth, leaving dread unconfirmed. “Say nothing you can’t swear on a stone,” I told them at the last shrine, “and we’ll break whoever this is with what they cannot buy: the truth, sworn in front of the roads.” And Nahari, whose sight had stayed narrow the whole ride, said only, “It smells like the hunt’s pay,” and spent no further name. She had already spent that name once, on a cliff, and left this suspicion unnamed.

The wager was Suzu’s idea. Naturally.

“First to make the Warden lose count,” she said, that night in the barn-loft, rain on the thatch, one shielded lamp, “runs tomorrow’s cold scout. Alone.

“In the wet.” She said it to Yrsa, a challenge, all fox-fire and mischief, a woman using a wager to close ranks around a man as she knows how, as a contest with one prize, on a hard road toward an ugly errand. Yrsa accepted it like a challenge before she remembered to be embarrassed about accepting a wager to bed a man with her sister-in-arms, and the remembering came a full beat late, a flush arriving after the yes, and it made Suzu cackle so hard she fell off the hay-bale.

Both of them gave me the direct consent I required, even in a barn, even after the joke. Suzu said it grinning before she said it straight, “yes, I want this, both of them, tonight,” and Yrsa said it clipped before saying it without deflection, “yes, hands, her too, I don’t mind her, tell anyone I said that and I’ll deny it,” and Suzu filed the not-minding away as the treasure it was.

I set the terms. Tonight I would call the contest, and two women who showed love through competition could both surrender the game to my command.

“Yrsa first,” I said.

“Suzu, you hold still, up the ladder, and you watch. Yes. That’s the game.

“You wanted a wager. The wager is you don’t get to touch until I say, and you hold still while I take her apart, and if you move you forfeit and run the scout alone.”

Suzu lit from ears to tails with the specific torment she loves, because holding still and watching is the exhibitionist’s perfect inverse and therefore, for her, the sweetest agony, self-inflicted this time and worse for it, the woman who lives to be seen made to sit and see instead. “That’s cruel,” she breathed, delighted.

“That’s genuinely cruel.

“I love it. I hate you. Start.”

Yrsa, for her part, understood the arrangement as a bout and then, glancing at Suzu on the ladder, said the nearest she comes to sentiment, an insult with love in it: “Don’t fall off and hurt yourself, menace. I’m not carrying you into a fight tomorrow because you got distracted.” And Suzu said she would carry Yrsa, thank you, on her worst day, and the two of them nearly started the argument again, and I ended it by putting my mouth to Yrsa’s throat, which is the one thing that stops Yrsa mid-sentence.

She climbed to the loft ladder and perched there, tails going still by an act of pure will, under orders not to move, and I took Yrsa first.

Fierce, on the bedrolls, bare-handed, grey light banked low along her scars as she stripped off her fighting leathers.

Yrsa hooked her fingers under the edge of her combat wrap and held my gaze. Then she unwound it herself, one firm turn at a time, baring the small high curves of her breasts before folding the linen beside her leathers. The threshold was hers. Only then did she lean into my waiting hands.

The shear-claw scar shone pale in the shielded lamp. She had the drill still in her blood, pulse hard under my mouth, muscles ready for the next demand. Her wrists went into one of my hands as I put her beneath me and let her test the hold once.

Her shoulders pressed into the bedroll. Her weight settled. The switch-flip landed the instant she believed the pin, tactical focus dropping away in one raw exhale.

“Count,” she said.

“One. Open.”

Her knees spread. I dragged two fingers through the heat between her thighs, found her slick from the spar and Suzu’s watching, and worked her clit while she held my gaze. Light tightened along the long scar on her left thigh.

At two I pushed both fingers inside her and curled them. Her hips rose once against my hand before I put my forearm across them and returned her to the roll.

“Hold,” I told her.

Yrsa held. Her breath came through her teeth in clipped bursts while I opened her with patient strokes, each one answered by the flex of her fencer’s thighs.

I used my thumb on her clit until her fingers dug into my grip and her small breasts shook with the effort of staying under command. Then I released her wrists, turned her astride, and guided my cock through her wetness.

“Down on three.”

She lowered in one controlled descent. Her pussy stretched tight around the head, then took the shaft inch by inch until her ass met my thighs. A broken sound left her.

I kept both hands on her hips and made her wait there, full and trembling, while Suzu priced the sight from the ladder.

At four I lifted Yrsa nearly off me.

At five I brought her down hard. The impact snapped her head back and brought grey radiance bright along every named scar. I set the cadence from beneath her, hard ascent and measured fall, marking the winter-pale skin under my fingers.

She could have overpowered the rhythm with one flex of those legs. Instead she handed me every stroke. Her clipped terms dissolved into breath, then my name once, low, when I turned us again and drove into her from above.

All the while, up the ladder, Suzu provided commentary.

The torment was self-inflicted, and it got worse as it went. Suzu, who lives to be watched, had put herself in the one seat where she had to watch and hold still, and it was killing her, and she narrated the odds in an increasingly wrecked voice to keep herself from breaking the rule.

“Three to one Yrsa breaks first,” she managed, tails twitching against the ladder, “she’s already, oh, she’s already gone silent, that’s four to one, that’s not fair, look at her, look what he’s, I ordered myself to hold still and I hate her, I hate you, keep going.” Her hands were fisted in her own silks to keep them still. Yrsa, who would ordinarily have told her to shut up, was too far gone to do anything but flush deeper under the running odds, being watched and priced and unable to reach the one watching, and the watching wound them both tighter, Yrsa in my hands and Suzu on the ladder, each undoing the other across ten feet of barn air.

I pinned Yrsa exactly where the bond said she needed me. She came apart on a bitten-down sound, every scar flaring through the bond as her long body went rigid and then loose.

Up the ladder, Suzu made a noise like she had been struck. She nearly broke her own rule, saved it by a breath, and stared down at us in bright torment. I decided she had paid her full measure and called her down.

I called Suzu down. She came off the ladder so fast her foot missed the last rung, landed laughing, and reached me before she had found her balance. All the motion I had denied her came back in one bright rush.

She kissed me with teeth, pulled my hand under her silks, and pushed herself against my fingers with a shameless little sound meant for Yrsa to hear.

“You watched,” I told her.

“Every stroke. I have notes. Extensive, filthy notes.”

“Now she watches you.”

That silenced her for half a heartbeat. Suzu looked toward Yrsa on the bedroll, saw Yrsa’s storm-grey gaze fixed on her, and the fox-fire freckles across her nose brightened. I stripped the silks from her narrow hips and turned her against the hay-bales with her face angled toward her audience.

Her tails spread in a red-gold fan, impossible to hide. I slid two fingers into her from behind. She was drenched from the enforced watching, her pussy fluttering around my hand as I worked her quickly.

“Tell her what you wanted from the ladder.”

Suzu held Yrsa’s gaze. “His cock.

“Your hands. Both of you looking when I lose the joke.”

I withdrew my fingers and pressed the blunt head of my cock to her slit. “Good fox.”

She pushed back, trying to take me. My hands stopped her hips until her tails lashed hay loose from the bales.

“Ask.”

“Fuck me where she can see it.” The joke had gone from her voice already. “Please.”

I entered her in one hard stroke. Suzu cried out and arched, small body taking me tight, fox-fire racing over her shoulders.

I stayed buried, then pulled almost free and drove in again. The hay-bales shifted against the wall. Her commentary broke into bright pieces: deeper, yes, she is watching, again.

Yrsa’s stare never left the place our bodies joined.

Suzu reached both arms above her head and gasped, “Hold me down. Someone hold me down.”

Yrsa moved at my nod. The older sister took Suzu’s offered wrists and pinned them to the bale, soldier-practical, her grip tested once and found real. She lent Suzu the control she had surrendered for herself, family giving family what had been asked, without stint.

“Look at her,” I commanded.

Suzu looked. I caught one slim thigh and lifted it, opening her wider to Yrsa’s view, and drove into her with quick full strokes.

Her nine tails wound around my forearms. Yrsa held her wrists and watched me work; arousal rekindled through Yrsa’s strand each time Suzu’s body jolted under my hips. Suzu felt it too.

She performed until performance failed, until her clever mouth could produce only my name and Yrsa’s in alternating breaths.

I checked the motion at the edge. Suzu made a wounded sound and strained uselessly against the grip she had requested.

“Who sets it?” I asked.

“You do. Please, Dorian. Set it.”

I gave her three hard strokes and ground deep on the fourth while my fingers circled her clit. Her amber eyes went vertical-slitted.

Fox-fire laced under her skin, and she came with her gaze locked on Yrsa, pussy clenching rapidly on my shaft, tails tightening until my arms burned. At the end she said my name straight, stripped of invoice and game, her glamour entirely down for two witnesses now.

Suzu’s first climax left her shaking against the hay-bales, wrists still pinned in Yrsa’s hands. I stayed inside her until the quick contractions eased, then withdrew with deliberate slowness, forcing the fox to watch every wet inch leave her.

She sagged back into Yrsa. The saint caught her under the arms and lowered her onto the bedroll before her knees could fold.

“One each,” Yrsa said, still fight-flushed and breathing hard. “Wager isn’t settled.”

Suzu sprawled across her lap, nine tails twitching through the hay. “The marshal acknowledges the objection. The marshal is also extremely compromised and would like the record to show that the saint has excellent hands.”

“You asked for them.”

“I am praising my own judgment.”

I put two fingers under Suzu’s chin and turned her face toward me. “You proposed first to make me lose count. The count continues until I rule it finished.”

Her amber pupils narrowed. “Excellent. Unfair. Continue.”

Yrsa opened her thighs behind the fox. I caught the saint’s ankle and drew her out from under Suzu, arranging Yrsa on her back across the bedroll with Suzu kneeling beside her. The Blade Saint’s long pale body still carried the aftershocks of her earlier release. Her small breasts lifted with each breath; storm-grey radiance remained banked along the scars at her ribs.

“Yrsa, knees up. Fox, hold them.”

Suzu took one leg beneath the knee, then the other, folding Yrsa open. Tails curled around both ankles as extra braces.

Yrsa tested the restraint once. Suzu grinned at the pressure. “Real enough for you?”

“Barely.”

“Liar.”

I knelt between Yrsa’s lifted thighs and pushed two fingers into her. She was still wet, still swollen. Her pussy closed around my hand in a hard reflex.

“Count,” she demanded.

“Six,” I said.

Suzu looked offended. “We were nowhere near six.”

“You lost the count when you came.”

“Then that’s your administrative failure.”

I curled my fingers inside Yrsa. The saint’s hips rose from the bedroll, stopped by Suzu’s bracing tails and my forearm across her belly.

“Seven,” I said.

Yrsa’s answer came as a rough syllable. Suzu’s gaze dropped to my hand disappearing into her sister-in-arms. The fox’s thighs pressed together.

“Watch properly,” I told her. “Spread yourself. Two fingers, only as deep as I count.”

Suzu shifted one hand and braced both of Yrsa’s knees with a tail and used the freed hand on herself. At eight, two slim fingers slid into her wet pussy. At nine, she drew them out and rubbed the shining tips over her clit.

I took my hand from Yrsa and replaced it with my cock.

The head pushed through her tight entrance. I entered her in a slow, continuous drive while Suzu held the long pale legs folded wide. Yrsa gripped every inch, hot and slick, until the last of me seated inside her.

“Ten,” I said.

“That’s a suspiciously round number,” Suzu whispered.

“Quiet. Yrsa, tell her what you feel.”

I withdrew halfway.

“Emptying,” Yrsa said through her teeth.

I drove back until Yrsa took every inch.

“Filled. Better.”

“Again.”

She gave Suzu the words on every stroke. Deep. Drag. Full. Hold. The clipped report roughened as I took her harder, her legs spread in the fox’s care while wet impacts sounded under the rain.

Suzu watched until the sight became its own punishment. Her fingers moved between her thighs on my spoken count, bright little circles stopping whenever I stopped inside Yrsa. Each denial drew a fox-fire spark across her shoulders.

“Your turn to hold still,” Yrsa told her.

“I am holding two saint-grade legs and the remnants of my dignity.”

“Only one of those is difficult.”

I changed the angle under Yrsa’s hips. Her retort collapsed. The new line drove across the place that made her inner muscles seize around me. I repeated it, slower, and felt the Crowned strand tighten with her returning need.

“Dorian.”

“Wait.”

“I am.”

Suzu’s fingers quickened.

“Fox, stop. Put your hand on her clit instead.”

She pulled her wet hand from herself and pressed two fingers to Yrsa. I covered Suzu’s knuckles with mine long enough to set the pressure, then let her maintain it.

“When I fill her, circle once. When I withdraw, hold still.”

Suzu followed the call. Yrsa took the double rhythm without a single tactical word left. My cock drove deep; fox fingers circled. I pulled back; they held. The saint’s thighs shook inside the tails binding them open.

“Who wins?” Suzu asked, voice fraying.

“Whoever stops trying to.”

Yrsa gave one broken laugh. “Filthy answer.”

“Take it anyway.”

I drove into her and Suzu circled hard. Yrsa came a second time, body arching off the bedroll as her pussy clenched around me in fierce rings. Storm-grey light flashed along the rib scar. Suzu braced the legs and worked her clit through every contraction, watching Yrsa’s face while my hips moved beneath her attention.

I withdrew before Yrsa’s grip could pull my own finish free. My cock came out shining. Yrsa made a low protest and reached for me.

“Hands down,” I said. “You hold the fox now.”

Yrsa caught Suzu by the waist and pulled her across the bedroll. The fox landed on her back with a surprised yelp, tails flying. I sat with my shoulders against the hay-bales and crooked two fingers.

“Suzu. Astride. Facing me. Yrsa behind you.”

Suzu scrambled into my lap, quick even on trembling legs. She gripped my slick cock, rubbed the head over her clit once, then lined me up.

“Wait,” I said.

Her hips froze above me. Yrsa settled behind her and gathered Suzu’s wrists in one hand against the fox’s lower back. Her other arm banded Suzu’s belly.

“Held forever,” Suzu breathed, remembering her own appraisal.

Yrsa’s mouth touched one fox-red ear. “If you earn it.”

“I am excellent collateral.”

“Down,” I ordered.

Suzu sank onto me, her petite body adjusting in a tight wet glide until she settled fully against my thighs, breasts pressed to my chest. The contact pulled a straight, helpless sound from her.

“Move only when I tell you. Yrsa, use her clit.”

The saint’s free hand slid between us. Soldier-callused fingers found the swollen bud. Suzu jolted on my cock but Yrsa’s arm pinned her seated.

I set the sequence in uneven counts. Two shallow lifts. A full descent. Stillness while Yrsa rubbed three deliberate circles. Then one long rise until only the head remained, followed by a hard return that drove Suzu against my chest.

Her tails wrapped us both. Three coiled around Yrsa’s back, two around my waist, the rest thrashing through the hay whenever I made her wait.

“Whose count?” I asked.

“Yours,” Suzu said. The invoice voice had gone. “Please keep it.”

“Yrsa?”

“His. Stop trying to price it.”

I increased the force and refused a predictable rhythm. Yrsa worked Suzu’s clit at each deepest stroke, her own fresh aftershocks spilling through the new steel-and-silk strand. Suzu felt them and answered, squeezing hard around my cock.

“I can feel you,” she gasped to Yrsa. “Every time he fills me, you… gods.”

“Good. Carry it.”

Suzu rode to my command while Yrsa anchored her. Bright fox-fire braided through storm-grey at the edges of my sight. The two women climbed again together, one receiving every thrust and one feeling it cross the bond while her fingers supplied the answer.

I stopped counting aloud.

Suzu noticed after two strokes. “What number?”

I lifted her and brought her down hard. “Gone.”

Yrsa’s storm-grey gaze found mine over Suzu’s shoulder. Understanding landed first in her, then crossed the new strand into the fox.

I had lost the count on purpose. Neither woman would beat the other into my bed. The wager died there, leaving only family and the thing they had both chosen.

“Dead heat,” I said. “You both run the cold scout.”

Two queens swore at me in perfect unison.

The unison broke them.

Yrsa’s fingers tightened over Suzu’s clit as Suzu came around me, quick contractions fluttering the full length of my cock. The fox cried out straight, without joke or invoice. Through their braided strand, Yrsa’s own body answered in smaller pulses, her thighs clamping against Suzu’s hips while she anchored her through it.

I drove up through the shared aftershocks and came deep inside Suzu. My cock jerked in heavy pulses, pumping a hot load into her while Yrsa pinned Suzu flush against me. Cum welled around me and ran over my thighs. Suzu’s pussy milked each spurt; Yrsa’s hand never left her clit until the final weak contraction eased.

Steel closed around silk. Fox-fire ran through storm-grey. Their new bond-thread drew taut; I felt both women laugh before either made a sound.

Rain softened against the old thatch, and for a while three warm bodies in the hay and a dragon guarding the sky above the roof pushed the ugly errand, the old coin, and the leaning lamps far away.

The aftercare was the soldier’s, and it annexed Suzu, which was new. On the loft floor, one water skin passed three ways. We rested shoulder to shoulder against the hay while Yrsa tugged the nearest blanket over Suzu’s bare feet without comment. Yrsa’s rules extended to cover a kitsune who did not ordinarily do soldier-aftercare and did tonight, subdued and tucked between us, three tails across Yrsa’s lap, two wound around my calf, and the remaining four banked along the hay to stop the draft.

Suzu, half-asleep, appraised Yrsa aloud as she appraises everything. “Undervalued asset,” she murmured, into Yrsa’s shoulder. “Recommend holding forever.

“Would insure at no premium.

“Terms: never let go.” And Yrsa, who habitually deflects compliments, who itches at kindness and repays it or flees the room, let it stand.

She accepted Suzu’s appraisal in the dark, put one arm over the fox to shelter her from the draft, and left it there. The unbroken embrace said more than Yrsa would have tolerated from her own mouth, and I felt their shared strand tighten in the dark, the blade and the thief, the last unbraided pairing in the four-Crowned circle, family now past any denying it.

In the dark, Suzu fell asleep with her nose pressed to Yrsa’s shoulder. Yrsa adjusted the blanket over all nine tails and pretended she had only been fixing a draft.

Nahari stood watch at the barn door. Above the roof, Vyrissa’s wing-shadow passed over the moonlit gaps in the thatch at long, patient intervals.

We slept a few hours before Suzu’s road-reading broke camp at moonset.

She came back from the last shrine circuit at moonset with the fox fully present and no games in her at all, and she told it without embellishment. The snatchers’ sign was hours fresh, wagon-grease still tacky, grave-coin spent at the nearest inn that same evening. The band had not camped a half-day out as a sane band camps before a job.

They had pushed through the dark to Coldharbour, and they were there now, close on the cottage, waiting for the light, because a barred door is easiest to break at dawn, when the people behind it have spent the whole night not sleeping and the coming day whispers that the danger has passed.

“They’re already there,” Suzu said. “Sitting on the boy. Waiting for morning.”


Chapter 11: Coldharbour Road

We reached Coldharbour two hours before dawn. Suzu had read the last mile ahead of us, and I laid the fight onto the ground while Dreven’s men waited for morning.

Coldharbour was nine houses and a cottage set apart, a ford on the drove road where the wagons had to cross, a crossroads shrine with its lamp gone out, and a hamlet’s worth of moonless dark that had a frightened boy in the middle of it.

Dreven’s band had done what Suzu said they would do: they had pushed through the night to be close, and they were close now, nine of them and two locking wagons drawn up in the alder-scrub past the ford, horses picketed and dozing, torches banked and ready, waiting on the grey that would let them break a door. Their watch was lazy, one man drowsing beside banked torches while the others trusted their numbers. Nine hard men with old coin had come to collect a widow’s son behind a barred door. Certainty had reduced the hours before dawn to a wait.

I put the four of us to work in the last two hours, silent, cold, each doing her assigned ground.

Suzu laid the trip-lines. She used real rope from the road kit, strung low and taut across the ford’s throat where a wagon would have to cross to get a stolen child out fast in the dark, three lines, staggered, at axle height and knee height and the height a bolting horse drops its head, and she laid them by feel in water to her shins without a sound, and came back dry to the waist by a trick I have watched her do and cannot explain, and reported the ford closed.

“A wagon takes those at speed,” she said, “and it stops being a wagon and starts being a pile. Nobody’s driving a locked box out of this ford tonight. If they run, they run on foot, and men who run on foot from a fight they were sure of run stupid.”

She was cold through every layer, the fox with no games in her, and she had one more thing to lay, and she laid it: the foxfire.

The foxfire was the cruelty of the plan, and it was a kindness, both, as the best of Suzu’s work is both. She lit false cottage-lights, warm, low, familiar, a lamp behind a shutter and a banked hearth-glow under a door, in the wrong house. In the empty house two doors down from Merta’s, a house whose family had gone to a daughter’s in the next valley for the harvest and left it dark.

She lit it up soft and lived-in with fox-fire that cast no heat and drank no oil, a house pretending to shelter a sleepless mother and a boy who would not sleep, and she left Merta’s actual cottage dark as a stone.

“Men move on a lit window,” she said. “They’ve been watching a dark door all night and telling each other the boy’s inside not-sleeping.

“Now there’s a window with a light in it, and the light says here they are, awake, frightened, right where we left them. They’ll go to the light. The light’s a hundred feet from anything that matters, guarding a cold hearth and a lie.”

She melted back into the scrub. “First rule of the trade. Put the treasure where they’ll look, and put the look where there’s no treasure.”

Nahari took the near ground and narrowed her sight as she had through the ride, a seer refusing four hundred futures to preserve the one.

She spent the Glimpse on the ford, the cottage-yard, and the twenty feet of dark a running man crosses, and she spent it a half-breath deep, so that every rider Dreven had would move, when the moment came, a half-step wrong, reaching for footing that had shifted, bracing against a blow that came from a hand’s width off where he braced, turning toward a sound that had already stopped. It is the smallest magic in the household and the most decisive. A fight is a thousand half-steps. The side that stays half a step right does not lose.

She settled at the yard’s edge, dark eyes half-lidded, breathing by long counts. “The boy is still in the cellar,” she said, unasked.

“Still not sleeping. Still frightened, which is still alive.

“And the men are still certain.” A pause. “Certainty is a lamp I can read from here.

“Theirs is very bright.” She did not smile. “It goes out first.”

Yrsa took the real door. Merta’s door. The strongest stands where the trouble will come, and the trouble, when it came, would come to the one door in Coldharbour that had a boy behind it, and Yrsa stood in the dark ten feet from it with her back to the cottage wall and her breath even and her hands empty, bare hands being what she brought to work she meant to win honestly, in the dark, before anybody bled who didn’t have to.

I took the hinge of it, which is the place a warden takes, the place where one sweep showed me the ford, the false light, and the real door and let me call the count that moved my three women faster than a shout. I had Yrsa at my shoulder within a whistle.

I adapted Brenna’s counting discipline into a separate three-beat field code: first flash hold, second ready, third go. The school’s one-flash hold, two gate-ready, three gate-dropped, long-flash breach alphabet retained its meanings; I borrowed its discipline and assigned fresh signals. And above all of it, high and patient and law-shaped in the cloud, I had the sixth heartbeat, one ponderous beat for every four of mine, a dragon banking herself as weather over a wayside cottage, and I did not look up at her. Displaying a reserve spends its value.

I felt her there and let the vast patience steady me.

Dreven hit the cottage at first light, and it went as a fight should when you have owned the dark.

He came at the false window first, which I had bet he would and which is why we lit it, nine men splitting off the scrub in good order, torch discipline, no shouting, a disciplined band about a practiced ugliness. Four to the lit house, three to the ford to guard the crossing and bring the wagons up, two held back with Dreven himself, a road-wolf keeping a reserve as a road-wolf does. The four hit the lit door hard and fast. They found a cold hearth, an empty room, and a foxfire lamp that guttered the instant a real hand reached for it. Understanding took two heartbeats. When they realized they had entered the wrong house, their certainty vanished exactly as Nahari had predicted.

I gave Brenna’s second flash, ready. Yrsa left the wall.

Nine men faced four of us. It was never close.

Yrsa took the three at the ford first. The wagons stood there, and a stolen child rides out in a wagon, and she took them before they knew the near ground had turned. The first went down to her trip-lines; he backed toward the ford to bring a wagon up, caught the knee-line Suzu had strung, went down in the shin-deep water hard, and came up with Yrsa’s hand already on his collar and his own knife already gone from his belt, disarmed by a saint who needs no saint-speed to strip a fallen man. A man down in cold water has already lost.

She put him down in the ford and held his face clear while cold water soaked the fight out of him. A man face-down in a ford has stopped being a threat and become a problem for his own side. Yrsa left him choking, coughing, and finished, then turned to the second.

He saw her coming and set himself, more than the first had managed. His committed cut would have caught a lesser fighter. Nahari called it half a breath early from the yard’s edge; I spoke the half-step into Yrsa’s ear on the count. The blade passed through the place she had occupied. Her palm struck his sternum and seated him in the ford beside the first man, where he stayed.

The third threw down his torch and ran, the smartest thing anyone in Dreven’s band did all night. I let him. He fled toward the border on foot, delivering himself to the exile we meant to give him anyway, only cheaper. We do not chase a man already running toward his sentence.

Three at the ford, no wound taken, in the time it takes to say it. I gave Brenna’s third flash, go. The false light vanished, the real door held, and Dreven understood in the grey that he had brought nine men to break a barred door while the fight occupied every piece of ground beyond it.

His four at the lit house came back with their torches guttering. The first man ran straight for the cottage, hatchet in his right hand and a torch carried forward to blind whoever guarded the door.

“Torch late,” Nahari called from the yard’s edge.

I passed the warning into Yrsa’s count. She waited until fire filled her vision, dipped beneath the delayed thrust, and struck the man’s wrist against the stone doorpost. The torch dropped into mud. Before its hiss ended, she turned his hatchet hand across his own chest, put one shoulder into his back, and sat him beside Merta’s rain barrel with both arms trapped under him. He tried to rise. Yrsa planted one boot on the fallen hatchet, sparing his spine, and left him the choice of stillness.

The next two had worked together before. One came high with a cudgel while the other slid along the cottage wall with a short blade low against his thigh. Nahari’s first call came toward the cudgel.

“High is noise. Low commits.”

Yrsa gave the loud man half a step and turned on the watchful one. The knife drove toward the place her ribs had occupied. She caught his forearm in both hands, pulled him past her hip, and sent him shoulder-first across the rain barrel. The staves boomed. Water sheeted over him and turned the dooryard black.

The cudgel man changed his swing in the same instant, better than I expected. I called fold. Yrsa folded toward the cottage. I echoed a pale half-step under her rear foot where the mud had gone slick. Her heel found impossible timber for one heartbeat. She used it to stop, reversed under the cudgel, and hit him once with the heel of her palm beneath the jaw. His teeth closed on his own tongue. The cudgel spun away. She caught his coat before he fell into the stone sill and lowered him into the mud with blood on his lip and no crack in his skull.

The knife man came off the broken barrel on hands and knees. Suzu’s line tightened around one ankle from the dark beside the well. His leg went out behind him. Yrsa took the knife, opened his coat with it and spared his skin, and pinned the blade through the loose wool into the earth. He lay spread against the mud, fastened to the ground by his own weapon and too startled to pull free.

The fourth man had stopped at the wall. He looked at the three bodies between him and the door, then at Yrsa standing empty-handed in their middle, even-breathed, while Nahari held the next warning behind her teeth at the edge of the yard. The near ground had eaten every piece of order they brought into it, half a step at a time. Coldharbour’s stone would receive details rather than a boast: three men disarmed, none maimed, one chance left to choose.

She offered mercy once.

It is the household’s rule and it is Saskia’s rule now too, the worthwhile doctrine that cold woman left in our keeping: mercy offered once, without equivocation, and if it is declined the declining goes on the receipt. One of the four, backed to the cottage wall with his blade up and his three fellows down around him, got the offer. “Down,” Yrsa told him, empty-handed, even-breathed.

“On the ground, hands out, and you keep your teeth. I’ll say it once.”

His eyes flicked to the three men on the ground. Then he came off the wall at Yrsa with everything he had. She turned the blade out of his hand and put him down with most of his teeth intact. The refusal went on the receipt. Dreven broke for the wagons.

In Dreven, cleverness honed cruelty to a single edge. He read the fight in a heartbeat: ford closed, flank drowned, door held. A road-wolf reads a lost position cleanly. He made the only move that might have salvaged something, which was to get a locking wagon moving. A locking box in motion through grey dawn might buy a road-wolf his life and perhaps a hostage.

His last man covered well. He kicked the brake-chock free while Dreven cut the lead horse’s tether and seized the wagon step. The startled team lunged. Suzu’s first rope caught the near horse at the lowered head and turned it across its mate without taking the animal off its feet. The second line snapped tight under the axle. Iron shrieked against wet stone; the wagon slewed sideways and its locked box struck the alder bank. One outer plank split.

Dreven stayed on his feet. He sprang from the step before the wheel climbed the bank, rolled through the ditch, and came up running with a short blade drawn. Nahari called his next foothold. I moved the half-step before he planted it and put an echoed bar across the gap. His boot struck pale wood that had not existed a blink earlier. The bar broke, but so did his stride. He stumbled, recovered, and found himself three strides from the wagon when the sky came down.

Vyrissa landed.

Through two campaigns, Vyrissa had been municipal weather, a shadow on a roof, and one molten eye behind a grate. Now the road saw her fully revealed.

The cloud broke over the drove road and she came out of it.

Enormous past the scale a mortal eye is built to contain, bronze-gold and metallic in the grey light with the ember-glow banked along her spine, wings the width of the ford spread and cupping the air, and she came down onto the flat above the cottage with a wing-thunder that flattened the alder-scrub and threw the autumn dust up in a ring around her, a perfect ring, the grit driven outward from where she settled so that for one suspended moment there was a circle of bare road with a dragon in the center of it and Coldharbour crouched at its edge. The horses screamed and tore their pickets and fled.

The torches guttered. The last man covering Dreven dropped his blade and his water together; his nerve went with them. The size of the thing above him sent him prone in the road with his arms over his head.

She landed between Dreven and the wagons with her fire banked so deep it touched no one, that morning or in all of what came after. Her wings folded. The vast bronze wedge of her head lowered until one furnace-gold eye rested level with the road.

She looked at him.

Dreven sat in the drove-road dust with the grave-coin heavy in his purse and a dragon’s eye a wagon’s length from his own. His short blade dropped into the dust. His mouth stayed closed.

Vyrissa breathed once. Heat rolled over him, stirred his hair, and left him unscorched. He put both hands flat on the road.

“Bind them,” I said, into the ringing hush, and we bound them.

The receipts came next, itemized and cold in daylight.

The wagons first. Two of them stood iron-bound and heavy even empty, built for unwilling cargo, with locks on the outside and air-slots too high for a child to reach.

The straw had been rammed in so thick it would muffle a captive on a long road. Suzu read the grease on the axles, the wear on the locks, and the floor straw for Coldharbour’s stone-keeper to hear. The wagons had come a long way, but neither locking box had carried a living load: the straw lay uncompressed, the inner boards unscuffed, the high air-slots clean. A blue chalk smear on one bound man’s boot matched Tam’s warning marks at the wells, proof that Dreven’s band had followed the boy’s route while the locking boxes remained empty. Suzu read that conclusion aloud. Relief did not warm her. Empty cages on a list of children were still cages, and she laid her hand against the clean inner board until the shrine-cold stillness returned.

The coin next. The purses came off the bound men and Suzu counted them into the daylight, pre-dynasty mint, uncirculated, coppers older than the province minted and never spent until now, the same dead pressure in the hand that the resting-light field carries underfoot, the same coin the Gilt Hunt had paid its saboteurs earlier that year, out of a purse that came from somewhere with no market and no weather. She counted it and named it for the stone and did not name where it came from. Familiar smells cannot enter the record; the stones require receipts.

But she laid the coppers out in a row on a wagon-board where the stone-keeper could see them, thirty-odd of them, all the same impossible age, and a row of thirty coins that should not exist was testimony louder than an accusation. Its impossible presence in daylight supplied its own accusation.

After them came the route-list.

That one mattered, and Dreven had it on him, folded small, a hard man’s careful working-paper: the villages, in order, with the drove-road distances marked and a name or a rumor of a name beside each, four more of them past Coldharbour, four more hamlets with a child in each that a certifier could not grade and a road-wolf had been paid to collect. I read it standing in Merta’s dooryard and saw what the coin had purchased. The hunting-plan became our warning-map.

Coldharbour had drovers riding to all four by noon, the ford-folk and the drove-men who knew every one of those hamlets and could reach them faster than any snatcher because the roads were theirs, and each rider carried a copy in Coldharbour’s stone-keeper’s hand of the route-list and the blunt instruction bar the doors, the march is coming, you are counted. Four villages warned off one cruel man’s paper. I kept that in the rare column reserved for harm prevented, and let it compound.

We put Dreven and his band before Coldharbour’s stone at midmorning. Bound hands, a dragon’s eye, and Yrsa standing near confined every answer to fact.

The stone accepted their confessions: names, coin, villages, and the number of children they intended to carry. Grey marks spread beside their names.

The drovers they had preyed on marched them toward the border. Word traveled stone to stone faster than horses. The escorting drovers told me afterward how the road received them.

The first inn refused them a bed. At the second, the keeper’s brother saw old copper and argued that grey marks did not feed horses. He reached for Dreven’s coin. The keeper caught his wrist, laid the copied route-list beside the purse, and showed him the name of a girl two farms upriver. His hand opened. He shoved the copper back across the board and barred the stable himself.

At Narrow Ford, the ferryman balked at carrying bound men without payment. One of the escorting drovers paid him with current mint, then made Dreven walk the waist-deep crossing beside the empty ferry while the bound men behind him stumbled through the cold. On the far bank, a drove-woman offered the escorts bread and set the prisoners’ portion on a stone six paces away. They could eat when the ropes came off at the border.

Inn by inn and ford by ford, varied hands made the exile physical.

Dreven, marched off grey between two drove-men he had meant to rob of their children, did not speak. He had spent his certainty and found nothing under it. He walked to the border in silence while Coldharbour returned to its harvest.

At last there was the boy.

Merta unbarred her door when the road fell still. She entered her own dooryard flint-hard and dry-eyed, carrying a kitchen knife she fully intended to use. At four-and-thirty, the widow occupied her threshold as though relief might still try to force its way past her.

She took in the departed prisoners, the drovers on the road, and the four of us muddy in her yard. Above the cottage, Vyrissa settled on the flat like a hillside deciding to rest. Merta withheld her thanks; gratitude remained a luxury she had yet to decide she could afford.

She said, “The riders.

“To the other villages.

“You sent them,” and I said we had, and she nodded once, a bookkeeper’s nod, filing it, and then she went to the root cellar and lifted the door and said, down into the dark, “Tam. It’s done. Come up.

“The dragon-people came.”

He came up.

Twelve years old, small for it, soot-haired, grey with a week of lost sleep. He planted one foot on the cellar’s top step while he checked the road, his mother, each of us, and the dragon above the cottage. Only then did he step into the dooryard and count us. His eyes went one, two, three, four over the four of us, then up to the fifth, the enormous one on the flat, and stayed there.

Each number lowered his shoulders a fraction. The familiar effect made the letter’s true purpose clear before he spoke.

The lamps in the cottage leaned toward him.

Through the open door, the two lamps Merta had lit leaned toward the boy in the doorway, as the border stone’s lamp leaned west, as iron leans to a lodestone. When he took a breath and steadied, they straightened with him and burned true. He did not notice.

Since midsummer, he had lived inside the small new fact that flames leaned toward him and steadied when he was calm, through so many nights that exhaustion had begun to make it feel natural. That, more than the letter, more than the leaning, told me what he was: a boy learning to treat a new strangeness as the daily shape of the world.

I did the read I could do, the anchor’s own sight that had awakened in the Sunken Crown when my blood was finally read correctly, the seeing of a soul according to the thing I am. I laid it on the boy as gently as a rule on a manifest, and it gave me back a line I had never seen on a living child before and the line stayed with me.

[SKILL: UNGRADED – A DOOR, UNOPENED]

The lines beneath it were clean. His ribs showed neither debt-thread toward a distant holder nor gold seam cinching his strength to somebody else’s purpose. That clean emptiness made my knees weak.

Certifiers had called that absence useless. Dreven had called it valuable. To me it looked like time: years Tam still owned in which to learn what his gift wanted without another hand choosing for him.

I closed the read before curiosity could become its own kind of pressure. Whatever waited behind that image of a door could stay there until the boy reached for the handle.

He looked at my forearms, at the tracery, the silver map of everything I had spent climbing up under the mended leather, and wonder loosened his tired face.

“You’re the person who has the dragon,” he said. A boy checking a fact against a rumor and finding the rumor real.

“I wrote the letter.”

Because he was twelve and exhausted and had been carrying a great deal for a great many days: “I didn’t think anybody read it. Mum said somebody would. I chalked the warnings on the wells so the other kids could get to the cellars but I didn’t; I didn’t think the dragon-people were real people.

“I thought it was a story.” He looked at the four of us, muddy and road-worn. “You’re just people.”

“We’re just people,” I agreed. “The dragon’s real, though. She’s right there.”

He looked up at her again and did not flinch. Grown men had sat down in the road; this soot-haired boy only counted. She was the largest steady presence he had ever encountered, and steadiness does not frighten a boy who steadies flames. They call to him.

Merta stated her terms then, and they were law, and I took them on a handshake. They were the right terms, set by someone who had sat up all week behind a barred door with a kitchen knife and earned the right to name them.

“He learns if he wants to learn,” she said, flint-hard, dry-eyed still. “He stops if he wants to stop.

“Nobody studies him.

“Your school doesn’t grade him and write him up. He’s a boy. And I come too.

“I’m not sending my son off to strangers with a dragon, however kind the strangers or the dragon. I come, and I work.

“I don’t take charity. I’ve never taken charity, I’ll cook or I’ll clean or I’ll maintain your school’s books, I run good books, and you house us honest and I watch him, and the day it stops being good for him is the day we leave, and you don’t argue it.” She extended the hand that had written the letter, fingers straight and waiting, the question now made flesh and just as worthy of an answer.

“Those are the terms.”

“Those are good terms,” I said. “I’d have offered worse and meant it kinder. You keep books?”

“Better than most,” Merta said, “and I don’t lose things.”

Behind me, muddy and cold, Suzu whispered, “Oh, I like her.”

Merta heard. “You haven’t seen my late-fee columns.”

“I like you more.”

Merta took my hand. Her palm was scored where the kitchen knife’s grip had pressed through the night. We shook on her terms.

Tam walked toward Vyrissa.

Merta’s hand locked around the cellar door. Yrsa shifted her balance; I touched her arm before she could follow. Suzu’s tails stopped in mid-sway. Nahari opened her mouth for a forecast and gave none.

Tam climbed toward the enormous bronze shape on the flat. Tam stopped a few feet from the great lowered head, at the edge of the ring of driven dust, and he said, in his tired serious voice, the smallest and the most extraordinary thing:

“Can I count your heartbeat? Counting steadies me. Yours is really slow.

“I could feel it from the cellar.

“It’s the slowest thing I ever felt and it made the cellar not so bad. Can I count it. I’ll be careful.”

Vyrissa, keeper of the last dragon grave, had watched a season of the living practice from a rooftop. Now she lowered her vast bronze head the remaining distance to the road, until the great warm curve of her jaw was there beside the boy, close enough to touch, and she said, in the mountain-patient voice, quieter than I had heard her:

“Count. I will slow it for you.”

She drew it out. I felt the sixth heartbeat change, the sixth heartbeat at the edge of my senses, the one I had counted since the Cindermaw, stretching, one long beat and then a longer one, a dragon reaching into her own vast body and stretching its pulse so a frightened boy could lay his soot-grey hand against the warm bronze scale over her pulse and count.

He counted aloud in the grey dawn.

“One.”

A sparrow landed on the fence before the next beat.

“Two.”

His soot-grey hand rose and fell over the scale. By four, his shoulders had left his ears. By seven, he swayed where he stood. Vyrissa did not hurry a single beat.

Merta finally touched his back. “Bed.”

Tam looked up at the dragon. “Can I count again later?”

“If you ask,” Vyrissa said.

His mother fed him and put him to bed with the door unbarred.

He slept through the day.

Merta packed before dusk. Coldharbour lent us a farm wagon, two sound horses, blankets for Tam, and food for the two-day ride. She accepted the wagon and recorded its owner, harness condition, and every borrowed blanket on a slate before she loaded one pot.

“I said I don’t lose things,” she told Suzu.

Suzu read the slate over her shoulder. “Your columns are straight.

“Your blanket depreciation is aggressive. I withdraw six of my first eleven concerns.”

“What are the other five?”

“Vault privilege.”

“Then it isn’t actionable.”

Suzu looked at me with delight. She had found someone who could survive the vault books.

Five nights remained before Kingslight when we harnessed for the south road. Tam slept under the wagon hood. Merta sat beside him and rested one hand on his boot whenever the wheels jolted.

Our four horses flanked the wagon. Vyrissa returned to the clouds once the village fell behind, at a height the teams could tolerate.

The first morning gave us cold rain and six miles of road turned slick under the wheels.

Merta drove economically. At the first steep grade she handed me the reins, climbed down, and walked beside the rear wheel with a stone ready for the brake. She found the load’s weak point and stood there before anyone asked.

Tam woke near noon. He counted the wheel turns between milestones until he lost the number at three hundred and twelve, went rigid with frustration, and started again from one.

“You can lose a count,” I told him, riding beside the wagon. “It isn’t a door. Forgetting a number doesn’t let anything through.”

He considered that with grave suspicion. “What if it was an important number?”

“Then you write it down before you need it.”

I gave him a stub of map pencil and the back page of my rain-sheltered notebook. He marked each milestone with a small square. The next time the wagon jolted and broke his wheel count, he used the squares and continued from the last milestone.

At the washed culvert we had repaired during the northbound ride, I stopped the wagon. The road fill had settled but held.

Water ran clean beneath the braced logs. Our warning remained on the post, and the three silver bits were gone. Beside them, someone had left two proper oak beams, a maul, and a note promising a road crew by morning.

Merta studied the repair. “You did this while riding to us.”

“We needed a road home.”

Her eyes went to Tam under the hood, then to the wagon wheels. She gripped the culvert post once as we passed and tested the repair with her weight before letting go.

We made the first night’s camp in a sheep fold with a stone lean-to and a roof that leaked only over the place Suzu chose for herself. Nahari called the rain’s end and was wrong by eleven minutes, which pleased her more than dry bedding would have. Yrsa checked the fold wall, moved one loose stone, checked it again, and pronounced it barely fit for sheep.

Merta took over supper before anyone could assign it. She turned Coldharbour oats, two onions, dried mutton, and a heel of festival cheese into a pot that made Yrsa stop criticizing the wall. That alone recommended her for any kitchen in the province.

Tam sat close to the fire but watched the lamps.

We had two: my road lantern and Nahari’s small glass lamp. Both leaned toward him when his shoulders tightened. When Merta put a bowl in his hands, the flames stood upright.

“Do you make them do that?” he asked me.

“No.”

“But you’re an Anchor.”

“So are you, perhaps.

“That doesn’t mean we do the same things. Maeva can steady a room. Yrsa feels a bad angle before it cuts.

“Nahari sees half a breath ahead when she chooses. Suzu can stand beside your pocket and improve its inventory.”

“That last one isn’t magic,” Suzu said from the driest spot in the fold, which she had stolen from Yrsa after the leak found her.

“It feels like magic to the pocket.”

Tam almost laughed. The lamp flames gave one small shake with him and settled.

Merta watched the exchange over her bowl. “Nobody tests that on him tonight.”

“Nobody tests anything,” I said. “He eats.

“He sleeps. Tomorrow he rides home.”

Merta fixed her eyes on me. “And after tomorrow?”

“We begin with what steadies him. Counts he can set down. Lamps he can leave whenever he chooses. A room whose door he controls.” I rested my bowl on one knee. “If his gift stirs in a new way, he tells us what he felt before anyone asks him to repeat it. Repetition can become a lesson later, with his consent and yours. Any new change belongs to Tam.”

The boy listened from inside the borrowed blankets, pretending sleep badly.

“What if it changes wrong?” he asked.

“Then the room holds,” Yrsa said. “That is what rooms are for.”

Nahari turned her little glass lamp until its flame stood beyond his direct sight. “And someone wiser stops the lesson before fear teaches the gift a bad habit.”

Suzu lifted one tail from the dry patch. “I handle unauthorized doors. Excellent rates for family.”

Tam’s mouth twitched. Merta made another of her bookkeeper’s nods as Tam’s breathing settled. Then she served Yrsa another ladle of stew without asking and moved her own bedroll to the fold entrance. Later, when Tam had curled beneath two borrowed blankets, she took the second watch without asking and sat at the fold entrance with her kitchen knife across her knees. Yrsa woke an hour into it, replaced the knife with a short camp blade in an undecorated sheath, and showed her the safest grip.

“I don’t need a sword lesson,” Merta said.

“Good. I only care that the point stays away from your leg.”

Yrsa went back to sleep sitting against the wall. Merta retained the blade.

Vyrissa’s shadow crossed the moonlit break in the clouds twice before dawn. Tam slept through both passes.

The second day opened clear. Wet grass smoked under the sun and every ditch ran full. Tam rode on the wagon bench for an hour at a time, counting bridges, milestones, and Vyrissa’s shadow whenever it crossed the road.

He asked Nahari whether knowing the next bridge spoiled it.

“Only if bridges are your greatest source of surprise,” she said.

He thought about that. “They aren’t.”

“Then spend your uncertainty elsewhere.”

At midday we met the promised road crew heading north with oak beams on a two-wheel cart. They recognized my warning cut, refused the silver I offered for the finished work, and asked whether Coldharbour still stood. I said it did.

They touched two fingers to the cart rail and continued north.

By late afternoon the Wend-march’s outer lamps showed on the southern ridge.

Tam counted them aloud until the road curved and gave him too many for one count. Two hundred forty-three was a large number for a boy who had spent a week with two leaning cottage flames. He stopped at seventy, then switched to counting the spaces between them.

“All those are yours?” he asked.

“They’re the people’s who keep them,” I said. “You can help if you want. Nobody makes you.”

Merta looked past me toward the lit ridge. Her grip loosened on the reins for the first time since Coldharbour.

The second dusk brought us to the progress camp road-tired and unglamoured, our riders surrounding Merta’s wagon. Vyrissa descended beyond the last tents and joined us in human form, calm and unguarded.

We passed the chandlery wagons, the court’s row, and the regalia wagon along the familiar road to the hall. A thousand lamps burned low through a camp settled for the night. Lamplight caught the regalia wagon’s glass as we passed, just as it had night after night since the progress arrived.

The First Crown sat under glass without a lock, confident as the Cindermaw had been. Vyrissa saw it up close for the first time.

She stopped.

She had passed above that wagon night after night as weather and never come near it human-formed, road-tired, and unguarded, and now she came near it, and she stopped in the middle of the camp road with the lamplight on the gold behind the glass, and I felt the sixth heartbeat, the ponderous one, abandon its measured rhythm. It sped.

Once. A single hard beat, the closest a dragon comes to a cry, and every lamp in the nearest three rows flared together, a camp’s worth of honest flame leaping in their glass an inch higher for one heartbeat and settling, and the court’s servants three wagons down looked up at a wind that had not blown.

Vyrissa looked at the First Crown through the glass, and her furnace-gold eyes had gone past the archive-cold of the roof and the warmth of the boy’s counting hand into something older than either, something that belonged to a war that did not look like a war, and she said only this, deep as a mountain’s foot, soft so that only the five of us heard it, yet the words lodged where I will hear them for the rest of my life:

“That gold is not yours. It was never yours.”

[THE NOTE: RECOGNIZED]

Vyrissa walked away before any of us could ask the first question. Her road-tired human shape crossed between two lamp rows and climbed the hall slope without looking back, each step too controlled for calm.

Three rows down, a pristine wick lost its uncharred end to a needless snip. The clean cutting rested for a heartbeat on the wagon-board, then vanished from sight. The next lamp waited with its untouched wick.


Chapter 12: The Dragon’s Ledger

Old grief belongs in open daylight. Darkness would have made Vyrissa’s account a ghost story, and she meant it as a ledger. She told it three nights before Kingslight, in the morning after our ride home from Coldharbour, on the roof-ridge of a hall that had stood empty four hundred years.

She spoke from a dragon’s depth, every word measured. Heat rippled over her eyes like the air above a summer road, and I learned what tears look like on a creature built of fire.

She had gone up to the ridge at dawn, and I climbed up after her. The sixth heartbeat had not settled since the regalia wagon, and a household counts its own, and I found her sitting the ridge as she sits everything, enormous even in human form, bronze-gold in the early light with the scale-shimmer catching along her shoulders and forearms, furnace-gold eyes on the southern water-meadows where a thousand lamps were waking to their morning trim. She did not look at me. She said, “You want the old account now,” and I said I wanted whatever she wanted to give and not one word more, which is how you ask a mountain anything, and she waited a while, and then she gave me the account. Somewhere north of the ford, she had decided the time for silence had passed.

“There was a war,” she said, “though your histories have no word for its shape and mine barely does. A young hunger came into the world nine hundred years ago, fat already and always wanting more.

“Nine of us fought it for eleven days.

“We met it in the sky, broke mountains under it, and burned every road by which it climbed. It kept returning with offers between the battles. Terms and trades.

“Little mercies priced against names and futures. We thought the words were pauses in the war.

“The words were how it ate us. Each bargain took a piece of the flight that fire had failed to take, until eight dragons were dead, consumed, or bound into promises they had understood too late.”

She said it without heat, a line in a ledger.

“On the eleventh day it reached the nursery. Two hundred and thirty-one eggs remained. My kin were gone.

“I knew what the Glutton made from what it ate, and I would not let it fashion instruments from our young.

“I sealed the nursery and burned. A day and a night I sustained a killing heat in that chamber.

“The mountain ran to glass. The eggs vitrified where they lay. I killed every last future of my flight before the Glutton could own one.”

The iridescence along her arms went dark. “When the fire left me, I crawled into a fault beneath the glass and hid while it searched.

“That hiding is my shame. The burning is another. Both are mine.

“The fault is also why a mouth remains to tell you any of this.

“The eggs stayed visible in the glass around me, every shell fixed at the instant the heat took it. I counted all two hundred and thirty-one before I slept.

“When I woke, I counted them again. It became the grave I would keep for nine hundred years.”

She looked toward the waking lamps below.

“Then it stripped every barrow and cairn. It took our grave-gold, the remembrance laid over our dead, and carried it into a vault with no weather. It stored my family’s funeral gold in the dark for six hundred years.

“It was waiting for a use.”

The heat-shimmer thickened over her eyes. I gave her silence and let her spend the grief in her own dragon’s time.

“Do you know what it is to be the last? Your histories make a song of it.

“The lone survivor. The final flame. I found bookkeeping.

“I came out of the fault after the Glutton left and counted everyone: the eight who fought beside me, the two hundred and thirty-one I burned, every barrow it would strip.

“What went uncounted would eventually be treated as if it had never lived. I refused that final erasure.

“I keep the number still. I will never say it aloud in a warm loft, yet I have carried it since the day I crawled from the fault. It is heavier than my fire and truer than my hoard.”

The light along her forearms dimmed and flared. “I called my survival cowardice every time I counted the vault. Last night a sleepless boy asked to count my heart, and I wanted another name for it: the reason anyone remains to count my flight.

“The gold is harder.

“I watched from the fault while the Glutton’s wagons took it from my counted dead. Sleep with them, I told the grave-gold.

“Sleep until I am strong enough to bury you again. It waited.”

“And then, in Ruthelm’s day, a mortal came to it.

“Brave and human. An adventurer named Ruthelm, who had defended a gate or crossed a mountain or done one of the small large things your kind does, and who wanted, this is the part I have turned over on my roof since his crowning, small anchor, this part belongs to him: he wanted to found something that would last. He wanted to build a kingdom that would outlive him, a light that would stay burning after his death.

“A naked want. The rawest want your kind has, and the one that gets you eaten. The Glutton had learned that a man desperate to make his work last would sign almost anything.”

She turned her head, and looked at me, and the furnace-gold was terrible and still. “So it sold him a loan.

“A great one. A wholesale blessing, larger than any it had lent before, its shine founding a dynasty and lending onward, down the years, to the men who would swear to that dynasty. And it crowned him.

“It forged him a crown to carry the loan, a crown of gold, and it made that crown from the one gold it had stored six hundred years in the dark for this use. My family’s funeral gold. Your kingdom’s first light, anchor, the First Crown that your Kingslight relights every harvest so the kingdom remembers its golden origin; that gold is my flight’s grave-goods, looted from my dead, stored in a vault with no weather for six centuries, and lent to a mortal along with the blessing that founded your world, because the Saint pays its loans in what it ate.”

I sat on the ridge beside Vyrissa in the silence her account required and let her finish. A ledger read aloud must be read to the bottom line.

“I have watched its rite from high up since Ruthelm’s crowning,” she said, “and I let it be. Because I told myself the dead do not need gold.

“What is grave-gold to the dead? Nothing. Let the mortals wear it, I told myself, let them light their little fire once a harvest and sing their little song, my dead are past caring, and I am tired, and one grave had already consumed a life.”

The heat-shimmer over her eyes tightened into bright waves.

“But I was wrong, and I have known I was wrong since the glass caught the lamplight last night, and I will say the thing I have not let myself say in all that time, up here, in the daylight, where it cannot be a ghost story. The rite is collection.

“I have felt it every harvest from high up and called it the crowd’s warmth rising. That warmth pulls like a draw.

“The crown drinks on that night.

“And I have watched the kingdom pour its belief, harvest after harvest, down into my family’s funeral gold once a year and call it remembrance. The rite collects interest through my dead, small anchor. My dead have been the collateral on a mortal loan for generations, and I lay on my roof and let it happen because I was tired, and I am done being tired, and I am telling you because you are the only creature alive who reads a debt for what it is, and I need you to read this one, and tell me if I am mad, or if the thing I have felt from high up is the thing I think it is.”

“You’re not mad,” I said. “I believe what you recognized. The crown’s cold shine, the hidden channel, the rite’s annual draw, and your memory point toward a debt.

“I can’t read its true amount or ground yet.”

A mountain could remember. A door-holder could ask the maker.

“Someone forged the crown,” I said. “Everything made has a maker, and every maker leaves a story.

“If the smith died with a question in him, I can open that door. Come down. We’ll ask where the gold came from, let him answer before the war-loft, and build from receipts.”

We called Master Iven Quenby that afternoon in the war-loft with the household gathered. I paid cleanly, with arithmetic and no overdraft.

My name carried the Wend-march, two King’s Trial victories, and three provinces of true etches; Quenby’s witness-grade call asked for less than one part in twelve of that weight. The outer edge of my deed-light dimmed, and the reserve beneath it held.

[CURRENT WEIGHT: WEND-MARCH, TWO KING’S TRIALS, THREE PROVINCES] [COST: CROWNSMITH, WITNESS-GRADE – WITHIN CLEAN WEIGHT]

Our need had a smith’s clean outline: a man who made a beautiful object, asked one unvarnished question about it, and paid for asking.

[CALL: MASTER IVEN QUENBY, CROWNSMITH] [A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED: THE SMITH WHO ASKED WHERE THE GOLD CAME FROM]

He arrived as the gentle ones do, without violence, his shape assembling out of the afternoon light in the middle of the loft. A craftsman’s ghost to the last detail, he was stocky and competent, with a leather apron gone stiff with centuries, burn-scarred hands, forearms marked by the white pocks of a lifetime at a crucible, and a permanent forge-squint creasing one eye.

Light filled his empty outline from the boots upward. The apron appeared first as folds and old scorch marks, then the tools at its loops: narrow tongs, a chasing hammer polished where his thumb had rested, a punch roll tied with blackened cord. His hands came last. Both palms carried thick crescent scars from a crucible spill, and soot remained packed beneath the nails even death had not cleaned.

Quenby tested the loft floor with one boot, listening to the board. He turned toward Maeva’s funeral crown on the map shelf before anyone named it, then toward the cold gleam of the First Crown visible through the far window. The smith in him recognized workmanship before the dead man recognized the century. His right forefinger tapped twice against his thumb, checking for a hammer that no longer weighed there.

“Good floor,” he said. “Poor ventilation. Whoever built the chimney owes the room an apology.”

Only then did he look at us. His gaze stopped on the living dragon and narrowed into a smith’s measure. He looked around the loft, at the maps and the household and the enormous bronze-gold woman standing very still by the window, and he showed no fear. Craftsmen summoned to answer for their work are usually relieved to be asked.

“You made the First Crown,” I said. “At the founding. For the first king.”

“I made it,” Quenby rasped. I leaned closer to catch the next words.

“Best work of my hands. Best work of any hands in that age, and I’ll say it dead as I said it living, no false modesty at the crucible.” He flexed the burn-scarred fingers, remembering.

“The gold, though. The gold was strange, masters.

“I’ve turned it over since I died. I was given the gold to work, you did not question a royal commission’s materials, you took the ingots and you made the thing, and the gold was strange the moment it came off the scale.

“Heavy right, colored right, but it worked wrong. It took the heat like it resented it. And the luster.”

He shook his head.

“I’ve cast for temples and for kings. I never saw a luster like that gold. It shone like it had already been shone on.

“Like light that had already been somewhere and come back tired. I said to my journeyman, this is gold that has already been mourned, and I tried to make a jest of it, though the truth had already settled in me, and I finished the crown. It was the best work of my hands, and a craftsman does not refuse the best work of his hands. At the fitting I asked my patron one question.”

“What question,” Maeva said, from her chair, and her green eyes carried the auditing stillness reserved for the moments that matter.

“Where such gold slept,” Quenby said. “Six hundred years, I’d have said, to get that luster, gold does not come by that shine in a mint.

“So I asked the man who brought the ingots, directly, as a smith asks anything: master, where did this gold sleep six hundred years before it came to my crucible? And he did not answer me. He looked at me as you look at a clock that has told you a time you did not want, and he thanked me for the crown, and he paid me well, and I went home.”

Quenby’s scarred hands went still.

“And I took a fever within the month, and I was dead within the year, and I was two-and-sixty and sound as a smith is sound, and I have never doubted through all these dead years what killed me. I died of the question. I asked where the gold came from, and the question could not be allowed to remain in a living man’s mouth. So it did not.”

Nahari said softly, “The same schedule.”

Osric opened a fresh page.

Halden’s sixty-one entries were Anchors. Quenby belonged to another category. Osric preserved the distinction by widening the accounting and ruling a new heading across it: ANCHORS AND INCONVENIENT WITNESSES KILLED ON SCHEDULE.

The sixty-one Anchors retained their category. Beneath them he recorded entry sixty-two: IVEN QUENBY, CROWNSMITH.

CATEGORY: INCONVENIENT WITNESS – ASKED THE SOURCE – FEVER WITHIN THE YEAR

The creditor had used familiar timing on an inconvenient witness, making Quenby the sixty-second scheduled death while preserving the Anchors’ true count. Yrsa studied the new line with her jaw tight. Suzu touched the page once, then took her hand away.

Quenby carried one final unasked fact out of the world. In a craftsman’s practical words, he handed us the rite’s missing piece.

“I concealed one fact from every living soul,” he said. “Nobody asked, and I was afraid. Now I’m dead and the fear went with the fever. When I forged that crown, I forged it to a design, and the design contained a feature I did not understand and built anyway. A smith follows the design. This one required a channel.

“Down through the band of it, hair-fine, from the inner rim to the great stone at the brow.

“I thought it was for holy oil; I thought, they’ll want to anoint it each harvest, run a drop of blessed oil down through the gold, a rite, a pretty flourish. I built the kingdom a lamp, masters.”

He looked at us, and a smith’s centuries of unease were in his scarred face. “The channel is a wick-channel.

“I forged a crown with a wick in it and told myself it was for oil. It was built to draw, and I built the kingdom a lamp, and they wore it. They have worn a lamp on their heads and sung as if nobody needed to ask what it burns.”

He saw the harvest moon then, through the loft’s east window, just risen and rounding, and his rough face eased as theirs all ease at the end. “Ah. There it is.

“It’s near, isn’t it.

“The night they light it.” He said nothing.

“Don’t let them light it, masters. Whatever it burns, it’s not oil.”

“Master Iven Quenby,” I said, “you made the best crown in the world, and you asked the one question that mattered.

“Your answer gives us a place to cut. Thank you. By name.

“The march remembers the smith who asked where the gold came from.”

Quenby straightened. He looked at the harvest moon, three nights from full, and raised his burn-scarred hands toward it as if judging metal by color.

“Near pouring heat soon,” he said.

His shape eased back into the afternoon light. The chasing hammer at his belt vanished last, polished thumb-rest and all.

Osric left Quenby’s name wet on the page. Downstairs, Tam laughed when Suzu’s puppet stole Merta’s spoon. The sound came through the floorboards into the silence the crownsmith left.

Suzu placed thirty-one black beads around Quenby’s sketch of the crown. Odette’s page went above it; Vyrissa laid one claw beside the drawn wick-channel. Osric copied the Saint’s old line beneath the diagram: THE CROWN HOLDS OUR OLDEST NOTE.

Maeva moved Halvard’s token and Sidonie’s token inside the ring. The pieces that had troubled us for a season finally joined into one working threat: crown as instrument, dynasty as debtor, thirty-one lamps carrying the annual draw.

Maeva named it in one sentence, banking-cold, and set our plan by naming the enemy’s necessary condition.

“The Saint already owns the rite, the relic, and the debtor,” she said. “Completing Kingslight collects the note. Every trial and every gate sits outside its reach.”

She set her hand flat on the table. “Our task is the lighting. The rite still needs a ground, and that ground is the sole lever nobody owns yet. Find it. Take it.”

“The grounding,” I said. “Every leash grounds somewhere.

“The old ones grounded in a hand; Odette taught us to break the hand and break the leash.

“Quenby’s wick-channel points toward the crown, and Vyrissa’s recognition tells us the gold matters. That makes the relit crown our likeliest ground, not a proven one. If the rite touches earth there, changing what it grounds through would leave the current nowhere to stand. We still need a way to read the debt directly before we stake the night on it.”

Nahari spoke then from the window, eyes half-lidded. “I have felt the pull you name, but feeling a current bend is not the same as reading its ground,” she said.

“I refuse to look at that night on purpose, as you all know. When my glass thins near the wickless lamps, the pressure draws toward the regalia wagon. That makes the crown the likeliest answer. It does not make it certain.

“The distortion is strongest there. I cannot see through it to the point where the current meets earth, and I will not turn an impression into a receipt merely to make the answer convenient.” She opened her dark eyes. “At the draw’s approach, the silence should still reach my ear as a wave draws back before it breaks. I can give the relay that warning, perhaps half a breath early, blind.

“That is what I have to give this. A direction, a warning, and no false certainty.”

“That buys the opening,” Suzu said, and she said it as she prices a lock. “A half-breath’s all the trade ever needs. You don’t rob a thing when it’s watching you.

“You rob it in the one instant it’s busy being something else, counting its own take, drinking its own draw, sure of its own morning. Every score I’ve ever run, that’s the window: the mark’s proudest second. This rite carries itself like a mark that expects no interruption. I see no practiced defenses against a hand reaching into the draw.”

We read Odette’s page again, the one from the chandlery rows, the ruled straight line on a moving board, do not stand between. And Suzu, from the corner, stripped of jokes and looking at nothing, repeated the words whose proper moment had finally arrived.

“Or stand between,” she said, “and take the wick.”

Suzu pulled one black bead out of the ring and rolled it across her knuckles.

Vyrissa crossed from the window. One bronze claw came down over the bead, stopping it in the fox’s palm.

“If you put your hand into my dead’s fire,” the dragon said, “you will not put it there alone.”

Suzu looked up at her. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

They bent over Quenby’s sketch together.

The two empresses met at the cornerstone that evening, and their season of precedence and rival hospitality stilled for one hour. I overheard them despite their intended privacy.

Maeva knelt to brush mortar dust from the stone where her forward-letter slept: the week’s accounts, drainage, school names, and lived details addressed to whoever would hold the march four hundred years from now. Vyrissa watched the dust fall from her fingers. Maeva usually clothed a request in a decree. This time she looked at the sealed stone and asked plainly.

“Since waking, I have written to my dead duchies,” she said. “Every governor, every port, every loyal house.

“Letters I could never send, each one a plan for a homecoming that could not happen.

“And I burned them. Preserving them was a wound; burning them was a smaller one. Then I wrote forward.” She nodded at the cornerstone.

“The week’s accounts. The school names.

“The drainage Ana Merrick will still say I got wrong. A letter to whoever holds this march four hundred years from now. I did not burn that one.

“I built a hall on it instead.” She looked at the dragon.

“You have kept a grave since before my first empire had a name.

“What do you do with the letters you cannot send? The plans that cannot happen? Where do you put four hundred years, nine hundred, in your case, of a homecoming that will not come?”

Vyrissa paused a long moment, and then she said, dry as dust and entirely honest:

“I lie on them.”

Silence. Then, together, at the same moment, the two of them laughed: an unusually soft exhalation from two keepers who had found someone likely to understand the answer.

Maeva set her palm against the cornerstone. Vyrissa laid her larger hand beside it, her claws clearing the soft mortar by a finger’s width. Neither added a speech to the comparison. They stood over the forward letter and the hall’s old stone until dusk drove us inside.

That night Maeva set the funeral crown from the Mirror Stair directly on the bare boards. The gift of a dead empire rested below us, unguarded and level with our feet.

She had already unpinned her hair. Gold fell loose to her waist, and a simple linen robe replaced the engineered court bodice.

“Ruthelm’s was minted from a dead flight’s grief,” she said. “Mine was given by people who loved me before either side knew the price.”

She untied the robe and let it fall. Her heavy breasts settled bare in the candlelight; her green gaze stayed on the crown, my reaction left to burn beside it.

“Tonight I want nothing borrowed from another night. I want this gold to remain on the floor while you show me what a gift does not purchase.”

I stepped behind her and gathered the full weight of her hair in one hand. The crown remained on the floor, too low to sit between our eyes.

“Your gift bought none of this,” I said, drawing her head back until her throat opened beneath my mouth. “Ask for what you want. Offer no payment.”

Maeva swallowed against my mouth. “Kiss me. Undress yourself. Put your hands on me because you want them there.”

I kissed her. She opened under my mouth before the empress in her could stage it, no imperial control spent on delaying it. My palms covered her breasts, lifting their warm weight while she pressed back against me. I rolled both nipples between my fingers until gold moved beneath her ribs and her breath roughened.

I stepped away before she could turn the touch into ceremony. I lifted the funeral crown.

Maeva’s reaching hand stopped a breath above the crown.

I had worn it once on the Mirror Stair, long enough for her dead empire to see where its last empress had placed her trust. Tonight I did not put it on. I turned it in my hands, felt the shallow dents left by artisans who had hammered grief into a gift, and set it upright on the floor between us.

“Kneel behind it,” I said.

Maeva sank to the boards by her own choice. Gold hair pooled over her naked chest and shoulders. The crown’s polished inner band caught a warped reflection of her face: green eyes, flushed cheeks, no imperial portrait left between.

I stood behind her, caught her chin, and made her look into that curved gold.

“Tell the woman in there what you want. Not the empire. Not me. Her.”

Maeva’s breath clouded the metal. “I want touch that leaves me owing nothing.”

My hand slid from her throat over one heavy breast. I kneaded with lingering pressure, thumb passing over the nipple until it tightened again.

“More.”

“I want my gift to remain a gift, not become somebody’s chain.”

My other hand traveled down her stomach, beneath the loosened skirts, and between her thighs. She was wet. I spread her gently and drew one finger over her clit.

“More.”

The empress tried to answer. Maeva beat her to it.

“I want you to make me come while I look at the crown they gave me, and afterward I want it to remain only a crown, a gift free of debt or price.”

“Good.”

I opened her with two fingers from behind. Her knees widened around the gold on the floor. I curled my fingers into the place that made her body pitch forward, then held her upright by the breast.

Her reflection broke across the curved band with every movement. She watched herself receive: my hand between her thighs, my other hand covering her heart and breast, her own palms empty on her knees.

“Touch me if you want to.”

Maeva reached back. I caught her wrist long enough to make her meet my eyes in the warped gold, then released it into her own control.

“Let me feel how hard this makes you,” she said.

I guided her hand into my trousers. Her fingers wrapped around me and stroked once, reverent rather than courtly. I continued working her wet heat while she discovered the answer in my body.

I opened my hand over hers, leaving her room to withdraw. Her grip tightened.

“I could stop,” she said against my mouth. “I will not.”

She freed me and held my shaft behind her, running her thumb over the wet head. I checked my fingers until she made a frustrated sound.

I thrust into her fist once, then took her hand away and pressed it flat against her own breast. Her heartbeat struck her palm; mine answered against her knuckles.

“I chose to kneel,” she said. “You set the tempo.”

I curled my fingers deeper. Her pussy tightened, and gold spilled under her skin in answer. She watched herself in the crown’s bent reflection until her eyes lost the ability to audit it.

I stopped before the edge and withdrew my hand.

Her gaze sharpened. “You were nearly finished.”

“I decide when tribute is paid.”

She smiled without distance. “The porter overrules the treasury again.”

I moved the crown to the table, safely beyond our knees, then sat on the floor where it remained in her sight. Maeva stayed kneeling between my legs. Her bodice lay open, hair unpinned, skirts gathered at her hips.

“Turn around,” I said.

She gave me her back. I pulled her onto my lap and set my swollen head against her wet opening. In the crown’s polished band, we appeared together in warped gold: her body over mine, my arms around her, neither face complete without the other.

“What do you see?” I asked.

“A poor mirror.”

“Look harder.”

“Myself. You. No throne between.”

“Choose.”

Maeva lowered herself.

The head pressed inside. She paused to feel the stretch, breath shivering through her, then sank another inch. I left my hands open on her thighs and made no movement for her. She took me because she chose to, inch by inch, until her ass settled against me and she held every inch.

Her body clenched hard around the intrusion. I felt the answering pleasure cross the Crowned bond and return through my own body doubled.

“Full,” she whispered.

“Move.”

Maeva began with shallow lifts, learning the angle. Her back slid against my chest; her heavy breasts rolled under the loosened bodice. Each descent drove me deep and made the gold reflection jump across the crown’s inner rim.

I let her set three strokes.

On the fourth I locked an arm around her waist and stopped her halfway down.

“You gave me the crown. You did not give me obedience. Do you offer it tonight?”

Her green eyes met mine in the curved gold. “Yes.”

“Without ceremony.”

“I want you to control me. I want your rhythm.”

I seated her hard.

Maeva cried out, body tightening around my cock. I took the rhythm from there, lifting her by the hips and drawing her down at the speed I chose. Her hair dragged across my shoulders. Gold light began beneath her breasts and traced the underside of each heavy curve.

I reached around and cupped one breast, squeezing as I thrust up. My other hand traveled between her thighs. Two fingers found her clit and became a still point of pressure.

“Please,” she said.

“For what?”

“Your hand.”

“Which one?”

Her laugh broke into a moan as I filled her again. “The malicious one. Move your fingers.”

I traced one teasing circle over her clit. Maeva’s knees opened wider, heels digging into the floor. I eased off every time she tried to chase the touch and drove deep every time she yielded back against me.

The crown’s reflection jumped with the next stroke but remained dull gold on the table, no throne and no chain. Maeva watched it while I thrust hard; each stroke lifted her.

“Yours,” she gasped. Then caught herself. “Given. Now. Because I choose it.”

“Good.”

I made her take another dozen strokes in the reflection. On each descent, she put herself back into my hands; when court diction failed, her open thighs and the hand gripping my forearm answered for her. She grew wetter around me. Slick sound filled the spaces between her broken phrases.

When her thighs began to shake, I withdrew.

Maeva turned on her knees, affront and hunger warring across her face. I caught her under the knees, laid her back on the carpet, and came over her. The change put the crown behind me. She could no longer see the gold at all.

“Where is it?” I asked.

“On the table.”

“Wrong.”

Understanding softened her mouth. She put her palm against my brow.

“Here.”

I entered her face-to-face.

Her legs closed around my hips. I took her with none of the ritual patience left, cock sliding through wet heat and striking deep. Maeva’s breasts bounced beneath me; I lowered my mouth to one and sucked the nipple while my thrusts rocked her over the carpet.

She pulled my head to her chest. The hot, disordered room contained only us, with the crown forgotten behind my shoulder.

“Dorian,” she said. “Harder.”

I gave her harder. My hips slapped against her inner thighs. Living gold spread across her flushed stomach and ribs in wild, uneven bands.

She reached toward the table by habit. Her fingers found empty air. Then she caught my hand and pressed it over her drumming heart.

“This one,” she said. “Keep this one.”

I pinned the hand there with mine and drove until her words came apart. The bond opened wide. I felt the deep pressure of my cock through her body and the gathering tension low in her belly, hers and mine crossing until I could no longer tell which heartbeat urged the next stroke.

“Come for me,” I commanded.

Maeva’s eyes locked on mine. Her gold-lit body clamped around me in powerful pulses. She cried my name without title as gold flooded the carpet beneath us.

I maintained the same deep cadence through every contraction. The tight rhythmic grip dragged my own release up hard. I held the deepest stroke and spent inside her, filling her in heavy spurts while her heels pulled me closer.

One tear gathered at the corner of her eye. She wiped it herself, looked at the wetness on her fingertip, and laughed once.

“No court record,” she whispered.

“None.”

My release slipped out around my softening shaft as her body softened. She left my palm over her heart until both pulses settled.

Afterward, Maeva watched me while her searching fingers found the crown. She pushed it across the floor until it rested beyond the candle’s circle, then traced the bare skin above my brow.

“Put the gold away before morning, Dorian. I don’t want to wake with statecraft staring at me.”

She stayed awake while I wrapped the funeral crown in her discarded robe and carried it to the chest. When I returned, she opened the blanket without a word and made room.

[THE NOTE: READ]


Chapter 13: Ordinary Daylight

Vyrissa moved on a mountain’s timetable: by continental degrees, from deep, beyond the reach of any season’s hurry.

Her oath had taken a season to ripen. My work was to wait. Two nights before Kingslight, she came to the school yard at midday while the second cohort drilled, leaving the war-loft and its half-built plan behind.

I was at the yard’s edge watching Yrsa run the count with the new students. Torvald on the hinge, Sela and Wat and the levy-graduates folding and reforming on the spoken number, Brenna off to the side commanding her lamp-runners in a relay that had nothing to do with the drill and everything to do with the drill, all of it loud, all of it alive, a yard full of children and grown levies learning to hold a gate in the ordinary autumn light.

It was the ordinary noise of the home the household had built, and I had come to love it more than any silence, the spoken numbers, the scuff of practice-boots on packed dirt, Yrsa’s clipped corrections, a lamp-runner’s shuttered flash catching the sun, Brenna telling a boy twice her size that his grammar was wrong and the boy taking it. On the relay Brenna outranked him, and everyone knew it. Two nights out from a rite that meant to drink a kingdom, and the yard remained focused on the day’s drill, which was the whole life worth protecting, a province so alive that it could afford to spend a bright noon teaching children to hold a door they might never need to hold.

Vyrissa came down off the roof for it. Human-formed, bronze-gold in the daylight with the scale-shimmer catching along her shoulders, six-foot-three of banked wildfire walking into a school yard full of counting children, and she came and stood beside me at the yard’s edge and watched the drill a while, and the children did not stop. They had grown used to a dragon watching, and their refusal to pause was why she had come there.

“I chose the yard,” she said at last, watching Torvald give four feet and take them back on the number. “You noticed.”

“I noticed.”

“I will not swear an oath that matters inside the sound of a war,” she said. “War turns every offer into a bargain, and I have watched bargains eat a flight. So I bring this here.”

Torvald’s hinge file gave four feet. A smaller child stumbled on the recovery; Brenna caught his shield rim, set his rear boot straight with her own, and put him back into the count before Yrsa needed to call the correction. Vyrissa watched the line take its ground again.

She turned her furnace-gold eyes on me, round-pupiled and lit within, and gave the oath with mountain certainty. I have every word and will until I die.

“I have kept a grave since my flight fell. It was right to keep it. I counted my dead so the dark could not have the last of them, and I would do that again. But the grave consumed the life around it, Dorian.”

A practice shield struck another with a wooden crack. The children reset. The yard granted the last dragon privacy while she admitted what grief had cost her.

“Your march is small, and warm. There is a boy in it who counts my heartbeat to steady his own. There are people here who sharpen what they steal, teach what the dead taught them, refuse futures so surprise can live, and return grave-goods to the dead.”

She paused while the yard counted through four feet.

Take them back. Advance.

“I would like to keep something that grows. I have kept an ending longer than your kingdom has had a name. Before the world is done, I would like to keep a life that still grows.”

Sunlight caught along the scale-shimmer at her wrists. Beyond us, the hinge line advanced on Brenna’s lamp.

“The war may have my fire,” Vyrissa said. “The household is why. I choose it here, before the maps and the fear can make the choice look like strategy. My fire follows. Witness that order, anchor.”

Children counted twenty feet away while sunlight lay across her face. Brenna called a hinge number; the line answered. Vyrissa waited until the sound had passed before looking at me.

I answered her oath aloud. Then I gave her the terms that governed every bond in the household:

“The bond opens only from your side,” I said. “I have the order word for word: household here, in daylight. Fire later, if the war calls for it.”

I looked up at Vyrissa. “Counted correctly. Witnessed. And yes.”

Vyrissa lifted one claw. “My terms.”

“My hoard stays mine,” she said. “My sky stays mine.

“And my Crown is not this year’s conversation.

“A dragon does not hurry the only appointments that matter. The oath is complete. The Crown can wait a season. It will come when a dragon decides a dragon is ready and not one harvest before, and if that troubles the tidy shape of your household’s ledger, anchor, the household may lie on its impatience as I lie on my dead.”

An ember flickered at the corner of her mouth. Suzu, listening from the yard wall, whispered, “She made a joke,” as if reporting a rare bird.

[BOND: SWORN – OATH FREELY GIVEN] [REGALIA ECHO GRANTED: DRAGON’S MEASURE (LOW POTENCY)]

Dragon’s Measure settled behind my eyes as a second focus. The yard acquired another column: true mass, honest worth, and any debt hiding beneath an object’s claimed value.

I turned it on the yard first. The yard was safe, and the yard was a marvel. The practice blades revealed their temper; this one sound, this one with a hairline flaw two inches from the guard that would fail in a year, and I marked it and had Yrsa pull it from the rack.

The cohort read their honest weights, and it undid me a little, the honesty of them: Torvald reading as wholly what he was, a boy who holds a hinge and has not named his courage; Brenna reading heavier than any of them, a small fierce true weight, a girl who is going to be a great deal when she is grown; the levies reading solid and real, their strength owned outright and grounded in their own arms.

I looked at Bram’s wager book across the yard and read its true state, every open bet and its actual odds. I turned toward Yrsa and felt the Measure begin to catch. Measuring a woman you love requires her leave. I turned the gift aside before her private reading resolved; it gave me only the first contour of great true weight, then nothing.

I turned it south, toward the progress camp, half a mile off, and I nearly sat down.

Halvard’s blessing read as a number owed, the cold arithmetic of a sub-loan stripped of every appearance of gift or honest strength. It was a debt with a due date, worn on the body of an honest man who thought it was his own arm, and I knew the word before in his mouth completely, saw it grounded in him like a hook in a fish, and I grieved. A good man carrying a debt he does not recognize was the saddest thing the Measure showed me all day. The wickless lamps read as mouths; the sight gave me no gentler word, thirty-one small hungry mouths ringed now around the regalia wagon, apertures where a year of hoarded road-light had been poured and stored, and I looked away from them fast. A mouth in the Measure might return a prolonged stare.

The First Crown, even under glass at half a mile, read as the heaviest debt I have ever laid eyes on.

Vyrissa had recognized the gold. The Measure gave me my first complete reading of its debt.

It sat under lockless glass on the regalia wagon and read like a hole in daylight, a weight so great the Measure strained to contain it: generations of a kingdom’s belief compounded down a wick into a dead flight’s funeral gold. The fact that set our counter-plan was stark. The dynasty owed.

The crown grounded the debt. The debt ran through it as a river runs through a millrace, and the gold was the fixed stone beneath the wheel. Standing at the yard’s edge with a dragon’s sight new in my eyes, I knew I could find where any leash in the kingdom grounded. Every one of them grounded there, on the wagon, under the glass, and the heist we had been circling had just acquired its surveyor.

The sight gave me more, and I drilled it for the rest of that hour. An undrilled gift cannot be trusted in the dark.

Yrsa made the drill practical. She laid six objects on the yard bench beneath folded cloths: a cracked practice blade, a sound one, a copper owed to Bram’s book, a fox-polished copper that Suzu insisted owed nobody anything, one link from Malchor’s broken chain-focus, and a plain iron door hinge. I read each before she uncovered it.

The cracked blade pulled the Measure toward the hidden fault, real danger shaped like a thin dark line. The sound blade gave me only its balance and temper. Bram’s copper carried a modest obligation, small and warm, the promise of ale already poured. Suzu’s coin read as gift and mischief, free of any claim. The chain-link hit my new sight like a hook searching for absent flesh.

The hinge surprised me. Its lower pin carried the accumulated strain of a thousand openings, metal paying by increments for work. I mistook wear for debt on the first read.

“Again,” Yrsa said.

She mixed the objects and added three more: Brenna’s wooden certificate, an unsigned order token, and one blackened treasury pin retired at sentiment. The Measure had to separate damage from obligation, value from price, memory from a claim that could collect.

I got the certificate wrong because twelve graduates’ pride made it read heavier than oak. I got the blackened pin wrong because Maeva and Suzu’s shared history looked like ownership until I stayed with the distinction and felt both women choosing it. On the fourth pass I named every object cleanly. On the fifth, Yrsa switched two covers without moving either object, and the Measure still found the cracked blade by the obligation its hidden weakness laid on the hand that might trust it.

Vyrissa watched from the yard wall. “A dragon’s eye earns its use by refusing to confuse what is costly with what is owed,” she said. “Learn that before you look at a kingdom.”

I looked again. I read the census lamps along the town’s lamp-lines and found what Nahari had promised and I had taken on faith until now: they weighed nothing.

Owed nothing. A kept lamp, burning no more oil than it drank, read as zero, a flame that was precisely what it said it was. The Measure slid off it as a rule slides off a true edge, and a field of such lamps would give the Saint’s own sight the same unbroken surface: honesty making blind ground where everyone could see it. I read Esra’s sister-lamp at the town’s heart and it read cleaner than any, a flame kept in a dead girl’s name, owing the world nothing and owed a great deal, and I stood before it a while.

Because a man must know the range of a new tool, I turned the Measure back on the crown one more time, sustained it against the strain, and read what I had refused the first time: the debt’s weight and its shape, a river running down a wick into gold, and one place in the current where the river, at its fullest, gripped nothing.

The seam lay between draw and disbursement, when the crown held everything and clenched on none of it.

Its timing remained hidden, but its existence showed clearly: a seam in the debt. I marked its position for Suzu. A seam is where a thief lives.

“The plan has its eyes,” I said to Vyrissa. “I can find the grounding now. I can find any grounding.

“Whatever the fox needs to know about where to put her hands, I can read it for her, and there’s a seam in it, a seam where the current holds everything and grips nothing.

“If she reaches it while it opens, the whole working comes away in her hand.”

Vyrissa looked toward the school yard. “Good. Then my fire has somewhere useful to stand.”

Brenna called another hinge count below. Vyrissa listened through the answer and nodded once.

Osric took the roster, changed Vyrissa’s tier from TETHERED to SWORN in his tallyman’s hand, and wrapped the working page in wax-cloth.

Yrsa gave the dragon an economical nod. Vyrissa returned it. Suzu, characteristically, made it a transaction: she appeared at Vyrissa’s elbow within the hour with a slip of paper on which she had, she claimed, calculated the dragon’s insurance premium against the household’s standard actuarial tables, arrived at a figure of no premium, terms never let go, and presented it as a formal quote, and Vyrissa read it, and said, “the fox insures me at the same rate she insures the saint,” and Suzu said, “undervalued assets, both of you, recommend holding forever,” and pocketed the slip, and that was the fox marking the dragon’s deeper oath in the only language Suzu trusts.

Until that afternoon Vyrissa had slept where she pleased: roof-ridge, archive floor, once the warm stones outside the bakehouse.

She owned no room in the hall.

A Sworn queen needed a room she could leave behind. Yrsa took a measuring cord upstairs and found the two chambers whose joined wall could be opened. Colm inspected the lintel.

Maeva requisitioned a bed built for Vyrissa’s human form and then rejected the court carpenter’s proposed canopy as “an ambush made of curtains.” Nahari chose thick shutters that would trap warmth through winter and leave an eastern sightline to the mountain. The doorway stayed its full width. Maeva rejected a carpenter’s suggestion to narrow it for winter heat before Vyrissa could hear.

Vyrissa watched the work begin from the courtyard. The first hammer-strike carried through the stone.

Her shoulders locked. Every room she had called hers since the flight fell had been a vault or a grave, built around what she guarded. This room was being built around her comfort.

She walked upstairs, put one bronze-gold hand against the marked partition, and stood there while Colm’s crew found reasons to inspect their tools elsewhere.

“The wall is sound,” she said at last.

“It is in the wrong place,” Yrsa answered. “We fix wrong places here.”

The scale-shimmer along Vyrissa’s forearm brightened. “Then leave one stone from it unworked. I will keep that piece.”

Suzu appeared in the doorway as if summoned by the word keep. “Sentimental rubble falls outside every market rate. I can secure it for a modest handling fee.”

“You will steal it before sunset.”

“I will return it before supper. Sharpened.”

A dragon laughed in the unfinished room. The sound shook dust from the lintel, brought Maeva up the stair smiling, and made Nahari close her eyes simply to hear it arrive without foreknowledge.

I stood in the passage while Colm chalked the new wall line. Vyrissa moved the mark six inches east to preserve the roof hatch, then left her hand resting over it.

At supper, Maeva reaffirmed the precedence they had settled after the siege.

Vyrissa took her established seat at Maeva’s left. Before she sat, Maeva touched the bench once and said, with statecraft over pure delight, “You took my left when you landed because the right hand holds the pen. Today the seat means household as well as equal. I mark the addition; I do not renegotiate the place.”

Vyrissa looked at the golden empress for one deep heartbeat, inclined her ember-crowned head, and sat where she already belonged. The two spent supper trading rival hospitality doctrines.

“Feed them until they surrender,” Maeva said of the coming court. “Let them wait until they mean it,” Vyrissa said of everything. Their argument lasted through the roast and required a second bottle.

She took me to her loft at dusk, and her established place in the household opened into a new intimacy.

She had chosen the converted granary loft for its roof access and its beams, a high raftered space that smelled of old grain and warm wood, and she had left the lamps unlit, her own light filling the space, and as the dusk came down outside the ember-glow rose in her, banked along her scale-shimmer, so that the loft filled with a low forge-warm light that came from her skin and her hair and the faint inner burn of her eyes, and needed nothing else. She stood in the middle of it, enormous and bronze-gold and unhurried, and she gave me her consent in an appraiser’s formality made intimate.

“Attend me, and know what you are attending,” she said. “I run hot.

“My skin will mark you and the marks will fade like breath off glass; do not be alarmed. I do not tire, understand that without ambiguity, small anchor, I do not tire as you tire, and I could go until the moon set and think it a courtesy. I have not done this in an age of the world, and I do not intend to handle you as fragile.

“I reserve care for fragile creatures, and I have looked at your true weight; you will not break. Object now, if any of that is not wanted. A dragon states her terms and invites objection, because a dragon who does not invite objection is a dragon eating something, and I am done eating.”

“No objection,” I said. “One condition.”

“Name it.”

“You give this its own name,” I said. “As you would say it.

“Leave Maeva’s word, Yrsa’s, and every word belonging to one of the others unused. What is this, to you? Say it in your own tongue, and that’s the word we use.”

Her smile unfolded, vast and incandescent. “Then attend a beginning, small anchor. I have kept endings for an age. Tonight I choose that word.”

“Beginning,” I repeated.

She inclined her head, satisfied.

She lifted each drape of heat-shimmer from her body and laid it aside with ceremonial patience. Beneath it she was broad-shouldered and powerfully made, her enormous musculature unmistakably feminine. Heavy breasts rose over a deep chest; full hips and long, formidable thighs grounded her Amazon height. Iridescence traveled over her shoulders, spine, and forearms, living skin shifting from bronze through copper to coal-orange as she breathed. Fire moved beneath the surface of every breath and searched for release. Her copper-bronze hair fell heavy, ember-glow banked in its tips.

Her eyes were lit from within, round-pupiled, steady on me. She needed no lamp. Her forge-glow reached every rafter.

I met her gaze. Vyrissa’s shoulders eased by a fraction, and she stopped banking the heat that outlined her full height.

I put my hands on her and entered the beginning by touch: shoulder, throat, the heated line beneath one breast. The fifth strand, deepened to Sworn, ran forge-gold through my chest, carrying heat, appetite, and a startling alertness to every place my fingers touched.

I started at her shoulders. The scale-shimmer yielded warm skin with a fine texture beneath my fingertips, bronze turning copper when I stroked toward her neck. I traced it down her spine. Her muscles shifted under my palm with contained power.

“Warmer than you expected?” she asked.

“You told me what to expect.”

“Men rarely believe an appraisal until the asset burns them.”

I closed my hand on the back of her neck and pulled her down to my mouth. The height difference made her bend, and she came down with an eagerness that heated the air between us.

Her lips were hot, her tongue hotter.

For several breaths she stayed very still, letting me decide the depth and patience of the kiss while heat spread through my face. Then hunger broke its long bank. She caught me beneath the arms and lifted me bodily.

My boots left the floor. Vyrissa kissed me at her own height, one arm supporting me with contemptuous ease.

I let her display the strength. Then I caught a fistful of her copper-bronze hair and drew her head back.

“Put me down.”

Her eyes flared. She set me down with exquisite care.

“Against the beam,” I said.

The last dragon backed to the central timber and stood with her shoulders against it. Her smile showed open pleasure at being directed.

I kissed down her neck.

The forge-gold strand fed me each response before the sound reached her throat. My hand covered one breast and sank into hot, heavy softness. Her nipple tightened against the center of my palm.

I squeezed, lifting its full mass, then rolled the stiff peak between my fingers.

A low vibration moved through her chest.

“Was that a growl?”

“An assessment.”

I pinched harder.

Her hips pressed forward. “Favorable.”

I bent to her breast. It was so full I had to support it with both hands to bring the nipple to my mouth.

I licked the dark heated peak, tasted clean salt and crucible heat, and sucked until her appraisal dissolved into a rough breath. Ember-light collected under her skin wherever my mouth traveled.

I moved to the other breast. Vyrissa braced her hands against the beam, waiting for instruction before she touched me. That discipline from a creature who could crack the timber sharpened everything.

“Hands in my hair,” I told her.

She threaded both hands through it.

“Hold. Don’t direct.”

“A narrow distinction.”

“Can you manage it?”

The huge fingers tightened without moving my head. “Test me.”

I sucked hard. Her breast filled my mouth and hands, nipple dragging across my tongue while I massaged the dense underside.

A pulse of pleasure hit through the bond, bigger than the sound she allowed herself. I bit gently, and her grip tightened enough to sting my scalp, but she did not pull.

“Good,” I said against her skin.

That one word broke more composure than the bite. Her scale-shimmer flashed coal-orange down her arms.

I knelt. The heat between her thighs struck my face before I touched her.

Vyrissa watched me from above, long body braced against the beam, breasts rising with each breath. I slid my palms up her muscled calves, over her knees, and along thighs capable of carrying both our weight without strain.

“Open.”

She widened her stance.

Her sex was flushed dark bronze and already slick. I traced one finger through the wet seam. She shuddered, and the beam creaked behind her.

“That timber is load-bearing,” I said.

“So am I.”

I spread her with both thumbs and traced her clit with the flat of my tongue.

The dragon’s answer shook dust from the rafters.

She tasted hot and rich. I licked in one lingering path from her entrance to the swollen bud, then circled it with the tip of my tongue.

Her thighs flexed on either side of my head. Moisture gathered against my mouth. Every reaction arrived twice, against my tongue and through the forge-gold bond: pressure, hunger, and long-banked want finding a place to go.

I pushed two fingers into her. Her inner heat was almost shocking, slick walls gripping hard as I curled toward the front. I curled against her inner ridge. Her hips jerked; I stayed there.

“Dorian.”

“Stay with my rhythm.”

“You put your mouth on a dragon and ration the pace.”

I sucked her clit and drove my fingers deeper.

Her head struck the beam. “Again.”

I gave her a steady rhythm, mouth and hand together, until orange light raced over her thighs and her draconic heat gripped my fingers. When the bond warned me how close she was, I stopped.

Vyrissa looked down at me in astonishment.

“Stop.”

“You object?”

“Explicitly.”

I rose, wiped her wetness from my mouth with my thumb, and held her gaze while I licked it clean. “Overruled.”

A laugh rolled low through her chest, half outrage and half wonder. “The mortal rations a dragon.”

“Turn around.”

She turned to face the beam and put her palms against it. The long burnished line of her back flexed. Copper light rippled over the iridescence along her spine and faded into the strong swell of her ass.

I stripped quickly. Her gaze found the hard length behind her, and the forge-gold bond surged with approval.

“True measure?” I asked.

“More than sufficient.”

I stepped behind her, gripped one hip, and rubbed the head through her wetness. Her slickness coated me in a glossy layer. She pushed back, seeking penetration.

I drew away.

“Take only what I give.”

Her fingers sank into the timber. “You enjoy setting impossible tempos.”

“You enjoy proving you can follow mine.”

That silenced her.

I lined myself up and pressed the head inside. Her entrance yielded around me, hot and tight.

I fed my length into her in a slow sequence of pressure and pauses, stopping whenever her hips tried to take more. Her breathing roughened. The muscles under my palm jumped with the effort of patience.

“You may move,” I said when I was halfway in.

Vyrissa thrust backward and took the remaining half of me in one fierce movement.

Pleasure hit like forge pressure through the bond. I caught myself against her back, buried in a wet heat beyond anything I had imagined. Her molten body flexed around me in testing pulses.

“Asset accepted,” she said hoarsely.

I pulled almost the full distance out and drove into her again. The beam boomed. Vyrissa took the thrust without yielding an inch, strong body made for force.

I set a hard standing rhythm, hands locked around her hips, her ass meeting my pelvis with each deep stroke.

She yielded the tempo to me, all that visible strength contained beneath my count. When I eased back, she matched me. When I thrust hard, she opened.

Her strength remained visible in every flexed muscle and every fingertip dent in the beam, but the count was mine.

I stopped again with only the head inside.

“Dorian.”

“Ask.”

“Deeper.”

“Say it your way.”

She looked over her shoulder, gaze blazing. “The dragon appraises this ration as inadequate and demands the balance due.”

“Demand denied.”

Her laugh became a groan when I pushed two more inches in and stopped.

“Use direct words,” I said.

A life built around command fought one breath of naked want. Want won.

“Fuck me deep, Dorian.”

I slammed home.

Vyrissa cried out in her dead language. I fucked her against the beam, deep and inexorable, deliberately denying her any escape into raw momentum. Pale handprints bloomed on her hips where I gripped and faded seconds later.

Each thrust drove the loft warmer. Old grain and timber gave off a toasted smell.

“What slept stays beyond replacement,” she said between thrusts. “Always.”

“Then what?”

“To prove the fire still starts.”

I wound an arm around her waist and turned her from the beam. She came willingly. I bent, caught her behind the thighs, and lifted.

Forge-light flashed along her shoulders, surprise made visible. She weighed far more than a mortal woman and had told me so with relish.

I set my porter’s legs beneath the load, used the beam for leverage, and lifted as Vyrissa knowingly yielded her balance into my arms. She wrapped her legs around my waist. Her back met the timber without my cock slipping from her.

The delight that crossed her face made the strain worth it.

“Small,” she said, “is becoming an inaccurate term.”

“Keep using it.”

I braced her against the beam with my body and thrust upward. Her arms circled my shoulders and anchored her against each rising stroke.

Her very full breasts moved between us, nipples dragging over my chest. Every stroke lifted her, powerful thighs tightening around my hips.

“Proof the fire still starts,” she repeated.

“I feel it.”

“I thought it died with them. I kept fire for guarding and nothing else. Wanting felt stolen from the dead.”

I thrust deep and ground against her clit. Her words broke into a gasp.

“Wanting belongs to the living,” I said. “Take what you chose.”

“Yes.”

“Say my name.”

“Dorian.”

“Again.”

She said it each time I thrust, the syllables losing shape as I quickened the thrusts. The bond made a furnace of both bodies. Her pleasure poured into mine, and mine fed back into her, every circuit hotter than the last.

I carried her away from the beam and lowered her onto a thick folded graincloth. She tried to pull me down with her legs.

My hands hooked beneath both thighs and folded them high, opening her deeper while I leaned over her. Vyrissa planted her palms wide against the graincloth and maintained the position freely, strength banked through every burnished contour.

She gave me her hips and let my grip determine the angle. Her heels pressed past my shoulders; the graincloth pulled taut beneath her long body, her blazing hair spilling over its far edge, her heavy breasts rising beneath my chest.

“You do not tire,” I said.

“I warned you.”

“Then you can hold the edge.”

I entered her again and gave her three thorough strokes, withdrawing to the crown and pressing back until her furnace heat enclosed me end to end. On the fourth I stopped deep and circled her clit with my thumb.

Her back arched. Orange light flared across her ribs.

“Wait,” I ordered.

“Cruel man.”

“Wait.”

I built her there through deep thrusts divided by merciless pauses. The tireless dragon trembled beneath me because I refused her speed. She gripped me harder with each measured stroke.

Heat marks blossomed where our bodies met. Sweat evaporated almost as soon as it formed on her skin.

“I am going to come,” she warned.

“Wait.”

Her eyes widened. The command ran through the Sworn strand and returned as a molten pulse. She endured, shaking, claws threatening at the ends of her fingers before she forced them back into human nails.

I bent to her ear. “When I let you, I want all of it. No banking the fire.”

“You may regret that appraisal.”

“You looked at my true measure.”

“I did.”

“Then trust it.”

The claws threatening at her fingertips retracted. Her grip eased from the graincloth joint by joint, and the furnace-light banked from white to deep orange. “I do.”

I changed the angle, put both hands beneath her thighs, and folded her knees toward her chest. The position opened her completely.

I took her deep and fast at last, giving her the force she had restrained herself from taking.

Wet sounds filled the loft. Her heated channel gripped every stroke. The forge-gold strand became almost too bright to bear.

“Now,” I commanded. “Let it burn.”

Vyrissa came with my cock held deep in her furnace heat. Her body contracted in fierce rolling pulses. The banked light unbanked.

Ember-glow flooded from her scale-shimmer until the loft burned gold-orange and blinding-soft. Wing shadows spread across the rafters behind her.

She laughed, low and seismic, while the orgasm moved through her. “There. Lit.”

The bond carried her climax straight through me. I thrust once, twice, and came hard inside her.

I jerked as I filled her, each pulse drawn out by the contractions milking me. Vyrissa locked her legs around my waist and pinned me deep while the heat of my release disappeared into the greater heat of her.

“Witnessed,” she said.

I remained deep inside her until the last aftershock passed. Forge-gold light ran under her skin, deep and molten as metal visible through a crucible’s mouth. Her hands moved over my back with a tenderness she had hidden beneath a keeper’s discipline.

Afterward she curled around me like banked coals, shamelessly too warm. I stayed inside her heat. The forge-gold strand softened as she realized I stayed close and let her radiate her full heat.

“The sixth heartbeat,” she said. “The one you counted through two campaigns, on the roof and in the dark. You thought you were counting mine to steady yourself.”

Her arm tightened around me.

“I counted yours back. Since the day the march was granted, I felt you below me counting exits in your sleep. Four of yours for each of mine, every night.

“All along, anchor, we counted each other.”

I listened. Her deep pulse sounded once beneath my ear while mine answered four times against her arm.

“We are even,” she said.


Chapter 14: The Field

The Field filled the same afternoon as Vyrissa’s oath. She chose us at midday; before supper, before she took me to her loft at dusk, the crown’s own festival set its open melee and single combats on the harvest fairground before both camps and half the province.

To most of the province it was the biggest bright day of the year. To our household and one increasingly suspicious princess, it was the last celebration before Kingslight. The fairground had been raked, roped, and ringed with slate-and-gold and the march’s plainer banners.

Drovers, ford-folk, Old Wintering Barn wrestlers, souvenir-sellers, and a bard with a half-finished eighth verse packed the boundary.

Saskia marshaled. She stood in the fairground’s center and read her rules once: four sentences in the clipped carrying voice that had ended a hundred bouts. Every earl, levy, and crown sergeant obeyed.

She wore her own unadorned duelist’s rig, took the crown’s honest rate, and favored no side. She had pitched her own tent apart from both camps. No patron supplied her colors, and no rank bought a softer reading from her. Someone who had fought a Crowned saint fairly, lost, and returned was exactly who I wanted holding the center.

The march fielded mixed adult teams: trained levies beside adult school graduates and Crown volunteers. The soldiers had watched Brenna’s runners, the count-and-step, and Yrsa’s loose grip for a season. Some asked shyly and some plainly to fight one bout in the Warden’s guard. We said yes. A Crown soldier asking farmers to teach him was worth more than a trial point.

Saskia allowed it with one uncompromising sentence: “A team is who stands in it.” Soldiers crossed the ropes by their own choice while their comrades watched in surprise.

The melee came first, a general engagement of mixed teams across the roped fairground. It opened with the crown’s picked companies expecting to sweep; they had the weight, reach, and drill to scatter a mob. The march gave them a count instead. A count absorbs a sweep. Our mixed line met the crown’s first rush as the school meets everything, giving under pressure and closing around every gap, and the crown’s companies drove in expecting a wall to break and found a line that breathed. The lesson from the Line returned in a different key. Crown officers slowly understood that their gold offered no purchase in this fight.

Wat saw the three-man push forming at the western barrier from inside the ropes.

He was nineteen now and served in the line, the healed arm from the midsummer siege braced behind his shield. Earlier that summer he had taken a blade through that arm and held without stepping forward. This time he saw the middle attacker overcommit and changed the call.

“Forward one!”

Wat stepped into the gap himself. He took the middle man off his feet, closed the barrier with his body, and drove the other two apart before reforming on the count.

Torvald and every student under eighteen remained at protected signal posts outside the ropes. Yrsa, overseeing the line from the edge, said one word.

“There.”

Torvald’s count got adopted mid-bout by a Crown sergeant.

From another shielded signal post outside the ropes, Torvald called the fold and reform for an adult hinge team. A grizzled sergeant fighting three feet from that team heard the number once and picked it up. He began calling the same sequence for the Crown volunteers around him; a good sergeant steals what works.

Two adult hinges answered the dead woman’s count, one guided by a march boy safely beyond the combat boundary and one by a Crown sergeant who had learned it by ear.

Suzu won the free-for-all by inventory.

The free-for-all was the melee’s chaotic heart, seventeen fighters in a roped circle, last standing takes it. The contest was built for champions.

Suzu entered as a fox and won without throwing a single blow that would fell a man. She won it by theft. Silk-silent in the churn, she selected four opponents and removed seventeen separate pieces that made their fighting systems work.

From the first she took a sword-belt, the frog that held the scabbard, both sleeve ties, and the buckle pin at his left hip: five. From the second came a shield-strap, its wrist loop, two helm laces, and the thong securing his gorget: five more. The third lost both greave pins, a boot lace, and the retaining clip from his blunted axe head: four. The fourth surrendered two gauntlet laces and the tiny wooden wedge securing his spearhead to the trial shaft: three.

Seventeen items. Four fighters.

The fox timed every removal for its safest, funniest second. The axe head slid loose before its owner raised the weapon. The spearhead came off in his hand during a flourish, leaving him threatening the circle with a polished stick. A shield swung from one strap and turned its bearer sideways. The first man’s scabbard, sleeves, and belt all began descending at different speeds until he had to choose which piece of dignity to save.

When the churn cleared, Suzu stood in the center, four-foot-eleven of fox among armored men twice her weight. Four bewildered opponents stared at empty hands, falling armor, and one harmless spear shaft. She produced the seventeen stolen items from her endless pockets in exact order and presented them to Saskia with receipts.

Actual slips of paper, ruled in advance and filled in as she went: ONE (1) SWORD-BELT, RECOVERED; TWO (2) GREAVE-PINS, IN TRUST; ONE (1) SPEAR WEDGE, REMOVED BEFORE DEPRECIATION. Each bore the reeve’s mark and a running inventory number from one through seventeen. She had even noted condition at recovery: SERVICEABLE, FRAYED, SWEAT-DAMAGED, and, for the spear wedge, OWNER OVERCONFIDENT. The seventeenth slip charged no storage fee; the object had never left its owner’s sight. The paper made each theft auditable: object, condition, owner, and the instant it came loose. Comedy did not hide the boundary. It documented it. Saskia saved every receipt for next year’s revised rules.

Saskia counted every fastening against the four men. Seventeen receipts, seventeen objects, no injury hidden under the comedy. Then she gave her ruling in the same dry carrying voice: “Legal. Nothing in my rules imagined it. A rule that didn’t imagine a tactic can’t forbid it. I’ll add one next year, and she’ll beat that too.”

