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Chapter 1: The Collection

The carts came up the hill in the dark. Their iron wheels announced them well before their lamps cleared the gate, as anything meant to be seen ought to announce itself.

I was at bench eleven with the good lamp and a shipping-family ward half-cut in the vise, because I sleep badly and the bench is better company than the cot, and the first stroke of the day always tells me whether my hands are going to be mine. That morning they were. I had tested the grip against a cold chisel-haft the moment I woke, as I do now and will every morning for the rest of this life. The small muscles between the bones had answered, so I had come down to work.

The iron wheels struck the cobbles of the low path next: four of them, heavy and empty, ringing off the walls of a sleeping academy. I put the chisel down and went to the door.

An hour before dawn in deep winter, fog off the estuary froze silver on the stones and sharpened every sound. I stood in the Annex door and counted the carts by ear before they cleared the gate: four wagons, a lead pair of riders, and men on foot alongside. Walking, not marching. Worse.

They came into the great court under the crossed-blade-and-compass lintel, its compass worn to a wheel. The wagons stopped. A man got down from the lead wagon, stood in the middle of the court, and let everybody look at him.

He was ledger-thin. That was the first thing, and long experience had taught me to read it, because I had seen it before and it never meant anything good: a spare, grey, careful man in clothes of excellent quality cut to be forgotten, a man built like a column of figures, with a blade worn at his hip like a clerk’s pen. He waited in the cold with one wrist resting lightly over the other, his breath rising in a thin unhurried plume. His gaze travelled from the Annex to the tower, then around the shuttered windows filling with candlelight. House Vellick never hurried after arriving with ownership already assumed. I had worn a collar under that manner for forty years.

“Master Cobb Ferrant,” the man said, to nobody, in a voice pitched to carry without effort. “Master of the Maintenance Annex. And whoever holds authority for the Provost at this hour.”

Doors were opening around the court. Ferrant came out past me in his nightshirt with his boots unlaced and his forge apron thrown on over the top, a sight you do not want from a sixty-year-old man in a freezing courtyard, and Garvan came behind him fully dressed, because Garvan is always fully dressed, and behind Garvan came Tam with his little book already in his hand and no idea yet that he should be afraid.

“I’m Ferrant,” said Ferrant. “Who in the name of the cold are you, and why is my court full of wagons?”

“Harrap,” said the thin man. “Factor to House Vellick. I carry a warrant of recovery over the seal of the master of the house.”

He did not take the warrant out. He let the word warrant sit in the cold air and do its work, and it is a paper word, and I heard it land in that court like a paper word: half the men round the walls stood a little straighter, because there is nothing in the world a decent working man respects more than a document he has never been allowed to read.

Head Marshal Drummond came into the court from the marshals’ side at a walk, in full kit, with six men behind him, which told me he had known these carts were coming and had said nothing, because that is Drummond, and I have never once wished he were a warmer man.

He put himself between Harrap and the Annex door. Not obviously. He simply arrived at the one spot in the court where a line ran, and stood on it.

“Factor,” said Drummond.

“Head Marshal.”

“What are you recovering.”

“The property of the house,” said Harrap. He unfolded his hands, once, and folded them the other way. “The contents of the grandmaster’s tower workshop: the archive, the instruments, the furnishings. The house maintains its concession here; the house maintains its master’s effects. Master Balthus Vellick is.” He paused, and it was a chosen pause, a comma set exactly where it would cost the most. “Indisposed. His house sees to his affairs.”

Nobody said anything. Up in the tower, four floors of dark windows, one was lit. I did not look at it yet.

“His effects,” said Drummond.

“His archive,” said Harrap. “The account books of the Vandermoor concession. They are the house’s records of its own trade, Head Marshal, kept in the house’s own tower, on the house’s own concession. I am here to take them home.”

There the claim lay, flat on the frost and airtight because it was true. Everything in that tower belonged to House Vellick. The tower belonged to House Vellick. Balthus belonged to House Vellick. That was the joke none of them were making. I left it unspoken: they had written the man down as a stablemaster writes off a horse with a broken leg, then sent a clerk to collect his tack.

Garvan came and stood at my shoulder. He looked at the wagons, and the walking men alongside them, twelve of them, and the empty way their arms hung ready, and he said one word, quietly, to me and nobody else.

“Recoverable.”

He had said it once before, in this shop, about a collar in a box. It meant the same thing now that it had meant then. Craftsman hire. Goods and chattels of the house. They come and take them back, and the law walks in front of them holding a lamp.

Drummond considered the claim for about four breaths. I watched him do it. He is a rulebook with a scar through one eyebrow, and I have taken six strokes of his rattan across my back and thanked him for it since, and I know exactly how his mind works: the wagons were coming up either way. He was locating the line between law and violence, counting his men against theirs, and pricing what the collision would cost and who would pay it.

“The goods go,” said Drummond. “The books, the tools, the furniture. Your men do not go anywhere in this academy except that tower and back to those carts. They do not speak to a student. They do not touch a bench. And you will open every crate at the gate on the way out and I will have a marshal read the manifest against it, and if there is one thing in a cart that is not the property of your house, Factor, I will have you in the small court explaining it to me until the spring.”

“Naturally,” said Harrap, as though Drummond had offered him tea.

“Then get it done and get off my hill.”

They got it done. It took two hours, and I stood in the Annex door for most of them and watched House Vellick carry its own history down out of the tower.

It came out crate by crate, up the outside stair and down again on the shoulders of Harrap’s careful men. One marshal stood at the tower door, another at the cart. Neither said anything. Harrap remained in the middle of the court with his wrists crossed, supervising his men without lifting a finger. Frost preserved every route between stair and wagon, a neat white ledger of other men’s labor around his motionless boots. The furnishings first. The jeweller’s lathe that Balthus kept, priced above every bench, vise, and tool in the Annex combined, wrapped in felt and roped to a frame. The six gimballed lamps. The vises. A rolled carpet deep enough to take the sound out of a room. The hundred and twenty labelled drawers of the ink cabinet, carried out in trays with the labels turned up, and I read them going past me at forty feet: sky-iron, grades; lamp-black; iron-gall; the ordinary alphabet of the trade, in a dead butcher’s handwriting.

The books came last.

They came out last, because they were the point, and the careful men brought them out in wooden cases with rope handles, and each case had been stencilled once, long ago, on the end grain, so that a clerk could read the spine of it in a dark room, and I read them too as they came past.

RENEWALS. Three cases of it. A generation’s entire trade: every rune the house had cut into the academy’s issue, and the schedule it faded on, and the mark punched into a term card each year to say the household had been charged for the service. Eleven months, most of it. I had set that convention. I had set it in a vault a lifetime ago with a collar on my throat, because Renward Vellick had wanted a well that would not fill itself, and I had cut it into the world so cleanly that it was now being carried past me in three roped cases by men who did not know my name.

TIERS. Two cases. The ladder itself, priced: who got Ascension steel and who got standard issue with a shunt in it, and the difference between them totted up in a fine upright hand.

The last cart carried fourteen volumes in one long case, and the stencil on the end of it, and I made myself read it, because there is a discipline to that and I have it: LOSSES.

Rhona was at my shoulder by then. I had not heard her come. Rhona occupied the doorway with the same completeness she brought to a drill: one moment absent, the next the fixed point of the room. She stood beside me in her drill coat with no gear under it, because her left siege-bracer was nine pieces in a box on a shelf, and watched the fourteen volumes go up onto the cart.

There is an unread page in there that belongs to her war. She has never seen it, and neither have I. Three pages before Verena’s father, I had glimpsed a consignment held pending through a spring, tied to the company that held a breach for nine days. Her company. Her nine days. I had noted the volume and page in a tower workshop with Orla riding a lance-rig into a fountain to buy me the minutes, but I had not reached the names or the accounting beneath them. Now the unread entry was going home to the capital on a cart in the frost, four days north-east, into a counting-house I could not walk into.

Rhona watched it the whole way onto the cart.

She said nothing. Her shoulders settled into the formal square of a soldier at a grave. I knew her well enough by then to see what it cost her to let her own war ride away in a wooden box, and I did not insult her by filling the silence.

“They’ll bill for the carting,” she said, at last. It was the only thing she said. “Watch. It’ll be on somebody’s term card by the spring. Transport of confiscated records, so many marks.”

“It will,” I said.

“Nobody buys a well that fills itself.” She turned her head and looked at me, and there was a soldier’s flat humour in it, worse than grief. “I taught that phrase to a class of students last term. I didn’t know I was quoting the invoice.”

She went back inside.

I did not go with her. I had seen something and wanted the low path, so I took a crate of stock off the rack to give myself a reason to be there. I put it on my hip, went through the yard door, and followed the staff route under the court. That was a mistake. I had made it on purpose.

The low path runs below the court between two walls, the staff route for anyone who wants to pass as a working man and avoid the posture of a witness. Three of Harrap’s careful men were on it, and a fourth wagon was drawn up at the bottom of it out of sight of the great court, and its door was open, and it was not full of furniture.

I have been in a wagon like that. That is a thing I know from the inside, the smell of a closed cart with straw on the floor and a bar across the door, and I knew what the open door was for before the first man moved, because they had put it where I could see it, because they wanted me to know.

“Master Stroud,” said the first one, pleasantly, and stepped into the middle of the path.

I lowered the crate onto the flags, nice and slow. Throwing it would waste a weapon; running would give them my back; shouting would bring Drummond, the outcome both sides wanted least for opposite reasons. I took the small stripped chisel from my apron and braced like a man who had decided the narrow place would become everyone else’s problem.

They came at it like men who have done it before. Two to take the arms, one behind for the weight. No blades drawn: you do not blade a piece of property you are recovering intact, you bruise it and you bar the door on it. The one on my right had a hand out for my wrist.

I gave him the chisel across the back of that hand, not deep, just enough, and he took the hand back with a hiss. I went the other way, off my back foot, into the wall so they could only come at me one at a time in the narrow. It was the only useful answer I had to three men and an open wagon door.

It was short and it was ugly. I am not a duelist. I am a sixty-one-year-old man in a young body who fights like a craftsman, on chosen ground, with light I do not need. There were three of them, one of me, and a wagon with its door open. Their combined weight would settle it. I was buying seconds and counting them.

I got to four.

Verena came over the wall at the end of my fourth second.

The wall behind the north drill court ran six feet wide, dropping to the kitchen gardens on one side and the low path on the other. Verena came off its top and hit the flags already in motion. Her father’s sword lived in her hand, the blade running directly off the ground-anchor in her thigh, and the narrow path showed me what that joined craft could do.

The nearest of Harrap’s careful men had time to turn. Nothing remained after that except his choice. She spared the cut because she is her father’s daughter, and she wins clean. Instead, she took the sword through the space where his forearm was going to be and let him decide whether to keep the arm. He decided. A moment later he stood six feet away with both hands up and no interest at all in the low path.

Garvan came down the path from the yard-door end at the same moment, a forge maul in both fists and no hurry in his stride. A maul in the hands of a man built like a bench vise ends a corridor discussion faster than any sword. The three careful men of House Vellick stopped being a snatch crew and became three men a long way from home in a cold country. They knew it.

They withdrew. That is the word for it. They did not run. They gathered their leader’s dignity and the man nursing his split knuckles, then backed toward their empty wagon. All three were smiling. The smiles were part of the uniform: a failed crew’s promise that this had only been rehearsal, and the men sent for the real job would arrive without them.

Harrap was at the top of the path. He had come down as far as the last step, and no further. With his hands folded, he watched Verena stand over his crew, her father’s steel low and easy and the rose flush of the fight climbing her throat. He watched Garvan set the maul-head down on the flags with a small final ring. His expression stayed blank while he filed some private calculation behind his grey eyes.

“The house thanks you,” he said, to me, “for keeping its bench warm.”

He turned, went back up into the court, and had his men close the wagon doors. By the time the fog had gone from grey to white, the last cart was through the gate. Drummond’s marshal read the manifest against the crates in the frost and found nothing that was not theirs. House Vellick carried its history home.

Verena did not put the sword away for some time. She stood on the low path with her breath going up and the flush going down and her eyes still doing the thing they do, and then she took in the chisel I still carried, the crate of stock on the flags, and the paint a wagon door had scuffed onto the wall.

“They came with a cart,” she said, “that was sized for a man.”

“Yes.”

“Not for a book.” She turned her head and looked down the low path where the smiling men had gone. “The books were the excuse. You were the collection.”

“I was one of the collections,” I said. “The books were real. They wanted the books. But yes. If it could be done quietly, on a staff path, with a door already open, they wanted the bench-rat too.”

She came and took my chisel wrist, turned it palm-up, and inspected the knuckles. One carried a graze and nothing else. She studied it far longer than a graze deserved.

“Garvan,” she said, without looking away from my hand.

“Watched the whole court,” said Garvan. “Went out the yard door when he did.” Twelve words, and then, because it was a morning that had earned it, three more. “Knew he would.”

That is a paragraph out of Garvan, and it was, again, the most useful thing anyone said all morning. I gripped his shoulder for a second. That is as much as either of us can stand.

I did the last thing after they had gone inside, because it had been sitting in the back of my sight since I first came up the low path and I had not had a spare second for it.

I went up the outside stair of the tower, past the marshal Drummond had left on the door, who knew me and let me by with a jerk of his chin, and I stood on the landing where the door of the stripped workshop stood open on an empty room, tool-shadows painted on the board behind a bench that had nothing on it. The healing door-ward brightened into structure under Runesight.

Someone had cut it.

Someone had given it a false threshold. A broken ward advertises intrusion; this professional had entered quietly despite carrying a key, apparently because habit demanded the cleaner route. He had given the frame-ward a false threshold, two strokes, an hour’s life, self-healing, and let himself through the load-ward without touching it, and gone in and come out and let the false threshold fade, and if I had come up an hour later there would have been nothing to see at all.

I looked at the two strokes. They were healing already, softening into the ambiguity the craft was designed to leave behind.

At the terminus of each cut, where the stroke ends and a smith lifts his tool, this smith had not lifted his tool. He had sealed the terminus. And then he had sealed it again.

Twice on both cuts. The needless second seal exposed a hand that had finished ten thousand strokes identically, placing the same full stop after every sentence whether it needed one or not.

I stood on that cold landing and studied the habit.

Across four thousand hands, I had never read this one. Its surface signature belonged to a competent, dull Grayvern locksmith, worn like a coat over habits the locksmith did not possess. The forger had copied the letters and exposed himself in the punctuation: every line ended with the same needless second seal.

I fixed the detail in memory beside the stolen signature. One unknown hand. One doubled terminus. If I met the habit again, I would know the man.

I went to the tower window before I went down.

Balthus Vellick was in the parlour one floor below his stripped workshop, in a plain chair, in the one lit room, and I could see him through the stair window as I passed: a heavy old man going soft, in grey-and-gold robes with no tools in front of him and no lathe and no ink cabinet and no archive, sitting in a room out of which his entire life had just been carried on the shoulders of men who did not look at him on the way past.

He was looking out at the court. At the wheel-ruts in the frost where the carts had stood.

He turned his head and found me at the stair window. For one breath we regarded each other across the cold air of his robbed tower. He had cut my collar’s cousin into a thousand throats. I had cut his own throttle into his sigil, anchored it to his skin, and promised to decide the renewals.

Balthus looked from me to the wheel-ruts below. Then he returned his attention to the empty court.

I went down to my bench.

The ward in the vise was where I had left it, half-cut, the good lamp still burning over it. Before setting the next stroke, I checked the anchor seam for any tremor the low-path fight had left in my grip. The point stayed exact. My hands, when I put the chisel back to the metal, were mine.


Chapter 2: Winter Terms

The pot went on at the usual ninth hour. By the time it was fit to eat, we had turned the Annex into a war room, as happens when you leave a family alone in a maintenance shop with a chart and a grievance.

The chart is Ferrant’s. It has been pinned to the end of the third rack since the morning after the Trials, dragged out of his little office where it had hung getting older since before the war, and it is out of date by two provinces. Over one supper the family declared this an outrage that must be redressed, then did absolutely nothing about it, the exact correct response to a wall chart.

“There,” said Orla, returned to the trestle, her preferred platform for all important speeches. She had the letter in one hand and a heel of bread in the other. Using the bread as a pointer sent crumbs falling on Grayvern. “Grayvern. Us. Here.” The bread stabbed north-east and shed on the coast road. “Capital. Four days by the coast road, six by the river, and we are not taking the river because rivers are for people who are not in a hurry.”

“We are not in a hurry,” said Verena, from the bench along the wall, with her boots up on the end of a trestle and Maddoc’s sword laid across her knees and a rag travelling slowly and evenly along the flat, her nightly ritual inherited from her father. “The meeting is in the spring. It is Twelfthmonth. We have a season.”

“We are always in a hurry. It is a design feature.” Orla went back to the chart. “Right. The card. Opening day is a pageant and duels: Rennick is carded for the duel circuit because she is the champion of the Crown Trials and they cannot keep her off it, and I have decided this is the most boring reason to be invited to anything. Second day is the lance card. That.” The bread stabbed at the capital again. “That is where a man in a coat wrote about me in a book, and I have a rating fight, subject to trial, and I am going to be so rude to that book.”

“You are carded subject to trial,” said Verena, not looking up from the sword. “Which means they can rate you and put you back on a cart to Grayvern by the third day if the trial goes their way.”

“It will not go their way.”

“No,” said Verena. “It won’t.” She said it flat, to the sword, and it was the warmest thing anyone said all evening, and Orla went a little quiet at it and then covered the quiet by falling off the trestle on purpose and being caught by Tam, a routine of theirs.

I sat on the stool at the forge end with an untouched bowl and watched my family lay out a campaign. A household ought to see the danger it is walking into. I could worry over its dimensions later; for now, they got to be brave about it.

“Third day is the siege-yards,” said Rhona.

She was at the far end of the bench with a bowl on her knee and her arm long out of its sling, and she said it without decoration, her voice stripped to its wartime register. The room came down half a note around her.