The fairground came apart laughing, the crown’s soldiers loudest of all. One disarmed man sat down, unable to manage his trousers, shield, and recovered belt while laughing. Suzu took the free-for-all with seventeen receipts fanned like cards and a bow to every corner of the ring, seen and glad of it. By supper the feat had entered verse eight, where the bard rhymed seventeen with unforeseen and was paid twice for accuracy.

Saskia called for the champion’s duel. The fairground hushed from the rope outward.

Halvard Crane asked Yrsa for it at the Line, formally, a champion to a saint, and Yrsa granted it, formally, and now two nights before the moon they met in the roped ring at the fairground’s center with the province watching.

Halvard opened with the Crown’s textbook, beautiful and real.

He came into the ring in regulation trial-arms, carrying his helm under his arm until the last moment, and he saluted Yrsa and set himself, and he opened with the crown’s own drilled forms, the high guard, the measured advance, the beautiful economical footwork of a man trained by the best masters gold can hire. He approached in measured steps. A champion before a crowd usually spends his opening on theater. Halvard spent his on inventory. He tested her guard high and found it sound.

He tested her low and found it sound. A probing cut at her left shoulder drew one answer; another at her right hip drew the next. Through the Measure, I marked it all as his own. The sub-loan sat dormant under his skin. More than twenty years of work carried his first two minutes, and the work was good.

Yrsa loosened her grip by a fraction, her highest praise for real quality. She fought down to him, giving fair answers and matching his tempo without shattering it. Their blades ran through a long exchange in the third minute, bind, disengage, re-bind, fast and crisp. She worked him at the exact edge of his ability, where a fighter could learn and survive long enough to use the lesson. Neither reached for spectacle. Halvard pressed the bind, Yrsa yielded half a step, and his recovery landed true. She returned through his outside line and made him earn the next contact. The crowd could not read the craft, but it recognized genuine skill and fell silent.

Storm-grey stayed banked along Yrsa’s scars. No saint-speed blurred her blade; no bond-light hardened the edge. In the first hard bind, Halvard felt the reserve she had chosen not to use.

“You could end this,” he said through the pressure. “You chose not to. Thank you.”

Yrsa answered with a twist that nearly took his guard. He recovered cleanly. Her point dipped in fractional approval, and their blades met again.

In the fourth minute, Dragon’s Measure caught a cold number rising beneath Halvard’s skin.

Yrsa had begun to press him backward by inches. Her point touched his guard. Gold flashed along his left shoulder, gathering for the speed that had rescued every difficult bout of his career.

Halvard felt it. His eyes widened.

He dropped the shoulder and forced the shine down.

The refusal cost him half a beat. Yrsa’s blade scored his guard before he recovered. The crowd groaned, seeing only a champion lose ground.

Yrsa saw more. Her teeth showed in respect. She gave Halvard room to reset his honest stance, then came for him again at the same human speed.

Only sweat shone on him.

The finish came decisively in the ninth minute.

For eight and a half minutes, Yrsa fought him honestly at steel. The Crowned saint limited her speed to a man fighting his honest best and won by accumulated inches of cleaner craft, with no borrowed shine to distract her. In the ninth minute she found the fractional overreach in his high guard’s recovery. She pressed it once. Twice. On the third recovery she took his blade.

Her wrist turned against the recovery: bind, roll, snap. Halvard’s sword left his hand, flashed once in the low afternoon light, and landed point-down in the harvest stubble.

The roar hit before the blade stopped quivering.

Halvard Crane laughed.

He stood disarmed and breathing hard, then laughed: glad, ragged, almost disbelieving. He turned to the marshal, the stones, and the province and called it, loud, for the record, a truth larger than he knew:

“Fair!” he called. “Beaten fair, and I never had a better hour!

“And I’ll say the rest for the stones…”

His voice caught on the same truth that had surfaced at the Line. “Mine was the only borrowed steel on this field. Hers was her own.

“Every stroke. I felt it.

“Mine…” He looked at the hand that had refused the shine. “Mine was the only borrowed steel here, and it lost, and I’m glad.”

His gaze stayed on the hand that had denied the gold. He flexed it once, searching for an explanation he did not yet possess.

The etch settled the wager. Under Saskia’s witness, the stone cut the deep sure strokes itself: THE FIELD: TAKEN.

Beneath it: THE KING’S TRIAL: TRUE WEIGHT, THRICE WITNESSED.

Sidonie swore the crown’s acknowledgment.

At the border stone, Sidonie gave one sentence: “The Crown has weighed this banner three times, and it weighs true, and House Ruthelm acknowledges the Wend-march’s banner-right by oath, before these witnesses, forever, beyond every future claim, custody, or challenge.” The stone took it and etched a separate line: MARCH BANNER, ACKNOWLEDGED. Osric chalked 3–0, lifted the board from its tripod, and carried it to the school. He hung it beside Brenna’s fen-drive slate. The lower peg was too high for her to reach; Halvard silently moved it down.

The crowd followed the board across the fairground. Drovers who had watched the Hunt raised mud-stained caps.

East Ford levies struck shield rims once as it passed.

The crown’s soldiers joined them, three measured blows for three decisive trials, and the sound rolled from the ring to the school wall without anyone ordering it. Halvard stood bareheaded beside Yrsa and watched his own companies honor the tally that defeated them. Then he struck his sword pommel against his shield three times too.

That gave the field permission to become a fair again. Children ducked under the ropes to collect broken practice tips.

The four men Suzu had disarmed queued at her barrel for duplicate receipts, each holding his recovered fastening up for the crowd and claiming the original receipt was valuable evidence of expertly administered humiliation. She charged each a copper, stamped each copy, and returned the coppers as a “first-loss rebate” before the men could object. Saskia coiled the ring rope herself while march levies and royal officers took opposite ends and worked toward the middle.

Half an hour earlier the rope had divided challenger from challenged.

Now both sides stood hand over hand on the same hemp, arguing cheerfully about who had cheated at wrestling. The border stone’s new oath spoke through its consequence: both sides were already lifting benches together.

Sidonie came to me at the stone after the crowd moved on. She had watched the champion’s duel with those ice-grey counting eyes, and she had seen more of it than the crowd, though less than I had, and she said, counting-plain: “He said his was the only borrowed steel on the field. He believes it’s a figure of speech.”

She braced the surveyor’s glass against her belt.

“It isn’t, is it. I showed you the palace wicks.

“I told you my brother’s blessing had gone thin. My champion just told a stone his strength is borrowed and he thinks he was being poetic.” Her gloved thumb pressed once into the rim of her surveyor’s glass.

“I am beginning to be afraid of the harvest moon, Warden, and I have never been afraid of my own family’s holy night in my life. Tell me before it, if you can.

“Give me the count. Comfort can wait.”

She released the rim of her glass and walked away. A deep crescent remained in the leather beneath her thumb.

Halvard Crane, beaten and glad and lighter than I had ever seen him, found Torvald among the levies and asked him to demonstrate the gate-hinge count. Torvald was fifteen and suddenly shy of the crown’s champion, but he set his feet and taught. Halvard listened like it was scripture. Two nights before the loan that fed him came due, the undefeated champion learned a dead garrison instructor’s count from a boy whose mother sold eggs and owned a spinning wheel with a bad treadle. From the fairground’s edge, I watched the school’s inheritance begin to run uphill.

That evening Brenna’s protected census logged a physical change. All thirty-one cold lamps had moved into the outer ring’s straw racks, one wagon closer to the regalia.

Their oil marks remained level. Nahari felt the thin place tighten toward the crown and shut her eyes at the wall. The rite was drawing itself together.

Two nights remained.

Yrsa took me to the armory behind the lists while the last of the field-light still showed beneath the door. Sweat had dried at her temples but nowhere else. Victory remained in the set of her shoulders, in the quick pull of each breath, in the way she shut the door, drove the bolt home, and turned with the duel still alive in her eyes.

“Bout’s over,” she said. “This isn’t one.”

She put her blunted trial sword into my hand.

“Show me his opening.”

The request surprised me more than if she had shoved me into the rack. The armory contained the day’s used weapons in close rows, padded points down, guards and buckles waiting for inspection. Yrsa chose an open strip between the central rack and the repair stool, then backed into the light and raised two fingers.

“Halvard’s high guard. You watched it through the Measure. Give me what you saw.”

“You brought me here for a lesson?”

“I brought you here because the lesson isn’t finished.” Her gaze moved down my body and returned. “Neither is the day. Guard.”

I raised the practice blade. She stepped inside my reach, caught my elbow, and moved it a thumb’s width higher.

“Too comfortable. His master taught the shoulder to carry the line. It looks strong from the stands.” She pressed two fingers into the tight muscle below my collarbone. “Feels strong too, until the third recovery. Then all this work collects here.”

She circled behind me and set my rear foot with the side of her boot. Her hands were hot from the Field. She touched me as an instructor touched a student, brisk and exact in purpose, but her breath landed on the back of my neck and turned every correction into something else.

“Cut. Recover.”

I obeyed. The blunted sword whispered across the room.

“Again.”

On the third pass she caught my wrist during the recovery and extended my arm past the clean line. The flaw bit into my shoulder before the blade could return.

“There,” she said. “He gives away this much.”

Her fingers measured less than an inch between my wrist and the place it should have stopped.

“You won the whole Field inside that inch.”

“Eight and a half minutes built the inch.” She came around to face me. “Do it to me.”

Yrsa shrugged out of the trial jacket and let it hang open from her arms. The shirt beneath had been unlaced at the throat for air. She planted her feet and raised her sword in Halvard’s guard, reproducing him so cleanly that for one blink I saw the champion’s posture imposed over her leaner frame.

Then she opened her own recovery too far.

I stepped into the gift, rolled her blade, and stopped my padded point against the hollow under her ribs.

“Late,” she said.

“I touched you.”

“You admired the opening first. Again.”

We reset. I took her blade on the next exchange and returned faster. My point tapped the shear-claw scar through her shirt.

Her pupils widened.

“Better. Again.”

The third disarm sent her sword clattering into the rack. Several weapons answered in their brackets. Yrsa did not look toward the fallen blade. She looked at the point resting over her scar and then at my hand around the hilt.

“Now you understand what he gave me,” she said.

“An opening.”

“Trust.”

She pushed the padded point aside with two fingers and stepped into me. Her mouth hit mine with the same straight commitment she brought to a bind. I caught her by the open jacket and turned her until her back met the central upright. The rack gave a low wooden knock. Yrsa kissed me harder, one fist closing in my coat, the other still empty from the disarm.

I broke the kiss.

“Word.”

She stated the stop-word at drill speed. I repeated it. Her fingers opened against my chest.

“What do you want?” I asked.

“The replay first.” She drew one breath. “Then your hands. Your voice. Your rhythm. I want the Field burned out of me before it turns into sleep.”

“Yes.”

“Your yes, Dorian. Not the warden’s.”

“I want you fight-hot and honest against this rack. I want the lesson until you hand it over. Then I want everything you just asked for.”

Her fierce smile appeared. “Witnessed. Pick up the sword.”

I retrieved her weapon and returned it hilt-first. She took it, rolled one shoulder out of the jacket, and let the leather remain caught at her elbows. Her shirt clung to her chest. She pulled it over her head with her free hand, baring the linen combat wrap beneath.

The sword went under one arm. Yrsa found the tucked end of the linen and unwound the wrap herself. The first turn loosened across her ribs. The next passed beneath her small high breasts. Fight-flushed skin emerged inch by inch, marked by old scars and the rose of recent exertion. Her eyes stayed fixed on me through every turn.

She kept that threshold by choice. I waited.

She folded the linen into a hard square, set it on the repair stool, and took up her sword again. Her bare breasts rose and fell above the opened waist of her trial leathers. The jacket remained trapped around her forearms, half armor, half evidence of how quickly she had brought me here.

“Now,” she said, and offered me the blade’s line.

I stepped in until the flat lay between our bodies. “Show me the third recovery.”

Yrsa raised the guard. I slid one hand under the hanging jacket and closed it over her breast. Her nipple tightened against my palm.

The sword did not waver.

“Cut,” I told her.

She moved through the form while my thumb passed over the stiff peak. Her bare chest shifted against my hand. At recovery she extended too far, giving me Halvard’s flaw again.

I caught her sword wrist in the bind, turned her, and put her facing the rack. The flat of her blade lay diagonally across the upright, and my hand remained over hers on the hilt while my other hand kneaded her breast.

“Where does the weakness begin?”

“Rear heel.”

I nudged her heel outward with my boot.

“Then?”

“Shoulder carries too much.”

I drew the jacket lower along that shoulder and put my mouth to the tendon she had named. Her answer broke on the next breath.

“Then?”

“Wrist reaches for the recovery. The blade can’t return freely.”

I rolled her nipple between my fingers and felt her legs tense.

“Show me.”

She repeated the motion. This time my body stood tight behind hers. The opened trial leathers pressed back against the hardness under my trousers. Yrsa felt it and altered the form by a fraction, letting the recovery grind her ass along me.

“That wasn’t Halvard’s footwork.”

“No.”

“Again. Correctly.”

Yrsa reset her stance with a muttered curse. The denial sharpened her. She cut, recovered, and sustained the overreach while my mouth followed the shear-claw scar down from her shoulder. The old wound crossed pale skin to her ribs. I kissed every inch I could reach and brought my palm down her stomach to the opened leather at her waist.

Her hips moved once toward my hand.

“Guard,” I said.

She restored it.

I slipped my fingers beneath the loosened waistband and found her soaked. The discovery pulled a rough breath from both of us. I spread the slickness over her clit once, no teasing circuit, only the blunt proof of how the duel had left her.

“Winning fair,” she said.

“And teaching it afterward.”

“And you learning.”

I withdrew my hand. Yrsa gave me a dark look over her shoulder but did not drop the sword.

“Again,” I said.

She ran the high guard while I opened the remaining buckles of her trousers. Leather loosened over hard fencer’s thighs. I lowered it only to mid-thigh, baring her ass while leaving the day’s uniform on her body.

She performed the recovery with her legs constrained by the half-lowered leathers. The limitation forced a shorter stance.

“There,” I said. “Your base changed.”

“Badly.”

“Correct it.”

She widened as far as the leather allowed, knees soft, weight low. I pressed my clothed cock between her bare cheeks and followed the line of her stance. She held the guard. I rolled my hips once, slowly, making her feel the full shape of me against her.

The sword point dipped.

“Again.”

“You’re enjoying instruction.”

“I learn best from a demanding teacher.”

She reset. I ground against her on each recovery, making the flaw itself carry the contact. Her breathing roughened through four exchanges. On the fifth she abandoned Halvard’s false reach and snapped into her own clean return. Her sword trapped mine against the rack before I could take it.

“Lesson,” she said. “Don’t expect a fighter to keep giving you the same opening.”

She turned inside the crossed blades, put my back to the upright, and kissed me. Her free hand opened my trousers and closed around my cock. Her palm was callused from decades of hilts. The first stroke carried that roughness from base to head and made my grip tighten on the practice sword.

She smiled against my mouth. “Guard.”

I lifted it.

Yrsa stroked me again while I maintained Halvard’s high line. Her thumb spread the wetness at the head. She watched my shoulder begin to tire.

“Third recovery,” she ordered.

I cut. She stepped aside and pulled my cock through her fist at the same instant. My return went wide.

Her blunted point touched my chest.

“Dead,” she said.

“Distracting the student is poor instruction.”

“Winning is instruction.”

She gave me another long stroke, then released me before I could thrust into her hand. The withdrawal left me hard between us. Her leathers remained at mid-thigh; her jacket hung from her arms; her breasts were bare. She had conducted every step to this point and knew it.

I lowered both swords.

“Lesson’s over.”

The room changed.

Yrsa felt it before I touched her. The instructor’s edge in her face held for one breath, then she set her sword on the rack. She took mine from my hand and placed it beside hers. Both palms came back empty.

“Say it,” I told her.

“The replay is over.”

“And now?”

She looked at the weapons she had put away, then at me. “Now I give you the field.”

I waited.

Yrsa stepped close and put my hand against the center of her chest, over the fast heart behind her scars. “He gave me an honest yield in front of everyone. I want mine private. I want it chosen and taken seriously. Your control from here.”

“Freely?”

“Freely. Better company.”

The handover came when the swordswoman placed the hilt in my palm after proving she could retain it.

I closed my hand around the back of her neck.

“Turn.”

She turned on the order.

“Forearms on the rack. Keep your chest clear of the loose guards.”

Yrsa found the safe brace, forearms crossed on scarred oak, palms open above the folded wrap. Her trousers held her stance wide at mid-thigh. I kicked the repair stool aside and stepped in behind her.

“You keep the position I give you.”

“Yes.”

I drove into her.

I entered her hard after the lesson. Her trained body took the force, then locked around me, fierce and hot. The rack struck the wall. Steel answered above us in a bright wave.

Yrsa cried out, one clipped sound, then bit it down. Her back bowed beneath the hanging jacket. I held her hip with my left hand and stayed buried while every tight pulse of welcome traveled through the bond.

“Take the depth,” I said. “Stay there.”

She pushed back until she had taken every inch, then held the position.

“Good.”

That word moved through her harder than the thrust. Grey light traced one scar at her wrist and faded, established and done; after that I watched her body instead of its color.

I drew halfway out and drove home again. The rack boomed. Yrsa’s fingers spread over the oak.

“Harder,” she said.

“You handed me the field. Requests only.”

“Take me harder.”

“Add the word.”

Her head turned enough for me to see the fight-flush across her cheek. “Please.”

I gave her force. Each stroke drove her breasts forward beneath the open jacket and pulled a wet sound from where our bodies joined. Her leathers tugged against her thighs, keeping every adjustment small. I made those small limits work for me: hips drawn back, spine arched, weight borne through her forearms while I chose the depth and cadence.

She tried once to meet me faster.

I stopped at the base.

Yrsa’s whole body tightened around the absence of motion.

“Position.”

She settled her hips where I had placed them.

“Again.”

I pulled out in a shining drag and returned with a single deep stroke. She accepted it and waited for the next. I let the pause stretch until her breath scraped over the wood.

“Again,” she asked.

“Better.”

The rhythm I built was nothing like the bench after the graduation or the frantic first exchanges in the barn. Long, forceful drives came separated by measured stillness, making each arrival undeniable. The Field had taught her accumulation: eight and a half honest minutes building one inch. I used the same law on her body. Pressure gathered through each pause until a single thrust could shake her from boots to shoulders.

I caught her damp, jaw-short hair and turned her face toward me, fixing her attention on mine.

“Tell me what you feel.”

“Your cock deep in me.”

I withdrew to the head.

“Now?”

“Empty. Almost. Hate it.”

I drove deep enough to jolt her against the rack.

“Now?”

“Held.”

“By what?”

“Your voice. Your body. The position I gave you.”

“Good. Keep it.”

I released her hair and drew the jacket down until it caught at her elbows. Both shoulders bared. I bit the muscle I had made her name during the lesson, then soothed the mark with my tongue while my cock stayed hard inside her.

She shuddered. “Move. Please.”

I obeyed the request in my own time.

My hand traveled over her hip and across her lower belly. I did not go straight for her clit. I pressed my palm flat below her navel and felt each deep thrust arrive under it, making her feel the joining from both sides. Yrsa looked down at my hand on her body and gave a low, ruined sound.

“That’s where your balance lives,” I said.

“Lower.”

“Not yet.”

I changed her stance instead. “Right foot forward.”

The lowered leathers resisted. She dragged the boot half a length ahead.

“Rear heel loose.”

Yrsa dragged the boot into place and recreated the gate fighter’s base, abandoning Halvard’s high form. The new angle opened her farther. I thrust once and reached a place that made her forearms slide down the upright.

“Hold your ground.”

She reset and took the next stroke standing.

“Again.”

I drove into her on the word. Her thigh muscles stood out under winter-pale skin. Sweat traveled down her spine. The armory’s lamplight caught every old scar as her body worked to preserve the stance I demanded.

“This guard is yours,” I said. “Not his.”

“Mine.”

“This strength?”

“Mine.”

“This yield?”

Her inner muscles clamped so hard around me that the answer reached the bond first.

“Mine to give.”

I put my thumb over her clit at last and set a firm, unmoving pressure.

Yrsa gasped and tried to grind into it.

“No. Hold the guard.”

She held. Her legs trembled from the effort. I thrust behind her, my thumb remaining fixed while her body moved around the pressure. Every drive forced her clit against my hand, but the timing still came from me.

“What did Halvard give you?”

“Yield.”

“What do you give me?”

“The same word.” Her voice broke when I drove deep. “Better company.”

“Give it back to the day.”

She raised her head. The answer rang for every racked blade to hear.

“He yielded fair. Now I do. Same word, better company. Yield.”

I moved my thumb.

One hard circle broke her stance at the knees. My arm around her waist kept her upright. A second circle pulled a curse from her. On the third I buried myself and ground there, giving her no distance from the pressure.

“Dorian.”

“Hold.”

Her fingers curled against the oak but her palms remained where I had placed them.

I lifted her and freed the trousers from one boot. The leather fell from the other leg and stayed hooked around the ankle, preserving the half-stripped register she wanted while giving me room to change the line. I raised her left knee onto the repair stool and opened her to a deeper angle.

“Too high?”

“No.”

“Stable?”

She tested the stool with her boot. “Stable.”

“Then take me.”

I fucked her against the rack with her thigh lifted, one arm banded below her breasts and my other hand working her clit. Her body took every stroke with the hard, wet grip of a woman who had been carrying victory under her skin for hours. The jacket slipped lower, trapped at her forearms, and her bare breasts moved over my arm. I caught one nipple between my fingers and pulled until she cried my name.

The blunted steel rang with each impact, carrying the day’s residue through the rack: every blade used, counted, returned, and now shaken by the woman who had proved the best honest steel on the Field was her own.

Her tactical language disappeared. She stopped asking for angles and gave me only yes, there, please, my name. Each loss of vocabulary told me more clearly how close she was.

I slowed.

Yrsa groaned. “Don’t turn kind on me now.”

“I’m not.”

I drew each stroke out until she felt the drag over every tight inch. The slower force made her shake harder than speed. I kept her balanced on the stool and rack, never letting the lifted leg slip, never asking her burned-out muscles to carry what my arm could bear.

“Three entries,” she said suddenly, voice rough.

“What?”

“The word. Tide-flats. Crown night. Today.”

I understood. Yield’s private ledger, opened in an old fight and rewritten by choice.

“Name them.”

“Tide-flats. I fought you and lost.”

I thrust deep.

“Crown night. I chose you and stopped fighting the choice.”

My thumb circled once.

“Today.” Her breath broke. “I won. Then gave you what winning left in me.”

“Whose victory?”

“Mine.”

“Whose body?”

“Mine.”

“Who gets the yield?”

She looked over her shoulder, storm-grey eyes stripped of every public reserve. “You. Because I give it.”

“Then come for me.”

I let the rhythm break loose at last.

Yrsa came standing under my arm. The first contraction caught my cock at the root and held. The next rolled the length of her, thighs locking around the stool’s edge, breasts hard against my forearm, head falling back beside mine. She made no effort to muffle herself. Her cry struck the racked steel and returned around us.

I fucked her through it so deeply that each aftershock became another hard squeeze. Her hand left the rack for one instant, reaching by old reflex toward mine.

“Position,” I said against her ear.

She put the palm back herself.

“Good. Take all of it.”

Her orgasm broke again in smaller pulses. I worked her clit until her raised leg shook, then lowered the foot from the stool before fatigue could take it. She remained bent to the rack, open and drenched, my cock still buried inside her.

I withdrew.

Yrsa made a protesting sound and turned at my order. The jacket fell from one arm. She faced me bare-chested, leathers hanging from one ankle, skin flushed from throat to thighs.

“Stay standing. Hands on my shoulders.”

Yrsa planted both hands on my shoulders.

I kissed her, tasting sweat and the last broken edge of her cry. My cock slid along her lower belly. I took it in hand and stroked over the wetness she had left on me while she watched.

“Mine to mark?” she asked.

“Mine to choose.”

Her smile flashed. “Good correction.”

I came across her stomach and the shear-claw scar. The first spurt struck below her navel; the next crossed the pale old line at her ribs. Yrsa held my shoulders and watched each pulse land. She did not reach to claim or clean it. The restraint was not an order left over from the beginning. It was the control she had handed me and still wanted maintained.

When the last pulse eased, I touched two fingers to the white streak over her scar and drew it along the old wound.

“Marked by choice,” I said.

“Witnessed.”

Only then did I release the scene.

Yrsa’s posture changed on the breath. She lowered her forehead to mine and stayed there while the armory settled around us, metal giving a last small tick in its brackets.

She cleaned us standing. A square of armory linen, water from the skin, brisk passes made tender by the places she lingered. She pulled up her trousers but left the jacket open. Then she took up the combat wrap.

As always, she wound it herself.

The linen crossed beneath her breasts, rose over them, and tightened into the support she trusted. Her hands trembled twice. She paused and honored the tremor. I held the water skin to her mouth while she drank, and she resumed once the tremor passed.

We inspected the rack together. Two guards had shifted and one padded point had twisted in its bracket. Yrsa reseated all three. I did the higher one because her legs had started to admit what the Field and the armory had cost.

The practice sword from the replay lay where she had set it. She rubbed charcoal along the flat and drew Halvard’s guard in five strokes: heel, shoulder, elbow, wrist, return. The final line stopped short of the overreach.

“Not loose grip first,” she said.

“No?”

“Foot first. His hand grips high because his shoulder thinks it has to carry everything. Fix the rear heel and the rest can learn.” She set the charcoal down. “Trainable.”

“You’ll tell him.”

Yrsa leaned one shoulder against me. Her eyes closed for the length of a breath, then opened toward the door and the school beyond it.

“I will.”


Chapter 15: What the Light Holds

The champion’s salute still echoed from the fairground when Odette’s second page appeared beneath the vault door in the eve-of-eve evening. Its delivery went unseen, Odette’s preferred method.

By dusk, seven chalk circles covered the war-loft floor. Each marked a Kingslight station. We walked the sequence until boot soles blurred every label and each person could find her place by feel.

Unsigned and ruled in the ledger-hand we all knew, its ascenders joined between crossbar and descent, the sheet gave the Kingslight rite-order itself: the crown’s choreography annotated by a hand that read ritual as I read a manifest, a heist mapped in reverse.

She had drawn the rite’s shape as one continuous sequence. At moonrise the thousand lamps ringed the rite-stand, the crown was unveiled, and the founding story ran through three verses while gathered belief flowed inward. Beside the thirty-one lamps she had boxed two words: carry the draw. Her next sentence enclosed the whole danger: when the crown drinks, every champion, blessing, and debtor sworn through it enters the current.

Do not stand between.

A later addition in heavier pen-pressure made the page worth keeping:

Unless you can change what the current grounds through.

“She’s telling us it can be done,” I said. “Her old doctrine was to break the hand holding the leash.

“This one grounds in the crown, so the doctrine changes: break the ground. Everything sworn through the crown is in the current when it drinks.

“Halvard’s blessing, Sidonie’s blessing, the royal line, every sub-loan the crown ever re-lent, all of it converging through the one relit crown. You can’t stand in that current and live; that’s what do not stand between means, plainly, don’t put a body in a river carrying the strength of a dynasty.

“But you can change what the river runs into. Take the ground out from under it in the second it’s carrying everything and gripping nothing, and the current has nowhere left to go, and it comes apart in the hand that took the ground.”

Yrsa reduced the schematic to a soldier’s problem. “So we redirect the charge by taking the ground it expects to strike. Old cavalry trick. Make the line commit to ground that vanishes under it.”

She looked at the boxed line.

“Except the ground is a crown, active on the rite-stand and burning in the middle of whatever follows. Fine. I’ve held worse gates.”

“And she will not say how far to trust it,” Maeva said, tapping the ascenders. “She never does. She has rationed the knowledge to make us dangerous while preserving her own value, and the page is true. Its proof lies in the pressure of a living hand, and I would stake the vault on it. I would not save her from her own flaw if I could. Odette has not asked me to rescue her.”

“Believe it. It has been true three times now.”

We built the doctrine around it, physical stakes only, and I ruled it into the household so every soul knew their station. A plan confined to one head dies when that head becomes busy, and mine would be occupied.

Colm refused the first chalk plan. “If the grid goes dark when the rite starts, you’ve handed it the field. My crews maintain every pole live.”

Nahari set a kept lamp in the center of the table. Kept light would make our blind ground.

The Saint cannot read what is honestly kept, and we had two hundred and thirteen poles of honestly kept flame ringing the fairground, Suzu’s own festival dressing, and Colm’s windlass crews would keep every one of them lit and, at the signal, strobing, the grid pulsing on a caller’s count, kept light enclosing the rite’s hoarded flame.

Each windlass post had two adults and a spare child-runner stationed behind the inner wall. Colm tied strips of rough and smooth leather to the handles so crews could distinguish open from shuttered by touch. We rehearsed one broken cable, one blinded caller, and one pole lost entirely. If a station missed two beats, the neighboring crews closed its dark interval between them while the count continued. Every crew practiced that handoff once, then once more with gloves numbed in well water.

“Two ways to blind a glass,” Nahari said, for the household that had not heard it. “Theirs is a theft. Ours is a keeping.

“And a thief walks through a keeping unseen, because honest light has nothing in it to catch a hunter’s eye.”

Brenna put her captain’s token behind the drawn wall, considered the distance, and pushed it three inches nearer the rite-stand.

I moved it back.

“I lose sight of the near shutter from there,” she said.

“Then add a relay.”

She moved it forward again. Yrsa planted two fingers on the token and slid it behind the stone line with force that scraped chalk from the map.

“Your lamp moves the word end to end in nine seconds,” Yrsa said. “A sword doesn’t. Command where the weapon works.”

Brenna added another runner token between her post and the blind shutter, tested the new route with a fingertip, and left her captain behind the wall. The altered relay was her only concession.

Maeva claimed the crowd before anyone assigned it. The Standard through every kept lamp, the midsummer siege trick staged as festival warmth, four hundred frightened mouths and half a province steadied when the dread comes, turned from a rout into a proud evacuation, so that the rite has nothing to feed on but its own hoarded light and not one ounce of panic. “I have steadied a crowd under a siege,” the empress said.

“I can steady one under a rite. Give me the lamps and I will give you calm, and calm gives the rite nothing to drink.”

Yrsa planted her knife between the rite-stand token and the school. “The gate is wherever the children aren’t,” she said, and needed no further explanation. Whatever came off the rite-stand, she would stand between it and the school where the children ran their relays, and she would hold that ground as Ilsabet held a gate for nine days, and the ground behind her would stay clear. That is what a gate is for.

Suzu moved her fox token onto the mercy-way. Dragon’s Measure would survey the grounding while she approached. The night’s timing rested on a physical limit: the crown could not be taken early.

Under glass and ringed, the crown remained inert until it drank.

The Measure confirmed that a crown stolen cold was just gold, and worse than useless: take it cold and the note would simply re-instrument through the debtor’s living line, through Sidonie’s family, through a princess and a distant king, an unthinkable thing. It had to be taken at the draw, in the seconds it went active, when every leash in the current grounded through it and the seam I had read opened, the held breath between the draw and the disbursement, when the crown held everything and gripped nothing. Take the wick mid-burn and the whole working comes off in your hand.

Taking it cold steals the lamp while leaving the fire intact. “So it cannot happen early,” I said.

“Physics sets the difficulty. The theft is timed to the one second the rite itself opens, in that single exposed second, and the fox has to be standing in a battlefield when it opens.”

“Eleven seconds,” Suzu said softly of the draw’s peak, and the room let her knowledge stand unquestioned. She had been counting the rite-order’s music for a week.

Vyrissa placed nothing on the map. Her claw hovered above the entire fairground. High, patient, and this time stationed as the sky’s attention, her Coldharbour reserve spent openly, the spectacle that draws the enemy’s eye and the crowd’s fear up and away from the rite-stand where the real work happens on the ground. This was new, and it was hers to accept or refuse, and she accepted it in her own terms, at Maeva’s left at the war-table: “At Coldharbour I was reserve, and I held my fire for a stone’s word, and it was right.

“At Kingslight I am the sky’s great distraction, and I will use my fire to build.

“Walls.

“Screens. Roofs of flame that herd a frightened crowd toward safety and shield a saint’s gate and blind an enemy’s sight, every wall and screen clear of mortal flesh, because a dragon who burns a man on that field makes the march the story. We stay at its edges and surround it.”

Her gaze settled on me. “For three hundred years, I have wanted to answer that rite.

“For three hundred years I have wanted to burn it. Tonight I will master that desire and build with fire over the crown that wears my dead, and the building will cost me more than the burning would, and that is the point.

“Witness that choice, anchor, one more time.” And I witnessed it, because a dragon choosing to build with the fire she has ached three centuries to destroy with showed us why she had chosen the living.

Suzu slapped the countersign page over the final open patch of parchment. “Nobody leaves until the overdraft has four names.”

The night might ask for one overdraft, the worst-priced spend of my life. Household law required four Crowned signatures in ink before I spent, so we prepared the contingency page at the war-table, that night, cold, before the fear was in the room. Four signatures on one page: Maeva’s decree, Yrsa’s clipped hand, Nahari’s full sentence, Suzu’s flourish, all consenting in advance to one overdraft if the night demanded it and the four of them confirmed it live at the brink.

The page went into Bram’s lockbox beside the receipts. “Priced and planned and co-signed,” Nahari said, watching the ink dry.

“You do not burn on a whim in the dark, anchor. If the night wants you, it asks through us first.

“That is a countersignature: chosen hands agreeing on the price together.” And the lamp-line wardens took up the unadorned pin order tokens again for the night, the humble ones, the blackened treasury pins left retired on the vault wall where they belong, appraised monthly at sentiment.

We walked the chalk plan once in silence. Colm shuttered the lamp. Brenna moved the signal. Maeva cleared four wooden crowd tokens. Yrsa blocked the school line. Vyrissa’s claw shadow covered the stand while Suzu lifted the crown token and set it in her own palm.

The sequence took too long. We reset.

The final risk was showing the princess our receipts and letting her choose.

The wager rested on one person’s honesty. Everything we had built depended on whether the King’s sister, shown the truth about her family’s founding light, chose the count over the comfortable lie. Maeva trusted almost no one, but she agreed that Sidonie had earned the choice.

So I walked Sidonie the fairground at dusk, the two of us alone, and I Measure-read for her, aloud, three things, and I gave her the count she had chosen over comfort and I had learned to give her exactly what she asked for.

I read her a kept lamp first, one of the census flames on its pole. “Its weight and obligation balance at zero,” I said.

“It burns the oil it drinks and matches its claim completely. This is what honest light reads like. Fix it in your mind.”

She looked at the honest flame with her ice-grey counting eyes and fixed the image in memory.

Next I read her one of the thirty-one, at the farthest distance the Measure allowed. “That one,” I said, “reads as a mouth.

“Its dry wick contains a year of stolen road-light, one of thirty-one mouths ringed around your family’s crown and waiting to be fed.” Sidonie looked at the wickless lamp from a safe distance. She re-aligned the surveyor’s glass against her belt; she never gasps.

At half a mile, I read her the crown. Description was unnecessary; she had seen it every harvest of her life, unveiled and relit and sung to, the golden origin of her house.

I only gave her the number of what it owed, its true debt, the largest I had ever read, generations of a kingdom’s belief compounded down a wick into a dead flight’s grave-gold, and I gave her the fact beyond the number, because she had earned it: “The dynasty owes, Princess. The crown grounds the debt your founder took on at the beginning. Every harvest since, your house has paid the interest and called it remembrance, through grave-gold robbed from Vyrissa’s dead.” Her gloved hand tightened around the surveyor’s glass. She had grown up on that crown.

It was the light painted above her childhood bed and stamped on the first primer she had learned to read. I gave her its true weight in a number at dusk and told her the gold was robbed from the dead.

Sidonie’s surveyor’s glass slipped in her grip. She caught it before it struck the path, knelt as if that had been her intention, and stayed there with one glove braced against the dirt. When she rose, the knees of her riding blacks carried two pale dust marks.

“My brother lights it,” she said. “Every year I stand at his right hand and watch him light it.”

I had no answer that would make the memory gentler. We looked at the distant gold together.

“You could have kept this from me,” she said, finally.

“You could have used me and told me nothing. It would have been easier.” She turned the ice-grey eyes on me.

“Why didn’t you.”

“Because you asked for the count,” I said. “People who ask for the count are the people you build things with. Your knowledge matters more than any secret I could guard.”

She asked the stateswoman’s question. “If the rite is interrupted lawlessly,” she said, “the creditor wins the crowd: a foreign banner attacked the kingdom’s holy fire, and the province turns, and everything you built dies in a season of blame.

“If it runs, the creditor wins the kingdom. Those are the two roads, Warden, and both of them are losses. Show me the third road, or tell me there isn’t one and I will grieve honestly and go home.”

I showed her Odette’s boxed line. Unless you can change what the current grounds through. I gave her the plan’s shape while withholding the fox’s eleven seconds, which were never mine to spend: take the ground from under the current, void the note through theft and witness, allow the rite to begin, then covertly rob it of its footing.

Sidonie read the line twice, and looked at the crown half a mile off, and looked at me, and gave the answer that proved her courage.

“Then I will stand where a Ruthelm should,” she said.

“Between. If the current runs through my family’s line, then my family should stand in it when it is broken, fully visible as witness. I will be at the rite-stand.

“Inside the current. By choice.

“I will stand as witness while the rite changes. I cannot stop my own family’s holy night, and you cannot ask me to.

“I will be the Ruthelm who was standing in it when it was made honest. If the crown drinks, let it drink with the King’s own sister standing in the draw refusing to run. That is the third road, Warden.

“It runs straight through me.”

“Your brother?” I asked.

She pulled each glove seam straight over her knuckles. “If this works, I tell him myself. If it fails, he will know because his blessing fails with it. Either way, he hears the truth from a Ruthelm.”

She put both gloves back on, finger by finger. “Show me where to stand.”

Suzu stole my working pencil for luck, lifting it off the war-table mid-sentence under my full gaze. It was her old luck-theft before a hard night, the pencil stolen now and returned after, and I let her take it. The taking carries the meaning, the small theft that says I am carrying a piece of you into this and I will bring it back.

Tam had his first lesson at the warden-post, and I taught him the rule that would shape his training: “The first rule is holding,” I told him.

“We hold first. Doors later. Ask before you reach. You have all your life to learn the holding, and there is no hurry beyond it.”

The boy nodded like a colleague, serious, filing it, and the leaning lamps of the warden-post steadied around him as he understood.

At the school fire, Vyrissa told the second cohort a dragon story without being asked, the first she had ever offered them. She came down off the roof at the children’s fire-hour and folded her immense limbs close on the ground among a ring of children who had grown up in a season being unafraid of her, and she told them about a young dragon learning to fly badly and falling into a lake. The children laughed. Vyrissa’s furnace-gold eyes widened at the sound, and she paused and heard it fully before continuing.

When Brenna asked her, in the bold way of a twelve-year-old lamp-captain who fears nothing, why she watched the drill every single day from the roof, the dragon told the yard the truth, simply: “I kept graves so long I forgot that people also practice living. You are very loud about it. I approve.”

The children took that as a compliment, which it was, and went on being loud.

Lady Petra of Harlow, the marriage candidate who wanted nothing but stories and a wooden sword, was caught teaching her wooden practice blade the gate-hinge count, drilling a stick in the corner of the yard with the total seriousness of someone who has found her calling late and means to make up for lost time, folding and reforming an imaginary line with a piece of carved wood, counting under her breath. The cohort found her at it and did not laugh. They adopted her as a mascot on the spot, gravely, and Brenna pronounced the wooden blade a real weapon on the grounds that it had learned the count, and Petra wept, openly, clutching the stick to her chest. Yrsa, who allows almost no one anything, turned away so the lady could weep in peace and remained within arm’s reach until Petra finished.

That night the four crowns closed ranks around the anchor as they close ranks the night before a storm, and the ring of kept light that is now simply what they are filled the war-loft and warmed it.

Maeva stood at the loft’s center with five cups of the good wine none of us would finish, imperial and glad. “You may, summoner, and you will. I have cleared the maps for it.”

Nahari lit the lamps to her own count. “I want this, two nights before the long one, all of us, while there is still a peaceful night to want it in. I want your direct yes back.”

Yrsa bolted the door and tested it twice. “Door’s bolted, word’s set, hands, witnessed.”

Suzu tapped the breast pocket where my stolen pencil would remain until the danger passed. “The reeve consents, invoices nobody, and requires to be watched. Witnessed.”

I answered each woman directly. Their separate yeses stood.

One cushion remained at the pile’s edge. Above us, Vyrissa’s deep heartbeat moved through the roof-beams. She had chosen the roof and solitude; the household left her aloft and the cushion waiting.

I cleared the map-table with one sweep of my arm.

Yrsa stepped forward before the last pin stopped rolling.

“First,” she said.

“Because I chose it,” I answered.

That distinction lit Yrsa’s bond-strand. I turned her and bent her over the table. Her jaw-blunt black hair brushed the abandoned map.

She wore only a loose shirt beneath her discarded leathers. Yrsa pulled it over her own head, then caught the edge of her combat wrap and unwound it herself before taking position. She folded the linen beside the abandoned map. Only then did her small high breasts press to the wood. Pale scars crossed her back and forearms.

“Hands on the far edge.”

Yrsa put both hands on the far edge without looking away from me. Maeva settled into the warden’s chair to watch.

Nahari leaned against the sill, curves gleaming with scented oil. Suzu cracked one shutter toward her lamp-grid and perched beside it, already bare except for her tails.

I opened Yrsa’s trousers and dragged them down her fencer’s thighs. She was wet when my fingers found her. I spread the slickness over her clit, then hooked two fingers deep from behind and curled forward. Yrsa’s scar-lined back went rigid.

“Fast,” Yrsa said.

“No.”

I worked her with patient, circling pressure. Her hips tried to follow my hand, but my free palm pinned her firmly to the table.

Grey light traced the shear-claw scar and the old blade marks across her ribs. Suzu supplied odds from the window.

“Three to one she asks again. Two to one she pretends that wasn’t asking.”

“Quiet, fox,” Yrsa said.

I curled my fingers inside her.

Yrsa’s breath broke. “Dorian.”

“There it is,” Suzu said. “Market settled.”

I withdrew my fingers and put them to Yrsa’s lips over her shoulder. She cleaned her own wetness from them without lifting her hands from the table.

“Witnessed,” I said.

“Witnessed,” she answered.

I freed myself and lined up with her entrance, and pressed the head inside. Yrsa tightened immediately. I stopped there, making her wait while the other three watched.

“More,” she said.

“Ask.”

“Fuck me.”

I thrust into her. One slick stroke buried me completely, and the impact pushed the table half an inch across the floor.

She braced harder. I pulled out in a long gleaming drag, watching my shaft shine in the kept-lamp glow, then thrust back deep.

Yrsa wanted speed. I gave her force without haste, each stroke drawn out, making her feel the instant I filled her and the drag of every withdrawal. Her clipped instructions shortened from harder and deeper to yes and there.

I felt her nearing release through the bond. I stopped buried inside her.

“No,” she said.

“You’ll finish when I bring all four of you there.”

The command shook through her. She lowered her forehead to the maps.

“Witnessed.”

I withdrew. Her slick muscles fluttered around emptiness. I helped her upright, kissed the back of her neck, and sent her to the cushions with one sharp slap to her ass.

“Fox. Window.”

Suzu hopped down from the window rail. At four-foot-eleven, she fit beneath my arm when I put her against the shutter. Her nine tails spread in a fan behind her, glamour made flesh for the family who had earned it.

Fox-fire freckles brightened across her nose.

“One slat open,” she said.

“Private view. Excellent suggestion of risk. Maximum compositional value.”

“Hands on the sill.”

She planted them there and arched her back. Her compact body had quick, bright curves, small breasts tipped with dark nipples and a round ass framed by amber tails. I caught the tails near their roots and gathered them over one arm, exposing her.

Suzu looked back. “Premium sightline.”

I slapped her ass. The crack carried through the shutter.

“Ah. Yes. Reprice upward.”

I slid my hand between her legs. She was dripping. Her commentary sped while I rubbed her clit, then failed when my hand filled her, two fingers crooked toward the front.

“Estimated time to… to… dishonest variable, insufficient… God, Dorian.”

“You wanted to be watched.”

“Observed. Documented. Ruined in an accountable manner.”

I knelt behind her and dragged my tongue in a lingering path through her wet slit. Her tails flared so wide they brushed both walls.

I licked her clit in quick strokes, matching the bright pulse of Suzu’s bond. Suzu rose onto her toes. Her fingers dug into the shutter rail, and her breasts pressed to the wood.

“Someone could walk below,” she whispered.

“No one will see through the slat.”

“I know. That’s why it’s perfect.”

Quick strokes of my tongue worked Suzu’s clit until her thighs shook. When the bond flashed warning, I stopped.

Suzu made an injured sound. “Breach of implied service.”

I stood behind her and pushed inside. Her smaller body took me tightly, wet heat gripping every inch. She cried out toward the open slat.

“Use your quiet voice,” I ordered.

That was harder for her than the position. Suzu bit her knuckle while I fucked her against the shutter, one hand over her mouth and the other holding her tails aside.

The slap of my hips moved through her compact frame. Fox-fire crawled down her spine and made the freckles across her shoulders glow.

I eased back when her muffled cries sharpened.

“Wait,” I said in her ear.

She nodded against my palm.

I pulled out. Suzu’s wet pussy fluttered visibly, still reaching for me. I set her beside Yrsa on the cushions.

“You may talk now.”

“Outrageous policy. Five stars. No revisions.”

“Oracle.”

Nahari pushed away from the great sill. Her deep-brown skin shone under a layer of fragrant oil, every generous curve catching the lamp-grid’s glow.

She turned without being told and placed her palms on the stone. Wide hips framed a heavy round ass, and her thick thighs opened at my touch.

“You saw this position,” I said.

“I saw several. I kept the best one.”

I ran both hands from her waist over the oiled swell of her ass. She leaned back into my grip. Her soft breasts hung beneath her, moving when I kneaded the full curves of her ass in my hands.

“Tell me what happens,” I said.

“Your thumb finds my clit. Two fingers enter me. Suzu forgets her own name while watching.

“Maeva reaches for a decree and discovers her hand has been stroking her nipple for the last minute.”

Maeva’s hand stopped against her exposed breast. Suzu laughed.

I entered Nahari with my middle finger, added the ring finger only after her hips rolled back, and kept the opening stroke measured, preserving the calm in her voice.

“Then you make me give you the count.”

I rubbed her clit with my thumb.

Her hips rolled. “Then…”

“Then?”

“I lose the sentence.”

I worked her harder. Nahari’s slick walls drew my fingers deep. Ember filigree spread under the oiled skin of her hips.

Her foresight made each touch arrive twice, as anticipation and sensation, but she had chosen not to look beyond the room. The bond carried only what she wanted now.

I added a third finger.

Nahari gasped.

“Call what comes next,” I said.

“Eight measured. Four hard. Then your cock.”

“Wrong.”

Her head turned slightly. “Wrong?”

“My count.”

The ember strand warmed in surrender. “Your count.”

I removed my fingers, spread Nahari open with both thumbs, and pressed my length inside her. I entered on the patience she had taught me, her oiled hips easing back one slow inch at a time until the soft weight of her ass closed warm against my pelvis.

Nahari moaned toward the glass.

I drew out and thrust deep. Her breasts swung beneath her.

Oil made her skin glide beneath my palms as I gripped her firmly at the waist. I took her from behind at the sill with long, heavy strokes, watching the fairground lights beyond her reflection while she narrated in fragments.

“Suzu touches herself in three breaths.”

“Suzu, hands open,” I said without looking away.

Suzu withdrew her tails with a disappointed sigh.

“Yrsa pretends she is not clenching around nothing.”

Yrsa’s glare confirmed it.

“Maeva… reaches…”

I changed the angle and struck the place that ended Nahari’s sentence. Her ass pressed back hard into me.

“Where did the future go?” I asked.

“You took it.”

“Good.”

I fucked her until her thighs quivered, then stopped one stroke before release. Nahari’s forehead touched the cool glass.

“Give me the last number,” I said.

“Wait,” she whispered. “At the summit.”

I withdrew and turned toward Maeva.

The Golden Empress had unpinned her braid while she watched. It spilled over her shoulders. Her bodice lay open, and the heavy gold-lit curves of her breasts rose above it.

“Attend me,” she said.

“Come here.”

Maeva crossed the room. I sat among the cushions with the other three around me and pulled her down astride my thighs. Her hand reached between my thighs.

My fingers closed around her wrist.

“The treasury waits.”

Her green eyes flashed. “The treasury has waited through three excellent demonstrations.”

“It can wait for one more.”

I put both hands on her breasts. Their warm weight filled my palms.

I squeezed them together and drew one nipple into my mouth while the other pressed between my fingers. Maeva’s formal posture softened. Gold spread beneath her ribs.

“Maeva requires immediate…”

I sucked harder.

“Dorian.”

“Without games.”

“Put your cock in me.”

I lifted her by the hips and positioned her over me. My tip slid against her wet entrance.

“Lower yourself on my count.”

Maeva began her descent. I counted each inch while her slick body swallowed me. At five she sat fully astride with every inch inside her, heavy breasts level with my face.

She tried to ride.

I stopped her.

“Wait.

“Yrsa, kneel on my left. Suzu, my right. Nahari, behind them.”

They took their places on a single command. Four bond-strands brightened together: storm-grey, fox-fire, ember, and candle-gold.

“Yrsa, give Nahari your hand. Two fingers. Follow my count.”

Yrsa glanced at Nahari. Nahari opened her thick thighs and nodded. Yrsa eased her middle finger inside, watched Nahari nod again, then joined it with a second and curved both at my count.

“Suzu, between Maeva’s breasts. Use your mouth.”

Suzu leaned in and drew one imperial nipple between her lips. Maeva gasped with me seated deep inside her.

“Other hand on yourself, fox. Take your time.”

Suzu’s fingers found her clit.

“Maeva, move.”

Maeva rose and sank along my shaft. I controlled her hips, making every stroke match the number I gave.

Her pussy squeezed in hot ripples. Suzu sucked her breast while obeying my count with her fingers. Yrsa worked two fingers into Nahari in the same rhythm, and Nahari’s calm voice carried the numbers one breath before me until I changed them without warning.

“Four,” Nahari predicted.

“Seven,” I said.

Her foresight broke. Yrsa pushed deeper on seven. Nahari’s eyes closed.

I put my free hand between Yrsa’s thighs. She was still wet and swollen from the table. I filled her with my middle and ring fingers while holding Maeva’s hip with the other hand.

I brought the whole room under restraint instead.

“This is a relay,” I said. “No one moves because she is ready. You move when the woman before you gives the signal.”

Four sets of eyes fixed on me.

I took Suzu’s hand away from her own clit. “Fox begins. You do not finish yourself. Maeva does.”

I placed Maeva’s free hand between Suzu’s thighs. Maeva found the wet heat and waited.

“Your signal is a kiss,” I told Suzu. “Give it only when you cannot hold another breath.”

Suzu resumed sucking Maeva’s nipple while Maeva worked her clit. I controlled Maeva’s hips around me, lifting her and drawing her down in deep, lingering strokes. Each descent made her fingers press harder against Suzu.

Suzu’s tails lashed across the cushions. Her mouth lost its clever rhythm. She held until her whole compact body trembled, then released Maeva’s breast and kissed the gold skin directly over Maeva’s heart.

Maeva drove two fingers tight over Suzu’s clit.

Suzu came in a silent arch. Fox-fire freckles flashed across her nose and shoulders; her tails wrapped around Maeva’s waist as the orgasm shook through her. She kept the kiss in place until the last pulse faded.

“Relay,” I said.

Still shaking, Suzu reached for Yrsa. Yrsa flexed her offered fingers once, then gave Suzu her hand. Suzu pressed Yrsa’s fingers deeper inside Nahari and wrapped two tails around Yrsa’s wrist to set the angle.

Maeva continued riding me. I denied her the speed she wanted, holding her hips to a deep, grinding roll while she watched the signal pass onward.

“Yrsa,” I said. “You give Nahari her release. Your own waits.”

“Witnessed.”

She worked Nahari with a soldier’s sure rhythm, two fingers curling in time with my thrusts into Maeva. Nahari’s foresight found no stable count to follow: Suzu’s tails changed Yrsa’s pressure, Maeva changed my timing by clenching around me, and I corrected all three whenever a pattern began.

Nahari’s calm frayed first in her breath, then in the helpless roll of her hips. Her hips rolled into Yrsa’s hand. Ember filigree climbed over her oiled thighs.

“Signal?” Yrsa asked.

Nahari opened her dark eyes. “Forehead.”

Yrsa leaned close. When Nahari could hold no longer, she put her forehead against Yrsa’s scarred shoulder.

“Now,” I said.

Yrsa drove her fingers in and left them curled. Nahari came with a deep cry, thick thighs closing around Yrsa’s arm. Ember light poured across her stomach and into the silver tracery on my skin. She bit down on Yrsa’s shoulder without breaking skin and rode the last contractions against her hand.

Nahari gave the signal onward. She caught Yrsa by the back of the neck and whispered one word into her ear, too low for the rest of us and meant solely for the woman receiving it.

Yrsa’s eyes closed.

I worked my fingers inside her hard and fast. The restraint she had maintained for Nahari shattered. She came around my hand with a clipped gasp, scars blazing as her body folded toward Nahari. Nahari supported her upright through every pulse.

Maeva watched the three signals travel while I remained buried inside her. She had grown tight and slick from waiting. Court diction had deserted her entirely.

“Mine,” she said.

“Ask properly.”

“Please. I carried the first. Let me finish the relay.”

I caught the back of her neck and drew her forehead to mine.

“That is your signal,” I said. “Give it to me.”

Maeva met my gaze. She did not speak. She lowered her forehead against mine with the same care Nahari had given Yrsa’s shoulder.

I surged up hard.

Maeva came around me, her gold-lit pussy clamping in fierce pulses while candle-gold flooded her breasts and throat. I locked both arms around her waist and pinned her fully down around me, thrusting through each contraction until the relay reached me.

My release struck deep inside her. I came in heavy spurts, cock jerking while Maeva ground down and clamped around me. The bond traveled in sequence: fox-fire into gold, gold into Yrsa’s scar-light, scar-light into ember, then ember back through Maeva and into me. Chosen hands completed the circuit one touch at a time.

Cum slipped wetly around the base when Maeva settled. She kissed my brow, closing the signal she had begun.

Suzu lay panting among her tails. “Terrible relay discipline. No posted schedule. Completely uninsurable.”

Yrsa’s hand remained inside Nahari. Nahari kissed her knuckles before releasing it.

“You told me something,” Yrsa said.

“I did.”

“You’ll never repeat it.”

“I will not.”

Maeva stayed on my lap while the room softened around us. Beyond the shutters, the lamp-grid burned upright and steady.

We formed a warm pile beneath the kept lamps. Maeva assigned the watches from inside it, and four Crowned voices overruled her together.

The queens assigned themselves the watch, and I let the Warden sleep.

Above the empty cushion, the roof-beam gave one low creak. A bronze-gold claw had settled over it from outside.


Chapter 16: The Eve of Kingslight

On the last ordinary day, we left the set plan in the war-loft. I locked the door, put the key in Maeva’s hand, and went with the household to the harvest fair.

The harvest festival roared around us.

Drovers argued over harness. Wrestlers hit dirt. Children ran sticky-handed between stalls while ale spread beneath the benches. I bought a honey cake, lost half to Suzu, and ate the rest before anyone could turn the day into preparation.

Greta of Old Wintering Barn defended the wrestling ring by throwing four challengers before noon, drinking one mug of ale between each. The fourth was a crown soldier twice her reach. He came out of the ring upside down and laughing, then paid another copper to join the line forming for a second attempt. Greta waved the next soldier forward with a cooper’s forearm and the most contented smile on the fairground.

The seven flood-notch sticks were compared in one tent, a new tradition from last season, the ford-keepers of seven fords bringing their oilcloth-wrapped staves of sixty years of the water’s moods and laying them side by side and arguing, with enormous seriousness and no rancor, about whose ford ran truest and whose stick read deepest. Strangers walked past the tent. Locals filled every bench. Seven old people laid sixty years of river marks side by side and argued over a half-inch cut from the flood of ’89.

Ana Merrick spoke at length about the autumn currents to a rapt circle of ford-folk while Sidonie stood at the tent’s edge and listened, genuinely listened, to a sixty-year-old woman explain a stick, and asked a question about it, a good question, how the old woman told a real shift in the bottom from a mere trick of the light on the water, and Ana Merrick answered it at length, delighted to be asked, and the princess of the kingdom stood in a tent on the eve of her family’s holy night and learned to read a ford from a village woman, and the court had sent an auditor. Sidonie took off one glove and ran her thumb over the notch Ana indicated. When the princess proposed a reason for the shift, Ana told her she was wrong. Sidonie asked why.

The school knighted Lady Petra, and it was the warm heart of the day. The second cohort had adopted the lady who taught her wooden blade the count and convened a grave, complete child’s ceremony on their own initiative. Brenna presided, as Brenna presides over everything. She touched the carved practice sword to each of Petra’s shoulders and pronounced her “Dame Petra of the Wooden Blade,” first of her kind, defender of the count. Petra knelt in the school yard before a dozen children and wept openly, her happiness plain to the whole yard. Yrsa watched a marriage candidate get knighted with a stick and allowed it. Her fingers rebalanced the wooden blade across Petra’s shoulders after the ceremonial taps were already complete. The school she had built to certify children had knighted a joyful woman for loving the count, and no certificate in the world could outweigh one a child gave freely.

Pell’s provisioning convoy arrived a full day early, which unsettled everyone. Pell is reliably a day late and a barrel short and delighted about both. When Bram asked, Pell said only that the roads had felt like they wanted him off them by dark.

He unloaded his barrels, stayed for the fair, and refused three profitable return loads. Pell had survived too many roads to demand a reason from the hair rising on his arms.

The dice rematch expanded catastrophically. Suzu and Nahari’s traditional harvest game, fox luck against oracle sight, had always been an even and beloved contest. Then Vyrissa sat at the board and solemnly announced that she wished to learn a game of chance.

Before anyone finished explaining the rules, Vyrissa won the first three throws by pure appraisal. She read the dice in the cup by their weight and the thrower’s hand by its tension. Within four throws, the other two players banned her by joint decree. Suzu and Nahari agreed that anyone capable of appraising a die’s fall had turned chance into an audit.

Vyrissa accepted the ban with enormous dignity and a brief ember-flicker of amusement. The experience was novel and pleasant; under revised rules, she would repeat it.

The loser’s forfeit that year, by the fair’s tradition, was a true story, and the loser was Suzu. She lost to Nahari on the last honest throw, the oracle reading the fox cleanly. Suzu offered a small childhood story as the dice forfeit without invoice or protective joke. She left the shrine out of it and offered something smaller: a baker’s loaf.

She told about one of her earliest thefts and returns: a baker’s cooling loaf, lifted off a windowsill when she was seven and starving, carried three streets, then carried back and returned while still warm. The theft frightened her more than hunger. Carrying the stolen loaf felt worse than her empty stomach. She had stood in the alley afterward unable to understand why she felt better with the bread gone and her belly still hollow. Years passed before she recognized that the giving-back was the part she liked, that even at seven she had been a thief who stole to return, a keeper wearing a robber’s coat.

The table fell silent. Suzu folded the dice cup into both hands and stared at its rim.

Vyrissa said: “That loaf contains your whole nature, thief. Every theft of yours becomes a giving-back.

“It is why I trust you with a crown.” Suzu opened her mouth. No invoice came. She put the dice cup down and slid the dragon’s words into one of her coat pockets with an empty-handed gesture.

Under the table, Nahari squeezed her hand once.

Halvard came to the school yard at dawn, before any of it, before the fair woke.

In the grey light, the crown’s champion came to the Kaldwyn School yard with his helmet under his arm, cradled like a question he was afraid to ask, and he stood at the edge of the yard and watched the empty drill-ground where the cohort would come to drill, and he did not ask for anything. He did not yet have the words for what he wanted. I watched him from the warden-post, unseen, and the Measure opened on him before I chose the look, and the sub-loan under his skin read tight and strained now, drawn taut as a rope draws taut before it takes the full weight, and I knew that some part of him, the part that had said before at the Line, knew that its time was down to hours, and had brought him to the one place in the world where a man might learn to stand without it. He did not know that was why he had come.

He arrived before anyone could see him asking.

Yrsa was there, as she always is at the yard at dawn, and she looked at the champion standing at the edge of her school with his helmet carried like a question and spared him words he did not have.

She crossed the yard, took a practice blade off the rack, and handed it to him without ceremony, as she handed one to every levy who ever stood there. Halvard Crane accepted the wooden sword from the saint who had beaten him fair the day before and held it like a sacrament. The two of them stood in the grey yard until Yrsa tapped the point of his practice blade toward the dirt.

“Loose,” she said.

Halvard adjusted his grip by a fraction.

“Looser. If the hilt cannot move, the blow ends in your wrist.”

He obeyed. His knuckles stayed white until Yrsa tapped them with the flat. One finger loosened, then the next.

Yrsa struck his blade once. The force traveled through the hilt, turned cleanly across his palm, and grounded in his feet. Surprise crossed his face.

“Again,” he said.

She struck from the other side. His shoulder stayed level this time.

“That works without strength,” he said softly.

“It works with what your arm brought to the yard.”

His gaze dropped to his hands. For one dangerous heartbeat, I thought he might ask her what she knew. Then he set the practice blade again.

“Teach me the hinge after this.”

“Earn the second lesson by surviving the first.”

He almost smiled. They drilled until the fair’s first bell. When the cohort arrived, Halvard stayed. He took his place at the end of the adult line and answered the same count as farmers, drovers, and yesterday’s opponents. Yrsa granted him no special rank. His gratitude showed in how quickly he learned.

Sidonie made her private preparations, royal and human both. She dined with the march household that evening, in the hall, and protocol loosened with every course, as Maeva’s pins loosen in sequence, until each new dish shed another layer of court.

She entered as the King’s sister, formal and seated by rank, with the surveyor’s glass at her belt. By the soup, one of Bram’s stories had made her laugh. Over the fish she asked Osric to explain the tally-book, then listened through every entry. The meat found her arguing amiably with Suzu about whether a reeve who steals a signet and returns it notarized has committed theft or performed an audit.

By dessert Sidonie leaned on the table with her chin on her hand. She asked Merta mother-questions about Tam: whether he slept now, what he ate, whether the counting had eased, whether he had made friends among the lamp-runners. She wrote none of it down.

From Sidonie, who writes everything down, that amounted to a confession. A princess asking after a boy’s sleep with her surveyor’s glass forgotten at her belt had stopped auditing the march and started belonging to the evening.

Merta, flint-plain, answered as she answered everyone and gave rank no deference. One mother spoke to someone who was asking honestly. Widow and princess talked about a boy over the last dessert, the plainest and most remarkable exchange at the table.

Afterward, alone with Maeva at the cornerstone where the empress’s forward-letter sleeps, Sidonie asked the final question. It told me the apprenticeship had truly begun.

“Your first empire,” Sidonie said. “The one they took from you with hemlock and a man who couldn’t share. If you could go back, what would you have paid to have been warned?

“To have known, a season before, what was coming?”

Maeva, level and gold-lit at the cornerstone, gave her the hard truth she had earned. The empress had decided this girl was worth the truth.

“Everything,” she said. “I would have paid everything I owned to have been warned, and it would not have mattered. I would have paid too late. That is what no one tells you about warnings, girl: they arrive when belief costs more than you can bear. By the day you can bear it, the door has closed.

“So do not wait to be warned. You have been warned.

“The Warden warned you at dusk with a number. Do not do what I did and spend the warning disbelieving it until it is too late to spend at all.

“Warn yourself now. Tonight. Believe the count while there is still a night left to believe it in.”

Sidonie looked at the older empress a long time. “I believe it.”

“Then you have already paid less than I did and spent it in time,” Maeva said. “That is what I have to teach. You learned it in a season; I needed four hundred years.”

The apprenticeship neither woman would name became real there.

The Chandler gave his third and worst tell at dusk.

At dusk he walked one measured circuit of the rite-stand’s ring, the plain man whose features no witness could retain. I have tried since to describe him for the household record, and I cannot. No two witnesses agreed on his height, coloring, age, or any identifying mark. A province could watch a lamp-keeper light thirty-one lamps and fail to retain one human detail after he passed. And behind him, one by one, in the order he passed them, the thirty-one wickless lamps lit.

His empty hands carried neither taper nor coal. Each lamp kindled cold behind him as he passed with a light that gave no warmth; I felt the cold of it from thirty feet, the particular cold of a snuffed wick’s smell arriving before the man did, a lit lamp that chilled the air as it burned.

The light cast its shadows the wrong way, so that the shadow of the rite-stand’s post reached toward the flame, every shadow in the ring leaning inward toward the cold lights as if each lamp gathered the dark into itself, thirty-one small wrong lights burning cold in a ring and pulling the shadows in. The progress’s own chandlers stopped and stared. Actual craftsmen who had tended those wagons all season and mistaken the thirty-one for strange stock now made the old craft-signs against ill luck over their aprons. A chandler knows better than anyone alive when an object wears a lamp’s shape without being a lamp. They backed away from the ring and refused to approach again. Some slept outside the camp that night, in fields beyond the cold circle. Their craft-instinct was screaming, and I did not blame them for listening.

Nahari stood on the fairground wall with her eyes shut and named the danger flatly: “The rite has become a table being set.” Understanding sat in my stomach like cold water. A rite is performed; a table is prepared for a meal. The thirty-one cold lamps formed the place settings, the kingdom was the meal, and the next night’s moon marked the hour.

Maeva and Vyrissa made one last circuit of the fair before the storm claimed everyone’s attention. At a toy stall, they found a carved dragon with six legs and disputed whether the extra pair increased its price or constituted damage. The merchant declined to choose between them. They bought the toy jointly for Petra and left still arguing, their shoulders nearly touching above the little wooden mistake.

Vyrissa spent the deep of her eve against every expectation, on the ground, human-paced, learning names. She walked the town’s lamp-rounds with the census pair, the two who tend and count the kept lamps, and she learned the kept column by heart, lamp by lamp, because, she said, “if I am to guard light tomorrow, I will know the name of each one I guard, because naming transforms guarded inventory into a charge, and I am done with inventory.” She walked the full ring of the town’s honest flames, and at each one she asked who it was for and who tended it and how long it had burned. The census pair, awed, told her, and she filed each name in whatever vast patient place a dragon files things.

At the north culvert she learned the lamp belonged to Harl Bessin’s road crew and had burned through three flood seasons. At the tannery bend she made the pair explain why one horn pane had been replaced with greenish river glass; the practical answer, that the glazier had run short of clear panes, pleased her more than a legend would have. She asked who trimmed the school gate flame and remembered both children’s names on the second circuit. At the west wall she found old wax on a bracket meant for oil and asked why. The keeper admitted a child had sheltered a birthday taper there during rain. Vyrissa accepted celebration as a valid temporary fuel class and made him enter it in the margin. The keeper wrote BIRTHDAY, ONE TAPER, RAIN beneath sixty years of oil figures. Vyrissa read the new line twice and pronounced the account improved. Daily joy belonged in an accurate census.

One lamp burned a thumb lower than its neighbors. Vyrissa smelled the oil, lifted the reservoir, and found a bent feed tube pinching the flow. She braced the lamp while the census keeper straightened the brass with pliers, then watched until the wick drew clean again.

“Guarding means making room for another keeper to do her work truly,” she said.

At one lamp she stopped longest.

It was Esra’s sister-lamp, the flame kept for a lamplighter who had died months before at nineteen, the girl who had been three weeks dead when I opened her door, and Vyrissa stood before it a long time in the falling dark, longer than she had stood before any other, her gaze down on the small honest flame, and asked, “who was this one?” And they told her, a lamplighter, young, wiry, soot-smudged, proud of her lamp-pole, who had died at Cinderwell before the march was granted, whose lamp the town kept lit in her name because a girl who spent her short life lighting other people’s dark should not herself go dark, and who had, by summoned custom, missed her own dawn by three weeks and been thanked by name and gone gentle.

The keeper of the last dragon grave stood before the small honest flame of a girl dead for months and remained before it a long while. Her head inclined over the flame with the same reverent care she had given her own dead on the roof. She was adding one. Adding a nineteen-year-old lamplighter to a count that held an entire flight, the largest grief in the world making room for one of the smallest. Grief made room and recognized its own. A keeper of the dead knew another keeper’s charge on sight.

“Good,” she said, finally, in the grave voice she reserves for the largest things. “Yes. That one I will guard personally.

“She lit the dark for others freely.

“I know that grave. I have slept on one through the rise and fall of your kingdoms.” And she moved on down the lamp-rounds, learning the rest of the names, but she had marked Esra’s, and from that dusk the dead lamplighter’s little flame had Vyrissa standing watch over it.

Outside, the harvest moon rose nearly full and gold over the eastern hills. In the camp below, thirty-one cold lamps burned in a ring.

That night Nahari took me to her rooms and spent the eve as two hundred years had taught her.

Nahari stood at the window with both palms on the sill and her glass closed. Under the moon, she faced the hardest posting among us: chosen blindness. She would stand on a wall with her glass shut in the middle of the largest working of borrowed futures she had faced and read the battle entirely through its silences. Chosen blindness cost her more than any fight.

She spent its eve setting sight down in a room full of kept light, reminding her instrument how rest felt before asking it to close.

Eleven lamps burned, to her count, and incense, and the oil warmed over the nearest flame, and the fair’s noise had faded below to the low warm murmur of a province going to its rest, and she gave the night its shape in full sentences. “At the rite I will be blind on purpose,” she said, “in a crowd of borrowed light, with my glass shut, reading a battle by its silences.

“Here I want everything unhurried, seen, and mine at my own count, with one request saved.

“Two hundred years taught me what the eve of a long night is for, anchor. It belongs to this. Come here, and hurry nothing.”

Nahari unwrapped herself layer after layer. I watched from the center of the room while cloth pooled at her feet.

Eleven flames warmed her deep-brown skin. Silver hair fell to her waist. Oil waited in a bronze bowl beside the cushions.

“At the rite, I deny myself sight,” she said. “Here, I want to be seen. I ask for time.

“No haste, no matter what I say when I am close.”

“I decide the rhythm.”

Her dark eyes met mine. The ember strand warmed. “Yes.”

“If I choose slow, you take slow. If I choose stillness, you wait.”

“Yes, anchor.”

“Come here.”

She crossed the room naked. I turned her back to me and poured warm oil between her shoulder blades.

It ran in a shining path to the generous swell of her ass. I spread it with both palms, working it into the muscles beside her spine. Nahari lowered her head and breathed as I massaged every inch with the patience I controlled.

My hands traveled over her wide hips. The murals had carved those heavy curves twice life-size and still failed to catch how soft they felt over strength. I squeezed her ass, thumbs pressing inward until oil glistened in the crease.

“Turn.”

Nahari let the last wrap fall.

Her breasts were modest beside the magnificence of her hips, soft and dark-tipped, rising as my gaze moved down her. I let her feel herself watched. The oracle who could look anywhere fixed her eyes on my face and waited for me to touch.

I cupped one breast and brushed my thumb over the nipple. It tightened.

I bent and drew it into my mouth, sucking with lingering pulls while my other hand slid over her belly. Her fingers touched my shoulder.

“Hands on me,” I said.

She set both palms on my shoulders, placing the contact herself.

I drew her other nipple between my lips.

My tongue circled it, then flattened over the peak. I used teeth lightly and felt the response through the ember bond before her breath changed. Oil, incense, and clean skin mixed on my tongue.

I knelt. Nahari’s thighs opened at a look.

I poured oil over each one and rubbed upward, stopping short of her wet folds. She remained perfectly still, though moisture already shone between her folds.

“Tell me what you see,” I said.

Her voice stayed full and clear. “Your mouth on me. Two fingers after.

“The sill. Then the request I saved.”

“Too far. Stay here.”

Her lashes lowered. “I see you looking.”

“And?”

“I feel you making me wait.”

I licked her from bottom to top.

Nahari exhaled. Her palms flexed against my shoulders.

I spread her with my thumbs and licked again, drawing each pass out. Her taste deepened as I worked my tongue between her folds. My tongue circled just outside her clit, teasing until her thighs trembled around my shoulders.

“Anchor.”

“Stay here with me.”

I sealed my lips around Nahari’s clit and drew with steady suction. She swayed, and I steadied her by the waist.

The bond carried her pleasure as a banked ember, steady heat growing with every pull of my mouth. I slid one finger into her. Her foresight-starved body clenched and drew me deeper.

A second finger joined it. I curled both while my tongue stayed on her clit. Nahari’s calm sentences began to lose their shape.

“The next… you will…”

I stopped.

Her eyes opened.

“You were looking ahead,” I said.

“Habit.”

“Then I change the path.”

I left her trembling and went to the deep sill. I closed the shutters before Nahari could take her familiar place.

She stopped beside me. “The view was part of the path.”

“Then the path can lose it.”

I turned all eleven lamps low until the room held only ember glow from her skin. The oil stayed corked. The sill stayed cold and empty. Everything familiar from the nights she knew remained unused.

“Bring me the saved request,” I said.

Nahari looked at the dark glass, then at the chair among the cushions. Surprise receded from her dark eyes as desire took its place.

I sat and crooked one finger.

Her saved request came without disguise. Nahari brought me the oil, turned, and bent across my lap with her wide hips raised.

“Ask for it,” I said.

“Take my ass inch by inch. Make me wait through every inch.”

I poured warm oil into the crease of her ass and spread it over her anus. One fingertip circled the tight opening. Nahari breathed out and relaxed when I pressed inside.

“Stay with my hand,” I reminded her.

“Here,” she agreed.

I worked one finger into her ass to the knuckle, withdrew, and entered again.

The tight ring relaxed around my first finger on each slow pass. A second finger joined it, stretching her while my thumb reached beneath and rubbed her clit. She remained wet and swollen from my mouth, and each measured press against her clit made her tighten around my fingers.

“More,” she whispered.

“When I decide.”

I scissored my fingers gently and watched her learn the fullness. Only when the ember bond carried pleasure without strain did I remove them.

Nahari turned and came astride facing away. I braced my shaft upright between the heavy curves of her ass and coated the head with more oil.

“My count,” I said.

“Your count.”

I set the head against her anus. The tight muscle resisted, then yielded when I drew her down by the hips. I stopped with only the crown inside.

Nahari’s fingers gripped my knees. “Stay.”

“Good. Breathe.”

She relaxed around the thick intrusion. I lowered her another inch, paused again, and felt her ass stretch to take my shaft.

Silver hair spilled down her back. Her body clenched on nothing between her spread thighs.

“Tell me what exists.”

“Fullness. Heat. Your hands deciding how much.”

I fed her more. The pressure around my shaft stayed fierce and slick. By the time her round ass settled against my thighs, she had taken every inch.

I gathered her hair and pulled gently, lifting her face toward the lamps.

“You do not move until I say.”

Nahari sat impaled on me, breathing through the deep anal fullness. My free hand reached around her body and found her clit. I stroked in one languid circle.

Her ass tightened around me.

“Again,” she said.

“Please.”

“Please.”

I rubbed her clit while holding her motionless. Wetness ran from her pussy over my fingers. The divided sensations undid her: me locked deep in her ass, my fingers circling her clit until her hips begged to move, and my grip refusing permission.

“Do you see the end?” I asked.

“Pieces.”

“Let them go.”

I lifted her two inches and lowered her. Nahari moaned at the anal drag. I controlled each short stroke, never pulling far, the tight stretch unbroken, making her take the base again and wait.

“Ride on my count. One.”

She rose slowly, protecting the stretch.

“Two.”

She sank, ass gripping every inch.

I varied the pauses until prediction failed her. The ember strand deepened.

Her thick thighs shook beside mine. My thumb kept a patient rhythm on her clit while I moved her along my length.

“Dorian.”

“Wait.”

“I am.”

“Good oracle.”

Ember light rushed up her calf. I stretched the saved act until she trembled at the edge, then lifted her completely off me. Her anus tightened after the withdrawal, flushed and shining with oil.

“Cushions,” I said.

Nahari rose on unsteady legs.

I laid her on her back and spread her knees. Her oiled skin gleamed.

Her silver hair made a bright fan under her head. I pressed back into her wet pussy and folded her thighs toward her body.

“Now I set the finish,” I said.

“Yes.”

I thrust deep and measured, changing the depth and pause so she could not count ahead. Ember filigree climbed her ankle, calf, and hip. Nahari watched my face, leaving the future unfed.

“Tell me what exists,” I said.

“Your body over mine. Your cock filling me. Eleven flames.

“This breath.”

I withdrew almost completely.

“This one,” she whispered when I returned.

I pressed deeper.

“And this.”

Her pussy fluttered around me.

My own climax gathered, but I restrained it behind the measured rhythm. Sweat shone at Nahari’s temples. Incense curled above us.

“Close your eyes,” I said.

Nahari closed her eyes and let the last calculation leave her face.

“Close the glass and name only what touches you.”

I drew almost free.

“Your cock at my entrance. Your hand over my heart. The cushion under my shoulders.”

I pushed in a single inch.

“Fullness beginning.”

Another inch.

“Heat.”

I changed the angle without withdrawing and found the sensitive place along her front wall. Her next word dissolved.

“Name it,” I said.

“I can’t.”

“Good. Stay there.”

I stayed pressed against that spot and reached between us. My thumb touched her clit once, then lifted away.

Nahari waited for the second touch. I gave it to her nipple instead, pinching the dark peak while rolling my hips deep. Her mouth opened on a surprised breath.

I moved without pattern: three shallow strokes, a long stillness with every inch held inside her, my thumb grazing her clit only when her body stopped anticipating it. Each failed prediction shortened her lingering blink until at last she forgot to blink at all; open wonder replaced calculation.

“What touches you?” I asked.

“Everything,” she whispered.

I sank deep and remained there. My thumb pressed firmly over her clit.

Nahari surprised herself with the climax. Her body contracted around me in deep, powerful waves, thighs closing against my hips. Ember light remained a warm current beneath her deep-brown skin, banked, never flaring. Her eyes stayed shut through every pulse.

I did not follow her over. I continued thrusting after the contractions softened, making her feel the aftermath lengthen into new pleasure. Her wet body gave around me; each stroke drew a broken sound from her.

“Open your eyes,” I commanded.

She found me above her, dazed and fully present.

“Now watch mine.”

I took her hard, no countdown and no hidden timing, letting her read every sign in my face. Nahari wrapped both legs around me and met my gaze as my rhythm roughened.

“There,” she said softly, recognition replacing prophecy.

Release drove through me. I buried myself and filled her in heavy pulses while she felt each loss of control arrive without prediction or disguise. She stroked the back of my neck and made no attempt to count the spurts.

I stayed inside until her thighs loosened. When I finally withdrew, white warmth followed my shaft and streaked her oiled skin. Nahari looked down once, then back to me.

“The numbers fell away,” she said.

Warmth transformed her face. “Gladly.”

Nahari braided her hair for war while resting against my chest and taught my fingers one plait of it. She saved one sentence behind her teeth for morning, and I did not ask what it was.


Chapter 17: Two Keepers

The night before the theft, a grave-keeper and a vault-keeper sat together in the open vault and built an eleven-second working.

Vyrissa had to turn sideways through the vault door. Suzu could stand inside one of the empty coin alcoves without ducking. Vyrissa’s burnished hand covered half the rehearsal crown; Suzu tested its balance with two fingertips.

“Too high,” Suzu said.

Vyrissa lowered the stand four inches. They began.

Vyrissa reached for the vault door. Suzu put the ledger under it before the scaled hand touched iron.

“Open,” she said. “A runner who has to knock has already cost me a second.”

The vault stayed open to the stair, coin-boxes glinting in the lamplight and Malchor’s ruined chain-focus standing on its shelf as the rehearsal crown. Runners treated the open lock as empty air.

Suzu put two fingertips beneath the rehearsal crown and looked around the open vault. “Who tells me when?”

“I do,” Nahari said from beyond the doorway, glass shut.

“Who tells me whether I’ve stolen grave-gold or a pretty lie?”

Vyrissa’s inner-lit eyes narrowed on the chain-focus. “I do.”

Suzu pointed at me. “You find where the weight grips. Colm gives me dark. Maeva keeps four hundred people from trampling the only route I have. Good. Show me the window.”

“Cold, the crown is only gold,” I said. “Taking it now leaves the debt alive and drives the leash into Ruthelm’s living line. At the draw’s peak, every current runs through the crown. For one interval it bears the full debt and grips nothing. Take it there and the ground comes away under the current. Early gives us a useless relic. Late gives us an empty one.”

“Eleven seconds,” Suzu said.

She had been counting the rite-order’s music for a week, humming it under her breath at the vault and the fair and in her sleep, and she knew the draw’s shape now as intimately as she knows a lock’s tumblers, by ear, by feel, by repeated exposure until her body carried the music. “The rite has a music. The herald cries it, the stewards rehearse it, and the stewards say it has been unchanged since Ruthelm. It builds through the gathering, the singing, the unveiling, and the draw comes at the third verse’s turn. The peak lasts eleven seconds.

“From the moment the crown fills to the moment it disburses. Eleven seconds.

“That’s my window. That’s how long I have from Nahari’s ‘now’ to being clear with the crown in my hands, and it’s plenty, it’s an age, I’ve done eleven-second work in a crowded room a hundred times, the only new thing is the room may be on fire and the rite may put a dead king in it.” Her sober voice made the fire and the king real. We accepted her knowledge of the music. She had earned it as she earns everything, by paying attention when no one thought she was.

“And the crown itself,” Vyrissa added, from the shadows where her forge-light banked low, “I will read from the sky the instant it is in her hands, and tell the anchor through the bond whether it is true or a decoy, because a rite this old may keep a false crown for exactly a night like this, and only I can tell the grave-gold true across a battlefield. If it is false, Suzu drops it, preserving both our position and our secrecy.

“If it is true, Suzu runs, and I burn the sky, and the anchor finds what’s left holding the leash. That is the fork, and I govern it, and you will trust my eye.” And we said we would trust her eye, because a dragon’s appraisal of grave-gold is the one reading in the world that cannot be fooled, and the one creature the rite could not deceive was the right guardian for that fork.

We rehearsed nine complete runs in the vault with the chain-focus trophy standing in for the crown. The first eight exposed a different failure.

Suzu ran it with everything the real night would have. Her native shade-step carried Suzu through shadow unremarked, the full legend’s art that had granted me my own innate Shade-Step facet, and the grid’s strobing kept-light framed it. We mimicked the grid in the vault with Colm working a shuttered lantern on the rite-order’s count, the flicker-game she had perfected against Malchor’s dark, now adapted for a battlefield: in the strobe, between the flickers, the eye cannot track, and a fox who has learned to move only in the dark half of a flicker moves through a lit room unseen. Nahari stood outside the vault door, glass shut, and gave the “now” by the silence, because she would not be in the current the next night either.

Vyrissa provided the sky’s distraction in miniature, a flare of forge-light thrown up the stair at the moment Suzu needed the room’s attention elsewhere. And Suzu crossed the vault, up the improvised mercy-way, the workers’ route, the mason’s back-stair that every built structure has because the people who raise a structure leave themselves a way through it, Maeva’s lesson from the siege, inherited, and took the trophy off its shelf mid-count and was clear.

The first run was fourteen seconds and she was seen twice, and she came back to the start furious, and diagnosed her own failure aloud with an expert’s refusal of excuses: “I moved on the lit half of the flicker twice, I got greedy, the strobe’s slower than the festival grid and I anticipated it.

“Reset.” The second run she fixed the strobe-timing and lost a second on the mercy-way, taking the back-stair too cautiously. The third she took the mercy-way clean and fumbled the lift; the trophy sat differently than a crown would sit, and she over-reached for it.

“If the rite puts the crown on a head,” she said, “the head may move. I have to drill the up-and-back lift. Pulling straight out will catch.

“Do it again.” The fourth was twelve and she was seen once, at the very end, clearing the last four feet of open ground where the strobe supplied her sole cover. She cursed that one longest because the last four feet were the killing four feet, open light between the mercy-way and the stand, crossed under the flicker’s brief concealment.

The fifth and sixth she drilled just those four feet, over and over, learning to cross them within the dark halves of the strobe, three steps in three flickers, and Colm worked the shuttered lantern until his arm ached while maintaining the strobe.

The fifth failed when Colm’s sore arm dragged the shutter and cut the second dark-half short. Suzu’s front foot landed in light. She made him repeat the bad pulse twice and waved away his apology; a battlefield would not preserve perfect time merely because we had practiced it. On the third attempt she changed the crossing to one long step, one checked half-step, then a low slide with her head below the stand’s rim.

The sixth failed after the lift. I moved the chain-focus while her hands rose, imitating a head turning beneath a crown. Suzu caught one branch, but its weight swung against the shelf and rang bronze on stone. She froze, reset her grip by touch and found the balance point with her thumb. We hung two copper cups from the trophy after that. A rough removal chimed them. She drilled until both cups stayed silent while I jerked the stand in either direction. Before the final lift I secretly smeared lamp oil across one branch. Her first grip slipped; her second caught beneath the rim. She finished the turn one-handed, wiped her palm on my coat as she passed, and left both cups silent. Yrsa marked that variation clean. The oil joined the rehearsal file.

We added retreating bodies. Yrsa crossed her route at the wrong moment with a shield. Maeva threw a cloak through the killing ground. Vyrissa sent heat up the stair until the air shifted against Suzu’s face. Suzu stopped expecting an orderly battlefield and built each interruption into the count.

The seventh was flawless but slow, twelve again. Excess caution had cost the second. On the eighth run, Nahari’s “now” landed half a beat early. Suzu crossed on the wrong flicker just as Vyrissa’s forge-flare changed the air. Her foot slipped from the mercy-way.

Vyrissa caught her against one forearm before her head struck the stair. Suzu’s fingers still closed around the chain-focus. Two copper cups rang wildly from its branches.

For one breath, everyone froze.

“I’m fine,” Suzu said.

Vyrissa set her down but left one hand around the back of her neck. Vyrissa’s thumb covered both fox ears. “You are alive. Fine comes after the ankle is checked.”

Yrsa knelt and examined it. I discovered I had bitten the inside of my cheek until I tasted blood.

The ankle was sound. The trigger did not. Nahari reset outside the door, pale and furious with herself, and they drilled the necessary quality of the silence until her word landed clean.

Each failure earned one curse. She named the exact mistake and reset before anyone could reassure her. Tireless, the festival celebrity and crowned reeve spent midnight on hands and knees in her own vault, repeating the eleven-second cross until her body knew every count.

Yrsa monitored the sand-glass. Nahari called the “now” from beyond the door while Vyrissa flared the stair and Colm worked the strobe. On the ninth run, Suzu crossed the vault unseen in the flicker. She ran clean up the mercy-way, passed the killing four feet in three dark-halves of the strobe, took the trophy at the count’s still point with the up-and-back lift, and cleared the trap.

Yrsa turned the glass, read it, and said, “Eleven,” without triumph. The vault fell still. Eleven seconds rehearsed nine times did not want applause.

“Again,” Suzu said.

Yrsa covered the sand-glass with her hand. “No. You had it. Do it again and you’ll teach your body the tenth run, and the tenth run was going to be tired.

“Stop on the one that worked.” And Suzu, who knows the right instruction when she hears one, stopped on the one that worked. Brenna’s runners would carry the “now” the next night from Nahari on the wall to Suzu at the stand. The signal traveled through shuttered posts cut into the inner wall; from each station, a runner could see only the next protected lamp.

After the ninth rehearsal, the two keepers spoke alone.

Vyrissa turned her appraisal from the familiar crown to the plan. She had already recognized the grave-gold from the road. Now she walked the plan as she walked a hoard’s rows, patient and thorough, her gaze moving over each part: the survey, the trigger, the crowd, the strobe, the eleven seconds. At the end she delivered her verdict in her own terms, and it was one of the finest things I had heard her say to Suzu.

“Only two beings,” Vyrissa said, “have stood before my vault-gallery unafraid.

“Do you understand what that means, thief. My gallery is the thing your kind writes songs about, the dragon’s hoard, the mountain of gold, the thing every hero and every king and every fool has died trying to reach. And nearly everything that has ever come to it has come afraid, afraid of the fire, afraid of the fall, afraid of the size of the thing between them and the gold, and I have watched a thousand brave men go grey at the sight of it.

“Only two have stood in my gallery without fear. One was Halden, the hunted living Anchor with arithmetic, who reached my mountain in his final year and walked my rows while he still breathed.

“He read the true worth and debt in every piece, and understanding stripped the hoard of its power to frighten him. And the other steals crowns.”

She looked at Suzu, four-foot-eleven of fox in a vault, and inclined her copper-crowned head, the deep courtesy of a mountain. “You would meet my gallery with clear eyes, thief. I have watched you a season and I know it.

“You would walk my rows and see a great many stories within the mountain of gold, and you would want to know each one, and you would steal solely the story, and you would give the gold back.

“I have watched your plan as I watch a hoard, row by row, and it is sound, every row of it, and I will tell you the verdict a dragon does not give twice in an age: I am Sworn to a good house. A house that plans a theft like a wedding and leaves the door open and carries the trigger on a child’s relay behind the walls and values rightful return above possession. My choice was sound.

“Witness it.”

Suzu pressed two fingers to the inside of Vyrissa’s wrist. “Some principal you just carry,” she said under her breath.

Vyrissa inclined her head. Suzu copied the gesture with perfect solemnity, which somehow made neither of them laugh.

Suzu convened the heat as an invoice, because of course she did.

“Joint audit of the anchor,” she announced, when the plan was set and the others had gone upstairs to their own rests, leaving the three of us among the emptied shelves and coin-light. “Vyrissa and I have a serious dispute over the man’s valuation. She says he’s the heaviest true weight she’s read in an age.

“I say he’s underpriced and I’d insure him at no premium.

“There’s only one way to settle a valuation dispute, Warden, and it’s a joint audit, hands-on, tonight. The reeve requires it. For the books.”

I looked at fox and dragon in coin-light and forge-glow.

“Then the audit is mine to run, and you both submit to the auditor.” Vyrissa’s eyes lit with the particular pleasure of a mountain that has been told, delightedly, that it will submit to something, a creature that had made submission sound like a dead language finding, at the bottom of a season, that she wants a trusted hand to set her boundaries, and Suzu grinned like a fox about to lose the audit she wanted. The household’s largest and smallest women waited in the cool draft for my command.

Vyrissa gave her consent first in the formal language of appraisal, as she gives everything. “I have appraised the proposal and I accept it.

“Suzu is a fine co-signer and the man is a finer auditor.

“I enter only what I have weighed, and this weighs good.” Suzu waited until the formal answer ended. “Beautiful, mountain. Now say the direct one.”

Vyrissa looked at her for a long moment, then set each word down without appraisal or grandeur. “I want this.

“Him. You, thief.

“Tonight.

“Directly said.” Her mouth softened around the admission. “I did not expect to like saying it that way, and I do.”

Suzu’s grin gentled before she answered. “Yes. Both of them, the mountain and the man, tonight. No invoice. And I’m keeping the mountain warm after. That’s a fixed term.”

I set one rule for the extremes of scale and speed: I would be the sole caller. “Scale belongs to her,” I said. “Speed belongs to her. Stop-words stand for both. Everything else is mine.”

“Yes,” Vyrissa said.

“Yes,” Suzu answered.

Both waited for me to begin.

I undressed Suzu first. Every removed layer exposed more of her to Vyrissa’s steady appraisal. Suzu stood four-foot-eleven, compact and quick, small breasts lifted by her breathing and a round ass half hidden when nine amber tails came free behind her.

“Turn,” I said.

She made a slow turn in the coin-light. Fox-fire freckles stood out across her nose, shoulders, and the upper curves of her breasts.

“Favorable valuation?” she asked Vyrissa.

Vyrissa looked from Suzu’s feet to the tips of her ears. “Severely underinsured.”

Suzu’s grin flickered. Praise without a joke behind it always reached deeper.

Vyrissa set aside her heat-shimmer wrappings in ceremonial drapes.

Forge-glow rose from burnished skin. At six-foot-three, broad-shouldered and powerful, she towered over Suzu. The formidable weight of her bust hung above a strong waist and hips made on a dragon’s scale.

I stood between mountain and spark.

“Vyrissa, lift her to the counting-shelf.”

Vyrissa put both hands around Suzu’s waist. Her long fingers nearly met. She raised Suzu as easily as a lamp and set her among the coin-boxes.

Suzu laughed at the effortless display, then lost the laugh when Vyrissa kept one forge-warm arm around her hips.

“Hold her there,” I said. “Fox, open your legs. Reach behind you with the other hand. Vyrissa does not wait untouched while you receive.”

Suzu found the underside of Vyrissa’s breast by feel. Her small hand could not contain even half the heated weight. She spread her fingers, lifted, and rolled the nipple under her thumb. Forge-light moved once beneath Vyrissa’s ribs.

“Both of you stay in this,” I said. “If either hand stops, I stop.”

Vyrissa’s arm tightened around Suzu. The fox’s thumb resumed its lazy circle.

Suzu spread her thighs at the shelf’s edge. Her tails flared behind the boxes.

I stepped between her knees and stroked one thumb down her pussy. She was already wet.

“Opening inventory,” she said. “One fox, excellent condition, anticipated depreciation severe.”

I entered her with one finger first, let her squeeze, then added the second and crooked both toward the front.

Her words broke into a high breath. Her pussy gripped tightly around my hand.

I curled toward the front while my thumb rubbed her clit. Vyrissa steadied her despite the quick movements of her hips. Suzu’s arm moved behind her in a broken rhythm, squeezing Vyrissa’s breast whenever my fingers stole her concentration. Each time her hand faltered, the dragon guided it back with two long fingers over the wrist.

“The man reads truer up close,” Vyrissa observed. “Suzu becomes louder under examination.”

“Objection,” Suzu managed.

I pressed my fingers deeper.

“Withdrawn.”

“She undervalues herself by a wide margin,” Vyrissa continued. “Look at her, thief.

“You priced yourself cheaply because you believed a treasure returned was worth less than one kept. Wrong appraisal. What comes back freely is rare gold.

“Your correct price is priceless, insured at the family’s full faith, held forever.”

Suzu’s invoice voice failed around my hand. Her amber eyes shone.

“Continue, auditor,” Vyrissa said.

I knelt between Suzu’s thighs and tasted her.

Her tails exploded into a fan. I licked through slick folds and sucked her clit while pumping two fingers inside her.

Vyrissa’s arm prevented Suzu from squirming off the shelf. Suzu had nowhere to take the sensation except through, then back into Vyrissa, her thumb dragging over the thick nipple as my tongue worked her.

“The tails go first,” Vyrissa said. “They flare before she knows she is close.”

Suzu’s thighs tightened beside my face. Her taste filled my mouth. I sucked harder, felt Suzu’s strand blaze, and stopped at the edge.

“Audit interrupted,” she panted.

“The auditor sets the schedule.”

I stood, freed my cock, and rubbed its head over her swollen clit. Suzu looked down between us. Her pupils narrowed to vertical slits.

“And there are the eyes,” Vyrissa said.

I pressed into Suzu. Her pussy stretched around the head and took me with a tight wet glide. She cried out toward the open vault door.

“Door remains open,” she gasped. “Excellent exposure, perfectly private, very strong risk profile.”

I braced one hand at her nape and pushed deeper. Her sentence vanished. Vyrissa anchored Suzu until the fox settled against the shelf edge and took every inch.

I withdrew in a long drag, then thrust hard.

Coin stacks chimed in their boxes. Suzu’s small breasts bounced with each impact. Her tails whipped behind her, throwing fox-fire shadows up the vault walls.

“The invoice voice is failing,” Vyrissa noted.

“Temporarily… repriced.”

I set a quick rhythm suited to her. One hand gripped her neck, the other circled her clit while my cock drove into her. Her fox-hot pussy gripped harder. Behind her, Suzu pinched Vyrissa’s nipple on every third thrust until the dragon’s slow heartbeat began striking faster through the bond.

Every short cry returned through the bond as a bright pulse.

“Tell me what it costs,” I said.

“Can’t.”

“Try.”

“No price. God, Dorian, don’t stop.”

“Suzu, who prices everything, cannot price this,” Vyrissa said.

“Silence, both of you.”

Both women obeyed and fell silent. The silence sharpened Suzu’s every moan and the wet slap of my hips against her. I pinned her at the edge for three strokes, then pinched her clit.

“Come.”

Suzu came with me buried deep inside her.

Her pussy contracted in quick, hard pulses. Fox-fire burst across her freckles and tails. She went rigid in Vyrissa’s arm, then shook, mouth open on a cry with no invoice attached.

I fucked her through the orgasm and restrained my own release. When she softened, I withdrew and watched her pussy flutter around emptiness.

“Dragon, put her down.”

Vyrissa lifted Suzu from the shelf and set her on a cushion. Suzu’s knees failed. She sat among her tails, laughing weakly.

“Mountain’s turn continues,” she said, her voice wrecked but her hand still reaching back for Vyrissa.

“You speak when I ask.”

Suzu mimed locking her mouth and pocketing the key.

I turned to Vyrissa. “Counting steps. Sit.”

The vault’s lower counting dais ran three broad stone steps along the north wall, built for clerks to open boxes at knee height. Vyrissa crossed to it with the deliberate stride of a dragon accepting a throne too small for her. She sat on the middle step, one foot on the floor and the other planted wide, powerful thighs opening around the space I claimed.

Suzu remained on the cushion where Vyrissa had set her, weak-kneed and glowing. I pointed at her.

“Bring the fox.”

Vyrissa reached down, caught Suzu around the waist, and lifted her one-handed. She carried the smaller woman tucked against one hip, nine tails streaming over her forearm, and settled her sideways across her lap.

The contrast struck like a visual blow. Suzu could curl from Vyrissa’s shoulder to hip without filling the dragon’s embrace. She looked down at the arm beneath her and flexed both feet in the air.

“Transport tariff,” Suzu said.

“Waived. You’re part of the audit. Vyrissa, secure her there until I move her.”

The dragon’s arm tightened across Suzu’s middle. “The asset is secured.”

“Then keep both hands useful. Fox, one breast. I take the other.”

Suzu gathered Vyrissa’s left breast in both hands. Even together, her palms covered only part of the heated weight. I stood between Vyrissa’s spread knees and lifted the right breast, feeling dense softness over the deep strength of her chest.

“Compare notes,” I said.

Suzu rolled the dark nipple under both thumbs. “Excessively warm. Excellent condition. Requires specialist handling.”

I bent and took the other nipple into my mouth.

Vyrissa’s low response moved through Suzu where she sat. The fox felt it under her legs and grinned until my harder pull turned the dragon’s sound into a deeper vibration.

“The mountain reacts before the face admits anything,” Suzu said.

“Then watch her face.”

I lifted Vyrissa’s breast higher and worked the nipple with tongue and teeth. Suzu copied the pressure on the other side, quick hands learning the dragon’s slower register under my direction. Forge-light gathered beneath Vyrissa’s collarbones.

Her free hand came toward my shoulder.

“Behind you.”

Vyrissa put that hand on the upper step. The strength stood out along her arm and shoulder, a support that could carry Suzu and brace her own enormous body without strain.

I kissed downward over the scale-shimmer of her stomach. Suzu remained in her lap, trapped pleasantly by one forge-warm arm and made to feel every flex beneath her.

“Fox, open her thighs farther.”

Suzu slid one foot between Vyrissa’s knees and pushed. The dragon granted the pressure, widening until the position displayed the wet heat between her legs.

I knelt on the floor below the dais.

Vyrissa looked down at me, furnace eyes lit. “You put a dragon above you and retain the command.”

“Position isn’t command. Secure the fox.”

I opened Vyrissa with both thumbs and drew my tongue over her clit.

The dragon’s arm contracted around Suzu. The fox squeaked as the effortless grip drew her closer.

“That,” Suzu said, “was a favorable appraisal.”

I licked again, slower. Vyrissa’s inner heat gathered against my mouth. Her powerful thigh shifted toward my shoulder.

“Keep it open.”

She stopped the motion before it could close around me.

I worked two fingers into her while my tongue stayed on her clit. Draconic heat enclosed my hand. Each curl of my fingers brightened the scale-shimmer along her thighs from bronze to coal-orange.

“Suzu, give me five. Make each number last.”

“Borrowed with interest from the oracle,” the fox said. “Five. The mountain is carrying one fox and a dangerous quantity of fire.”

I sucked Vyrissa’s clit and drove my fingers deep.

“Four. Auditor’s hand fully invested. Three.”

Vyrissa’s heel ground against the vault floor. Stone complained softly beneath it.

“Two.”

I stopped.

The dragon looked down in blazing disbelief. Suzu, still secured across her lap, craned around to admire it.

“The count is incomplete,” Vyrissa said.

“I know. Fox, upper step.”

Vyrissa lifted Suzu again before the fox could climb. She raised the petite body past her shoulder and placed her on the step above, where Suzu sat behind Vyrissa’s right side with both legs draped over one broad shoulder.

“Keep your feet there,” I told Suzu. “Hands in her hair. Vyrissa, both palms behind you.”

The dragon braced on the step. Her arms flexed, taking some of her weight. She was seated and open, breasts rising, thighs spread around me, every line of her strength displayed through a position that left the movement to my command.

I stripped and stepped between her legs. My cock rested against her heated slit. Vyrissa’s hips rolled forward by instinct.

I drew away.

“Ask.”

“Put your cock inside me, Dorian. Ration me until the thief forgets the count she borrowed.”

Suzu protested from above. “My accounting remains exemplary.”

“Quiet, fox. Hold her hair.”

Suzu threaded both hands through the molten copper-bronze fall and kept it clear of Vyrissa’s shoulders.

I pressed the head into the dragon’s pussy. Her body yielded by fiery degrees. I fed in half my length and stopped.

Vyrissa’s arms tightened. She lifted her hips an inch off the step, trying to take the rest through pure strength.

I pulled completely free.

Her furnace eyes widened.

“You moved without permission.”

“Correct me.”

I slapped the inside of one muscular thigh. The sound cracked through the open vault, followed by Suzu’s delighted intake of breath. A pale handprint bloomed on bronze-gold skin and faded before her next breath.

“Sit.”

Vyrissa lowered herself to the stone.

“Again. This time you receive what I give.”

I entered her inch by inch, pausing twice. She held still under the strain, arms locked, Suzu’s small hands wound in her heavy hair. When the last inch seated, Vyrissa’s body clenched around me in testing pulses.

“Good.”

The praise made her grip the step until her knuckles whitened.

I withdrew over a slow count and drove back deep. Vyrissa could have moved through a hundred such strokes without tiring, which made her restraint more vivid. The huge body waited through each departure, each pause at her entrance, each inexorable return.

“The small anchor has found a longer second than a dragon,” she said.

“Suzu, reach over her shoulder. Find her clit. Follow my hips.”

The fox leaned against Vyrissa’s powerful back and reached down the scale-shimmered stomach. Her small hand disappeared between the dragon’s thighs. She found the swollen bud and matched each circle to my thrust.

Denied motion sent one tremor through Vyrissa’s arms. She had the strength to suspend herself over my cock and the discipline to stay seated because I had put her there.

“Faster,” she requested.

“Denied.”

“Deeper.”

I answered by driving fully home and holding. “Granted.”

Her laugh broke into a groan when Suzu circled her clit.

“Fox, stop.”

Suzu lifted her hand. Vyrissa’s hips jerked at the loss, but her palms stayed planted where I had put them.

“Now show me the strength you’ve been holding. Raise yourself.”

Vyrissa pressed through both arms and one planted heel. Her entire body rose clear of the step with my cock still buried inside her. She held herself suspended, thighs spread, stomach taut, the muscles beneath her heavy breasts and along her shoulders standing in sculpted lines.

Suzu stared from above. “That is deeply unreasonable.”

“Hold,” I said.

Vyrissa held. The heat around my shaft increased. Her body wanted motion, wanted to use strength to turn the hover into a tireless ride, and every second I denied it wound her tighter.

I wrapped one hand in her copper-bronze hair and kissed her. She had to keep herself suspended to meet my mouth. The kiss tasted of furnace air and restraint.

“Down by inches.”

She lowered under full control. My cock slid deeper as her hips descended, one heated inch at a time, until she sat at the base again.

The exchange sent a molten rush through the bond. Strength offered, authority yielded.

“Again,” I said. “Three lifts. I decide where each ends.”

Vyrissa raised herself. I caught her hip and stopped her halfway, holding my shaft at the tight ring of her entrance. Her arms and thigh carried her enormous body without a tremor.

“One.”

I brought her down hard. Her breasts jolted. Suzu’s feet bounced on her shoulder.

The second lift ended with only the head inside. I made her wait there while Suzu stroked the long copper-bronze hair away from her neck.

“Two.”

Vyrissa lowered at my command, taking me to the root. Forge-light spread under her ribs.

On the third, I let her rise completely off me. My cock came free shining with her wetness. She remained suspended over the step, open and empty, furnace eyes fixed on mine.

“Three. Sit.”

She sat without taking me back.

“The auditor is cruel,” she said.

“The appraisal?”

“Favorable.”

“Fox, down beside her.”

Suzu slid from the upper step. Vyrissa caught her in mid-drop and set her neatly at her left side, showing effortless care even while her own need tightened every line of her body.

I drew the long vault runner from the dais and spread its padded length across the steps.

“Lie on your side, Vyrissa. Face the fox.”

The dragon stretched along the broad dais, copper-bronze hair spilling over the upper step, one huge breast resting heavy against the runner. Suzu curled in front of her, small enough to fit inside the arc of Vyrissa’s body. Their forge-gold strand brightened where Suzu put one hand over Vyrissa’s deep heart.

I knelt behind the dragon. Her heavy ass pressed back against my thighs. I raised her top leg, settled it over my forearm, and opened her from the side.

“Fox, touch yourself where she can see. You finish only when I allow it.”

Suzu put two fingers between her thighs. Vyrissa watched the first slow circle, eyes following the small hand.

I guided my cock into Vyrissa from behind. Her channel took me in a furnace-tight glide. Side-lying changed the depth, drawing me along a wall of inner heat until her heated ass settled against my pelvis.

Vyrissa pushed back once.

I caught her hip. “Wait.”

She went still around me. The great engine of her body banked, tireless and ready, while I chose when to draw out.

I began with long strokes. My hand controlled her hip; my forearm kept her thigh raised. Each thrust made her breasts move against the runner and sent a low pulse through the forge-gold strand beneath Suzu’s palm.

“The mountain has a heartbeat in two places,” Suzu murmured.

“Three,” Vyrissa said, eyes on the fox’s moving fingers.

“Count them,” I told her.

“Chest,” Suzu said. “Bond. And him inside you.”

I drove deep on the third. Vyrissa’s eyes flared.

Suzu’s fingers sped up.

“Slow your hand.”

She dragged the next circle out until her thighs quivered.

I rationed Vyrissa in the same measure. Three drawn strokes, then stillness buried at the base. Two short thrusts that rubbed the head through the hottest grip inside her, then a full withdrawal that left her waiting. The dragon could have sustained the motion until dawn. Instead, she took what I assigned and held every reserve under my hand.

“More,” Vyrissa said.

“Depth or speed?”

“Both.”

“Choose one.”

Her gaze remained on Suzu. “Depth.”

I lowered her thigh another fraction and drove to the root. The new angle brought a resonant cry from her, so deep that Suzu felt it through the hand on her chest.

“Good choice,” I said.

Vyrissa clenched at the praise.

I gave her the same depth again and again, each impact rolling her massive body toward Suzu. The fox met her face-to-face, one hand working between her own legs and the other gathering Vyrissa’s breast from below.

“Squeeze her nipple when I fill her,” I said.

Suzu pinched. I thrust. Vyrissa’s breath broke hot across the fox’s mouth.

“Again.”

Suzu followed my timing and ignored the dragon’s hungry glance. Vyrissa’s strength showed now in stillness: she kept the top leg lifted against my forearm, held the forge-light beneath her skin, and refused every instinct to take over.

“The fire starts,” she said.

“Contain it in your body. Fox, hand away from yourself.”

Suzu planted both hands on the runner with visible suffering.

I released Vyrissa’s thigh only to slide my palm down her stomach. My thumb found her clit. I left her side-lying and entered her with hard, complete strokes while circling the swollen bud.

Heat rolled from her skin until sweat broke over my shoulders. The vault coins stayed dull, and every lamp kept its steady height. Each degree remained concentrated around my cock, along the deep grip of her pussy, and beneath Suzu’s palm over her heart.

Vyrissa’s eyes blazed. “Dorian.”

“Hold.”

Her whole body tightened, a mountain gathering without moving the room.

I slowed at the brink. The dragon made a sound that pushed Suzu’s tails flat against the runner.

“You have more,” I said. “Keep carrying it.”

“I can carry it past sunrise.”

“You’ll carry it until I say otherwise.”

Her laugh came rough and aroused. “Gladly.”

I held her there through five more deep strokes. Suzu watched each one enter Vyrissa through the forge-gold strand, mouth open, fingers digging into the runner, denying herself touch.

Then I put my thumb firmly over Vyrissa’s clit and gave the command.

“Now.”

The orgasm arrived as a deep seizure. Vyrissa’s channel clamped along my shaft. Her top leg locked against mine; her arm closed around Suzu and drew the fox into the heat of her chest. Forge-light burned white beneath her ribs without escaping into the vault.

“Stay with it,” I said.

She did, accepting every contraction while wing-shadow and flame remained banked. All that dragon fire remained contained under burnished skin and around the cock she gripped in rhythmic waves.

“Good.”

Praise broke her last reserve. A seismic laugh shook through Suzu’s smaller body while another contraction caught me.

I restrained my own release and waited until Vyrissa softened, still buried deep. Suzu lay enclosed in the dragon’s arm with both hands clenched on the runner.

“Now the keeper opens the vault,” I said. “Vyrissa, stand and bring me the fox.”

I withdrew from the dragon’s heat. She rose from the runner in one fluid motion, taking Suzu with her. The fox left the dais cradled against Vyrissa’s front, one arm beneath her thighs and the other across her back.

I lay along the padded lower step and spread my shoulders against the runner.

“Over my face. Hold her there.”

Vyrissa stepped astride my hips and raised Suzu. Nine tails spilled over the dragon’s forearms. Suzu’s wet pussy hovered above my mouth while Vyrissa stood carrying her, knees softly bent, immense body steady under the small woman’s weight.

“Lower.”

Vyrissa lowered Suzu in careful increments until my tongue met the fox’s clit.

Suzu gasped and grabbed one of Vyrissa’s horns before remembering there were none in human form. Her hand closed in copper-bronze hair instead.

I licked her in lingering passes. Vyrissa held the compact body steady, one forearm under Suzu’s thighs, adjusting her height whenever I directed with a touch against Vyrissa’s ankle. Carrying the fox cost her less than remaining still under my command; her strength wanted work, and I made the work precise.

“Higher.”

Vyrissa lifted Suzu until only the point of my tongue reached her.

The fox whined.

“Hold.”

The dragon held her in that cruel near-contact, arms unmoving, furnace gaze on my face.

“Down.”

Suzu descended against my mouth. I opened her with my tongue, tasting the wetness the long shared teasing had drawn from her. Her legs trembled against Vyrissa’s support.

“No invoice,” I warned.

Suzu pressed her knuckles to her mouth. Her commentary escaped in bright fragments anyway. “Open access. Terrible security. Extremely…”

I sucked her clit and ended the audit.

She came against my mouth, fox-fire racing through all nine tails. Vyrissa held her through every convulsion, eyes fixed on Suzu’s face, the surrounding gold forgotten. The small body shook in her arms while my tongue worked the swollen bud through quick aftershocks.

Only after those contractions faded did I tap Vyrissa’s ankle.

“Set her beside me. Then lie down where you were.”

Vyrissa carried Suzu to the upper step and settled her against the runner with all nine tails tucked safely clear. Then the dragon returned to her side, back presented to my chest, top leg lifting before I touched it.

“Hold that leg yourself.”

She hooked one hand beneath her knee and drew it toward her shoulder, opening the heated length of her body. The demanding angle displayed both strength and flexibility without giving her control of the act.

I entered her again from behind.

Her pussy was softer after the orgasm and hotter than before. She took my full length with a low satisfied sound. I gripped her hip and began the harder rhythm I had made her earn.

Vyrissa held her own leg high. Each stroke drove through her and shifted her huge breasts over the runner. Suzu lay face-to-face with her on the step above, one small palm pressed over the dragon’s deep heart.

“More?” I asked.

“Spend what you rationed.”

I drove into her harder. The sound carried through the vault, flesh striking heated flesh beneath the closed coin-boxes. Vyrissa’s tireless body met the force without stealing it, accepting every deep thrust on my timing while the strength in her raised arm kept her open.

Suzu felt the dragon’s pulse quicken beneath her hand. “Two temperatures,” she whispered.

“Count the hotter one,” I said.

The fox counted heartbeats. I changed the rhythm between her numbers, sometimes giving Vyrissa two full strokes before the next beat, sometimes lingering so deep that the count stretched around the thickness inside her.

Release rose hard. I pressed my mouth to Vyrissa’s shoulder, took her hip in both hands, and held myself as deep as the side angle allowed.

“Keep me there.”

Vyrissa lowered her raised leg over mine and locked it behind my calf. Her body enclosed me without taking command, a living furnace closed around my cock.

I came inside her. The force of the first spurt pulled a growl from me. Vyrissa’s pussy gripped in answer, milking the shaft while I pumped a hot load into her. She watched my face over her shoulder through every pulse. Suzu kept her palm on the dragon’s heart and counted the new rhythm beneath it until the final contraction eased.

The coins remained dull, untouched by spectacle. The only radiance in the open vault lived beneath Vyrissa’s burnished skin and in the fox-fire still traveling through Suzu’s tails. Three bodies breathed at different speeds, Suzu’s quick aftershocks beside us and Vyrissa’s banked warmth enclosing us both.

My seed eased out along the shaft when I withdrew, gleaming against heated skin. Vyrissa turned, drew Suzu down with one arm, and fitted the fox along her side from shoulder to hip. Nine tails spilled over powerful thighs.

Suzu put one small palm over Vyrissa’s patient heart and the other against my chest.

“Two temperatures,” she said again, still breathless. “One policy.”

“Name the policy,” I told her.

Her amber eyes moved between us. “Keep both.”

Vyrissa’s arm tightened around her. “Correct appraisal.”

A cool thread of air slipped down the stair and into the vault.

It crossed Suzu’s tails, reached Vyrissa’s heat, and vanished. Coins ticked softly in their boxes as forge-warm metal cooled. Both women left the door open.

I gave them water by turns. Suzu drank quickly and passed the cup up.

Vyrissa emptied it in one swallow, then refilled it for Suzu on her own. Their two bond-strands settled against mine at different depths, spark and banked furnace, distinct and compatible.

Suzu glanced twice toward the open door. On the third look, she relaxed into Vyrissa’s arm and stopped checking whether anyone meant to close it.

She traced the eleven-count against Vyrissa’s deep heartbeat. Vyrissa repeated it back, tapping each number with one claw against Suzu’s wrist.

I lay beside the two keepers in coin-light and fading forge-glow. On the visible landing, one lamp breathed in the stair draft.

Suzu studied Vyrissa from under half-lowered lashes. “Are you frightened, mountain?”

Naked feeling filled the pause. “Yes.”

That brought Suzu fully awake. Vyrissa did not look away.

“I am frightened of arriving one breath late,” she said. “I have arrived late to graves before.”

Suzu reached up and laid one small hand against the scale-shimmer over Vyrissa’s heart. She tapped eleven beats against the ponderous pulse.

Vyrissa closed her hand over Suzu’s fingers and repeated the count back.


Chapter 18: The Night of Kingslight

At dusk the herald raised his hand. Seven hidden stations moved on the same old song, each counting toward Suzu’s eleven seconds.

It began in falling light, as it had every harvest since the founding.

The thousand lamps ringed the rite-stand as the sun went down, a perfect circle of flame on the fairground where two nights before the champions had dueled, and both camps came to it and half the province besides, the drovers and the ford-folk and the wrestlers and the souvenir-sellers and the warm living press of the people, gathered in the dusk around a ring of light to watch their kingdom sing its founding story. The First Crown was carried out under its glass and set on its stand at the ring’s heart, and Sidonie stood beside it, at the rite-stand, between the crown and her people, exactly where she had sworn to stand, in the court whites of the King’s sister, her ash-pale braid severe, her ice-grey attention fixed ahead, a Ruthelm standing in her family’s holy place on her family’s holy night.

Saskia Roehn stood at the princess’s shoulder with her plain blade. No contract ribbon marked her wrist. When Sidonie noticed, she looked at the duelist once. Saskia checked the sword’s draw and said nothing.

The founding story was sung through the night, three verses turning again and again, and I heard every lie in it. I knew now what the crown was and where the gold had slept. The first verse sang of a brave adventurer named Ruthelm who crossed the mountains and held the dark at bay with a single light.

The second verse named the crown as a gift and never named the mountain where its gold had slept. Vyrissa listened from the dark above the fairground. On the word gift, one wingbeat disturbed the smoke.

The third verse rose from every side. Drovers, children, crown soldiers, and ford-keepers sang the yearly relighting at full voice. I joined only on the lines about roads held and harvest brought home.

The harvest moon crossed the sky while the three verses turned. One hour and eleven minutes before first grey, with the full moon hanging low in the west, the rite reached its final draw. Then the draw inverted.

A great sung note went up from the province at the deep-night bell, the third verse swelling for the last repetition, belief pouring in, and the crown drank. I felt it through the Measure like a hole opening in the world, the seam I had read going live, the crown pulling the belief inward down its wick, and for one heartbeat it was only the rite the kingdom knew, repeated across three hundred harvests, the crown drinking a night’s belief and preparing to shine. If it had stopped there, we would have let it.

The draw deepened. It drank and continued drinking, and I felt the change the instant it came, the draw going from a sip to a swallow without a bottom, and I heard Nahari’s voice through the bond, low and sightless, from the wall: “it’s turned.

“It’s collecting. Now it begins.”

The thirty-one wickless lamps erupted from cold pinpricks into blinding cold-gold mouths. They fed the crown what they had hoarded all season: a year of the progress’s roads, stolen light, drained lamps, and unnoticed collection poured down the wicks into gold. All thirty-one disgorged their year’s take together.

The crown swallowed a year of hoarded light in a breath. Still unsated, it reached past the interest and the night’s belief to call the founding principal itself. The wholesale blessing made at the kingdom’s birth came due on the one night the Anchor was meant to be beyond reach, the circle set, and the debtor confident.

[THE NOTE: CALLED]

Dragon’s Measure and my naked sight both showed the royal sub-loans called in as a cascade. Halvard Crane collapsed mid-honor-guard.

He was standing at the rite-stand in his champion’s place, tall and unblessed-looking and honest, and the sheen ripped out of him; I saw the sub-loan I had read straining all week finally called, the borrowed shine tearing out of him and streaming toward the crown like water down a drain, and Halvard folded, went down onto the fairground stubble with a sound I will not forget, a strong man emptied in a heartbeat of the strength he had thought was his. Twelve crown officers guttered with him where they stood, the Blessed of the progress, the sworn champions who carried sub-loans off the great wholesale loan, all of them called within the same six heartbeats, the shine tearing out of them and streaming to the crown. Halvard and the twelve dropped, thirteen of the finest soldiers in the kingdom folding into the stubble in six heartbeats, and the crowd’s festival warmth curdled to dread in exactly those six heartbeats, a province going from song to terror between one breath and the next as the light of their holy night turned and began to eat the men who served it.

Every lamp on the fairground leaned east. Every one, the progress’s lamps, the camp’s lamps, the thousand in the ring, leaned toward the crown, toward the draw, pulled by the calling. Every lamp except one grid.

The march’s grid, Suzu’s two hundred and thirteen poles of honestly kept festival light, leaned home. It leaned inward, toward the fairground’s heart where the household stood, against the draw’s pull. Colm gripped the nearest windlass and laughed once in disbelief. On the wall, Nahari nodded with her eyes shut. The crews maintained their count.

Out of the crown’s blaze on the rite-stand, the Gilt King rose.

The gold assembled over grave-dust. That remains the cleanest description: the crown poured its blaze downward and gold gathered under it, wrapping around a shape of dust and old bone, building a man out of light and grave-goods, and Ruthelm the First stood up out of his own relit crown at myth scale, larger than a man, wearing the dynasty’s sung founding story as armor, literal armor, plate made of belief, gold that cast no warmth, every scale of it a verse of the hymn the province had just sung, and the First Crown burning on his brow as the ground of his leash.

The king’s face remained serene. Its composure made him worse.

His first movement revealed what the gold contained. He took a step and it was a swordsman’s opening, textbook, perfect, the crown’s own high forms Halvard had shown at the Field two nights past, but flawless, without the old flaw Yrsa had found in Halvard’s recovery and beaten, generations of collected martial craft with every flaw drilled out by death itself.

He turned and it was a general’s positioning, taking the crowd, the school, and the household in a commander’s sweep and placing himself where a commander places himself, at the point that threatened the most. And then he moved his feet, and Yrsa’s teeth showed across the field. It was saint’s footwork, her footwork, Ilsabet’s footwork, the loose-grip low-balanced craft the school taught and the household loved, collected from some dead master a century ago and folded into the leashed king along with everything else.

Dragon’s Measure split his motion into stolen lines: a dead swordsman’s hand, a general’s eye, Ilsabet’s low step, and more names than I could separate. Every collected craft moved inside one gold body. He said nothing. The Chandler walked at his shoulder, the plain lamp-keeper whose features would not stay in any witness’s memory, unhurried even now, trimming the air with two fingers as if trimming a wick, conducting the collection with a lamp-keeper’s tending precision, and the Gilt King moved out from the rite-stand at the province like a dynasty’s borrowed excellence given one gold body and pointed at the people whose final sung note had called it into being moments before.

And the march held.

Brenna’s shutter flashed my first call from behind the wall before a shout could have crossed half the field.

Maeva climbed onto a wagon-bed at the fairground’s edge and the Standard went out through every kept lamp, the midsummer siege trick, staged now as festival warmth at province scale, and the flames of the march’s grid straightened and steadied and the crowd steadied with them, and a rout became an evacuation with pride. Four hundred frightened mouths and half a province followed the golden empress’s order from her wagon-bed with the gold light under her skin turning terror into order, calling them out by the kept light lane by lane, back in good order toward the safe dark, and the crowd’s dread found a shape to move in and never became a mob, and the rite could feed solely on its own hoarded light, as she had promised. A calm crowd gave the hungry rite nothing to drink.

Brenna saw the battle through a shutter slit no wider than two fingers. Stone filled the rest of her view. She chalked each call on the wall beside her, flashed it to the next protected post, and the lamp-runners passed my count, Nahari’s readings, and the one word that mattered beyond sight of the gilt weapons.

Yrsa planted herself between the rite-stand and the school. The gilt-guttered husk-knights came off the collapse, the draw raised the dozen emptied officers, gold laid over their guttered forms, lesser collection-knights fielded to clear the ground as a portfolio fields its lesser holdings, and they came toward the school where the children ran their relays, gold and empty and quick, and Yrsa stood between. “The gate is wherever the children aren’t,” she had said, and she made the words real.

Children ran relays behind her wall, so she spent every edge available: saint-speed, bond-light, all of it.

Storm-grey burst along every scar on Yrsa’s body.

She held the open ground between the gilt husks and the school wall as Ilsabet had held a gate for nine days, storm-grey light banking along her scars, folding and reforming her own body across the gap, taking a husk-knight off its feet and turning to the next before the first had fallen, and where they pushed hardest she stood, always, the low balanced center that held its ground, the gate made of one woman. And behind her the school wall stayed clear, and the children ran their relays behind it, safe, carrying the word that mattered, and not one gilt thing got past the saint in the gap. She had built her life and death alike around the one truth that a gate held to the end is a gate held, and she held this one to the end.

Sidonie stepped over Halvard’s collapsed body and put herself in the Gilt King’s path. Her court whites shone against the stubble; one end of her ash-pale braid had come loose and dragged across her shoulder.

Saskia drew a plain blade behind her. Sidonie had nothing except her name and her refusal to move aside. She fixed her eyes on the founding king. Not once did they flick toward the mercy-way.

Vyrissa fell out of the harvest moon like the end of an age.

She had been weather, high and patient and invited. Now her first sustained defensive flight built walls, screens, and roofs of fire. She came out of the face of the risen moon, enormous, bronze-gold, wings spread across the sky, and she took the sky’s entire attention, the crowd’s terror and the enemy’s regard and the night itself turning to the vast shape descending. She mastered three centuries of destructive hunger and bent the fire toward the people below.

Walls of flame. She laid a wall of fire across the fairground between the crowd’s evacuation lane and the gilt husks, herding the people safe, arched a roof over the school wall to shield the children’s relays from the sky, and drew a curtain that blinded the rite-stand’s sightlines at the instant Suzu needed them blind. Her fire herded, shielded, and screened. Every mortal on that field passed untouched through her fire.

The dragon answered her power to burn the rite with screens, walls, and roofs of flame. Every barrier trembled with her restraint, and she sustained them until dawn. And at Esra’s sister-lamp, on its pole at the fairground’s edge, Vyrissa set one wing between the little flame and the draw, and the dead lamplighter’s light never so much as guttered, guarded personally, as she had said.

The Gilt King reached Sidonie before the Chandler made his offer.

He crossed the rite-stand in three steps.

The first was Halvard’s measured advance. The second carried Yrsa’s low balance. On the third he borrowed a dead spearman’s reach, extending the gold blade farther than its steel allowed, and cut for the princess through a distance that should have been safe.

Saskia read it. Her plain sword met the gold edge a foot before Sidonie’s throat.

The impact threw Saskia sideways across the stand. Her blade spun out of her hand, struck the glass case, and cracked it from corner to corner.

She landed on one knee. The hand that had once cut my line closed on empty air.

Sidonie caught Saskia by the back of her coat and dragged her clear of the return stroke. Court grace and royal distance vanished. She hauled the duelist as I had once hauled wounded people through bad doors, using both hands and every inch of leverage she owned.

Nahari’s warning touched the bond.

“Left. Half. Down.”

The Glimpse answered in my body. I crossed the stubble under the gold blade as it came around, Saint’s Footwork placing my boots where my mind would have put them too late.

The king’s backswing sheared hair from above my ear. I drove an echoed bar between the plates at his knee.

The bar lasted nine seconds against mortal force. It lasted less than one.

Gold closed over it. My echo burst into pale splinters that had never been wood. The king’s stride shortened by half a hand, giving Sidonie room to pull Saskia behind the crown stand.

The king turned toward me.

Dragon’s Measure laid his true construction across my sight. Crown on the brow, myth around the body.

Between them ran the draw from thirty-one mouths into the gold and down through centuries of belief, beyond the reach of any broken joint or severed hand.

A man buried inside the arithmetic, still present, still trapped.

Reaching the man required another second, and support work bought it.

I echoed a lantern and threw it at his face.

A perfect swordsman would ignore light. The portfolio did not.

Somewhere inside its collected excellence sat a duelist trained to answer a thrown object, a general trained to preserve his vision, and a saint trained never to let an unknown thing cross her line. Three dead instincts argued for one fraction of a breath. The king cut the lantern.

Pale oil that had never been oil flashed into harmless white light along his blade.

“Again,” Nahari said through the bond.

I threw a second lantern low.

He cut that too. On the third, I threw an echoed coil of rope behind the lantern. His blade parted the light while the rope looped the crown stand and snapped taut across his shin.

He stepped through it. Of course he did. But the gold foot came down four inches right of where the general’s craft wanted it.

I spent the error immediately. An echoed survey stake struck the ground beside his left heel.

Another appeared six feet away, then a third behind him, a porter’s line laid across a battlefield. The king read them as fortification markers because a dead engineer lived somewhere in his portfolio. His shoulders turned to assess the fortifications that existed only in his dead engineer’s expectations.

Nahari gave me half a breath of warning before his collected general overruled the engineer.

“Right stake,” she said through the bond.

I dismissed it.

The pale wood vanished just as the gold blade cut down. Its force buried the sword a handspan in the earth. Sidonie kicked the fallen scabbard toward me.

I echoed its shape while it slid and sent the copy spinning the other way. One king, two identical pieces of regalia, and three dead crafts inside him disagreed over which object belonged in his measure.

He chose the real one, naturally. The choosing still cost a heartbeat.

Behind the crown stand, Sidonie spent that heartbeat retrieving Saskia’s sword from beside the cracked glass. She had to lean around the stand’s broad corner to reach it, one hand still gripping the rim while the king turned toward me. Glass grit sprayed beneath her boot as she hooked it under the guard, kicked the blade hilt-first across the stubble, and called the duelist’s name. Saskia caught it in her empty hand while rising, plain steel lifting under the burst of false light. I used the same heartbeat to drag an emptied crown officer clear of the king’s planted blade.

The man’s borrowed sheen streamed over my wrists toward the crown, a cold ache driven through bone.

He weighed less than his armor should have allowed. I left him behind Sidonie, alive, and threw the false scabbard at the Gilt King’s knee. He cut it.

Pale fragments burst across his sight.

His next step landed four inches right again.

Saskia stepped into those four inches and abandoned any challenge to the king’s strength. She used the back-cut, the one she had taught the school as a line-cutter’s sin, against the gold strap that connected his scabbard to the myth-plate. Plain steel cut the shape belief had chosen. The strap parted. The scabbard dropped between his feet.

The Gilt King stumbled over his own regalia.

Saskia looked at me across the falling gold. Once, in the Sunken Crown, she had cut my guide-line and laughed.

Now she had cut a leash-knight’s line to save the woman behind her. Neither of us named the arithmetic.

The king recovered with an inhuman motion. One hand struck the ground. His whole gold shape pivoted around it, feet scything waist-high.

I dropped. Saskia vaulted. Sidonie could do neither.

Maeva’s Standard hit us through the kept lamps.

My fear settled into a usable line. I caught Sidonie around the waist and carried her down under the sweep.

Her shoulder hit my chest. A gold heel passed above us so close it tore the clasp from her severe braid. Ash-pale hair came loose across both our faces.

“You count well from the ground,” she said, frightened and precise even then.

“Practice.”

We rolled apart before the descending blade split the stubble where our heads had been.

Across the fairground, Maeva saw the king turn his back on the evacuation lane. She left the wagon-bed for four heartbeats, no more. The Standard remained threaded through the kept lamps while she crossed the open ground in gold light, caught a fallen trial spear, and drove its blunted head into the king’s sword arm with an empress’s whole strength.

The trial spear folded into a hook.

His arm moved anyway, laboring beneath a dynasty’s weight of myth dragging bent iron with it. Yrsa used the delay. She broke from the school gap, leaving two adult levies in the count for six counted seconds, crossed behind Maeva, and struck the king’s elbow from below with both palms.

Storm-grey met dead gold. The impact rang every blunted trial blade still racked beside the field.

The king’s sword rose, its killing descent broken. Maeva pulled Sidonie through the opening. Yrsa was back at the school gap before the first levy had to give ground.

We changed one cut into another, moved Sidonie six feet, and bought Suzu three steps toward the mercy-way without drawing the king’s blood.

The king changed crafts. His sword sank into his own gold palm and emerged as a hooked polearm, the weapon-choice of some dead bridge fighter collected generations ago. He swept it low across the mercy-way’s mouth. The hook caught the lowest mason’s rail and ripped two steps free, exposing Suzu’s route without revealing the fox upon it.

I echoed the missing steps before the broken timber hit the ground. Pale boards fitted themselves into the gaps, each with nine seconds of life. The king saw the repair and drove the polearm down through the first. My echo burst. The second held long enough to draw the king’s eye while one invisible footfall slipped behind the broken rail and into cover.

Nahari counted the attack’s next silence through the bond. “High after low. He remembers the bridge.”

I put an echoed handrail where no rail had been. The hook rose, caught it, and dragged against a support that did not exist. For half a breath the Gilt King committed a dead master’s perfect leverage to false wood. The pale rail snapped upward in a shower of light and carried the weapon point above the mercy-way.

Sidonie understood what I was buying without seeing Suzu. She stepped back into the king’s sight and raised both empty hands, court-white sleeves bright in the wrong gold. Saskia moved with her, near enough to guard, plain blade low so it stole no attention. The king turned from the hidden stair toward the visible Ruthelm.

One more fox-fire pulse crossed the bond. Suzu had reached a covered staging point a short run from the mercy-way’s foot.

The Gilt King tore the bent spear off his arm and cast it toward Maeva.

Vyrissa dropped one wing between them. The spear struck bronze scale, broke into six glittering pieces, and fell hot into the dirt. Her wing opened again without one tear in it.

Suzu’s pulse flickered at the edge of the link, quick and disciplined. She crouched below the stand, one dark crossing from the mercy-way.

The lamp-grid crews waited with hands on their windlasses. Brenna waited behind the wall with her shutter raised. Nahari stood blind and listened for the draw’s sudden silence.

The Chandler felt the field settling into its stations. For the first time, his perfect flames drew thin at their tips.

The forgettable lamp-keeper crossed to Sidonie through the chaos. At one gesture, the Gilt King paused. The Chandler murmured his only words of the night, courteous as a laid knife.

The rite could complete cleanly, he told her in a low, reasonable, kindly voice. The principal collected, the kingdom’s shine renewed at fresh and favorable terms, the champions restored, everything gilt again by dawn, the province lit, safe, and golden, with everyone spared, and all she had to do, all the King’s sister need do, was stand aside and let the crown finish drinking. It was the easiest thing in the world.

It was safety and gold and the end of the terror, offered gently, for the price of one step to the side.

Sidonie Ruthelm gave her answer, for the stones, for the listening stones, in the cold court voice she gives to irrevocable facts: “House Ruthelm will glow with what it earns,” she said, “or not at all. Witnessed.”

Every witness-shard in earshot took it. The relay flashed toward the border stone.

The Chandler looked at Sidonie. His features slipped from my memory even as I watched. Then he turned away and resumed the collection.

Nahari stood blind on the wall, glass shut and outside every current. The theft began on her word. She heard the instant when the crown pulled everything in and gripped nothing.

One.

She gave the word. Brenna’s protected relay flashed it behind the school wall from shutter to shutter. The signal reached Suzu as Colm’s crews threw the lamp-grid into its first dark pulse.

Two. Shade-Step carried the fox out of cover toward the mercy-way’s foot. She vanished from my Measure.

Three. She crossed between two husk-knights in the black half of the strobe. Both faced away.

Four. Suzu passed within arm’s reach of the Chandler while his conducting hand fell. The dark concealed her passage from him.

Five. She reached the mercy-way, the mason’s back-stair Maeva had taught her to seek in every built structure.

Six. Two steps upward in one dark pulse.

Seven. Two more. Suzu reached the stand’s upper edge.

Eight. She crossed the first two feet of killing ground, exposed except for the flicker she had practiced through nine complete rehearsals and focused resets. Her left foot landed beside the crack Saskia’s sword had made in the glass. She used its raised lip as a step, keeping her body below the stand’s rim while the Gilt King’s turning shoulder passed above her. The first light pulse caught one tail-tip. Suzu flattened it against her calf before any eye could separate fox-red from the gold glare. Colm’s shutter fell again. Darkness gave her the remaining yard.

Nine. Three steps in three dark halves carried her behind the Gilt King. First step beside his trailing heel. Second inside the sweep of the myth-plate. Third onto the stand’s narrow rear brace, where the crown sat within both hands’ reach and the king’s moving shoulders could no longer strike without turning away from Sidonie. Her hands rose.

Ten. Suzu lifted up and back.

The First Crown came off the king’s brow mid-swing, bare-handed, while the rite held everything and gripped nothing. The draw died in her hands.

Vyrissa’s certainty struck through the bond. True.

Grave-gold. Run.

I sent my own call through the link. The crown was free. One anchor remained.

Eleven. Suzu jumped from the stand, landed in a roll, and came up clear beyond the killing ground with the First Crown over her head.

Across the field, the guttered Blessed slumped free. Halvard and ten officers drew ragged breaths. Ser Garran Pellor and Captain Ivo Sennett did not.

A young lieutenant put two fingers to Garran’s throat, shifted them, and tried again. His fingers slipped from Garran’s throat and missed the pulse point on the second attempt. No cry came; the rite had stolen even the space for grief. He closed his captain’s eyes and crawled toward the next fallen man.

“Collateral!” Suzu called to the stones and terrified province. “Held in trust!”

The theft took all eleven seconds. Since the Gilt King’s first step, the harvest moon had dropped until its lower rim touched the rite-stand’s highest fork, and the leashed weapon still moved.

The crown came free, but Dragon’s Measure still showed one anchor. In the fox’s hands, the crown had become plain gold. The leash now grounded through the myth itself. The dynasty’s whole inheritance of sung belief, the founding story the province had poured its heart into an hour before, the heaviest debt I have ever read, heavier than the crown, heavier than anything, generations of a people’s belief in a golden origin, and the Gilt King stood leashed to that, to the story itself, and to unbind him I would have to cut a debt made of a kingdom’s inherited faith, and the Measure showed me the price of it and the price was beyond any clean weight, beyond anything I had ever spent, a cut that would cost me down to the hands.

The price rose through Dragon’s Measure and turned my hands cold before I paid it.

In Bram’s lockbox, four signatures already waited. Through the bond, each woman confirmed hers aloud:

Maeva: “Approved, with interest. Spend, summoner. I signed it days ago and I sign it again now, go.”

Yrsa: “Signed. Hold yours.” Her oldest lesson, the doctrine she teaches, given back to me at the one moment I would need it most.

Nahari: “I have already signed it, anchor.

“Two nights ago. I saw this coming and I signed it before it came. Go.”

Suzu, crowned in her own hands, wrecked and bright: “Co-signed. And the insurance is void if you die, so DON’T; that’s the clause, read the clause, don’t you dare void my policy.”

Vyrissa added no speech. Heat pressed against the back of my neck from the sky: the broad print of a dragon’s thumb.

I paid.

The burn crossed both hands and reached my fingertips. For one blind instant I could not feel the stubble under my palms. Panic broke through the arithmetic: hands had carried people, opened doors, embraced every woman I loved. I saw them ruined before I saw what the silver had actually done.

Maeva’s gold struck the bond. Yrsa’s grey locked around it. Nahari breathed my name. Suzu shouted the insurance clause again, her fury dragging a laugh out of me through clenched teeth. Vyrissa’s heat stayed at my nape.

My fingers moved when I ordered them to. I knelt and cut.

I knelt in the fairground stubble and cut the myth.

The silver map of every prior spend crossed the backs of my hands and ran down each finger, cold tracery blooming over my knuckles to the tips. I cut the accumulated belief off the founding king strand by strand, still working when pain went past anything I could name. The harvest moon hung low in the west while I cut, sinking by a margin I could measure against the rite-stand.

Through the link, five distinct pulses bound me to the task and called me back from it.

At the last strand, the moon’s lower rim slipped behind the rite-stand’s fork, and Ruthelm the First was freed.

Gold sloughed from him in plates. Each one struck the stubble as light and broke apart, releasing a movement that no longer belonged there: a swordsman’s wrist turning free, a general’s squared shoulders relaxing, Ilsabet’s low step separating from the king’s legs. The stolen crafts rose as pale figures too brief to name. Some saluted. Some merely looked surprised. Then they went gentle.

Where the Gilt King had stood, a middling-tall adventurer blinked in the dark. His first act was to rub both bare arms against the cold. First grey stood one freed hour away. His hour spent itself in three beats, as the freed ones spend their hour. I remained on my knees, burned.

He asked who held his crown. He looked around the wrecked rite, at the province and the fallen champions and the dragon in the sky, and he found the small red-haired woman standing in the strobe-light with the First Crown in her two hands, and he asked, in the founder’s own weathered voice, who she was and whether she held his crown. And Suzu walked up to the tired freed man and handed it back.

She put the First Crown into the founding king’s hands and opened her empty palms between them.

Ruthelm tested its weight. His knees bent under something heavier than gold. He looked at the collapsed champions, then at the young lieutenant still kneeling beside Garran and Ivo.

“Why are my oath-men on the ground?” he asked. His founding-era vowels made oath sound like a word cut into green timber. “I asked the bright thing to hold Dun Barrow through one winter. I did not give it those men.”

Vyrissa came down from the sky in human form and stood at the rite-stand’s edge. “You gave it a road into your line,” she said. “It laid that road through my dead.”

He stared at her scale-shimmer, at the crown, and at the two bodies that did not breathe. Confusion outlasted dignity. “Your dead,” he repeated. “That gold was said to have no keeper.”

“It had me.”

His fingers loosened around the band. He set the crown down with both hands, missed the stand’s center on the first attempt, and had to turn it flat before it would stay.

“Then hear Ruthelm, who was a fool in winter,” he said while every stone in the province drank the rough old cadence. “I asked for a lamp at Dun Barrow. This thing put a sun in my hands and taught me to call the burning mine. Let no child of my line lift strength another soul must pay for. Let them carry what their own arms can carry. My bargain ends here. Witness me.”

He looked at Vyrissa. “I did not know your dead were under my hands. No word could contain that. I have only the small one. I am sorry.”

The words cut into the witness-stones while he still spoke. The cold pressure vanished from Dragon’s Measure.

[THE NOTE: VOID]

The answer ran across the province, stone to stone, faster than any horse, before the founder’s hour was out.

And then he asked, as Esra, Halden, and Quenby had asked, for the dawn he missed. He had died in the kingdom’s first month, collected the night he died, forced to burn ever since and never allowed to rest, and he asked softly whether he might see the morning before he went. And I held the door.

I held the door with both silver hands flat in the stubble. Ruthelm watched the harvest moon sink in the west. When grey light reached the broken glass around his crown, he closed his eyes and breathed as if morning had warmth.

At last his weight left the doorway.

The Chandler ended with his lamps.

The thirty-one cold lamps guttered toward natural dark. The unremarkable keeper whose features nobody could retain turned to withdraw as he had come and found Vyrissa between him and the road: nine hundred years of patience, human-formed now, watching the thief of her flight’s fire.

She breathed across the wicks in order. What the progress roads had lost rose from the glass like Esra’s freed flames, lifted above the ring, and settled into rest. With each release, the Chandler’s outline weakened. At the final wick there was no substance left to sustain his form. He unraveled like smoke from a snuffed lamp and was gone.

Suzu found me beside the guttering ring. My silver fingers would not close, so she tucked my sharpened pencil into the inner pocket of my coat.

“Luck spent,” she said. “Returned after. Tradition intact.”

Dawn’s first bell rang out over the fairground.

The etch began before the bell had finished ringing.


Chapter 19: The Kingdom That Earns

The etch began before dawn’s bell had finished ringing and rolled beyond the fairground. Stone to stone, faster than any horse, out across the province and past it, the largest etch-cascade I had ever felt, and I stood in the fairground stubble with my hands silver to the fingertips and watched a kingdom rewrite its own founding story in a morning.

THE NIGHT OF KINGSLIGHT: THE NOTE VOID. THE CROWN EARNS.

The border stone cut the words under Saskia’s witness and Sidonie’s oath. A breath later the ford-stone answered from beyond the meadow. Then the school cornerstone. Then another farther south, its carving too distant to hear but sharp; I felt it through the ground.

By midday, riders arrived with rubbings from three villages. Each showed the same fresh lines. Sidonie laid them side by side on the wagon-board, black chalk still shedding from the paper, and read them until her thumb stained dark.

At East Ford, beneath the formal cascade and beside the old etch that four bards had failed to make rhyme, Hanne Voll had cut a new line in her own stubborn hand, without oath or request, under the record of a blessing called in: HE CONCEDED FIRST, THIS ONE. IT COUNTED. Hanne Voll keeps the true record of what a borrowed blessing costs, and this time the record had a different ending, and she cut it herself, unasked, and it is on the stone at East Ford to this day, the answer to the old grief finally etched under it.

Two officers did not survive the guttering: Ser Garran Pellor and Captain Ivo Sennett. Ten men woke unblessed and alive. Garran and Ivo stayed still.

At midmorning we dug two graves in the water-meadow ground. The soil was so wet it clung to every spade. March hands and crown hands traded places without discussion when a digger tired.

Halvard tried to work before his legs had recovered. On his third stumble, Yrsa took the spade from him. He gripped the handle between both hands and refused to release it until she said, “You can stand for them or fall into the hole. Choose.”

He stood.

We set a kept lamp at each head. The founding hymn remained unsung.

Sidonie stood between the graves in dirt-streaked court whites, her ash-pale braid loose and unrebound. She had asked Halvard for one memory of each man before speaking.

“Garran cheated at cards by coughing when he had kings,” she began. A broken laugh moved through his company. “Ivo wrote to all three daughters every seventh day, even on campaign.”

She named what they weighed.

She said their names: Ser Garran Pellor and Captain Ivo Sennett. Then she said what they had actually been, two soldiers who had held gates before they ever borrowed a shine, who had accepted the crown’s sub-loan without anyone telling them the price, and who had died of a debt that was never theirs, called in by the creditor that had used their kingdom since its founding. “They were owed better than the light we lent them,” she said, with a soldier’s severity, over the graves.

“Every man I lead was. The Crown borrowed in their names and never told them the terms, and two of them paid the full price this morning, and I will not stand over their graves and call that glory.

“I will call it what it was. A debt they did not make, collected from their lives, and I am sorry, and the house that let it happen was mine, and it will not happen again.” Her voice broke on the final word. She looked down, recovered, and did not apologize for it.

Three men removed their gilt insignia. Halvard pressed his bare hand to each wet mound, leaving a full palm print, then took his place at Sidonie’s right shoulder. The rest of the formation closed around them.

The ten surviving Blessed woke to bodies they no longer recognized. One reached for a water cup and crushed nothing; his fingers closed with natural force, and he stared at them as if they had betrayed him. Another continued touching his chest, searching for a hum that had stopped.

None of them had words for the quiet. A Blessed man carries that low constant hum of borrowed strength for so many years that he stops noticing it, and they woke to the silence of their own unaided bodies and did not know how to stand in it, strong men suddenly only as strong as they were, frightened by a stillness long forgotten.

Sidonie addressed them from a wagon-bed with the same challenge she had used at the Trial. The unblessed crown ranks gathered below her, frightened and subdued, and she challenged them, offering no comfort.

“You held gates before you ever borrowed,” she said, carrying, stripped of court softness, the surveyor’s voice.

“Every one of you. Before the crown lent you a shine, you were soldiers, and you held.

“You have forgotten it, because the loan taught you to forget it, taught you to mistake the gold for your strength. Your strength was always the arm. The gold is gone and the arm remains, wholly yours and free of debt, and I will tell you the new terms of the house you serve, once, plainly: the Crown pays solely in true weight now.

“Sub-loans and borrowed shine end today.

“You will be paid in coin and land and earned rank for proven deeds, and you will be as strong as you are and no stronger, and you will hold your gates on your own arms as you did before any of us borrowed, or you will go home unblessed and unashamed, and regardless no creditor will ever again collect your life for a debt you did not make. Those are the terms. Decide.”

Some deserted. Most stayed. The soldiers who remained stripped the gilt cords from their sleeves before they returned to formation.

Halvard’s dawn came, and it was the morning’s clearest image.

At the Field, Halvard had called his steel borrowed as poetry while half-suspecting the literal truth. This dawn he knew.

He had felt the shine tear out of him at the draw, felt the borrowed strength leave the arm he had thought wholly his, and woken to the quiet, and understood at last, completely, what he had half-known two nights before; that his undefeated life had been fought on a loan, and the loan was gone, and everything he was now belonged wholly to him.

Halvard woke in the stubble, vomited from the sudden weakness, and tried to stand twice before his knees obeyed. After the burial, he went to the school yard and asked for a practice blade.

He had asked once already, at the Field, for one honest fight; now he asked for the rest of his life, and he asked it as he had held the wooden blade two mornings before, like a sacrament, the crown’s undefeated champion, emptied of the shine that had made him undefeated, standing in the Kaldwyn School yard at dawn with a child’s practice sword, asking to be taught to hold a gate the honest way, from the start, loose grip first, like a levy, like a beginner. A beginner was what he now was, and he knew it and wanted it.

Yrsa drilled him with the second cohort under the same rules as everyone else.

She made him start at the beginning without ceremony or special regard for a crown’s champion entering her school. “Drop the high guard,” she told him, the lesson she’d given him at the Field and promised again two dawns back. “Loose grip.

“You’re carrying the sword like it owes you something.

“It doesn’t. Again.”

Halvard dropped his high guard and loosened his grip. The first strike rattled the practice blade out of his newly unblessed hand.

He stared at the sword in the dirt. Anger crossed his face before shame tried to cover it.

Yrsa kicked the hilt back to his boot. “Again or leave. Both are allowed.”

He bent with stiff care, picked it up, and reset. Brenna corrected his rear foot. When the second cohort called the count, Halvard’s voice joined theirs last and roughest.

Vyrissa received payment, the first return of the stolen grave-gold in a nine-hundred-year debt.

Sidonie carried the dead First Crown to Vyrissa at the border stone and named it stolen grave-gold being returned to Vyrissa’s flight: “Stolen goods,” she said, over the crown lying dead and voided on the rite-stand, “returned to the estate of the flight they were stolen from.

“House Ruthelm holds no claim to this gold and never rightfully did. It is the grave-goods of Vyrissa’s people, looted, and it goes home to the last of them, before these stones.” And the stones took it, and the gold that had been a dead flight’s grave and then a monster’s hoard and then a kingdom’s crown was returned before the stones to the last keeper of the dead it had been robbed from.

The two empresses presided over its unmaking at the town forge. Maeva and Vyrissa, side by side at the forge where the household mends its tools, the golden empress and the last dragon, the two who had each lost an empire and each chosen to keep a grave while sparing the world, standing over the crucible where a kingdom’s founding relic would be unmade.

The crowd that gathered to watch, the province does not miss the unmaking of the relic it had praised for generations, was silent for it, with the silence of a people facing something beyond words, watching its own founding story go into a fire.

The relic was unmade honestly: melted by dragon-fire, Vyrissa’s own breath brought down from the sky’s great flame to a single forge’s heat and contained there with the control learned from guarding fire beside fragile graves, so that Vyrissa stood at a town forge breathing the narrow band of heat required to melt one crown, and the golden crown that had lit a country and eaten a grave and emptied a line of champions ran molten in the crucible, its shape going, its story going, the wick-channel Quenby had forged closing forever in the melt. The molten gold was poured into blank ingots, featureless bars stamped with nothing, stripped of every shape that could be worn, worshiped, or lent. The grave-gold became anonymous and unclaimed. A merchant could have spent it; Vyrissa’s custody kept the shapeless bars out of commerce. At last it was allowed to be only gold. Vyrissa limited her verdict to one line over the cooling ingots: “The kingdom has taken my dead’s gold from its head,” she said.

“One morning cannot pay nine hundred years. The greater debt remains with the creditor beyond this kingdom, and I remember its size.

“My dead’s grave-gold has left a mortal’s head and returned to my keeping, blank and unmarked, for burial as I choose. I accept this beginning.” She lifted one cooling ingot with forge tongs, wrapped it in undyed wool, and laid it apart from the others.

“And I accept beginnings.”

Bram set the wager book on the bar before the first platter landed and shouted for Suzu to collect.

He had refused all season to book odds on royalty. “No book on crowns. They cheat by existing.”

Now he paid the only bet he had honestly booked: Suzu’s wager on herself. The night before the rite, the fox had backed her own theft at eleven seconds or under. She wagered on her hands and her rehearsed count, with the odds sealed beneath the reeve’s mark. Bram booked it grumbling and delighted. That night’s one honest wager set a fox against a crown, and a fox he could book.

Suzu collected before the feast, directly in front of the ballad-singer. She raised the sealed wager book and cited her eleven-seconds-flat rehearsal, witnessed by a saint with a sand-glass. Bram paid her with his remaining arm and a laugh audible in the next valley.

She tipped the singer half her winnings on the spot to ensure the fox verse remained wrong. He took it gladly. In one transaction, the household saw the royal night’s only honest bet paid to the woman who had earned it against herself.

Sidonie tried to hire her.

The princess, who had watched Suzu rob a myth and hand it back, offered her a crown post at whatever salary she named.

Suzu named eleven thousand, three hundred, and one silver pieces per week, plus plum expenses.

Sidonie did not blink. “Invoice the crown. We pay our appraisers.”

“Payment in advance.”

“Naturally.”

They shook hands on an employment neither expected to begin. The ballad had gained a ninth verse overnight, the verse of the theft, and the province had immediately and universally mis-sung it, “the fox who crowned a king” in place of “the fox who stole the crown,” after half of them had seen a small red-haired woman handing the founding king his crown, and the crowd let the giving-back eclipse the taking, and sang it as a crowning. Suzu let the crowning version stand and paid coin to preserve the mistake.

“Both true,” she said, when I asked her why. “I stole it and I gave it back and the giving-back is the one they remember, and the one they remember is the truer one, so let the ballad be wrong toward the truth.

“Compounding.” And the fox verse and the theft verse both run wrong in the ballad to this day, two lies toward the truth, paid for by the woman they’re about, and the province can tell you which parts are wrong and a stranger cannot, and the distinction was the point.

Dame Petra was granted a real certificate, over Yrsa’s dead body, and handed over by Yrsa herself. The second cohort made Dame Petra complete the count under their grave supervision. When Petra finished without error, Yrsa handed her a real school certificate. “For mastering the count. The sword’s still wood.”

Petra wept and pressed it to her chest. Yrsa turned away to correct a student who was not doing anything wrong.

Tam sat between Merta and Vyrissa and counted lamps, loaves, guests, and heartbeats aloud. When Suzu stole a roll from his plate and cost him the count, he threw a pea at her and resumed from the number he remembered, not one.

Between courses, Vyrissa lowered her head so he could count her deep heart. Merta watched her son’s hand rest on the bronze scale. She gripped my silver forearm once, hard. I covered her work-worn hand with mine until Tam reached his final number.

My burn-state was honored through the feast, played as comedy and kept as covenant. I sat. I could not have stood long; the burn to my fingertips had taken more than any prior spend.

I was rationed, watched, restricted to one cup, and made to eat. When Pell’s provisioning receipt came round, my right hand would not grip the pencil. I tried twice. On the second attempt it rolled from my silver fingertips and struck the plate.

The small sound silenced my end of the table.

I signed left-handed. The result looked like a child’s first effort at my name. Suzu stamped it VALID DESPITE PENMANSHIP. Maeva added her decree-hand beneath, Yrsa her clipped mark, Nahari a full flowing witness, and Vyrissa one claw-stroke confined inside the signature line.

After the laughter, Yrsa took my useless right hand into her lap. She warmed each finger between both palms without bending it. None of us spoke about whether the grip would return. Maeva fed me the next bite herself while pretending the gesture was an efficient use of table time.

That night, above the feast and beneath the march banner, all five queens came together. The room still retained the warmth of celebration through the floorboards. Beyond the open roof door, dawn-etches rolled from stone to stone across the waking province, each distant answer laying a pale gold wash over the tiles.

The shutters remained closed.

Suzu opened the narrow door onto the private roof walk instead and set one of the Field’s polished signal shields at an angle beside it. The shield reflected empty sky, the high parapet, and a bright slice of the room. From the yard below, the overhanging roof hid the doorway completely. Inside, anyone who looked into the burnished face saw herself framed by earned morning.

“New venue,” Suzu announced. “No repeat tariff.”

“No tariff of any sort,” Maeva said.

“Victory waiver. Already filed.”

Vyrissa stood at the cushion nest’s center and watched the household arrange itself around her. This time no one moved a place to make room. The empty place had been hers for days. She lowered herself into it, long legs folding amid the cushions, and the room found a new shape around her weight.

Maeva poured five cups of good wine and one of water. She handed the water to me first.

“Drink, summoner. Then hear the treasury’s consent. You may have this night, and you will conduct it from the strength you actually possess. What you have spent is gone. I want all five of us under your command. Witnessed.”

Yrsa drove the bolt, tested it once, and left the roof door open to the private sky. “Word’s set. Your hands are injured. Mine aren’t. Use my body and my hands where you need them. I want the family and I want your orders. Witnessed.”

Nahari lit the eleven lamps in a loose crescent around the cushions, breaking their usual line. “The longest night has passed. I stood blind inside it and heard the right instant. Now I want to remain beside you, present in every sensation, telling you only what is happening and never what comes next. I want all of us. Witnessed.”

Suzu tapped the inner pocket where she had returned my pencil, sharpened and warm from carrying. “The reeve consents, forgives every outstanding fee, claims reflected-light rights in perpetuity, and wants to be watched by everyone she trusts while nobody else knows where to look. Plain version: yes. You, them, tonight. Witnessed.”

Vyrissa accepted Maeva’s fifth cup and weighed the women, the room, and me in one long regard. “I was told beginnings are loud in this house. The kingdom has begun an earned morning, and this family begins with five queens. I have appraised the distinction. I want the entire beginning: your voice, their hands, my strength placed in your service, and no part of me stranded at the edge. Witnessed.”

She drank.

I answered them separately. Maeva received my plain yes to her gift. Yrsa got hers in the same clipped cadence she had used. Nahari heard a full sentence: I wanted her beside me, present and surprised. Suzu got no invoice, only her name and my yes until her grin softened. Vyrissa heard me say that I wanted her at the center, fully present as family by her own choice and mine.

My voice was wrecked. The answers remained unmistakable.

Silver covered both hands to the fingertips. Closing either fist drove pain toward my elbows; pushing against the floor was impossible. I laid my forearms on my thighs and looked at the five women.

“Maeva, undress me. Suzu, take off my boots and leave your tails clear of my fingers. Yrsa, bring the long bolster. Nahari, beside my right shoulder. Vyrissa, you’re my back and every bit of strength my hands can’t supply.”

They moved.

Maeva opened my coat and shirt with courtly composure that did not hide how often her eyes checked my face. Suzu unlaced my boots, pulled them free, and set them under the open roof door as if even footwear required a good view. Yrsa laid the bolster across Vyrissa’s lap.

Vyrissa opened one arm. I settled back against her.

Her body made a living chair broader and warmer than anything a carpenter could build. One thigh supported each of mine. Her arm crossed my chest below the shoulders, taking my weight. She spread a folded length of silk over the bolster and laid my damaged wrists on it, palms up, every silver finger clear of pressure. Her breasts rested hot and heavy against my back. Her deep heartbeat moved through both our bodies.

“If I reach,” I said, “stop me.”

“Your hands will remain where you placed them,” Vyrissa replied. “Command the rest.”

Nahari lay on my right, propped on one elbow, silver hair spilling over the cushion between us. She put two fingers against my ribs, nowhere near the burns.

“Conduct from there,” I told her. “Present tense only.”

Her dark eyes warmed. “Your breathing is shallow because the dragon’s breasts are against your back and the empress has reached your belt.”

Maeva freed my cock. It rose against my stomach despite exhaustion.

“Accurate,” I said. “Continue when I ask. Maeva, kneel between my legs. Suzu, door. Use the shield.”

Suzu shed her buttoned coat on the way across the room. She made each stolen instant of privacy look public by choice: silks dropped from one narrow shoulder, then the other; her short fox-red hair caught the morning; nine tails opened behind her until their reflection filled the shield. She stood just inside the roof door, naked except for a slim ribbon at one ankle, able to see all of us in polished metal and the empty sky beyond us.

“Angle?” she asked.

“Turn the shield toward Maeva. I want you to watch what she’s doing through your own view.”

Suzu shifted it. The reflection caught Maeva between my knees, heavy breasts loosened from her bodice, gold braid still pinned.

“Excellent composition,” the fox whispered.

“Hands on your breasts. Show the room how the author of the view touches herself.”

Suzu cupped her small breasts, thumbs grazing both nipples. She watched the movement in the shield, never looking down.

“Maeva. Mouth.”

The empress bent. Her lips closed around the head of my cock. She took the first inches with her gaze raised to mine, tongue broad beneath the shaft. I could not put a hand into her hair. I did not need to.

“Hold the braid yourself. Keep it off me.”

Maeva reached behind her head and gripped the thick gold length at its base. The posture thrust her chest forward. Her free hand lifted one breast and pressed its warm weight against the underside of my shaft while her mouth worked over the crown.

“More breast. Less hand.”

Maeva pressed inward. Both heavy curves closed around me. She drove my cock through the soft channel she made, catching the head with her lips at the top of every stroke. Gold light stirred beneath her throat.

“Suzu,” I said. “Left hand lower.”

In the shield, Suzu’s left hand slid over her flat stomach and between her thighs. She spread herself for the reflected room, two fingers drawing through wet folds.

“Touch your clit once.”

She did. Every tail rose.

“Stop.”

Her fingers froze. “Adverse terms.”

“Accepted terms. Maeva, take me deep.”

Maeva released her breasts and lowered her mouth. The head reached the back of her throat. Her eyes watered; her braid remained gripped in her own hand.

Nahari’s fingertips moved with my breathing. “Your body wants to thrust. You are holding it for your command instead. Suzu is trying to decide whether a fraction of movement counts as fraud.”

“It does,” I said.

“Hostile audit,” Suzu breathed from the doorway.

“Fox, put both hands behind your head. Leave yourself open.”

She laced her fingers behind her short hair. The pose lifted her breasts and presented the slick seam between her legs to the mirror. She watched Maeva swallow me while her own hands remained exiled.

I gave Maeva three commands—deeper, pause, tongue—and she followed each. Her authority did not diminish in obedience. She bestowed it, the Golden Empress turning compliance into a gift only she could grant.

When pressure gathered too fast in my exhausted body, I said, “Enough.”

Maeva drew off and sat back on her heels. A bright line connected her lower lip to the head before it broke.

“The treasury notes substantial remaining assets,” she said, breath uneven.

“The treasury waits. Suzu, away from the door. Bring the shield.”

She carried it over, still naked, and propped it against a floor chest beside the cushions. Its reflection now held the open door beyond us: sky, parapet, a road of light with no witness on it. Suzu knelt beside Maeva, the two of them framed together.

“Nahari,” I said. “Your turn. Stay beside me.”

She did not rise. She rolled onto her left side at my right, back toward me, soft belly and generous hips aligned along the cushions. Oil already shone over her deep-brown skin. Her silver hair spread below my chin.

“Vyrissa, lower my right side. Keep my wrists level.”

The dragon shifted behind me. One arm supported my shoulders while the other slid beneath my right thigh, rolling my body toward Nahari as easily as a porter turns a parcel. My hands stayed on the silk bolster, pain untouched.

Nahari reached behind herself and guided my cock between her thighs. She rubbed the head through her wetness, then waited.

“Tell me now,” I said.

“You are at my entrance. I want the stretch. I do not know how long you will make me wait.”

“Take me.”

She pushed back.

Nahari received the head, then another inch, her slick muscles closing around each advance. The side-lying angle made every part of the entry visible in the shield: my body supported by Vyrissa’s strength, Nahari receiving me beside us, no sill, no ritual distance, only her back against my chest and the present filling both.

“Stop there.”

Nahari stopped with half my length inside. Her hips trembled.

“What is happening?”

“I am full enough to ache and empty enough to want the rest. Yrsa is watching my face, the joining ignored. Suzu is watching both through the shield. Maeva is trying to decide whether to unpin her braid before you order it.”

“Maeva, unpin it. Yrsa, come to Nahari.”

Maeva’s braid fell in a gold cascade. Yrsa knelt in front of Nahari and met the oracle’s eyes.

“Touch her clit,” I ordered. “One finger. Hold pressure.”

Yrsa reached between Nahari’s thick thighs. Soldier-callused fingers found the swollen bud and settled there.

“Now take the rest of me,” I told Nahari.

She pushed back until she held every inch.

Her ass settled against my pelvis. Wet heat closed around my shaft. Through the bond I felt the full depth from both sides: my cock buried inside her, her nerves opening around it, the surprised satisfaction she had refused to forecast.

“Present,” I said.

Nahari’s full sentence broke at its center. “You are all the way inside me, and Yrsa’s finger is still, and I—anchor, I want movement.”

“Yrsa moves when I do. Vyrissa, give me the stroke.”

Vyrissa drew my hips back through the cradle of her arm, then brought me forward. I slid nearly free of Nahari and filled her again. Yrsa made one firm circle over her clit at the deepest point.

Nahari’s cry ran low through the cushions.

I commanded the tempo. Vyrissa supplied every ounce of motion my hands and trunk could not safely give, lifting and returning my hips under my voice. Yrsa matched her finger to each arrival. Nahari remained pressed beside me and reported the present into my mouth.

“Deep. Her fingertip drags left when you enter. The dragon’s arm tightens under your thigh. Suzu has put her hand between Maeva’s legs.”

“Did I order that?”

Suzu’s hand stopped against Maeva’s open thighs. “Market initiative.”

“Leave it there. No motion.”

Maeva settled over Suzu’s still fingers with an imperial breath.

“Continue,” I told Nahari.

“Your cock is dragging out of me. Now it returns. Yrsa is smiling because she found the pressure. I did not know she smiled like that.”

“I don’t,” Yrsa said.

“You are now.”

I changed the count in my voice, short withdrawal, full return, pause. Vyrissa translated it through strength. Nahari’s body began tightening around me in warning pulses.

“No forecast,” I said.

“None. Only now. Now. Now—”

“Yrsa, faster.”

Yrsa’s finger circled. Vyrissa seated me hard. Nahari came between us, body bowing forward while her pussy closed in deep waves along my shaft. Ember script spread from her ankle over her thigh, then went no farther; her release needed no map beyond the body shaking beside mine.

I remained still at the base. Yrsa maintained the pressure through every contraction.

Nahari’s hand found my forearm and stopped short of the silver. She clasped the leather near my elbow instead.

“Present,” I reminded her softly.

She laughed into the cushion. “Present. Entirely.”

“Vyrissa, lift me free.”

The dragon rolled me back into her support. My cock slipped from Nahari, wet and hard. Yrsa gathered the oracle close and kissed her forehead. Nahari remained at my side as promised, one hand resting over my ribs while aftershocks moved through her.

“Suzu,” I said. “Bring me the reflected morning.”

The fox brightened. She set the polished shield upright at the foot of the cushion nest. The open roof door appeared over her reflected shoulder. She could see the empty walk, the dawn beyond it, Vyrissa holding me at center, and all four women watching.

“Vyrissa, lift her onto me. Facing the shield.”

The dragon reached past my side, caught Suzu under her thighs, and raised her. Suzu’s compact body floated over mine, nine tails streaming around Vyrissa’s arm. The strength display made the fox’s pupils narrow into delighted slits.

Vyrissa lowered her until my cock rested between Suzu’s slick folds.

“Hands on Vyrissa’s forearm,” I told Suzu. “She is your rail.”

Suzu gripped the vast burnished arm braced across her waist. In the shield, she saw herself suspended by a dragon over the anchor’s cock, the roof door open behind the family, morning on her breasts.

“Down three inches.”

Vyrissa lowered her. Suzu took the head, then more, tight wetness enclosing me.

“Stop.”

She chirped in frustration.

“Look at the shield. Tell me what you authored.”

Suzu stared at the frame she had built. “Empty sky. Five women who know the angle. One man being sensible only because his hands mutinied. A fox suspended over him by the largest accomplice in history.”

“And no audience outside this room.”

“None. The view belongs to us.”

“Take me all the way down.”

Vyrissa lowered her. Suzu swallowed every inch in a single smooth descent. Her reflection watched her own body open and settle, small breasts lifting, tails spilling over my thighs and Vyrissa’s knees.

“Maeva, stand behind the shield. Let Suzu see you, not touch you.”

Maeva rose. Her heavy breasts and loose gold hair entered the reflection behind Suzu like court regalia made flesh.

“Praise her view,” I said.

Maeva understood the difference between praise for spectacle and praise for its author. “You chose every line. The door shows risk and grants none to strangers. The mirror gives you back to yourself before it gives you to us. Magnificent work, reeve.”

Suzu clenched around me.

“Vyrissa, up.”

The dragon lifted. Suzu’s pussy dragged along my shaft until only the head remained.

“Down.”

She sank again. My voice set each stroke; Vyrissa’s arm supplied the movement. Suzu had all the thrill of being displayed and none of the control she loved surrendering. Her hands stayed on the dragon’s forearm. Her eyes stayed on the reflected family.

Maeva praised the fox’s nerve. Nahari, from beside me, reported each present reaction. Yrsa knelt at Suzu’s left and pinched one nipple on my order.

“Quiet voice,” I told Suzu.

That command always cost her. Her quick breaths hissed softly through her teeth while Vyrissa lifted and lowered her faster. Tails whipped over the cushions. Fox-fire freckles spread across her shoulders.

“Ask for it straight,” I said.

The invoice vanished. “Make me come where they can see me. Please.”

“Yrsa, clit. Maeva, keep praising. Vyrissa, three strokes.”

Yrsa’s fingers found Suzu between descents. Maeva told her she was brave enough to own the view and loved enough to fill it. Vyrissa drove her down once, twice.

On the third I said, “Now.”

Suzu came around me in rapid, fluttering contractions. She kept the cry behind her teeth as ordered, but the mirror betrayed every pulse: eyes going wide, breasts trembling, small body folding against Vyrissa’s arm while nine tails filled the reflected doorway with fire-colored motion.

Vyrissa pinned her seated until the spasms eased, then lifted her free and laid her across Maeva’s waiting arms.

“The view,” Suzu panted, “remains extremely well designed.”

“Yrsa,” I said.

The saint stood. She stripped in front of the cushion nest; no table or rack received her gear. Trial bruises darkened one hip and shoulder. She opened her shirt, removed it, and reached for the edge of her combat wrap.

We all waited.

Yrsa unwound the linen herself. Each pass bared more winter-pale skin and the small high breasts beneath. She folded the wrap over her own knee, placed it beside my boot, and came forward naked.

“What do you want?” I asked.

“Your mouth is less spent than your hands. Use it. And use theirs.”

“Kneel across my left thigh. Face Maeva.”

Vyrissa shifted her leg to support the position. Yrsa settled sideways over my thigh, one knee between mine, the other braced outside Vyrissa’s. Her pussy hovered near my mouth, but I did not bend for it yet.

“Maeva, behind her. Cup both breasts. Suzu, between Yrsa’s legs. Mouth only.”

Maeva knelt at Yrsa’s back and cupped her small breasts from behind, thumbs drawing over the nipples. Suzu slipped down the cushions, tails fanning around Yrsa’s thigh, and put her mouth to the saint.

Yrsa’s first breath broke.

“Hands on your own thighs,” I told her.

She planted them there and sustained the posture under command with her own disciplined strength.

“Suzu, slow. Maeva, harder.”

The fox licked Yrsa from entrance to clit in one long path. Maeva pinched both nipples. Yrsa’s hips moved toward Suzu’s mouth.

“Hold the stance,” I said.

She stopped herself.

I leaned and caught the shear-claw scar at her side with my lips. Vyrissa’s support took the strain from my torso. I kissed the old wound while Suzu worked below and Maeva controlled the breasts above.

“Dorian,” Yrsa said.

“You’re held.”

“Yes.”

“By all of us.”

Her eyes closed for one beat. “Yes.”

“Open them. Look at Maeva.”

She did. The empress kept Yrsa’s gaze while praising no rank, only the body that had held the school gap and the woman who had taught a champion to begin again. Suzu sucked Yrsa’s clit. I bit lightly along the scar.

Grey light banked once under old wounds and then gave way to the visible: her stomach tightening, her palms pressing into her thighs, her mouth losing its clipped answers.

“Suzu, two fingers. Curl.”

Suzu entered her. Yrsa bowed, but Maeva’s body at her back and Vyrissa’s thigh beneath her maintained the posture.

“Who holds the gate?” I asked.

“I do.”

“Who holds you?”

She looked around the room, breath gone ragged. “You do. All of you.”

“Then let them.”

Suzu curled her fingers and sucked hard. Maeva pulled both nipples. I put my mouth over the pale scar at Yrsa’s ribs and said her name against it.

She came across my thigh, every muscle locking before the tremor broke through. One hand lifted from her own leg by reflex. She caught herself and put it back, choosing the order even while Suzu’s mouth dragged the release through her. Her other hand covered Maeva’s over one breast.

“Witnessed,” she said when speech returned.

“At an excellent angle,” Suzu replied from below.

Vyrissa eased Yrsa onto the cushions beside Nahari.

“Outranked a kingdom,” Yrsa murmured, eyes still closed. “Still took a porter.”

The scoreline made Maeva laugh. Even Vyrissa’s chest moved against my back with a stone-deep chuckle.

“Maeva,” I said. “You received first. Now be received. Lie across the dragon’s right thigh.”

Maeva arranged herself with the gravity of an empress taking a throne, although the throne was one immense warm leg and her bodice hung open to her waist. Vyrissa supported her shoulders. Maeva’s gold hair poured over bronze-scaled skin. Her heavy breasts settled against her own ribs.

“Nahari, between her thighs. Yrsa, one hand inside. Suzu, breasts.”

The family changed stations around the center. Nahari knelt at Maeva’s open legs, dark hands spreading pale-gold thighs. Yrsa slid two fingers into the empress’s wet pussy and waited for my next word. Suzu climbed beside Maeva’s chest and gathered one heavy breast in both small hands.

“Maeva,” I said. “No decrees. Ask each woman plainly for what you want.”

She looked first to Nahari. “Your tongue on my clit.”

Nahari bent and put her tongue to Maeva.

Maeva gasped. She looked to Yrsa next. “Curl your fingers. Hold them against the front.”

Yrsa did. Candle-gold moved beneath Maeva’s stomach.

Suzu waited with the nipple poised before her mouth.

“Suck it,” Maeva told her. “Teeth when he says.”

Suzu closed her lips over the peak.

“Vyrissa,” I said, “put one hand over her heart.”

A forge-warm palm covered Maeva from collarbone to breastbone. The gesture did not restrain. It gave the empress the scale of what held her.

“And me?” Maeva asked, green gaze finding mine across the room’s center.

“You attend my voice.”

Her expression softened. “Yes, Dorian.”

I conducted the three women around her. Nahari changed pressure on command. Yrsa held, withdrew, and returned her fingers when I named it. Suzu used teeth at the exact instant I chose. Vyrissa monitored Maeva’s heartbeat under her palm and told me when it raced.

The empress lost court diction in a visible sequence: first her pointed toes flexed, then her knees opened farther, then her head turned into Vyrissa’s shoulder and my name replaced every title.

“Ask for the finish,” I said.

“All of you. Please. Don’t stop.”

“Now.”

Nahari sucked her clit. Yrsa drove in and held the curl. Suzu bit the wet nipple. Vyrissa pressed her broad palm over the racing heart.

Maeva came under all four women, gold flooding her skin in warm bands. Her pussy pulsed around Yrsa’s fingers. Suzu kept the nipple between her lips. Nahari maintained the rhythm through the final shudder, then kissed the inside of Maeva’s thigh.

Maeva opened her eyes and looked at me from Vyrissa’s lap.

“Received,” I said.

“Entirely,” she answered.

Vyrissa had supported everyone and asked for nothing. Her heat had risen behind me through each woman’s release. The scale-shimmer at her thighs glowed low, tinting the cushions.

“Center,” I said.

Every woman stilled.

Vyrissa lowered her mouth beside my ear. “I am already here.”

“Then make the room understand it. Carry me to the ramp.”

A broad wedge of firm cushions waited at the middle of the nest, built to support my back without asking anything of my wrists. Vyrissa slid one arm beneath my knees and one across my shoulders. She rose with me cradled against her chest, carried me three strides, and lowered me onto the incline so carefully that the silk bolster beneath my hands never shifted.

The act displayed exactly what she was: strength capable of moving me as gently as a sleeping child, offered to my direction without contest.

“Stand over me.”

Vyrissa planted one foot on each side of my hips. She towered above the cushion ramp, naked burnished skin lit from its own inner bank, heavy breasts hanging over me, powerful legs set wide. Her copper-bronze hair fell forward around a face intent on mine.

I could not grip her waist or guide her with my hands. My voice sufficed.

“Women around her. She receives from the whole house.”

Maeva came to Vyrissa’s left, body still warm from release. Yrsa took the right and crouched near the dragon’s thigh. Nahari knelt between my spread knees where she could reach Vyrissa from below. Suzu climbed onto a counting stool beside the ramp until both vast breasts met her hands.

“Suzu, oil her. Maeva, tell her what this place sees in her. Yrsa, keep her knees aligned. Nahari, mouth on her clit until I say otherwise.”

Four women moved on my command.

Suzu warmed oil between her palms and spread it over breasts larger than her head, fingers gliding over dark nipples and heated skin. Maeva praised Vyrissa in an empress’s low register as keeper, equal, chosen wall, and cherished woman of their growing house. Yrsa laid one hand against the outside of each immense thigh, ready to keep the dragon’s stance open and sound. Nahari bent under her and put her mouth to the swollen clit.

Vyrissa’s deep heartbeat traveled down the forge-gold strand.

“Your fire stays inside,” I said.

“Until you release it.”

“Your strength lowers you. My word decides when and how far.”

“Yes.”

“Squat until I touch you.”

Vyrissa bent her knees. Her huge body descended over mine without bracing herself against the room. Muscles moved under the burnished skin of her thighs. Oiled breasts swung closer. Nahari stayed beneath her, tongue working as the dragon lowered by slow degrees.

My cock, still hard from the room and slick from two women, found the furnace heat between her folds.

“Stop.”

Vyrissa maintained the deep squat with the head resting at her entrance. Her thighs remained steady. Tireless strength had become stillness because I required it.

Suzu rolled both nipples. Maeva told Vyrissa she had made herself the wall around a living family and honored every grave by choosing life. Yrsa’s hands kept the knees tracking wide while Nahari licked below.

“What are you?” I asked.

“Chosen.”

“Where are you?”

“At the center of my house.”

“Take the head.”

Vyrissa lowered one measured inch. My cock entered her, dragon heat closing around the crown in a molten grip.

“Hold.”

Her body stopped. The deep squat demanded strength from every line of her legs and abdomen, yet her breathing changed only because Nahari sucked her clit.

“Another third.”

She descended. Her pussy swallowed more of me, hot enough to make my breath catch. The ramp supported my body at the angle I needed. Vyrissa did the work of joining us, but every inch belonged to my command.

“Hold again.”

The five bond-strands brightened around us: candle warmth, scar-grey steel, ember, fox-spark, and deep forge-gold. Then color ceased to matter. Five women breathed at distinct rhythms around me, each recognizable by hand, voice, body, and desire.

“Tell them what you feel,” I said.

Vyrissa looked around the circle. “His cock is one-third inside me. Nahari’s tongue. Suzu’s hands on my breasts. Yrsa guarding my stance. Maeva naming my place.”

“And what do you want?”

Her furnace eyes returned to mine. “Every remaining inch, given slowly, so I remember who governs the fire.”

“Then earn the rest. Rise to the head.”

Vyrissa straightened her legs only as far as I allowed. My shaft dragged through her tight inner heat until the head remained caught inside. Her enormous body hovered there, balanced above me without placing so much as a fingertip on the cushions.

“Down halfway.”

She sank and took me deeper. Oiled breasts swung into Suzu’s waiting palms. Yrsa adjusted one knee outward. Nahari followed the movement from below, mouth never losing the swollen clit.

“Up.”

Vyrissa rose.

“Down another inch.”

She gave me exactly one.

“You could do this until noon,” Suzu whispered, awed despite herself.

“Until tomorrow,” Vyrissa answered.

“You will do it until I finish deciding,” I said.

The dragon’s smile glowed ember-bright. “Better.”

“All the way down.”

Vyrissa sank until my cock sat fully buried in her furnace heat. Her thighs folded into a deep squat on either side of me. Heavy breasts hovered over my chest, oiled and cupped by Suzu’s small hands. The dragon’s body surrounded me without resting its weight on my damaged arms or the bolster that protected them.

“Hold.”

She stayed at the base.

Her pussy flexed around my shaft in slow, powerful contractions. Nahari licked her clit from below. Suzu kneaded the slick breasts. Maeva’s praise lowered into Vyrissa’s dead language, one phrase the dragon had taught her at the forge. Yrsa’s fingers pressed against the immense thighs whenever their angle narrowed.

“Rise halfway.”

Vyrissa drove through her heels. Her hips lifted, drawing the tight inner heat along my cock until half my length remained inside.

“Stop there.”

She stopped in open air. Her legs carried her in a motionless half-squat while Nahari stretched upward to keep her tongue in contact.

I let the wait deepen. Vyrissa’s furnace eyes stayed on mine. Forge-light gathered beneath her ribs. Her breath heated my face.

“Down.”

She descended and seated me deep.

The strength that could carry a wagon served one slow stroke at a time. I rationed her, separating each order with the full weight of waiting.

“Up to the head.”

Vyrissa rose until only the crown remained caught inside her.

“Pause.”

She paused, huge thighs rigid and gleaming. Suzu had to rise on her toes atop the stool to keep both hands on the dragon’s breasts.

“Take half.”

Vyrissa lowered.

“Hold. Now the rest.”

She sank onto me and closed in heated waves.

“A dynasty is not a crown,” she said. “It is what chooses to carry the fire after us. I choose this one.”

“Then show them how you carry it. Five full strokes. My count.”

“Gladly.”

I counted the first. Vyrissa rose from the deepest squat until my cock nearly left her, then lowered her enormous body and took me to the root. The motion belonged entirely to her strength and entirely to my command.

On two, her breasts swung through Suzu’s oiled palms. Nahari followed from below, tongue pressed flat over the clit throughout the descent.

Three brought forge-light along Vyrissa’s stomach. Maeva said her name in the dragon’s dead language, shaping the ancient syllables with reverent care.

On four, Yrsa let Vyrissa’s knees draw inward once. The immense thighs closed around my hips. Pressure drove me deeper and nearly broke the last of my restraint.

“Open her.”

Yrsa pushed the stance wide again with a soldier’s steady strength. Vyrissa granted the correction and remained at the base.

“Five,” I said.

She rose and descended with perfect control.

My hands lay open on the silk bolster, incapable of closing around her hips, yet the scene never drifted beyond my command. I named every rise, every pause, every depth. Five women followed.

“All four,” I said. “Bring her to me.”

The women intensified together. Nahari’s mouth worked beneath our joining. Suzu pulled both nipples. Maeva poured praise into Vyrissa’s ear. Yrsa braced the dragon’s stance open to receive.

“Faster now. Six strokes.”

Vyrissa began the hardest set. Her legs powered her up and down over me, tireless strength driving each descent while she waited for every number before taking the next. The cushion ramp stayed firm beneath my back. The room moved around her, but the dragon remained the controlled center.

Heat climbed and stayed banked beneath her skin. The mortal lamps burned at their same calm height while forge-light coursed through Vyrissa alone, mastery made visible by containment.

“One. Deep.”

She took me to the root.

“Two. Slower on the rise.”

My cock dragged through her tight channel.

“Three. Hold halfway.”

Her thighs worked under the strain. The dragon smiled down at me.

“Four.”

Suzu used her teeth. Vyrissa’s smile broke into a rough cry.

“Five. Nahari, harder.”

The oracle sucked the clit as Vyrissa descended. Her pussy clenched violently around me.

“Six. Stay down.”

Vyrissa drove fully down and pinned me there.

My body reached its limit. Exhaustion, pleasure, and the burn joined into one shaking line.

“Vyrissa.”

“I have you.”

“Take everything I have left.”

Her furnace eyes widened.

“Now.”

She ground down once and clamped me at the root.

I came inside the dragon at the center of the family. Release emptied me in long, draining pulses. Vyrissa’s hot body clenched around each spurt, milking my cock while her unsupported squat kept our bodies joined and my ruined hands safe beneath us.

The sensation traveled through all five bonds as warmth. Maeva said my name. Yrsa held Vyrissa’s thigh. Nahari left her mouth where I had ordered. Suzu pressed her cheek to one vast breast and laughed through sudden tears.

“Vyrissa,” I said through the last pulse. “Let it burn.”

Her orgasm came from the center outward. Deep inner muscles seized around me. The ponderous heartbeat missed one stroke, then thundered back. Forge-light rolled under her skin in great contained waves while her cry became the stone-deep laugh that shook dust from the banner beam.

The four women held their places around her. Yrsa braced the locking thighs. Maeva supported her at the waist without taking the burden. Suzu clung across her breasts. Nahari remained beneath her until the last contraction eased.

Vyrissa maintained the squat through every shudder. Only when I told her to rest did she lower her knees onto the cushions and shift beside me. She gathered my shoulders against her chest, leveled my wrists on their bolster, and drew the family close around us.

The room settled in layers. Maeva cleaned the release from Vyrissa’s thigh with warm linen. Yrsa rewrapped her own chest, then tucked the end under with fingers gone soft from fatigue. Nahari returned to my right side and laid her head close, our breath sharing the same patch of pillow. Suzu moved the polished shield aside but left the roof door open to the empty morning.

Vyrissa curled around the family, her patient warmth sheltering every body she could reach.


Chapter 20: The Road to Spring

A week after Kingslight, the fairground had folded back into pasture. The last royal wagons had gone south. We walked our own ground and counted what remained.

We began the survey at the warden-post, then followed the road through every new mark the week had left.

My hands remained silver to the fingertips and healed at the speed of winter sap. I could close them, but not hard. A pencil lasted six lines before my right hand shook.

Maeva had written a riding limit into the morning as if issuing terms to weather. Yrsa checked both wraps over my palms.

Nahari carried the survey slate. Suzu confiscated my saddlebags after discovering three emergency stakes and a hammer in them. Vyrissa watched the dispute from the roof.

“I might need the stakes,” I said.

“You might encounter ground,” Suzu agreed. “Ground is notorious.”

“One stake,” Yrsa said.

“None,” Maeva ruled.

I looked to Nahari.

“In one future you carry all three,” she said. “In every pleasant future, the fox has already stolen them.”

Vyrissa dropped from the roof in human form, landed beside my horse, and took the remaining stake from my coat. “The mountain votes with the empress.”

Suzu tucked the stakes behind her saddle. I let them go and made no move to reclaim them.

We rode first to the water-meadow. The fairground had taken four days to dismantle.

Colm stacked the painted trial rails beside the school yard, the drovers rolled the last pavilion ropes into tarred coils, and Merta claimed six sound trestle tables before the progress quartermaster could load them south. Shepherds had already turned thirty ewes onto the trampled lanes. Their hooves broke the packed surface while two farm boys followed with sacks of clover seed and argued over which one had seen Suzu steal the crown.

The rite circle showed only as shorter grass. Every peg had come out. Osric found two royal brass pins under the crown stand and entered them in the salvage book before Suzu could discover them independently.

At the old candidate row, Dame Petra and three students collected dropped buckles in a flour sieve. Petra wore her wooden blade for the work.

Crown wagon ruts still cut the soft ground in parallel lines. Colm’s crews had filled the deepest with gravel, and Maeva’s drainage channels carried the week’s rain cleanly toward the river. We found three broken lamp-poles, one scorched rope, and a patch of glass-fused soil where the Gilt King had stood.

I dismounted to read it. Yrsa’s hand closed around my elbow before my knees had decided whether they needed help.

The Measure read the glassy patch as clean: sand melted by borrowed heat and cooling into useless beauty.

“Clean,” I said.

Suzu crouched and pried loose a thumb-sized piece.

“Souvenir market. Limited edition. Authenticated by the Warden.”

“Put it back.”

She turned it over in her fingers. “Counterproposal: vault shelf, permanently priceless.”

Vyrissa appraised the fragment. “Worth nothing. Keep it.”

Suzu pocketed it with satisfaction.

At the site of the cold lamp ring, the progress’s chandlers had dismantled thirty sockets and left the thirty-first for us. Its metal cup was black inside.

The wick was gone, but its snuffed smell clung to the cup after rain. I laid two fingers on the rim. The Measure found an appetite burned out and unable to remember its meal, leaving clean emptiness behind.

Vyrissa breathed across it. The black metal cracked into four pieces.

“Now it is hardware,” she said.

Colm used the pieces as washers in the new drill-hall hinges. Suzu approved the return on assets.

We followed the former evacuation lane. Dragon-fire had scorched two perfect borders through the grass and spared the strip between.

Children had already begun using the long black lines as a racing course. Vyrissa watched them sprint where her walls of fire had stood.

“They are stepping on my architecture,” she observed.

“High traffic is praise,” Maeva said.

A girl reached the end, turned, and shouted to the dragon, “Again?”

Vyrissa considered the request with terrible solemnity. Then she drew one claw through the air. A line of harmless ember-light raced along the old scorch mark, and six children chased it laughing.

We reached Esra’s sister-lamp near noon. It had survived without a cracked pane or singed bracket.

Vyrissa touched the pole once. Her claw followed the repaired bracket and stopped at Esra’s name.

At the two officers’ new lamps, Sidonie’s soldiers had left unadorned nameplates. The march census pair had filled the reservoirs and entered both flames into the kept round. Maeva read the names aloud: “Ser Garran Pellor.

“Captain Ivo Sennett.” Yrsa stood at attention. The lights burned no more oil than they drank.

By the time we turned uphill, my fingers had begun to ache under the wraps. I tried to hide it by adjusting the reins.

Pain answered along all five bond-strands.

“Home,” I said before any queen could order it.

Behind me, a horse snorted into the startled silence.

Suzu rode up beside my horse. “He learns. Mark the date.”

“Already marked,” Nahari said.

My signature had improved from a child’s scrawl to a drunk’s. The queens celebrated this with grave mockery. I turned my horse uphill while I could still manage the reins.

The rite-stand’s timbers had gone to the school. Adult carpenters raised the frame of a new drill-hall while the second cohort passed pegs and planks up the line. Yrsa tested one salvaged beam with her knuckles and said, “Good wood.”

By winter, children would learn the count beneath it.

The frame measured forty-eight feet by twenty-six, accommodating two shield files and a clear instructor’s lane.

Yrsa walked its length twice, moved the east wall chalk-mark eighteen inches, and made the carpenters reset a post before its footing cured. The black pieces from the last cold lamp cup had become washers in the double doors. When Colm swung one door on its new hinge, it moved without a scrape.

“Again,” Yrsa said.

He swung it again. She listened at the hinge, then marked the post approved with the butt of her chalk.

Osric had hung a new drawing on the war-loft wall, ruled and careful, showing the march from the rim road with every roof and lamp-pole set down in his tallyman’s hand. At the bottom he had written: THE MARCH, FROM THE RIM ROAD. 251 LIGHTS.

ALL OURS.

After Kingslight, the census pair had changed one rule in the open: the separate memorial page now joined the kept round, bringing Esra’s flame inside the official count. Osric had accounted for every addition to the old two hundred and forty-three: Esra’s flame, the two crown officers’ new grave-lamps, one new light at the warden-post, and four of the seven cracked progress lamps, repaired, rehung along the drove road, and entered only after they burned clean. The other three still waited on Colm’s bench and counted as hardware.

He had used pinpricks of yellow size for the lamps.

Fenwick Ford made a cluster along the water. South River followed the causeway in a bent row. The school windows stood in two ruler-straight ranks, with the future drill-hall left in bare charcoal, its lamps not yet hung.

Osric had written 249 first, scraped it clean, and fitted the two officers’ flames into the corrected number. I stood before the drawing until my wrapped fingers began to ache.



Earlier that week, three requests reached the warden-post ahead of any cart, each folded by an adult who had practiced the wording before risking good ink. Three families asked whether the march sheltered children whose skills would not settle under a certifier’s hand. Each letter carried the same careful postscript in different words: we will work; we will pay what we can; please give the child a door that opens from the inside.

The roads between here and the western vineyards would turn mean before winter, and two of the families still had property to sell or abandon. They needed spring passage, names of safe inns, and a written promise that arrival would not become examination.

Maeva set the three letters beside one another on the war-loft table. Suzu checked the wax, folds, road grit, and courier marks. Nahari read solely what the paper carried, leaving every future beyond it alone.

The vineyard carter who delivered the first letter lingered below the post until I invited him up. It came from Runa, a cooper’s widow whose son Kelm was ten. Fear made latches move beyond his reach. Windows shut too.

“She ties the cottage door open at night now,” the carter said. Road dust whitened the seams of his coat, and he turned his cap between both hands. “Boy can’t sleep if he believes he’s trapped them both. Runa wants to know whether you can fit his school room with a plain wedge he can test himself. Asked me to hear the answer spoken as well as carry it back.”

Yrsa read that sentence in Runa’s letter twice. Then she walked downstairs, cut three oak wedges from a scrap beam, and set them before the carter.

“One for his room,” she said. “One for the school. One spare.”

The carter tested the first wedge against the war-loft door. Kelm’s practical answer left wrapped in his saddlebag.

Suzu turned another wedge over. “Hardware prepared before client acquisition. Excellent business.”

“Shelter,” I said.

“Same overhead. Better dividends.”

The second letter came from Dalla, whose nine-year-old daughter Orla had acquired a shuttered lantern that spoke unfamiliar names in darkness. They had thrown it into a pond. It returned to the table. They buried it beyond the orchard. It appeared beneath Orla’s bed before dawn.

Dalla underlined one sentence and scored the page beneath: the lantern does not belong to my daughter, though every certifier says attached means owned.

“Ownership requires consent,” Suzu said, without a trace of mischief now.

Vyrissa touched the scored line with one bronze-gold fingertip. “The mother has appraised the distinction correctly.”

Suzu went to the vault and returned with two cash-boxes, one fitted inside the other, both opening from within by a cord threaded through their lids. She placed them beside Orla’s letter.

“Prepared for a sensible client,” she said.

Merta looked at the nested boxes and then at the line about the lantern returning beneath a child’s bed. “Did Orla ask for another box?”

Suzu’s fingers stopped on the inner cord.

“No,” she said.

“Then ask before you build her one.”

The boxes went back to the vault. Only a coil of cord and an uncut plank remained beside the letter, materials without a decision.

Two wick clippings slid from the third fold when Suzu opened it. One came from a family kitchen lamp; the other had bent almost horizontal in a temple when fourteen-year-old Jorin entered. I read both through Dragon’s Measure. The kitchen wick contained a household’s honest use. The temple wick carried a faint line of debt.

Jorin’s father had written for his son and two younger daughters. Every borrowed lamp leaned away from the boy. Crowded inns accused him whenever a flame failed, driving the family to sleep in hedges between market towns.

“Borrowed light dislikes whatever the boy is,” Nahari said, eyes closed. “The letter asks the wrong question.”

“Which question is right?” I asked.

“Whether honest light moves.”

We could not answer from paper. We could prepare the test: a clean census lamp, its oil logged from pressing to wick, waiting at the gate when Jorin eventually arrived.

I wrote each reply myself, left-handed when my right fingers began to shake. I promised a bed behind a bolt the child could open from within and no examination waiting on the other side. For Orla, I asked what she wanted done with the lantern before we built any container. At the bottom of every reply I added one road promise: send word before you move, and we will meet you halfway.

Maeva read the three replies and signed beneath my name as witness. Yrsa added the school mark. Suzu drew a tiny fox beside the sentence about inside bolts, an unauthorized guarantee that every lock would work. Nahari gave the couriers three weather dates. Vyrissa heated sealing wax in her palm and pressed no crest into it, leaving the promises under the banner’s lamp alone.

The riders left by separate roads at dawn. One carried Runa’s answer west with an iron tire voucher for the cart her letter described. One took Orla’s reply north with Suzu’s question and no box at all. The third rode south with a census lamp shielded under canvas so Jorin’s family could test honest light before deciding whether to uproot their lives.

Merta made six beds before the riders cleared the outer wall.

She divided the long room above the school kitchen with three canvas screens. Each bed had a straw mattress, two blankets, a water cup, and a peg within a child’s reach. The shutters opened from inside. So did every door bolt.

On the landing she hung a blue-glazed night lamp with oil for eight hours and set a sand bucket beneath it. An empty chest waited at every bed’s foot. The three nearest the stairs received name cards, written lightly in chalk: KELM. ORLA. JORIN. Chalk could be changed if the children preferred another place.

The remaining beds stayed unnamed.

I found Merta smoothing the sixth blanket while Tam counted cups onto the bedside stools.

“Three petitions,” I said.

“Three children named in them,” she answered. “Jorin has sisters. Mothers and fathers need somewhere to sleep. Roads produce surprises.”

Tam set the sixth cup down. “Make the bed before the child.”

Merta checked its distance from the edge. “Correct.”

Tam was the only child to cross our gate that week. Upstairs, six fresh mattresses smelled of straw and canvas; their bolts waited on the inside, untouched.

Tam’s second lesson began the next afternoon on the warden-post step. His door stayed unopened. I set three lamps on the rail between us: a clean census lamp, a road lantern with a crooked wick, and an old shuttered lamp from the school store.

“Read the hardware first,” I said.

Tam leaned toward the road lantern and stopped a handspan short.

“Bad cut. The char is longer on this side. It pulls the flame.”

“Fix it.”

He trimmed the wick level and pinched away the loose black thread. When I relit it, the flame rose straight.

I turned the census lamp a quarter turn. The afternoon breeze pushed its flame toward Tam. It steadied when he cupped both hands around the glass.

“Wind,” he said.

“How do you know?”

“The smoke goes with it. And the oil doesn’t change color.”

I opened the shutter on the third lamp. Its flame leaned toward him while its smoke climbed straight.

Tam counted six under his breath. “That one’s me.”

“Yes. Leave it alone.”

His hands stayed in his lap. “I could make it straight.”

“I know. Today you read. You don’t reach.”

A cart came up the south road while he copied the three observations onto his slate.

The wagoner drove a pair of dun horses and carried eight lamps from hooks under the cart roof. Seven moved with the ruts. The eighth, a small brass road-light behind the driver’s shoulder, burned lower than the others though its wick stood clean.

“Practice subject,” I said. “The cart is passing.

“We won’t stop it. Tell me what you can see.”

Tam set down his chalk. He watched the cart from the time it crossed the south culvert until the horses drew level with the post.

“The axle lamp is thirsty,” he said.

It gave a wet spit as if agreeing.

“Filed.”

“The one by the oats has a cracked chimney. The left horse doesn’t like it.”

The mare kept turning one ear toward the rattle.

“Filed.”

Tam’s attention settled on the small brass light. The flame held low and steady, blue along the wick and yellow only at the narrow tip.

“That one belongs to him,” Tam said.

“Why?”

“The others answer the cart. That one leans when he leans.”

The wagoner shifted to ease his back. The brass flame tilted the same degree, then returned.

Tam counted again, spacing each number farther apart. “He lost somebody.”

I kept my eyes on the cart. “Observation or answer?”

“Answer.”

He frowned at the distinction. “The observation is that the lamp has adequate oil, the wick is clean, and it burns low when he looks at the empty place beside him. There’s a second seat under the blanket.

“The leather there is worn. His side isn’t.”

The wagon reached the north bend.

“Anything else?” I asked.

“Spring,” Tam said. “Maybe. The blanket has new stitching and old rain marks.”

The cart vanished behind the smithy. I took his slate and drew a line beneath the entry.

“Good read. No reaching.”

“Was I right?”

“We don’t know.”

He accepted that after three more counts. Then he relit the shuttered lamp himself and repeated the hardware check from the beginning.

I asked Osric that evening to make a discreet inquiry along the drove road. He returned after supper with mud on his boots and a name in his tally-book.

The wagoner was Pate Rellis.

His wife, Annis, had died earlier that year. The road-keeper knew she had ridden beside him for many seasons but could not say whether the blanket’s stitching marked spring, grief, or a workmanlike repair. A freight contract still carried both signatures.

Yrsa read Osric’s line once and laid the book beside my left hand. Nahari touched the closed cover with one fingertip. Merta stood in the doorway, flour to both elbows.

“Does he know?” she asked.

“He knows what he observed.”

“Good.”

I entered only what the inquiry proved on the adults’ lesson slate (wife dead, date uncertain, empty seat observed) and locked it in the war-loft drawer. Tam’s slate contained only his three lamp diagrams and the line I had drawn beneath them: READ.

HOLD. ASK BEFORE YOU REACH.



Six days earlier, the progress had come down by hand. Crown soldiers pulled pegs beside march carpenters. Drovers rolled wet canvas.

The kitchen crews had combined their remaining flour for one final breakfast. Men who had faced one another across the Line passed benches, barrels, and harness while every hand stayed with its owner’s reins.

Sidonie shed her riding coat and worked until a quartermaster tried to take the mallet from her.

She handed him the peg and retained the mallet. Her ash-pale braid gathered damp along one shoulder as she moved down the pavilion line. By breakfast she had struck twelve royal pegs, split one, and learned from Colm how to twist a canvas pin free while preserving the wet ground around it.

Colm addressed her as “Highness” each time and corrected her grip twice.

The progress’s chandlers brought us the progress lamps one at a time. Most went back onto southbound wagons.

Seven had been cracked in the draw and could not travel safely. Their keepers asked whether the march wanted them.

“Want has nothing to do with a broken lamp,” Brenna said. “Can they be mended?”

“Yes, Lamp-Captain.”

“Then leave them.”

The old chandler saluted a twelve-year-old with perfect seriousness. The lamps joined Colm’s repair bench.

At the officers’ burial ground, two squads stopped before departure. They trimmed the new flames, pressed their fists to their chests, and left without songs. One sergeant handed Yrsa a whetstone that had belonged to his dead friend.

“He’d want a fighter using it,” the man said.

Yrsa looked at the stone, then at the school yard. “A student will learn on it.”

The sergeant swallowed and nodded. It went into the adult training rack as a tool, useful to the next pair of hands.

Saskia’s hired tent vanished before sunrise. I found one clean rectangle in the grass and no message. By the time the first wagons moved, she was already mounted at Sidonie’s rear guard with the progress’s pay in her saddlebag.

At the border stone, Sidonie dismounted. The fresh etch sat beneath her fingertips, still pale against older cuts.

“Your banner stands on its own ground,” she said. “Mine will stand beside it when asked.”

The first wagon crossed. Then the second.

Families from the candidate train waved to Petra, who stood on the school wall holding her wooden sword over her head. Crown soldiers sang the fox verse badly until Suzu climbed the gate and conducted them through the wrong final line.

Four hundred travelers turned south. The road carried them south and stayed true.

Sidonie waited while the regalia wagon crossed and the last team cleared the stone. Then she took off one glove and pressed her bare palm to the etch.

“The capital will not believe a word of these lines,” she said. “It will have to see the march as I did.”

She worked the glove over each finger, ending with the thumb.

Sidonie’s parting request looked south toward the disbelief awaiting her.

“Come in spring,” she said at the border stone.

“Bring the fox, the saint, the oracle, and both empresses. Bring your Measure. Come as yourselves. I want your true weight set against everything my house calls priceless. I want the court to watch its oldest certainties measured.”

Her ice-grey gaze met mine. I promised we would come.

Her last private exchange was with Maeva at the cornerstone. I was meant to miss it.

Their voices carried. They stood at the cornerstone where the forward-letter sleeps, the golden empress and the ash-pale princess, and Sidonie said, “You let me discover what you are.” And Maeva said, “You discovered it inside a week.

“Telling you would have insulted us both. Your breeding left the knowledge politely unnamed; my caution left it unconfirmed, and we have played that game all season, and I enjoyed it more than I expected to enjoy any court game again.” Sidonie smiled once, her winter-cool gaze warming a fraction. “Teach me the rest when I ask.”

Maeva answered, “Run every decision on what can be proved. Be wholly what you are. Make anyone who reaches to own you meet his own measure.

“You know the heart of it. The rest is practice.”

Neither named the apprenticeship, but both knew it would continue.

Her last act on march soil was to buy eleven Sidonie dolls from the souvenir stall. Eleven little carved princesses, purchased deadpan, “for the palace’s education.” She rode south with them and offered no explanation. A princess taking wooden likenesses to a court that taught her to be a portrait had made a joke and a small revenge. I did not ask. A princess’s dolls were her own.

Dame Petra of the Wooden Blade would stay through winter, the school’s first noble boarder, certificate in hand, drilling her stick in the yard and telling the cohort stories of a lady who wanted nothing from a dragon but a story and got it. Her happiness shone across the yard: a marriage candidate who had found a school, a wooden knighthood, and a cohort of students who thought her a very fine addition to their lives, which she was. She had come to meet a dragon and stayed for the count. I think she got the better bargain, and she knew it.

Halvard stayed. While the progress struck its canvas city and turned south, he continued drilling in the school yard with a practice blade. Sidonie rode past and watched Yrsa correct his high guard.

Halvard met the princess’s eyes, then returned to the count. Sidonie did not call him back.

Vyrissa prepared the grave-gold herself.

She laid the blank ingots on a square of undyed wool in the school yard and washed each bar with water from the north-running stream. The forge had erased every stamp, crown-shape, wick-channel, and royal mark.

Tam watched from the kitchen step. “How many?”

“Thirty-one bars,” she said.

“How many dead?”

Chalk stopped on slate. The nearest practice shield lowered.

Vyrissa did not rebuke him. “More than the bars.”

Tam counted the ingots twice, understood that some numbers did not balance, and brought her a second length of cord. He offered it on his own. She tied the bundle with both cords.

Maeva offered a simple travelling cloth from her old campaign stores. Yrsa checked the weather north. Nahari closed her glass and refused to tell the mountain what waited on its own summit.

Suzu approached the bundle with empty hands.

“A receipt would lie,” the fox said.

“This transfers nothing and incurs nothing. You are taking home what was always yours.”

Vyrissa looked at her for a long moment. “Correctly priced.”

At dawn we walked with her to the fork where the rim road bent away from the sheep track. Ewart’s farm lay beyond the next rise, its chimney already smoking. Yrsa had put two clear-weather marks on the north map and left the rest blank in accordance with Vyrissa’s terms.

“The sheep-man farms thirteen acres below the bend,” I said. “He’ll see you.”

“He has seen me before. He blamed the wine.”

“Wave this time.”

Vyrissa considered the farm smoke. “I will grant the shepherd a better story.”

She crossed the wall in human form before taking the field alone. At the first pale edge of sun, the dragon took full form beyond the outer wall. Bronze-gold wings opened over frosted grass.

She secured the wool bundle beneath one foreleg, where no claw could pierce it.

“I will return by dark,” she said.

“If the mountain keeps you longer, stay longer,” I answered.

Her furnace eyes lowered to me. “That is the correct thing to say and an irritating thing to hear.”

“I learned from five experts.”

A breath of heat rolled over the road.

She launched. The downstroke flattened dead grass in a circle and lifted her above the rim. We honored her decision to go alone.

The Cindermaw remained hers.

All day, the sixth heartbeat moved faintly at the northern edge of the bond. I did not count its distance.

Dragon’s Measure tugged north. I closed it.

The sun had touched the western ridge when a bronze shape crossed it. She passed once above Ewart’s farm before turning south.

A small figure beside the sheep pens waved both arms. Vyrissa lowered one wing in answer and continued flying.

She landed outside the wall without the bundle. Grey mountain dust streaked her scales. Old soot from a place where dragon-fire had burned stone generations ago made a dark smear on one foreclaw.

Every mark on her belonged to stone and ancient fire.

Her vast outline folded inward through wing, scale, and ember until her human shape stood in the grass. Copper-bronze hair fell loose around her shoulders. At the yard pump she washed both hands until the water ran clear, then washed them again.

The household let the burial remain private.

At supper Vyrissa ate little. Tam pushed his bowl of counting stones across the table.

She chose one, cupped it in her palm, and returned it to the bowl. Afterward she came to the hall fire and folded herself close to its warmth.

We left the chairs nearest her empty. I sat on the floor within reach, my shoulder against the same warm stone. The flames reflected in her round-pupiled eyes.

At last, she said:

“One of my dead is lighter than I left it.”

The fire popped. The unanswered question stayed with it.

Two nights later, Suzu found an unsigned ledger page under the open vault door. Its arrival had escaped every eye on the stair. A dry wick had been pressed into the fold, flattened until its weave showed through the paper.

Suzu brought it to the hall with both hands visible. “Empty pockets. Honest delivery.”

That warned us before the words did.

Odette’s ruled hand carried two lines:

The palace keeps a lamp older than the palace.

It is not on any count.

I lifted the pressed wick with tweezers.

It looked plain: braided flax, smoke-dark at one end, cut cleanly at the other. The Measure read the fragment as clean of debt. When Maeva brought a candle near it, however, the candle flame bent down as though bowing toward something below the floor.

Nahari left her eyes shut. “Do not burn it.”

“I had no intention of burning unknown evidence in my hall,” I said.

Suzu looked at the scorch mark above the old map-table. “A strong new policy.”

Vyrissa lowered her nose a finger’s width above the wick and breathed in.

A copper shimmer crossed her shoulders. “Old smoke. Older stone.

“The smoke carries no trace of grave-gold.”

“Can you price the age?” Maeva asked.

“Older than my memory of this kingdom. Younger than the mountain. That is all.”

Odette had risked obtaining a piece of its dead wick. Dragon’s Measure found no debt in it, yet a living candle bowed when the flax came near.

I wrapped the wick in clean linen and carried it with Odette’s unsigned page to Bram’s lockbox. Both went beside Halden’s testament and the Kingslight rite-order.



On the evening of our survey, Esra’s lamp burned on one side of the warden-post door and the march’s flame on the other. Between them hung a new empty bracket, sized for a lamp no one had lit.

Beside it, the new petition board was already full. Seven folded requests sat under wooden clips, road-dust in their creases, and a second empty board leaned ready against the wall.

“Who made the bracket?” I asked.

Brenna gave me a twelve-year-old’s patient look. “The cohort.”

“What is it for?”

“Whoever needs the light next.”

Through the open door, Tam finished supper beneath Merta’s slate: A BED BUYS NO DEMONSTRATION. He had set one empty bowl at the table with two counting stones beside it, available but not assigned.

Upstairs, Merta had turned down one blanket on the bed nearest the landing. The other doors stayed open, their chalk cards blank.

At supper, Tam recited the lesson without prompting. “Read. Hold. Ask before you reach.”

Vyrissa occupied the corner nearest his chair, pretending to study one of his counting stones while listening to every sound in the room. The dragon had already learned the names in the petitions. She sounded Kelm twice, then Orla, then Jorin, committing each to whatever vast place held the count of her flight and Esra’s lamp.

“They have not arrived,” I reminded her.

“Names often arrive before bodies,” Vyrissa said. “A keeper begins when the name is entrusted.”

Maeva passed behind me carrying clean cups. “Your empty wing appears crowded.”

“Merta made six beds.”

“A prudent opening figure.”

From the kitchen, Merta said, “I heard that.”

The Golden Empress set down the cups. “Then hear the next item too. The west room needs another screen before spring. Privacy is cheaper before the wagon reaches the gate.”

“Canvas is already cut.”

Maeva looked delighted and handed Merta the key to the linen store.

Bram came through the inner door carrying the stew pot one-handed and complaining that six empty beds consumed onions at cavalry rates through anticipation alone. Yrsa followed with wooden bowls balanced against one forearm. Nahari moved the blue night lamp away from the steam. Suzu stole a heel of bread from beside Merta’s knife, lost it to Tam, and accepted the theft with invoice-serious dignity.