“Old war ground, south of the capital wall. They run war-game exhibitions there now: breach-and-hold, teams, a crowd.” She turned her bowl a quarter. “Colm Drever wrote to me. He was a sergeant on my line. His square handwriting matches his handshake: a man closing a winch, and he has asked me to demonstrate a breach drill for the meeting, and I have said yes, and I have not decided what it will cost me to stand on that ground again.”

Nobody said anything into that, which was correct.

“There will be men there who remember when my wards were alive,” she said, and ate a spoonful of stew, and that was the end of what she was going to say about it, and everybody let it be the end.

“And the Annex has a stall,” said Ferrant.

He said it with enormous satisfaction, from the head of the trestle, with the spindle-out-of-a-broken-lathe in one fist because he had just been stirring, and I watched Tam straighten in his seat.

“A stall?”

“The paddock repair concession. Circuit meeting.” Ferrant let it sit. “I applied for it the day after the Trials. Wrote to the meeting’s steward on the good paper, told him the Vandermoor Annex held the Crown Trials repair contract and would be pleased to hold a stall in the capital paddock at the usual rate.” He picked up his own bowl. “They wrote back inside a fortnight, because a paddock full of noble riders is a paddock full of gear that breaks, and somebody has to charge them for the looking.”

“Charge them for the looking,” said Garvan, approvingly. It is one of his four.

“If you do not charge them for the looking,” said Ferrant, to the room, in the voice of a man laying down scripture, “they come twice.”

“Twice is good,” said Orla, from the trestle. “Twice is a customer.”

“Twice is a rider who trusts you.” Ferrant tapped the chart where the capital sat. “In a paddock, trust travels faster than a bent lance. One clean fix at a public bench, in front of the right picket line, and half the string walks its gear to you by noon. That is the concession. Not the rent, the picket line. We do not go to sell repairs. We go to be seen doing them right, in their city, and let the looking do the selling.”

I set my bowl aside and stood beneath the chart. Four days of coast road separated Ferrant’s public paddock bench from the vault where they had cut my throat. The route required more than invitations and nerve.

“Before any of us goes,” I said, “Orla’s rig gets two bench nights every week until departure. Tuesday and Friday, after the queue. We strip, rebuild, test, and log every strut. Last week of winter, we close the frame and take the coast road.”

Orla pointed the bread at me. “And at least one secret full-power pass.”

“One, if the frame earns it.”

“Two if I earn it.”

“The frame is easier to reason with.”

“The rider hears you,” Orla said.

“Good. The rider also logs sleep, food, hand tremor after every pass, and any pain she would ordinarily call interesting.”

“You take all the romance out of dangerous machinery.”

“That is why you are still alive to romance it.”

She considered that over the bread pointer, then drew a small cross on Tuesday and Friday directly on Ferrant’s chart. “Twice a week. I attend every one. No rebuilding my bones while I’m elsewhere being educational.”

“Agreed. Your machine, your bench nights.”

The answer eased her shoulders before the grin covered it.

We added the road contingencies beneath the bench nights: spare registry rubbings in separate wagons, a plain rescue frame, two sets of rig tools, and one sealed copy of every repair measurement left with Fenna. If a wheel went into the sea, the whole family would still know which machine we had built and what margins Orla carried. She read the list twice, then added a separate tool roll for the rider. A machine that belonged to her required knowledge she could reach without me.

Fenna rolled her spoon against the bowl’s rim. “Bench nine on Fridays. I want the launch-lattice.”

“You have it,” I said. “Tam tags. Garvan checks our work. Rhona owns the test ground. Nobody rushes a cure into becoming another cause of death.”

That quieted Orla for the space of one breath. Then she bit the end off her pointer and nodded.

“So all of us are going,” said Tam. He had the little book out and was writing in it, and he had gone back and put a heading at the top of a fresh page and underlined it twice, and I could read it upside down from the stool. CAPITAL.

“You’re going as a journeyman, not luggage,” said Ferrant. “You keep the stall’s tool register, take first look at every relay plate, triage the repair tickets before they reach Stroud, and count stock at opening and close. Garvan checks your count the first two days. After that, if his count and yours disagree, his wins and you find out why.”

Tam wrote so fast the pencil tore the page. “Tool register. Relays. Triage. Stock.”

“And if trouble starts,” I said, “you strike the stall plate twice, put the little book inside your coat, and follow the exit Garvan gives you. Journeyman does not mean immortal.”

Tam’s pencil slowed. He met my eyes and nodded once. “Understood.”

“All of us,” said Ferrant. “Except it isn’t, because somebody holds the shop.”

Everyone looked at Fenna Roke.

She has bench nine. She scored third in the scholarship trial the term I arrived, and she has a tool roll older than she is and an ink smear that lives on one cheekbone and sleeves shoved permanently past the elbow, and she had been sitting through the campaign planning eating steadily and saying nothing, which is her habit. She put her spoon down and regarded Ferrant with the flat calm of someone who had known for an hour what was coming and had let everybody else catch up.

“You want me to keep the Annex,” she said.

“Senior hand,” said Ferrant. “Keeper of the shop throughout winter, and the meeting after it. The queue, the log, the apprentices, the money, the lot.”

Fenna considered this.

“I’ll want the good vise moved to bench nine,” she said.

Ferrant’s expression argued with itself through a long silence.

“That vise has been on bench eleven since before you were born.”

“Then it’s earned a change of scene.” She picked her spoon back up. “Bench nine, or you can hold the shop yourself and take the pot to the capital in your teeth.”

“Done,” said Ferrant, in a voice like a man signing away a province, and Fenna nodded once, and that was the negotiation, and I have rarely respected anyone more.

Eventually the planning ran out, leaving the nerves it had covered visible at the bottom of the evening.

Orla filled it. She always fills it. She got back up on the trestle, though nobody had asked for another speech, and started laying out the coast road posting-house by posting-house at twice the volume the subject needed. She classified the inns by good beds and bad, then supplied a theory about capital pie fraud she had got from somewhere and could not possibly have tested. She went on rather too long and rather too loud. The family let her.

Verena put the rag down on the sword, ignored the performance, and tracked Orla’s hands. Orla checked the buckle at her wrist twice while explaining a posting-house bed she had never slept in. Verena caught my eye and tipped her chin once toward the repeated check. We had both seen it. Neither of us interrupted the noise covering it.

“Sit down and eat, Selkirk,” said Verena, at last, gently, which for Verena is an endearment.

“I have eaten. I am running on pure ambition and one heel of bread.”

“Sit down anyway.”

Orla sat down. She sat down next to Verena, on the bench, closer than she needed to. Verena did not move over. They ate the rest of the pot shoulder to shoulder and traded insults about the etiquette class they had shared six years ago: the seating orders of four Provosts, the soup Orla had informed the kitchen master was structurally unsound.

From the forge end, I listened to the two women once sentenced to a week of remedial manners together plan to take a capital apart. House Vellick had built its fortune by mastering numbers while failing to understand the people sharing this bench.

“There’s one thing goes nowhere,” I said.

I left the stool and crossed to the iron chest against the forge-end wall, where Ferrant kept the good stock. Two things lay on its felt that had not been there in the autumn.

The Everbright. The dead sword, four hundred and six runes and no light in any of them, the finest steel in Corvane with nothing left in it to build on, laid flat with the mirror on the last eleven inches holding nothing at all.

The collar lay beside it: ten ounces of grey oath-metal, polished to a mirror it had never worn on my throat, its leash-lattice recut in the summer with a fresh eleven-month fade, come home in a box on velvet with five words under it.

“These stay,” I said. “Under Fenna’s watch, in this chest, in this shop. They are evidence, kept off walls and out of the capital, somewhere I know and trust.”

“Evidence of what?” said Tam, who was looking at the collar the way you look at a snake in a jar.

“Of what the house makes,” I said, “and what it makes you carry. One of each. When somebody in this kingdom finally asks what House Vellick did, these two things will still be here, and they will still be exactly what they are.”

Fenna looked into the chest for a moment.

“I’ll keep the key on the cord with the good-vise key,” she said, “so I’ll think about it twice a day whether I want to or not.” And she meant it as the plain practical thing it was, and her plain practicality gave both objects the only funeral they were ever going to get. I shut the lid.

The commission went out the next morning, which is the part of the week I want to keep.

I had cut it over three evenings: a harbour warehouse ward for a Grayvern shipping family, the Marrishes, who own a run of sheds on the estuary side and who had watched a monster come up through the floor of an arena in the autumn and had decided, sensibly, that their warehouse could stand to be better warded than it was. It was honest work. A load-ward keyed to the door. A frame-ward with a real threshold rather than a false one. A fade-witness on the main bar so they would know to the hour when a door had been opened, plus an anchor-pin set deep enough to hold the ward for thirty years without renewal. I do not cut fade-ticks. I will not. That is the difference between my bench and every other bench in this kingdom, and I want it to stay the difference.

The lintel-plate had come up true on the third evening, the frame-ward settling into the oath-metal with the small clean click a lattice makes when every filament seats at once. I had run the fade-witness through a dozen test opens in the cold shop after, watching it mark each one, and I only wrapped the plate when the marks came back identical twelve times running.

The family’s factor came to collect it himself, a broad careful man in a good coat with tar under his nails despite the coat, and he followed the warded lintel-plate as I lifted it from the vise and wrapped it. He took the repair ticket off the counter to check it. At the bottom, in the box where the smith’s name goes, the clerk had written STROUD, E.

He read it. He put out his hand.

“Master Stroud,” he said. “The wharf men send their regards. They say the Vandermoor crew that stopped the monster in the arena works out of this shop, and they’d sooner have one of those men on their own sheds than any name in a gold catalogue.”

I shook his hand.

His work-roughened palm closed around mine without hesitation. A master’s lifetime of customers had thanked whichever Vellick stamped my work that season. This man accepted the warehouse ward from the smith named on its ordinary ticket.

STROUD, E.

Seven letters and a full stop. He did not know which legends these hands had cut, and for once ignorance took nothing from me. The ward left my doorway carrying the credit I wanted.

“Tell them thank you,” I said.

Tam wrote the whole exchange down in the little book. I saw him do it. He has another section now, older than CAPITAL, begun during my first week here, and I have never asked to see it and I am fairly sure it is about me, and I let it alone.

Verena kept the crown on through supper that night.

She does it on purpose. The joke never cancels the pride, and Verena wears both without blinking. It is the Crown Trials crown, cast, with a seam in it that Ferrant announced to the room in the autumn in the voice of a man reporting a death, and she likes the seam, and she wore the seam to supper crooked over that heavy gold braid, and read out a letter.

“A letter,” she announced, “from the Provost of the academy at Kestrick, to the Champion of the Crown Trials, with the compliments of the season.” She unfolded it, and cleared her throat, and did the voice.

The voice is a duchess. I do not know where she learned it, except that she and Orla spent a week of their first term copying out the seating orders of the last four Provosts as a punishment for telling the Lady Provost that her fork was wrong, and I suspect the voice was forged in that week, over one candle, out of pure resentment.

“‘It is with the very greatest pleasure,’” read Verena, in the duchess, “‘that this House extends to Grayvern’s most celebrated daughter its warmest felicitations upon her signal triumph, and expresses the sincere and abiding hope that the bonds of collegial esteem between our two ancient institutions may only be strengthened by the’.” She turned the page over. “It goes on. It goes on for a while. There is a passage here about the fostering of martial excellence in the service of the realm that I am not going to be able to get through.”

“Do the bit about the realm,” said Orla, who was already going.

Verena did the bit about the realm.

Orla collapsed face-down on the trestle in theatrical tears that became real halfway through. Tam laughed until he had to lean on the tong wall. Even Garvan’s mouth did a thing at one corner that would count as a smile on another man. Ferrant said “that’s enough of that” in a tone that meant do it again, so Verena did the last line twice.

“There’s a postscript,” she said, when the laughing had thinned, and turned the letter sideways to read the cramped hand up the margin. “‘Should the Champion find herself at leisure during the capital meeting, Kestrick would be honoured.’” She dropped the duchess by half a register. “They want a look at me before they have to fight me. Kestrick seeds two riders onto the lance card.”

“Then they’ll get a look,” said Orla, muffled, from the trestle. “Both ends of one.”

I studied her over the top of the letter. The crown sat crooked, the braid was coming down on one side, and she had the duchess voice going with storm-grey eyes bright from making the whole room laugh. She caught me watching and kept reading while she held my eye for a beat over the paper. One corner of her mouth did something reserved for me. I felt it go all the way down. She knew I felt it, then went back to the realm.

Later, when the pot was low and the family had thinned out, I found Rhona at the far end of the bench with the box.

I had seen it on her shelf and I had said nothing, because there was nothing to say. It was a plain box, and in it were nine pieces of her left siege-bracer, oath-metal, the lattices decayed to lace, worth nothing to anyone, worth everything to her. She took them out and cleaned them the way Verena cleaned the sword, though she owned no gear they belonged to anymore. The gear had rotted unrenewed while she taught students on the drill court. She maintained its pieces anyway.

She turned one broken channel brace under the lamp and worked a fine rag into the dead cuts. When it shone, she set it square on the cloth beside the other eight and reached for the cracked forearm shell.

I stayed at the forge end. She kept cleaning.


Chapter 3: The Frame Remembers

We had the rig on two trestles by the second hour and stripped to its bones by the fourth. That is when a machine starts to talk: everything soft removed, only the frame left, its history exposed.

A lance-rig is a worn frame of oath-metal ribs. Shoulder yoke, spine bar, hip cradle, boot stirrups, a launch-lattice run along the spine, and the governor housed at the small of the back with a stamped grade on the cover plate. That is the machine in outline, and it is a beautiful ugly machine, and Orla’s was the ugliest and most beautiful I had ever handled, because it had been ridden by a sequence of scholarship riders into the ground for a long time before it got to her.

Tam had the tagging. He is a journeyman now, with the mark on his apron strap, and he grants the tagging his complete, solemn attention. He had a card and length of twine for every strut we pulled, plus a page in the little book recording where each one went. He was doing it well. I told him so. He went pink, dropped a strut, and picked it up.

Fenna was on the far side of the trestles, because she wanted to see how the governor came out, and she does not admit curiosity like that; she simply arranges to be where the interesting work will happen.

Orla, twenty-four and incapable of treating a dismantled machine as anything but furniture, perched on the second trestle and handed us tools before we asked. She got three right in a row, then offered Tam a pin-drift when he needed a hooked pick.

“That was a test,” she said.

“Of what?” Tam asked.

“Whether your journeyman mark has made you arrogant. It has. Congratulations.”

Fenna reached through the frame, took the hooked pick from Orla’s back pocket, and gave it to Tam. “A machine remembers rough handling. So does an assistant.”

We found the first seized pin at the left hip cradle. Tam wanted to hammer it through. I made him stop, heat the collar by degrees, and watch the old load-filaments loosen around the pin instead. Too much force would have freed the part and widened the hole, leaving the rebuilt cradle honest for a month and dangerous forever after.

“Repair isn’t getting the piece apart,” I told him. “Repair is making sure the next smith doesn’t curse your name.”

Tam wrote that down with oily fingers. Orla leaned close enough to watch the metal relax, her ponytail falling over one shoulder, and Fenna’s almost-smile appeared and vanished when the pin slid free under two fingers while the hammer remained untouched.

Cold oath-metal smelled faintly of the inside of a well. Old harness leather supplied oil, sweat, and years of weather. Together beneath a bench lamp, they meant a machine was coming apart in front of hands that knew how to rebuild it. Few scents in either life had ever made me feel more at home. We took the shoulder yoke off first, followed by the boot stirrups and hip cradle, unpinning as we went. The frame grew lighter and stranger on the trestles, a house reduced to studs. Throughout those hours, I felt the rig giving me answers I was not ready to say aloud.

Garvan came by once, looked at the frame on the trestles for the length of a slow breath, and said, “Rode hard.” Then he went back to his wheel. In three seconds and two words, he had grasped most of what took me an hour to read in full. Garvan lacks my sight, but he has thirty years and a bench-vise for a mind. He knows a used-up frame when he sees one. He needs no ghosts to recognize the haunting.

“Right,” I said, and pulled the cover plate off the governor, and started to teach.

Teaching had become my favourite part of the work. A career of silence had left me hungry to put real craft into younger hands.

I turned the housing so Tam could see the clean outer plate while my thumb covered the three older recuts underneath.

“A governor,” I said, “is a throttle you’re allowed to see. Every rig has one. It caps the output so a novice rider doesn’t launch off the rail at more than the frame can carry. The stamped grade on the plate tells the marshal what the cap is set to, so the card can be run fair: grade four against grade four, nobody riding above their housing.” I lifted the governor onto my open palm. “That’s the lesson. Write that down; it’s true.”

Tam wrote it down. It is true.

“So a lower grade is safer,” Tam said, tagging the cover plate. “For the rider.”

“That’s what the plate wants you to think,” I said, and it was as far toward the truth as I would go with the shop half full. “A properly calibrated cap keeps a novice off the rail at speeds she can’t hold. A cap set wrong keeps a rider slow enough to lose and calls it her measure. Same housing, same stamp, and you cannot tell the two apart from the cover plate.” I set the plate down. “You tell them apart from the cuts underneath. Write that down too.”

What I did not say, because it was not for Tam, was what my sight was giving me off the housing while my mouth talked about fair cards.

The governor cut had been re-laid three times.

I could read all three. A re-rating cut is a small, careful, official procedure: a registrar opens the housing, drops the cap by a grade, and re-stamps the plate, and it is done for cause, or it is meant to look as if it is done for cause, and every one of them leaves a mark, and the marks stack. This housing had three, laid one over the other over years, each one lowering the stamped grade, and each one in a registrar’s hand, competent and dull, the official alphabet of the trade.

Their age remained legible as well. Iron-gall darkens for about a month after laying and then holds; sky-iron in a governor cut ages by the same visible stages, and I read the three cuts by shade and put a season to each of them, and then I found the detail that made the morning go cold.

I matched the seasons.

Every one of the three re-ratings on Orla’s housing sat in the same season as a replacement-frame sale. I could not see the sale from where I stood; the sale was in a ledger four days north on a cart. But I did not need to see it. Balthus’s archive had taught me the grammar of it in the autumn, in a tower, by lamplight: a rider’s rig is re-rated down, the rider crashes or is priced to crash, a replacement frame is sold at tier, and the account is carried on a trestle of clerks out of sight. The careful cuts made the purpose unmistakable: inventory management across three generations. A scholarship rider rode two grades below her true output, called the cap her rating, and never knew the registrar had depreciated her like a cart.