Dame Petra stowed her wooden sword under the bench so nobody tripped over it. Halvard arrived late from drilling and took the place nearest the door, the place Kelm might want in spring. When he saw the chalk name card on the stair, he shifted one chair aside to leave the exit lane clear. He never mentioned doing it.

Merta added water to the pot, tasted it, and added onions anyway. Above us, six aired beds waited. Around the table, bowls passed from hand to hand until every place was filled.

I paid my copper into the road-shrine cup, the porter’s toll I had offered since long before there was a march or a school.

Two coins already lay inside. One was fox-polished bright, Suzu’s particular mark for luck. The other was scale-glinting bronze-gold, four centuries out of date, from a mint older than the province’s name.

I laughed alone at the shrine and left all three coins together. I counted six heartbeats, five near and one deep, and went in to dinner.



Elsewhere, a hall of hanging lamps existed beyond weather. Its roof stayed dry, and still air filled its aisles. Chains descended from darkness too high to measure, each carrying a lamp and a narrow tag.

Some flames burned bright, casting rings across the floor. Others had diminished to red threads. Thousands burned with the unwavering low steadiness of a debt not yet due.

The royal row hung at the center, dark from end to end.

Each vessel bore the same small tag: VOID. The founder’s lamp, larger than a man’s head, showed bare glass around an empty socket.

Halvard’s smaller vessel hung dark. The surviving officers’ lamps hung cold beside two cracked globes whose black interiors reflected nothing. Every branch running outward from the royal row ended in darkness.

The whole age of the oldest account in the kingdom had gone out together.

A pale hand passed along the row. One fingertip touched the founder’s glass, and a white rim of frost formed beneath it. The dead vessel swung once on its chain.

Its neighbors remained still.

The hand moved to Halvard’s lamp.

A thumb turned the VOID tag so the word faced outward. The hand left the settled tag in place and the lamp dark. At the last dark vessel, the hand paused, then lowered.

A worktable waited beneath the rows. Tools lay arranged on it by size: wick shears, narrow probes, glass cutters, silver needles, spools of thread, and a small knife sharpened on both edges. Beside them stood an inkstone and a shallow dish holding soot from extinguished lamps.

A ledger lay open beside a map.

The map had begun at the capital’s outer wall. Thin black streets passed through drawn gates and divided into alleys. Wells appeared as compass-drawn circles.

Bridges crossed an inked river.

Every public lamp had been marked with a small flame-shaped stroke. Each private light received a dot. The pattern advanced inward, block by block, counting every street.

At the center waited a blank space where the palace stood.

The pale hand dipped its pen into soot-dark ink. It added the next street, then the next.

A market square took shape. Covered drains entered beneath it. Lamp-lines converged on the palace foundations from six directions.

Two lines had been written beneath the half-drawn city:

TERMS ARE ENDING.

MARKETS REMAIN.

Far above the worktable, one untagged lamp opened to a thin, colorless flame.

The pale hand set down its pen. The small knife remained beside the inkstone, already sharp. Two fingers settled on the blank heart of the map, and the hand began to draw the palace.
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Chapter 1: The Warden’s Thaw

The drill in the Anchor wing that morning used no swords. It used a candle, a draft, and three children who had not slept well.

Tam ran it. He had appointed himself to it the way he did everything now, without announcement, on the theory that a job left undone would eventually be done by somebody worse.

“Hands where you can see them,” he said. “Feet under you. Now find the lamp with your eyes and don’t reach for it.”

Kelm found it first. He was ten, cooper’s-widow’s son, and his whole body wanted to lunge at the flame the way a dog wants a thrown stick. He kept his hands in his lap because Tam had told him to and because the wanting was the whole exercise.

The candle stood on the sill with the shutter cracked behind it. The draft came off the thaw-cold morning and pushed the flame flat toward the boy.

Borrowed light sometimes behaved strangely near an ungraded child. But this was an honest kitchen candle, oil logged from pressing to wick by Osric’s own hand, and it only bent with the wind.

“It’s the draft,” Kelm said. “The smoke proves I’m not pulling it.”

“How do you know?”

“The smoke goes the same way.” He was proud of that. “And the wick’s clean.”

“Read it. Don’t reach.”

Kelm’s fingers twitched once in his lap and stayed.

Orla went next. She was nine, and she had come to us in winter with a lantern that spoke names in the dark and kept clawing back out of burial. We had melted the lantern’s leash off it in the yard the first week and she had watched it with the terrible steadiness of a child deciding whether to trust one more adult. She still slept with her door bolted from the inside. The bolt was her idea. So was checking it twice.

She looked at the candle. The candle did not care about her one way or another, which was, for Orla, a novelty worth the whole trip.

“Wind,” she said.

“You’re sure?”

“It’s boring.” She said the word like a diagnosis. “Boring’s how you know it’s honest.”

Tam wrote that down. He wrote everything down. His slate said READ. HOLD. ASK BEFORE YOU REACH across the top in a hand that was getting better, and under it a column of small observations that would mean nothing to anyone but the child who made them.

Jorin stood at the back with his arms crossed. He was fourteen, and too old to be told to sit on a kitchen floor, and doing it anyway because his two little sisters were in the next room and he had decided that whatever this place was, it was better than a hedge between market towns. Borrowed lamps behaved strangely around him, wavering when the air stayed still. He had spent his whole life being blamed for it in crowded inns.

Nobody here blamed him for anything. It was taking him time to believe that was a real rule and not a trap with a slow spring.

“You don’t have to sit,” I told him.

“I know.” He sat anyway, an inch, a compromise with his own pride. “It’s just lamps.”

“It’s just lamps,” I agreed.

The lamps were only the surface, and he knew it; the not-saying was the lesson. A boy who has been driven out of six inns for a thing he can’t help learns fast that the dangerous word is the true one. We were teaching him a slower truth: that the thing he could do might be a door, and that a door is only frightening if you have decided it must open the moment it can. We had not decided that. We were in no hurry. Hurry was the other people’s mistake, the pedlar’s mistake. The Millbrook letter on my table already smelled of someone selling speed to frightened people.

Merta’s law ran under the whole drill like a floor you don’t notice until it isn’t there. Nobody studies your child. We teach, or we leave them be. She had said it to me first about Tam, in a kitchen, with flour to both elbows and a knife she’d have used if I’d argued, and I had not argued, and it had become the founding statute of the wing without anyone voting on it. A certifier studies. A certifier prods and grades and prices. We did none of that. We put a candle on a sill and taught a frightened child to sit still in front of it, which is a smaller thing and a much harder one.

The smallest of them recited the rule at the end. That was tradition already, three weeks old, which in a house of children is ancient. Orla stood up, dusted her knees with great ceremony, and said it flat, the way you say a thing you have decided is true.

“We hold first. Doors later.”

“Doors later,” Tam echoed.

“Even the ones that want opening,” Kelm added, because he liked the part that scared him.

“Especially those,” I said.

The younger children of the wing drifted in at the tail of it, the way they did every morning, drawn by the small fire and the low voices the way children are drawn to any warmth with people around it. Jorin’s two sisters, visiting from their mother’s room in the west guest quarters, came to the doorway in their nightshifts. The elder held the younger’s hand while they watched their brother sit on a kitchen floor in front of a candle he was not allowed to touch. They did not understand it and did not need to. The younger one asked, in the enormous whisper of a child who believes she is being quiet, whether Jorin was in trouble. The elder told her he was learning, in the same tone, and that learning looked like trouble but wasn’t, which was the truest thing anyone said in that kitchen and she was six. Jorin’s ears went red and he did not turn around and he held his hands in his lap, and I saw the back of a fourteen-year-old’s neck decide that he would sit on a hundred kitchen floors before he let those two see him flinch at a candle again.

Merta came through with the morning’s bread while the drill wound down, and she did not stop, and she did not comment, and she left a heel of it on the sill beside the candle where a hungry boy would find it without being told he’d been noticed being hungry. That was the whole art of her. She fed the wing the way the wing needed feeding, which was sideways, without a bill.

“Bolts,” she said, once, to Orla, on her way out.

“Checked twice,” Orla said.

“Good girl.”

I counted them on the way out because counting is what my hands do when they are not carrying anything. Three ungraded residents in the wing: Kelm ten, Orla nine, Jorin fourteen. His sisters were visitors, housed with their mother in the west guest quarters rather than taking wing beds. One march-born reader taught them: Tam, twelve, whose own door we had taught him not to open and who had turned that discipline into a vocation. Nineteen made up the second cohort. Five had morning drill in the yard under Yrsa’s chalk; the other fourteen were split between lamp rounds, kitchen duty, and the south-field count. All learned the count-and-step that ran in a line back through Yrsa to a garrison instructor ninety-five years dead. Six beds Merta had made in autumn, four full now, two waiting with blank chalk cards because Merta made beds before children the way other people set places for guests they intend to keep.

Every one of them was a petition made flesh. A careful-hand letter, folded by an adult who had practiced the wording, please give the child a door that opens from the inside, become a child eating bread off a windowsill in a house that had decided not to be afraid of them. I had spent five years carrying other men’s glory in a pack. This was something I had built that now carried itself.

I counted heartbeats too, out of the other habit. Six including mine. Four near and one deep, the deep one moving at the northern edge of everything like weather that had decided to be patient about me.

The map of my hands had finished last autumn and healed over winter to a dull silver that ran to the fingertips and did not hurt anymore. I could hold a pencil for a full page now, and close a fist hard enough to mean it, and lace a boot without the fine tremor that had haunted the week after Kingslight. I noticed things like that, the way a man notices a debt paid: with a small private relief he does not mention to anyone.

The tracery was permanent. It would not fade and it would not grow, because the map was complete: silver climbed from my forearms past both elbows and shoulders, crossed my collarbone and throat-base to my jawline, then ran over the backs of both hands to the fingertips. Every overdraft I had ever spent was written into me where anyone could read it. Yrsa re-wrapped it out of habit some mornings and left the wrap loose on one finger for no reason she’d admit. Maeva audited it with her eyes over breakfast like a ledger she was fond of. Nahari oiled it. Vyrissa did not touch it at all, only looked, which from a dragon is the most careful thing there is. I had stopped covering it. A man’s hands are his receipts, and I had decided some time in the winter that I was done being ashamed of a bill I would pay again.



The departure council met in the war-loft with the maps down and the accounts open, and its whole purpose was to prove we were not needed.

That was the point of it. A march you cannot leave has become a chain with your name on the far end. We had spent the seasons since the march was granted building a place that ran without the people who built it, and this morning we were going to test the work by walking away from it for ten weeks.

Maeva convened it because Maeva convened everything short of the weather, and only left the weather because Vyrissa had claimed it.

“Who rides,” she said, and did not phrase it as a question.

“The household,” I said. “All five of you. Bram for the taproom and the wager book. Wend to drive. Colm for the rigs, because there is not a lamp-run in the kingdom he can’t make honest. Torvald, Sela, Wat as the teaching proof: a graduate team the court can watch drill so it stops asking me whether we teach or we conscript.”

“Petra,” Maeva said.

“Petra as the school’s ambassador. Her words. She has a title now.”

“She has three titles now,” Suzu said from the rafters, where she was hanging by her knees over the treasury ledger because she read best upside down and would fight you about it. “Ambassador of the Wooden Blade. Boarder-in-Chief. And whatever she made up over breakfast, which was ‘Envoy Extraordinary to the Dragon,’ and which I refused to notarize on the grounds that it is not a real thing.”

“It is now,” said Vyrissa. She stood in the wide doorway she’d had cut to her own dimensions, and she did not so much enter rooms as decide to be in them. “I have an envoy. I find I approve.”

“You are not helping,” Suzu told her.

“I am not trying to.”

“Helvane joins us on the guild road,” I added. “He sent word. Six riders, no ceremony, and a letter that says, and I quote Osric’s copy, ‘I invested in this circus early. I intend to watch it play the capital.’”

“He wants to see his advice pay,” Maeva said. “He told you to be magnificent. He would like to be present when it is cheaper than a war.”

“He can pay for his own supper being present,” said Bram, who had opinions about margraves and their appetites.

Halvard was there too, at the edge of it, in the plain leathers he’d worn all winter instead of the shine the Crown had issued him. He’d come north as a witness last autumn and stayed as a student, and now he was riding back to court as the thing the court would least be able to argue with: living proof, with calluses.

“I’ll go ahead by two days,” he said. “The order will want warning that I’m bringing teachers. Some of them will pretend they don’t.”

“Let them pretend,” Yrsa said. She was cleaning a blade she did not need cleaned, which meant she was thinking. “Pretending’s cheaper than being taught. They’ll spend it and come back broke.”

“Who holds,” I said, and that list was longer and mattered more.

Merta held. Merta had held the whole home front into existence with her two hands and a boarding kitchen, and she would hold it the way a keel holds a boat, invisibly and without thanks and while overruling everyone about onions. The wing was hers. The children were hers to feed and no one’s to study.

Brenna held the census. She was twelve and she defended the lamp-count like scripture, and this winter she had added a column that she guarded harder than the rest of the tally put together.

“Two hundred and sixty-one,” she said, when I asked, because she knew I would ask and she liked being ready. “And forty of those are the KEPT column, which is not the same thing as the lit column, and if Osric lets anyone confuse the two while you’re gone I’ll write to you about it.”

“Write to me about it either way,” I said. “I like the letters.”

“They cost stamps,” she said, but she was pleased. “I’ll send the census monthly and a note if anyone gets clever with the KEPT column. And you’ll write back which lamps the capital keeps, because eleven thousand is a number somebody made up and I want the real one.”

“Eleven thousand,” Suzu said from the rafters, interested. “That’s a robbing number. Nobody counts eleven thousand of anything. They count some and estimate the rest and round up for pride.”

“Then we’ll count them,” Brenna said, as if this settled it, which for her it did.

Osric held the tally, ruling straight lines on everything that would hold ink and hiding from anyone who tried to thank him for it. Wend’s brother would drive the second wagon of the home stores. And Tam held the one thing none of us could hold for him: a door that stayed shut. His skill sat ungraded in every book we owned, a nascent Anchor’s door that we had taught him not to open, because the first rule of the wing was the rule Orla had recited on the kitchen floor.

It was a strange thing, to ride away from a boy carrying a power I’d have given a great deal to spare him, and to trust a twelve-year-old to keep his own door shut for ten weeks. But that was what we’d built: a rule inside the children instead of a wall around them. We hold first. A wall you can climb. A rule a child believes, he carries with him even into a room where no adult is watching, which is the only place it ever matters.

“We hold first,” Tam said, when I told him the wing was his to watch. He said it the way he said arithmetic, as a fact that steadied him. “Doors later. I’ll log everything.”

“I know you will.”

“Even the boring things.”

“Especially those.”



Sidonie’s letter had come by fast courier at the first thaw, and it had been read at the supper table four times, which for a document is a kind of fame.

Maeva read it again now, for the council, because reading it aloud had become a small ritual and rituals are how a household braces itself before a road.

“‘Come in spring,’” she read. “‘Bring the fox, the saint, the oracle, and both empresses. Bring your Measure. Come as yourselves. The court has never once survived that, and I would like to watch it try.’”

“She added that last line since the border stone,” I said.

“She has been practicing,” Maeva said, and there was something in her voice like a teacher who has caught a bright student improving without permission. “Good.”

Beside the letter on the table lay a single page in a ruled, unsigned hand. It had arrived the way Odette’s pages always arrived, under a door, past every eye on the stair, delivered by a courtesy between ghosts that we had stopped trying to catch. A dry wick was pressed into the fold, flattened until the weave showed through the paper.

Two lines.

The palace keeps a lamp older than the palace.

It is not on any count.

“She has been in the capital all winter,” Nahari said. She had her eyes shut, which was how she looked at anything she meant to understand. “Counting. She counts as I refuse to look: to find the one thing the counting can’t hold.”

“Can you price the wick?” Maeva asked.

“Vyrissa priced it in autumn,” I said. “Older than the kingdom. Younger than the mountain. No grave-gold in the smoke. And a living candle bows to it.”

From the doorway, Vyrissa said, without heat, without hurry, as she said the things that had waited a long time to be said:

“I will know it when I am near it.”

Everyone looked at her. She let them. A dragon gives audiences; it does not explain itself on request.

“Old fires know each other,” she said. “That is all. Do not ask me how long I have wondered. It is a rude question and I would answer it and you would wish I hadn’t.”

Nobody asked. I set the not-asking beside Odette’s pressed wick. Her slow heartbeat had not changed its rhythm at all when she said it. Whatever waited under that city, Vyrissa had already decided not to meet it cheaply.



The last petition of the morning came from a village a week south, on the wagon-road we were going to take anyway. After enough petitions, coincidence starts looking like a route.

It was in a woman’s hand, careful, the ink of someone who has practiced the wording on a scrap first so as not to waste good paper on shaking.

Half of Millbrook’s deed-stone had gone grey since winter, she wrote. The grey carried no scar. A scar is what a lie earns; everyone knows that; a man who oversells his kills at the stone wears the mark like a bruise. This was different. This was the light going out of true names, the etch of honest deeds gone dim as a pinched wick, and the men whose names had dimmed were not dead. They were alive, and working, and warm to the touch, and they had sold their names to a smiling pedlar for gold that spent very well.

She wanted the Anchor to un-sell her husband.

She did not know if that was a thing that could be done. She wrote it the way you write a thing you are ashamed to hope for. And then she ended the letter with a line that did the work of a whole winter, and I read it twice and then set it down and did not read it a third time because a man has to save some room in himself for the road.

His side of the bed is warm, she wrote. HE isn’t.

I have read a great many petitions. A petition is a person doing arithmetic on their own suffering to see if it comes to a number worth a stranger’s trouble. Most of them undercount, out of pride or fear, and you learn to read the true weight under the modest figure. This one had put its whole account down in six words and asked for nothing but that.

“Read it again,” Maeva said.

I read her the line. She did not do anything with her face, which is what Maeva does when a thing has landed hard: an empress rations her reactions, she does not fumble them. She had trusted one man with everything, once, in a garden, and he had fed her hemlock among the healing herbs and wept at her funeral for the record. She knew what it was to have someone’s warmth stay where the someone had gone.

“A week south,” I said. “On our road.”

“Millbrook,” Maeva said, already moving it in her head into the shape of a campaign. “We stop. We read it like a dungeon. We do not promise the woman anything we have not priced.”

“We buy her husband back,” Yrsa said, “if the price is a price we can pay.”

“We find out what’s buying,” I said. “Which is the part that matters, because a woman in one village I can help. A pedlar who’s been selling all winter up and down these roads, I have to break at the source or I spend my life buying men back one at a time until I die of it.”

Nahari opened her eyes.

“One of those,” she said, “is a wound. One is a hearth. You will meet both this spring, and the whole trick will be not confusing which is which.” She braided a strand of silver hair and unbraided it, thinking out loud as she did when a thing was still too far off to see clean. “That is my only prophecy today, and it is barely one. Buy me nothing on it.”

“A pedlar who pays gold for names,” Suzu said, and for once there was no game in it. She had come down out of the rafters to look at the letter, and she read it the way a locksmith reads a broken door, professionally, with a small growing anger. “A fence moves what you already lost. This buys the man’s own weight off him while he’s still standing in it, then pays him to smile about it.” She set the page down carefully, as if it might be evidence. “I’ve done a lot of dishonest things. I never did that one. There’s a floor, and that’s under it.”

“There’s a floor,” I agreed. “We’ll find out what’s standing on the other side of it.”

Vyrissa said nothing. But her slow heartbeat, at the northern edge of me, had gone a half-beat slower, the way it did when she was reading something old in the shape of a new thing. I filed the change and said nothing back.



The going-away pile was smaller than the welcome-pile ever was, and quieter, and that quiet was its own kind of load.

A household that leaves does not get a fair. It gets a stack of things by the door: Bram’s tapped keg for the road, Colm’s rig-boxes labeled in his blocky hand, Merta’s hamper that weighed as much as a child and would be gone in three days, six wrapped cheeses that Suzu had already appraised and pronounced “criminally underinsured.”

Petra came to see us off with her wooden blade at her hip, worn exactly the way a real knight wears a real sword, which is to say she had forgotten it was wood.

“Ambassador,” I said.

“Warden.” She saluted with two fingers, gravely. “I’ll represent the yard. I’ll tell the capital the good stories and the frightening ones too, but I’ll tell the frightening ones slow.”

Yrsa gave one short nod. “Useful stories first. Court people need the extra time.”

Petra considered this like a woman receiving state doctrine, which, to her, it was. “Useful stories first,” she agreed. “Understood.”

The insurance negotiation happened in the yard, and it is the reason I will remember that morning even after the rest of it sands smooth. Maeva took apart one of Suzu’s schemes before the wagons had moved.

Suzu lost this particular audit.

She had opened, as she always opened, with a policy. Her copper tower, the stack of shrine coppers returned after sixty years and kept on the hall shelf ever since, now rode in a padded travel case on the third wagon. She declared the keepsake insured for the road “against fire, theft, flood, and the general malice of hills,” at a premium of one polished copper per week payable to the Reeve, meaning her.

“Denied,” Maeva said, without looking up from the manifest she was auditing.

Suzu blinked. “You can’t deny a policy. That’s not how policies work. I write them. You suffer them.”

“I am counter-auditing.” Maeva turned the manifest so the fox could read it. “The tower is your property. The travel case is march property. You are proposing to insure your own copper to yourself, at a premium the house pays you, which makes you both the underwriter and the beneficiary, and which I believe your own vocabulary would call ‘a conflict of interest wearing a hat.’”

There was a silence in the yard of a very particular quality.

“That,” Suzu said slowly, “is the most beautiful thing anyone has ever done to me.”

“It voids the policy.”

“It absolutely voids the policy. I’m going to frame it.” She was already grinning the fox-fire grin, the one that meant she’d found something better than winning. “You audited the insurance scheme. I taught the princess to do this, and now I’m going to have to un-teach her, or you two are going to bankrupt me out of pure professional respect.”

“That policy claim died on merit,” Bram observed from the keg. He had the pleased, wheezing look of a man watching a long-running argument finally break the right way. “Write it down, somebody.”

“I’m writing it down,” said Osric, who was.

Bram, for his part, refused to insure anything at all.

“Not a single item,” he said, when Suzu tried, on principle, to sell him coverage on the taproom keg. “I have looked at this trip, and I will tell you my terms plain. I do not insure against royalty. I do not insure against weather. And I do not, under any circumstance a man could name, insure against dragons.” He nodded at Vyrissa on the roof. “No offense.”

“None taken,” Vyrissa said. “I am uninsurable. It is one of my finer qualities.”

Wend, who would drive the lead wagon and had listened to the whole negotiation with the patience of a man who has driven this family a long way, offered his one contribution from the wagon-seat. “I insure nothing either,” he said. “But I’ll get you there.” And that was Wend’s entire speech for the week, and the quiet certainty of it settled the whole yard, and Suzu wrote him a policy anyway, unasked, insuring the household against “arriving late, arriving cross, or arriving in the wrong century,” premium waived, “because some coverage is a gift.” Wend folded it into his coat without reading it. That was how he accepted a gift.



Suzu stole the pencil before we mounted.

She did it as she always did it, with full eye contact, which is the opposite of how a thief steals and the whole reason it was ours and not a theft. My pencil, the one that lived in the notebook in my left coat pocket, gone between one breath and the next, and her hand already back at her side as if it had never left.

“Early,” I said.

“Pre-luck,” she said. “It compounds. You want it working before we hit the road, not scrambling to catch up at the first bandit. Interest accrues from the moment of theft. Basic principle.”

And then, before I could file it, she put it back. Slid it into my pocket, no ceremony, no invoice, her face gone briefly and entirely serious in the way it only did when the joke had a floor of something under it.

Nobody commented. That was the rule with Suzu, never spoken and never broken: when the fox does the sincere thing in the middle of the game, you let it stand, and you do not point at it, because pointing at it would make her have to be funny about it, and some things she had earned the right to mean.

I mounted. The column formed. Wend took the lead wagon, Colm the rigs, the graduates fell in by the second cohort’s borrowed drill-order because Wat could not stop teaching even while packing. Petra rode beside the graduate wagon with her wooden sword raised over her head, and the children of the wing crowded the gate, and Orla shouted “Doors later!” at us like a battle cry, and Kelm shouted it after her, and Jorin, at the back, lifted one hand in place of a shout, which from Jorin was a parade.

We rode down through a march that was visibly not going to fall apart without us, and I made myself glad of that instead of the other thing, which was the old porter reflex that says a man is only worth what he is presently carrying.

The road took the first miles the way spring roads do, half mud and half memory, the thaw running in the ruts and the ditches loud with it. Colm rode ahead of his own rigs and worried at them from a distance. Wat had the graduates counting fence-posts against a sand-glass for no reason except that Osric had taught him a count is a muscle and a muscle idle is a muscle lost. Bram told the wyvern story to Sela, who had not heard it, and it had grown a second wyvern since autumn, and I did not correct it because a man’s war stories are his own to inflate.

Maeva rode at my shoulder with the Millbrook letter refolded in her glove and the whole capital already laid out in her head like a board she’d been given the pieces to a week early.

“We do not arrive at that city as supplicants,” she said, to the road, to me, to four hundred years of a court built on her own empire’s bones. “The princess said come as yourselves. I intend to. The last time I was south of the Wend, summoner, three duchies did what I told them and a fourth wished it had. I am not going to walk into their grandchildren’s palace with my eyes down.”

“Nobody’s asking you to.”

“The court will ask me to without knowing it’s asking. That is what courts do. They lower a room by half an inch and see who ducks.” Her green eyes had the auditing light in them, pricing a city she hadn’t reached. “I do not duck. I re-tailor the doorway.”

Behind us, on the wind, Vyrissa flew a long slow circle over the column and then went ahead to sun herself on some outcrop where she could watch the road unspool, a bronze rumor against a thin spring sky, an envoy of her own weather. The souvenir stalls of Dun Barrow had two weeks to improve their dragons.



The fox shrine sat where it had always sat, at the fork below the outer wall, weathered fox on a leaning post under a rotted little roof, the seal-stone at its foot cut with spiral script older than anyone’s memory.

I paid it, because I have paid it since before there was a march, since a thing under a road is still a debt and a man settles his small debts on his way out of a place so they don’t follow him.

My copper went into the cup. And there were coins already in it. There were always coins now.

One was fox-polished bright, Suzu’s mark, luck laid on top of luck.

One was scale-glinting bronze-gold, four centuries out of date, a mint older than the province, which was Vyrissa’s, and which I had stopped questioning.

And one I did not know.

It sat on top of the other three like it had been placed there in the night, and it should have been cold, because the morning was cold, because the thaw was barely a thaw and the metal in that cup had spent the night in it.

It was warm.

I picked it up. Uncirculated, the die-marks sharp as the day it was struck, no wear on the rim, no grease of a hundred hands. A coin that had never been spent, from a grave that had been minting for a dynasty that was four dynasties dead. And it lay in my palm warm as a held hand, warm the way a coin is warm when someone has just closed their fist around it, except no one had, except it had been sitting in a stone cup in the cold all night, giving off a heat it had no honest right to.

I knew that mint. I had held its cousins before. The grave-coin that paid Dreven’s snatchers to hunt children on the Coldharbour road. The uncirculated penny in the Gilt Hunt’s grave-money, struck two hundred and ninety years too early to be spending. Warm money out of cold ground, paying for cold work. I had a small collection of it now, in Bram’s lockbox, each piece a receipt for something the Saint’s economy had bought and I had broken.

But those had been evidence, found. This one had been left. Placed on top of my own copper and the fox’s and the dragon’s, in the night, in the one cup in the county where I paid my smallest and oldest debt. Somebody wanted me to know they knew where I paid it.

“Vyrissa,” I said.

She came down off the wall in human form and landed beside my horse without seeming to fall, and she did not touch the coin. She lowered her face toward my open hand and breathed in, slow, the copper shimmer crossing her shoulders that meant the Measure had woken behind her eyes.

Her furnace-gold eyes went narrow and very bright.

“Southern money,” she said. “Grave-minted. The warmth is false.” She straightened, and looked down the road that ran south, the road we were about to take, the road that every road in the letter had bent toward.

“Bought and left here on purpose,” I said.

“Yes.” She did not soften it. Vyrissa set things down where you could see them and let their weight be the mercy. “A creditor’s greeting, left to prove he knows the debtor’s address.” She looked at the coin, and then at my hand, the silver tracery and the warm gold together in the one palm. “Do not carry it against your skin. Wrap it. This is wrong warmth.”

“The wrong warmth,” I said.

She looked down the southern road. “Old graves. New spending.”


Chapter 2: Millbrook

We came into Millbrook on the seventh day, and I read it the way I read a dungeon: from the outside in, counting exits, before I let anyone tell me what I was looking at.

Forty households. A tavern, a mill on a slow brown race, a deed-stone in the common under a lime tree that had not leafed yet. Ordinary. I had walked through a hundred villages like it in five years of carrying. None ever made a song.

The stone was the tell. Six names had gone dark.

I have stood before a great many deed-stones. A working stone is a quiet blaze of small names, a village’s whole memory of who did right by whom, lit in weights you learn to read at a glance: the big steady glow of a life’s work, the bright brief flare of one good winter, the honest dim of a small kindness that still counted. And a lie shows too. Swear a falsehood at a stone and it rebounds grey, a bruise on your name that everyone can see.

Six names on the Millbrook stone had gone out. Their etches carried no scar and none of the grey bruising left by a caught lie. The light had been drained from intact letters, pinched out like wicks between wet fingers, leaving cold stone in the shape of a man’s good deeds.

“Nobody lied here,” Nahari said. She stood well back from it, eyes shut. “Someone subtracted the light.”

“Six,” I said. “Out of maybe two hundred lit.”

“Six that sold,” Maeva said. “So far.”

The wives came out to us before the men did. That was the second tell, and the worse one.

In a village where nothing is wrong, the men come out to a lord’s column. They come to be seen, to take the measure of you, to hear what you want and decide what it’ll cost them. The women stay in the doorways with the children on their hips. That’s the old shape of it, and I’ve watched it a hundred times, and I don’t much like it but I know how to read it.

Here it was inside out. Six women crossed the common to us with their jaws set, and their men stayed in their yards and their doorways, warm-handed, watching, not bothering. A man who has sold his weight has no measure left to take of you. He knows it. He stands in his door and lets his wife do the fighting because the part of him that used to walk out to meet a stranger has been pinched out like a wick, and he can feel the cold place where it stood.



The sold men were alive. I want that set down plain, because it is the horror of the thing and I spent the day fighting the urge to call it something it wasn’t.

Husks walked to heel with dead eyes tracking nothing; I had seen Ilsabet reduced to that violation and felt it in my teeth. Harmon was different. His etch held a line about a bridge-toll he’d forgiven a neighbor for one hard winter, and he stood in his own yard splitting his own wood, warm-handed, breathing, whole.

He just did not weigh anything anymore. And he knew it.

That was the part the leash never had. A husk doesn’t know. This man knew. He set the axe down when I came to the fence and he looked at me with the flat, tired courtesy of someone who has already had this conversation with himself and lost it.

“You’re the Anchor,” he said. “The one my Sanna wrote to.”

“I am.”

“She shouldn’t have.” He wiped his hands on his apron out of habit, a man tidying himself for a guest. “I signed it fair. Nobody held a knife. He counted out the gold and I took it and I signed the little book, and the winter got paid for, and the children ate.” He said it the way you say a thing you have decided must be true so you can live behind it. “I don’t feel any different.”

“Your wife does,” I said.

He looked at the woodpile. His hands were warm. His eyes were his own. And behind them there was no quiet private ballast, only the absence of it. He felt the gap the way you feel a drawn tooth with your tongue: reaching for something that used to be there and finding smooth cold flesh.

“His side of the bed is warm,” I heard, in Sanna’s careful ink, and the sentence landed all the way down. The man was home. The man was gone. Both were true, and he was the one who had to live in the space between them.

“Don’t promise him anything,” Maeva murmured at my shoulder. “Read it first.”



We receipted the pedlar cold, the way we’d learned to receipt the Saint’s work: no rage, just paper.

The trail was at the tavern till. The keeper, an anxious wide woman named Goodwife Herrold, tipped her cash-box onto the bar for me without being asked twice, because word travels and she’d heard what the Warden’s coming meant.

“He paid for a room and three suppers,” she said. “Good coin. Better than good. Look at it, it’s like it come off the die yesterday.” She lowered her voice, though there was no one to hear but us and a cat. “And he was pleasant. That’s the thing I keep turning over. Pleasant past good sense. Laughed at every little thing. Tipped the girl. And I couldn’t have told you the color of his eyes to save my life, and when he laughed there wasn’t any breath under it. You know how a real laugh moves a man’s chest? His didn’t. It was just the sound.”

Suzu went still at that, as she’d gone still over the letter.

“Say that again,” she said. “The part about the laugh.”

“No breath under it,” the keeper repeated, uneasy at being made to. “Like a bellows with the leather gone. Same air, no push.”

“Filed,” I said, and meant it. Suzu wrote it with the pencil she’d stolen back off me somewhere on the road. It made two thieves go quiet in the same afternoon.

It had. Uncirculated, warm to the finger, the same sharp die-marks. I laid one of my own beside it, the one from the shrine, and Suzu bent over the pair with a jeweler’s loupe she had certainly stolen from an observatory.

“Same mint,” she said. “Same reign, four dynasties dead. Same as Dreven’s purse. Same as the Gilt Hunt’s grave-money in Bram’s box.” She straightened. “It’s not a coincidence and it’s not a coincidence twice. Somebody’s been paying for cold work with warm graves for years, and they’ve stopped hunting children with it and started buying grown men who’ll sign.”

“Cheaper,” I said. “A child you have to catch. A man you just have to be patient with until his winter costs more than his name.”

“There’s the floor again,” Suzu said quietly.

The route came out of gossip, which is the most honest ledger a village keeps. Everyone had seen the pedlar. Nobody agreed on his face, which was itself a fact worth writing down. He’d come from the east road but talked about the south. He’d bought at Millbrook and mentioned a place called Fenn’s Cross, and Fenn’s Cross was two days toward the capital, and the place after that was a day nearer still, and when I laid the villages out on my map with a bit of charcoal the line they made was not a wandering pedlar’s line at all.

Forty villages, when the gossip was all pinned down and cross-checked against itself. Millbrook, Fenn’s Cross, and the chain of places named past them: a whole winter’s worth of names bought cheap and walked south. I wrote the number in the corner of my map, and it sat there like a debt.

Every road bent toward Dun Barrow. He was not wandering. He was walking home, and buying names the whole way, and the home he was walking to was the one place the letter and the invitation and Odette’s page all pointed.

“He’s a collector making his rounds,” I said. “The rounds end at the city.”

“The city we’re invited to,” Maeva said. “In spring. As ourselves.”

“As ourselves,” I agreed.

I bought a sample of his stock before we left the tavern, from a hedge-knight who was vain enough to have spent good grave-coin on it and stupid enough to show a stranger.

He called himself Ser Brill and he wore his shine on a cord at his throat like a relic: a small stoppered phial, no bigger than a thumb, and inside it a light. It glowed. In the tavern’s dimness it threw a soft gilt haze on the underside of his stubbled jaw, pretty as a saint’s card.

“Confidence,” he said, when I asked what it was. “By the season. A man walks into a room lit like that, people believe him. I’ve closed three deals since the fair I’d never have closed grey.”

“May I?”

He let me hold it, because a vain man loves to be admired. It glowed in my palm, steady and gold and lovely.

It gave no heat at all.

The tavern hearth warmed my other hand. This warmed nothing. It was light with the life taken out of it, shine scraped off of somebody’s true name and bottled for a man who wanted to seem like more than he’d earned, and it lay cold in my hand while it lied to my eyes, and a child at the next table, a small girl minding a smaller brother, watched me hold it up to the firelight and said the truest thing anyone said in Millbrook.

“The pretty man’s gold is cold.”

“Yes,” I told her. “It is. Good eye.”

She went back to her brother, satisfied, having settled the matter.



Ser Brill sold me the phial for a shameful markup and I let him, because I wanted it in Bram’s box beside the coins, another receipt ripening toward the day it would be spent all at once. Then we fixed one man, to prove it could be done and to learn exactly how hard it was.

I read the sale with Dragon’s Measure. That is Vyrissa’s echo in me now, since her Sworn oath: true weight, true debt, where a leash grounds. I looked at Harmon-the-woodsplitter through it, and the reading came clean and cold.

The leash did not sit in the man. It grounded through one stamped token from the original payment, the coin Harmon’s thumb had pressed when he accepted the sale. He had kept that warm piece under the floorboard with what little remained. The rest of the price had bought food and fuel months ago, but the market’s claim still stood for the full sum. Melting the token before discharging that claim would accomplish nothing; the debt would simply find another coin.

“He has to repay the full sale price and surrender the grounding token,” I said.

“He spent most of it on the winter,” Maeva said, already ahead of me. “So we front it, and we do not front it as charity, because a man who has just learned he sold his own weight does not need to be handed his dignity back in a bucket.” She had the campaign-light in her eyes, the one that turned problems into instruments. “A loan. Against next harvest. Tariff-fair, honest interest, a real note he signs and repays. He does not owe us his gratitude. He owes us four shillings and threepence at Michaelmas, and that is a debt a man can carry upright.”

“That’s cruel,” Suzu said admiringly. “That’s mercy dressed as arithmetic. I’d invoice for the technique if I could figure out how.”

Maeva counted the ordinary coins Harmon still held from the sale, then supplied the spent portion from the march’s purse until the repayment equaled the original price exactly. He accepted that difference as a harvest loan and signed the complete sum back across the original sale. The Measure followed the transfer: the market’s full price claim discharged, leaving the retained stamped token as an empty grounding point with no debt left to seek another coin. Only then did Harmon set that warm token on the smithy’s anvil. Half the village crowded the door to see it, packed shoulder to shoulder around the smithy, and it would be a story before nightfall.

The smith’s own children crowded the door with the rest, and the small girl from the tavern was among them, the one who had named the cold gold, up on her toes to see. I had learned to trust that child’s eyes over most grown men’s in one afternoon, and she watched the anvil, and I thought about what it would mean to a girl that age to see, once, in her own village, that a thing sold could be bought back. Some lessons you cannot teach with a candle on a sill. You have to melt a coin in front of the child and let her keep the memory.

“You’re sure,” I said to Harmon. I meant the question. The Measure would not void a sale the man didn’t freely unmake, any more than a bond will deepen inside a debt. The system honors the choice a person already made. You can only offer them the door back.

“I’m sure.” His voice cracked on it. “I don’t feel different. But she does. And I’d rather feel the difference than watch her feel it for both of us.”

Vyrissa came to the anvil. She had walked into the smithy in human form and the forge’s own fire had leaned toward her when she passed it, which the smith noticed and would spend the rest of his life not talking about. She looked at the warm gold on the cold iron.

“Wrong warmth,” she said, for the second time in a week, and breathed.

Vyrissa breathed a single controlled thread of furnace heat, a long exhalation poured through a keyhole, and the grave-coin on the anvil went first bright, then soft, then ran. It slumped into a bright puddle and cooled to a grey slug of dead metal, and the warmth went out of it as it went, and the phial-glow of it, the stolen shine, guttered and was gone.

The stone in the common lit before Vyrissa had closed her mouth.

I felt it more than saw it through the crowd and the smithy wall, a small clean flare. When we carried Harmon out, his name had come back. The etch re-lit line by line, the bridge-toll he’d forgiven glowing again at its honest weight, and the stone set the result where every villager could read:

[SALE VOIDED. THE NAME CAME HOME.]

Harmon made a sound I will not describe because it belongs to him. He held his wife the way a man holds the ground after a fall, the way a drowning ends, and Sanna held him back, and the village wept the loud unashamed weeping of country people who have been given something they had stopped daring to want.

I let it run. Then I said the hard thing, because if I didn’t say it now, in the warmth of the win, I’d have to say it later in the cold, and later is always worse.

“Six men,” I said, to Maeva, quiet, while the crowd was still crying. “One village. One coin at a time, one anvil, one dragon. And that pedlar sold in Fenn’s Cross and the village past it and the village past that, all the way to the city.” I watched Harmon hold his wife. “We can un-sell a man. We just proved it. We can’t un-sell a kingdom, not like this, not door to door until I die of it. Whatever’s buying, we break it where it’s selling. At the till. One man at a time would never reach the source.”

“At the source,” Maeva said.

“At the source,” I said. “In the city. In the spring. As ourselves.”



Helvane joined us on the guild road that evening, six riders behind him and no ceremony at all, which from Helvane is a form of ceremony.

He rode up the column, took in the freshly-lit stone at Millbrook’s edge as we passed it, took in Harmon standing beside it holding a lit lantern he did not need to hold, and said nothing about any of it until he’d fallen in at my side.

“I invested in this circus early,” he said. His hunting-hawk eyes had already counted the column, the rigs, the graduates, the dragon-shaped absence overhead. “I intend to see it play the capital. I have advice for you, Warden, and it is the same advice I have always given you, and it is free.”

“Be magnificent,” I said.

“Be magnificent,” he agreed. “It is cheaper than a war and it confuses them longer. That city is going to try to make you small. Do not let it. You have an empress in your column and a dragon over your head and the only man in history whose bond returns legends whole, and you still, I can see it from here, want to ride in the back and carry the bags.” He let that sit. “Ride in the front. It’s paid for.”

“Noted,” I said.

“He says noted,” Helvane told his horse, “the way other men say I’ll think about it and never do.”

The graduates drilled an evening gate-line for Millbrook’s militia before we camped, and no one asked them to. It was Wat’s doing. The village had a dozen able men and a rickety palisade and a new reason to be afraid of the dark, and the graduates simply started teaching them the count-and-step in the last of the light, loose grip, the strongest stands last, the inheritance passed down to a militia that would forget half of it and keep the half that mattered. Teaching had become a reflex in them, the way logistics is a reflex in me. You do not decide to do it. You look at a thing that isn’t holding and your hands start showing it how.

Maeva watched them from the wagon step with an expression I had learned to read.

“We export sergeants,” she said. “Helvane is right. The capital is going to try to price us, and it is going to find that we have already been teaching its army for an hour on a village common, for free, because no one told us to stop.”

Bram set up the taproom keg on the wagon-tail and did a brisk evening’s trade in relief, because a village that has just watched a man get his name back drinks like a village at a wedding. He took Millbrook coin and only Millbrook coin, and when a drover tried to pay him in a bright warm piece off the wrong mint, Bram looked at it, and looked at the drover, and pushed it back across the tail-board with one blunt finger.

“No,” he said. “Take that coin out of my book and my till, especially tonight. Where’d you come by it?”

“Sold a story,” the drover admitted. “To the pleasant man. Just a little one. About a bridge I mended.”

“Did you mend a bridge?”

“I did. It’s why the story was worth selling.”

Bram was quiet a moment, one-armed and barrel-chested in the lamplight, a man who kept the receipts and the wager book and had refused, once, to price the Saint at any odds.

“Go home,” he said, not unkindly. “Give the pleasant man his money back if you can find him, and if you can’t, come find us in the spring at Dun Barrow. We’ll be the ones un-selling. First round’s free to any man who wants his bridge back.” He poured the drover an ale on the house and did not enter it in the ledger, because gifts do not belong in a book about debts.

The camp settled the way our camps settle, in concentric habits. Wend put the wagons wheel-to-wheel on the windward side. The graduates drilled knots by feel in the dark because Wat had decided idle hands should at least be tying something. Colm walked his rig-boxes one more time by lantern, the way another man checks a child is breathing. Nahari sat with her small candles and unsaw the whole southern sky. Suzu appraised the six cheeses again, found them still criminally underinsured, and wrote a second policy no one had requested. And I did the round I do, checking lamps, exits, wagon pins, and the one warm coin wrapped in linen in the pocket that did not touch me. The household was intact. The road was quiet. Then Maeva’s decree arrived through the bond like a hand closing warm around a cold one, and I went.



Her pavilion went up on the Millbrook common that night, and she sent for me as she sent for me: not with a request. With a decree, delivered by no one, felt through the bond as a warm imperial pressure that meant attend.

I attended.

The pavilion was lamplit and warm, the traveling silk close overhead, and the regalia chest stood open at the center of it with its lid thrown back, and I noticed before I was through the flap that I had walked into a ceremony she had been planning for four hundred years and had chosen a common in a village of woodsplitters to hold.

Because in another week she would walk into a court built on her own empire’s bones. And tonight, four hundred years after her husband fed her hemlock in her own garden, Maeva Castellan was going to put on the full recreated regalia of the empire she had unified, remade to her order over the winter by her own hands. The Empress of the Three Duchies would reveal herself to a court of one.

She was thirty-eight, standing over the chest in a plain shift, her golden hair still down and loose past her shoulder blades, and she looked at me with the green auditing eyes and did not smile.

I let my gaze travel her, because that is a tribute she has taught me she requires and enjoys. The gold-slippered foot set square on the pavilion rug, expecting the floor to be clean. The long legs the shift did not hide. The imperial hip-sway even in stillness, a procession of one at rest. The cinched abundance of her the plain cloth couldn’t discipline. The hemlock-scarred lips, and the green eyes, already pricing my reaction to her before I’d finished having it.

“You have seen me undress a great many times, summoner,” she said. “Tonight you will see the opposite. Sit.”

I sat.

“For four hundred years,” she said, “a portrait wore my empire and I wore a shroud. Then I wore funeral wrappings, and then a re-cut bodice on a road, and I have been climbing back into myself one garment at a time since you called me out of the dark. Tonight I finish the climb.” She lifted the first layer from the chest. “You will watch me do it. And then you will take it all off me again, and we will both learn which one I actually wanted.”

“Attend the coronation in reverse,” she said. “You may.”

She dressed.

She did it slowly, and she named each piece, and the naming was the consent and the naming was the ceremony both. She lifted the underdress of gold-shot cream and let it fall over the shift and settle, and her long legs vanished into it and the lamplight caught the imperial hip-sway even in that, even in the plain first layer, because she cannot move any other way and would not if she could.

“The vesting robe,” she said, and put it on. “Four hundred years my portrait has worn this and I have not. Tonight I take it back from the portrait.”

The bodice came next, the re-tailored ceremonial bodice she calls, without irony, engineered to lose, and she laced it herself, up the front, and it cinched her waist and lifted the very full heaviness of her breasts until they strained the gold-worked silk to its limit, deep cleavage in candle-gold, the imperial bust the church’s painters had modestly failed to hide and here made no attempt to. She laced it and my mouth went dry and my blood went where blood goes, and she watched me watch and her diction was still perfectly court-formal, which was the point, which was the whole architecture of the thing.

She fastened the deep cuffs next, stiff gold-worked bands at each wrist that buckled over the vesting sleeves, and she named them too. “The cuffs of audience,” she said. “A supplicant kneels and sees these first, at the level of a bowed head. They were built to be looked up at.” She held her wrists out and let the lamplight take the gold, and every piece of this regalia had been engineered, four hundred years ago, to do a specific thing to a specific viewer at a specific angle. She was putting it all on tonight for a viewer of one who was not going to be made to kneel, and that, too, was the point. An empress dresses to be looked up at. Tonight she was dressing to be looked at level, and she knew the difference, and she had chosen it.

“The chain of the duchies,” she said, and lifted it from the chest, three linked medallions of old gold, and set it over her collarbones. “Three provinces did what I told them. This is their weight. I wore it to war twice.”

The crowned braid she built last and highest, coiling the loose gold cascade up and pinning it into the architecture of a crown of her own hair, pin after pin, and I knew what pins were to Maeva, I knew that a pin coming out was a clause of consent, and she put them in one by one and understood she was building the whole edifice tonight only so that I could take it apart.

And last, from a small silk fold at the bottom of the chest, she took a ring. A plain heavy band of imperial gold with a worn flat face. The audit-ring. The one piece, she had told me once, that she had never surrendered in four hundred years, the auditor’s seal she’d kept even in the drowned dark.

She put it on. She did not explain it yet.

Then she stood, and she was the Empress of the Three Duchies as history had painted her and never truly seen her, gold and abundance and the crowned braid and the auditing eyes, and she asked for the review she wanted from me. Her voice was steady but the bond was not; the bond had gone bright and taut with a thing four centuries deep.

“Well, summoner,” she said. “Does the empire’s portrait do the empire justice?”

I stood up. I crossed the pavilion. I did not bow.

“The portrait’s wrong,” I said. “It always was. It painted the crown and missed the woman wearing it. I’ve seen the portrait. I’d rather have the account it left out.”

Her composure cracked at the corner of her hemlock-scarred lips, one degree, an empress rationing even her own undoing.

“Then take it apart,” she said. “Piece by piece. You may.”



I started with the braid.

I drew the pins out one at a time and set them on the map-table beside us like surrendered weapons, and with each one her diction frayed a half-degree, and by the third pin the crowned architecture began to give, and by the fifth the whole gold cascade came down over my hands and past her shoulder blades in the fall she only lets happen in private.

“There,” she said, and it came out lower than court-formal. “The empire may keep the portrait. You keep the woman. Tribute, summoner. Attend.”

The chain of the duchies I lifted off over the loosened braid and set aside, and I put my mouth to the collarbones it had covered, and she made a sound in the back of her throat that had no protocol in it.

I unbuckled the cuffs of audience from her wrists and set them with the pins, and I turned each freed wrist up and put my mouth to the thin skin there, where a pulse ran fast against all her composure. The empress who had built the cuffs to be looked up at let the man who would not kneel hold her wrists at the level of his own mouth and kiss the truth out of her heartbeat. “That was not in the ceremony,” she said, unsteady. “Add it,” I said. “It is added,” she breathed, and her diction dropped another degree, and the court-formal architecture of her began, clause by clause, to come down. The bodice I unlaced as she’d laced it, up the front, slower, and it lost, it was engineered to lose and it lost gloriously, and her breasts came free into the candle-gold heavy and warm and full, and I took their weight in my scarred hands like a tribute received, and she narrated it in court-formal praise that shook.

“Yes. That. You may worship what the church would not paint. It is a decree.” My thumb rolled her nipple, and the decree lost its verb. “Witness it properly, summoner. You are the man I choose now.” The court-formal sentence broke there, and what came out under it was plain and aimed at me. “Dorian. Your mouth. Now.”

I gave her my mouth. I worshiped the heavy fullness of her, cupping and lifting and taking a nipple between my lips while the gold bond-light began to lace under her skin, along her ribs, a warm answering glow that was hers and mine at once. Through the bond her want arrived at the edge of my senses like warm metal and fed straight back into mine. Her hands were in my hair, guiding, then not guiding, then just holding.

I pressed both breasts together and worked my mouth between them, kissing the deep cleavage the restored bodice had displayed to history but never given it. Their soft weight yielded around my face. Maeva watched from above, green eyes fixed on me, and slowly rolled one hard nipple beneath my thumb.

“This court receives its private viewing,” she said. The sentence held until I sucked harder. “This account belongs to you alone. Make the record accurate.”

I lifted her left breast and dragged my tongue from the heavy underside to the nipple. Her thighs closed around my leg, wet silk rubbing my leathers, and the bond carried the sharp pleasure back through my own chest. I felt exactly how much pressure she wanted. I gave her more.

“Accurate?” I asked against her skin.

“Improving,” she managed. “Continue the audit.”

I drew one breast up with both hands and sucked until her nipple stood hard against my tongue. Her fullness filled my palms. Porter calluses dragged over sun-gold skin, rough enough to make her thighs press together beneath the last layer of imperial silk.

“The portrait omitted that,” she said, though the words came unevenly now. “An outrageous failure of record. Correct it.”

I bit gently, then soothed the same place with my tongue. Her hips rolled against my leg. Wet heat soaked through the loosened silk where she rubbed herself on my thigh, and her nails tightened in my hair.

“Corrected,” I said. “The empress likes my mouth on her tits.”

Her green eyes held mine over the full breast I was lifting. “The empress requires it. Maeva likes it. Continue.”

I switched sides and gave the other breast the same slow attention, thumb circling one hard nipple while my mouth worked the other. Every pull of my lips reached me again through the Crowned link from inside her body: the sharp pleasure in her chest, the warm ache gathering between her thighs, the satisfaction of being looked at without a throne anywhere in the account.

She tried to issue another instruction. I sucked harder, and it came out as my name.

I laid her back across the pavilion’s low couch and drew the last of the regalia off her, the underdress up and away, until she was the empress in nothing but the loosened braid and the gold light under her skin and the audit-ring on her finger, and she pulled me down over her and took my cock in her hand and guided me to where she was already soaked and open and waiting.

“Attend me,” she said, and I pushed into her slow, and her court diction died in one long fraying moan. “Oh. Oh, that. Tribute. Received.”

She rode it from beneath at first, imperial even now, setting the pace, narrating over me in a coronation vocabulary that unraveled clause by clause as I moved in her. Then she rolled us, because she cannot help conducting, and she took me astride, her throne posture, her hands flat on my chest and the braid swinging loose and the full heavy breasts moving in the candle-gold, and she rode me slow toward claiming while the gold light blazed brighter along her whole body.

When her riding turned urgent and the last imperial count slipped, I took the tempo from her.

I got a hand in the fallen gold of her hair and one hard on her hip and I set the pace, faster, deeper, mine, and the empress who had conducted three duchies to heel came apart the moment she was led. The old imperial court diction dropped out of her all at once and what was left was plain hunger with my name in it.

“There,” she gasped. “There he is. Yes. Dorian. Harder. The tempo is yours. Take it.”

I planted my feet and drove up into her. Her pussy was hot and slick around my cock, squeezing tighter each time I pulled nearly free and buried myself again. Her breasts swung above me, heavy and gold in the lamplight. I caught one in my free hand and squeezed it while the other hand held her hip on my rhythm.

“Whose pace?” I asked.

“Yours.”

“Whose empress?”

The auditing eyes went wide, then blazed. “Yours because I decreed it. Now prove you can keep her.”

I did. The couch legs scraped across the rug. Skin struck skin beneath the wet sound of my cock working her open, and every hard upward stroke made her court-trained posture fail another inch. She leaned over me, hair spilling around our faces, tits pressed against my chest while I fucked up into her without giving back one measure of control.

“Come on my cock,” I told her. “Let the capital’s empress remember who gets the private account.”

Her hands scrabbled at my chest and gripped. The gold light flooded full-body, blazing under sweat-sheened skin, and I felt her clench around me through the bond and in the flesh both. Her pussy spasmed and milked my cock, her whole imperial body arching rigid before it broke into shaking. She came saying my name, only my name, the empress’s entire vocabulary reduced to one plain word.

I did not ease the pace when the first contractions took her. I held her hips on the count I had claimed and drove up through each clench, making the empress ride every aftershock instead of escaping into it. Her breasts dragged across my chest when she folded over me. Gold hair curtained our faces, and under it her green eyes stayed fixed on mine, stripped of every public calculation.

“Again,” I told her, thumb firm on her swollen clit. “Give me the private account.”

“Yours,” she said, the word breaking around another spasm. “All of it. Dorian, make it last.”

I followed her over. She felt it coming through the link and pulled me deep with both hands, a decree without words, and I lost my rhythm and gripped her hard enough to mark. I came deep inside her, cum pulsing into her with a low sound against her throat while my thumb kept grinding her clit. The finish echoed back through the bond so she felt it from the inside and shuddered again at the second path of it.

I stayed buried while the last pulses spent themselves. Warm cum leaked around the base of my cock and slicked the place where our bodies met. Maeva rolled her hips once, deliberately, taking the final aftershock for herself, then pressed my palm over the gold-lit beat of her heart.

“Witnessed,” she whispered. “The portrait never had this either.”

She kept me there through the aftershocks, her legs locked, her breathing ragged and slowing, the gold light banking down to embers under her skin.

Then, before the sweat had cooled, before the candle-gold had dimmed, she took the audit-ring off her own finger.

She took my right hand, the silver-traced one, and she slid the ring onto my smallest finger, and she looked at me with the green eyes gone soft and shaken and absolutely certain.

“Witness it,” she said. “The empire’s auditor has been counting accounts for four hundred years. She finds one that was never touched. Never spent, never leashed, never sold.” Her thumb pressed the ring to my knuckle. “Keep it. It is yours. It is the only thing I own that no one ever took from me, and I am giving it to the man who taught me the difference between giving and losing.”

I closed my hand. The ring sat warm against the silver. It was the right warmth, and I knew the difference now, and I would know it all spring.

“Kept,” I said.

“Filed,” she answered, and almost laughed, and pulled me down beside her.



Maeva turned the wreck of her composure into a war council. Love and planning had always shared one language for her.

She lay against me in imperial sprawl, the braid half down, one hand tracing the silver on my forearm like a ledger she was fond of, and she assigned the capital from my chest.

“The court’s oldest houses descend from my three duchies,” she said. “I will know their blood before they know I know it. The Duchess of Wend-Hallow’s grandmother’s grandmother swore fealty to me in a tent that smelled of horses. I will be warm to her. Warmth is what they will least expect and least be able to counter; they are braced for an empress’s arrogance, and I will give them an empress’s kindness, and it will undo them faster than any war.” Her voice was going soft, the plan running down into sleep. “You take the honest men. The king, if he is honest. The princess already trusts our receipts. Let her decide what she wants from that. Suzu takes the vaults, the fox will find the room they don’t count… the room Odette wrote about… older than the palace…”

The braid came the rest of the way down against my shoulder. Her hand stilled on my arm.

She fell asleep mid-appointment, the Empress of the Three Duchies, in a pavilion on a woodsplitters’ common, with her regalia in a heap of tribute on the floor and her one untaken account on my smallest finger.

I turned the audit-ring once against the silver tracery. It fit.


Chapter 3: Dun Barrow

The etches beat us to the city by two days, which meant the city had already decided what we were before it laid eyes on us.

That is the way of it now. A deed lit on a stone in the morning is a rumor in the next town by nightfall and a ballad two provinces on by the week’s end, and we had lit a good many stones on the road south, Millbrook loudest among them. So the criers were calling the Marsh banner at the river gate before our wheels touched the cobbles, and children were running the top of the old wall playing a game I knew, one child the porter, one the empress, the smallest made to be the tomb.

They had the game a little wrong. Down here the porter walked out carrying a lamp instead of a door, and the empress was gold from head to foot instead of gold-thread over grave-wrappings, and the tomb had become a whole drowned city. It didn’t matter. Stories fatten as they travel. I’d stopped minding.

The river gate itself was a lesson in the city. It was a modern gate, wide and handsome, gilt on the portcullis chains, built for pageant, and it stood in a wall two rings out from anything that would actually stop an army. I counted its weaknesses as I count everything, out of a reflex older than the Anchor: the sightlines a bowman would want, the choke a wagon would jam, the postern a fox would love. Then I made myself stop, because a man who reads every city as a siege forgets to see it as a home, and a home was what Sidonie had asked us to come to.

Still. Old habits fill the quiet. A porter counts exits because for five years exits were the only thing anyone let him own.

What Suzu minded was the ballad.

A busker at the gate was singing “The Porter’s Door” for coppers, and he’d learned a capital version, cleaned up, the meter filed smooth, the rough country rhymes swapped for city ones that actually landed.

Suzu listened to a verse with the expression of a woman watching someone re-shelve her library wrong.

“It scans,” she said, betrayed. “Listen to it. Every line. It scans.”

“That’s good, isn’t it?”

“It’s terrible. It’s a disaster.” She was genuinely aggrieved. “A verse that scans is a verse somebody polished, and a verse somebody polished is a verse somebody’s selling. Nobody trusts a story that goes down that smooth. The point of our ballad is that it rhymes ‘Cindermaw’ with ‘saw,’ twice, badly, and you can hear the drover who wrote it doing his best. This one’s had its teeth capped.” She dropped the busker a coin anyway, and then, because she is who she is, requested the bad country verse and paid him double to learn it. “For authenticity. Municipal improvement.”

Bram, riding up behind, listened to the capital version and rendered his professional verdict.

“They’ve taken the wyvern out,” he said, wounded. “There’s no wyvern in it at all now. What kind of a song has no wyvern.”

“Yours never had a wyvern until the Veltmark circuits,” Suzu said.

“My wyvern is load-bearing,” Bram said with dignity, and would not be moved.



I read the city the only way I know how to read anything, from the outside in, counting.

Dun Barrow had grown like a tree grows, in rings, and you could stand at the river gate and read its whole age in the stone. At the center and the bottom sat the barrow-core, the original winter fort, squat and thick-walled and older than the kingdom that had grown up over it. Around that, the palace, wrapped over the old fort like armor grown over a scar, wall over wall over wall, each ring newer and prouder and thinner-walled than the last, because a city that feels safe builds for beauty and a fort that doesn’t builds for winter.

And lamps. Everywhere, lamps. The census instinct woke in me the moment we passed the gate and I could not put it back to sleep: poles at the crossings, brackets on the housefronts, lantern-strings over the market rows, the whole city a constellation laid on the ground, thousands of them, more lights than I had ever stood among in my life.

“Eleven thousand,” Suzu said, catching me counting. “Allegedly.”

“Nobody’s counted eleven thousand of anything,” I said. “They counted some and estimated the rest.”

“And rounded up for pride,” she finished. “Told you.”

Beside me Nahari rode with her eyes shut and her jaw tight, and I knew that particular tightness.

“You’re counting them,” I said.

“I am not counting them.” She said it with great dignity. “I am refusing to count eleven thousand lamps with my whole strength, and the city makes that refusal exhausting, and if you make me laugh I will lose the count I am not keeping.” A pause. “It’s eleven thousand four hundred and six that I am not counting. Say nothing.”

The post-VOID texture was on every street once you knew to read it, and reading it was its own quiet grief. The great houses’ stone-boards, the private deed-stones the old families kept in their gate-niches, were curtained. Politely. Little drawn hangings of good cloth, the way you drape a mirror in a house of mourning, and under every one of them, I knew, was a board gone grey the night Kingslight took the royal blessings and the great myths went out together. A whole aristocracy pretending, behind good curtains, that its light was merely resting.

And the veterans. Unblessed men, ex-blessed men, running ferry-trades and cart-lines and doing it honestly and well, because a man who has had his shine called in still has his hands. One of them ran the river ferry we didn’t need. His passengers paid him in copper and conversation. When a fine young lord offered a warm bright coin off the wrong mint, the ferryman looked at it, then at the lord, and said, mild as the river, that he only took money earned somewhere he could point to. He rowed the man across anyway, free, which shamed him worse than refusal would have. I never learned the ferryman’s name. I remembered his rolled sleeves and the coin he would not take.

Dun Barrow mourned a shine it could not admit it missed. A city that misses shine that badly will buy it from the first man who offers and call any price a bargain.

You could hear it in the crowd that lined our way in, under the cheering. They cheered the Marsh banner and the porter-walks-out and the empress-of-gold, and they meant it, and underneath the meaning was a hunger that had nothing to do with us: a city desperate to believe in a light that had been earned, because it had just learned, the hard way, at Kingslight, what it cost to have worn a light that was only borrowed. We were, to Dun Barrow, proof that earned light existed. Tens of thousands of strangers pressed that expectation toward the column. I stayed at the front because Helvane was right, and because I was learning, slowly, at twenty-six, to stand there.

The unblessed ferryman lifted a hand as we passed. He aimed it at me rather than the banner, one working man to another. I returned the signal.



The king met us in a stable yard.

I want to say that plainly because I did not expect it and it told me more about Berengar Ruthelm in one glance than a week of throne rooms would have. We came up through the palace’s outer ward expecting to be received, in the sense that courts receive, with a hall and a dais and a herald reading our deeds off a scroll while everyone measured us. Instead a groom pointed us to a working stable yard, and there was the King of the whole kingdom in his shirtsleeves, holding the bridle of his own gelding while it was being shod.

“Warden Marsh,” he said, and did not let go of the horse. “You’ll forgive the yard. Thrones make liars of visitors. A man will say anything on a marble floor to a crown. Horses don’t care what you are, so people tell the truth around them. I get better information here.” He was younger than I’d thought, thirty-five and going ash at the temples early, a soldier’s frame come back to itself since he’d started carrying his own gear again. His hands, holding the bridle, did not glow. He kept looking at them, I noticed, in the small idle moments, the way a man worries a place where a ring used to be.

He did three things in that yard, and I have kept all three.

The first was Halvard. Berengar left the horse to a groom at last and crossed to Halvard before he crossed to anyone else, and he took the man’s hand in both of his and said, “Months of letters, Ser Halvard. Every seventh day, most weeks. I read all of them. I know what my sister’s progress cost you and what it gave you back, and I know you rode north my Champion and you’re riding home something better than that. Thank you. By name. In front of everyone, so nobody misremembers it.” Halvard, who had faced a Crowned saint and lost well and thanked her mid-bind, went red to his regulation-short hair and could not find a word, and the king let him not find it, which was its own kindness.

The second was me. Berengar turned and looked at me a moment, the tired grey-blue eyes doing an honest man’s arithmetic, and he asked me one question and then he did the rare and difficult thing, which is that he listened to the whole answer.

“What does it cost,” he said. “What you do. Calling them back. I’ve heard it’s free and I’ve heard it’s a horror and I’d like to hear it from the man it costs.”

So I told him. I did not perform it and I did not spare it. I told him about the tracery, and I turned my hands up so he could see the silver run to the fingertips, and I told him what a body pays for calling above its weight, the fever and the grey days and the map that never fades. I told him it was a choice every time and a price every time and that I’d pay it again. And I witnessed him not flinch, not once, not at the part where I described the worst of the burns, a king who kept looking at his own unglowing hands while I talked about what mine had cost, and at the end he was quiet for a moment.

“Free is the lie, then,” he said. “It always is. Someone always pays. The only honest question is whether they knew the price and chose it.” He looked at his hands again. “Thank you for not selling me the free version. Half the kingdom would have.”

The third was Vyrissa.

She had come into the yard in human form and the horses had all gone very still, the way animals do near a thing older than them, and the king looked at her a long moment, and he decided something. He bowed. He bowed as deep as protocol allows a king to bow to a foreign dignitary of the highest rank, and not one degree deeper, and then he straightened and met her furnace-gold eyes as an equal.

I felt Vyrissa file it. Through the bond, at the northern edge, her slow heartbeat did a thing I can only call approval.

“He bowed correctly,” she said to me later, and from a dragon that is nearly a coronation. “Not too low. A man who bows too low to me is afraid, or selling, or both. He bowed as one crown to another and then he looked me in the eye. That was honestly done. I will remember it when the accounts come due.”

He was tempted, though. I could read that even in the yard, the way you read a man carrying a load he won’t set down. Somewhere in this city a shine was for sale, and a king whose kingdom had gone dark had a whole people’s reasons to buy it. Those reasons were good. He knew it. He had delayed the purchase. Delay can still end in a sale.

So I said nothing about markets in the stable yard. Millbrook’s receipt remained in my coat. Berengar kept looking at his unglowing hands. I asked him about his horse’s off hind, which was throwing its shoe crooked, and he told me, and we talked about farriers like two men who had both mended their own gear, and I think that did more than any argument would have. He knew the shoe was set wrong and knew why, a hot fit rushed by a smith with too much work and not enough light, and he talked about it with the specific irritation of a man who used to do a thing himself and now has to watch other men do it worse. That is Berengar in one crooked shoe: a competent man raised too high to keep his own hands busy, missing the busyness, watching the work go wrong under him and forbidden by his own crown to fix it. I have a word for that hunger, because I observed five queens teach me the cure for it. He did not have the word yet. But he had the hunger, and a man with that hunger is a man you can eventually reach, and I kept it beside the bow he’d given Vyrissa and the letters he’d read of Halvard’s, three honest things in one stable yard.



Sidonie greeted the column with a number, which was how I knew she was pleased to see us.

She came out onto the guest-wing steps in her riding slate, the ash-pale braid severe over one shoulder, the ice-grey eyes counting us as we dismounted as she counted everything, and the first thing she said, before hello, before welcome, was arithmetic.

“Two hundred sixty-one at your march,” she said. “The letters say. I checked the arithmetic; it holds, which is more than I can say for my own city. Dun Barrow claims eleven thousand lamps and lies by at least four hundred, and I have not been permitted to prove it, which offends me more than I can dignify with a greeting.” Then, dry, and warm under the dry the way a stone is warm under snow: “Welcome to the capital. It’s smaller than it thinks and darker than it admits. You’ll fit right in.”

“Two hundred sixty-one and a KEPT column of forty,” I said. “My census-captain would want you to know it’s not the same as the lit column.”

Her grip tightened once on the surveyor’s glass. “A KEPT column. She distinguishes lamps kept from lamps merely lit.” She said it the way another woman might say a line of poetry. “She’s twelve, your letters said.”

“Twelve.”

“When she’s grown, send her to me. I’ll make her a duchess or a treasurer, whichever insults the fewer people.” She turned and assigned the guest wing herself, room by room, from memory, and she’d thought about it: Maeva the state chambers, Vyrissa the wing with the widest doorway and the eastern sightline, the graduates near the training yard, Bram near the kitchens where he’d be happiest and most dangerous. She’d counted us before we came. Of course she had.

She put me in a plain room near the wing’s outer door, and I witnessed the courtesy of it before she said a word: a room with a clear line to an exit, for a man who could not sleep without one. She had read that in me from one visit north, filed it, and acted on it without comment. It is a particular thing, to be counted correctly by someone. Most people never bother. Sidonie bothered about everyone, all the time, the way other people breathe, and got little thanks for it, and had built a whole cold competent life inside a court that treated her as its counter rather than an entry.

I thought about that more than I meant to that first evening. I remembered it beside the room with the clear exit she had chosen for me.

Then she hired Suzu.

She did it on the steps, in front of everyone, with a straight face and a document she’d clearly had drawn up in advance, and it was the funniest and the most dangerous thing that happened that day.

“Keeper Kagehana,” she said, producing a sealed warrant from inside her coat. “During the royal progress you offered to work for me at a rate of eleven thousand three hundred and one silver pieces per week, plus plum expenses, payable in advance. I found the figure insulting. I have adjusted it.” She held out the warrant. “I am retaining you, on the Crown’s seal, to audit the royal vaults. The rate is your figure adjusted for the insult: one silver piece per week, plus one plum, payable in arrears, and a warrant that says you may go anywhere in my palace that has a lock, in daylight, with my authority, and nobody may stop you.” A beat. “I am aware of what I am doing. I am hiring the greatest thief of the age to rob my own house lawfully, because I would rather know what she finds than not know, and because I have concluded that a thief with a warrant is the only honest auditor a palace this old could survive.”

Suzu experienced a visible moral crisis.

It happened across her whole face. The fox-fire freckling flared. The amber eyes went vertical-slitted with sheer conflict. She looked at the warrant like a woman being offered both the thing she has always wanted and the thing she has always mocked, at once, in the same hand, with a royal seal on it.

“This is a knighthood,” she said faintly. “Or an obituary. I genuinely can’t tell which.”

“Both, most likely,” Sidonie said. “Sign anyway.”

“You’ve made stealing legal. You’ve taken the one thing I do that means anything and you’ve stamped it. Do you understand what you’ve done to me? I’ll have to steal from you honestly now. There’s no thrill in a warranted vault. It’s like being paid to eat cake.” She was already taking the pen. “I’m signing. I hate that I’m signing. Clause fourteen: I keep the plum.”

“Clause fourteen is granted.”

Suzu signed. She hung the warrant on a cord at her neck, where it would sit for all Dun Barrow, and she looked at it, and she looked at me, and she said, in the small plain voice she keeps for the true things, “A thief with a warrant. She’s going to make me respectable. I’ll never forgive her and I already love her for it.”



Vyrissa took the palace roof by the simple expedient of flying up onto it.

She did not ask. Dragons do not ask for altitude. She went up in the late light and settled along the ridge of the great hall like municipal weather, bronze against the dusk, and the whole court had a collective opinion about it and the whole court kept that opinion to itself, because there is nothing to be done about a dragon on your roof except get used to it or leave, and nobody wanted to leave the free supper.

By nightfall the souvenir stalls had adjusted. The capital’s carvers were faster than the march’s; the tin dragons appeared on the fair-eve rows within hours, cheap and bright, and Vyrissa descended in human form to inspect the market’s version of herself with the grim curiosity of a woman reading her own obituary.

“The wings are on the wrong bone,” she said, turning a tin dragon in her fingers.

“They always are,” I said. “Marrowford’s were too.”

“I know. I have decided the error is traditional now.” She bought it, deadpan, and the stall-keeper, sensing something he didn’t understand, raised his prices on the spot and re-labeled the row AS INSPECTED. “Correctly priced,” she told him, which he took as a compliment and which was one, and she carried the wrong-boned tin dragon back to the guest wing and set it on her sill facing the mountain she came from.

The tin dragons were only the start of it. By the third day the fair-rows had a porter doll with a tiny tin lamp glued to one hand, a fox in a little painted mask, a gray-painted saint with a sword too big for the mold, and a set of five queens sold as a matched set at a price that made Suzu go quiet with professional respect. She bought the whole set to appraise it and pronounced her own likeness “flattering, which means sales will collapse. Nobody wants a fox that looks trustworthy.” Bram bought the porter doll, examined its glued-on lamp, and declared the souvenir trade “more honest than the bookmakers, which is a sentence I never thought I would say about men who sell dolls.” The capital had memorized us before it met us and was already selling us back to itself. Being handed a small painted version of your own face by a child who does not know you are the original does peculiar things to a man’s sense of scale.

The guest wing became a household by the second evening, because that is what the household does to any four walls it is left in for more than a night. Merta was a hundred leagues north, but the habits she’d built traveled with us: Bram commandeered a corner of the palace kitchens and did battle with the royal cooks over the stew, and lost the first engagement and won the second, and by the third the royal cooks were asking his advice. Bram wins every war by outlasting it.

Suzu cased the whole wing the first night out of pure reflex, because sleep refuses to come in a building she has not mapped, and reported back over breakfast that the guest wing had four ways out she approved of, one she didn’t, and a laundry chute that “a smaller me could love.” The graduates chalked a corner of the training yard the first morning and were drilling by the second, and the palace’s own guardsmen drifted over to watch, then to ask, then, sheepishly, to join, because a loose-grip count-and-step is an infectious thing and Wat teaches anyone who stands still long enough.

And there was the matter of the chairs. The guest wing’s grand dining chamber came furnished for eighteen, and Maeva looked at eighteen chairs the first evening and had two more brought in without a word, so that the table sat twenty for a household of fewer. When a steward asked, delicately, whether the count was wrong, she told him the count was exactly right and that he should learn to leave a margin for the future. The steward wrote it down as an eccentricity of the provincial widow, which it was not.

The state dinner the second night was a lesson in what we’d brought. Maeva and Vyrissa sat down the table’s length from each other and conducted what they call armed neutrality over the kingdom’s blandest cuisine, the two empresses passing the pepper between them with the wary courtesy of two weather systems agreeing to share a sky, and two duchesses across the table took careful notes on all the wrong things, thinking they were watching protocol when they were watching two of the most dangerous women in history decline, for the evening, to be dangerous.

“The court knows Lady Maeva is the Golden Empress and Vyrissa the last dragon empress,” Sidonie murmured to me over the soup, “and it has decided to behave as though those facts are colorful provincial titles. Polite denial makes the implications feel manageable. I have not corrected the performance. I am enjoying it too much.”

“How long before they stop pretending?”

“The clever ones, never. They have too much invested in the pretense. It’ll be a fishwife or a child who says the obvious part out loud first.” She was right. It usually is.

Halvard sat at the dinner in his plain leathers among men in court silk, and I registered the court try to decide what to do with him. He had been their Champion, wholesale-blessed, parade-perfect. He had come home unblessed, in a working man’s leathers, with a practice blade and a teacher, and he sat straighter than any of them and answered the one question a young lord dared to ask him, which was whether he missed the shine, with four honest words.

“I miss the certainty,” Halvard said. “The shine supplied it for me. Now I have to earn it every morning in a cold yard, and it turns out I trust the earned kind and I never trusted the other, I just never had to notice.” He went back to his supper. The young lord looked at his own glowing house-ring for the rest of the evening as if it had said something unkind to him.

That, I thought, was worth more than a hundred of my arguments. A king can refuse a market because a Warden showed him a receipt. But a court changes its mind because one of its own came home poorer and stood taller, and everyone could see it, and no one could sell them a reason it wasn’t true.



The first capital tell found me on the fair-eve streets, and it found Nahari from half a street away with her eyes shut.

I was walking the market rows with Suzu, learning the ground, counting exits out of habit, when I passed a stall with no sign. That was the first wrongness. Every stall in a fair has a sign, a board, a painted promise, because a stall lives or dies on being found twice. This one had nothing, only a table, and a soft-spoken man, and a row of small stoppered phials that glowed, and a hand-lettered card that had no maker’s mark and said only, in a good clerk’s hand, Confidence. By the season.

I knew the phials. Gilt. The same cold shine Ser Brill had worn at his throat in Millbrook, here for sale in a capital market row like candied fruit.

And every lamp on that row was flickering. An honest draft would have made them gutter and waver. These flickered between leaning and upright, back and forth, tilting toward the stall and then standing straight and then tilting again, over and over, like a needle that couldn’t settle, like a price wavering on a scale that never quite balanced.

I felt the wrongness in my teeth before I named it.

“There,” Nahari said.

She was half a street back, eyes shut, having refused to look at the whole city all day and having found the one thing worth finding anyway, as she’d said she would.

“Don’t look at it,” she said, low and even. “It wants looking. That is what it is for. It sells confidence to men who want to be seen, and it wants to be seen back, and the wanting is the hook. I have unseen a whole city today. I will not spend the unseen on that.” She opened her eyes and fixed them deliberately on me instead, on the one geography she permitted herself. “Ring the district on your map by where my not-looking slides off it. That’s how we find its edges: feel for where it hunts us instead of hunting it.”

I penciled the street onto my map, then circled the flickering row. And I did not buy a phial, and I did not stare at the soft man with no maker’s mark, and we walked on, and behind us every lamp on the row went on tilting back and forth between leaning and upright, unable to decide what it was worth, all night.

“How is it different,” I asked Nahari, when we were clear of it, “from the Chandler? He hoarded light too.”

“The Chandler’s lamps never guttered and never burned down. Hoarded. Still. That was his tell: light held so tight it stopped being light.” She walked with her eyes half-shut, feeling the city behind her. “This is the opposite tell. These lamps can’t stop moving. They lean, they stand, they lean again, because a price is a thing that never settles, and whatever runs that market has made the light into a price. The Chandler kept. This one trades. And a thing that trades has a barker somewhere, and a barker wants to be heard, which is a weakness the Chandler never had.” She opened her eyes. “The silent ones are harder. A thing that needs to be seen can be beaten by a census and a refusal to look. I beat the last one that way. I intend to beat this one the same. It will hate that. Good.”

Suzu had drifted three stalls down while we talked, and drifted back, and she had not stolen anything, which from Suzu in a market is a statement.

“I can’t case it,” she said, and she was unsettled. “I’ve cased more kinds of rooms than anyone I know. That stall has no room around it. The man folded the table and erased the place, and tomorrow it’ll open somewhere else, and there’s no back door because there’s no back, and you can’t rob a thing that isn’t anywhere twice.” She frowned. “I don’t like markets I can’t rob. It’s unnatural. A market’s supposed to have a till.”

“It has a till,” I said. “We just haven’t found where.”

“Then that’s the job,” Suzu said. “Find the till. Everything’s got a till. Even this.”



Odette’s page was under Suzu’s warrant-seal by morning.

Nobody saw it delivered. That has been Odette’s method since Veltmark: she knows how eyes work and moves in the gaps. The warrant hung on its cord at Suzu’s neck through the night, and in the morning there was a folded page pressed flat behind the seal, ruled in a hand we all knew, unsigned, a courtesy between ghosts. A professional had reached a royal seal on a sleeping thief’s throat in the night to leave a message and had woken no one.

Three lines.

The market is not selling.

It is SEARCHING.

Count what the palace does not.

Suzu read it and touched the warrant at her neck and did not make a joke. Her silence told me it had landed on her the way it landed on me.

“She got past the seal to tell us the market’s a search,” Suzu said. “Which means she thinks it’s looking for one specific thing, and she thinks it’s in this palace, and she thinks it’s in the part nobody counts.” She looked at the warrant in her hand, the lawful license to go anywhere with a lock. “And I’ve just been hired to count exactly that.”

“Count what the palace does not,” I said.

“The one room they warned the princess off auditing,” Suzu said slowly, remembering the letter that had lain beside the invitation on our own table a hundred leagues north. “The lamp older than the palace. On no count.” She rolled the page up small and tucked it away. “I start the vaults tomorrow. I’ll follow the manifest until it dead-ends, and wherever it dead-ends is where the thing lives, because a manifest that dead-ends is a manifest with a room cut out of it, and that makes it a room worth robbing.”

She hung the warrant back at her throat, the Crown’s seal and Odette’s dead-drop both, and grinned the fox grin at last, a little grim under the grin now.

“A thief with a warrant, counting what the king doesn’t,” she said. “You know, I take it back. There might be a thrill in a warranted vault after all.”



Sidonie found me alone that night, at the guest wing’s outer door, where I’d gone to count the exits of a strange building before I could sleep in it.

She had the surveyor’s glass in her hand, the brass instrument she counted lamps with, and she was doing to her own city what I was doing to her palace, standing in the cold and counting the lights of a place she was responsible for and could not quite trust. We recognized the shape of each other’s habit at once, the way two people who cannot rest until the tally is right will always recognize each other.

“You count exits,” she said, stating the result. She’d watched me do it in the yard.

“You count lamps.”

“I count everything.” She raised the glass and swept a district and lowered it, and the number went into her wherever her numbers went. “Eleven thousand four hundred and six that I can see from this door, and I still can’t get a straight figure out of my own chandlery, which spends coin for three times the lamps this city burns. Somewhere in my house is a light nobody will let me count, and it has been driving me quietly out of my mind for a year.” She turned the glass in her fingers. “You told me the true debt carried by my family’s crown once. To the copper. To my face, knowing what it cost me to hear. Do you remember?”

“I remember.”

“Good. I wanted to know whether you remembered it the same way.” She said it flat, the auditor’s voice, but she was standing closer than the counting required, and the ice-grey eyes were on me and not on the city. I felt the thing between us that had been coming since the royal progress the way you feel a tide reading off the moon instead of the survey. “I have not decided what to do about you yet.” She stepped back, deliberately, and raised the glass again, putting the city between us on purpose. “I’ll tell you when I have. I don’t do anything before I’ve counted it. Goodnight, Warden.”

“Goodnight, Highness.”

She went inside.


Chapter 4: The Second Anchor of the Age

The Founders’ Games opened at the Founding Stone with one sentence from the king, and it was a good sentence, and I took in a market three rows back turn it into a slogan before the day was out.

The Founding Stone stood in the founder’s square, the kingdom’s mother-stone, the one every other stone in the kingdom answered to, garlanded now for spring with the pale first flowers. It was bigger than any deed-stone I’d stood before, a slab the height of two men, and its face was a city’s worth of etched names glowing in their weights, and the oldest of them, at the center, the royal row, was dark. Void. A whole founding blessing gone out at Kingslight and never re-lit, and the whole square arranged around that darkness the way a mouth arranges around a missing tooth.

Berengar stood before it, unblessed, his own unglowing hand flat on the stone, and he swore the season open.

“This spring,” he said, and he did not raise his voice, and the square went quiet to catch it, “the Crown buys nothing it has not weighed. Show us weight.”

A herald read the shape of the season next, and I made myself listen to it as a battlefield, because a festival is a clock and I had already learned that whatever we were fighting this spring intended to fight us inside the ceremony.

There were three games and a night. The Lamp Run, first: a relay through the city by dark, re-lighting the old beacon route from the river gate to the barrow-tower, crews scored by the stones on speed, on spread, and on lamps lost. The Open Lists, next: formal duels before the Founding Stone. The Petitioners’ Fair, third: every banner in the kingdom presenting its year’s true deeds at the Stone in one day of pageantry, the kingdom’s whole annual reckoning conducted as theater. And at the end of all of it, Founders’ Night, when the founding story is sung in the square under the last full moon of spring. Twenty-four days remained. Long enough to teach a city, short enough that every wasted morning would show.

The founding story that nobody, since Kingslight, knew how to sing. That was the piece that snagged in me. The royal row was void. The founding blessing was gone. When the square gathered on Founders’ Night to sing how the kingdom began, it would be singing about a light that had just been proven borrowed, and no one had agreed what would replace it. The missing verse sat at the end of the festival schedule like an empty lamp bracket.

Then the banners were sworn in, one after another, the great houses and the duchies and the guilds, each swearing its year’s true deeds at the Stone to enter the Games. And the Marsh banner was sworn among the duchies, which is a sentence I would not have believed a year ago and did not entirely believe standing under it: a porter’s banner, sworn into the Founders’ Games between two duchies whose grandmothers’ grandmothers had knelt to the woman standing at my shoulder.

Maeva swore it. She stepped to the Founding Stone in her traveling gold, not the full regalia yet, saving that, and she laid her hand on the mother-stone of a kingdom built on her own empire’s bones, and she swore the march’s true year in a voice pitched to carry without seeming to try. Lamps kept, children taught, a road held, a name brought home at Millbrook. The Stone weighed it and lit it, the Marsh banner’s line glowing up among the duchies at an honest weight, and I followed the descendants of her own provinces glance at that unfamiliar warmth on their ancient stone and not know why the newcomer’s light sat so easily beside the oldest names.

I stood under my own banner among the duchies and did the thing I have never quite learned not to do, which is to count how I had gotten there. Five years I had carried other men’s glory into towns like this and stood at the back of the crowd while a Hero swore his year at a stone. I had held the horses. I had watched the light go up on other men’s names and gone hungry to a cold camp after, and never once imagined my faint ember would carry this much weight, because a porter’s year has no deeds in it, only miles. And now a mother-stone the height of two men held my banner’s line up among the oldest houses in the kingdom, and a woman who had ruled three duchies stood at my shoulder having sworn it, and I found I could not entirely feel it as real. Helvane’s voice was in my head, dry as the road. Ride in the front. It’s paid for. I made myself stand where the banner stood. It is a strange discipline, learning to believe your own weight, and I was still learning it, and I suspect I always will be.

Petra, riding as the school’s ambassador, presented herself to the swearing-marshal with her wooden blade and asked, with complete gravity, where the school’s banner should stand. The marshal, a stiff man with a stiffer scroll, looked at the wooden sword and looked at the small determined noblewoman holding it and had no procedure for either. Vyrissa, in human form at the square’s edge, watched his difficulty with the pleasure of a connoisseur.

“The envoy of the wooden blade,” she informed the marshal, “stands wherever she likes. She has diplomatic immunity. I granted it.” The marshal wrote it down because a very tall woman with furnace-colored eyes had told him to, and Petra took her place among the banners glowing with pride, and it was so absurd and so warm that I lost, for a moment, the dark royal row at the center of the Stone.

Osric’s absence was felt at the swearing, in the particular way of a tool you reach for and find gone. There was no one to chalk the odds board the way Osric chalked it, ruled and honest, and so Bram did it himself, and Bram, examining the capital bookmakers’ margins first for form’s sake, was scandalized down to his one arm.

“Look at this,” he said, jabbing the nearest professional’s board with a blunt finger. “Just look at it. Your margin’s a robbery and your line’s boring. A dishonest book I can respect. A boring book I can respect. But dishonest AND boring? Pick one. You can’t have both, it’s greedy.” He set up his own board beside theirs, honest odds and a livelier line, and took a brisk trade within the hour from bettors who could tell the difference, and the capital bookmakers watched a one-armed provincial innkeeper eat their morning and did not understand what had happened to them.

He would not, however, price the founding song.

“Founders’ Night,” a bettor pressed him. “What’ll they sing? Give me a line on it. The old founding, or something new. There’s a purse in it.”

Bram looked at the void in the center of the Founding Stone, the dark royal row, the whole city’s missing tooth.

“No odds on that one,” he said, with the same flat principle he’d shown before the Night of Leaning Lamps, the one moment of his I’d stake my life on. “Some books are prayers, friend. You don’t lay a bet against a prayer. Bad for the soul and worse for the ledger.” And he would not be moved on it, and the bettor went away unsatisfied, and I kept the whole exchange, because Bram’s principles are a better weathervane than any oracle when it comes to which way a kingdom is about to break.



The opening day had a fair around it, because everything in Dun Barrow has a fair around it, and the household worked the fair the way it works everything, sideways and by reflex. Bram took a corner and out-traded the capital bookmakers. Colm found the lamplighters’ guild and talked windlass rigging with three of them until they invited him to supper. Wat drilled a knot of curious children in the relay alphabet on a patch of trampled grass, for nothing, because a child asked. And Petra, ambassador of the wooden blade, conducted a formal state inspection of the souvenir rows and pronounced the porter dolls “accurate but under-armed,” then bought one and gave it a splinter of her own wooden blade to hold, and thereby created, without meaning to, an armed porter doll that sold out by dusk. The march did not advertise. It simply behaved like itself in public, and a city that had been sold shine all winter leaned toward the household the way a cold candle leans toward a warm wall.



Then the market opened its front door, and its front door had my own face on it.

There was a stage at the square’s edge, well-built, well-placed, a summon-circle painted on its boards in gilt that caught the light, and a young man on it in clothes a season above his purse, and he was telling my story.

Not a story about me. My story. The shape of it. He stood in the gilt circle and he told the crowd, in a showman’s warm patter, about a nobody from nowhere, a discarded man the world had used and thrown away, who found he had a door in him, a door that opened onto the great dead, and that returned them whole. Nobody from nowhere. A door that opens. Legends that stay.

It was my life told as a sales pitch, and I felt it go down my spine like cold water.

His name was Rennick Tarn, the crier called it, the Second Anchor of the Age, certified two provinces east the year my circle set. He was twenty-four and hungry-eyed and he had the particular over-bright quality of a man who has decided to believe his own advertisement because the alternative is unbearable. A ferry-town nobody, the patter said, and I believed that part, because I had been one, and I could see it in the way he stood: a man who had learned young that the world would not feed him for what he was, only for what he could sell it, and had decided the difference didn’t matter if the selling worked.

His coat, his hungry stance, and the ferry-town patter showed me a road I might have taken without five years of carrying the bill for other men’s shine. Rennick Tarn sold the crowd what he had once needed to believe himself: that light could be had cheap.

“You know his story better than he does,” Nahari murmured, eyes shut. “You lived the true version. He’s living the song. That’s the difference between you, and it’s the only difference, and it’s everything.”

“He half-believes it,” I said.

“Half. Which means half of him doesn’t, and that half won’t let him sleep comfortably in the patter.” She turned her blind face toward the stage. “Be kind to him when he comes. He’s the bait, and he doesn’t know he’s on the hook.”

“He took the license,” Maeva said beside me, very quiet. “The one they offered you in the second year. The one you walked away from.”

“Somebody was always going to,” I said.

Then Rennick opened his door, and the square stopped breathing, because he returned the Gray Lark.



I knew the name the way everyone knew it. She had been dead forty years, a songstress the whole kingdom had loved, and a generation had measured its youth against her voice. When she came up out of the gilt circle whole and warm and real, in the plain grey of her stage days, and opened her mouth, the square wept.

She sang. Her voice carried none of a trick’s hollow polish or a husk’s dead mimicry; the actual returned legend stood there whole enough to sing, and the sound came out over the founder’s square as forty years of grieving people remembered it, and grown men put their hands over their mouths, and old women who had courted to that voice held on to each other, and the whole starving city drank a mouthful of light it had been dying without.

She sang an old one, a harvest-song, the kind everyone’s mother had sung, and the square sang it back to her in a ragged broken murmur, ten thousand people who had learned the words at a knee that was dust now, and for the length of one verse the whole capital was young again and its dead were not dead. I studied a woman near me, sixty if she was a day, mouth the words with tears standing in the seams of her face, and I caught sight of the trap in my own chest before I read it with any Measure. It did not feel like a swindle. It felt like mercy. It felt merciful, and that was the whole engineering of it, because a lie you can refuse and a mercy you cannot, and the market had learned to wear mercy like a coat.

Beside me, Bram had gone still, and when I looked, the old innkeeper’s one hand was pressed flat to his chest, and his eyes were wet.

“My wife loved that voice,” he said, gruff, not ashamed of the wet. “Danced to it. Forty years gone, the both of them, the singer and my girl.” He wiped his face with the back of his hand and did not look away from the stage. “And I’ll tell you the thing that’s breaking my heart, Warden, and the song isn’t breaking my heart. Wanting to buy it is. Standing here. Knowing what I know about what it costs. I want to walk to that soft man’s stall and pay him whatever he asks to hear her sing one more, and I’m the man who wouldn’t price the Saint at any odds.” He shook his head slowly. “That’s the trap. It’s not built for fools. It’s built for people who miss somebody.”

One grieving old man named the trap cleanly. The gilt wasn’t for the greedy. It was for the bereaved, and there is no city on earth without its dead.

And the square applauded the price tag. That was the horror I stood in the middle of. The city loved the Lark’s song so much that it did not want to hear what the song cost, and I did.

I read her with Dragon’s Measure, quiet, under the applause. The true weight resolved behind my eyes in cold bracketed lines.

[RETURNED UNDER TERMS. HER SONG IS COLLATERAL. THE DOOR STAYS OPEN WHILE THE CONTRACT HOLDS.]

Her bond to Rennick was there. But it read shallow, and it read stopped, capped at the thinnest tier a bond can hold, and the Measure showed me why in the cold arithmetic that never lies: a bond signed under the duress of death cannot deepen. She had not chosen him. She had been dead, and offered life for service, and had signed because the dead will sign anything for one more song, and the system knew the difference between that and a choice, and it had set a ceiling on it that nothing would ever raise.

I did the math the crowd couldn’t do, and it turned my stomach.

Rennick’s circle could never crown. The Lark and every other legend he returned arrived whole and stayed capped, fighting at a fraction, bonded at the floor, unable to rise no matter what he did. Which meant the thing that backed his license had not built him to grow. It had built him to be spent. A door that opens onto the dead and returns them owned, at a ceiling, forever, was a mill wearing a rival Anchor’s face. Rennick smiled at the applause while the cap sat over every bond he held.

“He doesn’t know,” I said.

“Know what?” Maeva asked.

“That he can’t win. That they built him not to.” I tracked the young man bask in the Lark’s applause as if it were his. “He thinks he’s me. He thinks he found a door. He doesn’t know they sold him a ceiling and called it a door.”

“Then belief makes him dangerous,” Maeva said, pricing him with the auditing eyes. “He believes his own story. A leashed knight you can pity and free. A hired man you can out-bid. But a man who thinks he’s the hero of his own life while he does the villain’s work will fight you the hardest, because you’re not just beating him, you’re telling him what he is, and no man forgives that quickly.” She was quiet a moment. “He returned a beloved public voice on demand and made a whole city weep with joy. You have called the dead for truth, dignity, and farewell, but you have never commercialized grief as mass entertainment. That is what makes him poison. The kindness is real. Only the terms are the lie.”

“Then we don’t fight the kindness,” I said. “We fight the terms.”

“On a stone,” Maeva agreed. “In daylight. Where terms have to weigh.”



He came to shake my hand when the song was done, because of course he did. A showman cannot resist the crowd’s other favorite standing in the same square.

He crossed to me through the weeping and the applause, hand out, grinning the grin of a man who wants the two names spoken in the same breath, and the witness-stones the bards carried were already trained on us, because two Anchors meeting is a verse that writes itself.

“Warden Marsh,” he said, loud enough to carry, warm enough to sell. “The first of us. It’s an honor. We’re the same trade, you and I. Door-openers. Legend-callers. Two of a kind in a world that’s got exactly two.” He pumped my hand. “Imagine what we could do if we worked together. Think of the light.”

I let the handshake happen. I did not perform and I did not sneer, because sneering is hot-blooded and this was cold, and cold is the only temperature that wins here.

“You sell doors,” I said. Level. Plain. Loud enough for the stone. “I hold them open. Different trades.”

The grin caught, just slightly, the way a wheel catches on a stone.

A bard three feet away etched the line before I’d finished saying it, and it was in the square’s mouth by the next hour and in the ballad by the next day, and it was the truest six words I said all spring: you sell doors, I hold them open, different trades. And here is the thing that told me exactly what I was fighting. Three rows back, at a stall with no sign, a soft man with a warm laugh sold four phials of gilt on the strength of that quote alone, because a market can sell anything, even the words spoken against it, even the truth, especially the truth if it scans.

Rennick got his grin back and made it wider for the crowd. But his attention moved from the witnesses to the Lark, and the stage grin caught for half a beat before he repaired it.

I filed the crack without enjoying it. When he came looking, I would tell him the truth kindly. Cruel truth only teaches a man to armor against it, and his own patter had already built enough armor.

He went back to his stage and called the Lark back for an encore, and the crowd wept again, and he watched the Lark this time instead of the crowd, and I paid attention to it: the flicker of a young man clocking, for just a heartbeat, that the woman he’d returned did not look at him the way the crowd looked at him. She looked at him the way a leashed thing looks at the hand that holds the leash. And he looked away from it, fast, the way you look away from a thing you have decided not to have seen.

“He knows,” Nahari said softly. “A part of him knows. He just can’t afford the price of knowing yet.” She turned her blind face to me. “That’s the crack. Leave the crack open as a door rather than pulling it like a lever. When the price of not-knowing gets higher than the price of knowing, he’ll walk through it himself. Don’t push him. Just be standing on the other side.”



The five queens watched in five different kinds of silence.

Maeva watched Rennick as she watches a forger, pricing the fake and the market for the fake both. Yrsa watched the Lark with her jaw set, because she knew what it was to have your death filed under someone else’s name. Nahari kept her eyes shut and felt for the ceiling in the air. Suzu watched the coin, always the coin, tracking where the warm gold moved and how. Vyrissa read the contracted light with furnace-gold eyes and said, mountain-flat, “Whole flesh. Purchased ceiling. A poor product sold as a resurrection.”

Sidonie made a sixth reaction, and hers was ice-still.

She was standing at my other shoulder in her court slate, and she watched the crowd weep over a bought song, and she watched the Coiner’s stall sell shine off my own quote, and something in her went cold and rigid in a way I had not seen from her, a woman whose whole discipline was stillness gone suddenly still in a different key.

“My family,” she said. Quiet. Just to me. “Sold a kingdom’s worth of that once.”

I looked at her. Her ice-grey eyes were on the dark royal row of the Founding Stone, the void where her house’s founding light had gone out.

“The First Crown was grave-gold and borrowed sun,” she said. “A whole dynasty’s shine, bought on credit, three hundred years ago, and the whole kingdom clapped for it the way this square is clapping now. I grew up inside that light believing it was ours. It went out at Kingslight in front of me.” She did not look away from the void. “So when a warm man sells my starving people their shine back and they weep with gratitude, I don’t hear a merchant, Warden. I hear the founder of my house. This is the exact shape of the thing that ate my family, wearing a nicer coat. I will not watch my kingdom buy it a second time. I have audited a lie my whole life. I would like, once, to audit a truth.”

She crossed to the Founding Stone and put two fingers against the dark royal row, not swearing and not asking it for anything. The gilt on a nearby lord’s collar flickered toward her hand. Sidonie watched the cold shine reach for the void where her family’s borrowed light had been, then drew her fingers away.

“It recognizes an empty account,” she said. “Good. Then it can recognize one filled honestly.” The dark row stayed cold.

A cold milestone registered behind my eyes.

[THE MARKET: OPEN.]

The panel offered no judgment and promised nothing. It named a state. Named states could be measured, and measurement was enough.

“You felt that,” Sidonie said. She’d seen it cross my face. “What was it?”

“A new ledger entry,” I said. “The Market is open, and now it has a measurable state.”

“Good,” she said. The cold rigid thing in her steadied the way a blade steadies when it finds the line. “I’ve been waiting a long time for a game I could win against this.”



That night I climbed to the roof to find Suzu, because the greatest thief of the age had been handed a warrant and I could feel through the bond that she still didn’t know whether it was a crown or a coffin, and there is one way I know to settle Suzu when the game has gone strange on her, which is to make the game about us instead.

She was twenty-one, on the roof-ridge above the fair-lit city, tails loose in the night wind, the warrant on its cord at her throat catching the lanternlight, all of Dun Barrow spread gold and glittering below her like the biggest score she’d never rob. She heard me and didn’t turn.

“I signed a thing today,” she said. “I don’t sign things. I steal things and then negotiate the return. Signing’s for people who trust the paper.”

“The Crown’s auditor is overdue for an audit,” I said, and I came up the ridge behind her, and I took the warrant-cord in two fingers and read the first clause aloud against the back of her neck. “‘The bearer may enter any locked place in the palace.’” I put my mouth to the warm skin below her ear. “Let’s see about enforcement.”

She laughed, low, the tension going out of her all at once. “You can’t enforce a warrant with your mouth. That’s not in the statute.”

“‘The bearer’s authority may not be obstructed,’” I read, next clause, and kissed the line of her jaw, and she tilted her head to give me more of it. “No obstruction. Noted.”

“That clause is about doors,” she said, breathless, “not about my throat.” I found the pulse under her jaw, and she lost the rest of the sentence, which was the point.

“Say it straight,” I said, because that is our ritual and I hold it in every city. “The game’s the game. But say it once, plain, so I know.”

She turned in my hands, amber eyes gone soft and vertical-slit, and the glamour of her flickered the way it does when she’s being honest, ears just showing, fox-fire freckling bright across her nose.

“Yes,” she said, plain. “You. On my roof, over my city, with a warrant I can’t believe I signed. Yes. Now do clause three, whatever it says, I’ll allow it.”

“Clause three,” I said, and found it on the warrant by the lanternlight, and read it against the corner of her jaw. “‘The bearer may requisition such assistance as the audit requires.’” I set my teeth lightly to the tendon of her throat, and she made a sound that had no appraisal in it at all.

“That clause is about porters and ladders,” she breathed.

“I’m a porter,” I said. “I’ve carried worse than you up worse than this.”

“You did NOT just,” she started, and lost it, laughing, as I read the next clause against her collarbone. The auditor’s coat came open under my hands one button at a time, the way a good manifest comes open, line by line, each one enforced, and by the time I reached the clause about unimpeded access she had stopped correcting my law and started helping me break it.



The roof was hers, the way roofs and rails and shutter-slats are always hers, and she took the highest ridge of the palace and the whole glittering city as her audience of no one, blind and loud and unaware below her.

She shed the auditor’s coat and nothing else at first. She made me unfasten the thief’s silks beneath it while she faced the city, lifting her hips so I could peel the fitted layers down her thighs. She kicked them onto the roof behind us, left the warrant at her throat, and got astride me facing out over the fair-lit capital, over the eleven thousand lamps she’d sworn she wasn’t counting.

The first slide of her bare pussy down my cock pulled a sound out of us both. She was tight, hot, and quick, everything about Suzu compact and more than her size suggested. She took me to the root on the first stroke and held there, shivering, tails fanning wide against the lanternlit dark.

“See, this,” she breathed, rocking, finding the angle, “this is the best seat I’ve found tonight. Kings would pay for this view. I got it for free, on a warrant, with the Warden under me.” She laughed, unsteady, and rolled her hips. “Clause nine.”

My hands worked under the open coat, one splayed over her flat belly and the other cupping a small breast, thumb rolling the nipple while she rode my cock, and she priced the districts as she moved on me, gasping, because Suzu cannot stop appraising even coming apart.

“That district’s overvalued,” she breathed, rolling her hips, taking me deeper. “The one with the gold roofs. Ah. All facade. And that one, the dark one by the river, that’s where the real money sleeps. Oh. There. Do that again.” She braced her hands back on my chest and ground down, tails wrapping my forearms, her breath breaking. “A city-wide view under me, and it doesn’t even know.”

I felt her whole small body working over me, quick and sure, the tails fanned wide for balance against the dark, and I let her ride the city a while because the city was the point, because a woman who audits everything deserves one night astride the biggest ledger she will ever survey. Her breath came in the rhythm of her hips, and the warrant-cord swung at her throat, and below us the fair burned its slow gold toward its close. I reached down instead, found her clit above the wet place where her pussy swallowed me, and circled it until she lost her place in the districts entirely.

“You made me lose the count,” she gasped, delighted, scandalized. “Do it again. I want to lose another one.”

Then I turned her, because I wanted her face, and I stood her against the warm brick of a chimney stack and took her there slow and face to face, her legs around me, the warrant-cord the only thing she was still wearing, the fox-fire bond-light kindling ember-bright between us. She looked at me instead of the city now and let herself be seen entirely. That was hotter than any rooftop dare.

The change of angle wrecked her. Against the chimney I could fuck her deeper and slower, watching her face while her pussy gripped my cock. She wrapped her legs and tails around me and clung. The performance went with the city beneath her, leaving the two of us against warm brick while the fox-fire light kindled brighter with every stroke.

“You feel that?” I said against her mouth, moving in her with deep, measured strokes. “The warrant didn’t make you anything. You were already the sharpest thing in this city before she stamped it.”

“Say it again,” she gasped, clinging, the game gone and just the true thing left.

“You. Sharpest thing in the city. Warrant or no warrant.” My hands locked around her waist, and I drove up into her harder until she keened. “Mine and chosen, beyond any hire. Say it.”

“Yours, chosen,” she managed, “not hired,” and I felt her start to go, her tails tightening on my arms, her small body winding taut. “Oh. Oh, don’t stop, don’t you dare stop, that’s an order, it’s in the warrant, clause.” The number dissolved into a cry as I drove into her again, and she came apart on it.