Each re-rating manufactured a wider mismatch. The oldest registrar had opened the load seat, lowered the cap, and restamped the plate without replacing a single strained rib. The second hand had followed the same path after the next frame sale, cutting through the settled edge of the first work. The newest had narrowed it again. Three official visits, three lower numbers, and no physical defect in the frame that any of those cuts addressed. A safety correction leaves evidence of the danger it corrected: a reinforced junction, a changed strut, a stress-shadow somebody meant to contain. This housing had none. It carried only a sequence of competent strokes manufacturing a larger mismatch between rider and machine. I kept my anger at the scale of the object under my hand. The object was evidence enough.

I put the governor down on the felt and kept my face where it was and did not say any of that, because Orla was in the room.

She was up on the near trestle, sitting in the bones of her own rig with her boots hooked on a rib and her chin on her knees, unusually still, watching the governor turn between my fingers, and the frame held a truth that mattered more than the housing, and I did it, because it was hers to hear before it was the family’s to know.

“Come here and read the frame with me,” I said.

She came. She dropped off the trestle and stood at my shoulder, and I laid my palm along the spine bar of her rig, the long central rib, and I opened my sight all the way, and I read the frame’s obituary column aloud, quietly, just to her, with the care owed to names cut into stone.

Because a frame remembers. Oath-metal does not forget what is done to it. Every overstress remains in the grain: whitening, healed metal, stress-shadows like old breaks in a boxer’s hands. Read them together and the ribs disclose the machine’s life, every rider it carried and the worst day each left behind.

“There,” I said, and put her finger on a place at the yoke where the metal had gone faintly pale. “Overstress. Somebody rode this to the edge of the housing and past it, once, hard, and the frame took it and remembered. That’s old. Before your time.” My finger moved down. “There. That’s a weld. Somebody sheared this spine bar clean through and a smith welded it and re-lattice-ran it, and it healed, and you can only see it if you know the healing isn’t original grain. Eleven years back, by the ageing.” My finger moved to the hip cradle. “There. See how the grain runs tight and then loosens, like a rope that took a jerk and never sat right after. Somebody landed short on this one and drove the cradle up into the spine, hard enough to spring it and not quite hard enough to break it. That rider walked away. The frame didn’t.” Down again. “There. And there. Stress-shadows. Riders who came off. The frame carried them into it and out of it and kept the ghost of each one.”

Orla said nothing for a while. From her, silence was the loudest response.

“How many,” she said, at last.

“I can read six clearly. There are more under those.” I took my hand off the spine bar. “They issued you this rig, Orla, after a series of scholarship riders had already driven it into the ground on deliberately false ratings. Each rider left her worst day in the ribs. Then the house put a grade-four plate on the governor, your name on the ticket, and handed you a monument to ride.”

She covered the same length of cold metal with her palm.

“They kept it,” she said. “They didn’t scrap it. It’s got six crashes in it and they kept it and gave it to me.”

“Yes.”

“Because it still works. Because a frame with six ghosts in it still launches, and a scholarship rider doesn’t rate a new one.” Her hand was flat on the bones. “It’s cheaper to keep the haunted one.”

“Yes,” I said. “It is exactly that. I am going to take it apart down to the ribs and re-lay every lattice without a hidden shunt. I will also re-lay the two struts the ghosts have weakened. The frame stays because it is registry-marked. A registry-marked frame crosses a null-field, and we are going to need it to cross one in the spring. But there will be nothing in it that lies to you. Every filament will do the job it pretends to do. And the governor.” I picked the housing up off the felt and held it where she could see it. “The governor comes out and does not go back in. You are not going to ride a cap ever again.”

She looked at the housing in my hand for a long moment.

Orla’s launch-speed energy returned all at once. “Good,” she said, at full volume, “because it’s ugly, and I hated it, and it made a noise I didn’t like at speed, and I always thought that was me being fussy, and it turns out it was the sound of somebody’s arithmetic.” She took the housing out of my hand and weighed it and grinned with all her teeth. “Can I keep it? I want to keep it. I want to nail it to a wall and throw tools at it.”

“You can keep it,” I said. “Don’t ride it.”

“Bench nine’s got a spare nail,” said Fenna from across the trestles, without looking up.

Orla opened her mouth with a joke ready, studied Fenna’s deliberately occupied hands, and closed it again. She nodded once. Fenna cleared a place beside her tool rack.

“I want to be there when you re-lay the launch-lattice,” Fenna added, to me. “I want to see this one done clean. I’ve only seen patches.”

“Then you’ll see one done clean,” I said. “Twice a week, all winter. Bring the good vise; you own it now.”

She almost smiled. One corner of her mouth lifted and vanished before certainty. That near-smile carried the force of anyone else’s cheer, and I watched for it as closely as I watched Garvan’s.

Hale’s lecture was in the afternoon, and it gave me the law I needed to understand the forged hand, though Hale was happier than any man I have ever met to be outclassed by his own students.

Magister Loram Hale is in his sixties, all chalk dust and failing eyes behind lenses, and he takes an honest delight in a correct answer rare among teachers, and he was doing anchor grades, and he had Master Bree in the front row.

Master Bree is a perpetual student. He has been in Hale’s lectures for years, and Hale addresses him by name in every one, and asks him questions, and Bree answers them wrong with tremendous confidence, and the whole system is a kind of marriage, and I would not change a word of it.

“Anchor grades,” said Hale, and wrote three words on the board in a hand that skated because he cannot see it. “Object. Living. Soul. Master Bree. Which is strongest?”

“Soul,” said Bree.

“Why?”

“Because it’s, ah, deepest,” said Bree, and Hale beamed with the helpless delight one gives a dog that has nearly fetched, and turned to the board.

“Object-anchored runework,” said Hale, “is what nearly all of you will ever cut, and it is a marvel, and it can be broken. It can be cut. It fades, because matter relaxes and lets it go, which is why we have renewal day, thank you Grandmaster, in his absence.” A small dry pause; the hall knew where the Grandmaster was, and Hale let them know he knew. “It can be forged. It can be drained. Anything anchored in an object can, with skill, be undone by another skill, because the object does not care whose runes it holds. It is a wall, and you can knock a wall down.”

He wiped the board with his sleeve. Hale considered cloths an affectation.

“A soul-anchored rune is a different animal, and there are perhaps three people alive who have ever seen one, and I am not one of them, and I lecture on it anyway. The old enjoy that privilege.” He wrote a line. “A soul-anchored rune is not carried. That is the governing principle. A field cannot suppress it, because a field asks one question of everything that crosses it: are you the person or an object the person brought, and a soul-anchored rune answers I am the person, and the field cannot argue, because a field that suppressed the person would be a field that killed, and we do not build those. A thief cannot steal it, because there is nothing to take. A knife cannot cut it. A drain cannot drink it.” He turned round. “If any of you ever meets one, you will not be able to do anything to it at all. You will simply have to deal with the person.”

A girl in the third row put her hand up, which Hale loves more than his supper. “Magister, if a field can’t touch it, what stops a soul-anchored smith from just walking any rune past any gate?”

“Nothing,” said Hale, radiant. “Nothing at all stops her, and that, young lady, explains why only three are alive and every house in the kingdom would give a wing to know where. A field reads what you carry. It cannot read what you are. Remember that on the day it settles a question, and it will settle one for one of you.” He did not look at me. He had no reason to. I felt looked at anyway.

I sat in the back and thought about a man-shaped absence in flayed drifting rune-script that had stood two feet from Verena twice and found nothing to get a hand around, because everything it had ever eaten was work sitting in matter, and she was not. Hale did not know he was describing the autumn. I did.

“Second lesson,” said Hale, and he brightened, because it was his favourite, “and then I will let you go and be cold somewhere else. Signatures.” He held up a finger. “Every smith leaves a chisel-signature. You all know this; it is your first week; it is how a maker is known. Master Bree. Can a signature be forged?”

“No,” said Bree, stoutly.

“Yes,” said Hale, delighted. “Of course it can. A signature is a shape on the surface, and a skilled forger can copy that shape as readily as a skilled clerk copies a hand. If all you read is the surface, a forged signature will fool you, and men have hanged on forged signatures, and men have got away with murder on them.”

He came down off the low dais, which he only does when he is about to say the truth.

“But structure cannot lie,” said Magister Loram Hale, quietly, to a hall of first-years who would mostly forget it by supper. “The signature is the visible mark. The structure is the habit. The order a man lays his strokes in; how deep his wrist goes without him deciding; how he spreads a load because forty years ago somebody taught him to and his hand never unlearned it; whether he finishes a line clean or leaves the same private full stop out of a tic he doesn’t know he has. You cannot forge that. You can copy what a hand writes. You cannot copy how the hand moves, because the hand doesn’t know how it moves, and a forger copying a signature is copying the letters and writing them in his own hand underneath, and to a master the underneath is a shout.” He straightened up. “Read the structure, not the signature. That is the last truth I will teach some of you, and most of you will never need it, and one of you might, and I have no way of knowing which. Go and be cold.”

I went and was cold.

I walked back down through the frozen court with the tower cut laid over Hale’s principle. The locksmith’s signature belonged to the surface. The forger’s punctuation belonged to the hand beneath it. I still lacked a name, but that familiar ending would identify the same cutter.

Orla remained in the Annex when I got there. She attended the classes that interested her and ignored the rest, making her continued enrollment a minor miracle. She had spent the afternoon sitting in the bones of her rig on the trestle, turning the ugly governor housing over in her lap.

She looked up when I came in.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said, which from Orla is a warning.

“Go on.”

“You said the grade-four plate is arithmetic. You said the frame’s got six ghosts and a lie in the governor and I’ve been riding a monument.” She turned the housing over one more time. “So when it’s honest. When you’ve taken all the lies out and re-laid it all true and pulled the cap. When it’s just the rig and just me, and there’s no arithmetic in it anywhere.” She stopped and asked the real question plainly, at half volume, sitting in the bones of her own machine. “What am I rated then?”

I looked at her. Pink ponytail come loose, freckles, the housing in her lap, a fearless woman asking the one question the whole house had built a fortune on making sure she never asked.

“There isn’t a stamp for it,” I said.

Her thumb rubbed over the four punched into the housing plate. Then she set the plate facedown between the ribs.

“There isn’t a stamp for it,” she repeated.


Chapter 4: Still Here

After a Crown Trials, a city breaks its gear celebrating and the frost finds what the revels missed. By the middle of Twelfthmonth, sixty or seventy damaged pieces covered our trestles most mornings, with a line at the counter before the seventh hour.

I like it. I will not pretend otherwise. After a lifetime cutting masterworks nobody was allowed to know I made, I found a deep and unfashionable pleasure in a fouled edge-rune, a bent gorget hinge, or a cracked charm off a fishing boat. I worked the queue that winter with my hands going and my sight open. Some mornings, something in my chest joined them. I have decided not to examine it too closely, because whenever I do, it turns out to be happiness. Distrust still comes easier.

Dorrin Vayle brought his showpiece back on the coldest morning of the month, this time for a new complaint.

I have a history with Dorrin Vayle. He is a noble second-year, tall and soft-handsome and chasing a silver gorget he has not earned, and on my first day at this academy he tore the grey Artificer sash off my shoulder on the Annex steps and ground it under his heel, and three weeks later the backwards edge-rune on his beautiful Vellick blade lost temper mid-spin during a noon exhibition with a noise like a dropped kettle, on the schedule I had predicted, in front of witnesses. I had priced that repair at nine weeks and meant it. The blade had been ready before the Crown Trials, and he had collected it on the promised day with his mouth set hard enough to crack a tooth.

Now he returned because the crossguard had begun to ring after hard stops, and he was almost polite.

“Stroud,” he said at the counter, and did not quite meet my eye. He laid the blade down carefully and kept the ticket in his hand.

“Vayle.” The crossguard brightened into structure under Runesight. The edge-rune I had recut retained its intended geometry and full strength. A winter of showing off had loosened one shoulder of the guard’s keep-lattice by half a hair, no crisis yet, but it would have become one if he kept arresting spins against the same side. I set the guard in the counter vise, seated the shoulder with two light taps, and laid an anchor stroke while he watched.

“Try it.”

He picked up the blade, checked the balance, and stopped it hard twice. No ring. Then he looked at the stacked queue behind me. His habitual sneer failed to return; his jaw loosened by a fraction.

“They say the crew from this shop stopped the thing in the arena,” he said.

“We did.”

“Huh.” He checked the balance once more and did not sneer at it. From Dorrin Vayle, that restraint amounted to a sonnet. “The nine weeks was still a lot.”

“So was the spin,” I said, giving him the same answer as before. He paid the house account for the new work and left without insulting my sash, my trade, or my parentage. Dorrin Vayle’s near-civility measured the yard’s changed lore better than a speech could. Nobles now brought their showpieces to the crew that had stopped an arena monster and warded the harbour warehouse. They laid the blades down now; the old habit of throwing tickets had vanished. The new respect was good for business. I trusted it cautiously.

The queue is where I read the city from end to end, if I want to. Four hundred pieces of gear a week means four hundred conversations held two feet from my hands by people who have decided I am furniture. The top of a repair trestle taught me more about Corvane than any vault ever did. That winter the queue told me the celebration was over and the reckoning had started. Fishing-boat charms fouled in the hard freeze. A docker’s luck-token arrived cracked across the face, and a garrison sergeant’s gorget hinge had seized with rust and neglect.

Osbern sent his Sackler Lane pawnshop ward up with a boy and a note that said the shop is warm, come and be paid. I did not answer. I had already given that ward thirty free years in the autumn, and Osbern knew it. We were having a slow polite argument about money that I intended to win by outliving him.

I did the sergeant’s gorget between two other jobs, because the sergeant had to wear the seized thing at his throat, and the sight of a man forced to wear a broken fastening at his throat stops me every time, and I freed it and re-cut the keep-rune and charged him the board rate and he looked at the ticket with STROUD, E. on it and did not know he was being done a kindness by the man who set the convention his gorget was cut to, thirty years ago, in a tower, under a loupe. I have stopped expecting anyone to know. I seated the gorget’s hinge, signed the ticket, and kept the knowledge in my own hands.

Verena gave the winter’s training her complete attention.

The rig came up true to its rider a strut at a time, twice a week, as promised. By the middle of the month it was half itself again on the trestles, the frame stripped of its ghosts where the ghosts could be stripped and re-laid where they could not, the spine bar’s eleven-year weld reinforced with an anchor-pin set so deep it would outlast the frame, the launch-lattice coming off my chisel with every filament properly seated. Fenna watched me lay the launch-lattice on a Thursday evening with her arms folded and her ink-smeared cheek on one fist, and said, at the end of it, “That’s an honest one,” which from Fenna is a monument, and Orla, up on the trestle as she was every session now, sat in the bones of her own rig learning what each strut did because she had asked to. She said nothing at all. From her, that quiet meant the words had gone deep.

Orla turned each rebuild night into an interrogation of the machine. She named a part, put two fingers on it, and demanded its condition before I could reach for the next tool. Left hip rib? Seated true. Spine weld? Anchored past the life of the frame. Shoulder yoke? Stable at the load we had tested, not yet signed off for full power. She still supplied capital pie fraud, posting-house theories, and a running feud with the stool she knocked over whenever she entered at speed, but the questions underneath had become precise enough to answer. I answered every one, including the ones she repeated.

“Governor housing,” she said one Friday, two fingers on the empty socket where the cap used to sit, grinning.

“Gone. Nailed to your wall in Grayvern.”

“Best answer in the book.” She moved her fingers to the next rib. “Boot stirrup, left.”

“Re-pinned. Sound at full load.”

“You didn’t test full load.”

“I tested it to eight-tenths and read the rest. The metal doesn’t lie about the last tenth.”

“See, that’s the difference between us,” she said. “I’d have just ridden the last tenth to find out which of us was right.”

By the middle of the month she no longer had to wonder whether a check had found truth or another soothing number on a plate.

Rhona had Verena in circuit preparation, two-sword rotations against the marshal’s step and the overrun counter, and I watched a piece of it one afternoon from the Annex, through the drill-court window across the frozen yard, because a strut wanted the light and the light was on that side.

Watching her drill frightened me now. I say that as the man who unbound her. Verena was twenty-six, six years blooded on Vandermoor’s sand, and at Sovereign-tier her control was casual. The mild word barely contained the truth: she did not strain, she did not visibly reach, she simply moved faster than the eye budgeted for and stopped on the point she had chosen, disarmed without cutting, and stepped back to her mark with her breath even. The winter intake, crimson-sashed first-years brought in at midterm, drilled against her white-faced, half in love, and entirely certain they were going to die. She was very gentle with them. It helped not at all.

I stood at the window longer than the strut needed. Rhona had four of the winter intake on the sand and Verena in the middle of them, and she was drilling the overrun counter, the thing you do against a two-hander who comes forward in a straight line and hits you until you are down, and she was drilling it by having Verena be the two-hander, at a fraction of her real speed, which was still too fast for the boys and slow enough that the boys could learn.

“You are dead,” I heard Rhona call, flat, carrying across the frozen court, to a boy who had backpedalled. “You backed up. You always back up; it is the most natural thing a frightened man does and it is how the whole yard of you will die if I let you. She is faster than you. You cannot outrun the thing that is faster than you. So you do not run. You step the line.” She took the wooden blade off the boy and did it herself, once, the half-step off the line of the charge that turns a killing overrun into a stumble, and gave the blade back. “Again. Slower, Rennick.”

Verena came at the reduced pace. The boy stepped the line badly, then found it on the fourth attempt. Rhona said “there” in the voice she saved for earned praise, and the boy stood two inches taller, as though she had knighted him.

At the Annex window, a strut cooled uselessly in my grip. Whatever else this academy was, whatever the house had built it to sell, a woman on that sand taught frightened students how not to die for ninety marks a term. Her own war-gear rotted in a box on a shelf. That work beneath the house’s salesmanship was worth defending.

At one point in it she stopped, mid-rotation, and looked across the court at the Annex window.

No bout had been won. The ordinary timing made it matter. Within five seconds of a victory, Verena always found me in any crowd. That afternoon she stopped in the middle of an ordinary drill on an ordinary cold day, found me at the Annex window, and held my gaze for one beat simply to check that I remained there. Then she returned to teaching a terrified boy how not to die. I stood with the cooling strut braced against my palm, seen.

She came up to the garret that night through the snow.

My room is ten feet by fourteen under the Annex slates, with the ceiling coming down on both sides so a man can only stand up in a strip down the middle, and one gable window looking north over the roofs of Grayvern to the estuary, and no fire, only a brazier I bought in the autumn with the first of my own fees, which throws a red light up the sloped ceiling and does almost nothing about the draught that crosses the cot at ankle height. The bolt on the door is on my side of it. That still matters to me every night and I do not expect it ever to stop mattering.

She came up the stair with snow in her heavy braid and cold coming off her, crossed the threshold without a greeting, and began checking me for cuts.

She always checked me after danger. Days had passed since the low-path fight, and the only mark I had taken was a closed graze on one knuckle. She knew that and inspected me anyway, hands travelling over my forearms, turning my wrists, pushing my collar back to examine my throat. Her head knew the inventory was pointless. Her hands needed proof, and I let them take it.

“You’re fine,” she said, at the end of it, as though it were a complaint.

“I’m fine.”

“They came with a wagon.” She had not let go of my wrists. “I keep coming back to it. Not a cart for books. A wagon, with a door, and a bar for the door, on the low path, out of sight of the court. They came with a box sized for a man, and they had it open, and they were smiling when they left.” Her thumbs pressed into the insides of my wrists. “I got there and there was a door open in a wagon, Emrys, and I wanted to kill them for the door being open.”

“I’ve been inside one,” I said.

She went very still, and did not let go of my wrists, and waited, because she had learned that when I go quiet on the old life, the thing to do is hold on and wait.

“A wagon like that. Straw on the floor and a bar across it. That’s how they moved me from Bray’s shop to the capital vault, a long time ago.” I turned my wrists in her hands so I was holding hers instead. “That’s my fear, since you’re naming yours. Not the blade. I’ve had the blade; I know what the blade is. The wagon. The door with the bar. Being taken alive to a room I don’t get out of. My legs went, on the low path, before they touched me. They knew what the open door was for and so did I.”

She stood there in the brazier-light with the snow melting out of her braid and all her fear and mine laid out plain between us in a room ten feet wide, and then she reached up and pulled her own braid loose.

She did it early, and she did it herself, which is her signal, the surrender she chooses. She chose it up front that night, before a single other thing had happened, a surrender freely offered before any contest could begin. We had won no bout and planned no celebration. We were alive and unowned in a cold room. Tonight she offered surrender at the door, ahead of the old ritual in which I earned it.

“Then we’re both here,” she said. “That’s what matters. Come and prove it.”

“Yes,” I said. “I want you here, under my hands, with both of us too alive to mistake it. Come prove it with me.”

She undressed me first. Her fingers worked the buckles and shirt with a duelist’s economy and no hurry, loose gold hair sliding over her shoulders as she bent. The brazier threw red light along the deep curve of her back when she straightened. My twenty-four-year-old body had none of the old man’s patience where she was concerned, but she enjoyed testing it anyway.

When she had me bare, she pushed me onto the cot, knelt between my knees, and wrapped one firm hand around my cock. Her storm-grey eyes held mine as her tongue traced the wet bead from the tip. Then her lips closed around me and she took me deeper in slow, slick strokes, her fist working what her mouth did not cover.

“Still here?” she asked, drawing back just far enough to speak.

“You can do better than that.”

Her eyes narrowed with delighted offense. “Dangerous answer.”

She swallowed me again. Her tongue worked the underside while her hand tightened at the base, and the warm drag of her mouth turned forty untouched years into one raw nerve. A chosen mouth still landed like a hammer. My hips tried to follow her. I caught her at the nape, threaded my fingers into her loose hair, and held her to my pace.

She hummed around me, pleased to have gotten a rise, and the vibration ran up my spine. The brazier put a red line down the curve of her back where she bent over me, gold hair curtained around the work, and I watched her cheeks hollow and fill and told her I could lose the whole night to just this. It made her take me deeper out of pure competitive spite.

“Slow,” I told her. “Look at me while you take it.”

She obeyed with the challenge still bright in her eyes. Wet sounds filled the small room. My control thinned until I lifted her by the jaw before she could pull the last of it out of me.

“My turn.”

“Prove you’re here,” she said, breathless.

I laid her back and stripped away the last of her clothes. Her thighs opened beneath my guiding grip, strong enough to bruise and trembling anyway. The brazier-light moved over her as the last of the blacks came off: the trim waist, the flare of her hips, the heavy round of her ass, the strong thighs marked with their faint white training scars. Forty years I had touched nothing but metal by choice. I set my palm flat on her stomach and felt her breath go, and my own catch with it, and made myself slow down and take the sight of her the way she deserved.

I kissed down from the rose flush on her chest, took one hard nipple between my lips until her hips shifted, then settled between her legs. She was already slick. I opened her with my thumbs and drew my tongue up her pussy to her clit.

Her clipped command frayed on the last syllable. Her fingers went into my hair and tightened.

“There,” she said. “Don’t you dare get clever.”

“You tighten your grip every time my tongue circles left.”

“Emrys.”

I circled left again, slower, and pushed two fingers inside her. Her thighs clamped around my shoulders. I held her hips down with my free hand and worked her with mouth and fingers until the clipped commands lost their edges.

I read her by the grip in my hair and the flex of her thighs and gave her what the reading asked: the flat of my tongue slow where she pulled hardest, my fingers curling forward to the place that made her heel dig into my back. The rose flush had climbed from her chest to her throat. When I said aloud what I read, that she was close and fighting it, she swore at me and pushed up into my mouth and did not deny it.

“Tell me what you want,” I said against her.

“Your weight. Your cock. All of you.” She dragged me up by the hair, face flushed and eyes molten. “I want to feel that you’re here. Now.”

So I turned her face-down and came down over her.

She sank onto the cot with her loose hair spilled across the pillow and her spine hollowing under me into that deep arch, ass tipped back, strong thighs braced wide against the frame. I pressed my chest to her back, guided my cock through her wet slit, and slid inside her slowly until my hips met her ass. Then I settled my weight, all of it, the way she had asked. She made a sound into the pillow that was half relief and half grief and entirely honest.

I kept it deep and slow, without teasing. My palms stayed flat over the rune-lines warming gold beneath them, my mouth at her nape, my full weight keeping her pressed into the cot on every stroke. Her begging came low and half-swallowed into the pillow, carrying want and the last raw edge of fear. Tonight offered no contest to win. I answered each request at once, precisely, until she no longer had to wonder whether I would stay.

I set a rhythm she could count on and did not break it, my hips meeting the round of her ass on every stroke, the cot frame ticking against the wall in the snow-quiet. Her fingers dug into the pillow, let go, dug in again. I put my mouth to the shell of her ear and told her what the rune-lines were doing under my palms, warming gold along her spine, coming alive because she was, and she shuddered the whole length of her body and pushed back to take me deeper.

“More of your weight,” she said.

I gave her more.

Her hand came up beside her head and found my knuckles where I had braced them against the frame. I turned my hand, laced our fingers, and pressed both into the wood while my weight kept her in the position she had asked for.

“Stays here,” she said into the pillow, wrecked. “You. Stays here.”

“I’m here.”

I drove slowly to the root and stayed there until she felt the answer. Then I withdrew and filled her again, my hips firm against her ass, my mouth at her neck repeating the words whenever her thighs tightened around mine.

“Tell me,” I said.

“Here. You’re here. Please, keep fucking me. Don’t move away.”

“I won’t. Come under me.”

I felt her go tight around me, every muscle strung like a drawn wire, and pushed my weight down harder the way she needed, kept the rhythm fixed where her body needed it.

“Now,” I said against her ear. “I’ve got you. You’re not going anywhere.”

Her spine ignited gold beneath my chest. She clenched around my cock in long waves, strong thighs shaking against the cot while I held her down through every pulse. I followed her over, buried deep, and came inside her with her name low in my throat and our joined hands braced above her head.

Neither of us moved when the contractions eased. I kept my weight over her but shifted enough to let her breathe freely. She squeezed my fingers once. I answered once.

I withdrew only when she asked, cleaned us with the warmed cloth by the brazier, and opened my Runesight on the lattice along her spine where it had burned brightest. Every settled line lay clear and warm through my sight, invisible again to ordinary eyes, with no swelling at any crossing or anchor. Her breathing stayed even through three checks, and two load paths widened by the lattice’s living growth showed no trapped heat. Verena rolled onto her side and made me show her my grazed knuckle again, as if sex might have changed the injury.

“Still fine,” I said.

“I decide when the inspection is finished.”

I caught her wrist and kissed the center of her palm. “Finished now.”

The receipt entered the quiet afterward.

[Soul-Attunement: Verena Rennick, 95%]

“Still climbing,” she said, into the dark, her voice gone rough. She had not let go of my hand. “Good.”

We lay tangled under the one blanket with the draught crossing our ankles and the brazier going down to a red mutter. Verena traced one bandaged knuckle with her thumb.

“Four days north,” she said. “A city full of men who think that wagon still belongs to them.”

“And two women who know better.”

“More than two. Orla will object to being left out of the threat count.” The corner of her mouth moved against my shoulder. “Say the receipt again.”

“Ninety-five.”

“Good. We’ll find out what’s at a hundred together.” She pulled the blanket higher. “They can’t collect what was never theirs.”

Her hand remained locked around mine as sleep took her. I listened to snow tick against the gable glass until the vault in my head receded enough to let me follow.

In the morning Verena watched my grip test from the pillow with one eye open. The chisel-haft stayed firm through ten slow turns. She reached out, closed her fingers over mine for the eleventh, and tested the strength herself.

“Serviceable,” she said.

“High praise from the champion.”

She stole my shirt, denied it while fastening it, and went down to drill.


Chapter 5: Demonstration Value

Bricken came for the required interim specification and registry inspection on a grey afternoon with the light already going, and she brought her book, which was the mistake. Final certification would wait until the frame stood assembled and load-tested; this visit fixed on paper which original registry-marked bones and replacement parts would be allowed into that finished machine. Long use had made the book an extension of her hand; she no longer noticed where she set it.

She was the sponsor’s rigger, the woman who had rated Orla’s frame grade four years ago. Her careful decency made the harm easier to administer and harder to challenge. She was a tired official who wrote her observations in a book, thanked the riders for them, and did the face. I had heard about the face from Orla before I ever met Bricken: the sad one, the one where they were sorry about you, the one an official used after deciding in advance that you were a limitation and calling the decision kindness.

At the door, her eyes softened with rehearsed sympathy before anyone had given her bad news.

“Miss Selkirk,” she said, warmly, sadly. “And this is the rebuild. Well. Well, now.” She came in and set the book down on the end of the trestle, open and face-up, set aside without thought, and she went to the rig, and the corners of her mouth sank as she inspected the rig, aiming the same official sorrow at a machine. “You’ve had a great deal of work done on it, I see. That’s a great deal of work for a grade-four housing. One does wonder whether the effort is.” She paused, kindly. “Proportionate.”

“It’s a hobby,” said Orla, brightly, up on the far trestle with her boots hooked on a rib. “I collect struts. I have a strut for every mood.”

Bricken smiled the sad smile, got out her loupe, and began the interim inspection, which was a real procedure and took real time even with the rig dismantled. She moved from tagged strut to tagged strut, matching each original piece to the registry sketch, measuring the replacement ribs we had not yet installed, and confirming that the oath-metal spine on the trestles was the same registry-marked frame it had always been. At the end she tapped her loupe against the detached governor housing’s stamped plate. She did not open the housing. The plate said four, and a plate that said four ended the matter for someone who read plates.

Her book lay open on the trestle for perhaps ten minutes, face-up in the bench lamp, four feet from where I worked a fishing charm in the vise, head down, every inch the ordinary bench-rat she believed me to be.

Ten minutes is a very long time to a master with Runesight.

I kept working the charm and gave the book no more than a man’s idle glance at anything on his own trestle. From the side of my sight, I read open pages, ink forms, columns, and the shade of each entry. I held it with the fixed attention I use before recutting a pattern from memory. Bricken tapped her loupe on a grade-four plate and told a machine she was sorry for it while I read her book. My breathing stayed even. Long practice at keeping my face still while men kept things from me had finally turned in my favor.

Bricken apologized to the rig while I read the book she had left open. Nobody expected the furniture at the next bench to absorb four hundred lines of her careful hand, including the column no bench-rat was meant to see. Most of what I had taken from House Vellick required a chisel. Her confidence in my invisibility yielded to stillness.

The book gave me more than her line. Two entries above hers, in an older shade of the same ink, a scholarship rider’s name I did not know carried the same two words in the projected-receipts column and a later note in a second hand: FRAME 9 RETURNED SERVICEABLE. The crash had been sold once already, on someone else, and the house had swept up the frame and re-rated it and handed it down the bench to the next damp rider. I kept my eyes on the charm and my hands on the vise and added the name to the column of names the frame already carried in its ribs.

“You’ll be riding the trial card in the spring, I’m told,” said Bricken, packing her loupe, offering the small, kindly warnings that made her sympathy so dangerous. “The capital. Big crowd. You’ll want to ride within the housing, Miss Selkirk. I say it as a friend. A grade four ridden honestly is a safe card and a long career. It’s the ones who ride past their rating who end up in my book for the wrong reason.”

“I never ride past my rating, Master Bricken,” said Orla, with her whole face open and guileless. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Good girl.” Her voice softened around the praise. She meant it well. That was the horror of her: every word was a rigger telling a rider to stay damp so she would light on schedule, and she did not know that was what she was saying.

She approved the listed specifications for continued rebuild, wrote the interim finding in the book, closed the book, put it under her arm, and paused on her way out with an apologetic look at Orla.

“The work in progress is good,” she said, and meant it, and was sorry about it. “It’s exceptionally good work for a four. I’ll return for final certification when the frame is closed and has passed its load test. But you know, Miss Selkirk. You can’t rebuild your way past a housing.” She tapped the detached plate one last time. “A frame remains what it was built to be.”

“Thank you, Master Bricken,” said Orla, brightly. “I’ll write that down.”

She left. Orla looked at me across the workshop with her grin fixed too wide while her hands flattened on the frame. Her voice, when it came, had lost its usual speed. “Well? You had your head down over that charm the whole time like a man who wasn’t reading a single word.”

“Let me confirm it tonight,” I said. “I don’t want to tell you a thing I half-saw. Come back after supper. Bring nobody.”

I re-cut it from memory that evening, on a clean board, alone, before she came. That is a piece of craft I have, re-laying what I have seen once, and I have used it for forged ledger entries and stolen archive pages, and I used it now to reconstruct a rigger’s working book on a scrap of pine so that I would be looking at the words themselves and not at my memory of them when I told her, because a thing this size a person deserves to have read to her off a page, even if the page is one I made.

She came after supper, and she came quietly, an entrance unlike any of hers, and she stood at the bench with the rebuilt frame between us on the trestles, and I turned the board round and put the lamp on it and told her everything plainly. She was going to be bonded before spring; no public cover could be allowed between us.

“Test frame nine,” I read. “Grade four housing. Scholarship rider. That’s the file’s spine; that’s how the house knows you. Now here.” I put my finger under the next column. “This is the assessment column. This is the house’s own reading of what you actually put out, done by their own riggers, for their own use, not the number they stamp on the plate. The number they stamp on the plate is four. The number in the assessment column is two grades higher.”

She looked at it.

“They know,” she said.

“They have always known. Bricken has always known. She rated you at four and wrote your true output in the next column with her own hand, and did the sad face, and moved on. The under-rating is deliberate. They know exactly what you are, to the grade, have written it down, and then stamped a lower number on your machine on purpose.” I moved my finger. “And here is why. This is the projected-receipts line. Every entry in this book has one; it is a counting-house book before it is a rigger’s book. And on your line the projected-receipts line carries the same two words that were on your entry in Balthus’s archive in the autumn, that I read in a tower with you riding a lance-rig into a fountain to buy me the minutes.”

I did not have to say the words. She had heard them once, in the autumn, secondhand. She said them herself, flat, looking at the board.

“Demonstration value.”

“Demonstration value,” I said. “A crash is budgeted, Orla. It is a line in a book. Your rig is rated two grades under what you put out, so that when you ride it at your true output, which you cannot help doing, because you are what you are, the housing fails, and you go down, at speed, in front of a crowd. And when you go down, the house sells your family a replacement frame, at tier, on the sponsor’s account, and the arithmetic works, because the crash is the sale. You are not under-rated by mistake. You are priced as an event. The event is your crash, and it is scheduled, and the venue is a crowd, because a crash nobody sees sells nothing.”

The forge ticked as it cooled. Somewhere beyond the yard door, a practice blade struck a pell three times. Orla heard none of it.

She did the joke first. She always does the joke first; it is the outermost layer, the one that stands between the world and the rest of her, and she reached for it with the reflex of a rider reaching for a rail.

“So I’m a firework,” she said. “That’s what you’re telling me. I’m a firework. They keep me damp all year and light me at the fair.”

“Orla.”

“No, it’s good, it’s efficient, I respect it. You buy the firework cheap, you charge admission to watch it go off, and then you sell the man a new one.” She was still bright. The brightness turned brittle enough to cut. “Verena’s a duelist and I’m a firework. She’s got a tragic thing about her father and a crown. I’ve got a line in a book that says light where the crowd can see.”

The grin remained while she started moving.

She circled the dismantled rig at speed, reading Tam’s tags as if they were course markers. Her thumb struck the yoke, the empty governor socket, the old spine weld. She collected three tags and arranged them beside my pine copy in the sequence of a full-power pass.

“Which part goes first?” she asked.

“If the planned failure used the present wear, the third hip rib would begin singing under the first hard turn. The housing would try to correct. That would transfer the excess into the yoke.”