And at her peak the fair below lit its closing flight, the whole city igniting at once as the fireworkers loosed the night’s last lanterns, ten thousand golden lights rising off the rooftops in a slow tide beneath her, gold on gold, the capital’s closing spectacle breaking over her right as she broke over me. She clenched around me, her whole small body going taut and shaking, the fox-fire light flaring full down the length of her, and she laughed the fox laugh into my mouth even as she came, delighted, wrecked, triumphant.

“I ordered that,” she gasped against my lips, the lanterns rising gold behind her. “The lights. It’s in the warrant. Clause nine.”

There is no clause nine. Nobody will ever check. Her laugh snapped the last of my control. I locked her petite body against the chimney, drove to the root, and spent in her as the golden tide climbed the sky. Hot pulses filled her while her pussy clenched around each one. The finish echoed through the bond, doubling the sensation until she shivered again, and the two of us shook against warm brick over a city that had no idea anything had happened above it.



Suzu wrapped us both in her tails on warm slate while the city cooled gold below.

She lay against me and took my right hand and studied the audit-ring on the smallest finger, turning it to the lanternlight, appraising it as she appraises everything, and then she tapped it twice with one clawed fingertip, satisfied.

“The empress marked her collateral,” she said. “Good instinct. You put your ring on a man’s hand where the whole family can see it, and no other woman has to wonder and no man dares ask.” She tapped it once more. “I’d have advised the same thing. Your empress has excellent instincts.” A yawn, tails settling. “I’ll start the vaults tomorrow. Follow the manifest till it dead-ends. Wherever the count stops is where the thing lives.” She was going, as she goes, warm and sudden. “A thief with a warrant, counting what the king can’t. Told you there’d be a thrill in it.”

She fell asleep tail-wrapped against my side over eleven thousand lamps, the Crown’s seal at her throat and the pencil, I discovered, back in my pocket, stolen at some point in the last hour with a skill I hadn’t felt at all.

Across the palace, Vyrissa’s bronze shape kept watch from the great hall’s ridge.


Chapter 5: Eleven Thousand Lamps

Twenty-three days remained until Founders’ Night when Suzu robbed the royal vaults on the first morning and came back insulted.

“Boring,” she reported, dropping onto a bench in the guest wing with the warrant still on its cord and a look of professional grievance. “Those vaults nearly killed me with boredom, and I have walked through the vaults of gods. Insured, catalogued, double-locked, and boring. Every box tallied. Every tally signed. Every signature matched to a ledger, and the ledger reconciled to the last farthing.” She said the word reconciled the way another person would say cursed. “I have robbed better shrines than this palace keeps its treasury. There’s no romance in it. Where’s the false floor? Where’s the box behind the box? I found one decoy lever and it was so obvious I was embarrassed for the man who installed it.”

“So the vaults are honest,” I said.

“They’re WORSE than honest,” Suzu said, with feeling. “They’re competent. Do you know how rare that is? I have robbed treasuries that thought a big door was a plan. I have robbed a temple that kept its whole fortune behind a curse and no lock, because they believed in the curse, which, to be fair, worked on everyone but me. This one is just quietly, boringly correct, every box where the ledger says, every seal unbroken, and a night-clerk who actually counts twice.” She looked genuinely aggrieved. “I left him a note. Deliberately. I told him his second lock on the muniment room was decorative and he should save his coin. He is going to spend the whole month wondering how I got in to tell him. It’s the only fun I had all day.”

“You broke into a vault to leave a note criticizing its security,” I said.

“I improved him,” Suzu said, wounded. “For free. Municipal work.” Then her ears twitched, the fox-fire freckling coming up across her nose. “Which is the interesting part. Because I followed the manifest. Room by room, box by box, all catalogued, all reconciled, all boring, all the way down, until the manifest just.” She stopped. “Stopped.”

“There was one thing,” she added, before that. “One genuinely interesting thing, and it wasn’t the coin. The chandlery accounts. The lamp-oil, the wicks, the wax. Sidonie flagged it in her letters and she was right: the palace buys light for three times the lamps it burns. Three times. Every year, more oil, more wick, more wax, and more chandlers on the roll, and the surplus just.” She spread her hands. “Vanishes into the old wings. Nobody can say where. I asked a clerk where the extra oil goes and he went the color of the ledger and told me that was a question for Master Pruett, and then he found somewhere else to be so fast I thought he’d learned Shade-Step.”

“Three times the lamps,” I said. “For surplus routed toward a wing on no count.”

“For a wing on no count,” she agreed. “Somebody’s been routing enough surplus into the old wings to hide an uncounted destination inside the palace’s ordinary burn. It could be stores, a whole forgotten round, or boring embezzlement dressed as tradition. I can’t price which one this is. It’s very upsetting.”

“Stopped where?”

“It runs out. Down in the old part, the barrow-core, the winter fort the whole palace grew over. The manifest lists the wine-cellars and the strong-rooms and the muniment store and then there’s a wing that it doesn’t list at all. It’s not on the count. There’s a door, and behind the door is a whole quarter of the oldest part of the building, and the manifest just.” She spread her hands. “Isn’t there. A room cut out of the tally. And I’ve robbed enough tallies to tell you that a room cut out of a tally is never a small room. It’s always the room.”

“The Winter Court,” I said. Odette’s page. The lamp older than the palace. Count what the palace does not.

“That’s what they call the wing. The Winter Court.” Suzu leaned forward. “And here’s the part that made my fur stand up. The door has no lock.”

“No lock.”

“No lock, Dorian.” She was not making a joke. When Suzu stops making jokes about doors, you listen. “I have spent my whole life on locks. A lock is a promise: this matters, and someone expects to lose it. A great lock on a door tells you exactly how frightened the owner is of what’s inside coming out or someone getting in. And this door, on the one room the whole palace pretends isn’t there, has no lock at all.” She sat back. “That’s not carelessness. Carelessness has a lock and forgets to turn it. No lock means the owner isn’t afraid of losing what’s inside, which means either it’s worthless, or.” She stopped again.

“Or it can’t be taken,” I said.

“Or it can’t be taken. Locks are for people who expect to lose things. Whoever keeps what is behind that door does not expect to lose it.” She turned the warrant over in her fingers. “That’s not confidence. Confidence has a lock and doesn’t bother checking it. That’s a keeper. And I went to walk in with my lawful warrant that says I can open any locked door in this palace, and the door isn’t locked, so my warrant doesn’t apply, which is viciously clever, and there was a man standing inside it who’d been waiting for me since before I knew the room existed.”



His name was Master Pruett, and he had grown into the doorway of the Winter Court the way old timber grows into a wall.

I went to see him myself, that afternoon, because a door that a fox can’t open is a door I want to look at with my own eyes. He was in his sixties, heavy and slow, hands stained the deep translucent amber of a lifetime in wax, and he stood in the open doorway of the unlocked wing as if he were part of the frame, and he did not step aside and he did not bar the way. He simply occupied it, the way a keel occupies the middle of a boat.

“Warden Marsh,” he said. “And the Keeper of the Wend vault.” He nodded to Suzu with a grave professional courtesy, one keeper to another. “I’ve been expecting you both since the princess started asking questions about the chandlery accounts. You’ll want to come in. You can’t yet.”

“The warrant,” Suzu began.

“The warrant is for locked doors, Keeper, and you’ve already seen there’s no lock. You know why there’s no lock, because you’re the only person in this city who would.” His amber-stained hands folded over his apron. “The accounts you want are not accounts. That’s the trouble, and it’s why the princess was warned off them, and the man who warned her was me, and I’m not sorry, and I’m not hiding anything. Some things aren’t hidden. They’re kept. There’s a difference the size of the world between those two words, and everyone who can’t tell them apart stops at this door on their own, without my lifting a hand.”

“And when I can tell them apart?” I asked.

“Then you won’t need to ask me to come in. You’ll already be inside, because you’ll have understood that the door was never the obstacle.” He looked at me for a long moment, and there was nothing sinister in it, only the patience of a man who had tested a great many people at this doorway and trusted very few. “Come back when you know what you’re asking. Wait until then. I’d tell you sooner if telling helped. It never does. A man has to walk down to the bottom of this building on his own feet, doing honest work the whole way, before the door means anything to him. You’ll see.” He stepped back, not aside, into the dim. “The dragon on your roof has good posture, by the way. Tell her the light down here says hello.”

The door did not close, because it had no lock and no need. It simply became a dark that we were not yet the right shape to enter.

Suzu stared into it a long time, the licensed thief who could not use her license here.

“He’s not lying,” she said quietly once we were clear. “That’s the thing that’s going to keep me up. Since Veltmark I have learned to smell a liar across a market, and that old man in the wax apron is honest. He’s tending something rather than guarding a secret. And he told us exactly how to get in: prove worthy of being told. That’s a lock I can’t pick from outside, because it doesn’t open from the outside at all.”

We spent the afternoon finishing the lawful part of her audit, because a door that refuses you does not excuse abandoning all the ordinary doors that opened.

The royal vault clerk met us at the coin room with Suzu’s note in his hand. He was a narrow man named Beller, ink on three fingers, offended with professional precision.

“You entered a sealed muniment room,” he said.

“Lawfully,” Suzu replied, tapping the warrant at her throat.

“You left a criticism of the second lock.”

“Also lawfully. The criticism was accurate.”

“It was. We removed the lock this morning.” Beller’s mouth stayed severe, but he had brought the dismantled mechanism on a tray, cleaned and labeled. “The inner pin was decorative, as you wrote. The locksmith charged the Crown for a security feature that impeded only staff. I have recovered the fee.”

Suzu stared at him.

“You took the note seriously.”

“It was a correct note delivered by a licensed auditor. Why would I not?”

She looked at me with open distress. “They’re making lawful theft rewarding. This city is trying to reform me by competence. I object on moral grounds.”

Beller handed her the removed pin. “A receipt.”

She accepted it with both hands.

The rest of the vault deserved her original insult. It was boring in the way a bridge is boring when every joint holds. Coin boxes matched their tallies. Emergency grain silver sat exactly where the manifest said. The night clerk had corrected his own count by three farthings and attached the reason, rather than altering the figure to hide the error. Suzu checked every seal anyway and returned each object to the same angle.

At the chandlery annex the boredom broke. Racks held new wicks by the thousand, waxed against damp, dated and rotated. Oil jars stood in rows three deep. The issue ledger recorded ordinary lamp use accurately until each month’s final page, where a large remainder moved under one line: OLD HOUSEHOLD ROUND.

No destination. No recipient. Only the same phrase, month after month, in different hands going back as far as the surviving books reached.

“Embezzlement changes its handwriting and rounds its numbers,” Suzu said. “This is tradition. Every clerk knows the line is crooked and believes the crookedness is correct.”

I touched the oldest page with Dragon’s Measure. The echo read freely chosen attachment in the worn paper, pride in the careful columns, and no Saint-debt anywhere in the ink.

“The ink carries neither leash nor bought pressure,” I said. “Whatever this line protects, the clerks chose to protect it.”

Beller had followed us. “My predecessor told me the Old Household Round is not to be reconciled against ordinary burn. I asked why. She said if I needed to ask twice, I should transfer to grain.”

“Did you ask twice?” Suzu said.

“I transferred to coin for six years. Then returned when I understood that an honest book can contain one line whose purpose belongs to its keepers. I still dislike it. Disliking a necessary irregularity keeps it from spreading.”

Suzu bowed to him. A real bow, shallow but unmistakable, thief to clerk.

“You are a dangerous man to underestimate in a vault.”

“That is an absurd statement.”

“Exactly what a dangerous vault clerk would say.”

We left with a copied page, Beller’s permission written at the bottom, and one clean limit on what we knew. The visible burn could not reconcile the Old Household Round. Oil, wick, and wax entered the old wings without a named destination, and the surplus was too broad to isolate by subtraction. It might feed an uncounted destination, conceal stores, or preserve some older practice. The books proved only that the keepers were competent and that the discrepancy was deliberate. They did not tell us what the Winter Court kept or whether its unknown light consumed anything.



Nahari mapped the city the same day, by ear and by refusal, and found the market without once looking at it.

She took the graduate team, and Wat carried the tally-board the way Osric would have, ruled and careful, an apostle of the count. And Nahari walked the capital with her eyes shut, letting the graduates be her sight for the ordinary things and keeping her own strange sense for the thing underneath.

“Kept lamps are steady,” she said, as we walked, and Wat marked each street she named. “Feel that whole row? Steady. Honest oil, honest wick, a person keeping each one. That street is safe. Mark it clean.” We turned a corner and she stopped, and her mouth tightened. “This one. Feel it? The lamps here flicker between leaning and upright. A price wavered through them, beyond any draft. Somebody on this street sold a name this winter, and the light on it has never settled since.” Wat marked it flickering. “And there, and there. String them together, Wat. The flickering streets. They make a shape.”

They made a shape. By dusk Wat’s board held the whole city, kept streets and flickering streets, and the flickering ones drew a rough ring around a district in the under-streets, a border built from refusals rather than walls, of everywhere Nahari’s unlooking slid off a thing that wanted looking.

“There’s the market,” she said, eyes still shut, standing at the ring’s edge. “I never looked at it once. I found it by where it tried to catch me.” She turned her blind face toward the district. “Write this much down: honestly kept light is ground the market cannot comfortably read. Sold names give it roads. Kept lamps interrupt those roads.”

“The Winter Court,” I said. “Kept, not hidden.”

“Safe for now,” she said. “Do not promote that into an answer we haven’t earned. We know the market slides off kept ground. We do not know what it wants behind that wall, how it reaches, or whose hands matter.”

Wat marked the distinction on his board. He was Deric’s boy, twenty, and he’d taken a blade through the arm holding a siege hinge during the Night of Leaning Lamps without stepping forward.

“So we keep mapping roads and breaks,” he said.

“Exactly,” Nahari replied. “No guessed faces. No invented keys. We keep the lamps and collect the next receipt.”



The warmth behind the wall reached us at dusk, all three at once, without any of us finding its source.

We were passing the outer wall of the Winter Court on the way back, the barrow-core’s ancient stone, when three things happened in the same breath, and I have set them in order because the order matters.

Above us, on the great hall’s ridge, Vyrissa had been sunning in the last of the light, and she went utterly still. A listening creature had gone still after hearing, at the very edge of its senses, a sound it stopped expecting to hear a very long time ago. Through the bond her slow heartbeat did not speed up. It went slower. Down, and down, toward some floor I’d never felt it reach, listening with her whole ancient body to something on the far side of that wall.

Beside me, Nahari made a small sound. She had her glass in her hand, the seer’s glass she keeps deliberately blind, refusing to look through it near anything the market or the Saint has touched. And the glass, blind by her own choice, went warm in her hand. She held it up, wondering.

“Something old in there is keeping itself,” she said, very quiet. “And it is not afraid. Everything I have felt this whole city has been afraid, or hungry, or sold. This is neither. This is warm, and old, and unafraid, and it is keeping itself the way a hearth keeps a house.” Her eyes were open now, fixed on the ancient wall. “That is not a wound. I told you there’d be one of each. That, on the other side of that stone, is the hearth.”

And the candle in my borrowed lantern bowed.

The wind was coming off the river, steady, at my back, pushing the flame away from the wall. And the flame leaned into the wind, toward the Winter Court, toward the ancient stone, bending against the draft the way a student bends toward a teacher, as I had seen a living candle bow to Odette’s dead wick on my own hall table a hundred leagues north. It did not gutter. It did not flare. It leaned, with respect, toward something on the far side of that wall that it knew and I did not, and then it straightened, and burned on.

Nobody said the word.

I felt it rise in all of us and none of us said it, because it was too large to say in a street, and because saying a thing before you have earned the right to it is the market’s mistake and not ours. Vyrissa came down off the ridge in human form a while later and did not speak of it at all.

But she came to my doorway that night, before Nahari did, and stood there without entering, which is a thing she does when a matter is too large for a room.

“I felt something behind that wall today,” she said. “And I am not going to tell you what I think it is, because I have been wrong about my own dead before. I have arrived late to graves believing the wrong thing. I will not do it again by guessing aloud.” Her furnace eyes were banked low. “But understand my quiet when it comes. There are things a dragon does not hurry toward. If what I felt today is what I am afraid to hope, then I will walk toward it as slowly as I can bear, because if I run and I am wrong, I do not think I will survive being wrong about this particular thing.” She turned to go. “Do not let anyone say the word until I have stood in front of it. It is a keeper’s request.”

“You have it,” I said.

“Then good.” Her heartbeat, at the edge of the bond, was still coming up slowly from the floor it had gone down to. A new note moved inside it. I had no name for it, and she had asked me not to guess.



Thursday supper happened that week whether the palace liked it or not, because the household keeps Thursday the way the tide keeps the moon.

There was a court function first that week, and it gave the household its one clean comedy before the dread closed in.

Maeva and Vyrissa attended a duchesses’ afternoon, where the great ladies of the kingdom took one another’s measure over honey-water, and the two empresses conducted their armed neutrality in plain sight of a court that had no idea what it was watching. Two young duchesses, keen to advance, spent the whole afternoon studying the two visitors to learn how a great lady comports herself, and every note they took was on the wrong thing.

They noted that Lady Maeva passed the pepper before it was asked for, and copied it, thinking it courtesy, when it was four hundred years of an empress reading a room a half-beat ahead of everyone in it. They noted that Lady Vyrissa held very still and spoke seldom, and practiced stillness, thinking it dignity, when it was a predator conserving motion. By the week’s end two duchesses of the kingdom were unconsciously imitating the table manners of an empress dead four centuries and a dragon older than their kingdom, and neither would ever know it.

“I have started a fashion,” Maeva told me, delighted. “By spring the whole court will pass the pepper early and hold very still, and think it elegance. This is how empires actually spread, summoner. Table manners spread empires more reliably than armies.”

Vyrissa’s contribution to the afternoon had been to eat, slowly and completely, a portion of everything on the table, and to pronounce the kingdom’s famously bland cuisine “under-seasoned but honest, which is the correct order of virtues,” a judgment that traveled the court by nightfall and became, within a week, the fashionable thing to say about the palace kitchens. Bram heard it repeated back to him by a steward as capital wisdom and was so offended on behalf of seasoning that he cooked the household a supper of such aggressive flavor that Vyrissa ate three helpings and revised her judgment to “the province seasons; the court apologizes; I know now which table I attend,” which Bram had framed, in his head, forever.

We set the long table in the guest wing on Thursday, and the king came uninvited.

He did it the way he did everything, without pretext or herald. He’d heard, somehow, that the march ate together on Thursdays, and he simply appeared at the door in his shirtsleeves the way he’d appeared in the stable yard, and he stood there a moment as if half-expecting to be turned away, a king who had forgotten what it was to arrive somewhere he hadn’t ordered into being.

“Sit,” Maeva told him, before anyone could make it a ceremony. “There’s a place. There’s always one place too many at this table; nobody knows why; we’ve stopped counting. Bram, another bowl for His Majesty.”

“He’ll take the stew as it comes,” Bram said from the pot, “and he’ll like it, and if he doesn’t he can build his own inn.”

And the King of the kingdom was overruled on stew by a one-armed innkeeper within the hour, which is the oldest gag this household owns, now played at its final altitude. Berengar suggested, mildly, that the stew might want more salt. Bram informed him, without turning around, that the stew wanted exactly what the stew had, that he’d been seasoning stew since before the king was weaned, and that the last person to second-guess his pot had been an empress and she’d been wrong too. Maeva, down the table, said, “I maintain I was right about the pepper,” and Bram said, “You’re always right about pepper and never right about stew, it’s a documented condition,” and the king watched this happen to him and did not know what to do with his face, because few people contradicted him over supper, and it was, I could see, an evening he badly needed.

He stayed three hours too long. He stayed the way a cold man stays by someone else’s fire, past every reasonable point of leaving, because leaving meant going back to a palace that treated him like a crown instead of a man, and here he was just a fellow at a crowded table being overruled about soup, and he could not make himself get up from it. When he finally did, at the door, he paused.

“You never told me your innkeeper argues with kings,” the king said to Maeva at the door, and Maeva said, “He argues with everyone; equality is the comfort of him,” and Bram, from the pot, said, “I argued an empress out of over-salting a soup once and I would do it to a god,” and Berengar laughed, a real one, rusty, the laugh of a man who had nearly forgotten that contradiction over stew can feel like trust.

“My sister was right,” he said. “About coming to see it. I’ve read a hundred reports on the Wend-march and none of them mentioned that you argue about stew.” He looked back at the table, the queens and the graduates and the old innkeeper and the dragon in the corner pretending to study a child’s counting stone she’d carried all the way from home. “That’s the part that isn’t for sale, isn’t it. The arguing. The too-many chairs.” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Goodnight, Warden. Thank you for the stew. It was perfect. Don’t tell your innkeeper I said so.”



Nahari came to me that night, and she named the night plainly, as she does.

Her rooms in the guest wing had eleven lamps lit, her custom since the Crown night, and the shutters stood open to the city’s glow so that the whole gold spread of Dun Barrow lay beyond the sill. She had warmed oil over one of the lamps. She was twenty-nine, dead two centuries and returned whole, in her ember and ash wraps with silver hair loose to her waist. She looked at me with the near-black eyes gone slow and deliberate.

“I have spent this whole day refusing to look,” she said. “Eleven thousand lamps, and I unsaw every one of them, and the city made that refusal exhausting. All day I have been blind on purpose, and I am tired of not-knowing the whole world.” She set the oil where the lamplight could keep it warm. “So tonight I will know one thing completely. You. By hand, by heart, blind. I will be right about every inch, and you may correct me if I am ever wrong. I won’t be. Say yes, Dorian. In your own words. That is the asking, and the asking is the door.”

“Yes,” I said. “In my own words. All night.”

“Good.” The slow blink slowed further. “Then help me out of these. One layer at a time. There is no hurry anywhere in this room, and there will be none, and that is all of it.”



She undressed as she does everything, without a wasted motion and without any speed at all, and I helped her, one wrap at a time, ember, then ash, then bone, each layer set aside like a page turned, until she stood in the eleven-lamp light in nothing but the temple-script circling her ankle and the silver fall of her hair.

She warmed the oil in her own palms first and put my hands in it, and then she turned to the deep sill and set her palms flat on it, and looked back at me over her shoulder with the near-black eyes, the whole gold city beyond her, the capital’s glow laid across the deep brown of her skin and the wide heavy curve of her.

I took a moment before I touched her, because she had given me the whole night and there was no clock in the room. The eleven lamps threw their small honest light along the oiled length of her back, the deep dip of her spine, the wide heavy flare where her waist gave over to her hips, and beyond her the city glowed its dishonest thousands, and I kept my eyes on the geometry of the thing she had built: the false light out the window, the true light in the room, and the one woman between them who had spent a whole day refusing to look at either and had decided to be looked at instead. “You may begin,” she said, handing over the one map she keeps for herself as a gift.

No other woman could have made that sill look like an altar, and I had never once rushed her there. I ran my oiled hands over the wide flare of her hips, the full heavy round of her, worshipful and slow, the lamplight sliding on the oil, and she made a low sound and pressed back into my hands.

I knelt behind her and used my mouth before I used anything else. I kissed the oiled curve of one hip, then the other, taking my time where the soft weight of her ass met her thighs. Her silver hair brushed my cheek when she looked back. I spread her gently and licked through the wet heat between her legs, tongue circling her clit while my hands held all that mural-worthy softness open.

Her fingers tightened on the sill. The city could keep its thousands of false lights. The only thing I wanted to watch was the slow roll of her hips against my mouth and the ember-script kindling around her ankle.

“You remember this geography,” she whispered.

I pushed two fingers inside her and curled them while I sucked her clit. “By heart.”

“Then take the southern road more slowly. The map rewards patience.”

I obeyed until her thighs trembled and oil shone beneath my palms. Only then did I rise behind her, my cock hard against the heavy curve I had worshiped, and let her feel what her patience had earned.

“Two hundred years I have known everything a half-second early,” she said in her low measured cadence as I touched her. “Two hundred years of glass. And your hands are the one text I learned by touch instead of by seeing. In a moment you will move your thumb, there, along the script. Do it slower than I saw.”

I did it slower. She hummed low.

I took her from behind at the sill, sinking into her by degrees while she kept her palms flat on the wood and the city glowed beyond her. She was hot and slick around me, opening by patient degrees, and the ember filigree of her bond-light began to kindle along the temple-script at her ankle and climb, and she narrated it, whispering, mapping me instead of the future.

“There. Now you will grip my hip. Harder than you did at the Cindermaw rim. You have grown.” Her whisper lost its perfect timing as I did exactly that. “In a moment you will change the angle. Deeper. I have already felt it and it has not happened yet and I want it anyway. Now.”

I gave her the angle, deep and slow, and she moaned into the night air over the city, her hair swaying, her hips rolling back to meet me at her own patient pace, the lamplight and the oil and the gold of the city all sliding together on her skin.

My oiled hands moved over the heavy round of her ass, then into the soft crease where thigh met hip. Each stroke ran long from one end to the other. Her pussy gripped my cock with a slow wet pulse whenever I pressed deep, and the ember filigree climbed the temple-script at her ankle one loop at a time.

“You will pull almost free,” she whispered. “Then hold me open with both hands and make me ask for the depth back.”

I stopped with only the head of my cock inside her. Oil shone on her skin. The city beyond the shutters glittered while Nahari pushed back and found me refusing to give her the next inch.

Her slow blink stalled over her shoulder. “Deep again, Dorian. All of you. I want the stroke I saw.”

“Ask better.”

The near-black eyes warmed. “Fill my pussy slowly and keep your hands on my ass while you do it. That is the request.”

I obeyed one inch at a time. Her fingers spread on the sill. Wet sound marked every measured push until my hips rested against the lush curve of her and she gave a low, satisfied hum.

“Better than I saw,” she said.

I kept that rhythm, changing only the angle when her body asked, thumb brushing her clit between strokes. Her prophecy mapped one hand and missed the other. Each small error made her hips roll harder, greedy for another surprise.

“In a moment,” she breathed, “you will slow down. Because you think slower is what I want. And it is. But not yet. In a moment. Not.” Her whisper lost its rhythm as I held the pace instead. “There. You waited. You have learned to wait. At the mill-house you would have slowed the instant I said the word slow. Now you make me wait for my own foresight. You found another way to do it.” A low, wrecked laugh. “That is very good, Dorian. Noted.”

Then I broke her map.

She had told me what I would do next, as she always does, foreseen it in the memory of my body, and I did the other thing instead. One touch she had not called, my hand sliding around and down to her clit while I was still deep in her, a beat before her narration said it should come, and the oracle who cannot be surprised by the future was surprised by her own memory failing her.

She jolted. She laughed, breathless, wrecked, delighted.

“Oh,” she gasped. “Oh. You’ve grown. I did not have that. I did not have that. Noted. Noted.” And the delight of being wrong, of being surprised, her rarest and deepest pleasure, ran through her like fire through oil, and I felt her start to come apart on it.

I turned her then because I wanted her eyes. She turned fully with me, stepped down from the sill, and pressed one oiled hand to my chest.

“Sit,” she said. “The second geography is mine to choose.”

I sat on the broad stone ledge. Nahari climbed astride me face to face, silver hair falling around both of us, her wide hips settling over my thighs. She took my cock in one slick hand, rubbed the head through her wet slit, and lowered herself by degrees. Slow. Always slow with her.

The first inch opened her around me. The next drew a low sound from her, slow but no longer composed. She kept sinking until her heavy ass rested on my thighs and I filled her to the root. Then she stopped and looked into my eyes while the city glowed beyond her shoulders, eleven thousand lamps she had refused all day.

She did not look at one of them. She looked at me.

“This,” she whispered, rolling her hips once, “was the second stage I kept off the map. I wanted to arrive here without seeing it first.”

Her oiled palm settled against my jaw, mapping my face by touch. I caught her wrist and kissed the center of her hand. She began to ride me at her patient pace, lifting until my cock nearly slipped free and lowering herself one measured inch at a time. The astride angle let her control every part of the descent. It also let me watch every response cross her face.

“You missed this part,” I said.

Her slow blink faltered. “I left room for correction. An honest map does.”

I set both hands on her wide hips and held her above me with only the head of my cock inside. Oil shone beneath my fingers. Her pussy tightened around that first inch, trying to pull the rest back.

“Then correct it aloud.”

“Draw me down slowly.” She moved my right hand lower, onto the full curve of her ass. “Keep me open with both hands. Let me feel every inch arrive while I look at you.”

I obeyed. I pulled her down along my cock one patient measure at a time, lifting her lush weight and lowering it again without hurrying. Her silver hair brushed my wrists. Each descent ended with her clit grinding against the base of me, and each rise drew a slow wet pull from her pussy.

“That was absent from the map,” she murmured.

“Bad map.”

“Improving map.” Her mouth opened on a low sound when I seated her deep and held her there. “Again, cartographer. I have decided to permit revisions.”

I gave her three. On the first, I let her choose the descent. On the second, I took her hips and made it deeper. On the third, I held her at the root and rolled my thumb over her clit while her thighs trembled around mine. Through the Crowned bond, her pleasure arrived as ember warmth under my skin and returned to her amplified, a patient loop tightening by degrees.

Nahari leaned close until our foreheads touched. Her hips kept moving, a slow circular grind that made every inch of my cock drag inside her while her near-black eyes stayed open and unguarded.

“Now,” she whispered. It was a request, not a prophecy. “Keep me astride. Keep me looking at you. I am not counting. I am not seeing. I am only feeling. Come with me, Dorian.”

I took her mouth and lifted her hips into my hands. Then I drew her down hard enough to break the patient rhythm once, exactly once, and ground her clit against me at the bottom.

She came around me with a long, rolling contraction. Ember filigree flared from her ankle and traced the deep curves straddling my lap. Her thighs locked at my sides. The next spasm gripped my cock deeper, and I kept my thumb on her clit while her careful pace dissolved into short helpless rolls of her hips.

Her eyes never left mine.

I followed her, hauling her lush hips down and burying myself as far as she had asked. Cum pulsed deep into her in heavy spurts. Her walls milked each one from me, and the finish traveled through the bond both ways until she shuddered again, laughing softly against my mouth at a sensation she had not mapped.

I kept my thumb moving while I came. Her pussy tightened hard enough to draw another pulse from me, then fluttered in slower rings around my cock. She caught my lower lip between hers and held it while her ass settled heavily against my thighs.

“One correction remains,” she murmured, wrecked and delighted. “Do not lift me yet. I want every aftershock astride you at this same pace.”

I kept her seated at the root. Warm cum leaked between us while her contractions slowed one by one, each small squeeze reaching me twice through the Crowned bond. Our foreheads rested together over Dun Barrow until the ember light banked low.



Nahari lay warm against me for a long while before giving me the day’s true finding, drowsy and honest.

“The market’s ring is on Wat’s board,” she murmured, her head on my chest, one finger tracing the silver on my forearm. “I gave you its edges. And the warmth behind the Winter Court wall.” She was going, the slow slide into sleep that she takes on purpose. “One of them is a wound. One is a hearth. Do not confuse which is which, and do not confuse which we came here to open. We open the wound to close it. We open the hearth to.” And the sentence stopped there, mid-thought, because she fell asleep in the middle of it on purpose, as she does, leaving the end of it for morning.

She finished it at breakfast, as she finishes all of them, over tea, without preamble, as if no hours had passed.

“To let it warm the whole kingdom,” she said, setting down her cup. “That is the end of the sentence. We open the hearth to let it warm the whole kingdom, which is the opposite of a market, which sells warmth that gives no heat. That is what we are for this spring. Now. Someone pass me the honest bread. The capital’s is too clever by half.”


Chapter 6: The Lamp Run

Colm rejected the first anchor-bolt before breakfast and made a palace mason fetch another.

The first real score of the season would be settled that night, twenty days before Founders’ Night.

The Lamp Run is run at night, which is the point of it: you cannot see who is winning by looking at the runners. You see it by looking at the city.

The old beacon route climbs from the river gate to the barrow-tower through the whole tangle of Dun Barrow, a chain of two hundred beacon-stations that once carried warning-fire across the city in minutes and now stood cold most of the year. On Lamp Run night each crew starts at the river gate with an unlit torch and races the route, lighting stations as they go, and the mother-stone scores three things when it’s done: speed, spread, and lamps lost. Fastest to the tower matters. But a crew that runs fast and lights only its own path scores low on spread, and a crew that loses a single lamp to wind or haste scores worst of all, because the Run remembers that the beacons existed to save the city, not to win a race.

The great houses fielded runners in house colors, gilt-trimmed, drilled. The guilds fielded their strongest. And the market fielded contracted legends.

I surveyed Rennick’s team assemble at the river gate and felt the cold arithmetic again. He’d put the Gray Lark’s kind on the course, the returned dead, whole and legend-fast, gilt-lit so the crowd could follow their brilliance through the dark streets. They were beautiful. They were built for exactly this: a spectacle, speed made visible, borrowed legs carrying borrowed light up a hill while ten thousand people cheered the shine.

We fielded craft.

That is the difference between us and the market, staged as a footrace, and I knew before the starting torch that the Run was going to argue the spring’s entire case in choreography if only I set it up right. The market had bought speed. We had built a way for tired men to be as good as fresh ones and a code that made light spread instead of merely travel. Speed you can buy. Craft you have to teach, and a thing you teach keeps working after you’ve gone home, which is the one advantage no amount of grave-gold can purchase.

So I did not try to out-run the dead. I set the race up to be won on spread and on nothing lost, on the two things the stone scored that a bought sprint could not touch, and then I gave the whole plan to a hundred strangers for free, because a plan you keep to yourself wins one race and a plan you give away wins a city.



Colm rigged the three worst climbs in the afternoon, and I helped carry cable, because a Warden who won’t carry cable has forgotten what he is.

The beacon route has three cruel pitches where the old stations sit high on tower-walls a runner has to scale, and Colm set his windlass rigs at all three: a counterweighted line that could walk a lamp up three hundred feet of wall in twenty seconds while a runner climbed beside it, so that no time was lost to the climb and no lamp was risked to a tired grip in the dark. He’d built the rigs for the march’s lamp-lines before the Night of Leaning Lamps. He set them up here the way another man sets a table, muttering at the anchor-bolts, testing each pawl twice.

“Good rig lets a tired man be as good as a fresh one,” he said, which is all of Colm’s philosophy. “The market’s got fresh legs that never tire. Fine. I’ve got a rig that makes my tired ones climb like they don’t. Even money on the wall, then, and even money’s all I need, because after the wall comes the code.”

He walked me through the first rig bolt by bolt, because Colm cannot set a thing up in front of a man without teaching it to him, the same disease Wat has and the graduates all caught. The counterweight was a sandbag on a pulley, the line dressed with wax so it ran silent, the pawl set to catch every hand-span so a slipped grip lost nothing. “The clever part isn’t the lift,” he said, tightening an anchor-bolt with the particular tenderness he keeps for anchor-bolts. “Any fool can lift a lamp. The clever part is the pawl. A tired man’s grip slips. It’s not a fault, it’s a fact, and the market’ll tell you the answer is legs that never slip, and charge you a soul for them. My answer’s cheaper. My answer is a rig that catches the slip so the slip costs nothing, and a man who knows the rig’ll catch him climbs braver, and a brave tired man beats a fresh frightened one every time.” He tested the pawl twice more. “Write that to your census-captain. She’ll like the part about the pawl. She’s a pawl sort of girl.”

The code was Brenna’s, and the lesson of it happened on a guild-hall floor. It mattered before the race ever began.



A hundred of the capital’s own lamplighters came to learn the relay alphabet, and we taught them on a chalked floor like first-cohort children.

They came because Wat had gone to the lamplighters’ guild-hall the day before and simply offered, the way the graduates offer everything, without being asked: we have a code that lights a route faster than legs can carry it, and we’ll teach it to you for nothing, tonight, if you want to run your own city’s beacons better than the market’s dead can. And the lamplighters, unblessed men and women who kept the capital’s real light for a living and had watched a market sell shine over their heads all season, came in a hundred strong to a chalked floor to learn it.

We chalked the guild-hall floor the way we chalk the school yard. Wat drew the signals big: one flash and hold, two flash, three flash, long flash. Brenna’s alphabet, the one she had invented at the Gilt Hunt fen drive and refined against a sand-glass ever since, taught now to a hundred grown professionals of the capital who bent over the chalk marks with the exact concentration of children learning their letters.

“One flash, hold,” Wat called, and a hundred lamplighters flashed and held their shuttered lamps. “Two flashes, gate ready. Three, gate dropped. One long flash, breach. Those meanings don’t change because we’re running a race instead of holding a fen line. Tonight you’ll mostly use one flash: my station is lit, and I am steady.” He walked the chalked floor correcting grips the way Yrsa corrects a stance, gently, by pointing. “The trick isn’t speed. The trick is that when I light my beacon, I don’t just light mine. I flash my neighbor, and my neighbor lights his and flashes his neighbor, and the light runs down the whole street faster than any runner, because it isn’t running, it’s spreading. Legs carry one light. A code carries all of them.”

An old lamplighter, the guild’s senior, a woman with sixty years of soot in the seams of her hands, learned one-flash-hold and did it and watched her whole row light up down the hall in answer, and she straightened up slow.

“We’ve kept this city’s lamps for six generations,” she said, “and our signals never carried messages this quickly.” She looked at the chalk on the floor, the child’s alphabet. “A little girl thought of this.”

“A little girl who was cold and tired at a fen-drive and got sick of shouting up the line,” I said. “That’s the invention. She wasn’t trying to build anything. She was trying to stop yelling.” The senior lamplighter laughed at that, a short surprised bark, and she filed it as good keepers file a permission: useful inventions come from people annoyed by a small real problem. Men in fine rooms deciding to be clever rarely manage the same. A lamplighter of sixty with sore hands was exactly the sort of person who invents the thing the kingdom actually needs. She taught the woman beside her one-flash-hold, master to master, and the woman taught the man beyond her, and I saw the code spread across the guild-hall floor by exactly the mechanism it was built to serve, hand to hand, no one carrying it, all of them making more of it, and I thought Brenna would have wept to see it and would have denied weeping and would have logged it.

“A little girl who’s twelve and defends her census like a gate,” I said. “She’ll want to know you learned it. Write and tell her. She likes the letters.”

The senior lamplighter flashed one-flash-hold again, just to watch the row answer. A hundred of the capital’s keepers decided, on a chalked floor, that this code belonged in their hands. They flashed one-hold back at Wat without prompting.

Colm ran them through it twice more, patient, correcting grips, and by the end the guild-hall floor of the capital’s lamplighters looked exactly like the school yard on the march did on a teaching day: grown professionals bent over a child’s alphabet, flashing and holding, watching their rows answer, a hundred serious adults learning to make light talk. Wat logged who learned fastest, the way we log everything, so we’d know who to send for when the city needed a relay master of its own. And an old lamplighter asked, at the end, whether they could keep the code after the Games, use it on ordinary nights, and Wat said the point was that they could, that a code you keep is a code that keeps working, and the man nodded slowly and said, “Then you’ve given us something we own beyond this one night.” I wrote the sentence down because it named the immediate gift cleanly: a thing they owned now, not a trick rented for one night.

Maeva watched the whole lesson from the guild-hall gallery and said nothing until it was over, which from Maeva is a kind of applause.

“You understand what you have just done,” she said, on the way out. “You did not teach a hundred lamplighters a race code. You gave a hundred of this city’s keepers a reason to belong to us instead of to the market, and you did it for free, in an afternoon, on a floor. The market pays men to sell their light. You taught men to make more of it and asked for nothing.” She was pleased in the deep way she is pleased when statecraft happens without her hand in it. “Remember this floor. These keepers chose the code before the race offered them a reason. The stone will do the shouting, but the keepers will have already decided, here, quietly, with chalk.”

“That’s the plan,” I said.

“I know it’s the plan. I am complimenting the plan. Do not make me do it twice.”



The Run started at full dark, and I called it from the barrow-tower with Wat’s board and the city laid out below me in the dark like an unlit map.

Yrsa ran our anchor leg. I’d asked her to take an easier station and she’d looked at me as she looks at a badly-made blade.

“The last hill is a gate,” she said. “The barrow-tower’s the last climb and the last beacon and whoever holds that hill holds the Run. Gates are mine. I don’t hold the easy stations. Put me on the hill and go call your race.”

The first movement was the market’s, and it was loud.

Rennick’s contracted dead went off the river gate line like loosed arrows, gilt-lit, legend-fast, and the crowd roared, because they were a genuine wonder to watch: the returned dead running the beacon route at a speed no living crew could match, their gilt shine streaking through the dark streets in a bright ribbon, station after station catching fire behind them. They took the lower city in a third of the time anyone else managed. Wat’s board showed it, the market’s line racing up the tally. The crowd along the route screamed for them. For the first quarter of the Run it looked like no contest at all.

“They’re fast,” Wat said, marking it, worried. His chalk was moving quick, the market’s line climbing the tally faster than anything the board had ever tracked. “Warden, they’re a third of the way up already. We’re barely at the river district. If it’s speed they win in a walk.”

“It isn’t speed,” I said. “Read the stone’s columns, not the crowd. Speed’s one line of three. Watch the spread column. Watch the middle city.”

Colm, beside me, wasn’t watching the runners at all. He was watching his rigs, three cold dots on the board waiting for the crews to reach the walls, muttering the way he mutters. “Let them run the flat. The flat’s theirs. The walls are mine and the code’s the girl’s, and the walls and the code come after the flat. A man who wins the easy part first has spent his lead before the hard part starts. Amateurs win early. Craftsmen win late.”

He was right, and it steadied Wat, and we waited for the middle city.

The second movement belonged to the middle city.

Because the market’s dead could only carry their own light. That is the thing the crowd couldn’t see and the stone could: gilt shine does not propagate. A contracted legend lights the station he touches and runs on, and the station behind him is one light, bright and alone. But where the march’s crews ran, they ran through streets full of the capital’s own lamplighters, the hundred we’d taught on the chalked floor, and when a march runner lit a beacon he flashed the street, and the street lit itself, one-flash-hold running down the rows faster than any legend could sprint, a hundred kept lamps catching each other’s fire because a code had taught them to talk.

The market’s line climbed as a bright thread. Behind the march crews, whole blocks answered one-flash-hold and filled with gold.

“Spread,” Wat said, grinning as he marked the tally. “They’re still ahead by twelve stations, but we’ve taken the spread column. None lost on either side.”

A west-district runner missed a handoff and doubled back. The market gained two stations. Then Colm’s first wall rig caught a slipping lamp, walked it safely up the pitch, and erased half the gap while the contracted runner beside it had to climb with flame in hand.

“Bought shine travels with its carrier,” Wat said, chalk moving fast. “Taught craft spreads. Eight stations now.”

“Now watch the hill,” I said. “Craft and code get us even, and even is all Yrsa has ever needed.”

The market’s beautiful dead drove their bright thread toward the tower. Behind our crews, the middle city’s lamps kept answering one-flash-hold. Wat erased another two stations from the gap before the anchor hill began.



The third movement was the anchor hill, and it was Yrsa against Maren of the Causeway, saint against saint, and the last flat gave me every stride of it.

The market’s anchor was the Causeway saint, a duelist-legend two hundred years dead, returned whole and contracted and set to run the last hill, and she was a marvel even leashed: whipcord and fast, taking the tower-hill’s cruel pitch at a pace that ate Yrsa’s lead station by station. The two of them came up the last climb almost level, the living saint and the contracted one, the crowd on its feet, the new beacon waiting cold at the top for whichever of them planted the fire first.

Yrsa had Colm’s windlass on the last wall and she used it, the lamp walking up beside her while she climbed, no time lost, no light risked. Maren had legend-legs and needed no rig, and she pulled level at the wall’s top, and for a moment they ran the last flat stretch to the beacon side by side, two saints, and the sight held the whole tower silent.

Then Maren reached for the thing her legend owned.

It happened and so did the whole square. Two hundred years ago the Causeway saint had been famous for a burst, a final impossible acceleration, the closing sprint that had won her every race and every duel of her life, the thing that made her a legend. She reached for it now, on the last flat, to take the beacon from Yrsa by the margin her legend had always won by.

And she hit the cap.

It was awful to watch. She reached for the ceiling her own legend had owned in life, and the contract’s cap closed over it like glass, and she hit it mid-stride the way a bird hits a window it can’t see, her whole body lurching as the burst that had defined her simply was not there, forbidden, capped, sold. She stumbled. She did not fall. But the legend-speed her own life had earned was locked away behind a ceiling somebody had put there without her leave, and she felt it, and her face, for one terrible public instant, was the face of a woman reaching for her own hand and finding it chained.

Yrsa took the last ten strides alone and planted the beacon.

The fire caught at the top of the barrow-tower, the whole route lit gold below it, none lost, and the crowd erupted. And Yrsa did not celebrate. She stood at the beacon with her hand still on the iron and she looked back down the flat at Maren of the Causeway, who had stopped, and stood there in her gilt with her chest heaving, staring at her own legs as if they’d betrayed her, and Yrsa looked at her a long moment with a stillness I knew.

Yrsa had died undefeated and been filed under a coward’s name. She knew, better than anyone alive, what it was to have your own legend taken from you and worn by someone else. She looked at Maren of the Causeway hitting a ceiling somebody had sold her, and she did not gloat, and she did not look away, and I could see her filing it, as I file things, for a day when she could do something about it.

Rennick waited at the foot of the hill when Maren came down.

He went to her the way a proud owner goes to a horse that’s just lost, half solicitude and half accounting, and he said something to her, and she did not answer him. She looked at him as she’d looked at her own legs, and then she looked past him, at nothing, the flat dead courtesy of a contracted thing that has just been reminded exactly what it is. And Rennick stood there with his showman’s face on, in front of a saint he’d returned to the world and then watched hit a wall he didn’t understand. The showman’s face slipped crooked on him.

He turned and went to the man beside him, the soft man, the barker, and he asked a question. I couldn’t hear it. I didn’t need to. It was the question a man asks when his prize instrument has failed in public and he doesn’t know why: what happened to her, why did she stop, why can’t she reach the thing she was famous for. And the soft man answered him with genial patience and handed him something, and the reply came as a paper instead of an answer. Rennick looked down at what looked, even from the tower, like a price list, and his face when he looked up from it was the face of a man who has asked why the woman he raised from the dead is broken and been handed a schedule of fees.

He didn’t pocket the paper right away. That was the tell. All season Rennick pocketed the warm coin the instant it touched his hand, fast, hungry, a ferry-town boy who’d learned money doesn’t wait. This time he held the paper a beat too long, staring at it, before he put it away, and I filed that hesitation too, because a man who pauses over the payment is a man who has started to add up what it’s buying.



The etch lit before the crowd had finished roaring.

[THE LAMP RUN: THE ROUTE LIT. NONE LOST. MARCH BANNER.]

And beneath it, added unsworn, in a hand the mother-stone accepted because it was true, the senior lamplighter of Dun Barrow set down the line that won the spring more quietly than any duel:

THEY TAUGHT US THE CODE FIRST.

Bram grieved professionally over his own board.

“My odds,” he mourned, chalking the payout. “Look what you’ve done to my beautiful odds. I had the march at three-to-one on spread and you went and taught the whole city to shine, and now everyone who bet against you is broke and everyone who bet with you is barely worth paying out. You’ve ruined honest bookmaking. This is why I don’t insure against you.”

“You bet on us yourself,” Suzu pointed out.

“I bet on us BADLY,” Bram said, wounded, “at the wrong odds, out of sentiment, and now I’ve barely made a profit, which is the worst thing that can happen to a man in my trade. A loss you can respect. A tiny profit is just embarrassing.”

The capital bookmakers, meanwhile, were having a worse night than Bram, and he took a professional’s grim satisfaction in it. They had priced the market team to win on speed, because speed is what you can see, and they had not known to price the spread column, because none of them had stood on a chalked guild-hall floor watching a hundred lamplighters learn to make a city light itself. “That’s the lesson,” Bram told me, chalking his modest embarrassing profit, “and it’s the same lesson as always and nobody in this trade ever learns it. You can’t price a thing you haven’t watched with your own eyes. They saw fast legs and bought fast legs. I noticed a little girl’s alphabet taught to a hundred keepers on a floor, and I knew what it meant, and I still bet it wrong out of sentiment, which is my own failing and I own it.” He looked out over the gold city the code had lit. “But at least I bet it wrong on the right side. A man who loses money believing in the correct thing is closer to grace than a man who makes it believing in the wrong one. Don’t put that in a ballad. It’ll scan and Suzu will never let me hear the end of it.”



The market’s counter-tell came at the finish, one small beat, and it put a visible dent in the market’s season.

A stall appeared near the barrow-tower as the crowd streamed down, a stall that had not been there before, selling, in warm little phials, “beacon light, bottled, tonight’s, catch the founder’s fire home.” Gilt off the very beacon Yrsa had just lit, or claiming to be, priced to sell to a crowd high on spectacle.

And nobody bought.

It happened. The crowd came down off the Run warm and gold and singing, having just watched their own city teach itself to shine, and they walked past the stall selling bottled beacon-light, and they did not stop, because you cannot sell a man a phial of light when he has just watched a hundred of his own lamplighters make a whole city glow for free. The stall stood there with its warm phials and the crowd flowed past it like water around a stone.

The soft man behind it watched the un-buying with a genial smile. And the smile did not reach anything. It stayed on his face, warm and market-bright, while nobody bought, and there was nothing behind it, no breath under it, the way the tavern-keeper in Millbrook had said. He watched a crowd refuse him with a laugh that had no lungs in it, and then he folded the stall and it was not there anymore, and I logged the refusal, because a market denied once is a market that has learned it can be refused, and so have we.



Yrsa found me on the beacon platform after the crowds drained, and she barred the trapdoor with a length of beacon-iron before she said a word.

The new beacon burned above us, throwing warmth and storm-light down the platform, and the whole capital lay below the tower in the dark, gold with the route she’d lit, eleven thousand lamps spread out like a drill-field at parade rest. She was twenty-four, dead ninety-four years and returned whole, still flushed from the hill. Sweat shone on her winter-pale skin. The race and the fury of what she’d watched on the flat both needed somewhere to go.

“Won the hill,” she said. Duel-grammar at its briefest; her blood was still up. “Claiming the view. Hands.” A beat, out of discipline, the old rule restated: “You know the word. If I say it, you stop.”

“I know the word,” I said. “Come here.”

She crossed the platform and she was all coiled spring, the race still in her, the fury still in her, and she took my face in both hands first, hard, and kissed me as she does everything, like a contest she intends to win. The beacon threw its heat down over us and the storm-grey light was already silvering the old training scars on her forearms and the newer shear-claw line across her ribs, the one only I’m allowed to look at without losing teeth.

I put my hand flat against that scar, as I always do, a claim and a promise both, and she went still for exactly one breath, as she always does, and then the coil released.



She took what she wanted as she takes a hill, and I met her fierce because fierce was what the night was made of.

I opened her fighting leathers instead of stripping them away. The loosened leather framed her small high breasts and left the rest of her in the gear she’d won the hill wearing. My palm covered the shear-claw scar across her ribs. She tested the pressure once, found it steady, and pushed my hand harder against it.

“Mine,” I said.

“Scar or saint?”

“Both.”

“Good answer. Keep your hand there.”

I kissed her hard, then dragged my mouth down her throat to one firm breast. Her nipple tightened under my tongue. She swore, low and pleased, one hand fisting in my coat while the other opened my belt with a duelist’s impatient efficiency.

“Cock out,” she said. “Now.”

I obeyed that one. Her pale fingers wrapped around me, stroked once, and stopped when I caught her wrist.

“My hands,” I reminded her.

The storm-grey eyes sharpened. “Then use them.”

I put her against the warm stone of the beacon housing, spread one long leg around my hip, and ran my fingers between her thighs. Her pussy was already slick from the race and the climb. I worked her clit with two rough circles, watching the fierce set of her mouth fail, then pushed two fingers into her and curled them until her shoulders struck stone.

“There,” she said. “Again. Harder.”

I gave her three slow thrusts of my fingers and withdrew. She made an angry sound at the loss, which became approval when I lifted her thigh and pressed my cock to her soaked entrance.

“Say it.”

“Fuck me against the beacon, Dorian. Hands. No reverence.”

I pushed into her in one controlled stroke. Her pussy opened tight and hot around my cock, squeezing as I filled her. We both went still for the first contact, her forehead against mine, storm-grey light tracing the scar beneath my palm.

Then I took her standing. One hand stayed braced on the warm stone beside her head, the other under her thigh, driving up into her while she gripped my shoulders hard enough to bruise.

“Harder,” she got out, single syllables already. “There. Yes. Won the hill. Won.”

Skin struck stone-warmed skin. Her wetness slicked my cock and the inside of her thigh. The beacon threw heat down over us while spring cold rose from the boards, and she chose the warmth, arching into the fire and my mouth on her throat. Her nails scored my shoulders. Tactical grammar burned off her voice, leaving fierce broken sounds each time I buried myself to the root.

“You felt her hit the cap,” I said against her ear. “Feel the difference. Nothing over you. Nothing holding you down.”

“You hold me down.”

“Because you asked.”

“Then do it properly.”

I changed the angle and drove into her with short hard strokes that kept her pinned between my body and the beacon stone. Her open leathers rubbed against the warm housing. One breast jumped with every impact, nipple hard in the night air, and I caught it in my mouth while my hand held the scar across her ribs.

She swore against my hair. “That. Keep the scar under your hand. I want to feel exactly who is holding me.”

“The man you chose after he beat you dirty on the tide-flat.”

“Fair and dirty. Get the record right.”

“The man who fixed your heel tell.”

“And got arrogant about it.”

“The man whose cock you’re squeezing right now.”

Her answer lost every tactical edge. “Yes. Him. Harder.”

I gave her harder until her pussy began to flutter around me and the first edge of her peak came through the bond. Then I stopped.

Yrsa made a sound of pure offended violence. “Why.”

“Because I decide when you finish. Kneel.”

The storm-grey eyes widened. Then she slid down the warm stone and knelt on the platform boards, leathers open, small breasts bare, pale skin striped by beacon-light. I pulled my wet cock free and held it in front of her mouth.

“Take me clean enough to put me back inside you.”

“That’s not clean.”

“It’s an order, not a sanitary claim.”

Her ugly honest laugh escaped once. Then she took the head between her lips.

Yrsa approached oral as she approached a difficult bind: direct, no decoration, all concentration. Her mouth was hot and slick. She took me deeper on each pass while her hand worked the base, storm-grey eyes fixed upward on mine. Wet sounds mixed with the beacon’s low crackle.

I threaded my hand into her black hair and set the pace. She tested the grip once, found it real, and opened her throat. The sight almost spent me. I stopped her before it could.

“Enough. Up.”

She released me with a wet pull of her lips and one impressed curse. A line of saliva shone briefly between her mouth and my cock before she wiped it with the back of her hand.

“Floor,” she said. “Now. And if you stop again, I bite.”

“You won’t.”

“No,” she admitted. “I won’t.”

I hauled her upright, kissed the taste of us from her mouth, and lowered her onto the platform boards. She landed on top, astride, and laced her hands through mine before she sank onto my cock again. Her thighs flexed on either side of me. The beacon-fire gilded sweat along the small firm breasts above her opened leathers while the whole city lay below.

She rode fierce, hips lifting and dropping hard enough to make the platform boards complain. I let her choose the first rhythm, then freed one hand and gripped her jaw-blunt black hair.

The change in her was immediate. Her hands loosened, then clutched mine again. Her hips kept moving, but the challenge left them. She gave me the pace entirely.

“Oh,” she said. “There. Take it. Don’t stop.”

I planted my feet and drove up into her, setting a harder rhythm than hers. Her pussy clenched around each upward thrust, hot and dripping, while I held her hair and made her look down at me.

I shifted her knees wider and dragged her down until every upward stroke ground the base of my cock against her clit. The new angle broke a curse out of her. She braced one hand on my chest and used the other to lace our fingers again, holding on instead of testing.

“There,” she said. “Keep the hill.”

“I have it.”

I drove up hard, stopped buried, and made her feel the difference between motion she commanded and pressure she had chosen to endure. Her pussy fluttered around me. Storm-grey light gathered in the old scars along her thighs.

“Again,” she ordered.

I gave her the same deep stroke, then a third, each one ending with her ass striking my hips and her clit dragged firmly against me.

“Free saint,” I said. “Whole ceiling. My hands. Say who chose this.”

“I did.”

“Again.”

“I chose you. Now make me come on your cock.”

I thumbed her clit where her body met mine and fucked up into her faster. Her commentary collapsed to sounds. The storm-grey edging brightened along every scar, and through the Crowned bond I felt the peak gathering in her before her body reached it.

“Witnessed,” she gasped, with eleven thousand lamps below us.

Her pussy seized around my cock. Internal spasms milked me in hard pulses as her whole athletic body went rigid over me, then broke into shaking. I kept driving through the contractions until she made one raw sound and clung with both hands.

“Still free,” I said, holding her hair and making her keep her eyes on mine. “Still whole. Still choosing every stroke.”

“I chose,” she got out. “Now finish what I chose.”

I rolled us across the platform without pulling free, taking her beneath me for the final drive. Her long legs locked around my hips. The beacon’s heat washed one side of us while spring cold bit the other, and her storm-grey light flashed along every scar as I pinned her open with my body and gave her the hard, short strokes she had demanded.

I lost my rhythm at last. I hauled her against me, buried myself deep, and came inside her in forceful pulses. My cum flooded her while her walls kept clenching, each spurt echoing through the bond so she felt my finish from both sides and shuddered again on it. I stayed pressed to the root while the last pulse spent itself. When I eased back, warmth leaked around my cock and down onto the platform boards, bright in the beacon-light before the cold took its shine.



Aftercare was soldier-grade, the way it always is with her: the platform boards, a shared water skin, her bare shoulder against mine and the beacon housing warm at our backs, zero cuddling vocabulary and more tenderness than any of it.

She passed me the water skin and took it back and was quiet a while, and then she said the real thing, low and fierce, the thing the whole night had been aimed at.

“That woman on the hill,” she said. “Maren. She reached for the thing that made her, and it wasn’t there, because somebody sold her ceiling out from under her. She fought her way back from the dead and they capped her at the door.” She stared at the beacon. “Nobody sells mine. You gave me my whole ceiling back for free, the night you called me and let me refuse you. You could’ve leashed me. Every summoner before you leashed. You held the door open and let me choose to hate you and then let me choose not to.” Her jaw was tight. “Don’t think I forgot the difference. I witnessed a saint hit glass tonight. I was glad to be free, and I wanted that contract under my own hands.”

“We’ll make the chance,” I said.

“I know.” Her empty hand closed once around the water skin. When she spoke again, the fierce register had gone out of her voice and left something older underneath. “You want to know the thing I couldn’t say down there, in front of the crowd, when I planted the beacon and looked back at her?” She took the water skin, drank, passed it back. “I registered myself. That’s what it was. I stood at the top of that hill and looked down at a saint reaching for the thing that made her and finding it chained, and I took in the ninety-four years I spent filed under a coward’s name, when my whole legend was that I held a gate and didn’t run. Somebody took my name and hung it on the man who ran, and I was dead and couldn’t fix it, and I followed Maren reach for her own famous stroke tonight and find it gone, and it was the same theft. Different hand. Same theft.” Her jaw worked. “You gave this dead woman her true name back. You told the world I held the gate and the coward ran. I don’t have a way to say thank you for that. This is the closest I’ve got.” And she leaned her head back against the warm stone. “The order’s coming to ask us to teach them. Halvard’s bringing their masters. When they do, I’ve got a price, and it’s not gold.” Her eyes were half-shut now, the adrenaline finally banking, sleep taking her the way it takes her, sitting up, against something she trusts. “There’s a wall in the Champions’ Rest with thirty-nine names on it. All of them held their gates on loans. I’m going to make the order give Ilsabet hers. A fortieth name. A woman who held her gate for free. My instructor. Ninety-five years uncredited. Ilsabet Kron.” A yawn. “The last hill tonight had bad cobbles on the north face. Loose.”


Chapter 7: What the Certifiers Missed

The morning after the Lamp Run, Sidonie brought three children into the palace yard, each flanked by a parent braced for a price.

Founders’ Night stood nineteen days away. These families had already waited too long for a true answer.

“The certifiers failed all three,” she said. She had them lined up in the borrowed drill-yard with their parents, and she’d read the certifiers’ notes herself, because she reads everything. “Failed is the wrong word, and I dislike the wrong word. The certifiers couldn’t settle them on a grade. The stone won’t say. And a stone that won’t say, in this kingdom, this season, means a family gets told the child is unreadable, and an unreadable child is a frightened child, and a frightened family is a family a warm man with a phial can sell something to.” She folded her arms. “I have three families who were about to be sold hope. I would rather you read them true first.”

“Then we read them true,” I said. “We offer teaching, never examination for its own sake. My whole household would divorce me if I forgot the difference.”

I said Merta’s law aloud, because the parents needed to hear it before their children did. “Nobody here studies your child. That’s the certifier’s trade, and it’s an honest trade, but it’s not ours. We help them learn, or we step back. If your child has a door, we teach them to keep it shut until they’re ready. If your child has no door, we teach them the same steadying exercise anyway, because it’s a good thing to know and it costs nothing to learn. And if I can’t read your child at all, I’ll tell you that too, plainly, and I won’t dress it up and I won’t sell you a phial to fix it. Is that acceptable?”

It was. It always is, when you say it first. Half the fear in the world is fear of what a stranger will do to your child that they won’t tell you about.

Petra had come along to help with the children, in her capacity as the school’s ambassador, and she took her duties with the gravity she takes everything. She had the three waiting children charmed within minutes, telling them a carefully edited version of the dragon story, wooden blade across her knees, and when the boy who turned out to have no door asked her, worried, whether you had to have a door to come to the school, Petra drew herself up to her full modest height.

“I have no door at all,” she informed him, with enormous dignity. “I have a wooden sword and a certificate signed by a saint, which is better, because doors open by themselves and a certificate you have to earn. There is no door involved anywhere in my whole career.” The boy was visibly comforted, and I made a note to tell Yrsa that the certificate she’d handed over under protest last autumn was, at that exact moment, doing more good in the world than most swords ever manage.



I read them the way Tam reads lamps: hardware first, no reaching.

The first was a boy of eleven, sturdy, anxious, whose stone-read came back a muddle the certifiers couldn’t grade. I read him with Dragon’s Measure and the Anchor’s own sense both, slow, and there was nothing wrong with him at all.

“He’s late,” I told his father. The ledger wrote it plain, and I read it out so the man could hear the exact words. [UNSETTLED. GIVE IT A WINTER.] “That’s all. Some doors sit half-formed for a year or two before they decide what they are, and a stone can’t grade a thing that hasn’t finished becoming itself. The certifier read him true. The certifier just didn’t have a word for ‘not yet.’ We do. Give it a winter. Bring him back next spring or don’t bring him at all, whichever you like. There’s nothing here to fix and nothing here to fear.”

The father’s shoulders came down from around his ears. “Nothing to fear,” he repeated, testing it, and I studied a man set down a weight he’d carried since a stone confused him.

The second was a girl of nine, and she read [A DOOR, UNOPENED], and her mother cried.

I want to set down how the mother cried, because it told me everything about the season. She did not cry the way you cry over frightening news. She cried the way someone cries who has spent a whole winter braced to be sold something, who has walked past a market of warm phials with a strange child’s hand in hers and dreaded the day she’d have to choose between a certifier’s shrug and a pedlar’s smile, and who has just been told, for free, in a plain yard, that her daughter is whole, beyond price, and simply the second of a new thing in the world, a door that would open when it was ready, and no sooner, and nobody was going to hurry it or price it or take it.

“She’s like the boy in your letters,” the mother said. “The march boy. The one who holds his door shut.”

“She’s like Tam,” I agreed. “The second one I’ve read. Which means she isn’t alone, and neither are you.” I crouched to the girl’s height. “You’ve got a door. You don’t have to open it. In fact the rule is you don’t, not for years, not till you’re grown and sure. The whole first lesson is holding it shut. Can you sit in front of a candle and not touch it?”

The girl considered this with a nine-year-old’s gravity. “How long?”

“As long as it takes to get boring,” I said. “Boring’s how you know you’ve got it.”

“I can be boring,” she said, with total confidence, and her mother laughed through the crying, and I taught her one-flash-hold on the spot with a shuttered lamp, and she was, in fact, immediately and gloriously boring at it, which is to say perfect.

The third was a boy of ten, and I read him, and there was no door there at all.

I read him twice to be sure, because a thing like that you do not get wrong, and there was nothing: no Anchor’s spark, no half-formed door, no late-blooming muddle. Just a boy. The certifiers had failed him because he’d been sent up with the others and the stone had had nothing to say, and a stone with nothing to say reads, to a frightened parent, like a verdict.

I told him the truth, kindly, because kindly is the only way to tell a child a thing like that.

“There’s no door in you,” I said. “That’s not a bad thing and it’s not a sad thing. Most people in the world don’t have one, and they hold plenty of things anyway, and the ones who hold them best are usually the ones who had to want it instead of being born to it.” I crouched down. “You want to learn the candle anyway? It won’t ever open a door, because you haven’t got one. But half of holding a door is just wanting to hold it, and that part you can learn, and it’s the more useful half most days.”

The boy thought about it. “Will it help me hold other things?”

“Everything else,” I said. “It’s just paying attention on purpose. Doors are the least of what that’s good for.”

“Then yes,” he said.

I put three lamps on the chalk line: one honest oil lamp, one empty lantern with no wick, and one of my echoed lanterns, faint enough to last only a minute. The children sat opposite them.

“Do not tell me which lamp has magic,” I said. “Tell me what each one actually does.”

The late-blooming boy watched the honest lamp. “That one smokes because the wick’s too long.”

“Good. Fix?”

“Trim it.”

The girl with the unopened door watched the empty lantern and frowned. “That one wants something from me.”

Her mother tensed behind her. I kept my voice plain.

“Does wanting mean you have to give it?”

“No.”

“What do you do first?”

She put both hands in her lap. “Hold.”

The pressure around the empty lantern eased. Her shoulders followed.

The boy with no door watched my echo-lantern. “That one’s fading.”

“Why?”

“Because you made it and stopped feeding it.”

“Exactly. Does that make it bad?”

He thought. “No. It did the job while it lasted.”

The certifiers’ senior, standing by the rail, wrote that down.

We rotated the lamps. The girl learned that the unopened door inside her answered attention but not obligation. The late-blooming boy learned to call uncertainty by its honest name instead of failure. The child with no door found three faults the others missed because he was not distracted by the pressure of magic.

“He reads hardware,” Petra announced. “That is better than doors. Doors are dramatic and hardware is what keeps them from falling on you.”

The boy sat straighter.

“Can I learn locks?”

Suzu, passing the yard with her warrant around her neck, stopped so abruptly one tail appeared through the glamour.

“Yes,” she said. “From a licensed royal auditor. Your education is about to become extremely respectable and only technically criminal.”

His mother looked alarmed.

“Lawful locks,” Suzu added. “Mostly.”

“Entirely,” Sidonie called from the rail.

“The client has amended the curriculum,” Suzu told the boy. “This happens in municipal work.”

Then I taught him the steadying exercise beside the girl with the door and the boy who was merely late: three children on a chalked yard, none of them a problem, all of them learning to sit still in front of a small flame. It was a good morning in Dun Barrow, the kind that mattered because the lesson would travel. Before the families left, each child taught the next one the same exercise. By the third handoff the instructions were shorter, clearer, and no longer mine. That was how I knew the lesson would travel.

Petra supervised. She had appointed herself, without consultation, to the office of keeping the children still between exercises, and she did it by telling them the story of how a wooden blade came to have a certificate signed by a saint, which she rationed out in installments so that a child who fidgeted lost the next part until he settled. The boy with no door held the shuttered lamp and did his one-flash-hold and looked up at her, worried again, and asked whether the school would still want him if the certifiers had failed him. Petra crouched to his level with the gravity of a chancellor. “They failed me eleven times,” she said, which was a number she had invented on the spot and which was zero, “and I have a title and a blade and diplomatic immunity from a dragon. Failing is the first part of the story. Nobody sings the first part. Wait for the middle.” And the boy, comforted by a lie in the service of a truth, went back to his candle, and I decided not to correct the figure, because Petra’s arithmetic was wrong and her doctrine was perfect and only one of those mattered to a frightened boy.

Sidonie watched from the yard’s edge, and she did not say anything until the parents had gone, and then she said the thing an auditor says.

“You read three children in an hour and graded none of them and sold nothing to anyone,” she said. “The certifiers’ guild takes a day per child and charges for it and sends half of them away frightened. I have watched both now. I know which one I’d want if the child were mine.” She turned her surveyor’s glass over in her hands, a thing she does when she’s counting something that isn’t lamps. “You know what the market’s real advantage is? It isn’t speed and it isn’t the coin. It’s that it never tells anyone their child is unreadable and then shrugs. It has an answer for everyone, even if the answer is a lie. Your model has to have an answer for everyone too, a true one, or the lie wins by default.” She looked at the boy with no door, walking off happy beside his mother. “You gave a boy with nothing a candle and a reason. That’s the answer. It’s just slower than a phial, and it doesn’t glow, and I don’t know yet how to make a frightened city choose it.”

“You make it survivable,” I said. “Same as the fathers. A frightened parent chooses the true slow thing if the true slow thing doesn’t cost them their child’s dignity to reach.”

“I’m beginning to think that sentence is the whole spring,” she said. “Make the true thing survivable. It’s not as pretty as a founding song.”

“Nothing true is,” I said, and she filed that, I could tell, somewhere near the entry she was keeping on me and pretending she wasn’t.

The certifiers’ senior had come to watch, a careful older man with a certifier’s clerical hands, sent, I think, to catch us studying children so the guild could have an opinion about it. He watched me read three children without prodding a single one, watched me tell a boy the truth for free and teach him anyway, and he did not say anything. But somewhere in the middle of it he took out his own notebook, and he started writing, his honest face bent over a learner’s notes, free of any complaint.

At the end of it he came over, and he did the thing I have learned to value most in a man of his trade, which is that he asked a real question instead of defending his craft.

“You have a grade for ‘not yet,’” he said. “We don’t. Our stones say pass or fail or unreadable, and unreadable is the one that frightens the families, and I have handed ‘unreadable’ to a hundred parents this winter and watched them walk straight from my table to that market, because I gave them a locked door and a warm man offered them a key.” He looked at the three children learning their candle. “How do I learn to say ‘give it a winter’?”

“You just did,” I said. “Keep the ones you can’t grade in observation for another winter. Staff follow-up yards. Say ‘not yet’ aloud to the parents instead of sending them away with ‘unreadable.’ It’s slower and takes more hands. But every ‘give it a winter’ you say is one less family walking to that market with a frightened child. You’ll save more names than I will by changing what happens at your own table.”

He wrote that down too, and he did not sell his craft’s dignity to defend it, and I filed him beside the ferryman and the lamplighters, another honest actor the kingdom kept in a corner, waiting to be asked.



The order came to be taught that afternoon, and it cost them more to ask than it will cost them to learn.

Halvard brought them, the masters of the Champions’ Rest, the kingdom’s finest, the hall of champions that had trained the kingdom’s greatest fighters for centuries. They came into the borrowed drill-yard in good plain steel, unblessed since Kingslight like everyone else at the top of this kingdom, and they stood there stiff and proud and unable to say the sentence they’d come to say, because it is the hardest sentence a master ever says.

Their eldest said it. He was a grey man built like a door, scarred, with the particular dignity of someone who has been the best in the room for forty years and has just discovered the room got bigger.

“We held gates for this kingdom for three hundred years,” he said. “Every one of us trained here, in the Champions’ Rest, under masters who trained under masters. And at Kingslight we learned that the strength we were teaching was a loan. The blessing. The shine. We were teaching men to fight on borrowed weight and calling it a tradition.” His jaw worked. “We have forgotten how to hold anything we were not paid to hold. Your saint held a gate for free and died undefeated and the kingdom filed her under a coward. We want our own deeds filed under our own names.” He got the last of it out. “Teach us.”

Yrsa had been leaning on the yard rail through all of it, and she came off it slow, and she named her price, flat, non-negotiable, as she names terms.

“Your wall,” she said. “The Champions’ Rest has a wall. Thirty-nine names on it, the greatest gate-holders of the kingdom. I’ve seen the list. All thirty-nine held their gates on loans, on blessings, on borrowed weight, and got their names cut in the finest hall in the kingdom for it.” She let that sit. “There’s a name that isn’t on your wall. Ilsabet Kron. Garrison instructor. Held the gate at Havrun for nine days with no blessing and no loan and died there undefeated, and got filed under the lord who ran. She taught the guard I’ll teach you. The loose grip. The count-and-step. The strongest stands last. Every good thing I know about holding a gate runs back through her, and her name is on no wall anywhere.” Her storm-grey eyes were level. “Cut her name into your wall. Ilsabet Kron. Havrun. Nine days. Then I’ll teach you. Or find another teacher who’s willing to inherit thirty-nine loans and leave the fortieth name empty. That’s the price. It’s not gold.”

The masters conferred for the length of one breath. It did not take longer. That is how you know they were worth teaching.

“We’ll cut the stone ourselves,” the eldest said. “Before the Petitioners’ Fair. By our own hands. It’s ninety-five years overdue, and I knew that the moment you said her name, and I’m ashamed it took a garrison brat from a province to say it in my own yard.” He inclined his head, master to master. “Teach us, Saint Kaldwyn. We’ll earn the wall we’ve got before we die.”



The first lesson was the kingdom’s best men learning to hold their swords loose, like first-years, and it was worth the whole trip.

Yrsa taught them the loose grip, and they hated it, the way everyone hates it at first, because a master’s whole body has learned to clamp down on a blade and she was telling them the clamp was the flaw. She taught them the count-and-step, and made them recite the rule, the greatest fighters of the kingdom saying it out loud like children on a chalked yard: the strongest stands last. She corrected the eldest master’s footwork by pointing at his back heel and not saying a word, and he looked at his own heel and swore, softly, an old man discovering that the thing he’d been doing wrong for forty years was the thing a garrison instructor had fixed in her students on the fourth day of a nine-day siege.

Saskia entered through the yard gate from the circuit road in the middle of it, dust on her boots and no patron’s colors on her solo duelist’s rig. She took the rail without interrupting the count-and-step. After a while she came off it, fell in among the masters, and corrected one man’s guard by pointing the way Yrsa had. Then she left by the same gate before anyone could thank her, a woman who had learned the lesson years ago the hard way and came only to see the kingdom’s masters learn it too.

Yrsa watched her go and permitted herself the smallest possible nod.

“She’ll enter the Lists,” Yrsa said. “Unpatroned. She’s here for a reason and it isn’t nostalgia. Saskia doesn’t do nostalgia. She’s measuring the ground.” A pause. “She’ll win, too. Watch.”

I caught sight of Saskia go, out across the yard as she came, and I thought about the shape of her resistance to the market. She had a hand that set wrong at fifteen and would never hold a bind, and she had built a whole right-handed craft on top of the ruin of it, on a circuit two provinces wide with no patron, no blessing, no shine, and nobody’s colors. Every part of Saskia Roehn’s strength had been earned with a broken hand and a hard road. The market could buy earned deeds if need ever drove her to sell them. What it could not find in her today was craving: she wanted no borrowed shine, depended on no patron, and would not sell the craft she’d paid for in pain. She walked out of the yard without waiting to be thanked, her plain unborrowed work still visible in every corrected stance behind her.

The masters drilled until the light went, and they did not complain again after the first hour, which is the mark of good ones: they hated the loose grip and they did it anyway, and by dusk the eldest could hold his blade the new way through a full count-and-step without his knuckles whitening, and when he managed it he looked as pleased as any first-cohort child who’d finally kept a candle steady, and just as embarrassed to be pleased.

The younger masters took it worse than the eldest, because they had further to fall. One of them, a broad-shouldered man who had won three provincial tournaments on the strength of a grip like a vise, could not make his hand let go of the blade no matter how Yrsa pointed, and he grew so frustrated that he threw the practice sword down and demanded to know how a loose grip could possibly hold a gate. Yrsa picked the sword up, put it back in his hand, closed his fingers to the correct softness with her own, and told him, flat, that a clamped hand tires in a minute and a loose one holds all day. Ilsabet Kron had held a gate for nine days through smarter use of strength. His choice was the vise or the gate. He held the loose grip for a whole count after that, hating it, and by the third try he did not hate it, and by the fifth he looked at his own soft correct hand as if it belonged to someone wiser than he was.

“Ninety years my order taught the clamp,” the eldest said, flexing his hand. “And a garrison instructor knew better on the fourth day of a siege. We put the wrong things on our wall, Warden. We put the men who won the wars. We should have put the woman who taught the men who won the wars.” He looked at Yrsa across the yard, correcting a younger master’s stance with a pointed finger and no words. “We’ll cut Kron’s name at the top. Put it at the top, where the teaching starts. It’s the only one up there that was ever free.”

The masters did not leave the promise as words in a yard. They took us to the Champions’ Rest before supper and began the work.

The wall stood in the oldest training hall, thirty-nine names cut in three even rows. The top course held the founders of the order, gilt once, all their blessing sockets empty since Kingslight. Between the first and second names lay a span of untouched stone wide enough for one more entry. Nobody remembered why it had been left.

Yrsa did.

“Teaching starts before the first champion,” she said. “That’s where she goes.”

The eldest master brought out chisels, a straightedge, charcoal, and the old Havrun rolls. He did not ask a mason to do it. Every master put a hand to the work because they had promised their own hands, and because a name omitted by an order should be restored by the order rather than hired out.

They verified every letter before cutting. Ilsabet Kron. Garrison instructor. Havrun. Nine days. Her own name stood clear of inherited titles and any lord’s borrowed command.

“Spell the surname,” the eldest said.

Yrsa did. Once. Her clipped voice stayed level. Her whetstone hand closed empty at her side.

The first chisel strike sounded too loud in the hall.

A chip of pale stone jumped from the dark wall. The eldest master caught it before it hit the floor and set it on the instructor’s bench instead of throwing it into the rubble bucket.

“Receipt,” he said.

Yrsa looked at that chip for a long moment. “Keep all of them. The school will want one.”

“The school gets the first. The order keeps the rest until the name is finished.”

They worked by turns. One master held the straightedge, one cut, one swept dust away with a brush worn soft by old inscriptions. No ceremony gathered around them. Practice blades rang in the adjoining hall. A boy hauled water past the open door. The kingdom’s finest fighters began correcting their own wall while ordinary work continued, which was how Ilsabet would have wanted it.

Yrsa refused the offered chisel.

“Your omission,” she said. “Your hands. I already carried her guard here.”

The eldest accepted that without defense. He set the point for the first upright of the I and struck again.

We stayed until the opening letter had depth enough to catch shadow. The full cutting would take days if they did it properly, and they meant to finish before the Petitioners’ Fair. Yrsa touched none of it. At the door she looked back once at the single new pale stroke above thirty-nine names.

“Started,” she said.

The eldest master set the chisel for the next strike.



Berengar walked the wall with me at dusk, and he asked the question his whole kingdom had been avoiding. I did not win the argument.

He’d sent everyone else away, which was itself an answer to a question I hadn’t asked: the king wanted to talk without a court to perform for. We walked the old wall in the last light, his unglowing hands on the parapet, and he looked out over his darkening city and laid it out plain.

“The market offers my kingdom its shine back,” he said. “By autumn. That’s the pitch. Every grey house lit again, every stone-board uncurtained, the whole city bright by harvest, for a price my houses can afford and are desperate to pay. And your model.” He turned his tired grey-blue eyes on me. “Your model offers my kingdom calluses. Lamps. A school. Ten years. Children learning to hold doors and old lamplighters learning a code. I believe you, Warden. I believe your light is real and his is stolen, I tracked the Lamp Run, I understand the difference between a thread and a tide.” He looked back at the city. “But I am not the man you have to convince. Convince the fathers. The men out there with children going hungry and a stone gone grey, who could feed their family’s name back to bright by selling one deed to a warm pedlar, and who look at your ten years of calluses and hear a rich province telling a poor city to be patient. Convince them. Because I can refuse the Listing with my own mouth and it means nothing if the whole city sells behind my back, one warm coin at a time, out of a father’s hunger, watching his children go without, which isn’t the same burden you carried.”

I didn’t have a speech. I’d have distrusted myself if I’d had one.

I took the Millbrook receipt out of my coat instead, the one I carry, the note of Harmon’s re-lit name and the loan Maeva had structured against his harvest, dignity intact, and I gave it to the king to read in the last of the light.

“I can’t promise fast,” I said. “I won’t lie to you and I won’t lie to the fathers. His way is faster. That’s true and I won’t pretend it isn’t. A man sells a deed today, his family’s name is bright tomorrow, and the cold gold buys real bread.” I let him read the receipt. “All I can promise is true, and one thing more. I can promise we’ll hold the door while true takes its time. That’s all I offer. The offer is true, with a hand on the door so the wolves don’t come in while a family’s still poor. A man doesn’t have to sell his name to a pedlar if someone he trusts is standing between him and the winter. That’s what the march is. That’s the only thing it’s ever been. A held door, while true takes as long as true takes.”

The king was quiet a while, reading it, and then he asked the question under the question, the one honest men always come to.

“And if I refuse the Listing,” he said, “and hold the door, and it takes ten years, and some of my people go dark and cold waiting for your slow true light. What do I tell a man whose children are hungry this winter, who could feed them bright by selling a deed he earned honestly, and whom I’ve forbidden to sell it for his own good?”

“You don’t forbid him,” I said. “That’s the market’s mistake and it’d be yours. You don’t forbid a hungry man anything. You stand between him and the winter so he doesn’t have to sell. You feed the name back the way we fed Harmon’s: a loan against a harvest, dignity intact, a real debt he carries upright. You make the true way survivable, and then you let him choose it, because he will, every time, if choosing it doesn’t mean watching his children starve for a principle.” I let that sit. “The market sells him a fast lie because nobody offered him a slow truth he could afford. Offer him the slow truth he can afford, hold the door while it comes true, and he won’t need the pedlar. It’s a soup kitchen, a loan-book, and a held door. It’s boring, and boring is how you know it’s real.”

The king read the receipt a second time, longer than a receipt needs reading, the way a man reads a thing when he is really deciding something else. “Harmon,” he said, finding the name on it. “A bridge-toll he forgave one hard winter. That’s the deed. That’s what he sold.” He was quiet. “I have generals whose deeds wouldn’t light a candle beside a forgiven bridge-toll, and they glow like festival lamps, because their light was issued and his was earned. Kingslight burned the issued kind and left the earned kind standing, and I’ve spent the winter telling myself that was a catastrophe.” He handed the receipt back. “You’re making me wonder if it was a correction. That’s an uncomfortable thing to wonder while your whole court is curtaining its stones and begging you to buy the shine back. If Kingslight was a correction, then the market is selling the disease back to a kingdom that just got cured, and every house buying is re-infecting itself on purpose, and I’m the only man positioned to say no, and saying no means telling hungry families to stay dark and honest.” He almost laughed. “You’ve made my job much worse, Warden. I was comfortable calling it a disaster.”

Then he looked at his own unglowing hands on the parapet for a long time, a man who could have his founding light back by autumn if he only said one word to a warm man, and who had not said it yet, and who was standing on a wall at dusk trying to find out whether he could ask his whole kingdom to be poor and honest a little longer.

“I’m not going to answer you tonight,” he said at last. “I want you to know that’s not weakness. It’s the opposite. A man who can be argued into the right answer in one evening can be argued out of it in the next, and I don’t intend to be either.” He handed the receipt back. “Keep showing me. Keep showing me receipts and Millbrooks instead of speeches. If you’re going to change a king’s mind, change it the way you built that march, slowly, with proof, so it stays changed.” He almost smiled, tired. “Come to think of it, that’s your whole point, isn’t it. Slow and true and it stays. Damn you. You made the argument by making me wait for it.”



Sidonie found me in the lamp-lit yard after, and she asked me for an hour.

The masters were gone, the children were gone, the yard was empty except for the poles Colm had lit against the dark, and she came out of the shadows with her surveyor’s glass in her hand and stood in the lamplight a while before she spoke, which is not like her. Sidonie does not hesitate. Sidonie counts, and decides, and acts. To watch her stand in a lamp-lit yard gathering herself was to watch an auditor auditing something she’d never had the courage to put a number to before.

“I’ve been watching you all day,” she said. “You read three children and told a boy he had no door and taught him anyway. You gave a king a receipt instead of a speech. You let my brother refuse to be convinced and thanked him for it.” Her thumb traced the worn brass rim of the glass. “Every answer you gave left the other person standing straighter. I want to understand how you do that when the true figure hurts.”

“How?”

“Give me an hour after the Lists. I’ll send word when the Counting Room is ready. Come as yourself, without the Crown’s sister or the King’s Trial auditor in the room.” The glass stilled in her hand. “One hour, in a room I’ll choose, where I ask questions I won’t ask in a yard and you answer them true. Today supplied enough evidence to justify the appointment. The rest belongs in private.” She was already turning to go, having spent more of herself in that yard than I’d ever seen her spend anywhere. “One hour. After the Lists. I’ll send word when the Counting Room is ready.”

“You’ll have it,” I said.

“I know I will,” she said, and the dry came back into her voice like a shield sliding home. “You hold doors. It’s practically your whole personality. Goodnight, Warden.”

She left with the surveyor’s glass held against her coat, counting the lamps between us without looking back.


Chapter 8: The Open Lists

Saskia’s first opponent finished his opening flourish and found her point waiting where his guard should have been.

Three nights had passed since the Lamp Run. Founders’ Night stood seventeen days away, and the Open Lists were fought before the Founding Stone in daylight, which meant every stroke was weighed. I spent the morning watching Saskia teach a capital that had not known what to make of her what economy looked like.

She’d entered unpatroned, no colors, a solo duelist’s rig, and she went through the early rounds like a woman doing sums. There was no waste in her. Where the great houses’ champions flourished and postured for the crowd, Saskia measured her opponent for ninety seconds, found the one line that beat him, and used it once. She had a broken left hand that set wrong at fifteen and cannot hold a bind, and she’d built a whole right-handed craft on top of it that no one in the capital knew to look for, and she took bout after bout with the flat efficiency of someone spending only what the job cost and not a copper more.

The capital learned her name the honest way, which is to say slowly, and then all at once. By the third round the crowd had stopped expecting the unpatroned woman to lose. By the fifth they were saying her name, and it was a clean name, unattached to any house or blessing, a name she’d built on a circuit two provinces wide with her own wrong hand, and it belonged to no one but her.

I paid attention to the crowd learn her against the grain of everything the capital had been taught to want. They had come to see house colors and legend-shine, blessed champions in gilt trim doing the beautiful wasteful things a blessing lets a man do, and instead they got a plain woman in a plain rig spending exactly what each bout cost and going home. She won ugly, by the standards of a court that likes its winning pretty. She measured a man, found his one flaw, used it once, and stepped back, and there was no flourish anywhere in it, and the first two rounds the crowd did not know what to make of her. Then, somewhere around the third, they started to understand that the plainness was the point, that they were watching a woman who had nothing to spend but craft and therefore spent no craft foolishly, and the understanding turned into a kind of hunger, because a starving city knows the taste of the real thing when it finally gets one, and Saskia Roehn was the realest thing in the lists.

Bram had a board on her, of course. He’d opened her at long odds because the capital didn’t know her, and he’d been quietly shortening them all morning, and by midday he was watching his own book with the pained expression of a man whose sentiment and whose arithmetic were agreeing, which distressed him.

“I backed her at nine-to-one at the Veltmark circuits,” he told me, chalking. “After she lost to your saint. Everyone thought I was daft. I carried the barrel with her name on it to the march and I’ve carried the bet ever since.” He shortened her again. “And now she’s about to win the Open Lists of the whole kingdom and pay me out, and I find I don’t want the money. I want to have been right about the person more than I want to be right about the odds. That’s a terrible thing to happen to a bookmaker. Don’t tell anyone.”

The market fielded Maren of the Causeway as its champion.

“The greatest duelist of her age,” the patter ran, the soft man’s voice carrying across the square, “returned for YOUR age. Watch a legend fight, friends, whole and returned, and ask yourselves what else the market could bring back for you.” And the crowd cheered, but the cheer had teeth-marks of unease in it now, because this same crowd had watched Maren hit glass on the anchor hill three nights before, had watched a legend reach for her own famous burst and find it chained, and a crowd that has seen the string does not clap for the puppet the same way twice.



Yrsa accepted the match where the whole square expected her to refuse it, and she told the marshal why, for the stones.

Everyone expected refusal. Yrsa’s whole legend is agency; she died undefeated and refused her own summoner on principle; the square assumed the Blade Saint would not lower herself to duel a contracted thing, a legend on a leash, a fight that couldn’t be fair because one fighter was capped and the other wasn’t. It would have been the easy honorable choice, and it would have been wrong, and Yrsa knew it was wrong.

She stepped to the marshal and said it loud enough for the mother-stone to weigh.

“I don’t duel debts,” she said. “I duel HER. Maren of the Causeway. Weigh the woman beneath the paper she’s chained to. She was the greatest duelist of her age and she’s still a causeway saint under all that contract, and she deserves an honest fight from an honest saint, not to be refused like she’s the thing that leashed her. Weigh the woman beneath the debt, marshal. I’ll fight her.” She looked across the ground at Maren, standing there in her gilt with the flat dead courtesy of a contracted thing. “And I’ll fight her at the honest line. Same line I’d fight her at if she were free. She’ll know the difference. That’s the point.”

The honest line. I knew what she meant, and so did Saskia, watching from the marshal’s side, because Yrsa had learned it from her river duel with Saskia: you fight a fighter at the level they can actually meet, and you don’t take the cheap opening their limitation hands you, because a win off someone’s chains isn’t a win, it’s just cruelty with a scoreboard.



The duel was real and glorious. Every exchange held my eyes.

They came together on the marshal’s word, and Maren of the Causeway, fighting at a fraction of what she’d been, was still a marvel. The cap took her top speed and her famous burst, but it could not take two hundred years of craft, and craft is what a duel is mostly made of. She fought with a whipcord economy that matched Saskia’s for waste and beat it for beauty, a saint’s footwork, blade-lines two centuries old and still clean, and twice she did something so fine that the whole square came to its feet.

On one exchange, she caught Yrsa’s advance on a bind and turned it, a slow perfect circle of steel that put Yrsa’s point offline and her own at Yrsa’s throat for half a heartbeat, and the crowd roared, and Yrsa gave ground and reset with an expression I knew, the expression of a fighter who has just been genuinely, gladly surprised.

Saint’s Footwork stirred in me as I watched, the echo Yrsa’s oath left in my own body, and I felt her lines as I feel them now, the weight settling onto the back foot, the coil before the step, and beside me an old master of the Champions’ Rest who had come to watch went very quiet, the way observers who have seen Yrsa fight always go quiet. He’d trained fifty years. He was watching two saints and he had nothing to say, and his silence was the loudest thing in that part of the square.

The second time, Maren read one of Yrsa’s feints unusually cleanly, stepped inside it, and scored a touch on Yrsa’s forearm, first blood, and the square screamed, and Yrsa looked at the line of red on her arm and then at Maren and grinned, a real grin, the fight-joy grin she almost never spends, because a saint who has been undefeated for ninety-four years does not often get to fight someone who can touch her.

There was a third moment, and it was the one the old master beside me never forgot, though it scored nothing. Midway through a long exchange the two of them found a rhythm, blade answering blade at a speed the crowd could barely follow, six strokes, eight, ten, neither giving ground, and it stopped being a fight and became a conversation, two saints speaking a language two centuries apart in the only grammar they both still owned. The square did not cheer that one. The square held its breath, because even a crowd that cannot name craft can feel when it is watching something it will tell its grandchildren about, and this was that, and it ended with both of them stepping back at the same instant, chests heaving, out of pure respect for the thing they had just made together.

And Yrsa fought her honestly the whole way. She did not once take the cheap opening the cap handed her. Where Maren’s contract slowed a recovery a hair, where the ceiling stole a fraction of a step, Yrsa did not pounce on it, because to win off Maren’s chains would have been to become the thing that chained her. She fought Maren at the honest line, saint to saint, the fight Maren would have gotten if she were free, and the square could feel it even if it couldn’t name it: this was a fight between two saints, one of them guarding both women’s honor.



The finish came when the cap closed like weather, and it is the reason people were quiet for a long time afterward.

Late in the bout, with the two of them level and the square breathless, Yrsa deliberately offered a great fighter the line that demanded her greatest answer. And Maren saw it, and reached for the riposte she had been famous for, the counterstroke two hundred years of songs were written about, the thing that had made her the greatest duelist of her age.

And the contract choked it.

It happened and so did everyone. She reached for her own legend’s answer and the cap closed over it like a door, and the riposte that should have been there simply was not, forbidden, capped, sold, and her blade faltered mid-motion, her whole body lurching into the empty space where her own famous craft used to live. She was open. She’d overcommitted to a stroke that wasn’t allowed to exist, and she was wide open, and it was the cheapest, easiest touch in the world for Yrsa to take.

Yrsa stepped back.

She stepped back, and she lowered her point, and she waited, in the middle of the Open Lists before the Founding Stone with the whole kingdom watching, while Maren of the Causeway found her feet and her balance and her guard again, and she did not take the opening the contract had handed her, because the mistake belonged to the leash, and Yrsa Kaldwyn does not win off one.

The square went very quiet. A crowd knows honor when it sees it, even when it can’t say the word.

Then Yrsa beat her. Clean. On a line the cap couldn’t touch, a simple honest exchange of craft against craft where neither speed nor a stolen burst mattered, just two fighters and one of them a hair better on that line on that day, and she took the winning touch fair, at the honest line, and stepped back with her point down.

And she asked the mother-stone for one etch.

“For the stone,” she said, loud, in the quiet. “Maren of the Causeway fought here today as if she were free. Weigh that. Etch that.” And the Founding Stone weighed it and lit it, in the sight of the whole kingdom:

[MAREN OF THE CAUSEWAY FOUGHT HERE AS IF FREE.]

Maren stood with her point down and her chest heaving and looked at the etch, at her own name lit true on the kingdom’s mother-stone for a fight she’d lost, honored as if the chains weren’t on her. And she said the only words she spoke during the Games, the flat dead courtesy of the contracted thing cracking for one instant around something underneath it.

“When I am free,” she said, “I’ll want that back properly.” And she saluted Yrsa, point to brow, saint to saint, and let the marshal lead her off.

Maren went out under escort, and the ropes stayed silent. The people nearest them lowered their hands instead of reaching for market phials. One old man who had cheered the Gray Lark took the gilt cord from his throat, looked at it, and closed his fist around the stopper without opening it.

At the south rope, a girl with a wooden practice sword copied Yrsa’s lowered point. Her father corrected the angle, then stopped, reconsidered, and lowered his own hand instead. Neither spoke. Around them, the square made room for Maren to leave without anyone reaching to touch the returned legend or buy a piece of what they had witnessed.

“She loaded something,” Nahari murmured beside me, eyes shut. “Do you feel it? Maren of the Causeway just asked, in front of the whole kingdom, to have that fight finished properly when she’s free. That is a good debt now. Leave it open.”



Saskia took the Lists outright by the day’s end, and the Crown offered her the post on the spot, and she asked one question.

She fought her way through the rest of the field as she’d started, economical, unpatroned, spending exactly what each bout cost, and by dusk she stood alone as the victor of the Open Lists, a solo duelist with no house and no blessing and no colors, the plain best fighter in the field. And Berengar himself came down to the ground, because a king who receives visitors in stable yards is a king who hands out honors in person, and he offered her the vacant first post of the reformed Champions of the kingdom, there, in front of the Founding Stone.

Saskia looked at the offer as she looks at everything, measuring it for the trap.

“Does it come with a loan?” she asked. Flat. Bone-dry. Her history in five words: she had watched blessings and their prices her entire life, and she wanted to know if the Crown was offering her a post or a leash with a nicer name.

“Not anymore,” Berengar said. “The old Champions came with a blessing and a debt. This one doesn’t. Kingslight burned the loans out of it. It comes with a wall you’ll have to earn your name onto, and a teacher, if you’ll take her.” He glanced at Yrsa, standing witness at the stone. “It comes with calluses and no shine and a hard road. That’s all I’ve got left to offer anyone. Earned, or nothing.”

Saskia considered it only long enough to be sure, which was not long, because she’d been measuring this choice since she rode through the yard gate.

“Then I’ll take it,” she said. And she was sworn, there, beside the Founding Stone, the kingdom’s first unblessed Champion of the new order, a woman who’d built her whole self on a wrong hand and a hard circuit and no patron at all, and Yrsa stood witness to the swearing and corrected not one single thing, which from Yrsa is the highest honor she owns.

Her yes looked simple from the ropes. Then she stripped the last scrap of house-colored ribbon from the offered baldric, dropped it at Berengar’s feet, and buckled on the plain steel. The crowd cheered louder for the absence of shine than it had for any gilt champion that spring.

The eldest master of the Champions’ Rest stepped down from the order’s rope and offered her a polished shoulder-clasp from the old uniform. Saskia turned it over once, found the tiny socket where a blessing-stone used to sit, and handed it back.

“Empty socket,” she said. “Cut it off. I won’t wear the memory of a loan either.”

The master drew a utility knife and cut the whole fitting from the baldric in front of the Stone. He gave her back plain leather with two fresh stitch-holes and no place left for shine.

Saskia buckled that on.

A woman in the crowd lifted her own gilt cord, considered it, and tucked it under her coat. Three unblessed veterans at the north rope saluted with working hands instead of house signs. The court’s young pages copied them before their instructors could object, palms bare at the brow.

Saskia saw all of it and gave the crowd nothing theatrical in return. She checked the baldric’s draw-clearance, shifted the buckle half an inch so it would not catch her sword hand, and asked Berengar when the first duty began.

“Now,” the king said.

“Good. Where do I stand?”

He pointed to Sidonie at the Stone. Saskia took the place at the princess’s back without asking what it paid.

The stone took the swearing and lit it, and the crowd, which three days ago had not known what to make of her, cheered a woman with no house and no blessing and no colors as the first Champion of the kingdom’s new order. It was, I thought, the exact opposite of the market’s morning. The market returned a famous dead saint and chained her. The Crown swore a living unknown and freed her. The kingdom watched both in the same square on the same day, and the stones weighed the difference, and a crowd that can feel a difference in its chest is a crowd that is halfway to choosing.

Afterward, Saskia found Yrsa, and the two of them stood a while in the emptying square, two lifetimes of craft with nothing left to prove to each other, and Saskia said, “Your causeway saint. The stepping-back. You didn’t have to do that.”

“Neither did you,” Yrsa said. “The rematch. On the stones. You fought me the whole nine minutes as if nobody was there. I remember. This was that. Paid forward to a stranger.” A pause. “If we cut her free, she’ll want the duel finished properly. I intend to be ready.”

“I’ll hold your coat,” Saskia said. From Saskia, it was the fullest declaration of comradeship she owned. Yrsa nodded once, and neither woman reduced it by explaining.



Rennick’s crack widened backstage, and I heard about it from Nahari, who had felt it happen from across the square with her eyes shut.

He’d gone to the soft man after the duel, she said, and demanded the cap be explained. Why did Maren stop. Why did she reach for her own famous stroke and find it gone. Why had he watched, twice now, the legends he’d returned hit a wall in public that he didn’t understand and couldn’t fix. And the soft man had done the thing he does, which is that he’d paid Rennick a compliment and a bonus in the same breath and explained absolutely nothing.

“He told the boy he was the finest young Anchor of the age,” Nahari said, “and handed him a purse of warm coin, and did not answer one word of the question. And the boy stood there with the purse in his hand.” She opened her eyes. “And this time, he didn’t pocket it. He held it. He looked at the warm gold in his hand and he did not put it away, because a part of him has finally understood that every time that purse touches his palm it’s buying something, and he’s started, just started, to wonder what.”

“He’ll come to me,” I said.

“He’ll come to you,” she agreed. “Not yet. When the price of not knowing gets higher than the price of knowing. Be standing on the other side of the door when he does.”



They convened me that night, both of them, and that is a sentence I did not expect ever to write.

Two summonses reached me at once, delivered by no one, felt through the bond as two imperial pressures arriving in the same breath: Maeva’s warm gold decree, attend me, and Vyrissa’s deeper, slower appraisal-grammar, an audience is granted. Identical in intent, mutually plagiarized, each empress having decided to summon me in the exact manner of the other, and neither willing to admit she’d copied. I went, because when two empresses summon you to the same room you have already lost the only argument worth having.

Maeva’s chambers were arranged for receiving. She’d set two chairs of state, one lamp, the window open to the night sky, and the diplomacy of the thing wrote itself before either of them spoke: the sky was Vyrissa’s, the room was Maeva’s, and each of them had graciously agreed to be a guest in a space neither would admit was shared. Maeva was hosting a state visit. Vyrissa was granting an audience. They were, I understood, going to spend the whole evening being empresses at each other until I put a stop to it, and putting a stop to it was, I also understood, the entire reason I’d been summoned.

“Warden,” Maeva said, from her chair of state, gold and full and amused. “I am receiving a foreign head of state. You may attend the reception.”

“The reception attends ME,” Vyrissa said, from the other chair, vast and bronze and unbothered, the forge-warmth of her already filling the room. “I have granted an audience. The empress hosts it as a courtesy I permit.”

“The pepper diplomacy of it,” Maeva began, “requires that precedence be established before anything else can proceed, and I am willing to concede the window if she concedes the.”

“There are no empires in this room,” I said.

They both looked at me.

“You summoned me to settle precedence,” I said. “So I’ll settle it. Tonight there are no empires in this room. There’s mine. Both of you. Attend.”

And I surveyed two of the most powerful women who ever lived decide, in the same instant, that being commanded was exactly what they’d summoned me to do, and the state visit and the audience both dissolved at once.

But the consents came first, in their two registers, each said once straight at my insistence, because I do not move without it.

“You may,” Maeva said, and then, plainer, at my look: “Yes. I want this. Both of them. Say it and I’ll deny I said it in the morning.”

“A dragon states her terms and invites objection,” Vyrissa said. “My term is that I want it, small anchor. There is my objection to my own restraint. Overruled.” And then, straight, because I waited: “Yes. Command me. Set my pace and I will keep it. Plainly said.”



I took Maeva first and set Vyrissa in her chair of state to watch. In human form she read as a woman in her mid-thirties, adult beyond question, bronze-gold and built on an Amazon’s scale. Watching undid her slower and better than any touch.

Maeva came into my lap as she comes, hitching her reception skirts above her hips before she settled over me, chest-forward, the engineered bodice losing gloriously in the candle-gold, and I worshiped her heavy fullness while her court-formal praise frayed on schedule, and the whole time Vyrissa sat in her chair exactly where I’d placed her, providing mountain-flat appraisal of the empress’s undoing.

“The treasury is losing its verbs,” Vyrissa observed, as Maeva’s diction cracked under my mouth. “Noted. Her sentences had subjects a moment ago. Now they have only.” She tilted her head. “Sounds.”

“You are not,” Maeva got out, gold light lacing her ribs, “helping.”

“I am appraising. It is what I do.” She said it flat, from her chair of state, mountain-still, hands folded, the perfect picture of a bored empress granting an audience. But I had Maeva chest-forward in my lap in the candle-gold and I could feel, through the braided bond, the exact moment the appraisal started costing the appraiser. The forge-warmth in the room climbed a degree, and another. The banked light under Vyrissa’s bronze skin began to glow despite her, a low kindling at the collarbones, at the wrists, and her flat commentary developed a hitch in it, a half-beat where the mountain-diction caught on something.

“The empress makes,” Vyrissa observed, and had to start again, because Maeva had made a particular sound under my mouth. “The empress makes a persuasive case for surrender. I find myself. Reviewing my position.”

“Your position is a chair,” Maeva got out, gold and wrecked and triumphant even now. “Sit in it. Suffer. It is only fair. You watched me lose my verbs.”

“I am watching,” Vyrissa agreed, and the glow under her skin betrayed her further, and I filed it and knew her turn had come.

I lifted Maeva off my lap and set her aside, and I gave Vyrissa a command, and it was the command both empresses had been waiting for.

“Carry her to the bed,” I said. “The empress. Take her there.”

Vyrissa rose. The Amazon lifted the hourglass empress off her feet like a procession of one, Maeva outraged and delighted in the same breath.

“Put me down,” Maeva announced, borne across the room in a dragon’s arms. “Slower. Vyrissa, I command you to do this slower, it is undignified and I require more of it.”

Vyrissa set her on the bed like a treasure being shelved, slow, at my order, taking twice as long as she needed to because Maeva had commanded her to make it undignified and more of it. Maeva pulled the gathered skirts off entirely and cast them over the chair of state, leaving the loosened bodice open around her heavy breasts. The two empresses conducted an entire wordless negotiation about the pace of the carry while I watched, and the size contrast made the whole absurd procession gloriously funny. The Amazon and the hourglass. Nine centuries and four. One carried like a procession and one carried like a treasure, both of them furious and delighted in equal measure, and me directing the whole absurd magnificence from across the room with four words.

I turned to Vyrissa and drew the ember-black gown down from her shoulders. She stepped free of it, bronze-gold and forge-warm, then set both hands on the bedpost at my order. I took the dragon standing there because I wanted her strength framing her surrender.

She was forge-warm and tireless, and the first stroke into her pulled a sound out of her that was more weather than voice, low and rolling. I put her hands flat against the bedpost and told her to hold it, and she held it, all that strength framing her own stillness, and I set my pace slow and made her keep to it. She could break the bedpost, the room, or me. Instead she held the post because I told her to and let me ration the furnace of her to my tempo. The permission was the gift.

“Slower is cruelty,” she said, forge-gold light kindling under her bronze skin. “You know it is cruelty. You do it because I let you. Small anchor, you make the furnace wait for you.” Her voice broke. “Do it again.”