“And the rider?”

“You would feel a drift and increase output to recover the line. Exactly the response they budgeted.”

She snatched up the grade-four plate and slapped it beside the projected-receipts column. “So four gives me the launch order. It tells me to push. The frame tells me I’m drifting. I do the brave, stupid thing everyone applauds me for, and my own correction closes their sale.”

“Yes.”

Her questions came faster. Which audience? The rating trial or an exhibition? Did the replacement sale require a death, or only a wreck? Had Bricken entered the likely injury? I showed her what the open page had allowed me to know and named the limits without filling them from anger. The crowd was required. A replacement frame was projected. Whether the rider survived never entered the line because the accounting did not care.

Orla took the detached housing to the far end of the trestle and fitted it above the empty socket without seating it. Her fingers traced the path from cap to tired rib, then from the rib to the yoke.

“Verena’s sigil throttled her,” she said, rapid and exact now. “It held her back so a paying noble could stay on top. It made her less and broke her gear. Mine holds me back until I force past the cap. Then it gives me enough rope to reach full output and makes the frame fail under the correction. The safer I try to make the pass, the faster I complete their design.”

I wanted to interrupt the merciless precision. Wanting was not permission.

“That’s what the structure says,” I told her.

She pulled the housing away. The plate knocked against the trestle once, harder than she meant. “And if I had accepted the grade? If I’d ridden four forever?”

“You would have lived smaller. The sale would have waited for a day you refused.”

“So every safe pass was me postponing the execution, and every real pass was me volunteering for it.” She shook her head once, furious with the language, and corrected herself. “No. They volunteered me. I merely kept turning up for work.”

That distinction mattered enough to ease something in my chest. “Yes. They volunteered you without asking.”

She paced to the forge, back to the frame, and stopped with both thumbs hooked through her belt, forcing her hands away from another buckle. The motion locked her arms against her sides and forced her to remain in front of the fact.

“I knew the rig was rated under,” she said. “I’ve known that for years. Bricken told me herself, sort of, with the face. I thought they were too careful. They didn’t trust a dockside rider on a real grade. Insulting, but still just a number, and I could ride around a number.” She tapped the assessment column with one rigid forefinger. “I knew the rig was rated under. I didn’t know they had rated the person inside it disposable.”

She hooked her fingers beneath the tagged strut and tested its weight, grounding herself in a part whose function she could learn. Her line needed no explanation from me.

“You are not a firework,” I said. “I’ll tell you what you are, because it’s my trade to know. You have the highest assessed output I’ve seen recorded in a rider, and I believe you may be the fastest rider alive. The uncapped test will tell us. The house measured you right and priced you wrong, because the only number they have for a person is what she costs and what she sells for, and there is no column in that book for what you actually are, so they put you in the column they had, and the column was crash.” I braced my palm on the opposite side of the frame. “They rated the machine two grades under. They rated the rider expendable. They were wrong about the rider, and I am going to prove it on their sand, in their capital, in front of their crowd, and I am going to make your crash the most expensive thing that never happened to them. But you had to hear every line first. You have heard it now, and I’m sorry.”

She stayed planted, and that refusal to charge measured how deep the wound had gone. Speed, her oldest refuge, went untouched. Orla Selkirk’s entire nature is to charge, to run at the thing grinning, to turn a wound into a stunt and a fear into a concourse run ending in a fountain while she shouted IT SLIPPED. Instead, she put the tagged strut across her knees and made herself follow the load scars from one socket to the other. Each technical question kept her beside the truth without demanding that she become a quieter woman to survive it.

At last she reached up and took one of the tagged struts I had pulled and Tam had labelled. She turned it over in her hands, studied it, and spoke without the brightness, using the small, bare voice she saved for the things that mattered:

“Teach me what it does.”

I moved the lamp nearer and left the strut in her hands. “You hold it. Turn the narrow face toward the yoke. Tell me where you think the load enters.”

She rotated it twice, studying the old rub marks near the seat. “Here. The bright edge.”

“That is where the housing forced it. Look underneath.”

Her thumb found the darker three-way junction. The easy joke remained absent. “It was supposed to spread here.”

“Yes. They made the visible edge carry work the hidden junction was built for. Now you know where their number lives in the metal.”

She set the rib correctly beneath the lamp. “Then teach me how to remove it.”

“It’s a hip-cradle rib,” I said. “It takes the load off the launch when you turn, so the turn doesn’t tear the frame at the junction.”

“No.” She held it up between us. “All of it. Every strut. What each one does, why it’s where it is, what happens when it goes. If they’re going to build a machine to kill me, I want to know the machine better than they do. I want to know it better than you do.” A ghost of the brightness came back, but it was different now, the brightness hammered into a durable edge. “I’ve been riding a monument. You said that. I don’t want to ride a monument. I want to ride a thing I built, that I understand down to the strut, so that when they fail it, I’ll know before it does.”

I held my fury still while she learned the strut. Any smith able to diagnose that harm without feeling it should not be trusted with a fishing charm. Verena’s sigil, Maddoc Rennick’s ledger line, and Orla’s governor housing carried the same careful economy in different materials: planned obsolescence with a heartbeat. Orla followed the hip rib’s load path with a grease-dark finger. I banked my anger away from her lesson and made each answer exact.

So the rebuild became hers from that night.

Verena read it off her at supper the next evening before anyone said a word.

Orla came to the pot at her ordinary volume, told a story about a capital rider she had never met, and knocked over the stool. She was entirely herself. Verena tracked the repeated buckle-check over the rim of her bowl with the measuring stillness she uses on an opponent. When the family thinned to the three of us at the forge end, she said without preamble, “She told you.”

“I told her,” I said.

“Everything?”

“Everything. The assessment column. Demonstration value. Every line.”

Verena looked across at Orla, who was ostensibly not listening and in fact heard nothing else. Verena offered the only comfort she trusted: a fact sturdy enough to stand on. “They did it to me for four years and told me I cracked. They’re doing it to you and telling you you’re safe. Same book. Same hand, different season.” She turned her bowl. “He told me what the metal said. Then I won where they couldn’t argue. You beat their arithmetic in front of the people who wrote it.”

Orla, from across the forge end, not turning round: “I’d worked that out.”

“Course you had.” Verena went back to her bowl, and that was all the comfort offered, sparring-sister to sparring-sister, six years deep, and it was exactly the right size, and Orla’s shoulders came down half an inch, and nobody remarked on it.

She was in the Annex every session after that, working at the bench with her sleeves shoved up like Fenna’s, learning the machine strut by strut from the working side of the bench. She was quick, quicker than Tam, quicker than I wanted to admit. She learned her rig with a duelist’s intimacy. I taught her everything she asked, then made her prove each answer through the metal.

At the end of the night she fitted the hip-cradle rib herself. She checked the seat, backed it out, found a burr Tam had missed, dressed it with three careful strokes, and fitted it again.

This time it seated flush beneath her own pressure, with the three-way load path evenly divided.

“What fails if I seat it one degree proud?” she asked.

“On a quarter pass, nothing you would feel. At full output, the proud edge takes the first shock. It transfers the turn-load into the fourth rib and denies the three-way spread.”

“And the fourth rib?”

“Looks innocent until the yoke tears away from it.”

She loosened the fastener and deliberately set the rib proud. “Show me.”

I opened Runesight over the stationary frame and had Tam put a hand-load through the yoke. The stress map climbed blue along the third rib, jumped at the proud edge, and concentrated white at the fourth junction. Orla followed it with one grease-dark finger without touching the lit metal.

“So the mistake isn’t where the break happens,” she said.

“Often it isn’t.”

“That’s rude.”

“Metal has no manners.”

“What about the spine weld? The eleven-year one.” She put two fingers on it. “If that lets go at full pass.”

“It won’t. I set the anchor-pin past the frame’s life.”

“Humour me. If it did.”

“Then the launch-lattice loses its spine reference mid-flight, and every stroke after reads to the wrong center. You wouldn’t crash. You’d just never hit the target again, and never know why.”

She looked at the weld a long moment. “That’s the one that scares me. Not the break. The quiet wrong.”

“That’s the one that should,” I said.

She reseated the rib correctly, then made Tam apply the same load. This time the blue divided evenly through all three channels. Orla repeated the test twice, once with the rig banked left and once right, until she could predict the path before it lit. Then she made Tam call the transfer aloud and corrected him when he mistook a return line for a load path.

Fenna, closing the tool cabinet behind us, said, “She’ll take your bench if you keep teaching her.”

“I don’t want his bench,” Orla said. “It stays still.”

“It only looks still,” I said. “A loaded bench is always carrying something.”

Orla regarded bench nine with new suspicion, then chose the back of the old grade-four tag for her load paths, leaving the fresh notebooks untouched. The house’s number disappeared beneath her diagram.

“Again,” she said, reaching for the next tagged strut.


Chapter 6: Renewal

The renewal fell due in the last week of the month because I had set it to. I went up the tower to cut it because I had said I would. If I declared renewal due on my word and failed to turn up on the day, I was only a different kind of liar.

Drummond came with me, because Balthus is in the marshals’ custody and a marshal goes where custody goes, and he stood inside the door of the stripped workshop with his back to the wall and his hands folded and said nothing throughout, which is Drummond’s genius: he can make himself into a piece of furniture that remembers everything.

The room was worse than I expected, and I had expected it to be bad.

I had seen this room full. In the autumn I had come up here in the dark with forty minutes and a set of chisels while Orla rode a lance-rig into a fountain to buy me the time. It had been the finest private workshop I had ever stood in. A bench ran the length of the north wall, every tool’s shadow painted on the board behind it so a man could see at a glance what was missing. Six gimballed lamps, three vises, a jeweller’s lathe priced above every bench and tool in the Annex combined, an ink cabinet of a hundred and twenty labelled drawers.

The work on that bench had been superb because Balthus Vellick was a real craftsman. Making my peace with his skill took longer than accepting any of his cruelties.

Now the shadows were still painted on the board and there was nothing in front of any of them.

That was their cruelest act, made worse by its likely thoughtlessness. Harrap’s careful men had carried out the tools and left the painted shadows, so that the north wall displayed a workshop with nothing behind it: the ghost of a graver here, of a burnisher there, of the loupe, of the little chisels in their order, every one an outline on the board over an empty bench, and Balthus Vellick sat at a plain deal table in the middle of it doing apprentice work with grandmaster hands.

He was dressing a fade-tick on a kitchen woman’s boning knife. I read it from the door. It is the smallest, dullest, most careful job on a first-year’s copper list. He was doing it beautifully because he cannot do anything badly. His fingers, steady for thirty years, remained free of tremor. Everything the collar had done to him lived in that picture: a master’s hands held at an apprentice’s ceiling, doing apprentice’s work in a room stripped of everything that had ever made him a master, forever, on a schedule I controlled.

I set my roll down on the deal table across from him. Balthus kept dressing the little fade-tick as the throttle I had anchored to him in the autumn resolved under Runesight.

It was where I left it: the degraded mass-production throttle, two calibration strokes missing, cut into his master-grade issued sigil and anchored to the man through a living bond. Removing the gear would change nothing. The lattice held him near a competent apprentice’s output and had faded exactly on my schedule. I had built that fade to bring us back to this table once a season: Balthus sitting still while I renewed the smaller cousin of my old collar beneath the painted shadows of his tools.

Cutting a leash into a man in a stripped tower stirred an envy I had not expected, and a diagnostic that hides from itself is worthless. My envy belonged wholly to the room; none of it belonged to the man. Fifty feet under the slates with dormers both sides, a bench the length of the wall, the exact sort of room a great smith builds for himself when he has the money and the standing, and I had never had either, in either life, and I stood in the ruin of the one Balthus had built and felt, under the cold, a thin ugly thread of envy, for the room he had lost, which I had never been allowed to want. My entire first life I worked in a stone box with one door. He had worked here under the sky, with a lathe whose price exceeded everything I had earned in forty years. He had also cut the same crime into the world that I unmake. The house took his room too in the end. I stood in it, envied it, hated the envy, and cut the first stroke.

“Hold still,” I said. The old command tasted familiar in my mouth as I set the first stroke.

Renewal cutting is closer work than a bond. I had to re-lay the fade without disturbing the existing lattice, working a hair off living skin at one stroke per breath, and the breath belonged to the man beneath my graver. More than forty times, a Vellick smith had done this over me with a loupe and his knuckles against my windpipe. Now my steady hands renewed a smaller version of that crime on Balthus.

I charged him nothing, yet had given him no release. Every willing bearer of my soul-work held one. The distinction mattered and still left dirt under the craft. I wanted that discomfort. If it ever vanished, I would put the graver down until I understood why.

He held still with a professional’s discipline. Our shared mastery imposed its own courtesy while I worked, stripped of liking and therefore impossible to mistake for mercy. He watched my hands with the attention I reserve for a good smith’s, without warmth, and spoke for the first time over the third stroke.

“Your angle is a degree shallow on the anchor seam,” he said. Mildly. A grandmaster correcting a journeyman, out of pure reflex and pure spite, from under a throttle the journeyman had cut into him. “It will hold. It would hold better at the true angle. But you know that, so I assume the shallow angle is deliberate, which means you want it to want renewing a little sooner than it needs to, which means you want to come up here and do this to me more often than the metal requires.” A dry pause. “I would have done the same. It is well cut. It is beneath you.”

I adjusted nothing. I laid the fourth stroke at the same shallow angle, on purpose, because he was right about all of it and I wanted him to know I had heard him without accepting correction.

The old fade rejected the fresh cut at first. A grey bead formed along the join, no larger than salt, where the settled lattice tried to keep its previous schedule. I changed from graver to burnisher and worked the bead outward in strokes too small for an apprentice to see. Balthus watched without blinking.

“Too much pressure at the upper edge,” he said.

“No. The living anchor has grown a fraction toward the clavicle.”

His eyes narrowed. He flexed his left thumb, testing the growth from inside. “A sixteenth.”

“Less. Enough to make the old angle false.”

I warmed the seam with the flat of the burnisher, eased the new fade into the changed anchor, and waited through three of his breaths. The bead vanished. Fresh metal joined old without a ridge.

“A competent apprentice would have cut through it,” Balthus said.

“A competent apprentice would not be renewing a living bond.”

“Yet one renewed yours for forty years.”

The sentence put the old loupe’s pressure back against my throat. My graver did not move.

“They renewed an object collar,” I said. “They never learned the difference.”

“No,” he said after a moment. “We did not.”

Under my sight the throttle sat exactly as I had built it: one clean governing line, anchored to the man and not the gear, nothing for a thief to cut and nothing for its wearer to reach. Grandmaster work holding a grandmaster. He felt the seal close and flexed his fingers once, testing the leash’s length out of professional habit. He gave the seal one brief, clipped nod, then returned his attention to my tool angle. It was the most complete portrait of Balthus Vellick I knew.

“You came for the renewal,” he said, when I had sealed it. “You could have sent a note and let the fade run. You did not. So you came for something else as well, and you are too proud to ask, so I will give it to you, because it is the only thing I have left that will cost the house anything.”

“You don’t have to give me anything.”

“No,” said Balthus Vellick. “I don’t. That is exactly why I am going to.” He set the boning knife down, squared, on the deal table. “They wrote me down, boy. Do you understand what that is, in the language I have spoken my whole life? For thirty years I kept this concession’s losses ledgers. I drew the line across a consignment, wrote consignment written down, and closed the account. And this winter they sent a clerk with a warrant, and he carried my archive down my own stair on the shoulders of men who did not look at me, and he wrote me down. I am a line with a rule drawn across it. So.” He crossed one wrist over the other, Harrap’s gesture, and I understood suddenly where the factor had learned it. “Spite is the only currency I have that still spends. And I find I have a great deal of it, and nowhere to spend it but on you, because you are the only person in the kingdom the house wants something from that I can deny it by talking to you. So ask, or don’t, and I will tell you regardless.”

“Tell me who’s coming,” I said.

“Ah.” He was pleased. It was awful, how pleased he was, a man reduced to spending his last coin and enjoying the spending. “The house does not send its best, boy. People misunderstand that about us. It sends its most final. Ivo Rathmell. The Longwall. He rides the capital lance card and he has for nine years and he has not lost, and that is not the number that matters about him. The number that matters is forty-one. He has ended forty-one careers. Riders who met him and never rode again, and not one of them broken by a raised voice or a foul or a cruelty. He does not beat them. He rides so evenly, holds a line so total, that they come apart against him. They quit. They lose the argument about whether they were ever as good as they thought, and they carry the losing off the sand, and they do not come back.” He tilted his head. “The house is sending him for your rider. It is not a duel. It is a demonstration. He is what the safety doctrine looks like when it has grown a body and believes itself. He genuinely thinks the rating keeps them alive. That is what makes him final. A cruel man you can beat by being less cruel. A man convinced he is a kindness, you have to break, and he will not thank you, and neither will the forty-one.”

“How does a man end forty-one careers and sleep?” I said.

“He sleeps very well. That completes the measure of him. He does not think he ends them. He thinks the sand ends them and he is only the wall it breaks on, and that the wall is a mercy, because the alternative to meeting Rathmell at an honest rating is meeting a shear at full pass with nobody to stop it, and he has carried enough of those off the sand to believe it in his bones. He checks his own rail by hand after every practice. A cruel man would not bother.” A pause. “You will like him. That is the trap of him. Do not.”

I banked all of it. Rathmell. Forty-one. A wall that believes it is a mercy. I filed it beside the frame’s obituary column and the terminal tic. Balthus saw the information settle behind my face; he knows that habit in a dangerous man.

“That’s the one you named,” I said. “Now name the one you didn’t.”

His pleasure went out.

Balthus’s arithmetic rarely miscounted a beat. This time his fingers stopped turning the boning knife, and his gaze went past me to Drummond before returning. When he answered, his voice had dropped.

“You will not see the one that matters,” he said. “I never did either.”

“Meaning.”

“Meaning the house keeps a hand that cleans, and I have signed adjacent to its work for thirty years and never once met it and never once been meant to.” He turned the boning knife a quarter on the table, an old man’s gesture, needing motion while he spoke. “There are deaths in my ledgers that were filed as gear failures. Not the scheduled ones. The scheduled ones I know; I priced them; a rider crashes on a housing rated to crash and that is a sale, and I have made my peace with it, God help me, because I decided a long time ago that it was civilisation.” He looked up. “But there are others. A witness to a bad consignment who dies of his own charm. An inspector who was going to make trouble, taken off by a ward he had carried for years. Filed as failure. Every time. And I did not order them, and I do not know who did the cutting, and the one time I asked, thirty years ago, a man I respected told me not to ask again, in a tone I have never forgotten, and I never asked again.” He set the knife down. “You found a cut this winter. On my tower stair, I would guess, since that is what the factor’s men would have needed opened quietly. That unnecessary full stop at every terminus. Am I right?”

I did not answer, which was an answer.

“I am right,” said Balthus Vellick. “It was not your imagination and it is not a locksmith with a tic. That is the hand that cleans, and it is at this meeting, and it is ahead of you already, and I am telling you this for nothing except that I would like, before I die on an apprentice’s bench, to have inconvenienced the thing that told me not to ask.” He almost smiled again. “Consider it a professional courtesy. One craftsman to another. There is a man coming who kills people with their own runework in other men’s hands, so that every death is a failure and every suspicion is a stranger’s, and I have never seen his face, and neither will you, until it is far too late to be useful. Now you know the shape of the thing that is going to be trying to kill your family in the spring. You are welcome.”

“Renward sends them,” I said. It was not a question. “Both of them. The wall and the hand.”

“Renward signs,” said Balthus, and there was something in the way he said the patriarch’s name that I marked. It was not fear or love. Decades of exposure had worn his voice flat. “That is all he does, boy. He signs. He signed the work order that sent Crane. He ordered your collar renewed in the same summer he believed you dead. He has signed his name to stolen strokes for forty years and could not cut a fade-tick to save his life. His signature activates the entire house, an engine that turns ink into armed men, and the man himself has never held a chisel in anger. Do not go to the capital looking for a villain with a sword. Look at the men his hand pays, and the things they carry. I was one of them. Now I am a line with a rule through it, and this is the only revenge left after your own house depreciates you.”

There was a silence. Drummond, by the wall, had not moved through any of it, and I knew that every word had gone into the box in his office as surely as if he had written it down, which he would, later, with tool sizes if he could get them.

Near the end, the old butcher did the one thing that hour I did not expect, and have not been able to fully account for since.

He grieved. Just for a moment, and never for a person. He looked around the room at the north wall and its hundred painted tool-shadows: the ghosts of the loupe, the gravers, and the ink cabinet. His soft face showed unmistakable grief, real and deep, but not for the riders he had priced, the soldiers who died on payment calendars, or the smith he had watched get collared. It was for the archive. The tools. The work.

That frightened me because I understood it. He grieved for good craft as deeply as I did. Across a plain deal table in a robbed tower, with the leash I had cut holding him below his own hands, I saw how little love of the work proved about the man doing it.

I packed my roll.

At the door I took the small stripped chisel from my apron and cut one line into the frame at eye height: the true anchor-seam angle he had corrected me on, clean and uncredited.

“Your angle was right,” I said.

The perfect stroke remained among the painted shadows for him to interpret. Balthus rose far enough to put one fingertip beneath it without touching the fresh cut, reading angle and pressure from the burr. For one breath his grandmaster’s attention occupied the stripped room again. I had given him one real tool among painted ones, courtesy or cruelty according to the hour. I went out.

He did not answer. But as Drummond drew the door to behind us, I heard the old man laugh, once, very quietly, in the empty room, and I have thought about that laugh more than I would like.

Drummond did not speak until we were down the outside stair and out into the frozen court, past the marshal on the door, and then he stopped, in the middle of the wheel-ruts the carts had left, and looked north, following the orientation everyone in the family had acquired.

“Forty-one careers,” he said.

“You’ll write it down.”

“I’ve written it down.” He had a box of statements in his office and had read some of them eleven times. “Tool sizes I can’t get from a conversation. But I can get the shape of a threat, and I got two of those up there. One has a face, rides a lance card, and can be planned for.” He turned and looked at me with the scar going through his eyebrow. “The other one. The one he couldn’t name. That’s the one that keeps me up.”

“Me too.”

Drummond hooked both thumbs beneath his belt. His shoulders locked and his elbows drew close, a marshal physically containing the urge to act outside his authority. “One man wants the whole capital watching. The other does his work best when no one knows there was a fight.” His gaze stayed north. “I know which one I dislike more.”

“The one with the face we can put on a card and beat,” I said. “The other we have to catch in the act, or read after, off the dead.”

“Then read fast. I’ve buried men whose gear failed honest and men whose gear was helped, and from the outside they lie in the same shape. If this hand is as good as the old butcher says, the only thing standing between the two is you.” He started across the frozen court. “That’s a great deal to hang on one bench-rat’s eyes.”

“They’ve carried worse.”

At the foot of the stair, Drummond stopped beside the wheel-rut Harrap’s cart had frozen into the court and scuffed its raised edge flat with his boot.

“Rathmell can be watched,” he said. “Give me times, doors, the rail he uses. A faceless cutter cannot. So when you find his habit again, you tell me before you finish admiring it.”

“I don’t admire him.”

“You admired Balthus’s mace while planning to collar him. Craft catches your eye before evil does. That is useful until it delays you.”

The marshal knew me better than I preferred. “The same terminal tic. Forged surface hand. Master pressure underneath. I tell you the instant all three agree.”

“Good. Then I put bodies around the likely target and let your eyes do their work.”

He walked on. I followed, Balthus’s laugh and the warning about my own attention keeping pace with us.


Chapter 7: The Doorframe Answer

“That was a snatch drill,” said Rhona, the first thing, before I had my coat off, standing in the middle of her private drill floor with two wooden practice blades ready. “The low path. The wagon. Three men and an open door. You know that, yes? You’ve fought enough to know a rehearsal when you’re in one.”

“I know it,” I said.

“Then you know they’ll do it again. They didn’t come to take you on the low path. They came to see how you’d move when three men boxed you in a narrow place, and how fast the family came over the wall, and who came, and with what. It was a measurement. They’ll spend the measurement in the capital, where the walls are theirs and there is no wall for Verena to come over. There will be a narrow place and a door. They will have practised, because they always practise. You will have one usable answer. I am going to teach it to you now, and my price is the same as it was in the autumn. You train for real. Again. No bench tricks. You give me the same trust you give a blade locked in your vise, and you let me work you. No thinking like a smith while I do it.”

“All right,” I said.

“You always say all right and then you think like a smith.” She tossed me one of the wooden blades, which I was not expecting, and did not catch cleanly, which made her point for her before she made it with words. “Come at me. Grab. Two hands, drive me back, take me off my feet. Do it like a man being paid to put me in a wagon.”

I did it badly, because I did it like a duelist, squaring up, looking for the line, and she stepped inside all of it before I had committed, and I found myself against the wall with a wooden edge across my throat, gently, and her forearm across my chest, and she was not even breathing hard.

“That,” said Rhona Corrick, “is the doorframe answer, and you’re going to hate learning it, because it is not elegant and it wins.”

Rhona’s private drill floor is the small court, the walled sand square behind the armoury, with pells scarred to the heartwood by generations of blades. The weapons store opens off the end: a long vaulted room, one lamp on a chain, no windows, polearms standing butt-down in wall brackets, practice blades sorted by reach, and three harness dummies patched with old leather gone black and shiny with age. It smells of that leather and of cold stone and of the particular dust that comes off sand tracked in on boots over years, and it is the room in the academy I would least like to fight three men in. Rhona chose it because the room punished every mistake the lesson addressed. She teaches the answer in the place that most needs it.

She stepped back and showed me.

“A snatch happens in a narrow place, because a narrow place is where they can get their weight on you and you can’t run. Your blade, speed, and sight have no room to work here. Take the door. Take the frame. Own the narrow line before the men own you. The answer begins here: you never put both feet in the doorway. A man with both feet in a doorway is a man they can pin against the frame and fold up and carry. So you take the frame. Hips through first, sideways, one foot committed and one foot free, your elbow into the jamb so they can’t turn you, your free hand on the far post so you own the line, and then you’re not a man in a doorway, you’re a man wearing the doorway, and they can’t fold you, because the frame is doing your bracing for you.” She did it, in the doorway of the weapons store, in one movement, and became briefly immovable, a tall, solidly built veteran wedged into a frame with a wooden blade. Her weight came through the floor and the jamb in one efficient line, with none wasted on the show of force. The geometry resolved like a load-spread: pressure divided through hip, floor, and jamb until the frame carried what muscle alone could not. “Now you. Wrong first. You’ll do it wrong. Everybody does it wrong. Then you’ll do it right, and then you’ll do it right when you’re tired and frightened, which is the only version that counts.”

I did it wrong. I put both feet in the doorway, thinking like a duelist who wants to face his man, and she folded me up and put me on the floor of the weapons store, twice, patiently, and named the failed footwork both times, and the second time she added, “You’re fighting the man. Stop fighting the man. Fight the door. The door is your friend. It is the only friend you have in a narrow place and you keep turning your back on it to look at the enemy.”

On the third attempt, pressure divided through hip, floor, and jamb. The doorway carried what my muscles could not, the way a load-spread keeps a lattice from tearing at a junction. I let my hip become the hinge, kept one foot free, and turned through the frame. Craft reached my body where a fighting lecture had failed.

The third time I stopped thinking about the man.

I thought about the Annex, which has nine ways in, four of them windows, and a coal hatch with a four-foot drop onto the flags by the slack tub, and a yard door whose hinge pins used to be on the outside until Garvan welded them. I thought about moving through a shop I know in the dark, a route I can walk, as I did the night Hargen’s blades came, and I let the fighter’s instincts go. I moved instead from the memory of narrow places, every frame in my life fixed where my body expected it. I took the doorway, hips first, elbow to the jamb, free hand on the far post. Rhona came at me with her full heavy, planted strength, failed to fold me, and stepped back with one nod.

“There,” she said. “That’s the one. Now again.”

The fourth time she did not come at my chest. She caught my apron strap and pulled while driving a shoulder into my ribs. I held the jamb and lost my footing anyway.

“You owned the upper frame,” she said, standing over me. “Your feet owned nothing. A door is not only posts. It has a floor.”

She chalked three marks across the threshold: heel, ball, free foot. I placed each carefully, and she kicked the free ankle out from under me.

“Too careful. A taker won’t wait for your geometry. Again.”

The sixth time she threw a folded blanket over my head before she grabbed me. Runesight snapped up by reflex and found nothing useful because the blanket carried no runes and neither did her hands. She drove me halfway through the door before I got my elbow to the jamb.

“Good men lose when you take their favorite sense away,” she said. “You have a very favorite sense. Stop sulking and use your hips.”

The ninth time she had Tam ring a hammer against a shield behind me as she moved. I turned toward the sound. She folded me.

The twelfth time she made me start on my knees with my weight braced on palms and shins, the position a snatch crew would put a man in after the first tackle. I got one foot under me, put my shoulder into the near post, and rose along the frame, using the post as my line. She struck my forearm with the wooden blade while I did it. I kept the arm.

“Better. Again.”

On the fourteenth she stopped mid-drive and made me freeze where I stood, one foot in the frame, one out, her forearm still on my chest. “Feel that,” she said. “Feel where your weight wants to go. It wants to go back, into the room, away from the hand on you. That instinct will get you killed. The room behind a snatch door is where the wagon is. Every fibre of you will want to retreat into it, and every foot you give up backward is a foot closer to the crate. So you don’t retreat. You turn. You go through the frame sideways, toward the open air, never back into the dark.” She let me go. “Again. This time notice the pull, and refuse it.”

By the twentieth repetition sweat had soaked the back of my shirt despite the cold. My right hip bruised from the jamb. Rhona changed grips every time: wrist and collar, belt and elbow, one arm pinned, both arms free, blade at the ribs, no blade, pressure from behind. The answer remained ugly and small. One foot free. Hip through. Elbow to wood. Own the narrow line before the other man owned you.

On the twenty-seventh she drove me backward from the weapons-store aisle. I yielded one step, turned inside the frame, and used the post to strip her grabbing hand off my sleeve. That repetition ended with me outside and her in the doorway.

Rhona studied her empty grip.

“You added a release.”

“The frame offered one.”

“No. The frame is wood. You finally offered one.” She reset her stance. “Keep it. Again.”

We drilled until the movement began below thought. Only then did she lower the practice blade.

“The others come and learn it now,” she said. “The entire family drills this. Every one of you will meet a narrow place in that city, and I would like you to wear the door and come out alive.”

Being drilled by Rhona Corrick was the closest I had come to apprenticeship after a whole career as the man everyone else apprenticed under. It was good to be a beginner at something in my second life. She does not praise. Praise from her is a rationed and devastating thing, and when you finally do the thing right, your reward is one flat word, again, said in a slightly different key, and you learn to hear the key, and the key is the only medal she gives. A roomful of another teacher’s enthusiasm could not land as hard.

“Again,” she said, when I took the frame right the third time. Then, four folds later, when I took it right tired, “Again,” in the other key, and I knew I had it.

“You cut a leash into a grandmaster this week,” she said, resetting me in the doorway, apropos of nothing, as she sometimes does, dropping a real question into the middle of a drill because a body learning a hard thing is a body that has stopped guarding its mouth. “How was that.”

“Cold,” I said.

“Good. Stay cold about it.” She came at me. I took the frame. “A man who warms up about a thing like that either stops doing it or starts enjoying it, and both are how you lose your soul in this trade. Cold is correct. Again.”

We did it until my hips knew it without my head. Then Rhona opened the court door and called everyone in.

Verena arrived first, wooden sword tucked under one arm. Tam followed with his little book already open. Orla came sideways through the frame to test whether Rhona would correct her before the lesson began. Garvan filled the doorway behind them and made the technique look briefly unnecessary.

Rhona did not march the family through my lesson one learner at a time. She made the room asymmetric.

Verena received the inner doorway and two attackers without demonstration. Tam stood outside it holding his little book, responsible for calling the instant her free foot became trapped. Orla chose where the second pressure entered. Garvan was forbidden to use more than half his strength.

The first attempt collapsed at once. Orla went low for Verena’s loose ankle while Garvan occupied the upper frame. Tam called the danger after Verena had already lost the foot.

“Late,” Rhona said.

“I saw it.”

“Then speak while sight can still save someone. Again.”

On the next attack, Tam called “low” before Orla committed. Verena freed the foot, yielded the outer frame deliberately, and turned on the middle post. Garvan’s momentum jammed Orla behind him without either taking a blow.

Rhona made no speech. She took Tam’s book, placed it on a high shelf, and reset the four of them in different roles. The page would not be present in the doorway. Their bodies and voices had to carry the answer.

Rhona changed the exercise again. Tam became the only person allowed to see both sides of the frame, but he could speak only one word per attack. Verena had to trust the call without turning her head. On the first rush he spent the word on “left” and failed to name the low grab. On the second he waited too long and said nothing.

“Choose the danger that removes her choice,” Rhona told him. “Direction matters less than the trapped foot.”

The third time, Tam called “ankle.” Verena freed it before Orla’s hand arrived and used the surviving upper frame to turn Garvan’s weight. One precise word preserved three possible answers. Rhona made Tam call the same danger once from the floor, once behind the frame, and once while Garvan blocked his view of Verena’s upper body. Each time he chose the trapped ankle. The lesson had moved from sight into judgment.

Tam reached automatically for the shelf where his book waited, caught himself, and instead reset Verena’s heel with his own boot.

“Again,” Rhona said in the different key.

Orla learned it instantly and could not stop improving it. She spent the next repetitions trying to catch people out with changes Rhona had not taught. She caught Tam twice and Verena once, that last with a low feint that turned into a grab at the free ankle, and Rhona stopped the room to watch it.

“That’s the one that beats the answer,” Rhona said. “Low, at the loose foot, when the defender’s committed to the upper frame. Remember it, because someone will do it to you, and it’ll be someone who watched you drill.” She looked at Orla. “You just taught the whole family a way to lose. Now everyone drill the counter.”

They drilled the counter, and Orla was insufferable about it, and the counter was the part that mattered.

Garvan appeared to learn nothing because Rhona could not move him through the frame. She drove at his chest, belt, elbow, and knees. He stood with both feet planted wrong and nevertheless remained where the mason who laid the threshold had put him.

“Strength is concealing the error,” Rhona said.

Garvan nodded.

“That was criticism.”

“I know.”

She made him drill without resistance: hip through, one foot free, elbow to jamb. His body disliked keeping a foot uncommitted. He had built his whole craft around becoming the fixed thing other people braced against. On the seventh repetition Rhona called Orla over.

“Fold him.”

Orla ignored the chest and attacked the free side, caught Garvan’s belt, and used the loose foot as the pivot Rhona intended. Garvan turned through the frame without falling and ended outside it, still upright, with Orla occupying the doorway.

He considered the result.

“Again,” he said.

On the next attempt he let the free foot move and stopped treating motion as failure. Orla’s momentum passed into the jamb. She bounced backward. Rhona gave him the different-key again, and Garvan nodded once.

Rhona’s final test made him teach the stance to Tam. Garvan used six words and one repositioning of the boy’s heel. Tam took the frame correctly on his next attempt. Teaching proved Garvan understood the answer; brute strength had only concealed the lesson before. Rhona made him teach it twice more without prompting.

At supper Orla was still testing the answer. That is how the afternoon ended, at the pot, with her demonstrating it on Garvan.

She came at him grinning, a bread roll for a blade. Hips through the doorway of Ferrant’s little office, elbow to the jamb, free hand on the far post, she wore the door and drove her small shoulder into Garvan to see if she could fold the immovable object.

Garvan did not move at all.

He was standing in the doorway with a bowl balanced against his chest, and Orla hit the doorframe answer against him at full commitment, and he did not so much as spill the bowl. He looked down at her, wedged into the frame beside him, red in the face with effort and delight, and he ate a spoonful of stew, and he said the four words.

“Doors are my job.”