I did it again. My hands left pale prints on her bronze skin that bloomed and faded like breath on hot glass, and she held the bedpost and shook and let me set the pace of a mountain.

And Maeva, sprawled imperial across the bed where she’d been carried, narrated tribute for them both, her diction come back enough to decree.

“Witness the dragon rationed,” she said, gold and satisfied and watching. “Witness the treasury’s verbs return only to praise. Tribute received, both accounts, the empire notes it in the record and the.” And then the two lights met, and she forgot the rest.



The two bond-lights met in the room’s center. Both empresses stopped.

Maeva’s candle-gold, laced along her ribs. Vyrissa’s forge-gold, banked deep in her bronze. They reached toward each other through me, through the braided bond, and where they crossed they laced into a single shade that neither of them owned, a gold that was warmer than the empress’s and softer than the dragon’s, a color made of both and belonging to neither, and both women stopped and looked at it, and I felt them file it in the same instant.

“Note for the treaty,” Maeva said, breathless, staring at the mingled light. “Our colors are compatible. Clause one. Clause ONLY. Oh.” And the sentence went, because I took the tempo, both tempos, candle-gold and forge-gold in one split, and drove them both toward the finish I was conducting.

Conducting two empresses meant holding opposite tempos while both were used to setting their own. Maeva wanted to be led once she chose it. Vyrissa wanted her furnace rationed below the pace her body craved.

I drew Vyrissa back from the bedpost and seated myself at the edge of the mattress. “Bring her to me again.”

The dragon lifted Maeva under the thighs this time. Maeva’s heavy breasts pressed against Vyrissa’s deep chest, gold abundance against bronze power, and both women looked at me over the other’s shoulder.

“Set her on my cock,” I ordered.

Vyrissa’s furnace eyes brightened. She lowered the empress astride me with impossible care while Maeva reached between us, wrapped her hand around my cock, and guided the head through her wet slit.

“Attend the treasury,” Maeva said, court diction already fraying. “Slowly. Our visiting sovereign is handling state assets.”

“The asset is over-described,” Vyrissa said, though her voice had roughened. “Its true value appears higher.”

Maeva sank down. Her pussy took me inch by inch until her ass settled on my thighs and her full breasts crowded my face. I sucked one nipple while I set her hips moving with both hands.

Vyrissa stood behind her, one forge-warm palm spread over Maeva’s belly, the other lifting a heavy breast into my mouth. The heat of the dragon’s hand carried through the empress’s body. Maeva clenched around my cock at the contact.

“Compatible colors,” I said. “Compatible hands too.”

“The treaty expands,” Maeva gasped.

I made the empress wait at the top of each stroke while Vyrissa held her suspended for one cruel second. My thumb circled Maeva’s clit before the dragon lowered her onto my cock again. Maeva’s wetness coated my cock and thighs. Each descent drove a shorter decree from her until only my name remained.

Then I put Vyrissa back against the post and took her while Maeva watched from the bed, one tempo quickened, the other deliberately slow, both under my hand. Through the braided bond I felt the exact instant each woman stopped reaching for control and gave it to me.

“Together,” I told them, because I could feel they were close and I wanted them close at once, the two most powerful women who ever lived brought to the same edge by one calm voice. “Both of you. Now.”

I took Vyrissa over the edge against the bedpost, rationed to the last and then unleashed. Her pussy clamped around my cock, forge-light flooding full as a seismic laugh cracked out of her and rolled through the room.

I pulled free before I spent myself, turned to Maeva sprawled across the bed, and pushed into her slick heat again. She wrapped both legs around me. Vyrissa came up behind me, forge-warm hands on my shoulders, while I took the empress at the hard tempo she had surrendered.

Maeva’s candle-gold blazed. Her court vocabulary collapsed to my name as her pussy spasmed around me. The next drive took me to the root and broke my restraint. I held her gold thigh open and poured my finish into her, each contraction drawing another pulse while my other hand gripped Vyrissa’s bronze hip. The braided bond carried the release in both directions. Vyrissa shuddered against my back, Maeva tightened around me again, and their mingled light flared through the room, gold that was neither woman’s and both.



Two empresses lay on either side of me and resumed their summit, deciding everything and drafting nothing.

Gold and bronze, they divided the capital between them the way two governments divide a border, amicably, over my chest.

“I take the east wing,” Maeva said. “The old duchies’ descendants. They’re mine by blood and they don’t know it yet. Charm offensive. I’ll have them dipping their banners before they understand why.”

“I take the sky over the founder’s square,” Vyrissa said. “On Founders’ Night I want the high air. If the market’s night goes as I think it will go, someone will need to be above it, and I am the only one of us who is.” A pause. “Also I will frighten the pigeons. It is a public service.”

And then Vyrissa passed Maeva the water skin unasked, reached across me and handed it to her without being prompted, and Maeva took it, and I observed that the oldest joke in the household had quietly retired. The pepper diplomacy and armed neutrality had ended in a dragon passing an empress a drink across a shared bed without a word, because the treaty was signed now, and it ran through me, and it was on the record.

“Our colors are compatible,” Maeva murmured, half asleep, satisfied. “I meant it. Clause one.” A pause. “Do not tell the court we agreed on anything. It would ruin us both.”

“The court will never believe two empresses share a bed and a border and a summoner,” Vyrissa said, banked warm and lazy on my other side. “It is too simple for them. They will invent a rivalry, because a rivalry is a thing they know how to price. Let them. An alliance no one believes is the strongest kind. Nobody thinks to break it.”

“You planned the carry,” Maeva said accusingly, into the warm dark, some while into the afterglow, having apparently been turning it over. “The lifting. You commanded it, but she was ready for it. The two of you arranged to have me carried across a room like a parcel.”

“I improvised the carry,” I said.

“He improvised the carry,” Vyrissa confirmed, banked warm and lazy. “I merely hoped. You object beautifully, treasury. Ten out of ten. I would carry you again.”

“You will NOT,” Maeva said, and then, after a pause, with enormous dignity, “without warning me first, so that I may object properly and at greater length.” And Vyrissa laughed the seismic laugh, quiet now, banked, and the two empresses negotiated the terms of future carrying across my chest until they drifted, and I kept the absurd treaty, because the treaty had turned unexpectedly soft and it had happened in my bed.

“That,” Maeva said, much later, half asleep, “is genuinely good statecraft. I am appalled. I thought you only understood weather and mountains.”

“I understood empires while your grandmother’s grandmother was a rumor,” Vyrissa said, without heat. “I simply stopped bothering to explain them. Go to sleep, treasury. We have a court to out-host in the morning, and you cannot be magnificent on no rest, and I intend to watch you do it, because it is the only entertainment this city has produced that is worth my altitude.”

And the two of them slept, gold and bronze, to either side of me, the shared water skin between their hands.


Chapter 9: The Market of Names

The market had no bones.

Fifteen days before Founders’ Night, the three of us entered it on a moonless night because darkness was when it opened and where it liked to be seen.

Suzu picked the night. Nahari picked the three of us. She would not let anyone else come, because the market’s attention is a Saint-adjacent attention, and Nahari walks blind by choice through exactly that kind of notice, invisible to it as she’d been invisible to the Saint’s instruments before. Suzu could move unseen by craft. I could be read by the Measure without the market feeling me read it. But a whole household would light the district up like a fair, so it was the three of us, quiet, into the ring Nahari’s unlooking had drawn on Wat’s board.

The bazaar was wrong in a way that took me a while to name.

It was a night market like any other at first: lamplit stalls, a low crowd, the smell of frying and tallow. But the stalls were never in the same place twice. I marked one by a broken shutter and a blue awning, and we walked a circuit, and when we came back the stall was gone and a different one stood where it had been, and the blue awning was two rows over, selling something else. Suzu had cased more kinds of rooms than anyone I knew, yet she walked that district with her jaw tight. Architecture had finally rattled her.

“A building has bones,” she said, low. “Even a crooked house has a spine and a back door. This place moves when I stop counting it. Every stall is a face with nothing behind it, and my head can’t hold a map because there is no map to hold.” All nine tails had gone rigid beneath her glamour, a fox’s body refusing architecture her mouth could not joke about. “I can rob any room in this city. This wants to be found once and never exist in the same place again.”

The phials were priced by craving. That was the second wrongness. The gilt in them was the same cold shine everywhere, but the prices made no sense against the content, more here and less there for identical light, until the pricing exposed my mistake: the price measured the wanting rather than the light. A phial cost whatever the buyer’s hunger was worth, and the soft-voiced sellers priced each customer by the look on his face, and a man who needed it badly paid more for the same cold gold than a man who merely wanted it, because the market didn’t sell light at all. It sold the answer to a craving, and it charged the craving’s own price.

And there was a scale.

It stood at the center of the district, on the stage, and it weighed nothing I could see and it was always in balance. Its empty pans held level in the lamplight, and every time I looked at it the hair went up on my arms, because a scale at rest with nothing on it is a scale waiting to be given something. Whatever it waited for, I wanted no part of the answer.

Nahari walked between us the whole time with her eyes shut, and she was our safety and our compass both. Where I felt the market’s attention as a prickle, she was simply outside it, a blind spot the district could not focus on, and she steered us by the feel of the wrongness the way another person steers by landmarks.

“Left here,” she murmured. “That stall wants us. Don’t look. Now right. There’s a man ahead selling and I don’t want to walk through his grief, it clings.” She threaded us through the moving bazaar by refusing to see it, and it could not see her back, which proved why she’d insisted on the three of us and no more. “It is exactly the shape I feared,” she said, low. “It buys the wanting. Everything here is priced on how badly you need it, which means the more it hurts you the more it costs you, which means it is designed to take the most from the people who can least afford it. The cruelty is deliberate design. Remember that when you feel sorry for the man who runs it. There is nothing to feel sorry for. There is nothing here at all. That is the horror. It is a market with no one in it, running on other people’s hunger.”

The sellers queued for the stage with the faces of men at a physician’s door. That was the worst of it, worse than the moving stalls and the craving-prices and the empty scale. A line of ordinary men, a ruined knight, a shopkeeper, a father, waiting their turn to climb up and sell their names, and every one of them wore the face of someone who has decided on a thing he is afraid of because the alternative is worse, the face of a man in a physician’s waiting room who has already been told the diagnosis and has come back for the cutting.

No one in the queue spoke to anyone else. That was a thing I noticed and could not stop noticing. A queue is a social animal; men in a line make small talk, complain about the wait, find a stranger to be human at. This one stood silent, each man alone inside his own arithmetic, staring at the stage or at nothing, because there is no small talk for what they had come to do and they all knew it. A father near the front held a folded rubbing of his own deeds in both hands the way a man holds a thing he is about to give away and cannot look at, and he did not look at it, and he did not look at anyone, and the line shuffled forward one silent man at a time toward the scale that always balanced.



We watched an auction, and I made myself watch all of it, because a thing you are going to break you had better understand.

A knight climbed the stage. His house had gone grey at Kingslight, the crier said, his children were hungry, and he had come to sell. And the mechanics of it were laid out cold, in the open, because the market displayed every step. Hiding had been the last instrument’s trade. The Coiner’s trade was performance.

A clerk held up the rubbing from the knight’s house-stone and read each deed once: a bridge held; a fair kept honest through a bad autumn; a rival house’s daughter pulled from a flood twenty years ago. The list held the ordinary decencies that make up most of a life rather than dragons or sieges.

The bidding started before the clerk lowered the rubbing. Voices climbed. The brass scale remained level. At the final call, the Coiner opened a purse and counted exact change into the knight’s cupped hands, one warm grave-coin at a time, with the ordinary care of a shopkeeper making change for bread. There was no ceremony. There was no rite. No snuffed wick, no hoarded flame this time; a signature and exact change, which made the violence look ordinary. Hunger had done the work a knife would have done, then stood outside the ink pretending innocence. The market’s machinery accepted the man’s outward assent and moved the light. Whether need had coerced the hand was a question no alley or clerk could settle. Truth-ground would have to weigh it.

And the moment the coin touched the man’s palms, the etch-light lifted off the rubbing.

It went. The rubbing had glowed faintly with the borrowed glow of his name, and as the warm coin settled into his hands the glow lifted off the paper like breath off glass, like mist burning off a window, and drifted up and was gathered into the market’s stock, into the gilt, and the paper went grey and cold and blank, and somewhere across the city the knight’s own house-stone would be going dark line by line at that exact moment.

And the man walked down off the stage smiling.

That was the thing I could not un-see. He walked down with warm gold in his hands and a smile on his face, because he was going to feed his children, and because the etch-light that had lifted off his name had taken with it the part of him that would have grieved it. He was lighter. He was happy. He had sold the ballast of his own soul and been paid, and the payment had bought away the weight that would have let him mourn the sale, and he walked down smiling into a crowd of men waiting to do the same thing.

Suzu went rigid beside me and gave the only judgment her profession allowed.

“I know theft,” she said. “The owner stays standing after theft, poorer and angrier and still himself. This is butchery. Butchery with a receipt. He signed for it. He walked down smiling. There’s no owner left to rob.” Her hands were shaking, the greatest thief of the age looking at the one thing she’d never done and never would. “There’s the floor, Dorian. And that man just went through it, smiling, for money, and thanked the butcher.”

I had watched a great many terrible things in five years of carrying and one strange year of calling. I had watched Ilsabet leashed and walking to heel, the worst thing I knew, a great woman made a puppet. This was worse. Ilsabet had not consented, and this man had. A leash you can cut. A husk you can free, and the freeing is a mercy and a triumph both. But you cannot free a man from a sale he made and wanted. The Measure showed me the leash grounding in the warm coin in his hands, same as Millbrook, and it showed me the thing Millbrook had spared me: the smile. In Millbrook the sold men knew, and grieved, and were absent behind the eyes in a way that hurt. Here the market had learned to buy away the grief along with the weight, so the seller walked down happy, and I do not have a word for how much worse that is, and I hope I never need one.



The Coiner I saw at last, and I will describe him the only way he can be described, which is by what he did to the light.

He was a genial man, market-warm, moving through his own bazaar with the ease of a fair-day barker, and I could not have told you the color of his eyes or the shape of his face an hour later, and that was itself the tell. What I could tell you is that wherever he walked, the lamps flickered between leaning and upright, tilting toward him and standing straight and tilting again, a price wavering, following him down the rows like needles that couldn’t settle. And his patter carried across the whole district, all prices, never anything else.

“Names by weight!” he called, warm and bright. “Shine by the season! Confidence sold, courage rented, a good reputation bought outright, no waiting! The Crown buys nothing it hasn’t weighed, friends, and neither do we. WE weigh nothing we don’t buy!” And he laughed, and the laugh carried, and there was no breath under it. The tavern-keeper in Millbrook had said it and the Lamp Run finish had shown it and now I heard it myself, a laugh that was all sound and no lungs, the noise of laughing produced by something that did not need to breathe and had never learned that laughing is made of breath.

He clocked me across the square. Of course he did. An Anchor, a Crowned thief, and an oracle in his district, one of them reading his whole market with a dragon’s sight; he’d have felt us as I felt him. And he did not hurry. He turned with a merchant’s leisurely ease and raised a phial of gilt to me across the crowd, a toast, one merchant to another, and he smiled the breathless smile.

And every lamp on the row between us began to waver, tilting toward him and standing and tilting, back and forth, and it wanted looking, Nahari had said, it wants looking, and I felt the pull of it, the tilt, the wavering, and I made myself hold his gaze anyway for a three-count out of pure porter’s stubbornness, and then I looked away first, because there was nothing to be won by staring and everything to be lost, and I had a whole family to spend my looking on that mattered more.

He did not follow or speak to me. He went back to his patter. I marked the toast as our first meeting and filed the way every lamp on his row kept wavering after he turned away.

Nahari steered me away from the row before I could look back, her hand on my sleeve, eyes shut.

“He wanted you to know he sees you,” she said. “That toast was his entire message and he’ll spend no more words on you until the night it counts. He is disciplined, this one. The Factor talked in terms. This one talks only to sell, and it will make him much harder to catch, because there is no lever in a man who never explains himself.” She drew me on. “We don’t beat him with words. We beat him with a scale he can’t avoid and a truth he can’t outbid. Come away now. You’ve seen enough. The rest is just more of the same, and grief you watch too long starts to feel like weather, and I won’t have you go numb to it. Numb is how the city got here.”



The market’s one rule revealed itself by accident.

A young lordling came to a stall while we watched, flush and vain and entirely un-desperate, a rich boy with a full purse who had heard you could get pocket-money selling a deed and thought it a lark. He offered to sell a minor deed, a small true thing he’d done, for coin to spend at the gaming tables.

And the Coiner, passing, declined him.

“No craving, no price, young sir,” he said, genial, absolute, and he did not haggle, because he never haggles twice. “We buy the vintage, not the bottle. Come back only when you want something.” And he moved on, and the lordling stood there confused, a rich boy refused by a market that would take anything, and I stood very still, because I had just been handed a rule the market could not deny.

I took out my notebook while his refusal was still warm in the row behind us. The market’s own barker had stated its rule, and rules belonged in the receipts.

Nothing in that market was sold free. Need signed every line.



Suzu lifted the ledger while the Coiner was toasting me, which is the only reason she got it, and she was principled about it in the way only Suzu is.

“I steal from thieves,” she murmured, the page already vanished into her silks. “This is practically municipal work. Public sanitation. You’re welcome, city.” It was a page off the market’s own purchase-ledger, and we read it later by a low lamp, and it was two things at once.

It was the season’s volume, in names. A winter’s worth of butchery, itemized, the ruined knight one line among hundreds, a whole city’s worth of sold weight tallied in a clerk’s neat hand. That was the horror of it and it was expected.

The unexpected thing was the column at the side. A standing column, ruled, waiting, with no entries in it at all, headed by a single letter.

	


Nahari held her hand over the page with her eyes shut and went still.

“That letter is the wound and the hunt both,” she said. “Everything else in this book is the market feeding itself so it can afford one thing. I can feel the shape of the wanting off that empty column and it is older than the market, older than the buying, older than the city. This whole season of butchery has been a man saving up his whole winter’s take to buy one item, and it isn’t a name.” She took her hand away. “Don’t make me look closer. If I look at what that letter wants, it will look back, and I am the only one of us it can’t see, and I intend to keep it that way until the night it stops mattering.”

Nothing under it. Just the letter, and the empty ruled lines beneath, a column the market kept ready for something it had not yet bought. Suzu stared at it and I stared at it and neither of us could read it, because we did not have the piece that made it mean anything. I felt the empty column like a held breath. The whole season of butchery was the market’s business. That empty column was the market’s purpose. Everything it had bought all winter was working capital. The one thing it actually wanted had a letter and an empty line and no price yet, and it was waiting.



We bought one man back that night. The queue behind him did not shorten.

We took the ruined knight, the one who’d walked down smiling. Maeva’s loan-terms again, structured against nothing he had, fronted by the march, a real debt he’d carry upright when the smile wore off and the grief came back, as it would, as it had to, because a man has to be able to mourn what he sold before he can be whole again. We found him in an alley off the market, counting his warm gold, and we made him the offer, and the Measure would only void it if he chose to unmake it, and it took him a long time to choose, because the market had bought away the part of him that wanted to.

But his children’s faces did the choosing in the end. I did not argue him into it, because you cannot argue a man out of a thing the market bought his grief along with. I only told him, plainly, what he’d sold and what it would cost to have it back and what the loan would ask of him, the same true numbers I’d give anyone, and I let him count it himself. It took a long time. The part of him that would have wanted his name back had been sold with the name, and he had to reason his way to wanting it, coldly, from the outside, the way you decide to do a hard right thing you don’t feel yet.

I have talked a great many people into hard things, and this one offered none of the usual handholds. I could not appeal to his grief, because his grief had been sold. I could not appeal to his pride, because the market had lifted the pride off with the weight. I could only lay the numbers down flat, as I would for anyone, and let him do the arithmetic that a whole man does with his heart, coldly, with only his head, because his heart was the thing in the phial now. He asked me, at one point, why he should want a thing back that he could not feel the lack of, and the honesty of the question made it terrible, and I told him the truth, which was that his wife could feel the lack of it, and his children could, and that being whole is also a burden carried for the people who love you, sparing them from carrying the hole where you used to be. He thought about that for a long time in the dark. And then he chose it, from the outside, without feeling it. That took a distinct, difficult courage.

He gave the warm coin back. Suzu melted it in a thief’s brazier in the alley, a little coal-pot she carries, and his name flooded home across the city, and the grief came back with it, all of it at once, the weight and the mourning both, and he sobbed into my shoulder in a dark alley like a man waking from a warm dream into a cold true morning, and it was better, and it was terrible, and it was one man. He would carry the loan upright and he would carry the grief upright and both were the price of being whole, and he chose them, in the end, over the smiling, though the market had made that choice nearly impossible.

The queue behind him did not shorten. Forty men a night, the district ran, forty a night all season, and we had bought back one, in an alley, at the cost of an evening and a dragon’s melting and a loan-book entry, and behind him the line of men with physician’s-door faces had not shortened at all.

Maeva had structured the loan from a hundred leagues away, her terms carried in Suzu’s memory, and I thought of her as I watched the knight sob himself back into a whole man: the empress who had turned a rescue into a debt a man could carry upright, who understood better than anyone alive that dignity has to remain in a person’s own hands. His name flooded home and his grief came home with it, and both were mercies, and neither was fast.

“One,” Suzu said, watching the queue. “We got one. And there’s forty tonight and forty tomorrow.” Her next joke stalled before it reached her mouth. When she tried again, gallows humor carried what she could not carry straight: “You know what the worst part is? Professionally? He undercharged. That knight’s name was worth ten times what the soft man paid. The market’s also a BAD DEAL. If you’re going to sell your soul, at least haggle.” It wasn’t a real joke and we both knew it, and I let her have it anyway, because a fox who can still reach for a joke over a horror is a fox who hasn’t gone through the floor herself, which was what she’d needed to prove to herself that night.

“One at a time we lose,” I said. “I said it in Millbrook and it’s truer here. We can’t un-sell a kingdom in alleys. We break it at the till or we don’t break it at all.” I looked at the empty W column in my hand. “And the till isn’t the phials. The till is whatever that letter is. That’s what it wants. Break that, and it defaults.”



Suzu came to me that night and said it straight at the door, with no game tonight.

“Tonight I need you without an invoice,” she said at my door, and she was not smiling. The warrant was off her neck. The glamour was already down, fully and deliberately: the fox ears, the fox-fire freckling, all nine tails loose and unperformed, nothing arranged for anyone. “Leave the game outside. I noticed my craft’s evil twin tonight. I observed what I’d be if I’d ever gone through the floor. And I need the difference proved on me, slowly, by the one person who knows I never did. That’s the request. Say yes.”

“Yes,” I said. “Come here.”



She had locked her door and left the key in the lock, her old custom, the door she could always open. She put the lifted ledger-page face-down under the low lamp before anything else.

“Evidence sleeps,” she said, quiet. “I don’t want it watching this.”

Then she came to me, glamour fully down, and I took her apart slowly, following her request. There was no audience, game, or race to the next sensation. Only the two of us and a locked door with the key in it.

I counted her tails in order. The Crown-night count had been a vow with every performance stripped away. This count returned to that same inventory of the priceless, one kiss at each root, no numbers spoken as prices.

The first lay smooth against the mattress until my lips touched the sensitive place where it joined her spine. It curled around my shoulder at once, then loosened when she made herself remain still.

The second shivered under my thumb. Its fur ran finer near the root, and the slow drag of my mouth there made her knees draw up.

At the third I spread my hand over the base of her back and held her down while I kissed along the warm line beneath the fur. She whispered my name. No joke followed it.

The fourth was the one that always flared first when she performed for a crowd. Tonight it stayed low and steady. I combed it from root to tip, came back, and kissed the root twice until her quick body forgot how to be quick.

I returned to the first four before moving on, learning the differences my earlier counts had rushed past. The first liked the flat pressure of my palm at its base. The second made her hips tilt when I used my teeth lightly through the fur. The third responded to a slow pull from root to midpoint, drawing a wet pulse around the fingers still inside her. The fourth wanted my mouth, no performance at all, only my lips held warm against the place where tail became spine.

“Full inventory means full,” I said.

Her face pressed into the pillow. “I am beginning to regret teaching you contract language.”

“False.”

“Completely false. Keep auditing.”

Her running commentary came in fragments and stopped. Suzu narrates and prices everything. Silence, chosen, meant she had quit performing long enough to let herself be loved.

I laid her back and worshiped her one slow touch at a time. I kissed the flat of her belly, the inside of her wrist, the pulse in her throat, then the soft inside of her thigh. Her legs opened wider. I kissed higher until my lips met the slick heat of her pussy.

She made a small sound and covered her mouth. I moved her hand away.

“You don’t have to hide the sound.”

“I’m not hiding.” Her amber eyes held mine. “I’m deciding which sounds are mine when nobody’s buying them. Keep going.”

I spread her with my thumbs and licked her clit slowly. Her ass lifted off the bed. The first four tails drew closer around us, a loose red-gold shelter.

“Hold me,” she whispered. “Leave prices out of it. Hold my hips down and make me take it.”

I pinned her petite hips to the mattress and worked her with my tongue, slow enough that every tremor traveled visibly through her tails. I pushed two fingers into her pussy and curled them while my mouth stayed on her clit. She soaked my hand, hips straining against my grip, commentary gone except for my name and a broken plea for more.

At the fifth tail I changed the pressure. That one was warmer at the base, its fur darker and softer under my thumb. Kissing it made her toes curl and her pussy clench around my fingers.

The sixth twitched whenever I pressed deeper, betraying the rhythm her mouth no longer narrated. I followed its movement, one kiss for every pulse, until it wrapped my forearm and held me to her.

At the seventh I added a third finger, stretching her gently while she clenched around me. She gave me a thin, honest sound and turned her face toward the lamp rather than away from me.

I took my time with the eighth. I combed the fur from root to tip while my mouth stayed on her clit. Each pass made the tail coil tighter around my arm.

“You’re counting differently,” she whispered.

“Every tail is different. You asked for full inventory.”

“Good auditor. Dangerous habit. Continue.”

The ninth waited between us, the last line in the account. I kissed its root, held my mouth there, and worked my fingers in her until all nine tails tightened at once.

“Still here?”

“Entirely.” Her voice shook. “Every part remains mine. Count complete.”

I brought her close enough that her thighs began to shake. Then I stopped, pulled her upright, and settled her astride me face to face.

She took my cock in both hands and rubbed the head through her wet slit. “This is mine to ask for,” she said. “I want you inside me. Slow. Facing me. No escaping into the view.”

“Straight enough,” I said.

She sank down inch by inch. Her pussy stretched tight around me, wet and hot, until her small ass rested on my thighs. The first full contact held us still. Her forehead touched mine. All nine tails spread around us across the bed like a living red-gold fan.

I moved her slowly with my hands on her back. Fox-fire stayed low and steady because nothing was being performed. She looked at me with amber eyes gone wet and unguarded, the greatest thief of the age with nothing hidden and nothing sold.

“Tell me what you feel,” I said.

“Full. Seen. Frightened enough to know it matters.” She rolled her hips once. “And safe enough to stay.”

I took the pace, lifting her and drawing her down along my cock with long measured strokes. Her pussy gripped me harder each time. At the ninth tail I reached between us and circled her clit while she rode my rhythm, and the last of her silence became a low honest moan against my mouth.

“You saw a man sell himself tonight and walk down smiling,” I said, low, moving in her. “That’s not you. It was never you. You steal and you give it back with interest and you’ve never once sold a piece of yourself to anyone.”

“Prove it,” she whispered, no game in it, just the ask. “Prove I’m not for sale. That’s it. That’s the only thing I wanted tonight.”

At the last count, I said the only appraisal of the night.

“Beyond price,” I said against her mouth, moving in her. “Always was. Witnessed.”

Suzu, who laughs through everything, came apart in complete silence. She gripped me like a ledger-line she could finally stop holding. Her pussy clenched around my cock in quick, hard pulses, her small body shaking while fox-fire stayed steady and bright.

I kept the measured pace through the first contractions. Her tails closed around my back one after another until we sat inside a warm red-gold cocoon. She could have escaped upward, rolled away, turned the finish into play. Instead she held my eyes and took every stroke face to face.

“Stay with me,” I said.

She nodded once, unable or unwilling to spend a word.

I slowed further and made her feel the full drag of my cock while her pussy still clenched from her peak. Each tail tightened at a different point in the stroke, one across my shoulders, two around my waist, the rest layering warmth down my back. Her clit rubbed against me every time I drew her down.

“Stay with me,” I said. “Take what you asked for, free of any price.”

“All of it,” she whispered at last. “Inside. Keep looking at me.”

I drove deep and lost my rhythm. Cum pulsed into her in heavy spurts as the finish echoed through the bond. Her walls milked each one from me, and the doubled sensation tightened all nine tails at once. I held at the root while she rocked through the spurts, her small body taking each one without turning away.

The last pulse left me with a low groan against her mouth. Warmth leaked between us onto my thighs. I circled her clit once more and pulled a final quick series of contractions from her, each one squeezing my softening cock and sending another fox-fire tremor through the tails around us. I held her down on me until the last aftershock passed, tears on her face with none of the usual armor over them.

The laugh came after. Shaky, real, small, into my neck, the fox coming back to herself the safe way. It was true and small and entirely hers.



Suzu wrapped us in her tails beneath the steady low lamp, then turned the ledger-page face-up herself.

She reached out from the crook of my arm and flipped it over, the market’s page, the empty W column facing up now under the lamp.

“Okay,” she said, quiet, steady. “Now it can watch. I’m done being scared of paper.” She looked at the empty column a while, the fox back in her eyes and her hands steady again. “That column records a purpose rather than a purchase. Everything else in that book is what it spends. That’s what it’s saving for. And I’m going to carry it to the war-table tomorrow and we’re going to figure out what letter starts the one thing it actually wants, and then we’re going to make sure it never buys it.”

She took the pencil out of my coat, the one she’d stolen and returned a hundred times, and this time she put it back in a different way, tucked it into my pocket and pressed it there, deliberate.

“Collateral goes where it’s safest,” she said. “Keep it. I know where to find it.”

She left the unexplained W page face-up, wrapped her tails around us both, and slept.


Chapter 10: The Counting Room

The room Sidonie chose had a glass roof and one untouched second chair.

Fourteen days before Founders’ Night, she sent word to meet her at the top of the palace, in a chamber I had not known existed. The room made no attempt to hide the shape of one woman’s mind.

The Counting Room, she called it. It sat above everything, under a roof of glass, and the whole city lay gridded beneath it through the panes, eleven thousand lamps laid out like a ledger you could walk on. Instruments stood in ranks: surveyor’s glasses, sighting-frames, a great brass astrolabe of the city’s own beacon-lines, tally-boards, census-rolls in their cases going back generations. Every object in the room was for counting, placed exactly where her hand would want it. The arrangement exposed Sidonie Ruthelm’s mind more plainly than speech could, and the untouched second chair made the room’s solitude visible.

“My grandfather started the lamp-census,” she said, without greeting, running a hand along a case of old rolls. “His hand, then my father’s, then mine. Forty years of counting this city’s light. Every lamp, every keeper, every year.” She pulled a roll and let me see the columns, three generations of the same careful arithmetic. “They gave me a surveyor’s glass when I was nine. Other girls got dolls. I got a glass and a tally-book, and I was so proud of them I slept with the glass under my pillow, and for twenty-one years it has rarely left my reach.” She said it flatly, without self-pity, but I heard the whole shape of a childhood in it: a girl handed a tool instead of a toy and loved for her usefulness, which is a thing I know something about.

I walked the room while she talked, because she let me, and because a room a person has built entirely to their own mind is the truest thing they will ever show you and I wanted to read it right. The instruments followed the reach and sequence of her hand, so that a woman rising from the central chair could reach the survey-glass, the tally-board, the astrolabe of beacon-lines, each in the order a count would want them, without once looking away from the city through the glass roof. Everything sat within one woman’s reach. The efficiency made its loneliness impossible to miss. There was a cup on the central table with a cold skin of tea on it, one cup, and I understood that she took her meals here, alone, over the count, and had for years. The court knew this room as her workplace and rarely thought to bring a second cup; Sidonie rarely invited anyone up.

“And these.” She touched another case, and her voice cooled. “The chandlery accounts. The ones I was warned off. The palace buys light for three times the lamps it burns, and I have known that since I was nineteen, and I have never been allowed to find out where the surplus goes, and it has been a splinter in my mind for eleven years. Master Pruett told me, to my face, that some accounts must not be audited, and he is the most honest man in this palace, and I have spent two years unable to decide whether that sentence was a warning or a confession.”

“It was a warning,” I said. “He’s keeping something. Keeping it rather than hiding it. There’s a difference the size of the world.”

“So he says.” She looked at me sharply. “You’ve spoken to him.”

“He wouldn’t let us in. He said come back when we know what we’re asking.” I looked at the covered instruments, the gridded city. “I’m beginning to think the whole spring is us learning what we’re asking.”

“And the one you can’t count,” I said, because I’d been reading the room, and there was one instrument turned to face the wall.

She looked at me sharply. Then she turned the instrument around. It was a mirror, small, plain, in a surveyor’s frame among all the sighting-glasses, and it was the only thing in the room that pointed at the person in it instead of the city outside.

“That one,” she said. “Myself. I audit a kingdom, Warden. I count everything and everyone. The court treats me as its counter rather than an entry, and I have decided, at thirty, that this is a deficiency in my accounts, and that deficiencies compound, and that I am tired of being the only unbalanced entry in a life I have spent balancing everyone else’s.” She set the mirror face-down again, deliberately. “That’s why you’re here. Now I’ll tell you the rest, and you’ll listen, because I do not say this aloud and I intend to say it exactly once.”



She told me her reason first, before anything else could be true, and she told it plainly, in her own cold precise register, which cost her more than heat would have cost another woman.

“You looked at my family’s crown,” she said, “and you told me its true weight. To the copper. To my face. You knew what it would cost me to hear that the founding light of my house was borrowed, that my whole childhood glowed on a debt, and you told me anyway, because I asked for a number and you don’t lie about numbers.” She stood very straight, ice-grey and still, the willowy line of her against the gridded city. “And then you stayed. That’s the part. Men have told me true things before, to seem honest, as a move. You told me the truth about my own house that cost me the most to hear, and then you didn’t leave, and you didn’t ask me for anything, and you didn’t use it. You just held the door while I stood in the wreckage of what I’d believed my whole life, and you let me count it myself.”

I did not answer right away, because a thing said that plainly deserves to be heard all the way to the bottom before a man opens his mouth. And what I heard, under the auditor’s level voice, was the oldest wound I know, because it is my own: a person valued chiefly for their use, loved for what they could do and rarely met beneath the work, who had built a whole competent armored life on being useful precisely because usefulness was the only currency anyone would take from them. I had been that. I had spent five years being that, carrying other men’s glory in a pack. The queens had spent years teaching me I was worth more than my load. And here was a princess who had never once been counted, asking to be, and I knew the exact shape of the hunger because I had starved on it myself.

She took a breath, and I witnessed a woman spend a decade of composure in one sentence.

“I have counted every court suitor who came near me,” she said. “What they wanted. The princess, the signet, the access, the alliance. Their prices were always there, under the courtesy. And I cannot price you. You wanted me to know a number. That’s all. None of my court suitors ever wanted that; they wanted me persuaded, impressed, or indebted.” Her voice did not shake. Holding it level showed exactly what the sentence cost her. “I want to be counted by the one man in the world whose count I trust. That is the entire asset on the table. It stands clear of alliances, politics, and crown business. I checked. I audited my own motives for months after the royal progress before I let myself say this, because I do not act before I’ve counted, and the count came back clean, and I am tired of being the only entry in my life that doesn’t balance.” She met my eyes. “Decide.”



“Then I’ll tell you the number I’ve got,” I said, because she’d asked for a figure and she deserved a true one. “I counted you the first day, as I count everyone. Exits, loads, tells. I put you down as the auditor: cold, precise, priced everyone, trusted no one. And I was wrong on one line, and I’ve been wrong on it since the royal progress, and I only just settled it.” I looked at her, ice-grey and still and waiting for the figure like a woman braced for a bad one. “You’re not cold. You’re the warmest person in this palace and you’ve spent your whole life keeping the count for people who treated you as the clerk instead of an entry, and you built the armor because usefulness was the only thing anyone would take from you. I know that armor. I wore it five years. Somebody finally counted me. I’d like to be the one who counts you.” I held her eyes. “That’s my number. It doesn’t have politics in it either. I checked too.”

She stood very still. And through no bond yet, just her face, I registered a woman hear the thing no court suitor had ever told her plainly and decide to believe it.

I did not have to decide, because the deciding was hers, and the system knew it before either of us did.

I had thought about this for a long time, as I think about everything, turning it over. Standing in that glass room, I found nothing for me to open. She stood before me alive and whole, beyond any tomb or door I could burn Renown to reach, having audited her own heart for months and come to me with the number.

There was no summoning. There was nothing to summon. There was only a woman choosing, in a room made of her own mind, having reasoned her way to it as she reasoned everything.

The neutral ledger registered an answer to a question no Anchor had asked before.

[A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED: THE PRINCESS WHO CHOSE TO EARN. LIVING.]

[SHE WAS NEVER CALLED. SHE CAME.]

[BOND OFFERED – TETHERED]

[HER CHOICE, FREELY MADE.]

[ACCEPTED.]

The Tether settled between my ribs without an arrival or a door opening. Sidonie had already been whole and present. The bond simply joined the edges of our senses, confirming the intent and desire neither of us could counterfeit while leaving words, memories, and private thought our own.

The first living bond in Anchor history. Summoning had only ever opened a meeting. Choice made the bond.

Sidonie felt the shared edge arrive and began, very quietly, to laugh.

“Oh,” she said, pressing a hand to her sternum. “It’s balanced. I can feel that you meant the count and the staying, and you can feel that I did. Desire, fear, intent: those figures can’t be cooked at the edge.” Her low laugh shook once. “Nobody told me it balances. I might have come sooner.”

She kept her hand over the new sense and laughed again, relief escaping a woman who had spent her life mistrusting every hidden motive.

“You’re nervous,” she said, wondering, reading me back. “I can feel it. You, nervous. The man who out-deeded a Hero and broke a king’s oldest debt, and you’re nervous, of me, right now.” The laugh again. “That reassures me more than any promise could. With every court suitor, I had to guess whether he meant it. With you, I know. You’re nervous. I know exactly how much. It’s a balanced ledger.” She wiped her eyes, composed herself a fraction. “I’m going to be insufferable about this. I’ve found the honest account between us and I’m never going to shut up about how it balances.”

The bond did not expose facts or prepared thoughts. It caught the body beneath the practiced face: attention turning, fear tightening, desire aiming true. Sidonie composed herself, felt me notice the effort, and laughed once more instead.



We spent the next half hour proving the living Tether was real, because Sidonie trusted a result only after she had tried to break it three different ways.

“Sit,” she said, pointing to the central chair. “This is calibration. Do not romanticize calibration.”

I sat. She moved behind me where I could not see her and picked up three objects from the instrument table. I heard brass, wood, and glass touch the cloth one by one.

“Which am I holding?”

“The bond doesn’t read objects.”

“That was not my question.”

I closed my eyes. At the edge of my senses sat Sidonie’s presence, sharper now than it had been before the Tether. I could not see through her eyes. Bonds had never worked that way at this tier. What reached me was the pressure of attention, the cool certainty of her grip, and a faint satisfaction that tasted like winter air over clean stone.

“The brass sighting-frame,” I said.

She came around the chair holding the wooden tally-rule.

“Wrong,” she said, pleased.

“You wanted me to be wrong.”

“Correct. I wanted to know whether desire contaminated the reading. It does not. Again.”

She went behind me and changed the objects. I felt concentration tighten at the edge of the Tether. Beneath it, amusement she would have hidden from anyone else.

“You’re smiling,” I said.

“You cannot see me.”

“I can feel you enjoying this.”

“That is inconvenient.” A pause. “Also correct. Object?”

“Glass lens.”

She came around with the glass lens. Her face had returned to perfect auditor’s calm, but the bond carried the delight beneath it, impossible to cook.

“One correct of two. Insufficient sample.”

“How many were you planning?”

“A hundred.”

“We’d miss supper.”

“The kingdom has survived missed suppers.”

“Bram would dispute that.”

A small pulse of humor crossed the Tether before her mouth admitted anything. “Bram believes kingdoms are stew with borders. His results are annoyingly strong. Fine. Ten trials.”

We did ten. I scored six. She recorded all of them, including the one where I identified the astrolabe because it weighed enough to make her wrist complain through the bond, which she ruled inadmissible, and the one where she tried to think deliberately about the wrong object, which failed because the Tether carried attention rather than prepared thought.

“It does not read language,” she said, writing the result. “Good. A bond that carried every thought would make privacy impossible. It reads bodily truth and directed attention at the edges. Desire, fear, pain, amusement. The things a person can mislabel but cannot fully counterfeit.”

“That’s how the others work.”

“You never audited them.”

“I was busy being grateful they stayed.”

Her pen stopped. The Tether gave me the small clean hurt before she hid it.

“I am staying,” she said. “Not here every season. The Crown has work, and I have spent my life making sure it does not become an excuse for neglect. But the bond is a door, according to your oldest rule, and a door permits travel both ways. It is not a chain.”

“I know.”

“I needed to say it before the court says it badly for us.” She capped the ink. “I will spend spring and summer here until the kingdom is settled. Autumn at court. Winter, perhaps, at your march if the books permit. I am not asking permission for the calendar.”

“Good. I don’t want you asking permission to live your life.”

“I am informing you because the account affects you.”

“Also good.”

Her shoulders eased. I felt that too.

She took the chair opposite mine and put the tally-rule between us. “Pain next. Hold out your hand.”

“No.”

Sidonie blinked. “No?”

“You want to test whether pain crosses the Tether. We already know it does. You felt the old ache in my fingertips the instant the bond settled, and I felt your left knee complain when you knelt beside that child yesterday. We don’t need to hurt either of us to prove arithmetic we’ve already observed.”

The ice-grey eyes stayed on mine. Then the flush began at her throat, faint and unmistakable, because being refused for her own protection was not something the Crown’s auditor encountered often.

“Correct,” she said. “The proposed test was wasteful. I withdraw it.”

“Filed.”

“Do not use my own words against me.”

“They’re our words now. Balanced ledger.”

Her composure held for three seconds. Then the low laugh escaped again.

We tested distance instead. She went down one flight while I stayed in the Counting Room. The Tether thinned but did not vanish. At two flights I could still feel the direction of her, a cool line through stone. At the third, the edges softened to the simple certainty that she existed and was well. She returned irritated by the imprecision and secretly relieved that a wall could not erase the line. Before writing, she crossed the room twice more at different speeds, proving that motion changed none of it. Then she made me stand behind the glass roof while she descended, to test whether stone or sight caused the thinning. Stone did. Sight did not. She wrote the distinction in the margin, then underlined certainty twice: distance blurred detail, never the fact that the other person remained.

“Shared senses at the edges,” she said, writing. “Distance degrades detail before certainty. Useful.”

“You keep calling it useful.”

“It is.”

“It can be useful and matter for reasons that don’t serve the Crown.”

Her pen paused again.

“I know,” she said. “I am practicing saying both.”

Then it was my turn to be read. She made me stand at the glass roof while she sat with her eyes closed and told me, item by item, what the Tether gave her.

“You count the eastern stair every time someone passes it,” she said. “Your right hand aches less than your left. You are hungry and pretending not to be because this hour matters more to you than supper. You are looking at my braid.”

“That last one wasn’t the bond.”

“No. Your reflection in the glass roof is not subtle.” The flush deepened another shade. “You want it down.”

“Yes.”

“You want my collar open.”

“Yes.”

She opened her eyes. “And you are waiting for me to ask rather than taking either, although the bond makes the answer obvious.”

“Obvious isn’t spoken. You set the terms.”

Sidonie set the tally-rule aside. Her precise fingers touched the top fastening of her riding blacks and stopped.

“Calibration complete,” she said. The level voice had roughened by half a degree. “The account balances. Now we test what it feels like when the auditor asks for something that is not useful to anyone.”

A knock came at the outer door before she could move. Supper on a covered tray, sent by Bram with a note in his blocky hand: AUDITORS FORGET TO EAT. PORTERS HELP THEM. BOTH ARE FOOLS. STEW IS CORRECTIVE.

Sidonie read it twice.

“He knew we were here.”

“Bram knows where hungry people are. It’s the closest thing he has to prophecy.”

We ate standing over the instrument table, sharing one bowl because the tray held one. Sidonie objected to the serving count, then took the larger half of the bread and called it compensation for the error. The Tether carried how badly she needed the ordinary interruption: stew, one spoon passed back and forth, no crown in it.

“This is not useful to anyone,” she said after the last bite.

“Eating is useful.”

“Sharing a bowl is inefficient.”

“Did you dislike it?”

She considered the question with insulting care. “No. I am documenting that inefficiency and pleasure can coexist. The finding may have wider implications.”

“Dangerous research.”

“Nobody studies your princess,” she said, borrowing Merta’s law with perfect dryness. “We teach, or we leave her be.”

“And which is this?”

She set the empty bowl aside, lowered the surveyor’s glass onto the table, and reached for the door key.

“Teaching,” she said. “Thoroughly.”

She locked the doors herself, covered the instruments, and stated her terms like a survey brief. Their honesty lay in how precisely they fit her.

“Doors locked,” she said, turning the key. “Instruments covered.” She drew cloths over the sighting-glasses, one by one, a woman making a private space out of the most public arithmetic in the kingdom. “One condition governed everything, and I will tell you now because I do not do anything without stating the terms first.” She turned to face me, ice-grey and composed and, underneath, not composed at all. “You will require me to ask. For everything. In exact words. Nothing given until it’s asked for, plainly. Because I am unpracticed at plainly asking for private pleasure, because I usually count what I am owed and collect it, and I am told.” A dry breath, aimed at herself. “I am told the deficiency compounds. So tonight I am going to learn to ask, out loud, in words, and you are going to make me, and that is the term, and I have thought about it for months and I want it. That’s my yes. Now make me earn the rest of it.”

“Yes,” I said. And I gave her the first command, which was the grammar we had just agreed to, and I gave it quietly. “Then nothing happens until you ask for it. In words. Whatever you want. You’ll ask, and I’ll give it, and not before. Start when you’re ready.”

She aligned the edge of a covering cloth with the instrument table, found it a hair off, and squared it again. Then she squared herself the same way and asked.

I understood the terms. Sidonie had built her adult life around keeping every visible thing under control. Control was the armor of a woman who counted everyone, trusted no one, and had been counted by nobody. To ask plainly for what she wanted, then receive only what she had named, meant setting that armor down one buckle at a time in front of a witness.



We built the grammar one asked-for fastening at a time.

“Undo the collar,” she said. And then, because I waited, because the term was exact words and I held her to it: “I want. The collar undone. By you. Slowly.” Her voice was level and her ice-grey eyes were steady and I took in the first faint warmth begin at her throat as she said it, a visible trail no court portrait had ever shown, a spreading heat down the winter-cool skin that betrayed exactly what the composed voice would not.

I undid the collar of her riding blacks, slow, and no more.

“The next,” she said, and had to make herself. “The fastenings down the front. I want them undone. I want.” The flush deepened, spreading, and her composure dropped one audible stage, full sentences fraying toward clipped phrases. “I want to be undone. By you. Say I have to ask for each one.”

“You have to ask for each one,” I said, and undid the next, and the next only when she asked, and each asking cost her a little less and undid her a little more, and every granted request made the next one easier to speak.

Her formal blacks came open and I did not take them off her, because she wanted the wreckage left on, the wreckage worn, the audit trail visible. I loosened them until they hung, until the small high elegant line of her chest showed flushed above them, the winter-fair skin gone warm in stages down her throat and across her sternum, the flush-trail I would learn to follow, and she watched me watch it and her diction dropped another stage.

“There,” she said, and it was barely a full sentence now. “That’s the. You can see it. The warmth. I can’t stop it. I’m inviting you to see this. See me unable to stop something.”

“I see it,” I said. “Keep asking.”

I withheld the next touch on purpose. I did not touch her where she wanted until she said where. I made her name it, the exact place, in words, and she stood there flushed to her chest with her composure coming apart and had to say it, plainly, an auditor forced to itemize her own want, and the saying of it undid her worse than the touch did.

“There,” she said, when I finally gave it, and her level voice cracked clean in half on the single word. “There. I asked. I said it plainly. Oh.” The flush ran down past her collarbones, unchecked, and she looked at me with something like wonder and something like terror, a woman feeling her own control leave her hand and choosing, by asking, to let it.

The asking exposed the mechanism under all her composure, and I did not read it fully until it happened. Every request cost her at the top and paid her at the bottom. The first ones came out stiff, itemized, an auditor reading a line she resented having to read, and her voice held level and her jaw held set and only the flush betrayed the price. But each thing she asked for, I gave, exactly and only, and nothing bad happened. The world did not end because Sidonie Ruthelm had said the words I want out loud. And she learned that, in real time, as she learns everything, by counting the result and finding it safe. The fourth request came out easier than the third. The fifth easier than the fourth. She wanted no less; she had audited the transaction four times now and the ledger had balanced four times, and an auditor trusts a thing that balances.

At her asking, I bent her over the great survey table with her hands flat on her own city-map. I slid one hand beneath the disordered blacks and cupped her small high breast, thumb circling the nipple until it hardened. The other traveled under her skirts.

“Tell me where.”

She opened her mouth, closed it, and made herself try again. “My pussy. Touch it. I want your fingers on my clit. Slowly.”

I obeyed. She was wet enough to slick my fingertips at once. I traced her clit in measured circles while my other hand squeezed her breast through the opened riding blacks, and her precise voice degraded from full sentences to clipped directions.

“More pressure. Yes. Inside me now. Two fingers.”

I pushed them into her. Her pussy tightened around my hand, and the flush spread from her throat down the elegant line of her chest.

“Cock,” she said, then forced the rest out. “I want your cock inside me. Here, over my city. Slowly at first.”

I freed myself, pressed the head through her slick slit, and paused there until she looked back over her shoulder.

“Ask for the stroke.”

“Fill me, Dorian.”

I pushed into her slowly. Her pussy opened tight around every inch until my hips met her skirts. The first full contact made her fingers curl against the map and the glass-blue bond-light begin to trace up her spine.

“Deeper,” she managed. “I want you deeper. I’m asking.”

I drew almost out and drove back into her with more force. The table gave a small creak. Through the new Tether I felt the vertigo of a woman who steered everything letting herself be steered, and the relief that followed each request when I granted it exactly.

Then I laid her back across the table, across her own dark city, and took her face to face at my pace. Her riding blacks stayed open and disordered, one breast bare while the other remained half-covered. I lifted her long legs around my hips and pushed my cock into her again, watching the ice-grey eyes widen at the deeper angle.

“Touch my clit while you fuck me,” she said. The words were shaky but complete. “I want both.”

I put my thumb between us and gave her both.

The city lay dark and gridded beneath her shoulders, the eleven thousand lamps she had counted her whole life, and she gripped the edges of her own survey-table and asked me for things across the map of everything she had ever measured. Through the new Tether, her deliberate asking came through with unusual clarity. I knew her tells well enough now to feel both sides of it at once: I felt her ask, and I felt what the asking cost, and I felt the relief arrive a half-beat behind the cost when the world did not punish her for it, the whole cycle running through her again and again, terror to relief to a fraction more courage, an auditor watching her own most guarded account balance one entry at a time. And the glass-blue light traced brighter up her spine with each granted request, frost mapping a windowpane in reverse, spreading instead of fading, and she watched me watch it, unable to stop the glow and unwilling to hide it.

The flush had spread everywhere by then, throat to chest to the fair skin of her shoulders, the audit trail I’d learn to follow, and I named it, because naming it undid her.

“I can feel what you want,” I said, watching the warmth climb her. “Ask anyway. I want the words.”

“That’s not fair,” she managed, breaking, the level voice in ruins, “you can feel it, you don’t need me to. Say.”

“I need you to say it,” I said. “That’s the account. Say it.”

And she said it, plainly, fought out of years spent pricing want instead of voicing it, and the saying cracked the last of her composure clean through, the glass-blue frost-light racing up her spine, her hands gripping the edges of her own city-map, her hips rising to meet me. Through the Tether I felt her control leave her hand entirely and the terror of it turn, in the same breath, to the deepest relief she’d ever felt, because letting go had not cost her anything, because the ledger balanced, because letting go here had not meant losing anything.



At the brink she hit the last held word and could not finish the sentence. Her precision finally broke tonight.

She had asked for everything else, one word at a time, fought each one out of herself, and at the very edge, with the glass-blue light frosting up her spine and her whole composed self coming apart in stages, she reached for the last thing, the plainest thing, the thing she wanted most, and her level precise voice failed. It stopped mid-word, the auditor’s language breaking on the one account she had never balanced.

I finished it for her, quietly and exactly right. The bond gave me the plain want under the broken word.

“Come on my cock,” I said. “That’s what you were asking.”

The ice queen came apart in stages that ended all at once. Her pussy clenched around me in rapid spasms, milking each stroke while she arched off her own city-map. Glass-blue light flared up her spine like frost crossing a window in one breath. I kept my thumb on her clit and drove through the contractions until her legs locked around me and the last controlled sound broke into a raw cry.

Her raw cry stripped the count from me. I drove home once and held there while my finish pulsed into her, warmth filling the tight grip of her body as the new Tether doubled every contraction between us. She felt it in the flesh and again through the bond, and the second path pulled another hard clench from her.



She rebuilt her composure afterward one item at a time, deliberately, watched, and she left exactly one button wrong, and I did not mention it, and neither did she.

She did it. She sat up on the survey table, over her own city, and she reassembled the Princess Sidonie Ruthelm the kingdom knew, fastening by fastening, the flush fading from her throat by degrees, the level voice coming back into her like a shield sliding home. It was its own kind of intimacy, watching her put the armor back on and knowing I’d seen what was under it, knowing the bond meant she couldn’t pretend I hadn’t.

She did the collar back up wrong. One button, offset by one, the front of her riding blacks sitting a fraction crooked, and she felt it, I know she felt it, the auditor who notices everything, and she left it. She did not fix it. It was the one flaw in the reassembled account, deliberate, hers, and the deliberate error was hers to leave for me, a wrong button in an otherwise perfect ledger, her tell and my keeping, and I said nothing, because saying it would have made it a thing to fix, and the deliberate error was a thing to keep.

“Entry one,” she said, composed again except for the button, dry and shaken. “Filed.”

“Witnessed,” I answered.

Her fingers touched the wrong button and left it wrong.


Chapter 11: The Mountain Opens

The pigeons abandoned the guest-wing eaves at dawn one breath before Vyrissa settled into the court below.

Founders’ Night stood thirteen days away. The whole palace pretended not to notice her arrival, which is the only courtesy a court knows how to pay a dragon.

I came out to the balustrade with the tea still in my hand and watched her great bronze body fold out of the grey morning and settle onto the flagstones like a cathedral deciding to sit. She took human form between one breath and the next, as she does, six foot three of bronze-gold and ember-lit standing where the dragon had been, and she looked up at me on the balcony and she said the sentence she had carried since the dragon war.

“Nobody returns to my mountain until I say,” she said. “I have said it to kings. I have said it to the last of my own kind, dying, who asked to be laid with the others. I said no. I have kept that door shut for nine centuries and I will keep it shut for nine more.” Her furnace-gold eyes came up to me and did not move. “I say. You. Today. One passenger, my terms, my sky, and you will be back before the moon, and you will tell no one what you see up there unless I tell it first.”

The court behind me had gone very quiet. Below her, a footman with a coal-scuttle had stopped moving entirely, in the manner of a man who believes stillness discourages dragons, a reasonable enough theory for a footman despite its technical flaws.

“When,” I said.

“Now,” she said. “Bring nothing. You will not need your maps. I am the map today.”



The queens saw us off the way a family sees someone off to visit a grave, which is what it was, and they did it with the particular quiet that means more than any fuss.

Maeva came down in a morning robe with her braid half-built and did not make a speech, which for Maeva is a gift the size of a duchy. She looked at Vyrissa a long moment, one empress to another, and said only, “You have kept that door shut longer than my whole first life. I know what it costs to open one.” Then, drier, to me: “Come back. The court is only bearable when you’re in it to be scandalized on my behalf.”

Yrsa checked the sky as she checks everything, once, flat, and appointed herself nothing out loud because Nahari’s bodyguarding is silent and Yrsa’s is louder only in emergencies. She said, “It’s a long fall,” which from Yrsa is an entire prayer, and went back to her drills.

Nahari came barefoot across the cold flags and put her hand on my sleeve with her eyes already shut. “One of these is a wound and one is a hearth,” she said, low, only for me. “You are going up to look at the wound. Hold the distinction. If grief blurs it, give it back to her clean. That’s your whole job today.” Then, ordinary again, warm: “And count when you’re afraid. She likes it when you count. It steadies her more than you.”

Suzu tried to insure the flight.

“Passenger indemnity,” she said, producing a slip of paper from somewhere that had certainly been someone else’s paper a moment ago. “Standard rate for aerial transport is one plum, payable on safe return, void in the event of weather, dragons, or acts of mountain. I’ll waive the plum if you bring me back one black rim-stone. I collect them. Don’t ask why.”

“You do not collect them,” Vyrissa said, from the flagstones. “You have never collected them. You are trying to acquire a sample of Saint-blind ground for reasons I decline to inquire into, and the answer is no, thief, that mountain is mine and its stones stay on it.”

“See,” Suzu told me, delighted, “this is why I love working for royalty. They deny you before you’ve even finished the swindle. Saves everyone time.” And she stole the pencil out of my coat, showed it to me so I’d know she had it, and pressed it back. “For luck. Aerial rate. No plum. Go on.”

Sidonie was there too, at the edge of the court in her riding blacks with one button still done up wrong, and I felt her before I saw her: six bonded heartbeats around mine, her new ice-clear beat precise and, underneath, not precise at all. She did not touch me. She counted the guest-wing lamps instead, out loud, softly, as she steadies herself, and when she got to the end she looked at me and said, “Two hundred and forty in this wing. I’ll count them again while you’re gone. If any go out I’ll know which.” Which was, from Sidonie, a way of saying come back that had no want in it she’d have to admit to, and I heard it, because the ledger balances now, and I couldn’t not.

“Enough,” Vyrissa said, not unkindly. “The family has said its goodbyes to a man visiting a grave, and it was well done, and now the grave-keeper would like to go before the light gets high. Anchor. Down here. I’ll show you how to sit a dragon so you don’t insult the dragon.”



I have ridden mules and I have ridden the ferry and I have walked every road in three provinces, and none of it prepared me for the sky.

She took me up off the palace roof in a single beat that pressed the breath flat in my chest, and Dun Barrow fell away underneath us, the whole winter fort grown into a city, the barrow-core lowest and oldest and the palace grown over it like armor over a scar, as I’d read it from the ground, except now I could see that I’d read it right, the rings of it like a tree, and I felt the strange porter’s satisfaction of a map confirmed from above.

Then the city was behind us and there was only the country, and the country was my own maps come alive.

I had walked two weeks of that road south. She covered it northward in roughly three hours by wing, and I studied the roads I’d surveyed unspool below like ribbon, the south road and the guild road and the ferry-scar of some river I’d forded on foot years ago in another life. The whole shape of what I had only ever known one league at a time spread beneath me. A survey is a lie you agree to, a flat drawing of a round world. This was the world itself, and it was not flat, and it was not small, and I had spent my whole life crawling across the top of something enormous and calling it a map.

“You count when you are afraid,” she said, and her voice came to me through the wind, not shouted, mountain-flat, pitched somehow under the roar so it arrived clean. “You are afraid now. I can feel your heart doing arithmetic. Count, then. Out loud, if it helps. I will not mind.”

“Five near, one deep. Seven including mine,” I said, and realized as I said it that the deep one was carrying me. “You’re one of the ones I count. You’re carrying the count.”

“I am,” she said. “Count anyway. It is why I brought you and no one else. The others would have marveled, and marveling I cannot use. You will count. You will read my dead the way you read a road, honest and without flinching, and I need to be read by someone who does not flinch, because I have flinched at this across nine centuries and I am done flinching alone.” A long beat of wing. “Count, Dorian. And know this, so the fear has somewhere to go: I will not drop what I carry. I have carried eggs out of a fire that ate the sky. I have carried the last of nine dragons to a grave I dug with my own claws. I have never once dropped what I carry. You are the lightest thing I have held in a century and I will not start with you.”

I counted. Seven, and the seventh carrying me, and the ground very far below, and I found that she was right, that the counting put the fear somewhere it could sit quietly, and after a while I stopped being afraid and only watched the world go by underneath us, which is a thing almost no one who has ever lived has done, and I did it because a grieving dragon needed a witness who wouldn’t gasp.

The mountains came up on the horizon like a decision, and one of them was hers.



The Cindermaw is a caldera with a mountain for a lid, Suzu called it once, a die-robbing mark, and she was right while entirely wrong about the scale, because you cannot rob what this was.

She set down on the rim at midmorning, in the four-foot hem of black wet ground where the summer snow gives out, and I stood on ground that had been under my old survey pen years ago marked NO CAUSE FOUND. The cause stood beneath my boots at last. Halden’s cairns stood around the rim where his appendix placed them, twelve line-of-sight three-stone markers with arithmetic under each capstone, and the off-line thirteenth with its twice-worked call price, the price he priced honestly and could not afford and died still saving toward.

And on the lip of the vault-gallery, where the dark stain marks the only visitor in nine centuries who pressed a price on her and stayed, there was a copper.

I knew it before I reached it. Suzu’s copper, left on the earlier rim expedition, the one she’d left here on the rim as tribute to the last auditor, patina’d now, green-brown, weathered into the stone, and beside it the worn place where Halden’s own coin had sat before the wind took it. I crouched and looked at it and did not touch it, because a thing under a road is still a debt, and a thing on a rim is a paid one, and you leave paid debts where they lie.

“Down,” Vyrissa said, behind me, and her voice had changed. The mountain-flat was still there but there was something under it now, banked, careful, the voice of a keeper at the door of the kept thing. “The gallery is below. You will read my dead by my leave, which no living thing has ever had. Read them true. If you soften one number to spare me I will know, and I will never forgive it, and I do not have many people left to not-forgive.”

We went down into the mountain.



The vault-gallery swallowed sound despite its enormous scale, and I won’t make it loud by describing it too much, because she would not want that.

It is a gallery cut into the caldera’s heart, ordered rows in the dark, and in each place a shape under glass, slag-glass poured over what the fire left, two hundred and thirty-one of them, an entire flight’s unborn future set in rows like a library of light that never got to be read. She had done it herself. She had held the killing heat for a day and a night while the Glutton followed the light of eleven live nests, and when the heat gave out she had poured glass over what remained rather than let it be eaten, and she had lain down on it and kept it across nine centuries, and everyone who has ever seen the caldera from outside has called it a hoard.

The supposed hoard was a nursery that a mother had turned into a grave with her own fire so that a creditor could not eat her children, and she has slept on the grave ever since so no one could read the ledger of her worst day.

“Read,” she said.

I raised the Measure. It is her own sight, the echo she gave me, appraisal that reads true weight and true debt and where a leash grounds, and I had used it on coins and blades and a king’s stolen crown, and I had never once turned it on the dead by their keeper’s leave. Turning that sight upon her eggs and dead placed their true count in my hands. I would read it truly or die having failed the dragon who granted it.

I read the first place in the nearest row. At rest. Complete. Held. The Measure read it true and there was no debt in it, no leash, no grief-gold, only a small finished thing kept safe, and I said so, out loud, in a flat voice, because she had asked for flat.

“At rest,” I said. “Complete. Held. No debt on it. Kept clean.”

I read the next. The same. And the next.

I read them one at a time, all the way down the ordered rows, and I did not soften one number, and each time I said the same three true words, at rest, complete, held, and behind me the dragon stood very still and let me count the eggs and dead by Dragon’s Measure, a reading she had granted no one else, and I felt through the bond that each true word was landing on her like a stone laid on a grave, the good weight, the weight that says someone else knows now, someone else has seen, you are not the only one who counted.

Two hundred and thirty eggs across the ordered rows. At rest, complete, held. Two hundred and thirty times.

And the two hundred and thirty-first read wrong.



I stopped. I read it again, because you do not report a strange number until you are sure of the strange number, and the second read said the same as the first, and I made myself say it plainly because plain was the only mercy I had.

“This one’s different,” I said. “Come and read it with me, because I want you to hear it in the ledger’s own words, not mine.”

She came. She stood beside me at the two hundred and thirty-first place, the last place in the ordered rows, the slag-glass over what should have been the same small finished thing as all the others, and I turned the Measure on it and let the ledger of the world say it in its own bracketed voice, and I felt her read it with me through the bond, the two of us looking at the same true figure at once.

[ITS FIRE IS NOT HERE.]

[NOT GONE. NOT EATEN. ELSEWHERE. KEPT.]

Vyrissa did not move.

I have seen her land like a cathedral. I have seen her lift an empress off her feet like a procession of one. I have seen her breathe and warm a whole room and laugh a laugh that rolls off her like weather. Her stillness held nine centuries of disciplined grief, and I did the only thing I knew to do, which was to stand beside her and hold the difference the way Nahari told me to, and say nothing, and let the number be true in the dark for as long as she needed it to be.

When she spoke, her voice went mountain-flat, and I had learned by then that flat is her loudest.

“Across nine centuries, I counted my dead every day. Every one, in these rows, under this glass, kept safe from the thing that ate the rest of us. I have known this grave the way you know your own hand.” A long beat. “And one of them was not dead. One of them was only sleeping somewhere else, and I laid glass over an empty place and mourned it more than three hundred thousand nights, and it was alive the whole time, warm, kept, somewhere I could not see because I would not look up from the grave.”

“The fire survived and remains uneaten,” I said. “The ledger doesn’t hedge. The read is plain. Its fire is elsewhere, and it’s kept, and kept is a strong word. Something has kept it, on purpose, well, for a long time.”

“Kept,” she said, and the word came out of her like something being handed over. “Something kept my child’s fire while I kept my child’s grave. And I did not know. And I will need to know who, and where, and whether they knew what they held, and I will need to be very careful, small anchor, because the last time I carried an error across nine centuries I burned a war down over it, and I am too old to make that mistake at this distance from my last friends.”



We climbed back to the rim, and there, in the failing afternoon, she assembled the truth out of pieces I already carried, and I watched a dragon do arithmetic the size of a kingdom.

“Your mage’s pressed wick,” she said. “The one from the palace’s uncounted lamp. I read it in your hall last autumn. Clean of debt. Older than the kingdom, younger than the mountain. No grave-gold in it, which puzzled me, because everything the founding touched has grave-gold in it, my flight’s gold, worn as a crown. But not that lamp.” She looked north and south across the visible country, the light going amber behind her. “And the candles that bow to it. And the warmth behind the old wall in the barrow-core, the one your oracle’s glass warms toward instead of whiting out. And the old chandler who told the princess some accounts fall outside audit because generations of hands keep them.”

“You’re saying the lamp is the fire,” I said.

“I am saying I have a grave with an empty place in it, and a city with a warmth in its heart that is older than itself and owes no one anything, and I am too much a keeper to say the last sentence out loud before I stand in front of it.” She said it hard, disciplined, a mother refusing to let herself hope until hope is safe. “I will not name it mine from a mountaintop on a chain of clues, however clean. I have named things mine from a distance before and been wrong, and the error cost more than I had. I will go down into that barrow-core, and I will stand in front of whatever keeps itself there, and if it is what the number says it is, it will know me, and I will know it, and I will say the sentence then, in front of it, where it can hear me be right. Only then.”

Her slow heartbeat dropped another measure while she stared across the darkening kingdom. Then she said the thing that gave the whole spring its true shape.

“The fort that would not freeze,” she said. “The winter that should have killed the founding and did not. I have heard the founding story in three cities now, always the same, always the borrowed sun, the loan, the crown of gold nobody could place. And the founding stories omit the plain question: how the fort survived the winter before the loan. Because it did survive it. Ruthelm held Dun Barrow through a killing winter and then, in the spring, went and traded up for a sun.” Her furnace eyes came around to me. “The kingdom did not begin with a loan, Dorian. It began with a theft. Someone took a fire off my dead war and kept it, and it kept a fort alive through a winter, and I find I do not want to burn them for it.” A beat. “I will forgive the theft. I will forgive it entirely, if the theft kept what it took alive. That is a sentence I did not know I had in me until this afternoon. Remember I said it, in case I forget at the worst moment, which your oracle has already warned me I will.”

“She warned me too,” I said. “She said you’d confuse the wound and the hearth, once, at the worst moment, and I’d have to hold the difference.”

“Then hold it,” Vyrissa said. “That is the job. I have carried the grief alone since the dragon war and I am not, it turns out, very good at putting it down without help. Help me put it down. Tonight. Up here, where my dead can hear that I have finally found a reason to stop only grieving them.” And she paid a coin.

She did it with deliberate care. She took a piece of dull metal from somewhere in the ember-shimmer she wears like a gown, four centuries out of date the way all her coin is, and she crouched at the vault-gallery lip and set it down beside Suzu’s green-worn copper, deliberately, the way you lay a thing on a grave.

“Tribute to the last auditor,” she said, to Halden’s worn place in the stone. “You priced my call honestly and you died of the asking, on schedule, like the sixty before you, and no one paid you a copper for the honesty. We are fixing that custom this spring, the anchor and I. Honest counters get paid now. It is a new policy. You would have approved of it. You seem, from your handwriting, to have been a man who approved of policies.” She stood. “There. Now there are two coins on my rim, and this one is my tribute. I have laid it here myself, and now I know the door is open and I am not going to be able to close it again, and I find, small anchor, that I do not want to.”



She asked me to make her human-sized that night, and she asked it in the plainest words she owned.

We made camp on the rim above the gallery, on hot stone that never fully cools this near the caldera’s heart, and she was her own lamp, so there were no lamps, only her banked ember-light laid low across the black ground and the whole cold field of stars above us, more stars than a city ever lets you see. She lay on her back on the bedrolls with her hands behind her head and looked at them for a while, the being of mountains laid out under the sky she rules, and then she turned her head and looked at me instead.

“I have been a mountain since the dragon war,” she said. Appraisal-grammar, but stripped of all its armor, the voice she uses for the truest things. “I have been vast on purpose, because vast does not have to feel the size of what it lost. You cannot break a mountain’s heart. There is too much mountain. I made myself into something too large to grieve at human scale and I have been that thing for nine centuries and it worked, small anchor. It worked so well I forgot there was a woman under the mountain at all.”

“And tonight,” I said.

“Tonight the mountain is below us, full of my dead, and one of my dead is alive somewhere warm and kept, and I find I cannot be vast about it.” Her furnace eyes held mine, and they were streaming light at the edges, faint, the way they do when she has decided to let something out. “Make me human-sized, anchor. Reach the woman beneath the mountain, slowly, because I have not been this size on the inside in a very long time and I have forgotten how much a person can hold, and I am afraid I will find it is as much as I lost.” A breath. “I will fit in your arms, if I decide to. I have decided to. That is my yes, and my terms, and my whole surrender, which for me is not strength set down. It is scale set down. I will be exactly as small as one woman, in your arms, on the grave of my flight, and let it be enough to be held by one man instead of vast enough to never feel it. Say yes.”

“Yes,” I said. And I reached for her, and she let me, and the reaching answered her.

Because there was no lifting tonight, and no strength framing anything, and no display, none of the kinetic weather she usually brought. Every display of strength stayed outside the bedroll. She was setting down scale rather than strength, and I met that deliberate banking with stillness.

Her skin was scale-shimmer gone soft under my hands, the iridescence at her shoulders and her spine banked low, and the furnace of her, the tireless heat that I usually have to ration to a tempo, she banked it herself, down and down, to embers, to something a human body could lie against and simply be warmed by, and that banking was the gift, a being who could set a room steaming making herself the temperature of a person for one night so she could be held like a person.

“There,” she said, low, when I gathered her in and she let herself be gathered, all that scale and strength folded down into the compass of two arms. “That is the size. Hold that size. I have not been that size since before the sky burned.” Her voice cracked, human-sized, in the middle. “It is exactly as much as I lost. I told you it would be. Hold it anyway.”

I held it.



I took her slowly and face to face, human-scaled the whole way.

She had banked the furnace and I kept it banked, my hands moving slow on soft-shimmered skin, and where she is usually a thing I have to hold to a pace her body outruns, tonight she held herself to me, her strength present and voluntarily idle, an ocean deciding to be a still pool for one night, and the deciding was the gift at its deepest setting. I moved into her slow and she took me slow, her furnace-gold eyes open and streaming light at the edges, her breathing turning ragged, human and unguarded, without the seismic weather she usually makes.

“Slower,” she said. The word came as a request, stripped of a mountain’s authority. “I want to feel every part of it at this size. I have spent nine hundred years feeling nothing at full scale on purpose. Let me feel one thing all the way through, small, and slow, and mine.”

I gave her slow. My mouth moved over the soft shimmer of her throat and down to the deep bronze fullness of her breasts. I cupped one and drew the nipple between my lips. Her hands tightened on my shoulders with exactly human strength.

“Say what you want at this size,” I told her.

Her furnace eyes streamed at the edges. “Your mouth on my tits. Your hands on me without measuring what I could lift. And then your cock inside me, slowly enough that I feel the woman before the mountain answers.”

I gave her the first two until her nipples stood hard and her thighs opened around me. Heat gathered between them, banked rather than blazing. I ran my hand down the strong line of her belly and found her pussy slick and furnace-warm.

She watched my fingers disappear between us. “That hand has appraised wars. Tonight it does simpler work.”

“Better work,” I said, circling her clit.

Her mouth opened on a low human sound. I pressed two fingers into her and worked them slowly, feeling her tighten around me, until her hips began to rise despite the deliberate stillness.

“Enough preparation,” she whispered. “Attend the beginning.”

I settled between her thighs, took my cock in hand, and pressed the head into her. Her heat closed around me at once. I stopped after the first inch and held her gaze.

“More,” she asked. “All of you. Keep it human.”

I pushed deeper by degrees until our bodies met. Her pussy gripped my cock in slow pulses, hotter than any mortal body, but not burning. She had banked the furnace for me and I felt the precision of it in every inch.

Then I moved in slow, even strokes. She wrapped her arms around me with exactly human strength, which cost her more control than any lift. She could have folded me in half without noticing. Instead she held me the way one person holds another, carefully, and the care was the gift.

“The fire still starts,” she whispered, and it was the dynasty-grammar but it came out different than it ever had, not appetite, not the last of her line reaching for the future, just hope, plain and cracked. “I thought it might have gone out in me, the wanting, after so long only keeping the dead. And it still starts. And now I know it never stopped, not in me and not in.” Her breath went. “One of them. Somewhere. Warm. Kept.”

“It never stopped,” I said, low, moving in her slow. “The ledger said kept, not cold. Kept is a warm word. Somebody kept it warm.”

“Somebody kept it warm,” she repeated, like a vow, like a thing she was going to hold onto through whatever came next. “Somebody kept my child’s fire warm through every age I lay on its grave. I will find them and forgive them. First I will let one man hold me at the size of one woman on the rim of my grief, because your oracle is right, I cannot put this down alone.” Her hips rose to me, slow, human. “Do not stop. Do not go vast. Stay this size with me. That is the ask.”

I stayed that size. I gave her slow and human all the way to the edge, and I felt through the bond the moment the mountain and the woman stopped arguing inside her and she was, for one held stretch of time, only the woman, only human-sized, only held, and the trust she handed me outweighed all her scale.



Her peak did not flood. It settled. The low glow across the rim said more than any blaze could have, and I will set it down exactly.

When she came, the banked ember-light did not blaze up the way her forge-gold usually floods a room. It settled, warm and low, out across the whole black rim like a hearth banked down for the night, a glow that spread instead of flaring, that warmed instead of blinding. Even her light had come human-sized tonight. She had banked all of herself, and the settling moved me more than any blaze she had ever given me.

Her pussy clenched around my cock and she held me with exactly human strength, shaking, furnace eyes wide and pouring light at the edges. I kept the slow strokes through her spasms until she asked, “Inside. Stay this size and fill me.”

I buried myself and came inside her. Each pulse of cum drew another deep contraction from her body while the finish echoed through the bond. She made a quiet sound, cracked at the center, far from the seismic laugh. The laugh came after, human-sized and broken in the middle.

“There,” she said, into my shoulder, holding on. “Lit. Small.” A shaking breath. “Both. I told you I do not do small, and I lied, I can do small, I had forgotten why I might choose it. Witness it, anchor. Lit. Small. Both.”

“Witnessed,” I said, and held her at the size she’d chosen, the two of us on the hot black stone above her dead, under more stars than a city knows about.



We lay on the rim rationing ourselves for each other, and the argument became the night’s whole lullaby.

She stayed banked. I noticed it, after, that she was holding her warmth down for my comfort, keeping herself at the temperature of a person when her body wanted to climb back to the furnace it prefers, and I told her to stop, that I could take her heat, that she didn’t have to make herself small for me anymore now that the thing was done.

“No,” she said, comfortably, banked warm around me like coals a careful hand has dampened. “You are rationing your own tiredness for my sake, I can feel you doing it, you want to sleep and you are staying awake because you think I need the company on the grave tonight. So. We will each ration ourselves for the other, and neither of us will stop, and that is a good argument to fall asleep inside.” A pause, ember-low. “This is what I meant. In the yard last autumn, when I told the family I wanted to keep something that grows. I did not mean the war. I meant this. Two people being foolish about each other’s comfort on a cold rim under the stars. I kept a grave nine hundred years. Now I have this on it, and I will want it every night for the rest of my very long life, and I want you to know that now, so it does not surprise either of us later.”

“Noted,” I said, in my ledger-word, and she laughed the small laugh again.

She shifted one degree warmer, testing whether I would complain. I pulled her closer. The argument had no winner and needed none; for once, a dragon’s control could be spent on comfort instead of survival, and a porter’s wakefulness could be given without becoming another unpaid load. Above us, the stars held their cold places. Below, two hundred and thirty complete graves and one empty place waited without asking either of us to solve them before sleep.

“Filed, your oracle would say. Paid, you would say.” She settled. “I have one more truth for you. I already keep the living. Your march, your children, the boy who counts my heart. Tonight I may sleep knowing one old duty is not only a grave.” Her voice went to the edge of sleep, banked and warm. “My reason is already mine, small anchor. The crown-reason. I will speak it when I am ready, and not one hour sooner. Do not ask me for it yet. A dragon does not hurry the only appointments that matter.” A last warm breath against my throat. “Sleep. I have you. I do not drop what I carry.”


Chapter 12: The Petitioners’ Fair

We came back off the mountain before the moon, exactly as she’d promised, and I had one night in a bed that did not move under me before the whole kingdom put its year on a scale.

Vyrissa said almost nothing about what we’d found, and the almost-nothing was itself a discipline. She held it like a woman carrying a full cup down a stair. At breakfast the morning after, the family gathered, hungry for the mountain’s news, and she gave them the true shape of it and not one word past it: one of the eggs’ fires was not in the grave; it remained elsewhere, warm and kept, and she would not name it hers until she stood in front of it, because she had named things hers from a distance before and been wrong at ruinous cost. Nahari nodded once, approving, a keeper recognizing a keeper’s discipline. Maeva, who understands better than anyone alive what it costs to hold a thing down in public, simply passed the dragon the pepper, unasked, confirming the settled alliance between them and starting a new kind of quiet.

“Ask me nothing,” Vyrissa told the table, mountain-flat. “I will say the sentence when I can say it to the flame’s face. Until then I am a keeper who has learned her grave has an empty place in it, and I will spend the day being magnificent at a festival, because your oracle tells me the singing is the whole war, and I intend to be at full strength for it, and grief does not leave a dragon at full strength.” She ate an enormous amount of everything, in the manner of both empresses this household keeps, and did not mention the mountain again.

The Petitioners’ Fair gave me a reason to forgive Dun Barrow a great deal. At the third event of the Founders’ Games, every banner in the kingdom brings its true deeds to the Founding Stone and shows them. Each banner shows its deeds in person rather than swearing from a distance. The whole square becomes a working audit of the kingdom conducted as pageant, and there is not one ledger in sight, and I stood in the middle of it that first hour with something moving in my chest that I did not have a word for, because it was the thing I had spent my life doing in villages nobody watched, done here in daylight before tens of thousands of people, and called a festival.

A bridge crew carried a beam through the square, an actual beam, the one they’d cut and set that year, four men shouldering it down the processional way to the Stone so the kingdom could see the wood their deed was made of. A fen-drive company rigged a barrel-stave gate right there on the flags and dropped it and raised it, the same gate they’d held a channel with, and the crowd cheered a piece of working timber the way another crowd might cheer a champion. A well-crew brought the actual windlass. A midwife brought nothing but a list of names in her own hand and read them, and the Stone weighed the reading and lit, and the square went quiet for a woman who had caught four hundred children in thirty years.

The stones weighed as the day ran, deed after deed, true weight taken in the open. A kingdom’s arithmetic, dragged out of private rooms, looked like theater. It looked like a fair. It looked like the opposite of everything the market was, and the market’s stall was somewhere in that same square, and I could feel it there, patient, waiting for dusk.

Helvane found me at the barrier rope an hour in, iron-grey and campaign-postured, dressed as always a full rank below what he was, watching a fen-drive crew drop their barrel-stave gate to a roar.

“You’ll notice,” he said, without preamble, “that I told you to be magnificent, and that you appear to be doing it, and that it appears to be working, and that I intend to remind you of both facts at regular intervals for the rest of my life.” He watched the crew raise the gate again. “Be magnificent. It is cheaper than war and it confuses them longer, and I have now watched a march of two hundred and sixty-one lamps make the great houses of the kingdom feel poor by owning a piece of working timber. My father ignored advice like mine and died in a ditch. I gave it to you and I am about to watch it pay in front of twenty thousand people. Do not thank me. Simply continue being right in public. It is the only entertainment I permit myself.”

“Noted,” I said.

“Filed, your oracle would say,” Helvane said, and went off to find a vantage, because a man who invests early likes to watch the return come in from a good seat.

The capital, meanwhile, had discovered the march the way a city discovers anything, which is by selling it. Souvenir stalls along the processional way had run up tin porters walking out of tin tombs, and painted lamp-line poles no taller than a finger, and, inevitably, tin dragons, wings on the wrong bone the way tin dragons always have them, priced adequate and labeled AS INSPECTED because the maker two provinces south had started that fashion and the fashion had traveled. Suzu bought one of everything, on principle, and appraised each as she went.

“The porter’s too tall,” she reported, holding up a tin figure. “You’re not that tall. And they’ve made your shoulders heroic. You have porter’s shoulders, which is worse than heroic and they’ll never get it in tin.” She pocketed it anyway. “I’m keeping this. Depreciation study. A thief needs a hobby the empress can’t invoice.”



Maeva staged the march’s presentation, and she did not build a boast. She built an invitation, statecraft performed while standing still.

She had refused, from the first, to let us present the way the great houses presented, with flourish and colors and a champion out front. “We are not going to tell them we are impressive,” she’d said, over the plans. “We are going to show them something small and true and let them decide, in their own chests, that they want it. A crowd you convince will argue with you tomorrow. A crowd that decides for itself will die for the idea by winter. We are not selling. We are opening a door and stepping back, which is the only thing this whole family knows how to do, so we may as well be magnificent at it.”

Sidonie stood at the barrier throughout, not on the stage, ice-grey and precise in her court whites, counting the crowd as she counts everything, and I felt her through the new Tether the entire time, six bonded heartbeats around mine, her ice-clear beat running the numbers of twenty thousand souls out of pure habit. Once, quietly, without looking at me, she said, “Your empress has arranged for the kingdom to fall in love with a lamp-count. I have spent my life trying to make people care about a lamp-count. She has done it in one afternoon by refusing to explain why it matters.” A beat. “I am going to learn how she does that if it takes me the rest of my reign.”

Wat read the lamp-census.

He stood at the Stone in his plain clothes, Deric’s boy, twenty and steady, the tally in his hands the way Osric would have held it if Osric ever came south, and he carried it up there with a gravity that would have made Osric weep into his ruled lines, a boy who had taken a blade through the arm holding a siege hinge during the Night of Leaning Lamps now standing before the kingdom holding a tally-book like it was the true weapon, which, in this family, it is. He read the march’s year the way you read a psalm, small number after small number, and it should have been dull and it stopped the square cold. Two hundred and sixty-one lamps in all, forty in the KEPT column. Wat named that smaller set and why each belonged there. Birthday, one taper, rain, read out flat and unexplained, and a ripple went through the crowd, because a kingdom that has spent a winter watching its great houses’ stones go grey under polite curtains was not braced to hear a march-boy stand up and simply account for two hundred and sixty-one lights by name, honest, complete, nothing missing, nothing sold.

Then the relay code, and this was the part Maeva had built to do the real work.

The march did not demonstrate it alone. The city’s own lamplighters demonstrated it, the hundred capital men Colm and Brenna’s alphabet had taught in an afternoon before the Lamp Run, and they stood up out of the crowd unasked, in their own guild aprons, and ran the code across the square, one flash hold, two gate ready, three gate dropped, long flash breach, a message crossing the whole founder’s square in under nine seconds carried by capital hands. It was the city arguing for us. It was a hundred of Dun Barrow’s own lamplighters standing up in front of the kingdom to say we learned this and it is ours now and it was given, not sold, and no barker in the world can un-teach a thing a man has learned with his hands.

The city’s lamplighters did not stop there. Their route-master, a broad old man with wax-stained hands and forty years on the beacon rounds, stepped to the Stone after the code ran and added a line to the day. The guild’s senior, the soot-handed woman who had learned one-flash-hold on the chalk floor, stood beside him and nodded her authority for him to speak.

“They taught us the code first,” he said, loud, plain. “Before the race. Before there was a prize in it. A march came to our city and taught our guild a thing worth having and asked us for nothing, and then beat us fair in the running of it with the same code they’d handed us that morning. I’ve walked this city’s beacon routes forty years. No other house taught me a thing it could have sold me this season.” He looked at the crowd. “That’s all. I wanted it said at the Stone, where it weighs.” And the Stone weighed it, and lit, and a hundred capital lamplighters who had learned one-flash-hold on a chalked guild-hall floor stood a little straighter, and I thought that Brenna, a country away, commanding a march’s census by letter, would have logged the whole moment under WHO TO THANK WHEN IT WORKS, which is her own invention and the truest column any ledger in this family keeps.

And then the Millbrook farmer.

He had come south on his own coin, the man whose name we’d un-sold at an anvil on the road south, and he stood at the Founding Stone with his wife’s hand on his shoulder and swore his name’s homecoming, plainly, in a farmer’s plain words, that he had sold it in the winter for warm gold and been made whole again at a march’s forge and would carry the loan upright until it was paid. The Stone weighed it. The square listened to a man say out loud the thing half the great houses in it had done and could not admit, and his wife’s hand did not leave his shoulder the whole time, and there was not a dry eye in a quarter of the crowd.

And at the end, Maeva asked for nothing.

That completed her design, and it landed like a blow. The banners had come to the Stone to be weighed and, under the weighing, to ask for standing, favor, or the Crown’s regard. The march showed its year and asked for not one thing, and stepped back, and let the Stone speak.

[THE MARCH SHOWED ITS YEAR. THE YEAR WEIGHED TRUE.]

And the old duchies’ banners dipped.

I did not understand it at first. Three of the great houses along the colonnade, the oldest, lowered their banners as Maeva passed, a slow dip, deliberate, and it rippled out from them, and I kept my eyes on Helvane across the square notice it and go very still and pleased. They were her duchies. The grandchildren of the three duchies she had unified four hundred years ago knew the plain golden woman in the re-tailored bodice was the empress their lines descended from. Their courts had spent a year treating the etches and royal-progress stories as history made inconveniently flesh, but some inherited protocol older than any polite denial made them dip their banners as she walked past, and she knew exactly why.

Through the bond I felt the tear arrive.

The forbidden tear banked behind her auditing green eyes, and I felt it come up in her at the sight of her own duchies’ descendants bowing to her without being ordered, four hundred years too late, answered by a protocol no one had demanded. And I felt her stand it down. On discipline. In public. The empress does not cry where the court can price it, so she banked the tear and saved it, and I felt her save it, filed for later, for a private hour, and I did not mention it, then or ever, and I kept walking beside her at the exact pace a Warden keeps beside a lady, and only the two of us knew that a woman had just been bowed to by her own dead empire and had had to swallow it whole in front of the world.

“Later,” she said, very low, court-level, for me alone.

“Later,” I agreed. And we walked on, and the banners stayed dipped until she’d passed, and not one of the houses could have said who they were bowing to, a magnificent answer made entirely by asking for nothing.



At dusk the Coiner took the Fair’s own stage, and he answered a whole day of true weight with an impossibly fast offer, and I have to set his patter down carefully, because a barker’s rhythm is a thing that gets into your own voice if you let it, and I will not let it.

He climbed up with genial ease into the amber end of the day, one merchant among a kingdom of them, and he did not sneer at the Fair and he did not argue with it, which is what made him dangerous. He praised it.

“Weight!” he called, warm, delighted. “What a lovely thing weight is. What honest work I have watched today. Beams and gates and babies caught. Marvelous, friends. Marvelous, and slow.” He let the word sit. “So slow. Ten years to earn a house’s shine back, the Warden will tell you, and he’s an honest man, so believe him. Ten years of calluses. Ten winters of grey stone while your children ask why the house doesn’t glow anymore.” A pause, kind as a physician. “Or.”

The square leaned. I felt it lean.

“Or, on Founders’ Night, one evening, I list the fastest offer this kingdom has heard since its founding,” he said. “Every grey name in the kingdom re-gilt at once. Every house bright by dawn. Every curtained stone-board thrown open glowing. The whole kingdom lit in a single night, no calluses, no waiting, no winters.” He smiled the breathless smile. “For one item. Of the Crown’s. Sight unseen. From the Winter Court. The Crown need only say yes, at its own Stone, at the weighing-place, where we all deal honest. One item, friends, for the whole kingdom’s shine. Founders’ Night. Bring your grey houses. Bring your hunger. The Coiner weighs nothing he does not buy.”

And the square’s hunger was audible. That is the only way I can put it. Tens of thousands who had spent a winter in the dark heard a man offer them all the light in the world by dawn for one thing they had never heard of and did not own, and the wanting came off them in a wave, and I understood exactly how much trouble we were in, because he had not lied once. He never does. The Stone weighs truth, and everything he’d said was true. His unseen trap appeared to be scale: our working hypothesis was that no one had forced the Stone to weigh his whole book at once.

Berengar’s face did the granite thing that kings learn. Sidonie’s did the arithmetic thing that auditors cannot unlearn, her ice-grey eyes running the offer for the flaw. And Nahari, beside me, eyes shut the whole time, spoke very low.

“He said the wing’s name,” she said. “The Winter Court. He named the room.” A breath. “He knows the room, Dorian. He has bought his way close enough to name the room. But listen to what he did not say. He did not name the shelf. He knows there is a lamp in the Winter Court that is worth a kingdom’s shine, and he does not know which lamp, or where on the shelf, or what it is, because the room is kept and kept ground is blind to him. He has to buy the room open. That is why the offer is sight unseen. He is not confident. He is guessing, expensively, in public, and hoping the Crown’s hunger fills in what his sight can’t.” Her eyes stayed shut. “Which means we have something he does not, which is a keeper who knows exactly which lamp, and we had better get to that keeper before the market buys the door.”

[THE MARKET: READ.]

The bracketed read settled plain behind my eyes. I marked it beside the empty W column and the warmth behind the wall, and felt the whole shape of the season close by another degree.

“He has told us his one weakness by making his one boast,” Maeva said, low, as the crowd churned and murmured and the amber light died. “He must buy the Winter Court open, because he cannot see into it. He has named the room in public to force the Crown’s hand, thinking hunger will do his seeing for him. Which means it turns on one door and one keeper, and a market that must be sold what it cannot take is a market with a lever in it after all. Nahari has found the lever. Now we find the hand on it before he does.” She watched the Coiner step down off the stage, genial and measured, into a crowd already reaching for his phials. “He is very good. I want that said plainly and once. He praised our Fair, he did not lie, and he offered a starving kingdom the sun by dawn, and he asked for a thing so vague no one can picture themselves losing it. That is not a fool’s work. We are not going to beat him by being cleverer than him. We are going to beat him the way this family beats everything, which is by being warmer than him where it can be measured, and by making him weigh, once, in front of everyone.”

“And the wager,” Sidonie said, from beside her, and the two of them looked at each other, the empress and the princess, the apprenticeship neither of them names, and something passed between them that I did not have all the pieces of yet.

“And the wager,” Maeva agreed. “But that is the war-table’s business, not the square’s. Tonight we have learned what he must buy. Let us go home and set a table around it.”



Afterward, in the last light, we walked the Gallery of the Founders, and we did not fire our shot, because you do not drop a truth, you aim it, and we were still aiming.

The Gallery runs along the founder’s square, a colonnade of the kingdom’s enshrined dead, statues and friezes garlanded for the spring festival, and two of them carried lies only our household had recognized.

Galliard the Swift stood garlanded near the center, the Hero of Sundermere, two hundred years enshrined for avenging the lamp-city he had let burn, sword up, marble face noble, spring flowers at his feet. And Nahari stood in front of him with two hundred years of receipts behind her eyes and did not say one word. She just looked at him, the man who arrived a day late on purpose because avenged ashes pay better than saved cities, the Hero her own warning could have made unnecessary if he’d ridden when she sent it, and she was perfectly still, and her stillness had a weight to it that made a passing family go quiet and hurry their children on without knowing why.

I had learned enough of her over the past months to read the shape of the stillness, and the shape of it was arithmetic, two hundred years of it, every name she carries that the songs dropped, every warning she sent that arrived in time and was ignored on purpose because a saved city pays a Hero nothing and an avenged one pays him a statue. Sundermere was a lamp-city. It burned with its lamps lit because the man now standing in marble above her had held his relief a day’s ride out until the ashes were cold enough to be profitable, and she had died knowing exactly what his blessing cost and who paid it, and she had waited two hundred years in the dark and then years at my side for the chance to say it on a stone that would weigh it.

“Not tonight,” she said at last, low. “Tonight he keeps his flowers. On Founders’ Night I will stand here again, and I will swear what my city actually was and how it actually died and who actually let it, and this marble will hear the truth in front of the whole kingdom, and we will see whether a Hero’s shine can survive being weighed against the woman he let burn.” She turned away from him at a deliberate pace, and it cost her something to turn her back on him and I felt it. “I have waited two hundred years to say it. Twelve more days will not spoil the wine. Let him keep his flowers one more festival. It is the last one he gets.”

Further along, above the colonnade, the frieze of Aldous the Unifier ran the length of the wall, Maeva’s husband-king, the man who took the title for the unifying his wife had done and fed her hemlock in her own garden and wept at her funeral so prettily that the weeping is what history minted. His carved epithet ran under the frieze in letters a foot high: ALDOUS, WHO MADE ONE KINGDOM OF THREE.

Maeva read it as she reads a false invoice.

“He made nothing of three,” she said, court-level, precise, not loud. “I made one kingdom of three, with two short wars and a great deal of correspondence and a pepper fleet, and he married the doing of it and carved his name on the result and poisoned the woman who could have corrected the record, which she is about to do.” She looked up at the frieze a while, the auditing green eyes running the lie the way they ran everything. “Twelve days,” she said. “And then I correct the epithet. Four sentences and my own sworn word on the Founding Stone would do it more cleanly than an army, and the frieze will grey the way a lie greys when the person who knows better finally speaks. He has had four hundred years of the credit. He can have twelve more days of it. And then I take it back, in daylight, in front of the descendants of the duchies I actually unified, and I will not raise my voice once.”

The plan set itself between them in two lines, walking away from the garlanded dead in the last of the light.

“Founders’ Night sings the founding,” Nahari said.

“Then we’ll sing it true,” said Maeva. That settled the plan. Neither of them said another word about it, because the swearings belonged to the night and not to the Gallery, and a truth you aim is a truth you do not spend early.



Yrsa came for me that night beneath a name that had not been on the wall a day before, and it was the fullest her cup has been since last autumn’s graduation on a march a country away.

The Champions’ Rest is the kingdom’s highest martial hall, the wall of forty champions, and I had thought it would be a cold and pompous place, and it was not, because the order had spent the last week being taught by Yrsa Kaldwyn to loosen their grip and count and let the strongest stand last, and a hall full of the kingdom’s best being humbled by a garrison saint is a warm place, whatever the marble says. She met me at the door after the crowds had drained and barred it behind us with a beam-iron, her eternal custom, and she took me by the wrist and drew me down the hall to the wall, and she stopped in front of the newest-cut name.

ILSABET KRON.

Finished that morning. The order had cut it themselves, as their eldest swore they would when Yrsa named her price, a garrison instructor dead ninety-five years at a gate nobody sang about, her name now standing in the kingdom’s holiest martial hall because her student’s student’s students had demanded it, and the cut was clean and new and pale in the old dark stone, the fortieth name where the fortieth name had been vacant.

“There,” Yrsa said. That was all. She stood in front of it a while, and I stood beside her, and I let the wall do what it was doing to her, which was a great deal.

Then she bolted the last of her guard down with the beam-iron and turned to me, and there was no adrenaline in it tonight, none of the beacon-platform fire. This was the other register, slow-burning and fierce at once, the fullest and quietest her cup gets.

“One bout,” she said. “No stakes. She always said the strongest stands last, and she meant it about walls and it turns out she meant it about everything. Tonight I don’t want to be the strongest thing anywhere. I want to set it down, here, under her name, where she can see me do it. Bar’s down. Terms are hands and the floor. You know the word. Say it if I need it and not before. Those are the terms. Say yes.”

“Yes,” I said, and she was already pulling me down onto the instructor’s bench beneath the wall.



She came to me with a fighter’s terms and none of a fighter’s need to win.

She came astride me on the bench, upright, and framed my face with her hands open-palmed, the gesture she’d grown into over the months since the graduation, and there was none of the fast fury of the beacon in it, only a fierce deliberate slowness, storm-grey light banked steady along her scars instead of flaring. She set the pace, and it was a saint’s pace, controlled, unwasteful, every motion of her hips economical and exact the way every motion of her blade is exact, and I let her set it because she had asked for the pace.

“Look at it,” she said, low, meaning the name on the wall above us. “I want to be doing this while I look at it. She held her gate ninety-five years dead and undefeated and nobody knew her name. Now the kingdom does. She taught me the guard I taught Brenna, and the cohorts taught the Crown’s own order.” Her winter-pale skin flushed down her throat. “I did that. She’d have hated the ceremony and loved the wall.”

She opened my belt without looking away from the cut name. I drew her fighting leathers down enough to bare the small high breasts she kept wrapped in public. She took the wrap off herself and laid it across Ilsabet’s bench.

“My choice,” she said. “Every piece. Remember.”

“Always.”

I bent and took one firm nipple into my mouth while my hands moved over her athletic hips. She pressed my face harder to her chest, then reached between us and gripped my cock.

“Inside me on the bench,” she said. “I want to look at her name while I ride you.”

She straddled me and rubbed the head through her wet slit. The first slow descent took my breath. Her pussy opened tight around my cock until she sat fully astride, pale thighs braced on either side of me.

“Take the tempo when you want it,” she said. “I’ll know.”

I let her ride her own pace. Her hips rose and fell with a saint’s economy while storm-grey light edged the scars on her arms. I kept one hand on her breast and the other on her ass, feeling every controlled movement begin in the muscle under my palm.

“Faster?” I asked.

“Not yet. Make me hold it.”

So I held her at the slow count she had chosen. I made her rise until only the head of my cock remained inside, then drew her down one controlled inch at a time. Her pussy tightened around every returning inch. The bench creaked beneath us, a small practical sound in the kingdom’s holiest martial hall.

Her open palms stayed on my face, holding rather than gripping or testing. She looked up at the pale new letters on the wall each time she settled to the root, then back down at me.

“She taught me to waste nothing,” Yrsa said. “Breath. Rations. Pain.”

“You’re spending this well.”

“Flattery. Poor discipline.”

I rolled her nipple between my fingers and felt her clench around me. “Accurate report.”

That drew the ugly bark of laughter she almost never spends. It broke into a low sound when I lifted her again and held her hovering, thighs shaking around my hips.

“Down,” she said.

“Ask properly.”

“Put me down on your cock and keep me there.”

I did, deep enough to take the next word from her.

She rode slowly through the pressure building in both of us, looking at Ilsabet’s name every time she came down on my cock. When her control began to fray, I put my hand in her jaw-length black hair and took the tempo.

The change was immediate. Her hips stopped setting the rhythm and answered mine. The clipped commentary dropped to a raw sound.

I held her hair and drove up into her, making the bench rock beneath us. Her small breasts moved with each stroke, pale and flushed above me, and I caught one nipple between my fingers.

“Look at the wall,” I told her. “Let her name watch you set strongest down.”

Yrsa looked up at Ilsabet’s cut letters. Her pussy tightened around my cock.

“She’d call this poor drill discipline.”

“She’d be right.”

“She usually was. Harder.”

I took her harder until she was close, then lifted her bodily off my cock. She cursed at the loss. I turned her on the bench, bent her forward beneath the wall, and pushed back into her from behind.

The long athletic line of her arched under my hand. Her ass struck my hips with each deep stroke. I held her shoulder down, not as hardware or contest, simply because she had asked to set the strength aside and trusted me to keep it somewhere safe.

I drew nearly free and drove back into her slowly enough that the wet friction had time to pull a broken syllable from her. Her pale fingers curled over the bench edge. I kept one palm spread between her shoulder blades, holding her under the name she had fought to raise, while the other slid beneath her and worked her clit in time with the strokes.

“Leave the strength with me,” I said.

“Holding it?”

“All of it.”

Her head dropped between her arms. The next deep push made her pussy flutter around me and storm-grey light run thin along her thighs.

“Good,” she said. “Don’t give it back yet.”

“Still no stakes?” I asked.

“One stake. Make me forget I’m in the kingdom’s holiest hall.”

I gripped her hips and did my best.

“There,” she breathed, and the tactical evenness went out of her voice all in one beat. “There. Yes. Take it.” She let me set the pace now, slower still, fierce and controlled, and I laid her back along the instructor’s bench and then down onto the drill-mat where a thousand fighters had learned to fall, and took her face to face, heels locked, and in the wordless middle of it she whispered the count-and-step once, low, like a private psalm, one two step, the guard become a love language, Ilsabet’s guard, the thing that ran all the way up the wall above us, spoken into my shoulder while I moved in her slow.

I lowered her onto the drill-mat and knelt between her spread legs. Her chest rose beneath me, nipples still wet from my mouth. I ran my cock through her soaked pussy twice before pressing back inside.

“Face to face,” she said. “Hands free. I want to hold you, not test you.”

I gave her that. Her heels locked behind my back and her palms framed my face, open instead of gripping. I drove into her in slow, deep strokes, my pelvis grinding her clit at the end of each one.

“There,” she got out. “Yes. Slower. Deep.”

Her pussy tightened around me. I felt every contraction through the Crowned bond a fraction before it reached my cock, fierce want folding into my steadiness and back again.

“Tell me whose pace you’re taking.”

“Yours.”

“Tell me why.”

“Because I chose the man setting it. Stop making me talk and fuck me.”

I caught both her hands and pressed them into the mat beside her head, bare hands, no rope, no belt, the retired hardware present only as memory. Her eyes widened once and her whole long body opened under the believed hold.

I gave her one deep stroke and stopped at the root. Storm-grey light edged the scars on her forearms where her hands pressed into mine. Her wrap lay across Ilsabet’s bench above us, put there by her own hand, and every blade in the hall stayed racked and untouched.

“Bare hands. Your choice. What holds you?”

Her legs tightened around me. “You do. Because I chose where to set the strength down.”

“Then leave it there.”

I withdrew slowly enough for her to feel the whole length and drove back in. Wet sound filled the training hall. Her tactical vocabulary collapsed to single syllables as her pussy squeezed harder around each measured stroke.

“Deep,” she said. “Hold. Again.”

I held, then gave her another. My pelvis ground her clit at the end of it. Her eyes stayed open, storm-grey and fierce, but the old testing was gone. She did not check my grip or measure a route free. Her hands pushed back into mine because she wanted contact, not escape.

“You fixed the heel tell,” she said between strokes. “Then the bridge. Then the gate.”

“You fixed yourself. I surveyed and kept notes.”

“Filthy support-class answer.” Her mouth twisted, almost a laugh, before the next stroke took it. “Keep taking notes.”

I lowered my mouth to her small firm breast, sucked the nipple hard, and changed the angle at the same time. Her back lifted from the mat. The storm-grey line flashed along the shear-claw scar beneath my palm.

“This one,” I said, pressing the scar. “Chosen wound. Chosen man. Chosen pace.”

“Yes.” The word came raw. “All three. Harder now.”

I gave her harder without making it hurried, the slow-burning fierceness she’d brought under Ilsabet’s name. My cock dragged through the tight wet grip of her pussy; each return struck deep and stayed a fraction, making her take the pressure before I drew away. Her legs climbed higher around my waist. One heel dug into my back on the count-and-step rhythm she’d whispered earlier.

“One,” she said.

I drove deep.

“Two.”

I held.

“Step.”

I changed the angle and took her with the next stroke. The private psalm broke into a curse and my name.