The table erupted. Even Rhona. Orla lay down on the Annex floor laughing and refused to get up. Ferrant stepped over her to reach the pot. Garvan continued eating in the doorway she had failed to conquer.

The siege-yards invitation came out after Orla got off the floor.

Rhona had it in her coat, Colm Drever’s letter, and she read it aloud when the family asked. Her flat delivery stripped every decoration away; the war never got any other voice from her. Drever’s square, slow sergeant’s hand allowed no adjectives and buried one admission.

“‘The circuit runs the breach-and-hold on the third day,’” she read. “‘The yards are much as you left them, worse in the north corner where the roof came in. There will be men here who were on your line, Corrick. Not many. Enough. They would take it kindly if the line’s own magus stood a drill on the ground where she held it, and so would I. It has been fourteen years. You held for nine days, and I have not forgotten one of them.’” She folded the letter. “Fourteen years. Nine days holding. His count matches mine. Of course it does.”

She sat with the folded letter pinched between thumb and forefinger. Her thumb worried the new crease until the paper whitened, and one word of her next sentence failed to arrive on the first attempt. The war had never fully demobilised in her, but usually she could make that fact dry. This time the letter held her cadence hostage for a second before discipline reclaimed it.

“I’ll stand the drill,” she said. “I’ve said yes. I said yes before I let myself work out what it’ll be like.” She unfolded the letter and reversed its crease while the rest of her remained under rigid control. “There will be an engine yard. They keep the old war-machines racked there now, decommissioned, like sleeping oxen, for the crowd to look at. I have not been near one in fourteen years. I don’t know how that’s going to sit.” A soldier’s flat almost-humour. “We’ll find out on the day, in front of a crowd, which is the worst possible place to discover the answer, and on the very ground where soldiers usually discover the worst answers.”

I had been measuring her while she talked. I had not meant to. It is a reflex, and it is the worst one I have. A smith’s eye had been measuring the reach of her sword-arm and the set of her shoulders, sizing the war-gear she no longer owned. In my head I drew the left bracer now lying in nine pieces in a box on a shelf. I did it in the autumn and burned the drawing. My hands wanted to do it again, and she caught me.

“Whatever you’re pricing,” said Rhona Corrick, without heat, folding a letter, not looking up, “don’t.”

“I wasn’t.”

“You were. You were measuring my reach. You’ve the eyes for it and you can’t help it, and it’s a good instinct and it is not for me, and I told you in the autumn and I’ll tell you every time until you stop, effectively never, so I’ll tell you every time.” She looked up. “When it’s my war, I’ll bring you my war, in a box, and set it on your bench, and name the price, and pay it. Not before. Offer that rebuild weeks before I stand where my line died and you hand me a bill for my grief. You know it, because you said something like it to me once and I’ve kept it.”

“I heard you,” I said. “I’ll wait to be asked.”

“Good.” She put the letter away. “You’re the only smith in the kingdom I’d let touch that box, and you’ll touch it when I say, and not one evening before. Now eat your stew before Ferrant decides it’s medicinal for something new.”


Chapter 8: Full Power, Falling Snow

We tested the rig at full power past midnight in a snowstorm, because the only reliable way to know what a machine will do is to make it do it, and the only safe time to find out what Orla Selkirk actually is was a night when nobody official was awake to write it in a book.

It was a conspiracy built out of ordinary people taking their places without being asked.

Ferrant took the coal hatch on the low path, because the coal hatch lets a person come and go without crossing the court, and he sat on it in the snow with a lantern under his coat and a face like a man guarding a still. Tam had the relay plates, a pair he had cut himself, one at the head of the run and one in his hand, so that if anyone came he could ring the other without a shout. Verena took the wall, the six-foot wall behind the north drill court, and lay along the top of it in the dark in her blacks with snow settling on her, watching the two approaches to the lancing run, because a woman who can come off that wall in a fight is a woman you want on it as a sentry. Rhona was officially in her quarters and was in fact standing in the arch of the drill court with her arms folded, having taken the watch as though it had always been hers.

My place was at the rail with Orla and the rig, where the work waited.

Nobody had argued over a post. They had simply occupied every place the test required before Orla reached the rail.

Ferrant had brought a flask. Of course he had. He passed it up to Verena on the wall on his way to the hatch and told her it was medicinal, and she drank some and reported that it was terrible and medicinal for nothing, and he was satisfied.

Deep cold sealed the academy like a shop after the lamps went out. No wind. The snow came straight down, stacking on the rail, the wall-top, the brim of Ferrant’s hat, and Verena’s shoulders where she lay along the stone. Nobody spoke above the level a person uses in a sickroom. Our only light came from the lantern under Ferrant’s coat, throwing a red seam up through the falling snow. Five people had put themselves out in a storm past midnight so that one rider could find out what she was worth with the arithmetic gone.

The lancing run is two hundred paces of rolled clay on the east side of the drill court, with a steel rail sunk down the middle, a ward-target stack at the far end, and painted white barrier lines on either side. The east wall behind it is scorched black at shoulder height from generations of launch discharge. A reader of scorches could reconstruct generations of bad launches from that wall alone.

That night, snow covered everything. The clay lay white, the rail a black line down its center, the targets hooded. Heavy flakes fell straight through the windless cold, and the run carried the silence of a place about to become very loud.

Orla rigged up.

Orla buckled into the shoulder yoke and hip cradle, then set her boots in the stirrups. She went round every buckle with the triple-check she has done since a sabotaged rig nearly killed her in the autumn, the governor’s habit made her own. At the head of the run, she looked up at me through falling snow. It settled on her pink ponytail and melted on her freckled face. Anticipation had already set her hazel-green eyes over-bright. She grinned with all her teeth. “Right. Show me what I paid for.”

“You didn’t pay for anything,” I said. “I built it.”

“Then show me what you built.” She flexed against the yoke, and the rebuilt frame moved with her, all the old resistance gone, and I saw her feel that, the give in it, the honesty of it, and her grin changed. “Oh. Oh, it moves right. Nobody told me it would move right. Emrys, it moves right.”

“Quarter first,” I said. “We do this in passes. Quarter, half, full. You do not open it all the way until I’ve read every pass. Agreed, or I unbuckle you and we go to bed.”

“Agreed, agreed.” She was already vibrating. “Quarter. Fine. Boring. Agreed.”

She did the quarter pass, and every line held, and it was already fast.

Even at quarter power, the launch snapped her from one end of the rail toward the other. The lattice gathered along her spine and let go. Orla shot down the black line through white snow faster than a galloping horse, while the rail hummed behind her for four seconds, then five. Its low even note and the rig’s light gave me the pass before she reached the targets.

I stood at the rail and opened my sight and read the rebuilt rig running under a rider at speed, and it was beautiful, and I will not pretend to be modest about it, because I do not think a man should be modest about the best work he does. The rebuilt launch-lattice carried an even load from crown to heel. Every filament did the job it pretended to do and no other: no shunt bleeding her output into the frame, no governor lie capping her at a grade, no fade-tick waiting in the anchor seam for a scheduled crowd. Just a woman, a machine, and the physics between them, truthful at last in that frame’s long haunted life. The rail gave its usual four- or five-second hum after she passed. Orla came off the quarter pass laughing.

“Half,” she said.

Half was faster than most riders’ full. It held. Every load path remained stable, and the ward-targets at the end rang once, a single struck-bell note. The snow in her wake did a thing it never did at lower speed: lifted, hung a moment off the ground in the launch-wash, then fell all together.

“Full,” said Orla.

“Not yet.” I made her stand at the head of the run and get her breath while I read the half-pass off the frame properly, because a half-pass leaves the same class of tell as a full one, only smaller, and I wanted the smaller one before I let her lay down the larger. The frame had taken the half without distortion. The two re-laid struts held. The eleven-year weld held. Only the third hip rib, the one that takes the load off the launch when the rider turns, showed me a shadow I did not love, a faint whitening at the junction, the beginning of the thing a frame does when it is being asked to carry its rider uncapped for the first time in years. I marked it for the full-pass inspection.

Orla stood at the head of the run with the snow settling on her and her breath going up in the lantern-light, and she vibrated at the edge of her own skin, gaze fixed down the black rail, every quick movement gathering toward one launch. “Now,” she said. “Please. I’ve never had it. Nobody’s ever let me have all of it. I’ve been riding a cap my whole life and I want to know what’s under it before I want anything else in the world.”

I read the frame one more time before I let her: the eleven-year weld, the two re-laid struts, and the hip-cradle rib, and it was holding, and I said, “Full. Once. And I mean once, and then we talk about the margins, because I felt the frame on the half and I want to feel it on the full before you do it twice.”

“Once. Fine. FULL.”

Verena rose onto one elbow along the wall. Rhona unfolded her arms in the arch. Tam’s thumb settled over the relay plate, ready to ring the abort if my hand rose. Ferrant forgot the flask between his knees.

I distrusted a one-sided read and walked once around Orla’s frame. The hip-cradle pin sat home. No snow had entered the spine seam. I pulled the left stirrup, then made Orla pull it herself.

“Sound,” she said.

“Your count.”

Her fingers touched collar, chest, thigh. “Mine.”

“The pass belongs to you. The stop belongs to the frame. If I signal, you stop.”

She met my eyes through the falling snow. “If you signal, I stop. Then I complain until spring.”

“Accepted.”

She lowered into launch posture. The family went motionless around her.

She did the full pass.

Across my first life and the months since the vault, I have watched a great many people do a great many things. I watched the best duelists of a generation on the sand at the Crown Trials. I watched Verena’s Stormbreak stand the sand up straight off the ground and hang it in the air. At the rail in falling snow, watching Orla ride beyond the recalibrated grade-four maximum she had reached at Grayvern, I measured the fastest pass I had ever seen a person make. Love had no part in the measurement. It complicated everything around it.

At full output, the launch is not a sound that arrives after the light. Light, sound, and motion happen at once, too fast for the body to sort. Afterward, the mind reconstructs the pass from fragments, as if waking from a dream.

She left the head of the run and she was at the targets before the sound of the launch reached me. The rail did not hum after her; the rail screamed, a rising note four seconds long that I felt in my teeth. The snow did not lift and hang. It flattened away from the run in a wall of white, standing on both sides of the rail as a suspended corridor with a black line down the middle where she had been. The ward-targets rang together in a chord hard enough to crack one mount. A fresh scorch darkened the east wall at shoulder height.

By the time I turned to follow, she was already dismounting at the far end. I had missed the middle because a person is not built to track something moving that fast, and I am built better than most.

I stood at the rail in the settling snow and read what she had left.

The launch lattice held residual heat longest at the shoulder yoke, according to the load model. I touched the test rod to the rail and counted the declining vibration through its handle. The first harmonic faded cleanly. The second carried a tiny roughness at the turn-load frequency.

“Plate,” I called.

Tam struck his relay once. Orla stopped at the far end and abandoned the return walk before it began. Even in exhilaration, she obeyed the test signal.

I went down the run on foot with the rod against the rail every ten paces. At forty, sixty, and eighty, the roughness remained constant. That fixed the roughness to the moving frame and cleared the rail joins. At the target stack, I measured the cracked mount. The break came from straight impact, not point wobble. Her delivery had stayed true.

Orla held herself vibrating beside the rig while I worked. I checked the shoulder yoke first, then both spine bars, then the eleven-year weld. Snow hissed against warm steel. Meltwater threaded the old weld and froze clear beneath it. No distortion. The two re-laid struts had carried full power without whitening.

The third hip rib showed the cost. Under magnification, a pale fan spread from the junction no wider than my smallest fingernail. The fan showed no crack or imminent failure. It proved the full turn-load had concentrated there before the new lattice distributed it. I checked both neighboring ribs and the cradle seat before trusting that conclusion; all three remained dark, cool, and structurally true under load.

I drew the location on Tam’s slate and made Orla put her finger beside it.

“This is what full costs tonight,” I said. “You know it before the second pass.”

She swallowed the demand for that pass and nodded.

I looked from the settled frame to the corridor of snow over the new scorch and thought about a rigger’s book that rated her four, an assessment column two grades higher, and a projected-receipts line that said demonstration value. They had been sitting on this. For years. They measured this: the fastest thing I had ever seen a person do. Then they wrote it in a column, priced it as a crash, stamped a four on her machine, and did the sad face. They sent her out to ride a cap and call it her rating. Not once in all those years did they let her feel what I had just let her feel in a snowstorm at midnight for nothing. It is the coldest I have been all winter and it had nothing to do with the snow.

She came back through the hanging snow on foot, shaking and incandescent. Melt ran off her wrecked ponytail; steam rose from her rig leathers. Her freckled face had flushed dark, and her blown-wide hazel-green eyes fixed on nothing. She was drunk on the pass.

Desire caught me hard enough to stop my reach for the test rod. The post-run blaze of her landed low and hard: flushed skin, ragged breath, pert chest heaving under the rig-shirt, sprinter’s thighs still trembling. Then I set the hunger aside because there was work.

“AGAIN,” she said. Not a question. A demand thrown at the snow.

Her words abruptly outran her ability to choose among them. “Did you see that? You saw it. Tam, did you see it? The rail SCREAMED. It’s never screamed for me. It always gives me this bored little hum, and tonight I made it scream. I want another pass now, forty more after that, then one in front of the capital crowd. I want the man who wrote four to be holding the book when I do it.”

“Half the academy heard that,” said Ferrant, from the hatch, not entirely displeased.

“Then half the academy has been properly reminded I exist.”

“No,” I said.

“Emrys.”

“No. Come here and coil the cable. I care enough to make you stop at one, and you’re going to have to live with it.”

She came because under all of it she trusts my hands with her life, though neither of us says it aloud. We coiled the head-cable together in the snow-quiet while I gave her the measurable cost. A rider lied to about her margins is a rider who dies.

“The frame took the full pass,” I said. “It held. But there’s a strut in the hip cradle, the third rib, that took the load at true output with less margin than I want. It didn’t fail. It won’t fail soon. But it’s the strut that’s going to be tired first, every time you ride full, and I’m going to re-lay it before the spring, and I want you to know it’s there, so that you’re never surprised by your own machine again in your life.”

She listened. She has learned to listen when I talk about the frame; it is the one subject that makes her still. “The third hip rib,” she repeated. “The one that takes the turn.”

“That one. It’s the physical cost of what you just did. Every full pass charges the frame. It remembers, and it’ll remember tonight, and I’ll read it and re-lay it, and you’ll ride knowing where your machine is weakest, the inversion of every rig you’ve ever been issued.”

“The opposite,” she said, “of every rig I’ve ever been issued.” She turned the cable coil against her forearms and began correcting my loops.

“Too tight,” she said. “You’ll put a kink in the head-line. This one wants another inch. And the latch faces out, because if I’m unrigging in a hurry I don’t want to reach through hot cable.” She fixed both, checked the third hip rib’s red thread from ten paces away, and ran out of tasks she could use as cover.

At the head of the snow-covered run, she faced the rig standing dark against the white. Steam still rose from her shoulders. I had stripped that machine to its ribs and rebuilt every load path to do its stated job, strut by strut, twice a week all winter. She swallowed, then made herself say the thing while still looking at it.

“Nobody ever built a rig for the real me before.”

Before I could answer, she pushed the coil against my chest and fled up the run at her usual retreating speed. I let her go. A direct answer would only have made her run farther, and the cable digging into my ribs said she had heard everything I had not managed to say.

Verena came off the wall.

She came down through the snow-light and stood beside me, tracking Orla’s small fast shape until it vanished round the drill-court arch past a pretending-not-to-watch Rhona. Then she said, dry, warm, the two of them at once the way she does:

“She ran away from you.”

“She did.”

“Because you built the real rider a rig without hidden limits.” Verena hooked her chin at the frame, dark against the snow, the ward-target still faintly ringing at the far end. “She’ll jump a rail before she’ll stand still for tenderness. Remember that.”

She took the coil from my chest and began winding it. “Come put her machine to bed. I outrank everyone on this run.”

We put the rig to bed together. The launch-lattice had to cool slowly, the head-cable had to be coiled without a kink, and every boot-stirrup wanted checking for the strain of the dismount. We did it in the snow with cold hands and the shorthand of people who had worked together long enough to need few words.

Verena ran her palm down the cooling spine bar, checking the length of it by feel out of her nightly habit with her own blade, and stopped where the third hip rib met the cradle. “This the tired one?” she said. “The metal changes under my hand here.” She could not read it the way I do, but six years of maintaining her own gear had put a rough knowledge in her fingers.

“That’s the one,” I said.

“Then it gets your first hour in the capital.” Her champion’s note entered my reckoning beside the one already there.

Ferrant came stiff off the coal hatch swearing about his knees, the cold, and the foolishness of testing machines at an hour God intended for sleep. In the middle of it he asked how fast. I told him.

He stopped swearing. “Huh.”

Tam rang the relay plate once for the joy of it.

Rhona made Orla repeat the night’s limit before anyone left the run.

“One full pass until the third rib is re-laid,” Orla said. “Half output remains safe, inspected each session. No true-speed turn without Emrys reading the frame after.”

“And if he says stop?”

“I stop. I complain continuously, but I stop.”

“Acceptable.”

We chalked the restriction directly on the trestle tag and tied a red thread through the hip-cradle joint. The red thread carried no power. It marked the tired rib, the one-pass limit, and an agreement Orla had tied herself. I made the mark visible from launch position and from the repair side, because a warning only the smith can read is another kind of hidden governor. Orla checked both sightlines before accepting it.

Orla tied the knot herself, then made Tam name what it meant without looking at his notes. He gave her the one-pass limit, the joint, and the required inspection. Only when he got all three right did she trim the loose ends.

I opened my sight across the cold joint once more while she held the thread aside. The pale fan had stopped spreading, the neighboring ribs remained dark, and the load path had settled evenly now that the metal was cool. Only after that final read did I close my tool roll.

Before leaving, she made Tam explain the difference between a warning and a governor. He stumbled through the first answer, tried again, and got it: a warning gives knowledge to the bearer; a governor takes choice away.

“Write that one in the little book,” she said.

He did, under the sketch of the pale fan at the junction.

Garvan materialised beside the coal hatch, looked at the fresh scorch on the east wall, and gave the rig his complete review.

“Fast.”