Her hands crushed mine and she looked past my shoulder at the name in the wall. She held there on the edge, wanting the word, and I gave it to her, the one that was only ever mine to say.

“Yield,” I said, low.

“Witnessed,” she answered at the brink. She looked up at the letters cut into the wall and said it to both of us, to me and to the dead woman above. “Witnessed. Both of you. The wall knows both gates now.”

Yrsa’s walls seized around me in fierce, even contractions, each one carrying storm-grey light through the bond. She came quiet except for my name and “witnessed” ground together, her hands still locked in mine while every scar silvered and spilled thin light over the mat.

I held her through the first wave, then freed one hand and rubbed her clit through the aftershocks. Her hips jerked. Another contraction seized my cock, stronger than the last.

“Again,” she said, single-syllable and wrecked.

I kept her on the edge instead of rushing through it. My thumb stayed firm on her swollen clit while I gave her one deep stroke, then held at the root through the clench it drew. Her heels tightened against my back. The second stroke came slower and landed harder, my pelvis grinding into her while her mouth opened on a sound too raw for duel-grammar.

“Whose word?” I asked.

“Yours.”

“Whose choice?”

“Mine. Always mine. Now spend it.”

I gave her the third hard stroke. It broke the last of my control. I buried myself to the root and came inside her, cum pulsing deep while the finish rolled through the Crowned bond both ways. She felt every spurt inside her and again through me. Her walls tightened around each one, drawing it deeper.

I stayed pressed against her through the final pulses. Warmth slipped around my cock and wet the mat beneath her. Her pussy kept fluttering after the stronger contractions ended, small aftershocks she accepted with her eyes still lifted to Ilsabet’s name. I kissed the scar under her ribs and rubbed her clit once more until her whole long body softened under me.

“Witnessed,” she said again, quieter.

She kept looking at Ilsabet’s name until the last aftershock eased.

“She held her gate,” Yrsa said after, quiet and fierce, flat on the mat, still looking up. “I held mine. The wall knows both now. That’s the war won, somewhere, in a hall in a city she never saw.” A breath. “Ninety-five years. And it took a porter to get her name cut. She’d have found that funny. She had a terrible sense of humor. Where do you think I got mine.”



Aftercare was soldier-grade, floor and water skin under the fortieth name, and then she did the thing with my forearms that the whole household has turned into a joke.

We sat with our backs against the instructor’s bench and shared the water skin, shoulder to shoulder, no cuddling vocabulary, which is not her register and never will be. And she took my forearms out of pure habit, the burn-traced forearms, and re-wrapped them as she always does, the way each of the queens tends the tracery in her own way, Maeva audits it and Nahari oils it and Yrsa re-wraps it. She used to leave before thanks landed. Now she stayed, even while pretending the wrap was only logistics, and tonight she left it loose over one finger.

“Leaving that one loose,” she said, tying off. “The audit-ring finger. So the empress’s collateral can breathe.” She meant Maeva’s audit-ring, on my smallest finger since the premiere, and it was a joke, the running family joke about the queens’ tokens migrating to my hands, the ring and the pencil and, soon, a surveyor’s glass, all of them ending up on the porter, and she made it flat and dry as she makes everything, and I laughed, and she pretended she hadn’t been funny.

“Founders’ Night,” she said, settling back against the bench, the water skin between us. “I’ve picked my station. I’ll hold the gate.”

“There’s no gate at the founder’s square,” I said.

“There’s always a gate,” she said. “The gate is wherever the singing is. Whatever comes for us that night, it comes for the singing, because the singing is the thing that beats him. So I’ll hold the arch where the singing happens, with Saskia on one side and Halvard on the other and the order I just rebuilt behind me, the Warden’s guard finally carried in Champion’s steel. And nothing gets to the song through us.” She took a pull of water. “That’s my station. The gate is where the singing is. Ilsabet would understand. Now stop asking me tactical questions in the afterglow, it’s undignified, and hand me the other water skin, I’m still thirsty, I always am.” And she fell asleep against the bench mid-sentence about the drill-mat’s cobbles, upright, her shoulder against mine, under the name she’d spent a season getting cut into the highest wall in the kingdom.


Chapter 13: The Winter Court

Master Pruett did not ask us for credentials, and he did not ask us for oaths, and he did not ask us who we were. He asked us to trim lamps.

He came to the guest wing himself, heavy and slow, hands like wax-stained oak, a man in his sixties who moved as though he had all the time there had ever been, and he stood in the doorway and looked at the household, at the empress and the saint and the oracle and the thief and the dragon in her human form, a formidable household sitting around a supper table, and he was not impressed and he was not afraid, and I liked him at once.

“You want to see the account that is not an account,” he said. “The Warden’s oracle has been walking my city with her eyes shut, and the Warden’s thief has a warrant that dead-ends at my door, and the Warden himself reads lamps that bow. You want the Winter Court.” He folded his oak hands. “I am not going to argue with you about whether you may. I am going to ask you to spend an evening on the chandlery’s ordinary rounds. Trimming. Filling. Carrying light to the parts of this palace that need it. And at the end of the evening I will keep walking, and you will either follow me or you will not, and which you do will decide it, and you will decide it yourselves without my help.”

“That’s a demonstration dressed as a test,” Sidonie said. She had come to the supper because the chandlery accounts were the splinter of her whole life, the accounts she’d been warned off since she was nineteen, and she’d invited herself to the rounds with a directness that would have offended a lesser chandler. “You’re not testing us. You’re showing us the door and betting we won’t recognize it.”

“That is exactly what a test is, Highness,” Pruett said, mild as milk. “The account has always been kept in plain sight. There is a difference the size of the world between a thing hidden and a thing kept, and everyone who cannot tell the difference stops at the door on their own, because a kept thing does not admit people who would call it a secret. Come and trim lamps. Or don’t. The wicks want trimming either way, and I am too old to trim the whole palace alone tonight, and it would be a courtesy.”

So we trimmed lamps.



I have carried other men’s glory in a pack for five years, and I have learned that you can tell everything about a person by how they do work that no one will ever sing about, and that evening I saw my family be exactly who they are over a hundred small flames, and the evening mattered because the work was ordinary and unwitnessed.

Pruett gave us the palace’s ordinary round, the working lights beneath the throne room’s great chandeliers: corridor lamps, stair lamps, kitchen lamps, and sick-room lamps, and we went through the palace by lamplight doing the work the keepers do every night, and no one was watching, and it did not matter, because the work is the work whether anyone watches or not, which is the whole doctrine of this household said in wicks.

I trimmed and filled as I re-cut a switchback, because a porter’s competence does not know the difference between a mule-track and a palace corridor. Wat carried the tally and logged which lamps drank more oil than they should, which is a leak, which is a fault, which is a thing to fix, and Pruett watched him log it and said nothing and filed the boy’s honesty behind his slow oak face. Nahari filled lamps with her eyes half-shut, and where she passed, the light steadied, and once she reached out and straightened a wick a keeper would have missed, a bad wick that made a good lamp burn low, and she did it without looking, and Pruett watched that too.

“You have kept lamps before,” he said to her, not a question.

“I kept a whole city’s lamps, once,” Nahari said in her low measured cadence, filling. “In my ledger, and then in my grief, for two hundred years. Sundermere was a lamp-city. It burned with every one of them lit. I have thought a great deal, since, about the difference between a lamp that is kept and a lamp that is only counted, and I have decided the difference is whether anyone would grieve it going out. You would grieve every one of these. I can feel it. That is why your palace is warm and the market’s district is not.”

Pruett looked at her a long moment, and his wax-stained fingers stopped on the lamp. His shoulders eased by an inch.

“Yes,” he said simply. “That is it exactly. You said it plainly. Keep filling. The east stair is next and its lamps are always thirsty.”

Suzu handled the palace’s lamps as she handles everything precious, which turns out, when the game is off, to be the way a physician handles the sick. She carried them level, she set them right, she noticed the cracked font in the north corridor that would gutter by winter and marked it for Colm’s kind of care, and she did not steal one single thing, in the treasure-house of a palace, all evening, which for Suzu is a devotion most people would need a temple for.

“I keep waiting for the joke,” Pruett observed, watching her seat a lamp perfectly in its bracket.

“There’s no joke tonight,” Suzu said, and she meant it, and she did not perform the meaning it, which carried all the distance from the sealed shrine to this ordinary round. “I’ve seen what happens to light in this city when nobody keeps it. I watched a man sell his own in an alley and walk down smiling. I’m not going to be flippant about a warm lamp in a cold palace ever again. Point me at the thirsty ones. I’ll carry.”

And Maeva, who has kept the lamp-lines of a march and the accounts of an empire, moved through the palace correcting nothing and appreciating everything, an empress carrying an oil-jug like it was a decree, and the keepers in their plain grey who trailed us all evening watched the Golden Empress of nowhere-they-knew fill their lamps with her own hands and did not understand why the plain gold woman made the work feel like a coronation, and she did not tell them, and her own hands on an oil-jug made the palace’s magnificence look cheap, an empress choosing to be a lamp-keeper for one night to earn a door.

Vyrissa did the rounds last and slowest and said almost nothing.

She held her discipline the whole evening, the keeper who had learned three days ago on a mountain that her grave had an empty place in it, moving through the palace filling lamps with hands that could set the whole city alight, saying nothing, hoping nothing out loud, because she had promised herself she would not name the thing hers until she stood in front of it, and the standing was very close now, and I could feel the effort of the not-hoping coming off her like the heat she was banking down out of courtesy for the keepers’ ordinary flames.



At the end of the rounds, Pruett kept walking, and we followed him, and he led us down into the oldest part of the kingdom.

He did not unlock a door, because there was no lock. He simply came to the end of the ordinary round, at a plain arch in the barrow-core wall, the winter fort’s original shell grown over three hundred years by the palace like armor over a scar, and he kept walking through it, down a worn stair into the fort’s heart, and we followed, because we had finished the rounds first, and a kept thing admits the people who finish the rounds.

“There was never a lock,” Pruett said, as we went down. “People ask me how it stays safe with no lock, and I tell them the truth, which is that a lock is a thing you put on treasure you expect to lose. This has never expected to be lost, because the people who would steal it cannot find the door, and the people who can find the door would never steal it, and the keeping arithmetic has held for nine centuries. This doorway has held for the three centuries the flame has lived beneath Dun Barrow. You found it because you spent an evening keeping lamps you had no reason to keep. That is the only key there has ever been.”

The stair gave onto a low round room, and the room was warm.

That was the first thing, before I noticed anything, before my eyes adjusted from the corridor’s lamplight to the deeper dark of the barrow-core: the room was warm, warm as a kitchen, warm as a held hand, in the cold heart of a stone fort in early spring, and the warmth had no fire I could see making it, and every candle we carried leaned.

Every flame leaned past the others and against the draft, toward the far shelf, all of them, our whole handful of carried flames bowing in the same direction at once, and I had felt the barest edge of this at the Winter Court’s outer wall nearly two weeks ago and I had not understood it, and standing inside it made the difference plain: the flames bowed in reverence. Every Saint-tell in this whole strange year has been a leaning of flames toward something that wants to eat them, a wavering, a price. Here, the angle belonged to a student facing a teacher, to a small flame honoring the elder that all small flames come from, and the room was full of it, and the room’s warmth eased shoulders before anyone noticed themselves relaxing.

Sidonie made a sound beside me, very small, and I looked and saw the auditor of the kingdom standing in the one room she had been forbidden her whole adult life, and something in her face had come undone that I had never seen come undone, not even in the Counting Room.

“Eleven years,” she said, barely above the warmth. “I have known since I was nineteen that this palace buys three times the light it burns, and I have been told to my face by the most honest man in it that some accounts must not be audited, and I have lain awake over it, Warden. I have hated it. I thought it was rot. I thought there was a theft in the heart of my house and I was being kept from finding it because finding it would shame the Crown.” She looked at the still dawn-colored flame, and the flush that is her tell was not there, only a winter-cool wonder. “And it was this. The surplus is oil no one burns, kept ready, for a lamp that does not drink, so that no census could ever land on it. The whole crooked account was a family hiding a gift. I spent eleven years suspecting a crime, and the crooked account was honest.”

“I told you,” Pruett said, not unkindly, “that some accounts are not accounts. I could not tell you which without telling you all, and telling you all was not mine to do until you had earned the door. You have earned the door tonight, Highness, filling lamps you had no reason to fill. Look at what your house has really been keeping. It is better than the crime you feared. It is much older, and much warmer, and it owes no one anything.”

On the far shelf, plain, on plain clay, a lamp burned.



It was a small thing. Plainness suited it. Tibba’s whole line deserved the same and got songs.

The lamp was cheap common clay, the color of a riverbank, fit for a shepherd’s family and beneath a palace’s notice, and it sat on a plain shelf in the fort’s heart, and it burned with a flame the color of dawn. Its color belonged to no ordinary lamp I had trimmed: the pale rose-gold sky of morning’s first minute, that pale clean rose-gold that has no heat in it to look at and warms the whole world anyway.

It did not flicker. In a room where our carried candles bowed and wavered toward it, the dawn-colored flame stood perfectly still, unmoving and unafraid. And the clay lamp beneath it was not blackened, and the oil in it, if there was oil, did not seem to lower, because it did not consume. It burned without eating. It gave warmth without spending itself. It had been burning like that, I understood, for longer than the kingdom above it had existed, keeping itself, warming a fort’s heart through winters no one remembered, and no one had ever counted it, because you do not count a thing you keep.

We stood in the warm dark and looked at it, all of us, and no one spoke, because there was nothing in any of us that wanted to make noise in that room.

And then Vyrissa came down the stair.

She came last, as she had done the whole evening, and she stopped at the foot of the stair when she saw it, and the dawn-colored flame, which had not moved since the dragon war, which had stood perfectly still while a dozen carried candles bowed to it, leaned.

It leaned toward her.

This lean meant recognition, kinship, and love, and I knew it the instant I observed it, and so did everyone in that room, and the dragon who had held her grief the size of a war for nine centuries stood at the foot of the stair and watched the last of her flight lean toward her across a shelf, and she did not speak for a very long time.

I will not fill the time she took. She would not want it filled. She stood there, and the dawn-colored angle held toward her, and the whole room was warm, and none of us moved, and I held the difference the way Nahari told me to, though there was nothing to hold now, because the wound and the hearth had turned out to be one thing, and it was warm, and it was alive, and it had kept itself.

When she finally spoke, she spoke to the flame, and her voice went mountain-flat and quiet, which I had learned by then is her loudest.

“Hello, small one,” she said.

The dawn-colored tip angled another finger-width in her direction.

“You kept yourself,” she said. “Nine centuries. I laid glass over your grave and I mourned you and you were here the whole time, small, kept, warm, keeping yourself.” Her voice did not break, and the not-breaking was the whole of what it cost her. “You kept yourself. I am so sorry I did not look up. I am so sorry I only ever looked down at the graves. You were up here, keeping yourself, waiting, and I only ever looked down.” She crossed the room, slow, and did not touch it, because you do not touch a thing that is keeping itself, you only stand near enough for it to know you came. “I am here now. I came. I know it is late. I have arrived late to my dead before and it is the thing I fear most in the world, and I have done it again, nine hundred years late, except.” The dawn-colored tip held its angle toward her, steady and warm. “Except you are not dead. You waited. You KEPT yourself. Thank you. Thank you for keeping yourself until somebody came.”

And the dawn-colored tongue bent closer to the last dragon empress and warmed the whole cold heart of a stone fort, and did not flicker, and did not speak, because it had never needed to, and the true founding stood before me: a clay lamp, a mother, and a shepherd’s family keeping a warmth that was never theirs across nine centuries. It was sacred in a way that asked for quiet rather than comparison.



I called the keeper then, because it was time. The door opened for a legend of no grade at all, and the bracketed read honored that plain fact.

Pruett told me, quietly, that the Warm’s first keeper still rhymed with the Warm’s need. I read the cost before I reached. It came to less than one twentieth of the weight still burning under my name, cleanly inside what I could pay, with no overdraft and no claim on the body. I named the price aloud so every keeper in the room heard it, felt that same fraction leave my etched weight, and opened the door.

[CALL: TIBBA, KEEPER OF THE WARM]

[A LEGEND RHYMES WITH YOUR NEED: A FLAME, FAITHFULLY KEPT]

[LEGEND GRADE: NONE. AND THE DOOR OPENS ANYWAY]

She came the way Esra came, the way the unfamous always come, without thunder, a small wind-burned woman in a shepherd’s plain wool with hands cupped by lifelong habit around a warmth she used to carry, ancient in the telling and utterly plain in the person, and she looked at the flame first, and at Vyrissa second, and she was not afraid of either.

“Oh, it’s you,” she said to the flame, comfortable, the way you greet a thing you’ve kept. “Still burning. Course you are.” And then to Vyrissa, and she did not bow, because a shepherd girl at the edge of a dragon war learned long ago that the great ones do not want bowing, they want the truth, plainly. “And it’s you. The one it came from. I always wondered if you’d come. I told my daughter that someday you might, and here you are, great one, an age late, and it kept itself the whole time so you wouldn’t be too late.”

“Tell them,” Vyrissa said, mountain-quiet. “Tell them all of it. Plainly. In your own words, not the songs’ words. I want them to hear the founding the way it happened, from the woman it happened to.”

Tibba told it in her own plain vocabulary. A shepherd rewriting a kingdom’s founding in shepherd’s words deserved no court polish, and it had no lecture in it and no poetry, only a girl describing a fire.



“I was minding sheep at the war’s edge,” Tibba said, “the year the sky burned. I was maybe fourteen. And after the burning stopped I went up where it had been, because a shepherd goes where the grass is, and there was glass everywhere, black glass, slag, where the fire had been so hot the ground turned to glass. And in the glass there was a little heart of light.”

She cupped her hands, the old habit, the shape of a thing carried.

“A little glass heart, in the slag, with a fire inside it, and the fire didn’t burn me. I put my hand right on it and it was warm as a lamb and it didn’t burn. So I picked it out of the slag, because you don’t leave a warm thing to go cold in the cold, that’s just manners, and I carried it home in my hands, and it burned in our hearth all that winter and never ate a stick of wood, and it kept us. Six of us in a shepherd’s hut in a killing winter, and a little fire that didn’t need feeding, that just kept us. So we kept it back. That’s fair. It kept us, we kept it. That’s all there was to it.”

“Nine centuries,” Vyrissa said, so I would understand, “of my child’s heart-fire keeping a shepherd’s family, and them keeping it, because it was warm and they had manners.”

Tibba’s own memory ended with the flame banked in her family’s hearth and her daughter taught how to tend it. When she reached that boundary, Pruett took up the Keepers’ preserved account, the custody recorded hand to hand long after Tibba’s death.

“Her line kept it six hundred years,” Pruett said. “Hearth-luck, they called it. The lucky fire. They married it into the chandler’s trade because chandlers keep flames and no one asks a chandler why he has a warm lamp. Then, three hundred years ago, a daughter of Tibba’s line married into Dun Barrow and brought the fire to the old fort during the killing winter. It kept the whole fort alive.”

He rested one wax-stained hand over the other.

“That keeper recorded the pretty captain kneeling to it once, when he thought no one saw. Ruthelm knew the little fire was why his men lived to see spring. Then the cold-ledgered man came and offered him a sun, gold, shine, and a crown to wear it in. Ruthelm took the sun and never knelt to the Warm again. The kingdom forgot the fire that carried it through the winter before the loan. Tibba’s descendants did not. Their accounts carried the truth into this room, keeper to keeper, while their hands kept the flame.”

Tibba looked from the flame to the old fort’s stone, letting the account stand without ornament.

“That’s my part,” she said simply. “A little fire that didn’t want to die, and a family with manners. The people after me kept it true when I was gone, and Master Pruett has given you the rest of their account. You can put it on your stone if you like. It’s true.” She looked at Vyrissa, and her plain eyes were kind. “It’s yours, great one. It was always yours. We never thought it was ours. We only kept it warm until somebody came. And somebody’s come. So my keeping’s done.” A breath. “Could I have the evening I missed, though, before I go? I kept that flame all my life. Could I walk the palace lamps with the master here, on his arm, an ordinary round, an old woman and an old man and no great burden, before I clock out?”



Pruett gave her his arm, and they walked the round, and she went gentle at the barrow-door, a keeper clocking out, and the ledger honored her the way it honors the ones the songs forget.

I did not follow them. That walk was hers and Pruett’s, an old woman whose line had kept the kingdom’s true fire across nine centuries and who now asked to keep the ordinary lamps like a person, and an old man who had kept the same fire the last sixty of those years, walking the palace’s thirsty lamps arm in arm in the dark, trimming wicks, filling fonts, an ordinary round, the thing she’d missed. Her line had kept the great flame every night for nine centuries, and the one thing she wanted before she rested was to keep the small flames for one evening with a friend, no great burden on it, and she got it.

They came back to the barrow-door at the round’s end, and she thanked Pruett by name, and she looked once more at the dawn-colored flame that had kept itself, and she said, “Good. You’ve got your family back. I can go,” and she went, gentle, the way the unfamous go, a keeper reaching the end of her shift and setting the light down neat and stepping out.

[A FLAME, FAITHFULLY KEPT. SHE KEPT THE NIGHTS TOO.]



Then Pruett said the last piece, the edge of it, the thing that turned the founding into a war, and he said it like an old man discussing frost.

“So now you know what the market is buying,” he said. “Or trying to. It has known for a while that this palace’s books do not balance, that there is a warmth in the accounts it cannot see and cannot price. And it wants it. It has wanted it since it first noticed the numbers refuse to add up, and its whole map of this city was a search, and the market has been the search’s purse.” He folded his oak hands. “But it cannot take what is kept. That is the doctrine and it is absolute. Kept ground is barred to it. It cannot walk in here and lift this flame the way it lifts a name in an alley, because this is kept, and kept is a wall it cannot climb. It can only be sold it. By someone with the right to sell. So it has spent a whole season buying this palace, one name at a time, saving up to buy the one thing it actually wants, which names a door rather than a person. It needs to buy a keeper who will open this door, because the door is the only way in, and a bought keeper is the only key it can make.”

The blank W column on the stolen page had its answer at last. Warm. The market had ruled space for the one light it could neither see nor seize.

Suzu took the stolen page from her silks and held it near the clay lamp without letting paper cross the shelf’s edge. The empty column stayed empty. The ink stayed fixed, and Measure found no hidden price. A season’s careful ledger had managed to name its target with one letter and still knew nothing about the small dawn-colored thing burning three steps away.

“It has searched since the unexplained imbalance entered these books, and the capital map proves the search sharpened after Kingslight,” Suzu said. “Whether it noticed the missing fire before that is still an open account. The best it has bought here is an initial. That’s why it’s rushing now.”

“It has been patient,” Pruett said, mild. “Patient enough to follow the imbalance through generations of books. It can wait ten more days, and it thinks it does not have to, because it thinks it has finally bought the key. That is the trap it has walked into, if we are careful. A thing patient across nine centuries does not know how to hurry, and it has, at last, decided to hurry before the Founding Stone, with the packed square watching, because it thinks the door is bought and the winning is done. Let it think so.”

Pruett folded his oak hands. “The market cannot counterfeit a keeper. It must purchase one. A good man with a sick child can sell; a careful woman in a bad winter can sell. So when the bought hand moves, it will move like every sold man you have seen.”

Suzu’s tails went still beneath the glamour. “I’ll know the walk when it comes. I won’t hunt a name or turn twenty-seven keepers into suspects. I’ll meet the person at the hinge, learn what was taken, and ask whether they want it back.”

She tapped the salary purse hidden in her silks once. A thief’s answer, kept private until the door moved.



Vyrissa made her vow at the shelf, mountain-flat.

She stood before the dawn-colored flame that had leaned to her, the last of her flight, kept alive across nine centuries by a shepherd’s family with manners, and she made the vow that turns her grief forward, and she made it plainly, in front of all of us so witnesses would carry it.

“Since I laid them under glass, I do not move my dead,” she said. “Moving the dead is how you lose them twice. But this one waited alive. And I will not leave a thing that waited through an age for me in a city with a market in it, saving up to buy the door it’s kept behind.” Her furnace eyes held the dawn-colored flame. “So. On Founders’ Night, this kingdom chooses what it is. If it chooses the market, I take my small one and go, and let the kingdom keep its bought sun and its cold shine, and it will never be warm again and it will have earned that. But if it chooses well.” The lamp’s warmth pressed toward her side of the shelf. “If it chooses well, I carry my small one home myself, to the mountain, to the family, where it belongs. And I will leave this palace one ember of it, freely given, no terms, no interest, no collector, so that every king who ever stands in the door of this place stands in a warmth that nobody owes anything for, and learns the difference between a gift and a loan by standing in it. That is my vow. The dead I keep. The living I share. And the difference between a gift and a loan will outlive every one of us, because I will build it into the door of a kingdom with my own breath.”

The dawn-colored tip held toward her, warm, steady, and unafraid.

Vyrissa was the last to leave the room, as she had been the last to enter it, and I waited for her at the foot of the stair. She stood a while longer with the dawn-colored flame, not touching it, only near, and I heard her say one thing more to it, very low, meant for it and not for me.

“I will be back for you eleven days from now,” she told it. “One way or the other. If they choose well, I carry you home to your family, and you will meet the two hundred and thirty who rested while you kept yourself, and I will lie down beside you all at last as something that comes back instead of something that only grieves. And if they choose badly, I take you home anyway, and let the cold kingdom keep its cold sun. Either way you are not spending one more winter as an account nobody’s allowed to count. Eleven days. Keep yourself eleven more days. You are very good at it.” The small flame maintained its impossible angle until Vyrissa climbed the stair.


Chapter 14: Slow Fires

The second page came the way the first one had, by no courier anyone saw, wedged where the right eyes would find it at the right hour, and Odette Calloway has always known exactly how eyes work.

It was under the war-table’s lamp when we sat down to plan, ledger-hand, unsigned, and it was the Listing’s whole choreography mapped cold. She had watched the market through the winter from the inside and she had drawn its climax like a schematic: the stage the Coiner had built facing the Founding Stone; the Crown’s item to be fetched “sight unseen” from the Winter Court during the founding song, after the deal began, while the square was busy singing and the Crown was busy being tempted; the sale to close on the Stone itself because the Coiner deals only at the weighing-place, which he thinks is his strength.

And at the bottom, boxed, in the flat hand of a woman who had sent us true things from the shadows since Veltmark:

He cannot buy what is kept. He can only be sold it. Watch the seller, and watch the STONE. A market that touches truth-ground must weigh. Make it touch.

Nine days to the last full moon of spring, and a woman I once counted an enemy had just handed me the missing tactical opening.

“She’s still counting,” I said. “A winter inside that city, and she’s still sending us the pages that matter, and still won’t put her name on one.”

“She may,” Nahari said, eyes half-shut over the page she would not fully look at. “When she decides the daylight is safer than the shadows, she’ll sign her own count. She’s earned the caution until then. Let her keep it until she doesn’t need it.” She tapped the boxed line without reading it. “This is the whole plan, though. She’s handed us the whole plan. Make the market touch the Stone. Everything else is just making sure it can’t avoid touching it.”



We built the plan at the war-table that night the way this family builds everything, which is out loud, in argument, until the shape of it was solid enough to stand on. The market would die on a stone in front of a kingdom.

Maeva ran the table, because the shape of it was a pageant and pageants are hers.

“Four pieces,” she said, “and they have to fire in order, on the night, inside the festival’s own program, because the festival is the clock and the singing is the battlefield. Piece one: the counter-pageant. When the founding song is sung on Founders’ Night, we do not argue with it. We answer it with the true founding. Tibba’s story, in the keepers’ own oath-cadence. The Warm carried out into the square, once, and shown to the whole kingdom.” She looked at Vyrissa. “Its warmth is the argument. Gilt casts no heat. Ten thousand people standing in the founder’s square will feel, at once, in their own shoulders, the difference between a light that warms and a shine that doesn’t. You cannot bottle that and you cannot outbid it. That is piece one, and it is the largest, and it is yours to permit, dragon, because it is your child’s fire and no one carries it out into a crowd without your word.”

“You have my word,” Vyrissa said. “Once. Shown once, to the whole kingdom, and then it comes home with me whatever they choose. Pruett carries it. His line bore it from shepherd hut to palace. It is his honor and not mine to walk it into the light. I will be in the sky above it the whole time, and if one hand reaches for it that should not, that hand will learn what the last of a flight does about people who reach for her young.”

“Piece two,” Maeva went on. “The swearings. Between the verses of the founding song, two truths land at the Stone. Nahari swears Sundermere, and the marble Hero who let her city burn greys in front of the kingdom. And I correct the Unifier, in four sentences, and my husband’s frieze greys the same way. The pantheon of borrowed light dies of arithmetic while the true founding is being sung. No speeches. We aimed these at the Gallery two days ago. On the night we fire them.”

“Piece three is mine,” Sidonie said, and the table turned to her, and she was very composed, and under the composure I could feel through the Tether the cold pleasure of an auditor who has found the exact lever. “The trap’s hinge. The Coiner deals only at the Stone, at the weighing-place, because he thinks the Stone is his ground. Truth-ground, where his contracts are all technically true. What he has not reckoned is that a market which touches truth-ground must weigh, and that no one has ever staked enough to make the Stone weigh his whole book at once. So I will force him onto it by his own terms. At the last court feast before Founders’ Night, I revive an old Ruthelm custom in one sentence: that the Crown buys and sells only at the Founding Stone. House Ruthelm weighs what it trades. Margins will hide nothing from us again.”

“And Berengar seconds it,” Maeva said. “He must, or the restored custom is just your opinion.”

“He seconds it in four words,” Sidonie said. “I’ve already had him. He said, and I quote my brother exactly, ‘My sister counts true, and I am tired of being lied to at my own table.’ He’ll say the shorter version at the feast. House Ruthelm weighed every royal trade at the old winter fort before the founding, when a bad bargain could empty the stores before thaw. The rule fell out of use once the Crown began treating its own shine as proof. I am restoring it in the room where the lapse is most expensive.”

“You’re reviving an ancient custom to trap a market,” Suzu said, delighted, looking up from the corner where she’d been shuffling a deck no one had agreed to play with. “Sidonie. I have taught you nothing and you have learned everything. I’m offensively proud of a client. Do you want a job? I’m hiring. The rate is one plum and the theft of a small pencil.”

“I have a job,” Sidonie said, dry as chalk. “I am reforming a kingdom. But I will note the offer in the account where I keep the things that flatter me. The account has acquired several unexpected entries this spring, and it is upsetting how much I enjoy them.”

“He’ll understand exactly what you’ve done,” I said.

“He will,” she agreed, ice-grey and calm. “He will understand that I have forced his Listing onto the one ground where his whole book can be weighed at once, and he will smile wider, because he believes the Stone weighs truth and his contracts are true. He does not know they are true the way a knife is honest. He does not know that need signed every line, and that need is not free, and that the Stone knows the difference. I am handing him the weighing-place and he will thank me for it. That is piece three. My brother seconds it in four words and the trap is set by the Crown’s own custom in a toast.”

“And piece four,” Maeva said, and here the table went quiet, “is the wager, because a market that touches truth-ground must weigh, but it will not weigh itself. Someone with weight has to stake against its whole book to force the Stone to weigh both ledgers at once.”

“Me,” I said. “All of it. Every etch under my name since Marrowford. Against every contract in his book. That’s the only stake heavy enough to make the Stone weigh it.”

The room did not like it, and I had known it would not, and I let it not like it, because they had earned the right to argue and I had learned since the Sunken Crown not to spend myself like the cheapest thing I own without letting them price it first.

“Say the cost plainly,” Yrsa said. Her whetstone moved in long even strokes. “The real one. Victory included.”

“Forcing a whole-book weighing consumes the counterweight,” I said. “Nearly every etched deed under my name will be spent whether I win or lose. A true account wins and still leaves me at an ember, kingdom-wide. If one of my lines proves false, the rebound adds a grey scar and may take even that ember. The march and bonds hold either way, but my standing goes quiet and has to be earned again.”

“And his book?” Maeva asked.

“My spent true weight forces every need-signed contract onto the same scale. If our read is right, each false line scars in the same breath and the market defaults. That’s the trade: my whole name consumed as counterweight against his whole book, on ground he cannot leave.”

“I hate it,” Yrsa said, flatly, and set the whetstone down. “And it’s right. Those are different things and I’m holding both. Go on.”

Bram was at the end of the table, because Bram is at the end of every table where the family decides things, one-armed and solemn over a mug, and he had a look I knew.

“You’ll want to know the odds,” he said. “You always want to know the odds. I’ve priced your death and your rise and your saint’s duels and a dragon’s appetite. And I’ll tell you now, so nobody asks me twice: I’m not making a book on this one. Some books are prayers, and you don’t take a man’s coin on a prayer, and I don’t want the province betting against the Warden’s name the night he stakes it on strangers. So there’s no line. Another worthwhile bet I’m refusing.” He drank. “Don’t make it a thing. I’ll deny I said it.”

“That’s another thing you’ve refused to price,” Maeva observed. “I may have to make you a reeve after all, Bram. Reeves are permitted to be right about important things. It’s their only compensation.”

“You threaten me with that every campaign,” Bram said, comfortable, “and I keep not being a reeve, and the stew keeps needing my opinion, and the world turns. Set your stations. I’ll keep the receipts, same as always. Somebody has to write down what a family did so the songs get it wrong from a true starting place.”



They rewrote the policy at the table, in ink, and it is the lesson the queens had spent years teaching me, written in six signatures.

“The policy,” Maeva said, and she said it flat, the empress and not the lover, “was written for your body. Before the Night of Kingslight, we made you countersign the flesh you might overdraw, in ink, four Crowned hands, because you do not get to spend yourself unpriced anymore, not since we found out how cheap you’d sell. That was the amendment. It covered the tracery, the fever, the days of weakness. It did not cover this, because we did not know, when we wrote it, that there was a currency past the body.”

“There isn’t a body-cost this time,” I said. “The map’s finished. The tracery runs to my fingertips and it’s not going to grow, because I’m not overdrawing my flesh. Every call this spring had been paid clean. This is different. This is my name. My Renown. The whole etched account from Marrowford onward, staked on a stone, and the weighing spends it nearly to an ember even when every line proves true. A false line would scar grey and cost what little remained. It won’t burn my body. It’ll burn my standing. Marrowford’s glow, Cinderwell’s, the march’s, every deed I ever swore, guttered back to almost nothing in one night, kingdom-wide.”

“Then we amend the amendment,” Sidonie said, and she took the paper, and she wrote in her precise auditor’s hand, and she read it as she wrote it. “The countersign policy is extended. It was written for his body. We rewrite it for his name. No stake of his etched weight without our hands on it first, in ink.” She signed, and slid it to Maeva. “And a line beneath, which is mine, because I keep books: co-signed. The count survives even if the counter dims. I will keep the books while your name grows back. You will not lose the family by losing the weight. The family is not etched on any stone. We are the account that does not gutter.”

Maeva signed. Yrsa signed and wrote HOLD YOURS beside her name, the phrase she gives to gates. Nahari signed, and did not read the page, and wrote I DID NOT LOOK. DO IT ANYWAY. Suzu signed, and drew a tiny fox, and wrote LUCK’S IN YOUR POCKET. Vyrissa made her mark, a scale-scratch that scorched the paper faintly at the edges, and said only, “The sky signs. Spend the name. We are all of us your receipts, and receipts do not gutter.”

Six hands. Four crowned, a dragon’s mark, and a princess’s precise line beneath. I looked at the paper. The man who had spent his life selling himself cheaply would spend everything once, on a stone before a kingdom. This time the price had been counted, co-signed, and witnessed. That difference was the lesson these women had spent years teaching me.

“Stations,” I said, because a plan you don’t station is a wish. And we set them, out loud, each to the ground they’d hold.

Yrsa took the gate, which is to say the arch where the singing happens, with Saskia on one flank and Halvard on the other and the order she’d spent a season rebuilding behind her, the Warden’s guard in Champion’s steel. “Whatever comes for the song comes through the arch,” she said. “And nothing comes through the arch. Say the word if you need me elsewhere and I won’t come, because the gate is the gate and you don’t leave a gate for a better fight, and Ilsabet taught me that dead.”

Maeva took the crowd. Her Standard through every kept lamp in the square, the trick she’d learned from East Ford and the Night of Leaning Lamps, turning a panicking festival into a city that files out singing instead of trampling. “Ten thousand frightened people is the market’s real weapon,” she said. “A crush kills more than a hired blade ever will. I will make them a procession instead of a stampede. That is my whole station and it is the largest one and no one will ever know I held it. That anonymity will prove it worked.”

Wat took the relay web, adult graduates over the rooftops, Brenna’s alphabet carrying counts across the square faster than any runner, and I said the thing flat, for the record, so no one could ever say otherwise: no children on the field, not one, the relay is grown men and women, Wat at the anchor of it, and the little ones are a country away holding the home front where they belong.

Suzu took the postern. “The market’s buying a door,” she said, “which means it’s buying a keeper, which means on the night there’s a sold man walking to the Winter Court’s back way to open it while everyone’s watching the square. I’ll be there first. I’ve known how a sold man walks since the alley. I won’t hunt him and I won’t name him. I’ll just be at the door before he is, and I’ll handle it my way, and you’ll all see what my way is on the night and not before, because I’ve been planning it since the chandlery and I want it to land.”

Vyrissa took the sky. “Above all of it,” she said. “The flame goes out into the square in Pruett’s hands and I am above it the whole time, and nothing that flies or climbs or reaches gets near my child’s fire, and if the market spends its bought muscle at the gate, I am the thing that makes ten thousand people believe the sky is on the right side. I do not fight in the crowd. I fight the fear in the crowd. That is a dragon’s proper work at a festival and I have wanted it since the dragon war.”

And I took the Stone, and the wager, and the weighing, with Sidonie’s glass in my pocket and the queens’ ink in my coat and the Stand, when I had it, under my feet.

“No one overdraws their body that night,” I said, last, flat, so it would be on the record. “The map is finished. The tracery doesn’t grow, because nobody’s burning their flesh. We spend the other currency, once, priced, co-signed, and we bring every single person home. That’s the plan.”



Rennick came at dusk the next day, uninvited, alone, and the crack in him had widened into a question he could not ask the man who paid him, so he brought it to me.

I had told Nahari he would come, and she had told me to be standing on the other side of the door when he did, and I was. He came to the guest wing with no patter left in him at all, the stage-tousled hair flat, the season-above-his-purse clothes looking suddenly like what they were, a poor boy’s costume, and he stood in the doorway and asked the thing that had been eating him since the anchor hill.

“Why won’t they deepen,” he said. “My circle. I hold the door open. I pay every price the contract names, every one, on time. I do everything you do. And they arrive whole and then they just.” He made a flat gesture, a ceiling. “They stop. Maren fought your saint and reached for her own best stroke and hit glass, in front of the whole kingdom, and then she looked at me. She looked at me, Warden, like it was my fault, and I don’t understand what I did, because I did everything right, I did everything the license said.”

I could have been cruel to him. He is the dark mirror, the boy who took the shortcut I refused, and there is a version of me that would have enjoyed watching him learn. But Nahari’s compass is the household’s compass now, and the mirror is not to be smashed, and he was Dorian minus five years of carrying, which is a tragedy and not a crime, so I told him the truth, cold and kind at once, the way you tell a man a thing that is going to change his life.

“Read it yourself,” I said, and I let the Measure fall on the nearest of his contracts, the license’s true burden, and I let him feel the ledger say the thing his backer would never say.

[A BOND HELD INSIDE DEBT CANNOT DEEPEN. THE SYSTEM REFUSES.]

“They signed for their own resurrections,” I said, watching it land on him. “Under the duress of death. A dead legend, offered life for service, signs. Of course she signs. But a bond that starts inside coercion, inside debt, inside fear, cannot advance. The system refuses it. It’s the oldest rule there is. Your circle arrived whole and capped at the shallowest tier, and nothing you own will ever crown, and it was true the day you took the license. You didn’t buy a circle, Rennick. You bought a ceiling. And the thing that sold you the license knew it. They built you to be spent.” I said the last part plainly, because he deserved plain. “That’s what you cost. The shortcut was never what you thought. You gave them a door that returns the dead in chains, and they gave you a career that can’t ever become the thing you actually wanted, which is what I have, which is women who chose you and grow because of it. You can’t buy that. It only comes free. They knew that when they sold you the license. That’s the trade, and you’re the one who’s paying it, and Maren looked at you like that because she knows too.”

He was quiet, and then he asked the other question, the one under the first, and his voice was younger when he asked it.

“How did you not take it,” he said. “The license. They came to you first, everyone knows that. Then they came to me, two provinces east, the year the circle set, and offered me the same door. And you said no. How. I was a ferry-town nobody. Nothing. I pulled two kids out of a flood once and nobody sang about it and I was going to die nobody, and a man with warm coin offered me the whole world for a signature, and I signed before he finished the sentence. How did you not?”

“I was a ferry-town nobody too,” I said. “I carried other men’s glory in a pack for five years and got left to die in a tomb for it. So don’t think I didn’t want the world when it was offered. I wanted it the way you want water.” I looked at him. “I said no because I’d spent five years watching what borrowed shine costs the people around a man who wears it. I’d carried the packs of men who glowed on other people’s deeds, and I knew, in my hands, that a door which returns the dead in chains isn’t a door I could stand at. That is the plain account. Prior experience, rather than virtue, saved me: I’d already carried the bill for that kind of shine, up close, for five years, and I knew what the bill did to the hands carrying it, and you’d never carried anything, so you couldn’t feel how heavy the offer was. That’s the difference between us. It isn’t spine. It’s that I’d already been the porter, and you never got the chance.”

Something went across his face, the boy under the showman, and he did not answer it.

And then he left, without a word, the showman gone entirely out of him, and I let him go, because a man walking away from his own patter is a man who has started to default, and you do not rush a default, you leave the door open and let him find it himself.

“He has a genuine choice now,” Nahari said, from behind me, where she’d been listening. “Your truth reached him where kindness alone could not. Leave the door open. Now come away. The plan’s built, the trap’s set, and I have a request that has nothing to do with any of it, and it’s been eleven days coming.”



Nahari convened it, and she convened it in full sentences. She wanted the two oldest patiences in the household in one room and me deciding which slow was which.

“We are the two slowest patiences you love,” she said, in the deep balcony room at midnight, one lamp lit and Vyrissa’s banked ember-light for the rest, the shutters open to a warm rain coming off the river. “The oracle and the dragon. Two hundred years and nine centuries. Tonight I want the two kinds of slow in one room, and you deciding which is which, and holding both, because holding both kinds of slow will demand your whole attention and you are ready for it. That is what I want, plainly, and I am asking for your yes.”

“You have it,” I said. “Vyrissa?”

“A dragon states her terms and invites objection,” she said, from the room’s center where she sat vast and patient, the forge-warmth of her already climbing the air. And then, straight, because I waited, the ritual said once clean like a seal: “Yes. I want this. The oracle’s slow and my slow are not the same slow, and I have wanted, for a long time, to be in a room where a man knows the difference. Command it, small anchor. Split my pace from hers. Try.”

“Then here are the spheres,” I said, because that is my part. “Time is hers. Temperature is yours. Both are mine. Nahari sets the pace and I hold it. Vyrissa sets the heat and I ration it. And I braid them. Nobody’s slow becomes anyone else’s. Begin when I say.”



Nahari set her wraps aside one layer at a time, warmed oil between her palms, and went to the sill bare except for the silver fall of her hair and the script around her ankle. Vyrissa remained dressed at the room’s center, ember-black gown gathering forge-light while the rain-light lay on Nahari the way lamplight always did. The dragon warmed the room by degrees until rain on the balcony steamed.

I took Nahari from behind at the deep sill, her exclusive frame, her palms flat on the wet stone and the warm rain coming past the open shutters, oiled and moving at her ritual pace, her wide hips and heavy round ass in the low light as the murals of her dead city carved her, and I moved in her slow, at the pace her own whispers set, because she owned time and the whisper, and I did not rush either.

“Half a breath before you grip there,” she murmured, palms flat, voice low and measured, “you will want to grip harder. Do it better than I saw.” And I did, and she made the low sound that is her whole surrender, and behind us, at the room’s center, the dragon provided the temperature.

Vyrissa did not touch us. She sat, vast and patient, and warmed the room with her attention until damp heat clung to my skin and the rain steamed where it struck the balcony stone, and her banked forge-light climbed the walls, and I felt her wanting through the bond, rationed by her own will, watching the oracle be worshiped slow and warming the whole room for it, and the wanting made her light climb, and the light warmed the rain, and the engine ran on two patiences: one woman set the pace while another set the heat.

Then I turned to the dragon, and this was the turn, and holding both tempos demanded my full attention. I drew the ember-black gown from Vyrissa’s broad shoulders, loosened its bronze fastenings, and let the heavy cloth fall around her feet. She stepped onto the balcony bare and forge-lit, scale-shimmer brightening as the warm rain struck her.

I took Vyrissa standing at the balcony’s edge, under the warm rain, her strength framing me against the dark and the steaming river, her strength at its most elemental, and I rationed her tireless furnace to Nahari’s spoken tempo instead of mine, and Nahari lent me her instrument across the room to do it.

“Borrowed, great one,” Nahari said from the sill, oiled and slow and generous, “with interest,” and she began to count, low, the countdown she hands me at every finale, except tonight she handed it across a room to time a dragon’s breath, her whisper reaching Vyrissa’s tempo where my hands could not, so that I moved in the dragon at the oracle’s pace, mountain-slow braided into tide-slow, two ancient patiences timed by one voice and held by one man, and the wide split stretched me to the edge of what I could hold.

“You are rationing me to her counting,” Vyrissa breathed, forge-gold light kindling under her bronze skin, her strength framing me and voluntarily idle. “Two of you, timing me. I have been mountain-patient since the sky burned, and you have made the oracle’s tide-slow the clock I run on. Small anchor. I did not know there was a slow past mine. There is. It is being held between the two of them by you. Do it again.”

I did it again, at Nahari’s count, and the dragon held the balcony’s edge and shook and let a whisper from across the room set the pace of her furnace, and I held both, the sill and the edge, the tide-slow and the mountain-slow, braided, and neither slow became the other, and it was exactly what she’d asked me to do.

And I moved between them, keeping both women active and each tempo distinct. When I turned back to the sill, Nahari was there, palms flat, patient, and I gave her the slow worship she had asked for while the dragon banked the room’s heat behind me, and when I turned to the edge again Vyrissa framed me against the steaming dark with strength she held voluntarily idle, and Nahari’s count reached across to time us both. Two patiences, one tempo, my hands on both and my voice holding both, and the warm rain came in past the shutters and steamed on the stone, and the two oldest women I love ran on a clock made of one oracle’s whisper and one anchor’s calm.

“You are enjoying this,” Nahari observed from the sill, oiled, patient, and entirely undone underneath it. “Splitting us. I can hear it in your hands. The porter who carried other men’s loads for five years, holding two ancient patiences at once and finding out he can. Good. Enjoy it. You earned both of us. Now grip there, half a breath early. I have already seen you do it, and it was very good.”



Their approach synchronized without either woman calling it.

Nahari, who sees a half-second farther than everyone, chose not to look. Vyrissa, who had been the largest certainty in the world across nine centuries, had no prophecy to consult. Their pleasure climbed within the same long rhythm, close enough that the ember filigree along Nahari’s ankle answered each brightening pulse of forge-gold under Vyrissa’s skin. Neither crossed the edge. I kept both there, one patient breath below it, until the two lights reached across the room and met like slow rivers finding the same channel.

“Do not announce it,” Nahari whispered. “Not even to yourself.”

Vyrissa’s furnace eyes fixed on mine. “Small anchor, let the mountain discover when it breaks instead of measuring the moment.”

I drew Vyrissa back from the balcony and made her kneel in the room’s center. Forge-light shone along her bronze shoulders while Nahari waited at the sill, ass oiled and presented, silver hair darkened by rain.

“Take him in your mouth,” I told the dragon. “Oracle, keep your hands where I put them.”

Vyrissa wrapped one forge-warm hand around my cock and took me between her lips, furnace eyes fixed on mine. Her tongue worked slowly, held to Nahari’s whispered count from across the room. The sight of a dragon empress kneeling by choice while an oracle timed every stroke almost undid me before I was ready.

“Not yet,” I said.

Vyrissa released me with a wet sound and a mountain-flat complaint. “The oracle’s pace is criminal. I approve it.”

I returned to Nahari and slid my cock into her pussy at the sill. Oil shone over the heavy curve of her ass. I fucked her in slow deep strokes while Vyrissa rose behind me, her hot breasts pressed against my back, one great hand reaching around to cup Nahari’s breast and the other gripping my hip to feel the tempo she had been denied.

“Two kinds of slow,” Nahari whispered. “Hold both.”

I did. I worked Nahari’s clit with two fingers while driving into her at the long tide-pulse she wanted. Oil and her wetness coated my cock, and each withdrawal left it shining before I pressed deep again. Vyrissa’s heat climbed behind me without speeding the rhythm.

“Tell her what you feel,” I ordered.

Nahari looked back over one shoulder. “Every slow inch. His hand on my clit. Your heat at my back. And the pleasure of knowing neither of you gets to hurry me.”

Vyrissa’s palm flattened over the lush curve of Nahari’s ass. “The oracle appraises accurately. Continue.” Through the bond I felt both women nearing the edge by opposite roads.

Then I changed places again. Vyrissa braced at the balcony, bronze thighs spread, and I pushed my cock into her furnace-hot pussy while Nahari stood beside us and counted in a low voice. Vyrissa’s inner muscles gripped me with immense controlled strength.

“Ration me,” she said. “Make the mountain wait.”

I held her hips still between thrusts, making her ask for each one. Nahari reached between Vyrissa’s thighs and circled the dragon’s clit at the same slow count she had used on herself.

The finish arrived without announcement. Vyrissa’s furnace-hot inner grip locked around me with immense control, then broke into deep helpless pulses as forge-light flooded her bronze skin. Nahari, still pressed against her flank, slipped her own fingers between her thighs and broke within the same long breath, ember filigree climbing her ankle-script in the rain-light.

I buried myself in Vyrissa and came deep inside her. Cum pulsed into the dragon while her contractions milked me and the bond carried the finish through all three of us. Nahari shook against Vyrissa’s side, Vyrissa held us both upright, and ember and forge crossed through my chest while warm rain steamed on the balcony stone. I stayed at the root through the last spurts, feeling the dragon’s controlled strength fail into smaller helpless clenches while Nahari’s fingers kept moving through her own long aftershocks.

Neither of the two oldest women I love had known the exact moment it would happen. Nahari had chosen not to see it and Vyrissa could not have, and the not-knowing detonated both of them into laughter, the oracle’s low and delighted and the dragon’s cracked open with wonder, the two of them laughing at their own surprise in the warm dark, and I had drawn the same surprised laughter out of both at once.



Nahari settled on one side and Vyrissa on the other, leaving me the coolest place in the room and the most claimed. The two ancients traded one sentence over my head.

Nahari lay at the sill-side, oiled and warm and slow, and Vyrissa banked at the center, forge-warm and enormous and gentle, and I was between them, and they spoke past me to each other with the patience of very old things.

“I have seen the night the kingdom chooses,” Nahari said, low. “I looked at its edge once, deliberately. Then I stopped. I did not look past it. I have left the morning after unseen on purpose, all of it, the whole future past that one night, because a thing worth building should be built and not foreseen.”

“Good,” Vyrissa said, banked and warm and certain. “Past that night is mine to build. You keep the timing and I will keep the future. You have seen us live. I will make the living worth the seeing. That is a fair division of a very long labor, oracle, and I accept it.” A pause, ember-low. “I have been the last of something since the dragon war, and tonight I was, for one long breath, timed by a woman two centuries younger than me and held by a man who is a heartbeat old by my count, and I did not know when I would finish, and I laughed. I laughed at not-knowing. Past that night is worth building for that laugh alone.”

Ember and forge braided between them while warm rain came off the river through the open shutters.

Nahari closed her eyes against Vyrissa’s shoulder. “I did not look past it.”

The dragon banked her warmth around us both.


Chapter 15: The Muster

The day before the eve of Founders’ Night was the last ordinary day, and this family has learned to spend its last ordinary days well, because we have had a great many nights that were not ordinary at all and we know what the quiet is worth.

Letters had come up from the march that morning, carried the two weeks by ordinary post, and I read them at breakfast as I read everything, once, carefully. Brenna’s census stood at two hundred and sixty-six now, five lights added since we’d left, and she defended the KEPT column in her twelve-year-old hand like a gate, listing each new lamp and why it was lit, because she writes down the why, or next season somebody guesses. Osric’s tally ran under it, straight-ruled, and a postscript in his hand noted that he had, by post, ended two illegal wager books in villages that had copied Bram’s fox sub-wager, which is a tradition now, Osric ending books by mail, and Bram was visibly proud of it. Merta’s line was three words, nothing opened, everything held, and I read those three words twice, because they meant the home front was safe and my attention could ride south into the fight clean, which was why the family had built the march to run without us.

And Tam had drawn a lamp. Just a lamp, careful, a child’s steady hand, with WE HOLD FIRST written under it and DOORS LATER under that, the one rule, recited in crayon, and I put it in my coat next to the pencil Suzu keeps stealing, because a man about to stake his whole name on a stone should carry the reason with him, and the reason is a soot-haired boy a country away drawing a lamp he has been taught to keep before he opens the door only he can open.

The graduates ran the city’s lamplighters through a final relay drill at dawn, on the guild-hall floor, chalked like the school yard a country away. Torvald ran the near end and Sela the far and Wat anchored the count, three first-cohort graduates a country from home teaching a capital guild, and the hundred capital men who had learned one-flash-hold in an afternoon before the Lamp Run ran it now like veterans, clean and fast, one flash hold, two gate ready, three gate dropped, long flash breach, a message crossing the guild-hall floor in under nine seconds carried by hands that had been strangers to the code a fortnight ago.

“You’re teaching it wrong,” Sela told the senior lamplighter, cheerfully, correcting his grip on the shutter as she corrects everyone, without heat. “Loose. Never grip a shutter like you’re angry at it. The light’s the message, not the arm. Brenna would have you cutting laps for that wrist.” And the old man, who kept a whole capital’s lamps and had forty years on the girl, loosened his grip and thanked her, because craft knows craft and does not care about the ages of the hands.

At the end of it the senior lamplighter, the broad old man who’d added his line at the Fair, told Wat that the guild would keep the code forever and teach it to its apprentices, and would put Brenna’s name on it, LAMP-CAPTAIN, MARCH, so the apprentices fifty years on would know a child a country away had invented the thing their hands did every night. Wat wrote all of it in the tally under a column Brenna would recognize, WHO TO THANK WHEN IT WORKS, and I thought she would frame the page, the way this family frames the small true honors, and be twelve and unbearable about it, and deserve to be.

Helvane watched it from the barrier, invested and smug.

“The march exports sergeants now,” he observed, to no one, pleased with the world. “More than a year ago you were a porter with a broken skill. Now the capital’s lamp guild is going to be teaching your lamp-captain’s code to apprentices in fifty years and calling it their own tradition, and that, Warden, is how you actually take a kingdom. You take a kingdom with a curriculum nobody can give back more surely than with an army. I told you to be magnificent. I did not know you would be magnificent at teaching people to be slightly better at their jobs, which is magnificence built from chalk, grip, and repetition. I am delighted. I will invest in whatever you do next before you tell me what it is.”



Petra presented her wooden blade at court, and the court did not know what to do, and Petra did, and the king did the second-best thing he did all spring.

Dame Petra of Harlow, thirty-one, ambassador of the school and mascot of the cohort, walked into the palace’s receiving hall in her good dress with her wooden practice blade held across both palms, the one Vyrissa fitted a thumb-sized bronze scale to as a guard, the one Yrsa signed a real certificate for over her own dead body, and she presented it to King Berengar Ruthelm with the complete gravity of a woman presenting a relic, because to her it was one.

The court froze. A wooden sword, offered to a king, by a noblewoman who had spent the winter at a garrison school learning to hold a lamp-line and had a certificate to prove it. The dukes did not have a protocol for it. The chamberlains did not have a face for it.

Berengar received it with full honors.

He came down off the dais, unblessed and tired and decent, and he took the wooden blade off Petra’s palms with both hands, and he held it up so the court could see it, and he said, “The Crown has been offered a great many swords. Real ones, expensive ones, sworn by houses that glowed. This one came with a curriculum. Dame Petra of Harlow learned to hold a light at a school that teaches people to hold things they were not paid to hold, and she has ridden here to lend the Crown a wooden blade and the lesson that goes with it, and I am going to hang it in this hall, where the real swords are, because it is worth more than most of them and cost more to earn.” He looked at his scandalized court. “You may all be as horrified as you like. I have decided to learn things this spring. This is the first exhibit.”

Petra glowed with the plain light of a person taken seriously about the thing she loved. It was worth more than gilt, cast honest warmth, and loosened half the court’s shoulders before anyone knew why.

“I wanted to meet a dragon,” she confided to me after, at the edge of the hall, still holding the empty air where her blade had been. “That was all I wanted last autumn. I was a marriage candidate who mostly wanted the story. And instead I learned to hold a lamp-line, and a saint gave me a certificate over her own objections, and a dragon fitted a scale to my wooden sword, and I just gave that sword to a king who hung it with the real ones.” She shook her head, wondering. “I came for a story to tell. I ended up in one. It’s much better than the story would have been, and it cost months of drills and a great deal of chalk, and nobody warned me, and I’m glad they didn’t.”

“There’s always room,” I said, because I knew where she was going. “Merta always makes another bed. She made yours before you asked.”

“I know,” Petra said, and glowed a little brighter. “That’s the thing about this family nobody believes until they’re in it. The chair is already set. You only have to sit down.”



The dice tradition expanded catastrophically, and it ended, as all this family’s traditions end, in a formal banning.

Nahari had been fleecing Yrsa at dice since the early days of the household, while Suzu’s contests with Yrsa were the ones the fox sometimes lost on purpose, and on the last ordinary day the game acquired a third player, because Sidonie Ruthelm sat down at it with the face of a woman auditing a ledger, and proceeded to win three straight.

“She’s calculating the throws,” Suzu said, betrayed, after the third loss, her tails bristling. “Look at her face. That’s an auditor’s face. She has every pip and probability in her head like a lamp-census. Nahari, she’s doing the thing you do, except she’s not cheating with foresight, she’s cheating with arithmetic, which is worse because arithmetic is legal.”

“I did not foresee this,” Nahari admitted, watching her own boot-knife slide across the table to the princess. “I chose not to look ahead because looking spoils dice. She has beaten me with plain sums. I am enchanted. Throw again. I want to lose honestly at least once more.”

“It is just counting,” Sidonie agreed, ice-grey and dry, gathering the dice into the cup. “I have counted everything my whole life. Six-sided bones are a very small kingdom. This is an unusually relaxed evening.”

She was banned by unanimous joint decree, the second such banning in the history of the household, and she accepted the decree with an auditor’s composure and then, to everyone’s delight, asked for it in writing, and had it framed, and hung it in the guest wing where she could see it, because a woman newly framed inside the family’s dice joke will hang the proof like a knighthood.

“Entry,” she said, filing it in the private ledger only I could feel her keep. “Banned from the family dice game by joint decree. The account nobody kept has a very good year this spring.”



Maeva wrote to her duchies, and this time she did not burn the letters, and I witnessed the campaign end where campaigns actually end, which is at a courier’s saddlebag.

I had watched her correspondence change with her: first letters burned for the dead, then one folded into a campaign map, then a letter sealed into the march-hall cornerstone for whoever came after. On the last ordinary day she wrote to the living ones. To the three sitting families descended from the three duchies she had unified four hundred years ago, plain spring letters, greetings from a neighbor, and she signed them, “a neighbor who knew your grandmothers’ grandmothers, and thinks of them kindly, and wishes your spring well.” The empress and Maeva Castellan both yielded the page to the neighbor.

She wrote them, at the guest-wing table, the imperial shorthand she uses for maps softened into a plain hand for neighbors, and it took her a long time, longer than a decree, because a decree is easy and a friendly letter to the grandchildren of the duchies you unified and then died over is the hardest thing an empress can compose. She wrote three. She asked after their springs. She told one that her grandmother’s grandmother had kept a good pepper fleet and hoped the family still knew a fine peppercorn when they tasted one. She told another about a mill and its tailrace, because she cannot help herself. She sealed them plain.

And she handed them to an ordinary courier, by ordinary post, sealed with plain wax, like a person.

She handed three plain letters to a courier without an army behind them. The magnificence, the Fair, and the dipped banners had opened space for this private victory beneath the public campaign. The empress did not need her duchies back. She wanted to be a neighbor to them, once, on her own terms, in daylight, by post, and now the letters rode while the larger account remained open at the Founding Stone.

“For four hundred years I could not write to them at all,” she said, watching the courier ride off with the letters. “After you called me, I wrote to the dead. Then I wrote forward. And now I have simply written to my neighbors, like a person, and asked after their spring, and handing those letters to an ordinary courier carried more power than any decree I issued. It may change nothing. I find I am content with that.” She turned back to me. “Do not tell the court I sent friendly letters by ordinary post. It would ruin the whole mystique. Let them think it was strategy. It was. It was also just wanting to say hello to my grandmothers’ grandchildren before I correct a frieze in front of them. Both things are true. Statecraft usually is.”



Thursday supper filled the table, and the chair’s story was finally told.

Berengar came without pretext now and took the place Bram had begun setting for him beside the graduates. Wat made him hold the tally while Sela argued that palace bread should count as structural reinforcement; by dessert the king was checking their arithmetic and losing the argument honestly.

Sidonie sat where the empty chair used to be.

The household has always set one place too many, a chair on standing reserve, and no one had ever explained it to her, and on the last ordinary day she asked, and Maeva told her, mild as milk.

“We set places for guests we intend to keep,” Maeva said. “Before they arrive. Sometimes long before. Ask the dragon how long her chair stood empty at our table before she filled it. Ask how long a certain fox’s did.” She buttered bread. “The chair you are sitting in has been set for you since we left the march this spring. We did not know your name would be the one to fill it. We knew the shape of the person, and we set the chair, and here you are, filling it, having audited your own heart since the royal progress to be sure. The chair was patient. This family is very good at patient chairs.”

Sidonie did the arithmetic. I felt her do it through the Tether, the count of how long they had been expecting her, how long a place had been set for a woman before she’d decided to come, and the number undid her, and she rose from the table with perfect composure and left the room briefly to be composed about it somewhere private, which fooled absolutely no one, which was the entire point, and when she came back her eyes were dry and one button was done up wrong and no one mentioned either. Bram moved the bread basket within her reach without looking up. Berengar surrendered the last heel to her as if it were an ordinary exchange, which was the point.

And the pencil got stolen.

Suzu lifted it out of my coat with full eye contact across the supper table, one of Suzu’s fixed rituals with me, repeated now at the capital, and held it up so I’d see, and said, “For luck. Founders’ rates. Compounding nightly. You’ll get it back after, with a receipt,” and put it in her own pocket, and the household went on eating, and a king who did not understand the ritual watched a thief steal from the Warden in plain sight and no one react, and decided, correctly, that he was among people who loved each other in a grammar he was still learning.



Sidonie did not come to the muster, and she was not meant to, and her absence stayed with me through the Tether all evening. Her bond was nearly two weeks old and private, hers alone with me, and this five-queen muster was an established household intimacy that a woman nearly two weeks in did not walk into, and she knew it, and she did not ask, and she spent the evening in her Counting Room over her gridded city instead, and once, late, I felt her count the guest-wing lamps and reach the end and find them all lit. She was content to hold the quiet edge a while longer, because an auditor knows the difference between a thing withheld and a thing not yet earned, and she had decided this one was worth earning slowly.

They convened the muster that night, in a palace, and made it home by the doing of it, and it was the eve-of-eve tradition transplanted whole into the enemy of every tradition and unafraid.

Maeva convened, because she always convenes. Nahari kept the time, because she always keeps the time. Yrsa bolted the door of the guest wing’s great room with a fire-iron, her eternal custom, at altitude now, in a palace, and did not care whose palace. Suzu confiscated pockets at the door, and confiscated the pencil, and announced it was staying confiscated because it was lucky and luck was collateral and collateral does not leave the premises. And Vyrissa took the perimeter of the room like banked weather, her forge-light low and courteous, the dragon who begins beginnings walling the family in.

“Security,” Suzu announced, patting me down at the door with professional thoroughness and confiscating three things I did not know I was carrying, one of which was my own notebook and one of which was, somehow, a spoon. “The pencil stays impounded, it’s lucky, luck is collateral, collateral does not leave the premises. The spoon I’m keeping on general principle. The notebook you can have back, it’s evidence and evidence has to be present.” She flourished the pencil at me, full eye contact, the ritual complete. “For luck. Founders’ rates. You’ll get it back two nights from now, after, with a receipt, when you’ve spent your whole name and I’ve bought my one thing and everyone’s alive to argue about the ballad.”

“There’s no clause nine,” I said, because there is a script.

“There’s always a clause nine,” Suzu said, delighted, and bolted the last of the door behind Yrsa’s fire-iron, and the muster was convened.

The maps were cleared off the great table by decree, and it was the same great table where we’d built the Founders’ Night plan seven nights before, the war-table become the muster-table. This family has always trusted the same wood to hold the plan and the family both. The capital’s kept lamps glowed through the shutters, thousands of lights in a city we’d half-converted, and five queens closed ranks around the man whose name went on a scale in two days, and I stood in the middle of them. The muster was never really about the bed. It is about the closing of ranks. It is five women, on the eve of eve, making sure the man they are about to send to a stone with his whole name on it knows exactly how thoroughly he is held, so that when he stakes everything tomorrow’s tomorrow he does it from the center of something that cannot be staked, cannot be sold, and does not gutter. The bed is how this family says it. The saying is the point.

The toast-round came in five registers, and no two of them sounded alike, because these are five women and not one woman in five costumes.

“Attend me,” Maeva said, decree-warm, the empress. “Tonight the family musters, and I convene it, and I want you, summoner, and I will deny the wanting in the morning and mean neither the denial nor the morning. Witnessed.”

“Door’s bolted,” Yrsa said, clipped, duel-grammar. “Terms are the usual. Bare hands. I want this. Say the word if I need it. Witnessed.”

“I have seen this night and I chose not to see past it,” Nahari said in full sentences at her patient cadence. “So I am here in it, entirely, wanting you, with no foresight spent on what comes after, because tonight is worth being surprised inside. Witnessed.”

“Pockets confiscated, pencil impounded, luck accruing at Founders’ rates,” Suzu said, bright, the invoice. “The fee for tonight is everything and I’m paying it gladly and there’s no receipt because some things you don’t file. I want you. Witnessed.”

“A dragon states her terms and invites objection,” Vyrissa said, appraisal-grammar, and then, straight: “I want this, small anchor, and my objection to my own restraint is overruled. Witnessed.”

And I gave them my answering vow, plain, and then I did the thing that made the toast briefly unmanageable, which is that I thanked them, each of them, by name and by register, for the six hands on the paper that priced my name, and the room came apart into something too warm to conduct for a moment, five queens and one anchor undone by gratitude before a single garment moved, and I had to wait for it to settle before I could command anything, and I did not mind waiting.



The rotation carried years of practice, each woman’s own wants kept distinct, no woman passive, and I conducted them through a calm I did not entirely feel and entirely trusted.

They crossed from vows to bodies in their own familiar ways. Yrsa stripped off her fighting leathers and removed her chest-wrap with her own hands before leaning over the table. Suzu loosened the layered thief’s silks and stepped free of them before taking the shutters. Nahari set her wraps aside one by one and warmed oil between her palms before she went to the sill. Vyrissa retired the ember-black gown and stood in her own banked light. Maeva shed her skirts and loosened the engineered bodice but left the crowned braid pinned for its fall later.

Yrsa went first, across the great table, because Yrsa always goes first and fierce, and tonight fierce and slow-burning both, the register she’d found under Ilsabet’s name held here in a palace. I bent her over the cleared table and she braced on her forearms, the long athletic line of her taut, winter-pale skin flushing up from her spine, storm-grey light kindling along the old scars and the new rib-scar she pretends not to own. I took her from behind, rough as she had asked, my hand at the small of her back and then fisted in the jaw-length black hair, and she pushed back into me hard and bit down on her own forearm to keep quiet in a room full of family, which she did not need to do and did anyway, out of some soldier’s discipline that undid me more than any sound would have.

“Harder,” she got out, single-syllable already, the tactical vocabulary gone. “Don’t. Slow. Both. You know.” And I knew, and gave her fierce and slow braided, and took the tempo, and the switch-flip came total and instant, the strongest thing in the room melting into being led. I spread her legs wider with my knee and drove my cock into her pussy until my hips struck the taut curve of her ass. Wet sound marked the fierce rhythm. Her fingers clawed at the map-table while my hand in her hair kept her where I wanted.

“Yield,” I told her, low.

“Witnessed,” she answered into her own arm. Her pussy spasmed around my cock and storm-grey light silvered her scars. I held her through the shudders, then pulled free before spending myself, leaving her wet and open across the table while Maeva passed her the water skin.

Suzu took the shutters, one slat cracked toward the city she had audited, the author of a capital-wide view she had chosen herself. She rode me facing out over the capital’s kept lamps, tails wrapped loose to my forearms, exhibition matured into authorship, and she narrated the view between gasps the way only Suzu does, pricing districts she now half-owned by warrant, until the pricing thinned and stopped and there was only the fox-fire light bright and low and her breath gone ragged. She took my cock facing the view, petite body lifting and falling between my hands. Her tails tightened around my forearms every time I reached between her thighs and rubbed her clit.

“Clause nine,” she managed, an old joke half-started. “I ordered this view.”

The joke failed when I thrust up hard. Her pussy clenched around me, fox-fire flashing low and bright, and she came facing the lamps she had audited, laughing only after the shaking began. I drew her off carefully and kissed the inside of one tail before Nahari took my hand.

Nahari took the deep sill, at the deep sill she always chose, and I worshiped her slow there in the kept-lamp glow, oiled and moving at her ritual pace, her wide hips and heavy round ass under my hands as her dead city carved her, palms flat on the sill, the ember filigree climbing her ankle. She conducted the room while blind to it, whispering timing to no one and everyone, and I gave her the slow reverent worship she had asked for, from behind at the sill, her oiled ass filled my hands while I pushed into her pussy one slow inch at a time. She whispered each grip before I made it, each deep stroke before it landed, until I slid one hand around and circled her clit a half-beat before she named it.

“Wrong,” she whispered, delighted.

“Surprised,” I corrected.

I kept the slow rhythm and broke her count early. Her inner walls clenched in long rolling spasms, ember filigree climbing her ankle while she laughed softly into the warm dark. I stayed inside her through the aftershocks, then withdrew with both of us slick.

Vyrissa stood at the room’s center, rationed. I took her standing, her strength framing me, her forge-light banked courteous so as not to blind the room, the tireless furnace held to my tempo and no faster, and she let me ration her, all that power voluntarily idle, and the permitting was the gift, as it always is with her. Vyrissa lifted me at my nod, carried me three deliberate steps to the room’s center, and set me down without jarring a board. Strength displayed because I directed it, then banked because I asked.

I stroked my wet cock between the strong curves of her ass before lowering one hand to her pussy. She was hot enough to make the moisture on my fingers steam.

“Ask for the next part.”

“Put your cock inside me, anchor. Ration what I could take until I beg for what you choose to give.”

I pressed into her furnace-hot pussy. Her great bronze thighs framed me. I made her hold still with only the head inside until forge-light climbed her shoulders.

“Slower is cruelty,” she said. “I could break the wall and I hold it because you told me to.”

“Then hold.”

She held. I filled her on the next long stroke, then denied her the next for a full breath while one forge-warm hand gripped my shoulder without crushing it. When I finally moved, her inner muscles tightened with controlled power around every inch, and the seismic sound she made vibrated through the table.

And Maeva last, astride, in nothing but a gold ring that is the twin of the audit-ring on my finger, the one she has taken to wearing since the premiere. Her crowned braid came down mid-act, the cascade past her shoulder blades that is always an event, and her very full breasts were candle-gold in the kept-lamp light, chest-forward, her court-formal praise narrated over me and fraying on schedule as I took the tempo from her. “Tribute received,” she decreed, breathless, gold light lacing her ribs, “the empire notes it in the, the record, the,” and the sentence went, the diction dropping to plain hunger with my name in it, both her registers married and then both abandoned, directing the family from inside it until she gloriously could not direct anything at all, which was the private gift she kept giving me, and she rode me toward the finish with gold blazing under sweat-sheened skin. Her heavy breasts filled my hands. I lifted them, squeezed, and took one nipple into my mouth while she ground her clit against me.

“Tribute goes where tonight?” I asked.

“Inside,” she said, plain hunger replacing court diction. “Fill your empress and let every woman here feel it.”

I closed both hands around her waist and set the final pace. Her pussy squeezed my cock hard enough to pull the edge close, but I held it until Nahari began the shared count.

I braided five tempos under one hand. At the shared finish, the established four-color ring flared while Vyrissa’s forge-gold warmed and guarded its perimeter.

Before I let the edge break, I held every strand there for one shared breath. Yrsa clenched across the table. Suzu’s tails pulled tight around two women at once. Nahari whispered the missing number against Vyrissa’s shoulder, and Maeva ground down on my cock with her green eyes stripped of decree. Five separate wants met in my body without becoming the same want. I gave each one back in her own rhythm, then closed my hand on Maeva’s hips.

Five strands, five colors. Gold, storm-grey, ember, and fox-fire closed into the permanent ring through me. Vyrissa’s forge-gold stood outside it, surrounding the four colors like a warm wall without changing the circle’s shape. I gave Nahari’s count its last number and took Yrsa’s word, Maeva’s tempo, and the dragon’s rationed edge all at once. We went over together. Maeva ground down to the root as imperial-hard spasms took her. My load surged into her on the first contraction, then again on the next, each pulse caught deep while I held her hips locked to mine and gold light raced beneath her skin.

“All of it,” she said, court diction gone. “Let them feel what I chose.”

The squad-link opened wide. Yrsa shook across the table under Suzu’s quick hand. Nahari worked her clit at the sill while Vyrissa held her upright with one arm and rubbed her with the other. Suzu cried out against Yrsa’s shoulder, tails flaring through the pile. The finish echoed five ways through the braided bond and back, every woman’s spasms and sounds crossing through me while the four-color ring blazed and forge-gold held bright around it.

And through the shutters, for one held breath, the city’s kept lamps leaned home.

Thousands of lamps across the capital, including the long streets a march had taught the city to keep, leaned toward the room, toward the ring of light, the way small flames lean toward the elder in the barrow-core, the way a taught thing leans toward the hand that taught it, and Suzu saw it through her cracked slat and came apart laughing and wrecked at the same time.

“We taught the city the cuddle,” she got out, fox-fire bright, undone. “The whole city. It’s compounding. Oh, it’s compounding, we’re going to be responsible for every warm lamp in the kingdom, the interest on this is going to bankrupt me and I don’t even care.”



The whole family tangled together while a dragon banked around all of it, and each woman named her want for the far side of the night, sleepy and plain, and I stayed awake last, counting.

The pile settled with a dragon banked around all of it like coals a careful hand has dampened, and I was in the middle of it, claimed beyond any reasonable doubt, and the aftercare ran in five registers at once, because each of them comes down her own way and always has. Maeva sprawled imperial and audited the damage fondly. Yrsa found the floor and a water skin and my shoulder and was asleep sitting up mid-insult before the sweat cooled. Nahari finished a sentence she’d started an hour before, on purpose, and slept mid-prophecy. Suzu wrapped her tails around whoever was nearest and turned the impounded pencil over in her fingers, lucky. And Vyrissa held her warmth down for our comfort, and I told her to stop, and she didn’t, and the not-stopping was the lullaby.

Maeva assigned a watch rotation from inside the pile, out of pure imperial habit, and was countermanded by all five at once, the tradition matured into liturgy, and she accepted the mutiny with an empress’s grace and stayed exactly where she was.

“The record, corrected,” she murmured, when I asked what she wanted from the far side, half asleep, gold ring warm on her hand. “The frieze grey and the true founding sung. And then a very long summer with no campaign in it. I intend to be bored, magnificently, for an entire season. I have earned boredom. It is the rarest luxury an empress can buy.”

“The gate where the singing is,” Yrsa said, flat, against my shoulder, already half gone. “Held. Everyone home. That’s the want. Simple wants are the only ones worth having.”

“To be right about the night I didn’t look past,” Nahari said, ember-warm, each word slow and clear. “I have seen that we live. I want to have been right, and then I want to not-know everything after it, for a good long while. Not-knowing is the last luxury I have left. I intend to hoard it.”

“To buy one thing on Founders’ Night,” Suzu said, and there was a fox’s private glee in it. “You’ll see. It’s already priced. It’s the purchase I most want to make and it’s the opposite of a heist and I’ve been planning it since a chandlery and I’m not telling you what it is because the surprise is half the interest.”

“My small one, home,” Vyrissa said, banked and enormous and gentle around the whole pile. “The flame carried north to its family. And then.” A pause, warm. “Beginnings. I have kept endings for nine centuries. I would like to keep a beginning. That is the want, and it is the largest one in this room, and I am the most patient thing here, so I can wait for it. But not forever. Earned, or nothing.”

“And you,” Maeva murmured, half asleep, gold ring warm against my chest. “You have run this whole family’s wants like a treasury for two days and still haven’t named yours for the far side. Say it. To the dark, if not to us. The account nobody keeps is not only the princess’s.”

So I said it, to the dark, because she was right and I do not get to hide behind everyone else’s ledger forever.

“I want the new doors safe,” I said. “The children whose skills haven’t opened yet. The second capital one, and Tam, and whoever comes next. I want them to grow up in a world where nobody offers them a warm coin for their future. That’s the want.” And then, because the bond is transparent and I could not have hidden the rest if I’d tried: “And I’m afraid of becoming the thing I’m fighting. An institution. A name so big it stops being a man and starts being a wall people hide behind or climb over. I’d rather stay a porter who happens to be heavy. I don’t know how to want to be a monument. I hope I never learn.”

“If you start becoming a wall, I’ll tell you,” Nahari said from the edge of sleep, her words spaced like lamp-counts, not opening her eyes. “All of us will. We’ll keep counting the man instead of the monument. Tonight you’re still the porter who counts lamps, and I chose that man.”

Beyond the barrow wall, the dawn-colored flame kept its own warm vigil while the household settled around me.

Suzu turned the impounded pencil once between her fingers. “Two days,” she murmured. “Luck is still compounding.”


Chapter 16: Counted

The trap was sprung at a feast, in one sentence, by a woman in court whites who did not raise her voice, and its timing was precise enough to close the trap around a room full of bought shine.

The last court feast before Founders’ Night filled the great hall with every house in the capital, the grey ones and the greyer ones, and half of them wearing gilt futures the Coiner had pre-sold, shine they’d bought on credit against a Listing that hadn’t happened yet. The room glittered with bought light and hunger, and Berengar sat his high seat unblessed and tired and honest at the center of it, and Sidonie sat at his right hand in whites so severe they looked like a decision, and I stood where a Warden stands, at the edge, counting exits, waiting.

I had watched Maeva prepare her for it, over the last days, the apprenticeship neither of them will name matured into open co-conspiracy. The empress had taught the princess the one thing statecraft cannot be taught from a book, which is timing, when to speak and how long to let a silence do the work, and the princess had taught the empress what her three duchies had actually become in four hundred years, and the two of them had drilled the feast the way Yrsa drills a gate. I sat at the edge and watched a four-hundred-year-old empress and a thirty-year-old princess build a trap out of manners, and I saw that Maeva had been raising an heir to her own methods without either of them admitting the word.

The Coiner was not in the hall. He does not come to feasts. But his gilt was, worn on a dozen collars, bought on credit against tomorrow night’s Listing, and his patter was in the room even when he wasn’t, because half the houses were repeating his slogans to each other as reassurance, the Crown buys nothing it hasn’t weighed, we weigh nothing we don’t buy, a barker’s grammar dressed up as prudence. The room was full of him. That is what made what she did so cold: she used his own room against him without his being in it.

She rose between courses, and she did not ask for the room, she simply had it, because an auditor who never speaks is worth listening to when she does.

“House Ruthelm weighs what it trades,” she said. Level, precise, and quiet. “That is an old custom of this house, older than the founding, and I am reviving it tonight because we have let it lapse and the lapse has cost us. The Crown buys and sells at the Founding Stone, at the weighing-place, in the sight of the mother-stone, or it does not buy and sell at all. Anything offered to the Crown is weighed on the Stone before the Crown answers. Anything.” She let it sit. “We are done being lied to by margins. We are done buying shine we cannot weigh. If a thing is worth selling to the Crown, it is worth weighing first. That is the custom. My brother keeps it, or I am not his auditor.”

The temperature of the room dropped, and she did not.

Because every house in that hall understood, at once, what she had just done. The Coiner’s Grand Listing was for Founders’ Night, an offer to the Crown, and she had just restored, in a toast, the old custom that made the Crown weigh what it traded at the Stone. She had forced the Listing onto the mother-stone. She had taken a night-market barker’s careful staged sale, the thing built to happen fast and warm and unweighed, and she had bound it to the one ground where a market must weigh, and she had done it wearing whites in a room full of people holding his gilt, and she had smiled at none of them.

Berengar seconded it in four words.

“My sister counts true,” he said, and put his unglowing hand flat on the table. The king backed his auditor’s restored custom, and the trap closed around the market with a sound like a coin dropping into a slot.

The houses in their gilt understood, and did not like understanding, and could say nothing, because who argues against weighing what the Crown trades? To object was to admit you wanted your shine unweighed, which is to admit it would not weigh, and so the whole gilt-wearing hall had to sit in its bought light and nod at a custom that had just condemned the light they were wearing, and the nodding was the sound of a trap’s jaws meeting. I took in a dozen houses realize they had bought futures against a Listing that now had to survive the mother-stone, and they kept their faces, because a house that panics in public is a house that has already lost, and I kept the whole silent room as a receipt.

And the stones took the feast’s witnessed truth, because a truth sworn in a hall full of witnesses weighs, and out in the founder’s square the mother-stone lit with a thing that had never been etched before, a legend completing in real time, a woman becoming what she had always been in the sight of her own kingdom.

[THE PRINCESS WHO WEIGHS.]

She sat back down. She had just set Founders’ Night’s ground with a single sentence and restored a custom the court had forgotten, and she picked up her spoon and finished her course, and only I, through the Tether, could feel the cold pleasure of an auditor who has found the exact lever and pulled it in front of everyone and made it look like manners.

Maeva, down the table, did not look at her. That was the tell of how proud she was. An empress who looks at her apprentice’s triumph claims a share of it; an empress who keeps her eyes on her wine grants the triumph entirely. Maeva kept her eyes on her wine, and let the princess own the room entirely, and later, walking out, she said to me, low, the only thing she would say about it: “I taught her timing. She restored the right custom at the one hour it could bite, and made a kingdom remember why it existed. She chose the hour perfectly. Do not tell her I said so. Tell her in ten years, when it will land as legacy instead of flattery.” A pause. “She will keep a kingdom honest for forty years, never get a statue, and be worth every statue in the Gallery. I am glad I lived my second life long enough to watch it start.”

“You’ll tell her yourself,” I said. “In ten years. You’ve got the time now.”

“I do,” Maeva said, and there was wonder in it, the wonder of a woman poisoned at thirty-eight who now has all the years she was cheated of. “I do have the time. Four hundred years I had none, and now I have all of it, and I intend to spend a great deal of it watching that girl keep a kingdom honest. Statecraft as a spectator sport. I did not know it could be a joy instead of a labor. She has taught me that. My apprentice has taught the empress something. Note it. File it. It mattered more to me than anything the feast’s stone would etch.”



She came to me after, in the Counting Room, with her surveyor’s glass, and she swore herself before we knew if we’d win, which made the oath hers rather than the war’s.

The glass-roofed room over the gridded city, the instruments in their ranks, the one room in the kingdom arranged entirely to her mind. She was still in the feast whites. And she carried the surveyor’s glass, the instrument they gave her instead of a doll when she was nine, the thing that had rarely left her reach since childhood, and she set it down.

On the table between us. Deliberately. The instrument of her whole life, laid down, and the meaning landed clean: that setting the glass down was a deliberate symbol tonight, before a fight she did not know we’d win.

I had learned enough of her since last autumn to know what the glass was. The glass was the thing they gave her instead of loving her plainly, when she was nine, a surveyor’s glass in place of a doll, and she had loved it back with everything she had because a child loves what she is given, and she had built a whole armored competent life around the fact that her use was the only currency anyone would take from her. To set the glass down was to say she did not need to be useful to be kept. It was the instrument of her whole useful life, laid on a table before the man who had wanted her to know that terrible number and then simply stayed.

“I have counted for the Crown since I was nine,” she said, and her voice was level, the auditor’s grammar, but the armor was off it, and I could feel through the Tether exactly what the levelness cost. “Tomorrow I stand between my kingdom and a market with your name on the scale. Your whole name. I helped rig the ground it happens on. And I want it on the record, the real record, the one that balances, that I chose this, and I chose you, before I knew if we’d win. I choose before the outcome, tonight, while safety is unknown, the way you swear a thing you actually mean.” She set the surveyor’s glass exactly square to the table, but her fingers stayed on it after the alignment was perfect. “Sworn. Witnessed. Filed. That is my oath and I have audited it for months and it comes back clean. Take it, or tell me the figure’s wrong.”

“The figure’s right,” I said, because it was, and because a woman who has audited her own heart for months and deliberately set down her defining instrument deserves to be answered in her own grammar. “Sworn. And for the record, since you like the record: I checked mine too, when we first met and again tonight, and it comes back the same. My figure stands clear of politics and crown business. I want to be the one who counts you. My figure balances against yours to the copper.”

“Then it’s filed,” she said, and I felt the thing she would never say out loud arrive through the bond instead, the relief of a woman who has counted every man’s want her whole life and finally found one that reads clean.

The Sworn oath settled through the bond, followed in the same breath by the shape of her echo.

[BOND: SWORN – OATH FREELY GIVEN]

[REGALIA ECHO GRANTED: THE STAND (LOW POTENCY)]

I felt it arrive in me, and it was unlike every echo before it. The Standard is an aura, Footwork is evasion, the Glimpse is sight, Shade-Step is stealth, Dragon’s Measure is appraisal. The Stand was none of those. It was refusal, embodied. It was the princess’s Kingslight “between,” the place she’d held at the rite when a kingdom was foreclosing, made a facet of me: while I held ground between a threat and someone I protected, I could not be moved from it, for the space of one held breath.

“It’s the between,” she said, feeling it settle in me through the bond, wondering. “The thing I did at Kingslight. When I stood between the creditor and my house and would not move. You’ve made it yours now. Ours.” She pressed a hand to her own sternum where the Sworn oath had taken, and the glass-blue light traced her spine faint under the whites. “I gave you a place to stand. It fits the work I chose for it, and I have given it to you, and tomorrow you will stand on a stone with your whole name draining and somebody will try to move you off it, and you will not move, because I swore you a place to stand. That is my whole contribution to the war and I am prouder of it than of anything I have counted.”

“It’s the truest echo any of them’s given me,” I said, and meant it. “Maeva gave me a rally. Yrsa gave me footwork. Nahari gave me a half-second of sight, and Vyrissa gave me a scale that reads debt, and Suzu gave me a way to slip a room. And you gave me the one thing a porter actually needs, which is the ability to not be moved off the ground I’ve decided to hold. That’s a doorman’s power, built for holding rather than taking. It fits the porter in me exactly. Of course it came from you. You saw that identity and made it physical.”



We drilled it once, in the yard, because a progression you don’t test is a hope, and Yrsa was delighted by it in the specific way she is delighted by useful things.

“Run at me,” I told her, in the borrowed drill-yard by lamplight, and I set my feet between her and a training dummy, and Yrsa, who does not need telling twice about a thing worth testing, ran at me full-tilt, the Blade Saint at speed, which is a genuinely frightening thing to have coming at you.

And the world declined to move me.

For one held breath I was a fixed point, a thing the physics of the yard simply would not shift, Yrsa’s whole weight and speed arriving against a man who could not be moved off the ground he held, and she hit the wall of it and rebounded, and the dummy behind me stood untouched, protected by a porter who had become, for one breath, immovable.

Then the breath ended, and the Stand expired, and Yrsa put me flat on my back in the dirt with an almost affectionate ease, because the echo buys breaths, not battles.

She stood over me, storm-grey eyes bright, and grinned.

“A wall that expires,” she said, delighted. “An echo whose limit dumps you on your back the instant you overrun it. The Standard is showy and the Glimpse makes you sick and the Measure is just knowing things, which is barely a power. This one holds a line for exactly one breath, which means you cannot get greedy with it, which makes it an honest wall.” She hauled me up. “The Stand buys breaths, not battles. So here is the doctrine, Warden, and I am the person who gets to give it because I just knocked you down: tomorrow, breaths are the whole currency. You hold the line one breath at a time, and someone else buys you the next breath, and someone the next, and the wall holds exactly as long as the people around you keep buying breaths for it to hold. That limit is the point. It is a wall made of the family. Drill it again. I want to see how it fails when I come from the side.”

We drilled it from the side, where it fails, and Yrsa showed me the shape of the failure: the Stand holds the ground you face, and a threat that comes from a direction you are not facing goes around it, because a wall that faces one way is only a wall one way. “So you face the threat that matters,” she said, “and someone holds your flanks, and that someone is me, or Saskia, or Halvard, and the breath the Stand buys you is the breath we use to kill whatever’s coming from the side. It’s a partnership. It was always going to be a partnership. Ilsabet taught that a gate is never held alone.” She knocked me down one more time, from the side, to make the lesson land in the dirt where lessons stick. “There. Now you know how it dies. Knowing how a thing dies is how you keep it alive. Get up. We drill the recovery.”

We drilled it until we knew its shape, the breath and the expiry and the falling and the getting up, and by the end I understood tomorrow’s whole shape: I would stand on the Stone with my name draining, and I would hold, one breath at a time, and the women I love would carve the line around me and buy me each next breath, and the wall would hold exactly long enough because it was made of all of us.



Berengar found me after the drill, on the wall in the dark, the way he finds people, without ceremony, holding two cups he’d poured himself.

He had been tempted all season, and I had watched it, the tired honest king weighing a market’s offer to give his starving people their light back by dawn against my model of calluses and lamps and ten years, and after presenting Millbrook’s receipts I had refused to pressure him, because a refusal you win for a man is not his refusal. He handed me a cup and looked out over his city’s grey houses and their few kept lights.

“He offered me the whole kingdom bright by morning,” Berengar said. “You know that. Everyone knows that. And I have a kingdom full of fathers who cannot feed their names to their children, and a market that says it can, by autumn, for one item I’ve never seen. And I have you, telling me true and slow, and I believe you and not him.” He drank. “But the fathers make belief hard. I could refuse the market for myself in a heartbeat. Refusing it for a hungry man’s children is a different weight, and I have carried it all spring, and I wanted you to know I carried it, because tomorrow I am going to refuse it on the Founders’ Night stage before every one of those fathers, and I do not want you to think it was easy, or that I did it because it was easy. I did it because you showed me a receipt from a village called Millbrook, and a farmer got his name back, and it was slow and true, and I decided a king who gives his people fast lies is worse than a king who gives them slow truth. That’s my answer. I’ll say it shorter tomorrow.”

“It’s not easy,” I said. “It shouldn’t be. A refusal that’s easy isn’t worth anything. You’ve carried it right.”

“I asked Colm to teach me a lamp-windlass at dawn,” the king said, and there was something almost shy in it. “After the drill. I want to learn to do one small true thing with my own hands before I stand up and tell a kingdom to choose the slow way. It seems dishonest to ask them to earn light without earning one small true thing myself after the blessing’s loss.” He finished his cup. “Don’t put that in a song. Or do. I’ve stopped being able to tell which of the things I do will end up in your family’s terrible ballad. The fox tells me it doesn’t scan. I’ve decided not to care whether my life scans. It’s very freeing. Goodnight, Warden. Bring yourself home tomorrow with your name an ember. The kingdom will need a heavy man again by summer, and I’d like it to be you.”



She asked for everything that night, in order, like a woman going down a list she’d kept for years, and I gave it to her one asked-for thing at a time, and it was the hardest-won surrender of my strange life.

We were in the Counting Room, the city gridded dark below the glass roof, one lamp among the covered instruments, and she was still in the feast whites, and she stated her terms as she states everything, a survey brief, except tonight the brief was the opposite of composure.

“I wore the Crown’s face all evening,” she said. “I sprang a trap before the whole feast and did not let one muscle move. Tonight I want to spend it. All of it. The composure. I want to know it comes back, before tomorrow, when I’ll need it most. So.” Her ice-grey eyes held mine, and the flush-trail had not started yet, and she decided to make it start. “Un-wear the Crown’s face. Slowly. Do not take the whites off me. Disorder them. Leave the wreckage on. I want to see the audit trail on myself, every stage of it. And I will ask for each thing in exact words, the way you taught me. Tonight I’ll ask for everything, in order, down the whole list. I said some of them at the Tether. Tonight I’ll ask for the whole list and go further. That is the term. Make me earn it and make me say it.”

“Then nothing until you ask,” I said, using the rule we’d established together. “In words. Start when you’re ready.”

She started.

The braid first, because the braid is the last piece and the state secret, and she made herself ask for it. “Take my hair down,” she said, and then, because I waited: “I want. My braid down. By your hands. It is a state secret and I am telling it to you. Slowly.” And I unwound the severe court braid, the moonlight-ash-pale length of it coming loose past her shoulders, a sight absent from every court portrait, and she watched me do it in a covered mirror and her composure dropped its first stage.

The whites next, opened and not removed, and she asked for each fastening, and the flush-trail climbed. It started at her throat, the warmth spreading down the winter-cool skin in stages, throat to the small high elegant line of her chest, the audit trail, her tell that no one else in the cast owns, and as it climbed her diction shredded, full sentences to clipped phrases to held words she had to fight out of herself.

“There,” she managed, the whites hanging open and crushed and worn, the wreckage on, exactly as she’d asked. “You can see it. The warmth. I can’t stop it and I don’t want to. Tonight I’m letting it run further.” The flush ran past her collarbones. “Name it. I want you to name it. That’s the next thing I’m asking for. Name what you see.”

“There’s the audit trail,” I said, watching the warmth climb her throat and chest, and she lost a whole sentence to hearing it named, her level voice cracking clean in half on nothing.

I withheld the next touch on purpose, because the asking had stages and I had learned in a week exactly where her stairs were. I did not touch her where she wanted until she named it, the exact place, in exact words, and she stood there with her whites hanging open and her pale hair loose and the flush climbing her chest and had to itemize her own want out loud, an auditor forced to read her own hidden ledger aloud, and the itemizing undid her worse than any touch could have.

“There,” she said when I finally gave her the touch she’d named. Her level voice cracked on the single word. “I asked. I said where. Oh.”

I opened the court whites further without removing them. One small high breast came free while the other stayed framed by crushed cloth. I took the bare nipple between my fingers.

“Ask for my mouth.”

Her ice-grey eyes held mine. The flush spread across her chest. “Put your mouth on my breast. Suck it while your hand stays between my thighs.”

I bent and obeyed. My tongue circled the nipple while two fingers worked her clit beneath the disordered skirts. She had asked for the audit trail left visible, and it was: court whites wrinkled and open, pale hair loose, skin warming in stages, wetness slicking my hand.

“Inside,” she said. “Two fingers first. I want the count exact.”

I pushed two fingers into her pussy. She tightened around them and made herself keep looking at me while I curled them against the place that broke her next sentence.

“Good,” she managed. “Now stop.”

I stopped at once.

The abrupt stillness steadied her. Permission ran both directions. She could ask for every advance and every halt, and both were obeyed without question.

“Continue,” she said after one breath. “Harder. Make me ask for your cock before you give it.”

I worked her until her legs trembled against the table edge. Then I withdrew my fingers and waited.

She stared at my wet hand, composure hanging by a thread. “Put me over the map and take me from behind. Keep the court’s whites on me while you ruin their perfect lines.”

I bent her over the great survey table, her palms flat on the dark grid of her city. I freed myself and rubbed the head through her slick slit, coating my cock in her wetness without entering.

“The rest,” I said.

“Fill my pussy, Dorian. Slowly. Then harder when I ask.”

I pushed into her one inch at a time. Her body opened tight around me until my hips pressed the disordered skirts against her ass. The first full contact made her fingers spread across the map and glass-blue light begin to frost her spine.

I moved slowly at first. Each long stroke pulled a complete request from her.

“Grip my hips.”

I gripped.

“Deeper.”

I angled deeper.

“Harder now. I want the table to move.”

I drove into her hard enough to shift the survey table a fraction across the floor. Her pussy clenched around every thrust. Through the Sworn bond I felt her control leave her hand and the relief that followed when nothing was lost.

Then I laid her back across the survey table, her loose hair a pale fall over the gridded lamps. I lifted her long legs around my hips and pushed my cock back into her face to face. The changed angle drove deeper and left her open court whites spread beneath her.

“What next?” I asked.

“Your thumb on my clit. Your other hand on my breast. Keep fucking me while I say the rest.”

I gave her all three, my pace steady while the flush spread from throat to chest and the glass-blue light brightened.

“There you are,” I said, following the warmth down her throat. “Your body has filed the request. I still want your voice to authorize it.”

“You already have the figure,” she managed, the level voice in ruins, her hips rising to meet me. “The bond has filed every detail.”

“Then authorize it,” I said. “Out loud. No clerk may sign this line for you.”

She said each thing more plainly. I rolled her nipple between my fingers, circled her clit, and drove my cock through the wet grip of her pussy while glass-blue light raced her spine. The composed voice broke further with every direct word, but the Sworn bond carried relief behind each fracture.

“One more position,” I said. “Ask for it.”

She swallowed, then pushed herself upright and put both palms on my chest. “Sit in the survey chair. I want to ride you facing you. I want the pace taken from me after I set it, and I want to ask you to take it.”

I sat. She climbed astride without removing the ruined whites and lowered herself onto my cock, pale thighs spreading around my hips. For ten strokes she chose the rhythm, slow and exact, her loose hair brushing my hands.

Then she said, “Take over. I am asking you to move me.”

My hands closed beneath the sharp lines of her waist, lifting her along my cock and setting a harder pace. Her wet pussy squeezed every downward stroke. The flush reached the top of her breasts and stayed there, visible and unhidden.

“Words,” I reminded her.

“Fuck me harder. Make me lose the last sentence and wait until I win it back.”

I obeyed.



At the brink she hit the last item on her list, and she could not say it, and this time I did not say it for her, and that difference belonged to the woman she had become.

Because in the Counting Room nearly two weeks ago, at her Tether, when the last held word failed her mid-sentence, I had finished it for her, the bond’s transparency doing what no courtier could, and she had come apart on being read.

Tonight was different. Tonight she reached the last thing, the plainest thing, the thing she wanted most, and her level precise voice failed mid-word again, the auditor’s syntax breaking on the one account she’d never balanced.

And I waited.

I did not finish it. This was the difference between the woman she’d been nearly two weeks ago and the woman she was becoming, and I would not steal it from her by being kind at the wrong moment. I held there, moving in her slow, the bond transparent between us so she knew I knew, and I waited, because she had asked to spend her composure all the way down and I was not going to spare her the last stair. I could feel her want the mercy of my finishing it for her, as I had at the Tether, and I could feel her know that she did not actually want the mercy, that she wanted the harder thing, the saying, because a thing you say yourself is a thing you own and a thing said for you is a thing you borrowed, and she was done borrowing wants.

She fought it. I felt her fight her own control down through the Sworn bond, the terror of saying a plain wanting thing out loud with nothing to hide behind and no one to say it for her, and I gave her nothing to hide behind, and I waited, and she fought it down, and she said it.

Plain. Out loud. In words. The plainest want, fought out by a woman learning to ask, and the saying of it was the detonation. The ice queen’s full surrender arrived whole and deliberate, an auditor’s clean plain figure said at last for the record.

“For the record,” she got out. The held word fought her once more. She forced it clean. “I want to come on your cock. Keep fucking me while I lose every last piece of composure, and fill me when I do. That is my request. Mine. Plainly said.”

The completed sentence detonated her. Glass-blue light raced up her spine like frost crossing a window in one breath. Her pussy clenched around my cock in hard internal spasms. She arched over her own dark city while I kept my thumb on her clit and fucked her through the contractions.

“For the record,” she said again, and the last syllable broke into a raw cry.

Her completed request became my last command. “Take it,” I told her. She rode down to the root and held me there as my finish pulsed into her. The Sworn bond carried each hot surge and each clench through both of us. She tightened again at the doubled sensation and kept me inside until the last aftershock eased.



The composure came back item by item, slower than before, and I observed it with open admiration. She left the same button wrong deliberately again, no longer a private test but an acknowledged ritual that belonged to us.

She sat up over her gridded city and reassembled Princess Sidonie Ruthelm one fastening at a time, the flush fading from her throat by degrees, the level voice sliding back into her like a shield seating home, and it took a long time, longer than the Tether’s rebuild, because she had spent more, all of it, down to the floor, and the coming-back was slower and she wanted it slow, to prove to herself it came back at all.

“It comes back,” she said, when she was nearly composed, dry and shaken. “I spent all of it and it comes back. Good. I needed to know that before tomorrow. A thing you can spend all the way down and still have return is a thing you can rely on. I have proven it on myself. I am reliable.” She worked the fastenings of the whites one at a time, the flush gone from her throat now, the level voice fully seated again, and it was its own kind of intimacy, watching her put the armor back on and knowing I’d seen every stair down and every stair up. “Tomorrow I stand between a market and your name and I do not let one muscle move, all night, before the Founding Stone and the packed square. And I can do that now with no fear, because I know exactly where the composure goes when I spend it and exactly that it comes home. You gave me that. You let me spend my control all the way down and watch it return. You let me go further than before, and it was safe. Filed.”

She did up the collar, and did one button wrong, offset by one, deliberate now, hers, and left it, and I said nothing, because the deliberate error was hers to leave and mine to keep, her tell and my keeping, the one flaw in the reassembled account, and it was ours now.

Then she picked up the surveyor’s glass.

She turned it over in her hands, the instrument of her whole life, and considered it, and handed it to me.

“Hold this tomorrow,” she said. “If I stand between, if the Stand holds you on that stone, I want my count in your pocket while it does. My instruments belong with the person I trust to count, and that is you, and I am done being the only one who holds them.” She pressed it into my hand, closed my fingers over it, the surveyor’s glass beside the audit-ring on my smallest finger. The pencil remained impounded with Suzu until after Founders’ Night. “The empress’s ring and now my glass. Your pockets are becoming the whole family’s regimental colors. Carry them tomorrow. Carry all of us. And bring yourself home with your name an ember and let us re-feed it, because I have signed to keep the books while it grows back, and I intend to be insufferably good at it.”

“Regimental colors,” I said, turning the surveyor’s glass over in my hand, the audit-ring warm on my finger. “The empress’s ring and the princess’s glass tonight; the fox still holds the pencil for luck. You’re all putting your instruments in a porter’s pockets and calling it trust.”

“It is trust,” Sidonie said. “Arithmetic supports it. The instruments belong with the person likeliest to bring them home. That is you. Inventory management explains the placement better than sentiment does.” A dry beat, and then the plain thing under it, the thing she can say now that she is Sworn and the ledger balances: “And it is sentiment. Both are true. Statecraft usually is. Maeva taught me that, and I am beginning to suspect she taught it to me by watching you.”

The Stand lived in me, her glass rested in my pocket, her hair remained loose, and one button stayed wrong.

I found Suzu on the guest-wing roof before I slept. She was counting her own vault-salary into precise stacks by lamplight.

“Tomorrow’s purchase,” she said, when I asked. “I told you it was already priced. It is. I’ve counted it three times. I have exactly enough, plus a tip, because the tip is the point.” She would not say more, and I did not press, because a fox with a plan she is proud of should be allowed her surprise, and I trusted whatever it was as I trust the tide. “You should sleep,” she said. “You’re staking your whole name tomorrow and you can’t stake an ember well on no rest. Go. Your princess is up in her glass room with her hair still down, I can smell it from here, and she’d sleep better with a heartbeat in the room even if she’d never say so, because she’s Sworn now and the bond makes the not-saying loud. Go be a heartbeat in her room. That’s tonight’s real job. Leave the wager to tomorrow.”

She was right. I went upstairs and stayed as a heartbeat in a glass room over a gridded city.


Chapter 17: The Open Sky

She said it over bread, in the grey before dawn, with the whole family at the table, because a dragon who has decided to belong to something says so where the something can hear her.

We were up before light on Founders’ Day, all of us, because you do not sleep late on the day you stake everything, and the household had gathered in the guest wing’s court for the plain breakfast that is this family’s real liturgy, and Vyrissa came down out of the last dark in human form and stood at the head of the table where Maeva usually sits, and Maeva, reading the moment, moved without being asked, and gave the dragon the head of the table, and sat at her left.

“I have a thing to say,” Vyrissa said, “and I will say it here, over bread, with all of you as witnesses, because it carries the full measure of what I choose now. It should be decided in the open, at a table, with a family, and not in a bed in the dark where the important things usually get said in this house.” She looked at me. “Nine hundred years I was the last of something. The last dragon empress, the last of a flight, the keeper of a grave. I built my whole self around being the last, because the last does not have to fear losing anything more, having already lost it all. And I am done.”

The court was very quiet. Even the pigeons.

“I have finished being the last,” she said. “What comes next begins with me. This family is what comes next, and the children in the wing at the march are what comes next, and a flame in a barrow that waited nine centuries to be found is what comes next, and a keeper should belong to what she keeps. I have kept the dead for nine centuries. I keep the living now. So.” She did the thing she does, appraisal-grammar stripped to the bone, and she asked me, in front of everyone, over bread. “Crown me, anchor. Crown me for the mornings after tonight’s war. We will win the war without it. All of them. Every ordinary morning for the rest of a very long life. That is what I am asking for, in daylight, at a table, so no one can ever say it was strategy. State your terms, or refuse me. Either is honorable. Only the pretending is not.”

I did not have to think about it, because I had thought about it since the mountain rim nearly two weeks ago when she held me at the size of one woman and told me her reason was already made. She had asked at the table, with witnesses, over bread, because the bond cannot be taken, only given, and she wanted the giving to be seen, so that the court, the market, and the years would all have to call it a choice made in the open.

“My terms are four words,” I said. “Stay. Grow. Be first.”

“Those are good terms,” Vyrissa said. Her slow heartbeat changed rhythm, and forge-light climbed beneath the bronze of her throat. “I accept them.”

And the family marked it with the deep, quiet sentiment of their own registers. Maeva raised her cup from the dragon’s left, one empress to another, and said, “The circle was set at four. It stays set at four. And now it has a keeper standing beside it, and it has become a wall around the ring, and I approve, on the record, for the treaty.” Yrsa said nothing, which is her deepest approval, and cut the dragon an extra portion of the breakfast roast, which is her deepest affection, and Vyrissa understood both. Nahari, eyes half-shut, murmured, “I witnessed this morning coming and I chose not to look past it, and I am glad, because a foreseen crown is a lesser thing than a witnessed one, and this one deserved to be witnessed and not spoiled.” Suzu blinked hard and said, “Nobody tell her I’m moved, I have a reputation,” and everybody told her, and she threw a bread roll at Yrsa and missed on purpose. Sidonie, nearly two weeks bonded and one night Sworn, still learning the family’s grammar, simply counted the household aloud, ending on the dragon, which is her way of saying you are counted, and Vyrissa inclined her head to the princess like one head of state to another.

“Now finish your bread, all of you,” Vyrissa said, and there was wet light at the edges of the furnace eyes, joy and not grief, “and then, small anchor, come up to my sky, because a dragon does not crown in a guest wing. I crown at altitude, at first light, where the whole city can witness the light while the terrace screen keeps our bodies private, because I did tell you.” The seismic humor, banked warm. “I do not do small.”



She flew me up to the crown-terrace herself. The carry was the ceremony, the lift at its absolute meaning, and its vow became clear as she climbed.

The barrow-tower’s open crown-terrace is the highest point in Dun Barrow, an old beacon-platform above the founder’s square, and she took me up to it by wing instead of stair, human-formed one moment and vast the next, gathering me up off the guest-wing roof and carrying me into the climbing light, and the carry made the vow physical. Nine hundred years, and what she carries she does not drop, and she carried me up into her own sky to crown me there, and the lift meant exactly what it has always meant with her, which is everything.

I had ridden her sky once before, to the mountain and back, and I had learned then that counting gives fear somewhere to go. I counted now, on the way up, seven including mine: five near, one deep, and my own. The eighth warmth waited in the barrow below, and she felt me counting through the bond and it steadied her more than it steadied me, which is the whole strange arithmetic of us. The city dropped away gold and grey beneath, the streets already filling for the festival, the founder’s square a pale space at the heart of it, and she carried me up above all of it to the one point higher than any other, and did not drop what she carried, because she never once has.

She set me down on the crown-terrace and took her human form and stood with the whole waking city below us and the mountain a rumor on the northern horizon, and there were no lamps, because she is her own light, and the first grey was going gold at the edge of the world. She was every inch the empress of a flight at that moment, six foot three of bronze-gold and ember-lit against the climbing sky, molten copper hair heavy on her shoulders, scale-shimmer taking the first light, and she was also, underneath, only a woman who had decided to stop being the last of anything, and I could see both at once now, the vast and the plain, because the Measure was about to become mine innate. I was already reading her true weight: joy.

“I have given audiences an age of the world,” she said, and it was appraisal-grammar at full formality and it was intimate as a whisper. “Kings have knelt to me. Flights have deferred to me. I have granted and withheld and presided for nine hundred years, and none of it, not one audience, was this. This audience is the treaty of my life, anchor. I sign it with my whole self. State your terms again, here, under my sky, where it counts.”

“Stay,” I said. “Grow. Be first.”

“And mine,” she said, “are these, spoken now to the living: the fire never stopped. I thought it had. Nine hundred years of keeping graves, I thought the fire in me had gone to ash with the rest. And it did not. It starts. It still starts. And now I know it never stopped, not in me and not in the small one in the barrow, and I will spend the rest of a very long life proving the fire starts, with you, in the open, unashamed.” A breath, and the vast furnace eyes on me, streaming light. “I saw this family from the Cindermaw and then the march roof before I let myself be part of it, counting a porter’s heartbeat and wondering if a thing that only keeps the dead is allowed to want the living. And you never once asked me to hurry, and you never once asked me for my hoard or my sky or my reasons, and you woke me before the creditor’s knife and paid past any recorded weight and asked nothing, and I decided, slowly, the way mountains decide, that yes, a keeper of the dead is allowed to want the living, if she is brave enough to stop being only the last. I am brave enough. It took nine hundred years and a porter to make me brave enough, and here I am, and I am asking.” She reached for me. “Take the terms. Both our terms. Crown me under my own sky at first light, and let the whole city watch the forge-light announce what remains private. I have decided. And this time I choose the whole furnace, fully lit by decision, because the mornings after are worth it.”



She came to me with the furnace unbanked by choice, and I met her in the open air with the sun coming up.

There were no embers rationed tonight, no scale set down, no human-sizing. This was the opposite of the mountain rim. On the rim she had made herself small to be held; on the tower she made herself full to be crowned, and the difference measured how far she had traveled, from a keeper who could only grieve at human scale to an empress who could be her whole vast self and choose the living anyway.

She framed me against the sunrise at the parapet, her strength around me, kinetic and enormous, the beam-work of the whole horizon behind her, and she yielded the tempo the instant I took it, the rationing become a love language both of us speak now, and I set the pace and she held to it with all that power voluntarily given over. Her skin was scale-shimmer at full forge-heat, and my hands left pale prints on the bronze that bloomed and faded like breath on hot glass, and the dragon-heat of her was unbanked and full and I could take it now, all of it, which was its own point of pride between us.

“You can take my heat,” she said, forge-gold light climbing under her skin, her furnace eyes wide and lit from within. “For nine centuries, I banked myself for everyone. Court dress over the fire. Human size in your arms. And the deepening bond lets you take more of the furnace now, unbanked, and you don’t flinch. That is why it’s you.” She held the parapet, strength framing me, tempo mine, and shook with holding it. “Slower is still cruelty and I still let you and now I let you unbanked, which is worse, which is better, do it again.”

The first touch of her at full heat made me slow down. She had always banked herself for my mortal skin. Now she gave me the furnace by decision, my hands on scale-shimmer gone molten-warm, the heat sinking into me without burning because the deepening bond held what we chose to share.

I unwrapped the heat-shimmer she wore like a court gown. Her powerful body came bare in the sunrise, very full breasts over a deep strong chest, bronze-gold skin bright enough to rival the horizon. I took one heavy breast in both hands and lowered my mouth to the nipple.

Her low sound rolled through the terrace stone. “Attend the beginning properly.”

I sucked, squeezed, and watched my pale handprints bloom and vanish across her heated skin. Her fingers combed through my hair with enough restraint to remind me what those hands could do.

“Tell me what the Crown changes,” I said.

“Nothing about the want. Everything about the honesty.” She guided my other hand down between her thighs. “Read it.”

Her pussy was furnace-hot and soaked. I spread her with two fingers and circled her clit until one great thigh trembled.

“The empress is wet,” I said.

“The empress has waited nine centuries. Do not sound surprised.”

I pushed two fingers into her, working slowly until her inner muscles tightened with controlled strength around them. She could have set the pace by closing one hand. Instead she opened herself wider and waited for mine.

“Cock,” she said. “Inside me. Full heat. Your pace. There is the whole treaty in four terms.”

I freed myself. She took my cock in a forge-warm hand, stroked once from root to head, and pressed me to her wet entrance.

The first inch felt like entering living fire. I stopped, held her eyes, and pushed deeper by degrees. Her pussy stretched around me, unbearably hot but never harmful, until our bodies met and forge-gold light traced the contact.

“You can take it,” she said, wonder breaking her appraisal-flat voice. “All of me.”

“I said stay, grow, be first. I meant whole.”

I moved slowly at my pace, her vast strength voluntarily still, the high stone screen sheltering us from every eye below. Her inner muscles gripped my cock on each withdrawal and released for the next deep stroke. Through the bond I felt what she had promised at the table: no banking down to safe, only the whole dragon held to a mortal tempo by love rather than fear.

I did it again, and again, the sun climbing. Between strokes I made her lift me clear of the terrace, hold me against the strength of her chest, and wait. The city fell another impossible distance beneath my boots. Her arms could have crushed stone. They held me with measured care while I took one heavy breast in my hand and felt the furnace pulse behind it.

“Carry is ceremony,” I said. “This time you carry what chooses the pace.”

“Then choose,” she answered, delight roughening the mountain-flat voice.

“Set me down. Turn. Hands on the parapet. Keep all that strength idle until I tell you otherwise.”

She obeyed at once, and the obedience of something that could have carried the tower away hit harder than any display. Her feet met stone. She turned under my hands and braced, bronze shoulders broad against dawn, forge-light climbing while every muscle in her back waited on my word.

Then I turned her at the parapet because I wanted the whole vast line of her taking the sunrise. I took her from behind with the risen sun on bronze-gold skin and the scale-shimmer at her spine catching light like struck metal.

Her ass met my hips on every stroke. My fingers spread over the powerful bronze curve of her waist, leaving pale prints as I pulled her back along my cock, then held her still while I pressed deep. Her pussy clenched at the denial of speed.

“Rationed even now,” she said. “Crowned and still made to wait.”

“Especially now.”

“Good. Prove the Crown did not make you timid.”

I drove into her harder. Skin struck skin behind the terrace’s high stone screen. From below, the city could see only forge-light rising above the parapet, never our bodies. She braced her forearms on stone while I reached around, found her clit, and worked it in rhythm with the deep thrusts. The forge-heat climbed into the cold morning until frost steamed from the terrace.

Then she turned under my hands, lifted me without warning but with perfect care, and set me on the broad parapet ledge inside the screen. The carry lasted one breath. It put her standing between my knees, vast against the open sky, furnace eyes level with mine.

“You carried me up,” I said.

“I carry what I keep. You direct what I want. The treaty balances.”

I pulled her astride. Her strong thighs bracketed my hips, and she lowered herself onto my cock with her full weight controlled to the smallest measure, taking me deep while sunrise caught in her bronze hair. At my command she held at the root, motionless despite the furnace in her.

“Wait,” I said.

Her inner muscles tightened around me. “Cruelty remains one of your better small crafts.”

“Wait.”

She waited until forge-light poured from the scale-shimmer at her shoulders and her hands left shallow prints in the parapet stone. Then I gripped her hips and made her ride on my count, slow at first, harder on each number, a dragon’s tireless strength spent only where I directed it.

“This is the open sky,” I told her. “The grave lies behind you, and your whole ceiling is yours. Take the morning.”

She rolled her hips and drove me deeper into her. “I take the morning. I give it back witnessed.”

I stood with her still around me, strength meeting strength at human scale, and turned her to the parapet again without breaking the joined heat of us. She laughed low at being moved, delighted that I could direct even the creature who had carried me into the sky.

“The whole city can see the light,” she said, joy in it. “None of them can see what makes it. Let them witness the last of a flight choose the living at dawn without taking what is private. I have hidden in a mountain since the dragon war. I am done hiding. Witness me, all of you, the whole waking kingdom, witness the empress of the last flight become the first mother of the next thing.”

And she spoke the dynasty-grammar once, complete, facing north toward her mountain, and it was not appetite and not even hope now but certainty.

“The fire never stopped,” she said, forge-light flooding. “Now it never will. Witness the line, anchor. All of it. The two hundred and thirty who rest, and the one that kept itself, and the ones that are only mornings-after away, and this family, and the children, and whatever comes. The whole line, behind me and ahead. The last dragon empress has become the first of what comes next. Witness it.”



The bond crowned at her peak as the sun cleared the hills, and the city below reported, forever after, that Founders’ Day began with two sunrises.

I felt the Crown come and took her over the edge at the parapet with the whole furnace flooding. Her pussy locked around my cock in deep, powerful spasms. She threw her head back, bronze hair streaming in the dawn, while my fingers stayed on her clit and the contractions rolled through both of us.

“Inside,” she ordered, then corrected herself in the language of choice. “I want your seed inside me when the Crown sets. Give me that beginning.”

I buried myself to the root. Her first contraction locked around my cock with immense controlled force; the second broke the control and made her whole body shake. I kept my fingers on her clit, rubbing through each pulse while her forge-heat rolled through the bond and doubled back into her.

“Stay open,” I told her. “Take every drop.”

“Gladly. Fill the first morning.”

I made her hold there through one more contraction while I stayed balanced on the brink. The pressure of her pussy around my cock had the strength of a creature built to fly through storms, yet every clench answered my pace. Forge-light poured along her spine and over my silver hands.

Vyrissa’s peak rolled through her in deep, powerful waves. Her inner grip tightened and released around me, demanding my finish without taking it yet, while warmth ran down the bronze inside of her thigh. I held her hips tight to mine and kept grinding her clit through the first aftershocks. One tremor rolled through her wings’ shadow on the terrace screen. The next bent her over the parapet with a seismic laugh breaking under it. She held me at the edge, neither of us banked or restrained, as the Crown took shape around us.

Forge-gold light came up through both of us as the sun cleared the northern hills. Her light and dawn answered so precisely that the city saw two sunrises while the high screen hid everything but the blaze.

[BOND: CROWNED – FULL AND MUTUAL]

[THE ANCHOR GAINS A FACET: DRAGON’S MEASURE, INNATE]

[FIVE CROWNS. THE CIRCLE HOLDS. THE RING HAS A KEEPER.]

The Measure settled into me innate, no longer an echo I reached for but a sight I simply had, the reading of true weight and true debt become as much mine as my own eyes, and the fifth crown stood beside the ring of four, not inside it, the keeper of the ring, as the ledger said, and Vyrissa came apart under the doubled sunrise with the forge-gold light pouring off her and off me and off the tower, and she laughed.

The full seismic laugh, unguarded, rolling off the crown-terrace like weather over the waking city, and she gripped the parapet and me and the sunrise all at once and laughed the laugh of a being that has been the last of something since the dragon war and has just chosen to be the first of something instead, in the open, at altitude, witnessed by a whole city.

I followed her over, holding the parapet and her vast bronze body. I came deep inside her, cum pulsing into her through each hard contraction while the crowned bond flooded through us both, the forge-gold light pouring off us and answering the risen sun, and through the new full-and-mutual link I felt her whole self at once, unhidden, the centuries of grief and the long age of chosen mornings ahead, the last-of and the first-of braided into one enormous certainty, and I felt her feel mine back, the porter who undervalues himself and the man these women had spent years re-pricing, and neither of us could hide one figure from the other, and neither of us wanted to.

“There,” she said, when the laugh let her speak. “Lit. Witnessed by a whole city, at dawn, on my own tower, with the sun for a lamp. I did tell you.” The furnace eyes streamed light, joy and not grief. “I did say I don’t do small. The others chose candle-dark, a bare room, eleven lamps, and a vault. Mine is the sky. The door was never anything but open. Crown me in the open, I said, and here we are, and the whole kingdom saw the sun rise twice. Let them put it in the ballad. Let it scan terribly. I have earned a badly-scanning verse.”



We lay above the world with her warmth unbanked and mine to bear. For the first morning since the dragon war, she did not count her dead first.

We lay on the crown-terrace with the sun full up now and the city loud below, and she held me with her heat unmoderated, and I bore it, and the bearing of it was a point of mutual pride between us, each of us proud of the other, she that she could be fully herself and I that I could take it.

“Every morning since the dragon war,” she said, “I woke and counted my dead. Two hundred and thirty-one, before I did anything else, every single morning, because a keeper counts what she keeps first. This morning, for once in nine centuries, I counted something else before my dead.” She turned her furnace eyes on me. “This morning I counted the living. Do you want to hear it? I have been practicing.” And she counted them, aloud, above the waking city, the whole family by name, the empress and the saint and the oracle and the fox and the princess, the children at the march, the keepers, and she ended, deliberately, at my heartbeat, one beat in four, hers counting mine as mine counts hers, and she stopped there, on my heart, and did not go on to the dead.

“The dead are still mine,” she said. “I still keep them. I will carry my small one home tonight or take it home in grief, and I will lie down beside the grave again someday, gladly, because keeping the dead is honorable work. But I do not count them first anymore. I count the living first now. You did that. This family did that. The count starts with heartbeats now, and ends at yours, and the dead come after, kept but not first. That is what your four words bought me. Stay, grow, be first. I am first. The count starts with the living. I did not know a morning could feel like that. Nine centuries of them and I did not know.”

I held her, and bore her heat, and thought about the count I keep, and told her, because a Crowned bond hides nothing and I did not want to hide this.

“I count heartbeats too,” I said. “You know I do. I’ve counted yours since the heartbeat first reached me through the march, the slow one, one beat in four, on a roof, in a mountain, through a wall. And every season the count grows and I’m afraid of it, a little, because a man who counts what he’d lose has more to lose every season. This morning I counted six bonded heartbeats around mine, seven including me, and I decided to be brave enough to count the Warm as an eighth light. So we’re both learning to count the living first. You after nine hundred years and me after twenty-six. We’re learning it together. That’s the mornings-after, I think. Two people who were only ever counted for their use, learning to count the living first, and each other most.”

“Yes,” Vyrissa said, and the furnace eyes streamed light. “That. Exactly that. Nine hundred years and twenty-six, learning the same small sum. Witness it. There. Lit. Both.”

And then, because the day was the day, she acknowledged its weight, plainly.

“Tonight your name goes on a scale,” she said. “Your whole etched self since Marrowford, against a season of warm coin, on the Founding Stone before the packed square. And I have watched this family out-weigh a kingdom’s worth of lies for years, and I am not afraid for you, because you are not spending your name alone. Spend it, anchor. Every deed you ever swore. Burn it down to an ember if you must. We are all of us your receipts, and receipts do not gutter, and when your name is an ember we will re-feed it deed by deed at whatever pace you let us, and I have all the time in the world now to help, because I chose the mornings after, and this is the first of them, and there will be nine hundred years of them, and I intend to spend every one making sure your name never goes cheap again.”



She flew me back down to the guest wing as the sun cleared full, the carry gentle now, a now-familiar carry, steady as ever, and the household was waiting in the court, and they had all seen the two sunrises from below, and no one made a fuss, because this family marks the largest things quietly. Maeva simply said, “Five crowns. The circle holds. The ring has a keeper,” the ledger’s own words, and inclined her head. Yrsa checked the sky once, flat, and said, “Good posture,” and both of them knew the compliment landed. And the day began, Founders’ Day, the last day, the day the kingdom would choose.

The day staged itself in rising light around the vow, and the family walked its ground once, and Bram did a thing with a book that he made me swear not to describe as odds.

The two sunrises were in the ballad by noon. This is the truth and I could not stop it. A bard who had a cousin on a roof near the barrow-tower had the verse composed before the sun was fully up: two suns rose on Founders’ Day, one gold and one forge. It scanned terribly and named no dragon because the terrace screen had hidden everything but forge-light, so it simply said the sky lit twice for the Warden’s love and left the kingdom to wonder. It was wrong, it would stay wrong, and it would be sung for a hundred years. Suzu, when she heard it, was torn between professional despair at the meter and helpless delight at being in it, and settled the argument by paying the bard to keep it terrible without changing a syllable.

The chandlery rehearsed the counter-pageant like a hymn, the keepers in their plain grey practicing the oath-cadence that would carry Tibba’s true founding, Pruett assigning lamp-stations like the sergeant he’d have made in another life, this old man to the north arch and that young keeper to the Stone’s east face, the whole choreography of the true founding drilled quiet and sure, because a truth you sing on a stage had better be rehearsed as hard as any battle, and this one would be. And in the warm heart of it, on its plain shelf, the dawn-colored flame burned steady, and Pruett trimmed a wick that needed no trimming and told it, conversationally, that tonight it would leave the barrow-dark after three hundred years, and that it should not be afraid, because the last of the flight it came from would be in the sky above it the whole time, with good posture, and would not let one hand reach for it that should not. The flame leaned toward the old man’s voice, and did not flicker, Vyrissa went quiet near it again, her crowned joy banked to the voice she used only near the Warm, because near the flame she is never anything but a keeper, and I said nothing, and let the quiet be enormous.

The queens walked their stations once each. Yrsa paced the processional arch where the singing would happen and found the two places a rush could come from. Halvard would hold one; the eldest master of the Rest would hold the other. Maeva walked the square counting its kept lamps for the Standard she’d throw through them. Nahari walked it with her eyes shut, mapping by refusal, finding the market’s ground by where her not-looking slid off. Suzu vanished toward the Winter Court’s back ways to learn the postern by heart, and came back and said only, “It’s ready. I’m ready. Don’t ask,” and I didn’t. Vyrissa took the sky and priced it from her altitude and reported the air was hers.

And Bram, who had refused to make a book on the wager at the war-table nine nights ago because some things are prayers and not bets, sat at the guest-wing table with a fresh page and wrote a single line on it and folded it and put it in his breast pocket over his heart, and would not show it to anyone.

“It’s a prayer,” he said, when I looked at the folded page in his breast pocket. “A book has odds, takes coin, and pays out. This takes no coin and pays out nothing anyone can spend. It’s what a one-armed old man does when he’s watched a porter become a family and can’t lay a bet on the family because he loves it too much to price it. I wrote down what I hope happens. That’s all. It’s in my pocket. If it comes true I’ll show you. If it doesn’t, you’ll never know it existed, and that’s the difference between a prayer and a bet, and I find I had a prayer in me after all, and I’ve spent it on you. Now stop looking at my pocket. It’s undignified.”

Sidonie walked the Stone itself, her station, the place she’d sworn to stand, between her brother and the Coiner’s built stage, and she paced out the exact distance a rush would have to cross to reach the swearer, and she and Saskia counted the paving stones aloud together, the auditor and the champion, and agreed on the number, and did not need to say what the number was for. Colm rigged the relay’s high anchor and taught two of the city lamplighters his windlass on the way, because Colm cannot pass a mechanism without improving it or a person without teaching them one. Wat laid the relay web over the roofs, adult graduates every station, no child anywhere near the square, stated once more for the record so that no one could ever say otherwise.

And the wager paper made its rounds one last time, the six signatures on it, four crowned hands and a dragon’s mark and a princess’s precise line, the amendment that priced my name. Each of them touched it once, the way you touch a thing you have sworn to, and Sidonie folded it and put it in the breast of my coat over the audit-ring pocket, and said, “The count survives even if the counter dims. I’ve said it and I’ve signed it and now I’ll say it again so it’s the last thing you hear before the singing: spend the name. All of it. I keep the books. You will not lose us by losing the weight. Our account survives every guttering. Go be an ember. I’ll re-feed you personally, and I’ll enjoy it, and I’ll be insufferable.”

The pencil was confirmed stolen, luck confirmed compounding, and the day burned down toward dusk.



At dusk the square filled. The Founding Stone stood garlanded, and the Coiner’s stage faced it. A market unable to avoid the weighing had built to win it.

They came from the whole kingdom, the grey houses and the kept ones, and the founder’s square filled with more people than I had ever seen in one place, lamps as far as the eye could carry, the founder’s square and the streets feeding it and the roofs above them, a whole kingdom come to hear its founding sung and to see whether it would buy a market’s sun or keep an earned dark.

I read the square as I read everything, a porter’s inventory of exits and loads and tells. The founder’s square held perhaps ten thousand where it could see the Stone, and twice that in the streets that fed it, and the roofs were dark with people who’d climbed for a view. The lamps were the tell that mattered. Two kinds of light burned in that square. There was the kept light, the honest lamps, steady, the ones a march had taught the city to keep, and they stood upright and unwavering. And there was the gilt, the bought shine, worn on collars and carried in phials by the houses who’d bought futures against the Listing, and the gilt did the thing I had learned to watch for over a whole spring: it flickered between leaning and upright, wavering, a price that had not settled, casting no heat. Ten thousand lamps, and half of them warm and half of them cold, in one square, on one night, and the whole war was the difference between them, and the kingdom was about to feel it in its own shoulders.

The air over the square had the pressure of a held breath. I have stood in siege-towns the hour before a wall breaks, and this was that, except the weapon was a song and the wall was a market and the ammunition on both sides was the truth about a fire.

The Founding Stone stood garlanded at the square’s heart, the kingdom’s mother-stone, and facing it, built and waiting, stood the Coiner’s stage. He had built it himself, facing the Stone, genial to the last, and its placement exposed his plan: he had not built a stage to avoid the weighing. He had built it to win. He believed the Stone weighs truth and his contracts are all technically true; he appeared certain no challenger would force his whole book onto the scale at once, and he had built his stage to face the mother-stone because he intended to make the weighing-place his own, in front of everyone, and walk off it with a kingdom’s shine.

He did not know about the wager. He did not know that need signs a line as surely as a pen does. He did not know that the man he’d have to weigh against had six hands on a paper pricing his name, and a wall that expires under his feet, and a surveyor’s glass and an audit-ring in his pockets, while a stolen pencil accrued luck with Suzu, and a whole family carving the line around him.

I followed the Coiner once, before the singing, and he saw me. He stood on his built stage in the last light, genial, checking his gilt futures without haste the way a merchant checks his stock, and near him the lamps did the wavering, leaning and upright and leaning, a price that would not settle, and he clocked me across the filling square and did not hurry, because he never hurries, and he raised a phial of gilt to me in a toast, one weigher to another, and smiled the breathless smile of a thing that intends to win the weighing it has been maneuvered into. I did not look away first this time. I held his gaze, and I let him see that I was not afraid of the weighing-place, because I had six hands on a paper and a whole family carving a line and a name built true deed by deed since Marrowford, and after a moment it was the Coiner who turned back to his stock, genial, measured, wrong.

The queens took their stations. Yrsa at the arch in Champion’s steel with Halvard and the order she’d rebuilt, the Warden’s guard now carried in a Champion’s colors. Maeva in the crowd with the Standard banked in her, ready to turn ten thousand frightened people into a procession. Nahari near the Stone with her eyes shut, blind by choice, invisible to the market’s Saint-adjacent notice. Suzu gone to the postern, her own coin counted three times, her plan hers. Vyrissa a bronze weight against the darkening sky, above it all, the sky hers. Sidonie at the Stone itself, between her brother and the Coiner’s stage, exactly where she’d swear to stand, with Saskia at her back in Champion’s plain steel, unasked, unpaid, unexplained. And me with the queens’ ink in my coat and the surveyor’s glass in my pocket, with the stolen pencil still in Suzu’s keeping and my whole etched name waiting to go on a scale, the Stand live in my feet, and a family all around me in the dark.

Somewhere at the edge of my senses, through five crowned bonds and one sworn one, I felt the whole family brace at once, six women at six stations bracing for the same night, and I felt them feel me brace back, and the bracing was a kind of comfort, because a wall made of the family knows when it is about to be tested and does not flinch from the knowing.

High above, Vyrissa’s slow heart beat once, one in four, her great bronze shape banked against the dark, and I counted it, and I counted the near ones, and I counted the eighth warmth waiting in the barrow-core for its one walk into the light in three hundred years. Seven and a flame. Everything I could lose and everything I was fighting for, counted in the dark, the hour before a market died or a family did.

[Distance to moonrise: one hour.]

The last full moon of spring waited below the northern hills, on time, and ten thousand lamps showed the whole war in warm light and cold.

A herald lifted his hand for the founding song. The square drew one breath together, ten thousand people and six bonded women, one of them a dragon, and a porter with his whole name in his coat.

The first note landed.


Chapter 18: Founders’ Night

The founding song has three verses, and the whole battle was fought inside them, because the festival program was the clock and the singing was the ground, and this family has always fought inside ceremonies, so we fought inside this one.

The first verse rose over the square, the old myth, the borrowed sun and the loan and the crown of gold no one could place, ten thousand voices carrying a lie they had sung all their lives, and it was beautiful, and it was false, and every word of it landed differently now on the people who had spent a spring watching their stones go grey. Sidonie stood at the Founding Stone between her brother and the Coiner’s built stage, exactly where she had sworn to stand, ice-grey and immaculate, and Saskia stood at her back in a Champion’s plain steel, unasked and unpaid and unexplained, which is Saskia’s own tradition now.

I stood at the edge with my whole name in my coat and counted exits and waited for the verse to end, because the Coiner would take the pause between verses, and he did.



The Grand Listing was a masterpiece, and I am going to set down what it was without letting his rhythm into mine, because a barker’s patter is a thing that gets in your voice if you let it, and I will not let it.

He came forward on his built stage in the pause after the first verse, genial and leisurely, and he held up a phial of gilt to the moonlight like a man holding dawn in a bottle, and he did not shout. He was warm.

“No shame in the dark, friends,” he said, and his voice carried without effort across ten thousand people. “The dark is only a market position. Every grey house here bought its shine honestly once and lost it honestly, and I am not here to scold you. I am here to sell it back.” And he read the grey houses’ names, one by one, gently, kindly, each name a small devastation, this house dark since Kingslight, that house curtained since autumn, and each family flinching to hear its shame read warm and public and then offered a cure. “One evening. One item. Sight unseen, from the Winter Court, a thing the Crown holds and does not miss. And every name I just read glows again by dawn. The whole kingdom bright by morning.” The breathless smile. “The Crown need only say yes. Here. At its own Stone. We deal honest, we of the market. We deal at the weighing-place, in the sight of the mother-stone, where nothing false can stand. Say yes, Majesty, and give your people back their light.”

The square’s hunger came off ten thousand people like heat off a wall. His confidence rested on clean arithmetic: the Stone weighs truth, his contracts were technically true, life offered for service rendered, and he believed no challenger would force his entire book onto the mother-stone at once. He had built his stage facing the Stone because he intended to win the weighing. He did not know the weighing was already lost.



Berengar refused it in four sentences, with his unglowing hand flat on the Stone, and it was the spine of the whole night and he did not raise his voice once.

He stepped to the Founding Stone, the tired honest unblessed king, and he put his hand flat on the mother-stone of his own house, the hand that did not glow and that he had stopped trying to make glow, and he spoke to the kingdom.

“My house was founded on a fire we were given, not a sun we were sold,” he said. “I learned that this spring, and I will show you before the night is out. The Crown declines the Listing.” He let it land. “The Crown will glow with what it earns, or it will stand dark with its people and earn.”

The stones took it, weighed it, held it, and the square went silent, and the silence had a grain-of-wheat quality to it, a whole kingdom of hunger deciding which way to fall, because the king had just refused them the sun and offered them only the long earning, and a hungry man does not love the long earning, and for one held breath the night could have gone either way.

I have stood in that silence before, in a smaller square, in Marrowford, when a crowd had to decide whether to believe a porter over a Hero. A crowd deciding has a terrible emptiness to it, and there is nothing you can do to hurry it, and the only thing that ever tips it is a true thing shown at the right moment, which is why we had spent a whole spring rehearsing the true thing and timing the moment. The Coiner felt the silence too, and he smiled into it, because a market lives on exactly that hunger, and he opened his mouth to answer the king’s refusal with one more warm reasonable offer, one more phial of dawn, and if he had gotten the words out first the night might have tipped his way.

He did not get the words out first. The keepers stepped out of the crowd, and it went our way, because warmth is an argument that shine cannot answer, and we had timed the warmth to the exact width of that silence.



The true founding was sung, and the Warm was carried out into the square, and ten thousand people learned the difference between light and shine in their own shoulders, all at once, and it was the thing the whole spring turned on.

The keepers came out of the crowd in their plain chandler grey, a dozen of them, and at their head walked Master Pruett, heavy and slow, bearing the Warm on its plain clay lamp in his two oak hands, the dawn-colored flame that does not flicker and does not consume, brought from three centuries of barrow-dark into the founder’s square. And its warmth walked out with it.

I have no better word for what happened than that the warmth walked. It moved out over the square like the opposite of weather, a front of warmth crossing ten thousand people, and where it passed, shoulders came down. People who had been cold all spring, cold in their grey houses and their curtained stones, felt warmth reach them from a single small clay lamp a quarter-square away, and their shoulders dropped, and they turned toward it the way the carried candles had bowed in the barrow-core, and ten thousand people understood at once, in their own bodies, without a word of argument, the difference between a light that warms and a shine that does not. The gilt on their collars cast no heat. The little clay lamp warmed the whole square. You could not bottle that comparison or explain it away. Whether the crowd would defend what its shoulders had learned remained unsettled.

And the keepers sang the true founding in their oath-cadence, Tibba’s story in plain shepherd’s words set to the founding’s own tune, the fire found in the slag the year the sky burned, the family with manners, the fort that survived its winter on a kept flame before the captain ever took the loan, the captain who knelt to it once and then stood up and traded up for a sun. The true verse, sung over the false one’s ashes.

And the Gray Lark sang it with them.

She was contracted, capped, the market’s own returned songstress, forty years dead and brought back to sing, and she stood on the Coiner’s own stage, and she defied nothing, because singing was technically service and her contract could not forbid her the words, and so she used the one freedom the cage left her: she sang the true founding instead of the myth. Her returned voice, whole and warm and real, the market’s best advertisement, spent on the market’s own destruction, four hundred feet from the man who owned her, and the square wept in a new direction, and there was nothing in her contract that could stop a caged songstress from choosing which true thing to sing.

Between the verses, the swearings landed, and the pantheon of borrowed light died of arithmetic in ten minutes with no speeches at all.

Nahari stepped to the Stone. Two hundred years of receipts stood behind her eyes, and when she laid her palm to the mother-stone, her voice carried at the measured pace she had saved for this account.

“I warned Sundermere in time,” she swore. “Galliard received that warning one day’s ride from our lamps. He waited until the city burned because vengeance on ashes would weigh more than saving people who could thank no Hero for surviving. Sundermere died with its lamps lit while its promised rescuer chose the value of our graves. I was there. Weigh the living witness against his song.”

The Stone took every word. Across the square the garlanded statue of Galliard the Swift went grey with a sound like frost, cold cracking traveling up the marble until the flowers at his feet looked cheap. The crowd near the statue drew back from it as from a thing that had died.

Maeva stepped to the Stone next. She gave Aldous exactly four sentences.

“I unified the three duchies with two short wars, correspondence enough to fill this colonnade, and a pepper fleet that kept soldiers fed when Aldous’s treasury failed. Aldous married the work, took the title Unifier, and carved his name over mine. When I remained alive to correct him, he fed me hemlock from my own physic garden and wept at the funeral he arranged. I am Maeva Castellan, the woman he buried, and I swear before his heirs that the kingdom he claimed was my deed.”

The Stone weighed the four sentences. Above the colonnade, the foot-high epithet WHO MADE ONE KINGDOM OF THREE went ashen, and the three old duchies’ banners dipped again, deliberately this time, before the whole kingdom, and did not come back up.

I studied Maeva swear it, and I felt the tear try to arrive through the bond, the tear she had banked since the Petitioners’ Fair, the one she forbids me to mention. She had corrected the man who poisoned her, in four sentences, in front of the descendants of the duchies she actually unified, four hundred years late, and the tear came up in her and she stood it down again, on discipline, in public, because the founder’s square in the middle of a battle is not where an empress spends her one tear, and she banked it once more, for a truer moment she could already feel coming, and I felt her bank it, and I saved it for later, as she’d asked me to at the Fair, and said nothing.

Ten minutes. Two swearings. A pantheon of borrowed heroes greying across a square while a clay lamp warmed it, with every word spent on sworn fact, because the stones do the arguing and the crowd draws its own conclusions. That is this family’s way of fighting.



The Coiner, cornered, called his debts, and the night got teeth, and the horror of it was the gentleness.

A market cornered is a market calling in everything at once, and he called it. Across the square, all through the crowd, the sold men’s eyes went distant. They were emptier than the grey walking husks of old: men whose taken light was being gathered back to feed the failing market, and they turned and walked toward the stage with gentle, measured steps, drawn by what they no longer owned, and the horror of it was exactly the gentleness, ordinary men walking calmly toward the thing that had bought them because the thing was calling its purchase home.

And he turned to Rennick, on the stage, and gave the order flat. “The door is bought, boy. Collect. Fetch the item from the Winter Court. Now, during the singing, as arranged.”

And the contracted legends balked at the Winter Court’s threshold.

I felt it from across the square through the Measure, the doctrine made visible: Maren and Brandt and the returned dead, sent to fetch the Warm, reaching the barrow-core’s kept ground and being unable to cross it, because kept ground is barred to the market and everything it owns, and they stood at the threshold of a thing they could not enter, capped and chained and unable to take one step onto ground that owed no one anything.

So the Coiner spent them at the square instead, since he could not spend them at the door, and he loosed his bought muscle, gilt-shod hirelings and emptied men, at the gate-line, and the night got its teeth.



Every station fired. This family wins by preparation, and the first bought wedge met every piece of it.

Yrsa held the arch. The processional arch where the singing happened, the gate where the singing was, and she held it as she holds everything, without theater and without waste. The bought muscle came at it in a wedge, gilt-shod hirelings with real steel, and she met the point of the wedge herself because the strongest stands last, which means the strongest stands where the pressure is worst, and she took the lead man’s swing on a turn that cost her nothing and put her point through the gap in his guard before his blade finished its arc, and stepped back into the line before he fell, because a saint does not chase a kill out of formation.

“Fold four feet,” she called, the breach doctrine, flat, and the order she had rebuilt folded four feet and reformed on the person behind and advanced on her spoken number, as she’d drilled the kingdom’s finest for a season, loose grip, count and step, the strongest standing last. Halvard held her right, the Crown’s own Champion unblessed and standing better for it. The eldest master held her left until Wat’s relay flashed the second wave massing at the north corner. Sidonie heard the same signal at the Stone and sent Saskia with one clipped word: “Arch.” Saskia crossed the open lane at a run, entered Yrsa’s left on the next count, landed one snap-cut, and stepped back to let the line breathe. Nothing reached the singing. When the second wave broke, the eldest master reclaimed the left and Saskia ran the processional lane back to Sidonie before the Stone came under attack.

Maeva held the crowd. The real weapon in a square of ten thousand frightened people is the crush, and she turned it, the Standard thrown through every kept lamp in the square, her aura running the honest lights like a boundary, and ten thousand people who should have stampeded into a killing crush instead began to file, orderly, out along the lamp-lines, singing, a city turned from a mob into a procession by a dead empress’s will, and no one who lived through it will ever know she held it. The anonymity of the feat proved she had held it perfectly.

Wat held the count. The relay web over the roofs, adult graduates every station, Brenna’s alphabet carrying numbers across the square faster than any runner, one flash hold, two gate ready, three gate dropped, so that Yrsa knew where the muscle massed before it arrived and Maeva knew where the crush built before it broke, and not one child stood anywhere near the square, which I say again for the record because it is the record.

At the same time, Suzu’s strand tightened through the Crowned link from the Winter Court. Distance blurred sight and language, but purpose came clean: a sold keeper walking toward a latch, fear held under discipline, and Suzu planted between a man and the worst thing he had agreed to do.

Odette Calloway had reached the postern route from the old chandlery lane before Dail arrived. Suzu recognized the ash-grey robes and relayed her name through Wat’s nearest relay station as Odette braced an iron rod across the hinge to hold the market’s forced current out.

The runner’s voice came through in clipped counts.

“Seller at hinge. Keeper Kagehana speaking. Odette Calloway holding iron. Door closed.”

The next flashes slowed. Suzu had ordered the runner to carry every piece of the buy-back instead of collapsing it into a result.

“Offer stated,” the runner relayed. “Name, household access, healer’s price. Eleven silver. Twenty-three coppers. One silver added as tip.”

Through the bond I felt Suzu count them one by one. Eleven silver pieces went into a shaking palm with a pause after each so Dail could see the face and weight. Then the coppers, all twenty-three, slower still while the hinge burned under Odette’s hands. Last came the extra silver, the one coin the market had not priced.

“Seller verifying,” the runner said.

The whole square fought around me while a fox waited at a closed door and refused to hurry a frightened man’s arithmetic.

“Sum verified. Keeper Kagehana asks: Do you take the buy-back freely?”

A pause wide enough to hold the whole night.

“Seller answers: I take it.”

Suzu’s relief hit the Crowned strand hard enough to loosen my knees. Only then came the hot flare of the grave-coin torn from its cord and dropped into her thief’s brazier.

“Warm coin melting. Name returning. Door still shut. Seller home. Three alive.”

Across the founder’s square, the market’s pull toward the Winter Court vanished. The door never moved.



I crossed the square through the rout to the Stone, and I staked my whole name, and I felt the family sign through the bond, and Sidonie spoke hers aloud, and the weighing began.

I went through the fighting I did not have time to have, because the wager had to reach the Stone and I was the only one who could carry it there, and the square between me and the mother-stone was a rout. Footwork threaded me past a hireling’s swing before my mind reported the swing, my body turning me out of the line of it on a saint’s instinct that was not mine and was mine now. Shade-Step slid me through a gap between two emptied men walking gently toward the stage, a thief’s trick, there and gone before either could turn. The Glimpse flickered a half-second of a falling banner-pole and I was past where it fell before it fell. The Measure read the whole moving field for me, true weight and true threat, showing me which shapes in the chaos were bought muscle and which were only frightened people, so I spent no motion on the frightened and lost no breath on the wrong fight. Six facets and a porter’s legs carried one wager across a broken square. None was the strongest thing on that field. Together they were exactly enough. That is what I am.

I reached the Founding Stone and laid my hand flat beside the print the king had left, and I staked it all, out loud, for the mother-stone to weigh.

“Every deed etched under my name,” I said, loud, in the roar, “against every contract in his book. All of it. Every deed from Marrowford to tonight, my whole name, against his whole season. And I swear this, for the stone to weigh: every sale in that book carried duress. Need signed every line. He buys only need, he told a lordling so himself, no craving no price, and a free hand cannot be bought through hunger, and a market of need-signed contracts is a market of duress dressed as trade. Weigh us. Weigh both books at once. I’ll stake my whole name that his weighs false.”

And the family signed through the bond, register by register, each confirmation landing in me like a hand on my shoulder.

[APPROVED, WITH INTEREST.] Maeva, from the crowd she was shepherding.

[SIGNED. HOLD YOURS.] Yrsa, from the arch she was holding.

[I DID NOT LOOK. DO IT ANYWAY.] Nahari, blind by choice at the Stone’s edge.

[CO-SIGNED. LUCK’S IN MY POCKET. GO.] Suzu, from the postern, over a melting coin.

[WITNESSED. THE SKY STANDS BEHIND YOU.] Vyrissa, a bronze weight in the dark above.

And Sidonie spoke hers aloud, at my shoulder, for the stones to hear, because her hand was the one that keeps the books. “Co-signed. I keep the books. Weigh him, and weigh the market, and I will hold the count while his name grows back.”

[THE MARKET: WEIGHED.]

The Stone took both ledgers, and the weighing came as an ordeal paid stone by stone.

My name began to drain. I felt it go, out across the whole kingdom at once, every deed I had ever etched called to the scale, and the etch-light guttered as it was weighed, and I felt each one dim in turn. They were paid one at a time, and each deserves to be counted as it was spent.

SURVIVED THE SUNKEN CROWN went first, the first glowing line the stone had ever set beneath my own name, guttering toward grey. Then the edge-farm wight deed and the villagers’ line about six dogs. The tide-flats duel where a saint chose me. Cinderwell, the high spring re-cut with grade-cords and lamplight, Esra’s village, and I felt Esra’s sister-lamp somewhere flicker as the deed under it dimmed, steadying me even as I drained because a lamp keeps burning when the deed beneath it greys. Mirefen. The circuits. Veltmark. Havrun’s gate. East Ford, where a province turned. The siege wall through the Night of Leaning Lamps. The King’s Trial won thrice. The oldest note voided. Every deed from Marrowford to tonight called to the scale and dimmed, one point of light at a time going out across the whole kingdom, the constellation of my life guttering down toward the single ember it had been the day I walked out of a tomb, and it was a physical thing, a hollowing under my ribs, the weight going out of me deed by deed, and I held my hand flat on the stone and let it go, because I had signed to let it go, and six women had co-signed, and a name spent on this was a name spent right.

And the market’s book, weighed against a name built true, began to scar.

Grey lightning across the Coiner’s beautiful pages. Contract by contract, the scale finding what I had sworn it would find, that need signed every line, that hunger and death had coerced each signing hand, and where the scale touched a contract it scarred it grey, duress, duress, duress, a whole season’s book failing line by line as my true name drained against it.



The bought muscle rushed the Stone to break my contact and kill the wager unfinished, and I could not be moved, because a princess had sworn me a place to stand and a family bought me every breath of it.

They came at me mid-weighing, the emptied men and the gilt-shod hirelings, because if they broke my hand off the Stone the weighing would die unfinished and the market would live, and they rushed the Founding Stone in a wave, and I kept my hand flat on the stone and did not move.

The first man reached me and I felt the Stand take. Between the market and every name it had ever taken, I could not be moved, for the space of one held breath, a fixed point the physics of the square would not shift. He hit me with his whole weight to tear my hand off the stone and I did not move, and his own force rebounded him off the wall of the echo, and the weighing ran on. Then the breath ended, and the Stand expired, and the next man’s shove should have torn me loose, and Saskia, back from the arch and planted once more at Sidonie’s shoulder, took him in the shoulder and bought me the next breath before the echo could fail.

“A wall that expires,” Yrsa had called it, and it was, and here is how it was paid, beat by beat, because it was paid beat by beat. The Stand held one breath; a hireling broke on it. It expired; Saskia’s blade bought the next while I re-set my feet. It held; an emptied man walked into it and rebounded gentle, drawn by his own taken light and stopped by my refusal. It expired; Sidonie stepped between me and the wave with her brother’s guard at her back and her surveyor’s calm and did not flinch, and bought me the breath after, an auditor holding a line by simply refusing to be afraid in public, which is the bravery she is made of. It held; it expired; the muscle massed too thick at once, and Yrsa came off the arch like weather, buying one whole breath with a gate’s worth of violence, four men down in the time it takes to say it, and was back at the arch before it could fall behind her.

Breath by breath. The Stand bought the breath, and one of the women I loved bought the next.

On the sixty-third breath, a gilt hireling came low beneath Saskia’s guard. Sidonie saw him before I did. She caught the back of my coat and turned my shoulders two inches. The Stone and the Stand fixed my feet. Her adjustment sent the blow into the fixed line instead of my floating ribs. The club broke against the refusal. Sidonie released my coat and said, “Count intact.”

On the seventy-first, Nahari called “left” with her eyes closed. Halvard put his shield there before the threat arrived. The bought blade rang off honest steel.

On the eighty-eighth, my feet slipped in blood. The Stand held the ground even while my boots failed to grip it. Yrsa’s hand caught my belt from behind, reset both heels without pulling my palm from the Stone, and left again for the arch.

The wall of me held a hand on stone through a hundred expiring breaths, each purchased again by the family, as Yrsa had said. It held long enough and not one breath longer, because it did not need one more. The Stone kept weighing beneath my palm.

The weighing finished. My name reached its ember, drained, dim, kingdom-wide. And the scale came down.

[THE MARKET’S BOOK: FALSE. IN EVERY LINE.]



The mass default propagated like the old etch-cascades, inverted, and every sold name in the kingdom flooded home at once, and the freed legends chose what the freed always choose.

It ran out from the Stone the way the great cascades run, but backward, a verdict of falseness propagating through the whole market at once, and every contract voided, and every sold name flooded home. Across the square the emptied men stopped mid-step and woke, their light flooding back into them all at once, warm, and they staggered and wept, men waking from a warm dream into a cold true morning by the thousand, their grief and their weight returning together because both are the price of being whole. Among them, an unnamed seller who had remained under contract woke whole under the verdict and wept the way the Millbrook man had wept, the good terrible weeping of a man given himself back. The ruined knight we had already bought back in the alley stood nearby with his own grief intact, watching strangers receive in one dawn what he had received one man at a time.

And across the whole kingdom, on every stone from Marrowford to here, the grey names of the winter came home. Every man who had sold his name to the pedlar in forty villages, every house whose earned names the market had drained since Kingslight, floods of true light coming back to stones that had gone dark, a whole winter of butchery undone in one dawn because a porter had staked his name to force a weighing. Sellers by the dozen each night had passed through the market, while its pedlars reached forty villages over the winter, and I had said in Millbrook that we could not un-sell a kingdom in alleys, that we had to break it at the till, and here was the till broken, and the kingdom un-selling all at once, and it was the thing the whole spring had been for.

And the contracted legends stood suddenly uncapped and free, the chains gone off them in the same breath, and they chose, before every witness-stone in the square, what freed legends choose, which is the thesis of my whole strange life.

Maren of the Causeway looked across the wreckage at Yrsa, at the arch, and the flat dead courtesy of the contracted thing was gone, and under it was a saint, free, and she said the words she’d promised at the Open Lists. “Now it’s properly mine to give.” And she crossed to Yrsa through the settling chaos, free, uncapped, the greatest duelist of her age at her whole true weight, and she gave Yrsa the promised return exchange, one honest touch, the riposte the contract had choked now flowing clean and free, laid down glad, saint to saint, the thing honored as if free now given freely, and then she lowered her point and rested, a freed legend owing nothing to anyone.

Brandt the Wall, the shield-legend, mountain-broad, bowed to no one, because a freed legend owes no bows, and walked, out through the arch and into the dark and kept walking, unclaimed, a loose thread by his own choice, still walking somewhere for all I know.

And the Gray Lark, freed, sang four bars she made her own on the spot, for free, a song owed to nobody, and went gentle mid-note, a songstress clocking out, her last note a thing she chose, and the square held its breath for the end of it and the end did not come because she was already at rest, the note hanging, unfinished and complete.

A freed legend owes nothing. The thesis, paid at the scale of a kingdom, in front of every witness-stone there was.



Rennick defaulted himself, alone on the emptied stage, and made an honest choice, and I gave him eight words and no absolution.

He stood alone on the Coiner’s stage, holding a license that had just weighed false, his whole circle freed and gone, and he walked down off the stage to me at the Stone, through the wreckage, and he knelt to no one and begged nothing and said only, “Cut it. I’d rather be nobody honest than somebody sold.”

I read his license by the Measure, innate in me now, and it grounded where I knew it would, in the first coin he was ever paid, the warm grave-coin he’d kept in his pocket all these months like a splinter, the thing he could never quite throw away because it was the moment he’d stopped being nobody, and it was the moment he’d sold himself, both, the same coin.

“Vyrissa,” I said, and she came down out of the dark, and she breathed on the coin in his open palm, one breath, and the grave-gold went to slag and ran off his hand, and the license died with it. And Rennick’s own small true name re-lit, faint and real, the ferry-runs and the flood and the two children pulled out of the water that nobody ever sang about, a nobody’s true deeds glowing faint on the nearest stone, real, his, unbought.

“Hold a door for someone,” I told him. Eight words, no absolution, because absolution was not mine to give and he had not asked for it. “It pays badly.” He looked at his own faint true name glowing on the stone, poor and alive and free, then disappeared into the crowd.



The Coiner was unmade quickly because a market is only its confidence, and the square had stopped buying.

His book weighed false. His stock defaulted, every sold name flooded home. His coin refused, no one would take warm gold in a square gone warm with a true flame. A market consists entirely of the buyers’ confidence, and that confidence was gone. He stood in the ruin of his stage and presented his last bill to the night itself, genial to the very end, and nothing answered him, because there was nothing left to buy and no one left to sell. And Vyrissa landed between him and the dark, and she did not burn him, because you do not burn a debt, you free what it holds. She breathed. And the season’s hoarded light, all of it, every stolen name he’d banked into gilt, went free at once over the rooftops, rising and settling gentle over the city like the freed flames of old, finished, going home, and the Coiner, emptied of his whole inventory in one breath, thinned to a scatter of grey coins on the wet cobbles that no one in the whole hungry city stooped to pick up, and the rain that had started came down and took them toward the gutters.

[THE MARKET: CLOSED.]

Suzu reached me before the rain had carried the last coin away, one arm around a narrow chandler in keeper’s grey. Odette walked on his other side, ash-grey robes dark at both cuffs where the hinge had burned her.

“Under-chandler Dail,” Suzu said. “His daughter was sick. He sold his name and household access to pay the healer. The relay carried the price, the count, and his answer. Full account, live, with the seller able to correct it.”

Dail opened his fist. Honest silver lay across his palm, with one grey slag button among it.

“I took the buy-back,” he said. His grief had come home with his name; the words shook under it. “The tip matters. It was the one coin the market had not decided I was worth.”

Odette raised one burned hand. “His authority would have admitted the sale. I held the forced current in the hinge. Choice was the counter only he could supply, and she gave it back to him.”

Suzu pressed the pencil into my hand. “After. Luck delivered. Door never moved.”

Dail closed his hand over the slag. “Lysa is home. Alive. Herself. I left three lamps untrimmed when I went to open the door. They’re still mine to keep.”

Pruett met him at the edge of the crowd and handed him an oil jug without a question. Dail took it and walked beside the old master toward the palace, his first steps still uncertain but his keeper’s glance returning to every flame he passed.

At the edge of the square, in the grey coming light, the ash-grey mage watched the scatter of coins wash toward the gutter, and it was Odette Calloway, in person, unhooded, present, the first time since Veltmark she had let herself be seen in the open. She had spent the winter inside that city counting, carrying the fear of this market in her lead-lined satchel, sending unsigned pages by unseen courier, refusing every threshold because the weather had noticed her. And now the thing she had feared for years was a scatter of grey coins nobody would pick up, dying in front of her, and she stood in the daylight and watched it die, and she did not flinch, and she looked less like a ledger than a person who had finally set down a satchel carried too long. She caught my eye across the square, once, and gave me a single dry nod in the daylight.



Dawn’s first bell rang over a square that had chosen, and my name was an ember, and the Warm was still warm, and the etch began before the bell had finished.


Chapter 19: The Kingdom That Chose

The dawn wrote itself onto the mother-stone while the bell was still ringing, and the kingdom read its own choice off the Founding Stone the way a family reads a ledger that finally balances.

[THE NIGHT THE MARKET CLOSED: THE CROWN CHOSE. THE BOOK WEIGHED FALSE. THE NAMES CAME HOME.]

And beneath it, unsworn, added by the city’s own lamplighters in their collective hand, the way the country adds the truest lines, one more entry the stone took and lit:

[HE BET EVERYTHING HE WAS. IT COUNTED.]

I read that one and had to look away from it, because a man whose name is an ember has no business weeping at the Founding Stone while the linked stones watched, and the lamplighters had chalked it anyway, the guild that had learned a march’s code and stood with us at the Fair, and they had wanted it on the stone where it weighs, and the stone had weighed it and found it true.

The losses were real and small. Two names carried the whole cost. Two of the order fell holding the arch, two of the kingdom’s newly-taught Champions, and Yrsa knew both their names and had drilled both their grips, and I will set them down: Ser Dunstan of the Fen and a young Champion named Wick who had learned the loose grip nineteen days before and held it to the end, which is all of what the school teaches, how to hold a thing you were not born holding. They were buried that morning with the keepers’ rite, lamps and no songs, because a lamp is a truer memorial than a song and everyone in that family knows it now, and Pruett himself lit the two grave-lamps off an ordinary flame and not off the Warm, because the Warm is for the founding and a soldier’s grave-lamp is for the soldier, and he knows the distinction intimately.

Berengar spoke their true weight himself, plainly, the court’s second honest funeral since Kingslight and this one the court organized without being shown how, and he did not once reach for a hero’s language. He said what each man had actually done, held a line, held it well, held it until it did not need holding, and he named the people who would miss them, and that was all, and the two guardsmen were the better honored for it, and the court that had buried its kings under borrowed glory for three hundred years learned, at two ordinary graves, how to bury a man true.

All across the square, meanwhile, the freed men found their families. That was the sound of the morning under the bell, reunions all across the square, the sold names come home and the men who’d sold them being found by wives and children in the grey light, and the loud wet sound of a whole winter of butchery being undone at once rolled beneath the bell, and I stood in the middle of it with my own name an ember and thought that a name is a cheap thing to spend on a morning like that, and that I would spend it again, and that I had told the queens exactly that, which is why they made me sign it in ink first.



The alliance was sworn at the Founding Stone in the full morning, one sentence each. A king and a banner needed only the Stone, witnesses, and the nerve to say it aloud.

Berengar came to the Stone in the morning light with his unglowing hand and I came to it with my name an ember, and we stood on either side of the kingdom’s mother-stone, the Crown and the banner, and we swore.

“The Crown of this kingdom and the banner of the Wend-march stand equal,” Berengar said, “sworn, forever, on this stone, and no one revisits it, because I am tired of a world where a king outranks the man who out-weighed a market to save his people’s names. Equal. Say yours.”

“The banner of the Wend-march stands with the Crown,” I said, “sworn, forever, and I’ll hold that gate the same as any other, which is to say I’ll hold it whether it pays or not.”

The stone took both and lit them. A king and a porter stood sworn equals in one morning, and the kingdom watched and understood that the shape of the world had changed and that it had changed by two men saying a true thing out loud.

And then Berengar turned to Maeva, because he is a decent man and a decent man pays his debts in the coin they’re owed, and he paid the empress’s whole campaign in one word, in her hearing, in front of the court.

“Lady Maeva,” he said, and then, deliberately, “no. That was never the right title, and I have known exactly who you are since the royal progress last autumn and been too polite to say so plainly, which is a failing in a king. You came to my kingdom as a petitioner. My sister used the word in the invitation. Petitioner.” He shook his head. “It was the wrong word. It was always the wrong word for whatever you actually are, and I have decided I do not need to know exactly what you are to know the right word. The right word is neighbor. You came as a neighbor, and you leave as one, and the Crown’s door is a neighbor’s door to you and yours forever, and I will not be told by protocol to call it anything smaller.”

And the tear came.

The tear she had banked since the Fair, stood down twice on discipline, the one she forbids me ever to mention, and it arrived at last, at the word neighbor, said by a king in front of a court to a woman who had unified three duchies four hundred years ago and been poisoned for it and buried under a lie and spent a whole second life earning back, by magnificence and by three plain letters and by a Fair where she asked for nothing, the right to be called a neighbor by the kingdom built on her bones. It came up in her and this time she let it, one tear, in the morning light.

I did not name it. I stepped to her and I kissed it off her cheek before it could fall all the way, the way you take a thing off someone that they’ve decided to allow but would not survive having remarked upon, and I said nothing, and she said nothing, and the rule held, and only the two of us and a bond that hides nothing knew that the Golden Empress had just been paid, in full, by a single true word, four hundred years late.



The restitution answered every lesson the household had learned about gifts and loans, and Vyrissa answered a returned theft with the difference between a gift and a loan made into hardware a kingdom would stand in forever.

Berengar and Sidonie ceded the Warm to Vyrissa before witnesses, at the barrow-core’s mouth, plainly. “Stolen goods,” Sidonie said, in her auditor’s grammar, “returned to the estate of the flight it was taken from. The flame was kept for nine centuries, but this kingdom has been warmed by it for three, and never once acknowledged the debt. We acknowledge it. It is yours. It was always yours. Take it home.”

And Vyrissa took the clay lamp from Pruett’s oak hands, the last of her flight, the dawn-colored flame that had kept a shepherd’s family, then a fort, then a kingdom, and she did not simply carry it away.

Her voice dropped to the quiet register she used only near the Warm, the way it always does near the flame, no appraisal-grammar, no scale, no comedy of stillness, only a keeper and the kept, and the whole court felt the change and went silent for it without knowing why. She held the clay lamp in her two hands, the last of her flight, and she was, for that moment, only a mother holding a child she had mourned since the dragon war and found alive and kept.

She breathed on it, once, gently, and drew off it a single ember, a spark of the dawn-colored fire, and she carried that ember to the palace’s great entry-lantern, the empty lantern over the door every king of Dun Barrow passes under, and she set the ember in it with her own hand, and it caught, and it burned dawn-colored and warm and did not consume, and the living candles the court held all bowed toward it at once, the bow of love and not of hunger, and even the people who did not know what they were seeing felt their shoulders come down. And she named it in front of the whole court.

“A gift,” she said. “It carries no terms, interest, or collector, and it never will, because I am the estate of the flight and I say so. Let every king who passes through this door stand for one moment in a warmth that nobody owes anything for, and learn, by standing in it, the whole difference between a gift and a loan, which is the difference this kingdom nearly forgot and nearly died of forgetting. The palace kept my child’s fire in the dark for three hundred years and called it a debt it could not audit. Now it keeps an ember of it in the light, freely given, and calls it what it is. That is my restitution. I take my dead home, and I leave the living a gift, and the difference between them is now built into the door of a kingdom, and it will outlast every one of us. That is worth building.”

The palace’s new eternal flame. Freely given, dragon-warm, the first eternal flame installed over the palace door with its freedom declared before witnesses. And Pruett and the keepers took its tending as their open and honored office, out of the barrow-dark and into the light at last, the chandlers who had kept the true thing secret for three centuries now keeping a piece of it in the sight of everyone.

And Odette Calloway was appointed to the count on the spot, in daylight, unhooded, and it was Sidonie who did it, inventing the post in one sentence as she does everything.

“Keeper of the honest ledger,” Sidonie said, to the ash-grey woman who had spent the winter inside the city counting and months sending unsigned pages. “There is now a Gift Flame and an honest count to keep of it, and you have been keeping this kingdom’s honest count unpaid through years of my life, sending me the true numbers no one else would, and I am done letting you do it for free from the shadows. The post is yours. Keeper of the palace’s honest lamp-count. Submit an invoice. Backdate it. I insist.”

Odette Calloway looked at the princess, and looked at the Gift Flame burning warm over the door, and looked, once, at me, and she gave a single dry nod, took Sidonie’s offered ledger, and signed the new ledger’s first page openly in a precise slate hand. The count could be kept by a person in daylight instead of a ghost in the dark.

“I said, once,” she told me, quietly, as the court dispersed, “that knowledge-keepers are a delicacy and I intended to be indigestible. I have been indigestible since the march siege. It is a cold way to keep oneself safe.” She looked at the Gift Flame. “The market that hunted this count is dead in a gutter this morning. So I find I no longer have to be indigestible. I can simply be a person who counts, in a warm building, in daylight, and submit an invoice. I had forgotten that was an option. Your princess reminded me. Tell her I said the post is accepted, and that I will be very good at it, and that I do not do gratitude, so she should not wait for any.” And she went to find the honest count, unhooded, in the light, a woman who had spent years in the dark walking into a warm building to keep books she would finally sign.

Before the feast, Suzu handed me Dail’s melted coin and Odette’s slate-marked hinge pin as receipts.

“Seller home, daughter safe, door shut,” she said, tapping the returned pencil against my audit-ring. “The tip was accepted. Filed.”



The feast was earned, and Bram paid out a book he’d sworn wasn’t a book, and the ballad grew a verse that was wrong in two new ways and got paid to stay that way.

The household ate together, the way it always does, except the table was a palace table now and the guest at the head was a king who no longer needed a pretext and a princess in the chair that had learned her name. The palace cook served Bram the first bowl without tasting it, then handed him the salt cellar and waited. Bram tasted once, returned the salt unopened, and the cook smiled like a student whose work had finally held. Helvane raised a cup to me from down the table, dry as ever, and said only, “Magnificent. I told you. I shall dine out on having invested early for the rest of my life,” and did not need to say more, because being right in public is the only payment Helvane has ever wanted and he had just been paid in full before the court and the realm’s linked stones.

Bram took the folded paper out of his breast pocket, the one he’d made me swear not to call odds, and he unfolded it and showed it to me, and on it, in his one-handed scrawl, was written: THE KING PLAYS FAIR. And under it, a date, last night’s date.

“It wasn’t a book,” he said, gruff, wet-eyed, “because I took no coin and gave no odds and paid out nothing anyone could spend. It was the other thing. And the other thing came true, so I get to show you, which is the rule I made up for it. I had one prayer in me, after sixty years of bets, and I spent it on a tired honest king playing fair, and he played fair, and my prayer paid.” He folded it back up. “Now I’m opening a book on crowns. Because a king who plays fair is a thing worth taking bets on again, and Bram Tideman is back in business, and the first line is on whether His Majesty manages three clean lifts before reopening the blister at tomorrow’s second windlass lesson. I’ve got him at even money. He asked to keep learning. Learners reopen blisters. It’s practically arithmetic.”

The ballad gained its eleventh verse before the feast was half over, and it was wrong in two new ways at once, which may be a record. It had the two sunrises in it, scanning terribly, and called the second one forge-light because that was all the city had actually seen above the terrace screen. And it had the thief who paid a door shut instead of stealing it open, which the bard rendered as the fox who bought the moon, which is not what happened and is somehow truer than what happened. Suzu was so torn between despair and delight that she paid the bard to keep it exactly wrong. Then Nahari, without any coordination whatsoever, also paid the bard to keep it exactly wrong, and the bard, twice-paid to preserve the same error, declared it canon. It will be sung wrong in two cities now, which Suzu has decided is a personal triumph.

Rennick was glimpsed once, at the square’s edge, holding a door for a grain-porter, badly, the door swinging too fast so the porter had to duck, and Rennick apologizing and holding it better the next time, learning, poor and alive and free and pointed at the one trade that pays badly and is worth doing, and I did not go to him, because there was nothing left to say, and eight words is enough of a door to leave a man.

And Berengar’s own etch circulated and outsold the court’s entire year of proclamations. He had gone to Colm at dawn, after the battle, and learned a lamp-windlass with his own unglowing hands, a king learning to walk one light three hundred feet in twenty seconds, and he had burned his hand doing it, which was why Bram’s new line on tomorrow’s second lesson was smart, and the stone took the deed and lit it in one plain line, and the province copied it onto ten thousand souvenir shards by noon:

[HE ASKED TO LEARN. IT COUNTED.]



My name stayed an ember through the feast. I signed Pell’s invoice with a shaking hand and let six women initial the shake.

My stone-glow read like a candle in daylight, drained to almost nothing.

The re-feeding started slow and then, the way this family’s things do, it started everywhere at once. Millbrook swore my wager as its own witnessed deed, the un-sold farmer standing at the village stone he’d been made whole at, saying the Warden spent his name to close the market that took mine, etch that, and the stone etched it, and my ember climbed a hair. Then East Ford, where Hanne Voll added one of her famous unetchable lines that four bards will fail to rhyme. Then Cinderwell, where they light Esra’s sister-lamp. Then villages I had never walked, gathered around witness-stone relays and swearing what the linked shards had shown them with their own eyes, and a dozen villages by noon and a hundred by dusk, each one feeding the ember deed by deed at exactly the pace they chose, which is the whole doctrine of the new currency, a name re-grown at the speed of other people’s honest gratitude and not one beat faster, and I let it happen at that speed, and I let it happen at their pace.

Pell had sent a standing invoice south with our own wagons, itemized in advance for every predictable capital expense and leaving one blank line labeled UNFORESEEN ROYAL DEPRECIATION. Suzu filled that line after the victory, locally, with a figure large enough to honor the joke. I signed the carried invoice with a hand that shook slightly because a man whose name is an ember is a tired man. Six women initialed beneath my signature, Maeva and Yrsa and Nahari and Suzu and Vyrissa and Sidonie, as, in Suzu’s hand, witnesses to diminished but solvent penmanship. Pell would receive it on the northbound road and frame it in Marrowford.



They convened it that night, above the feast, with all six bonds gathered, and the banner was already hanging on the wall, and nobody would admit who hung it, and it was Yrsa.

The guest wing’s great room, dawn-cascade light still writing itself through the shutters, the kingdom’s stones still etching the night, and on the wall, over the cleared table, the Marsh banner, hung by someone during the battle, and when I asked, everyone denied it, and it was Yrsa, because it is always Yrsa who does the wordless certain things and denies them. I know it was Yrsa because the banner hung from a quick fighting-knot, ready to cut if they had to run, and because when I looked at her she looked at the ceiling with the specific innocence of a person who has just been caught doing something kind, and because I had learned that the person who hangs the banner over the family and swears she didn’t is always the one who spent the whole night holding the gate so there would be a family left to hang it over.

Maeva convened. Nahari kept the time. Yrsa bolted the door with a fire-iron. Suzu confiscated pockets, found the pencil already where she’d returned it, and tapped it once through the cloth. “After. Luck delivered. See the invoice. It’s already filed. You may keep it until the next danger, at which point I reserve the right to steal it back for luck, in perpetuity, compounding.” And Vyrissa took the perimeter like banked coals.

And Sidonie stood at the inside of the door in her feast whites, composure immaculate, nearly two weeks bonded, one night Sworn, and one battle proven, and did not come forward, because the family’s center is a thing you are given and not a thing you take, and she knew it, and she waited to be given it.

Maeva gave it to her without ceremony, which is one of the family’s quiet ceremonies. She simply indicated the place at the room’s quiet edge, the place that had been set for her before anyone knew her name.

“The chair learned your name before you did,” Maeva said. “It has been waiting all spring. Sit, or be seated. Those are the only two options and I am prepared to enforce the second.”

And Sidonie sat.

The toast-round came in six registers now, and no two of them shared a single note, because these are six women and one of them was new and the newness had its own sound.

“Attend me,” Maeva said, decree-warm. “The record’s corrected and the neighbor’s named and I want you, summoner, and I will deny it in the morning. Witnessed.”

“Door’s bolted,” Yrsa said, clipped. “Held the arch. Lost two good ones. Want to be somewhere warm that I held. Here. Witnessed.”

“I watched this night and chose not to see past it,” Nahari said, full and slow, “and we lived, and I am in it, wanting you, blind to the morning on purpose. Witnessed.”

“Pencil returned, luck delivered, invoice filed, and the fee for tonight is everything, paid gladly, no receipt,” Suzu said, bright. “I bought a door shut today. Now I want you. Witnessed.”

“A dragon states her terms and invites objection,” Vyrissa said, appraisal-grammar, and then, straight, “my objection is overruled, I want this, and I am crowned and I begin beginnings and this is one. Witnessed.”

And Sidonie, last, in her own register, audit-grammar with the armor off, dry and shaking both. “I counted it,” she said. “It. The wager, the weighing, the breaths I bought you on that stone. I counted it and I chose it and I chose you, and I am asking, in exact words, to be counted back, tonight, at this edge, as far in as nearly two weeks earn. Counted, chosen, and.” The held word, the flush already climbing. “Witnessed.”

And I gave them my answering vow, through a voice worn to gravel with a whole battle and a whole name spent, plain as it has ever been, and it was enough, because a family that has just won a kingdom does not need speeches from the man whose name they carried.



The family moved through six distinct wants, no woman passive, Sidonie’s new glass-blue register joined the braid.

They undressed with the same continuity as their vows. Yrsa opened her fighting leathers, shoved them down from her hips, and removed her wrap by her own hand. Suzu slipped free of the layered silks while keeping the playful theft in motion. Nahari laid aside each wrap, warmed oil, and chose the cushions instead of her usual sill. Vyrissa stepped out of her ember-black gown and stood forge-lit at the room’s center. Sidonie kept her feast whites on to be disordered by permission. Maeva shed her skirts but kept the engineered bodice and every pin in place for the family’s later unfastening.

Yrsa took the bolted door she’d guarded by habit, back against the oak, face to face with me instead of folded across the table. She’d held an arch all night and lost two good ones off it. Tonight she wanted to see the room she had kept warm.

“Hands,” she said, and framed my face with her open palms.

I lifted one of her long legs around my hip and pushed into her standing. The fierce pace stayed hers for six strokes. Then my hand closed in her jaw-length hair and the switch-flip took her, total and instant. Her hands stopped directing and held. I kept my palm over the rib-scar only I could touch and drove deep while storm-grey light silvered every old training line.

“Look at them,” I told her. “Your gate held. The family is here.”

Her gaze crossed the room, counting every woman once before returning to me. “Witnessed.”

Her pussy clenched around my cock. I held her against the door through the shudders, then drew free before my own finish. She stayed upright under her own legs, forehead against mine, while Suzu pressed the water skin into her hand.

Suzu tried to steal the transition. She darted from Yrsa’s shoulder toward the banner cord with my audit-ring halfway off my finger, a performance everyone saw coming and no one stopped.

I caught her at the waist before she reached the wall, turned the theft into a lift, and carried her back to the room’s center while her tails flared around us.

“Recovered stolen property,” I said.

“Entrapment. Clause nine.”

“There is no clause nine.”

I lowered her onto my cock facing me, not the view, and made her hold my eyes while the whole family watched the thief get caught on purpose. Her quick body tried to set a fox pace. I slowed her by the hips until performance gave way to presence, tails wrapping my arms and then Maeva’s waist beside us.

“Seen,” I told her.

“Entirely,” she answered straight.

I worked her clit while she rode my count. Fox-fire held low and steady until her pussy tightened in quick pulses and the laugh came after, warm against my mouth.

Nahari had moved the cushions into a low crescent while Suzu held me. She settled across them on her side, silver hair over one shoulder, her oiled hips and heavy ass presented to the whole warm room without giving the sill a second performance.

“Tonight the city may look after itself,” she said. “Attend the room.”

I knelt behind her and worshiped the mural-heavy curve with my mouth and hands before sliding into her from behind at floor level, one of her thighs lifted over mine. Vyrissa supported that thigh in one forge-warm palm while Nahari conducted the family with slow full sentences.

Her pussy gripped each patient stroke. I worked her clit at the pace she named, then stopped one touch before the count she expected.

“You broke it by omission,” she whispered, delighted.

“Still wrong?”

“Perfectly.”

The missing touch made the next one land harder. Long contractions rolled through her, ember filigree climbing her ankle-script while she laughed against Vyrissa’s arm.

Vyrissa rose from Nahari’s cushions and took the room’s center, but she did not take me. At my direction she crossed to Sidonie’s chair and lifted the willowy princess bodily, one arm behind her back and one beneath her knees.

Sidonie’s composure cracked by one visible degree. “I did not request transport.”

“Ask to be set down,” I said.

The flush began at her throat. “Set me down beside him. Slowly. I want the whole room to watch me arrive.”

Vyrissa carried her the three steps as if conveying a royal standard, then placed her on her feet between us. Only after Sidonie stood steady did I turn to the dragon.

I took Vyrissa standing behind the princess’s vacated chair, her hands braced on its high back, crowned strength framing the room rather than pinning me. Her furnace-hot pussy gripped my cock with controlled force. I denied her motion for one full breath between strokes.

“Slower remains cruelty,” she said.

“And you remain able to hold it.”

“Gladly.”

Forge-gold brightened under bronze. I drove one long stroke into her and kept my thumb circling her clit until control failed completely. Her furnace-hot pussy locked around my cock, then contracted in deep involuntary pulses that shook the chair beneath her hands. Forge-light crested across her bronze skin as her strength went beautifully loose for one breath, and her seismic laugh rolled through the room. She still kept the chair steady for Sidonie to reclaim.

Sidonie reclaimed the chair through permission rather than performance, but the dragon’s carry had made the quiet edge the room’s focus. She sat in her disordering feast whites while five women arranged themselves around her without crowding, each leaving the exact margin she had asked to earn.

“I want to be counted in,” she said. The composed voice frayed under six attentive faces. “At the edge. As far as nearly two weeks earn. I want all of you to hear me ask, and I want him to answer.”

“Ask the first thing,” I said.

“Open the collar. Leave the whites on. Name the trail.”

I opened only the fastening she named. Warmth spread down her winter-cool throat.

“There’s the audit trail.”

She lost a sentence, found it again, and asked for my hand beneath the formal layers. Maeva held her loosened braid clear. Suzu kept both of Sidonie’s hands in view, a thief making a ceremony of hiding nothing. Yrsa stood guard at the back of the chair as if permission itself had a flank. Nahari supplied no countdown. Vyrissa banked the room to a temperature Sidonie chose in exact words.

“Two fingers,” Sidonie said. “Then your mouth on my breast. I want the family to see me ask and see you answer.”

I knelt and gave her both. Her pussy pulsed around my fingers while I sucked one small hard nipple. Glass-blue light joined the room’s colors last and steadiest, a frost-line thread that did not imitate any crown. She came quietly, one hand gripping Suzu’s and the other open in Maeva’s palm, with the wrong button already waiting for the composure she would rebuild later.

Maeva came last and claimed the lap-throne beneath the banner, her established place, while her green eyes rested warmly on Sidonie at the room’s quiet center.

“The room has acquired a new center,” she said. “A throne can face it without stealing it. Sit beneath our banner, summoner. Attend me, and let the family hold the court.”

I sat beneath the banner. Her crowned braid came down under six hands, pin by pin, each woman removing one piece of ceremony before placing it in my palm. I worshiped her very full breasts in cascade-light while she stood between my knees, court praise fraying over my mouth. Then she descended astride me, slow and imperial, and took my cock to the root with her hands on my shoulders.

Vyrissa steadied her back without carrying. Yrsa braced the chair beneath us. Suzu wrapped one tail around Maeva’s waist and another around Sidonie’s wrist. Nahari put the count away and listened. Sidonie, flushed and composed enough to speak, said, “The account is assembled.”

“Tribute received,” Maeva answered, breathless. “The empire notes it in the record, in the. Dorian.”

I took the riding tempo from her and drove up deep. Her pussy clenched around me while gold light laced her ribs.

“Inside,” she said, plain hunger replacing decree. “Where the whole family feels what I chose.”

“All of you,” I said. “Hold her.”

Six hands and nine tails made a living court around the empress astride me. I set the final pace with my hands locked on her hips and her green eyes fixed on mine.

I braided them, six strands under one gravel-worn voice. At the shared finish, gold, storm-grey, ember, and fox-fire closed into the permanent ring. Vyrissa’s forge-gold guarded its perimeter, and Sidonie’s glass-blue joined last and steadiest as a separate thread through the link.

And the dawn-cascade through the shutters flared with it.

The kingdom’s stones were still writing the night, out across the whole waking kingdom, the etch-cascade running village to village, my ember climbing on a hundred stones at once. For one held breath the four-color ring in the room and the light of the kingdom writing itself through the shutters were the same light, forge-gold sheltering it and glass-blue threading through without entering it. The whole bond-link flared through me while the dawn-cascade poured over all of us, room-light and world-light joined for one held breath. I gave the room one quiet order, and all six answered in their own rhythm. Maeva’s body drew tight around me, gold-lit contractions pulling hard as she rode down to the root. My finish surged into her while each spasm drew another pulse from me. Yrsa shook against the bolted door with Suzu’s hand between her thighs. Nahari worked her clit among the low cushions while Vyrissa’s forge-warm palm held her lifted leg. The shared surge caught Vyrissa again: her thighs locked, her inner muscles clenched on the remembered shape of me, and forge-gold flooded her skin as a second seismic laugh broke loose. Suzu cried out against Yrsa’s shoulder, tails flaring around the living court. Sidonie arched in the quiet chair with my fingers still inside her. The four-color ring blazed through me while forge-gold held its perimeter and glass-blue crossed the wider link; the kingdom flared gold through the shutters, and for one breath there was no telling room from kingdom.

Yrsa slid down the bolted door onto the floor and updated the scoreline into the warm room.

“Outranked a market,” she said, to the ceiling, worn and satisfied. “Out-weighed a kingdom. Still took a porter.” A beat. “The scoreline’s getting ridiculous. I’m keeping it anyway. Somebody has to.”



The six-strand pile settled around me inside a dragon’s perimeter. Sidonie fell asleep before completing the rebuild with the full family around her.

I felt her go, Sidonie, the auditor who had safely spent her composure with me twice, now falling asleep at the family’s warm edge with one button wrong and her whites disordered and her glass-blue light banked low, mid-composure, the rebuild half-finished and abandoned as she fell asleep unguarded and safe among the family, and she will deny it with her whole chest, and the denying will fool no one, and that is the proof that she was safe there, a woman who armored herself against ever being caught unguarded, caught unguarded and safe, at an edge, in a warm room, over a won kingdom.

Maeva assigned a watch rotation from inside the pile out of pure habit and was countermanded by six now, the tradition matured one register larger. “The Warden’s name is an ember,” Nahari said without opening her eyes, each word spaced at her patient cadence, “and the Warden sleeps, and the family keeps the watch, all of it, none of it his. Witnessed.” And it was carried, six to nothing, and I was overruled about my own vigilance by my whole family, and I let their keeping stand.

Each of them named her want for the far side, sleepy and plain, the wants that are future wants spoken in a warm dark.

“A summer with no campaign in it,” Maeva murmured, gold ring warm on her hand. “I intend to be bored, magnificently, for an entire season, and I have earned it, and I will be insufferable about the boredom, which is the only way an empress knows how to rest.”

“The order’s first graduation,” Yrsa said, half gone. “There will be certificates. I’ve ordered the wood. Petra’s getting the second one, over my dead body, handed over by my own hand, same as always. Don’t tell her. Let her earn it not-knowing.”

“To watch the ember grow and not-know how big,” Nahari said. “I have hoarded my not-knowing all spring. I intend to spend the whole next year being surprised by how large a small thing gets. It is the last luxury I have and the best one.”

“The fox verse is wrong in two kingdoms now,” Suzu said, with fierce sleepy pride. “I want three. I want it wrong in three kingdoms. I want a fox who bought the moon sung wrong from here to the sea. That’s the ambition. It’s very achievable. I’ve already started bribing bards.”

“North,” Vyrissa said, banked warm around the whole pile. “Home. Both words, one place, at last. I carry my small one home tomorrow, and I lie down beside the grave as a thing that comes back, and then.” A pause, warm as a hearth. “Beginnings. I’ve said it before. I keep saying it because it keeps being true, which is the best kind of saying.”

“One winter at your march,” Sidonie said, from the edge, half asleep and denying it, “that counts me nothing at all. The books can balance without me for a season. Probably. They can’t, actually, but I’ll pretend, and I’ll check them weekly by fast courier, and I’ll call that a holiday, and it will be a real holiday, and I refuse to be embarrassed about how much I am looking forward to a season of being counted instead of counting.” A beat, softer. “The Crown’s my duty. The march is where I get to be an entry instead of the clerk. I’ll come every winter. That’s the want. Spring is the Crown’s. Winters are yours. Renegotiable, but not by much.”

Sidonie fell asleep midway through fastening her collar. The wrong button stayed wrong.


Chapter 20: The Flame Goes Home

We rode north through a kingdom re-lighting itself, and the road home was slower than the road south had been, because a column that stops at every village to teach takes longer than a column running to a fight, and I would not have hurried it for anything.

Millbrook’s stone was fully bright when we passed it, every line of it lit, and the six un-sold men were running the village’s first lamp-line, poles at nine-yard intervals down the one street, a windlass rig Colm had left them the plans for, lamps hung four feet high to look like a person carrying one, and the farmer whose name we’d melted a coin to save stood at the head of the line and would not let us pass without feeding the whole column, which is the country’s way of saying a thank-you too big for words. His wife’s hand was on his shoulder at the feast the way it had been at the Fair, and their children ran the lamp-line, and I caught sight of a village that had been six names darker in the winter run its own light down its own street in the summer, and this, rather than the capital’s square, was what the spring had been for, one village at a time deciding to keep its own light, and that the capital had only been the till where we broke the thing that was stopping them.

The pedlar’s forty villages had re-lit when the mass default sent every sold name home. Now the dead warm coins came out of floorboards and cash-boxes to be discarded or melted as cleanup, no longer keys to anyone’s weight. Everywhere the rest of the story was the same: a restored name on the stone, a lamp-line rigged, a request for a graduate. Riding through it made the result plain: we had unblocked the villages, and they had lit themselves.

Petra rode with us the whole way home, because the capital had been a story to tell and she had ended up in a better one, and she had decided the march was where she lived now, ambassador of the wooden blade returned from court where a king had hung her sword with the real ones. She spent the ride teaching the demonstration team the court dances she’d learned, on the theory that a march that exports sergeants might as well export sergeants who can behave at a state dinner, and Yrsa watched a drill-yard turn briefly into a dance floor and said only, “If any of them lose their footwork to this I’m blaming you personally,” and Petra said, “Good footwork is good footwork, Dame Yrsa, whether it’s a lunge or a galliard,” and Yrsa, who cannot argue with that because it is true, glowered at being out-logicked by a woman with a wooden sword and went to sharpen something.

And the petitions had changed. That was the thing I noticed first and kept noticing all the way north. All spring the road had flagged our wagons down for rescue, un-sell my husband, my house is grey, the pedlar took my brother. Now they flagged us down for curriculum. Send us a graduate. We’ll feed them and house them and they can teach the whole valley the code and the loose grip and the census. We’ll build the school ourselves if you send us someone who knows how. They asked for teaching instead of rescue. A kingdom that had spent a winter being butchered was spending a summer asking to be taught, and Helvane, who rode with us as far as his own lands, watched it happen and said, dry, “You’ve done the thing I told you to do and I still don’t quite believe it worked. You’ve made competence fashionable. In my experience competence rarely becomes fashionable. You should bottle it, except that bottling it is exactly the thing you spent the spring killing a man for doing.” And he turned off for home, invested and vindicated and, I think, genuinely happy, which on Helvane looks like a man who has stopped expecting to be disappointed.

The ballad had run ahead of us the whole way, of course, mutated and wrong and scanning terribly, the two sunrises and the fox who bought the moon and the porter who bet his whole name and won, and at every village a different verse was wrong in a different way, and Suzu kept a tally of the errors with the delight of a collector. “Four provinces now,” she reported, somewhere north of the greyed country. “The fox verse is wrong in four provinces. I asked for three last night in bed and I have already exceeded my own ambition by morning. I find success unsettling and intend to correct it by wanting five.”

My name re-fed itself village by village as we went, and I let it, at exactly the pace the villages chose. My ember climbed a hair at Millbrook and a hair at the next village and a hair at the next, deed by deed, other people’s honest gratitude re-growing a name I’d spent to save theirs, and I did not hurry it, and Sidonie, who had ridden with us the first three days before the Crown’s duties called her back to the capital, watched me not-hurry it and said, “You know you could re-feed it faster. You could stop and read stones and prompt them. You’re letting it grow at their pace on purpose.” And I said yes, and she said, “Good. That’s it, isn’t it. A name grown at your own pace is a name you can lose again cheaply. A name grown at other people’s pace is a name they’ll never let go dark. You’re not being humble. You’re being smart.” And she was right, and she was also being kind about a flaw she’d married into, and both were true, the way they always are.

When she turned back for the capital on the third day, she did it without ceremony, because ceremony is not her register, and she gave me only a lamp-count of the household as a goodbye: six bonded heartbeats around mine, seven including me, and the Warm as an eighth light on its way to the mountain. She said, “I’ve counted you all. I’ll count you again at midwinter, in person, at your march, where the books will have to balance without me for a season, which they can’t, and I’ll pretend they can, and it will pass for a real holiday.” And she rode south, an auditor going back to keep a kingdom honest, already counting the days until she got to be counted instead.



Home was the march in early summer, and it had run without us as we’d built it to. A porter learns early that the measure of a job is whether it holds when you’re not there to hold it. I had spent more than a year building a march that would hold without me, ridden away for ten weeks to fight a market in a capital, and come back to find the lamps lit, the census true, the school teaching, the children fed, and the doors that should be shut still shut. My pride came from how well it held without us.

Wend brought the wagons in the last mile with the particular satisfaction of a man who has driven a household to a capital and a war and back without losing a wheel, and argued with me about the state of the road for practice, and was right about it, as he usually is, and I told him so, as I usually do, because a road rule honestly disputed is how Wend and I had said good afternoon since the march was granted.

Brenna met the column at the warden-post with her census, and it stood at two hundred and sixty-six, and she defended each of the five new lights like scripture, this one lit at South River because a widow moved back, this one at Coldharbour because the smith’s boy came of age and wanted his own lamp, and she had written down the why of every one, because you write down the why or next season somebody guesses and acts on the guess. She had commanded the march’s whole census in our absence, a girl of twelve, and it had not missed a beat, and when I told her so she said, gravely, “Of course it didn’t. You built it not to need you. That was the point. If it fell apart when you left, you’d have built it wrong,” which is a thing she learned from Maeva and delivers better than Maeva, and I did not tell her that, because a child does not need to know she has out-empressed an empress at twelve.

Yrsa went straight to the drill-yard, of course, before she’d unpacked, and found that Brenna’s cohort had kept the drills running all spring, loose grip, count and step, the strongest stands last, and she watched a yard full of march children run the guard she’d inherited from a dead woman and passed down, and she said nothing, and re-wrapped a child’s grip that was a hair too tight and left before the thanks landed, and she stood a moment at the yard’s edge afterward with the specific stillness she gets, and I knew she was thinking about a name on a wall in a capital, Ilsabet Kron, cut into the kingdom’s highest hall, the top of a ladder that ran all the way down to this yard, and I left her to it, because a saint’s grief and a saint’s pride wear the same face and both want to be alone with the yard for a while.

Maeva walked her hall, the march-hall she reclaimed four hundred years late, and read the cornerstone letter she’d folded into the wall during the first march spring, and answered, at last, the first reply from one of her living duchies, which had beaten us home by post: a plain letter from the sitting family of one of her three duchies, a neighbor writing back to a neighbor, asking after her spring and mentioning, drily, that they did indeed still know a fine peppercorn when they tasted one. She read it twice, and then a third time, and then she put it on the shelf where this family keeps the letters that matter, next to a blank list of undone things, and she did not say anything, and I did not either, because some campaigns are won so completely that the winning is a private thing, a neighbor answered by a neighbor, four hundred years and one poisoning and a whole second life later.

The Anchor wing stood at five children now. One new careful-hand arrival had come while we were south, another family who’d heard there was a place that teaches instead of studies, and Merta had already made the bed, of course, because Merta makes beds before children arrive, it is the whole engine of the place, a flint-plain widow preparing for children before anyone asks her to. Five children in the wing, and Tam’s door remained unopened by his own patience. A second confirmed door waited somewhere south, in a capital, inside the girl the certifiers had failed and I had read true. The new generation was spreading: a handful of children learning to hold first and open doors later. The capital fight had bought them another season in a world that taught instead of purchased them.

The wing had changed while we were gone in ways no report captured. Merta had moved the breakfast table six inches west so morning light reached the smallest child’s slate. Tam had added a shelf labeled THINGS WE DO NOT OPEN YET, and the shelf held a sealed seed-pod, a broken music box, three letters from parents who had not decided to send their children, and one jar Suzu had contributed with nothing inside it and a label reading PROFESSIONAL SECRET.

Orla’s door bolt had acquired a ribbon pull so her younger roommate could reach it. Jorin had built it, then denied caring whether anyone could reach anything. Kelm had started trimming the practice candle before drills and kept the wick scraps in a tin because he wanted to compare how different oils burned. None of these things would light a deed-stone. Together they told me the wing had become a home while its founders were a country away.

The five children showed me their morning drill. Tam no longer stood at the front. He sat among them while each child led one part: Kelm read smoke, Orla checked the bolt, Jorin called the hold, and the newest girl recited Merta’s law with solemn errors until everyone corrected her kindly.

“Nobody studies your child,” she said. “We teach, or we feed them.”

Merta, listening from the kitchen, did not correct that version.

“Both,” she called. “We do both.”

The children amended the rule by unanimous appetite and broke for bread.

After breakfast, the girl with the sealed music box brought it to me. “Door later?”

“Door later,” I agreed.

“How much later?”

“Until you know what opening it costs and can pay without borrowing from anyone.”

She considered that, then returned the box to the shelf herself. No adult touched it. Tam logged the choice instead of the object: CHOSE TO WAIT. It was the first entry in his new column, and by supper two other children had added their own.

A school for Anchors could have started with doors, ranks, and expensive calls. Ours started with a shelf of unopened things, bread in the kitchen, and children learning that waiting was a skill rather than a failure.

I did not tell them the capital fight had been about them. To the children I said, “Who can recite the rule,” and the smallest one, a new arrival barely up to my belt, recited it, careful and proud: “We hold first. Doors later.” And I said that was exactly right, and Merta, in the doorway, went back to making a bed for a child who had not arrived yet.

And Tam gave his report with lamp-captain gravity, standing straight, the way he was taught.

“Nothing opened,” he said. “Everything held. The lamp-lines ran every night and the census stayed true and the school kept teaching and nobody’s door opened that shouldn’t, including mine, which stayed shut, because we hold first and doors later.” A breath, the report continuing in order. “And your shrine cup kept filling itself while you were gone, coppers we didn’t put there, which we logged, because we log the things we can’t explain instead of guessing at them.” And then, last, steadily, the way he’d been taught to save the heaviest item for last and deliver it flat: “And a courier came in the spring. Smiling. With a warm gold offer, for the boy’s future, he said. For my future. And Merta took the letter and she didn’t open it and she put it in the kitchen fire while I watched, and she said we don’t sell futures in this house, and it burned.” He looked at me, soot-haired and serious and twelve. “We hold first. Doors later. Even that one. Especially that one.”

I looked at Merta, in the kitchen doorway, flint-plain, and she looked back at me and did not say anything, because there was nothing to say, a smiling courier had come to her door with a warm gold offer for her son’s future and she had burned it unopened in front of the boy so he would know, forever, exactly what this house does with people who try to buy children. The war I thought I’d ended in the capital had already reached toward my home while I was away. It met a widow with a kitchen fire and lost.

“You did right,” I told Tam. “You held first. That’s the rule. You held first even about that one, and that’s the hardest thing to hold first about, and you held it. I’m proud of you.” And Merta, in the doorway, allowed herself, for exactly one second, to look like a woman who had been afraid, and then put it away, and went back to making beds.



The third lamp-bracket got its lamp at last, and now there are three lights at the warden-post door, and they make this family’s doctrine into hardware.

Brenna’s cohort had built a third bracket at the warden-post last autumn, an empty bracket for whoever needs the light next, and it had stood empty since then waiting for its lamp. And the keepers of Dun Barrow had sent one home with us, Tibba’s own plain clay spare, a chandler’s gift from the Winter Court to the march, wrapped in undyed wool by Pruett’s own oak hands with a note in a chandler’s careful script: A spare from a keeper’s line to a keeper’s line. It has kept a family warm before. It will again. Do not sell it, which nobody in this house needs telling and Pruett knew nobody in this house needs telling, which is why he wrote it, one keeper to another, a joke that is also a blessing.

We hung it in the third bracket, and the whole household came out to watch it lit, the queens and the children and Bram and Colm and Wend and the graduates, because this family stops to witness small things that carry enormous accounts, and Tam lit it, because a lamp given to a keeper’s line should be lit by the youngest keeper who could reach the bracket, and he did it careful and proud, and now there are three lights at the door.

Esra’s flame, the kept one, the lamplighter’s memorial that started the whole custom. The march’s own light, the earned one, the census made visible. And now Tibba’s clay spare, the given one, a gift from a family that kept a true fire from the dragon war onward to a family that teaches people to keep their own.

The kept, the earned, and the given. Three lights at the door of a warden-post on a march at the edge of a kingdom, and every person who passes under them stands for a moment in what we are, which is people who keep light, and earn light, and give light, and never, ever sell it.

Brenna’s cohort had already begun eyeing the wall for a fourth bracket, for whoever needs the light next, and had not built it yet, because you do not build a bracket until you know the shape of the lamp that goes in it, and they did not yet know the shape of the fourth light. I did not know it either. But I have learned that this family builds a place before it knows the lamp, and the empty bracket is a promise, a place kept ready for a light that has not been earned or given or kept yet, and that a household which keeps an empty bracket ready is a household that has decided, on purpose, to keep needing new light, which is the opposite of a household that has decided it has enough. We will never have enough light. There is always a fourth bracket coming, and we will always fill it, and that gives us a reason to get up in the morning, which is a thing a porter who was left to die in a tomb did not expect ever to have and now had in greater abundance than the porter in the tomb could have imagined, at a door with three lamps and room for a fourth.



Vyrissa flew the flame home to the mountain, one guest, her terms, and in the vault-gallery a debt first counted beneath the Cindermaw finally came due.

She had asked the family’s leave to take me and the flame both, and the family had given it the way they give the largest things, quietly, Maeva with a nod and Yrsa with a check of the sky and Nahari with her hand on my sleeve, and only Suzu had tried, on principle, to insure the flame against acts of mountain, and had been refused, on principle, and had accepted the refusal, on principle, and given me the coin to leave on the rim for luck anyway.

She carried the Warm the last leg in my lap, on her back, the clay lamp cupped in my two hands against the wind exactly the way Tibba’s line had carried it, and she flew slow and careful, because you do not jostle a flame kept since the dragon war. I counted on the way up, as I do, and she felt me counting and it steadied her, and the kingdom laid out below us was visibly warmer than it had been three weeks before, more lit, more kept, a country that had chosen earned light spread out under a dragon’s wings, and I thought that we had done that, all of us, and that it was worth a name spent to an ember. She set us down on the rim in the last light, at the vault-gallery mouth, where two coins and a worn place marked the lip now: Suzu’s green-worn copper, the shallow mark where Halden’s coin had rested before the wind took it, and Vyrissa’s rim-tribute coin.

We went down into the gallery, into the enormous gallery where sound died between the ordered rows, the ordered rows in the dark, two hundred and thirty at rest and one place whose fire had been absent since the dragon war, and she carried the flame to the two hundred and thirty-first place in the ordered rows and set the clay lamp down against the slag-glass, flame to glass, the escaped heart-fire home at last against the shell it had escaped.

And the egg answered.

Beneath the slag, faint and unmistakable, a glow rose from within. After a long while, it answered again. The flame leaned toward it, the way it had leaned to Vyrissa in the barrow-core, the lean of love and not of hunger.

Vyrissa did not curl around it as a keeper curls around a grave. She lay down beside it, alongside, the way someone waits with family.

“Not yet,” she said, mountain-quiet. “But not never. Witnessed.”

I did not say anything, because there was nothing to say and she would not have wanted anything said, and I have learned that the largest moments in this family are the quietest ones, an empress not-crying in a square, a saint hanging a banner and denying it, a dragon lying down beside a waking egg. I only stood with her a while in the dark, the two keepers of the household’s oldest grief, and watched a glow learn to pulse, and let the quiet be as enormous as it needed to be.

I paid a copper onto the gallery lip beside the other two, making three coins beside Halden’s worn place, a porter’s habit at the edge of a nursery, and I looked at the glow building toward a pulse under centuries of slag, and the mountain, for the first time since I first stood on its rim with a survey pen and wrote NO CAUSE FOUND, did not feel like a grave. It felt like a nursery with the lamp left on.

“We go back to the family tonight,” Vyrissa told me from beside the waking glow. “I will carry you and the empty lamp-case home, eat the supper they saved, and return here before dawn. Then I stay a few days. I have been without this part of my family for nine centuries; a few nights beside this are not a large request.” The furnace eyes found me in the dark. “Keep the count while I am north. Feed your name at the villages’ pace. When I am ready, I will land on the hall roof and complain about the pigeons and eat two beeves and be what I have always been, except that I will no longer be the last of anything.”

She kept her place beside the glow until evening. Then she carried me back to the march on her wings, the empty lamp-case strapped close against my chest.

The hall saw her shadow cross the yard and came outside before we landed. Suzu counted my limbs aloud, found the expected number, and invoiced Vyrissa for one passenger returned without depreciation. Yrsa checked the sky and my boots, in that order. Nahari touched the empty case and smiled at the warmth still lingering in its clay lining. Maeva looked north past the dragon’s shoulder and asked no question whose answer belonged to the mountain.

They had held supper warm. Vyrissa ate at the south end with the appetite of weather, while the children made her recount the flight in units they understood: three rivers, one city of sheep, seven clouds entered and six left intact. She refused to explain the missing cloud. Kelm decided she had eaten it. Vyrissa called that appraisal unsupported but possible, which settled the matter for everyone under fourteen.

When the long table quieted, she told the family one sentence. “The glow answered twice while we watched.”

Nobody cheered. This household has learned not to shout near beginnings. Maeva reached across the table and put a hand over Vyrissa’s. Yrsa cut her another portion of roast. Suzu stole the dragon’s cup, filled it, and returned it with interest. Nahari closed her eyes and deliberately did not look north.

Vyrissa finished the cup, rose, and went to the yard. She flew back before midnight, a dark wing crossing the three lamps above the warden-post, and settled beside the egg before dawn.



The first evening home after a very long spring ended at the march supper table.

The petition board at the warden-post was full, a whole summer of it, and none of the petitions said rescue anymore, they all said teach us, and Osric had ruled them into straight columns and Brenna had begun assigning graduates to valleys like a general assigning companies, and the school had exported so many sergeants that Helvane’s joke about it had stopped being a joke and started being a description.

Sidonie’s first letter had already arrived by fast courier, ahead of us somehow, because an auditor’s letters travel faster than the people they’re about. It was brief. My winter is booked, it said. I have arranged the Crown’s affairs so that I may spend one season being counted instead of counting. Enclosed is an itemized list of the things I will not be doing while I am at your march. And the enclosed list was blank, a whole page ruled into columns and left empty, a woman who has itemized everything her whole life deliberately itemizing nothing, and it was signed, simply, S., and I laughed out loud at the warden-post reading it, because the joke landed hard enough to move me, a blank list of undone things from the busiest woman in a kingdom, and I put it on the shelf where this family keeps the letters that matter, next to a duchy’s plain answer to an empress and a wager-book that is also a prayer.

A second letter had come under it, in Berengar’s plain hand, addressed to the banner and not to the Warden, one honest line: The Crown will visit before the winter, if the Warden will have a king who wants to learn a census and burns his hands doing it. And I wrote back one line, because one line deserves one line: We’ll set another chair. It won’t take long. And I meant a second standing-reserve chair, because he had sat at our table three hours too long more than once, warming, and knew exactly what an empty chair means in this house.

The three lamps burned at the door. The household gathered at the long table, two chairs on standing reserve now, because we set places for guests we intend to keep. And before I went in to supper I paid my copper into the road-shrine cup, the porter’s habit, a thing under a road is still a debt, and I found the cup already primed.

There was a fox-polished copper in it, bright, and I did not ask how it got there ahead of a fox who was sitting inside at the table stealing bread. There was a coin four centuries out of date with a scale-glint to the metal, which a dragon had no way of having placed, being on a mountain less than an hour’s flight north, and had placed anyway, because a dragon who can put a coin on a shrine from a mountain is not a thing you question, you simply leave the coin. And there was a plain warm copper I did not recognize at all, warm as a held hand, and my stomach did the thing it has learned to do all spring at the feel of warm coin, and then I turned it over and it was only a copper, an honest one, warm the way an honest thing is warm and not the way a bought thing is warm, no grave-mint to it, no wrongness, just an ordinary coin left warm by an ordinary hand, and I looked up and the fox statue on the little leaning shrine appeared, somehow, extremely smug about it, and I decided the story of the fourth coin was one I did not need to solve tonight, because a mystery in a shrine cup is a gift and not a threat, and I have learned the difference this spring at some cost.

Inside, the table was full and loud in the way this family is loud, which is warmly and over food. Bram had claimed the taproom annex and was already running the crown book he’d opened in Dun Barrow, and had a line up on whether Berengar would visit the march before winter, at odds Osric would end by post the moment he found out about it, which is a tradition now, Osric ending Bram’s illegal books by mail, and both of them enjoy it more than either will admit. Nahari was at the fire braiding and unbraiding her hair and answering questions a beat before the children asked them, but only when it was funny, which delighted the Anchor wing beyond reason. Suzu had already stolen and returned three things and was appraising the chain-focus trophy in her vault for depreciation, on schedule, monthly, an argument with Vyrissa she is determined never to settle. And Maeva sat at the head of the table where she has always sat, gold and amused, correcting nothing and appreciating everything, an empress home in a hall she reclaimed four hundred years late, and she caught my eye down the length of it and raised her cup, one small private gesture, tribute received, and I raised mine back.

One chair on standing reserve sat empty at the table’s edge, and it was Sidonie’s now. It would stay set for her all autumn until she came at midwinter to be counted instead of counting, and no one would sit in it. The other was Berengar’s, newly placed and waiting for the king who wanted to learn a census. That is all of how this family says a person is expected: it sets the chair and keeps it empty until they come.

I laughed, and I left all four coins in the cup, because you leave paid debts where they lie.

Maeva caught my eye from the head of the table and lifted her cup.

I went in to supper under the three lamps.



Far away, in a hall where nothing needs to breathe, a pale hand closed a map and opened something worse, and it did it slowly, having learned what haste cost at the march.

The map of the capital lay closed on the long table of lamps, struck through in a hand that never presses too hard: MARKET CLOSED. VENUE RETAINS VALUE. Below it, the royal rows of the ledger hung dark and settled, three words each, accounts squared and put away: VOID. PAID. CHOSE.

The pale hand turned past all of it, past the closed markets and the squared accounts and the guttered instruments, to a fresh page, and the fresh page was a list. Ruled, patient, headed in fresh ink in the hand that has written every ledger of every Hero since the world was young: FUTURES.

The first column held no names. It held ages beside blank lines.

Seven.

Nine.

Five.

Six.

Four.

The pale hand ruled one more line beneath the last small number with perfect patience, then set the pen beside the little knife, already sharp.


Thanks for reading.
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Hope you enjoyed the story.
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