Chapter 9: Show, Don’t Tell

Two evenings after the full-power test, Orla entered the Annex at a walk. She did not knock over her usual stool. Her pink ponytail still bounced, but her hands remained flat at her sides. Formality on Orla Selkirk hit the room harder than a shout.

I had wanted her since before the barrier line: the reckless grin, the freckled thighs flexing as she vaulted a rig, the loud fearless energy that made every room notice her. Discipline had kept my hands to myself while the first move remained hers. It had never made me blind.

Now she stopped at the forge end and faced Verena.

With the family thinned to the three of us, Orla stood in the middle of the aisle and said, “Verena. I want to talk to you seriously, and I’m going to be serious for about ninety seconds. I’d take it kindly if you didn’t rank me for it afterward.”

Verena put the rag down on the sword.

“Go on.”

“I want him.” Orla did not point, but there was no question who. “Emrys. I have wanted him since the barrier line, and I kept it to myself because you had him first and because I am not a person who steals from the people I love, whatever else I am. I could just go and do it, because we are all adults and nobody owns anybody. Your refusal to own each other is the point of the two of you, and I know it. But you had him first, and you’re mine too, in the way that isn’t that, and I’m not going to ride into the middle of the best part of either of our lives like it’s an open gate. So I’m asking. Woman to woman. Before I say a word to him. Is it all right.”

Verena folded the rag once across Maddoc’s sword. Then she gave Orla her full measuring stare, slow from boots to face, and Orla stood in it and let herself be measured. That stillness cost her too.

“Hurt him,” said Verena, flatly, “and I’ll rank you.”

“That’s fair.”

“I mean it. I’ve seen you drop a rig into a fountain for a joke. He is not a rig. He spent forty years being used and set down, and if you use him and set him down I will beat you on the sand in front of every circuit crowd and it will not be a joke and I will not disarm you at quarter-power. Are we clear.”

“We’re clear,” said Orla, quietly, and meant it, and Verena saw that she meant it, and the measuring stare went out, and what came into her face instead was the warmth, the drawn-steel loyalty that she gives to about four people in the world, and she said the words I have carried since:

“He’s the best person either of us will ever get our hands on,” said Verena Rennick. “Don’t ride him like a rental.” A beat, and then the corner of her mouth. “And come and talk to me after, because you’ll want details about him that he won’t volunteer, and I’m the only one who’s learned them, and I’m not making you learn them the slow way.”

Orla’s shoulders dropped, but only slightly. “And you?”

Verena’s stare sharpened. “What about me?”

“You’re saying yes like this only costs him and me. It costs you too. I know what people say about families like this. I know what men do when they start collecting women like sponsor badges. I know that’s not him. I need to know you aren’t standing there being noble because you think first means responsible for everyone after.”

The rag lay across Maddoc’s blade beneath Verena’s thumbs. One careful fold bought her a breath.

“I was there first. That gives me history with him, not ownership. He gave me the truth when everyone else sold me a failure. I gave him my yes when he expected another collar. That is ours. A bond of your own with him cannot take it.”

“That sounded rehearsed.”

“I’ve had months to think.”

“And?”

Verena looked at me then. Her storm-grey eyes held no armor, which was rarer than nakedness from her.

“And I am afraid,” she said. “Not that he’ll want you. He already does. I’m afraid the bond we built is the only good fortune either of us ever got without a price hidden in it, and every new weight makes me wonder whether the joints will hold.”

Orla came closer to the bench. “Then don’t make me new weight. Give me a post and make me carry some.”

The answer landed hard enough that Verena’s eyes closed for one beat.

“That’s the right answer,” she said.

“Obviously. I’m excellent under load. Aerodynamic too.”

“There she is.”

Orla put two fingers on the flat of Maddoc’s sword, careful not to touch the edge. “No secrets among us. No using him to score against you. No using you to get at him. If I want either of you, I say it to the person I want. If I get scared, I make a terrible joke and then one of you makes me say the real thing.”

“That last rule could occupy the family full-time,” I said.

“You consent to the workload, bench-rat?”

“Yes. Plainly.”

Verena reached across the blade and took Orla’s wrist. “Then I consent too. Plainly. And if anyone hurts, we say it before the pain becomes a weapon.”

Orla covered Verena’s hand with hers. “Agreed.”

I covered their joined grip with my own. A smith’s scarred palm, two fighters’ grips, all of us choosing the same small patch of scarred elm. No rune witnessed it. None was needed.

The pressure of their joined grip went through me harder than any receipt. I had spent my first life in rooms where every agreement belonged to the man holding my command word. Here, two women had argued terms in front of me, named fear without using it as leverage, and left my answer necessary. That was what choosing looked like when nobody owned the room.

Orla studied the three-way clasp and swallowed. “That was more than ninety seconds. I object.”

“Overruled,” Verena said.

They held each other’s gaze. Six years earlier they had shared one candle through a week of remedial etiquette, sentenced for a wrong fork and structurally unsound soup. That history carried the pact better than any rule I could add.

“You’d really rank me,” said Orla.

“Publicly,” said Verena. “On the sand. In front of the circuit. I’d make it a public spectacle.”

“That’s why I asked you first and not him. He’d forgive me. You’d rank me. One of those is a real deterrent.” Orla stopped checking the buckle beneath her thumb. “Right,” she said, and the volume came back up in her like a rig gathering on the rail. “Right. Good. Excellent. That was horrible, I hated every second of that, we are never doing that again, thank you.” She turned to me. “Now you.”

“Now me,” I agreed.

“Not quite,” Verena said.

Orla stopped mid-step and looked offended. “There was a clear transfer of the floor.”

“There was. He still gets an answer that isn’t only yes to your announcement.” Verena looked at me. “You want her. Say why. She’ll pretend she doesn’t need to hear it. That’s usually when she needs reassurance most.”

Orla’s mouth opened. Closed. Her thumb found one of her rig-shirt buckles and checked it once before she caught herself.

I stood from the stool.

“I wanted you before I saved you,” I said. “I saw you on the test run before I saw the sabotage. I saw the pink hair and the grin and the way you made danger look like an appointment you were pleased to keep. Then I read the cut and everything else had to wait. I crossed that line because you were going to die, never to purchase a claim on you. Neither gratitude nor the rebuilt rig changes that. If you still choose the bond after hearing every truth, it changes nothing either.”

Orla held very still.

“I want you because you make a room alive when you enter it,” I continued. “Because you bring food when you don’t know how to say you’re worried. Because you counted nine ways into the Annex after the raid and appointed yourself security without asking a soul. Because you learn quickly and hide how seriously you take the work under enough jokes to roof a hall. Because when I showed you the ghosts in your frame, you asked me to teach you every strut and chose knowledge over comfort.”

Her eyes had gone bright. She looked furious about it.

“I want your noise,” I said. “I want the quiet you don’t hand out. I want the woman who made my first shop into her home before anyone thought to invite her. And I want your body. Very much. None of those wants is payment for any other.”

“That,” Orla said after a moment, “was excessive.”

“You asked a master.”

“I announced intent. I did not request complete structural analysis.”

Verena’s mouth twitched. “He does that.”

Orla scrubbed both hands down her face. “You two are appalling. One threatens to rank me, the other tells me precisely why he wants me until I have nowhere to put myself.”

“You could put them on him,” Verena suggested.

“I was getting there.”

“One more question,” I said.

Orla stared at the ceiling. “Of course there is.”

“Tonight earns you no obligation tomorrow. If the bond is wrong when you hear the details, tell me no. You still keep tonight and your place at our pot.”

Her gaze snapped back to mine. “I want your bed tonight, the truth about the bond after, and this ridiculous family either way. Three yeses. Don’t make me draw you a rig diagram.”

“I want you tonight. I want the chance to offer you the bond honestly. Your place with us doesn’t depend on either answer.”

“There. Starting bell rung, both rails clear. Can somebody take a buckle off now?”

Verena rose from the wall bench and slid Maddoc’s sword into its scabbard.

“And I want both of you to stop speaking like witnesses and enjoy yourselves,” she said. She kissed Orla’s temple on the way past, then caught the front of my shirt and kissed me properly. “Bolt the yard door when you’re done. Ferrant comes down early.”

“You aren’t staying?” Orla asked. The disappointment escaped before she could dress it as a joke.

Verena heard it. So did I.

“Not tonight,” Verena said. “You asked for him. Have him without checking my face every ten seconds. There’ll be time for being watched when you ask me to watch.”

Orla’s flush darkened across her freckles. “I didn’t say I wanted that.”

“You didn’t have to. I’ve known you six years.”

“This family is hostile to privacy.”

“This family is hostile to bad lying.” Verena opened the main door, letting in a blade of winter air. “Don’t ride him like a rental.”

“I heard you the first time.”

“You hear everything. Listening is the disputed skill.”

Orla caught her sleeve before she crossed the threshold. The movement happened too quickly to become a joke.

“Thank you,” Orla said. “For meaning the yes. And the fear. Both.”

Verena turned back and put two fingers beneath Orla’s chin, a duelist checking that an opponent remained upright after a hard exchange. “Come to breakfast. Whatever happens in here, come to breakfast and take my seat if you get there first.”

“I always take your seat.”

“Exactly. Nothing goes missing tomorrow.”

Orla nodded. Verena released her and stepped into the cold.

The door shut behind her. Her boots crossed the frozen court and faded.

At last, the Annex held only the two of us. The queue slept under canvas on the trestles. Both forge hearths had gone down to red beds. Lamps remained over bench eleven and the rebuilt rig, making a small island of gold in a room of dark tools. The quiet carried the tick of cooling oath-metal and the faint river-wind worrying the yard door.

Orla walked the shop before she came to me. She checked the main bolt, then the yard door, then the coal-hatch bar. She did not hurry. At the rack beside her rig, she ran two fingers over the honest launch-lattice we had laid together and checked the hip-cradle pin she had dressed herself. My sight came up without my asking, with the reflexive attention a beloved face commands, and the lattice answered: every filament settled and true, the fresh load paths carrying their rated share and not one thread more, the pin’s fade a clean slow curve with years left in it. Honest metal, sleeping. I let the sight go.

“Nervous?” I asked.

“Extremely. It’s excellent. Makes everything sharper.”

“You can stop.”

“I can. I don’t want to.” She turned from the rig. “I wanted this after the barrier line because you crossed it when everyone else stood where they were told. Then I wanted it because you told me somebody paid to cut my rig and never offered a soothing lie. Then because you let me invade your suppers and never once asked when I planned to leave. Then because I watched your hands make Verena’s father’s sword live off her own strength, and I thought any man who could do that and still serve Ferrant’s pot without noticing he had soot on his nose was a man worth climbing.”

“Climbing.”

“I perch where I like. Keep up.”

She drew off her fingerless gloves one at a time and set them on the rig’s trestle. Then she loosened her high ponytail, combed it back with her fingers, and tied it tighter.

“Practical adjustment,” she said when she caught me watching. “You may interfere with it later. With permission.”

“Permission granted?”

“Permission enthusiastically pre-filed. Firm, not polite. I’ll tell you if the edge changes.”

I touched her cheek with the backs of my fingers. That first contact landed harder than it had any right to, skin warm from the forge, the fine freckles under my scarred hand. She leaned into it for half a breath, eyes closing, and when they opened she had her grin back. Her hand covered mine before I could withdraw, holding the chosen contact to her cheek until nerves stopped making her jaw tight. She released me only after her jaw had softened beneath my hand.

“There,” she said softly. “Now me.”

She planted herself against my bench, one palm to either side of the stool, and leaned in before nerves could redirect her. Verena approached danger front-on and prepared; Orla launched past the point where retreat remained an option. The grin arrived once the drop was already beneath her.

“I have been thinking about exactly this,” said Orla Selkirk, an inch from my face, “since the barrier line. For months. I kept a tally. It is not a short tally. I have thought about it in some detail and in several positions and I am not going to tell you which because you’d get ideas above your station.” Her hazel-green eyes were enormous, bright, and locked on mine. “So. Object now, bench-rat, or hold your peace, because in about four seconds I am going to find out whether your hands do anything as good as everyone says. Reality has a great deal to live up to.”

“I don’t object,” I said. “Yes, out loud. I want this. Tell me what you want as we go. A responsive subject improves any reading, and nobody in Corvane supplies more commentary than you.”

“Oh, we are going to get on,” said Orla, delighted, “so well,” and she was already moving.

She hopped onto the bench and sat on its edge with her freckled thighs bracketing me. She had survived every bad rating given to her, and at twenty-four she carried that certainty in every reckless movement. The lamplight caught freckles over her nose, shoulders, and the tops of those strong thighs. She shrugged her rig-shirt open. Her pert chest lifted with her breath, nipples already hard, and she arched just enough to make sure I saw every inch she offered.

I put my hands on her thighs. Sprinter’s muscle flexed under my palms.

“Watch me demonstrate another skill,” she said.

She slid to her knees, opened my belt with quick fingers, and looked up as she freed my cock. Her hazel-green eyes held mine while her tongue traced the wet tip.

“Opening score,” she said. “Eight. Strong presentation. Severe posture deduction pending.”

“You haven’t begun.”

“Confidence points.”

Her lips closed around me. She took me slowly at first, one hand working the base, tongue pressing along the underside. Every time she drew back, she gave me a breathless technical note.

“Good response time.”

“More mouth. Fewer notes.”

“Hostile judge. I like him.”

She swallowed me deeper. Wet sounds joined the forge’s low mutter. Her eyes never left mine. I felt each pull of her mouth in my gut, my control worn thinner by the grin she kept trying to make around my cock.

She noticed the control going and made it her project. She pulled off, dragged her tongue up the length of me, flat and slow, watching my face the whole time for the score, then took just the head and worked it with her hand and her mouth together until my fist tightened in her hair without my deciding it.

“There,” she said, pleased, letting me slip free with a wet sound. “You hold my hair when you’re losing. Noted. Filed. I’m going to make you do that again.”

“Firmer,” she said when she came up for air. She guided my fingers into her ponytail and curled them firmly around it. “I don’t break. I bounce. Guide me.”

“Open.”

She obeyed eagerly. I controlled her pace by the ponytail, slow enough to keep her hungry, firm enough to make her eyes glaze. She took me until her nose pressed my belly, held there at my command, then withdrew gasping.

“Nine,” she said. “For leadership.”

“Generous.”

“I’m about to earn bonus points.”

She bent again. Halfway down she stopped, rested her chin on my hip, and inspected my stance.

“Your weight is on the back foot. No wonder your grip fails. The fault runs all the way up.”

I laughed. She grinned at having won it and sucked me hard enough to turn the laugh into a groan.

I let her work me to the edge, then tightened my fist in her ponytail and lifted her mouth away.

“My turn.”

“I was winning.”

“You were about to end the round early.”

I lifted her onto the bench, stripped her rig-shirt off, and pulled her blacks down her strong legs. Her pussy glistened between freckled thighs. The lamplight had her laid out on the bench under her own rig, compact breasts rising with every quick breath, freckles scattered down her chest and the tops of her thighs. Her sprinter’s build was strung tight with wanting. Her bold display should have made haste inevitable. Instead, the grin she tried to hold while nerves rattled underneath fixed my attention on every freckle and flex of muscle. I took it slowly because her performance deserved an audience who saw the woman giving it. I kissed the inside of one thigh, then the other, taking my time while she shifted impatiently above me.

“Emrys.”

“You wanted to be watched.”

“I want to be touched too. These are compatible goals.”

I opened her with my thumbs and dragged my tongue from her wet slit to her clit. Her next technique note broke on a sharp breath. I did it again, slower, then pushed two fingers inside her and curled them while my tongue circled.

“Technique,” she managed. “Nine. Pace, six. Excessive suspense.”

“Your hips lifted on the left circle.”

“They did not.”

I held her belly flat to the bench and circled left. Her hips fought my hand.

“Liar,” I said against her clit.

Her laugh collapsed into my name. I kept the pace mine, fingers driving steadily into her slick pussy while my mouth worked the response I had read. Her jokes shortened. Her fingers hooked hard at my nape. Her thighs tightened against my shoulders.

I read her the way I read metal under load: the flutter starting in her thighs, the freckled flush climbing blotchy up her chest, the exact place her breath caught and would not come back. I told her what I read, that she was almost there and trying to talk her way out of it, and it took the last word out of her. Her heels dug into my back.

“Tell me where you are,” I ordered.

“Close. Very. Don’t stop. Please don’t you dare stop.”

I did not. The last fragment died on her lips. Orla went rigid above me, eyes wide and locked on mine, back bowed off the bench. She came without a word, pussy clenching hard around my fingers, thighs shaking against my face as I worked her through every pulse.

For several breaths she could only stare.

Her voice returned rough and indignant. “That’s not fair. I had a closing statement.”

“You went quiet. That’s how I knew I had you.”

“That was not supposed to happen.”

“It did.”

A flush darker than arousal crossed her freckles. “Don’t tell anyone.”

“I won’t. That belongs to us.”

She pulled me up by the hair and kissed me, tasting herself on my mouth. She slipped off the bench and knelt again, taking my cock with both hands before her breathing had fully steadied.

“We are finishing the scheduled program,” she said. “No unauthorized additions. You come in my mouth, and you look at me while you do it. Yes?”

“Yes. And you stop if I tell you.”

“Agreed. Now try to maintain your posture.”

She swallowed me. I caught her ponytail and set the rhythm, watching her hazel-green eyes shine as she took every thrust. Her hands gripped my hips. She kept her eyes up on mine the whole time, shameless, and did not look away, and that stare did more than her hands. When I told her I was close, she hummed a yes around me and pulled me deeper.

My control broke. I came with a groan, cock pulsing against her tongue, spilling into her mouth in hard spurts. She held me through it, swallowed eagerly, then drew back and licked the last drop from the tip with shameless eye contact.

“Nine and a half,” she said, voice rough. “Grip recovered at the finish.”

She stayed afterward, wrapped in my apron because it was nearest, sitting on the bench beneath the rebuilt rig with her wrecked ponytail and her freckles still flushed. Her voice returned at twice its usual speed, racing through a full review.

“You beat the tally,” she informed me. “Months of detailed imagination, wasted. Reality is not supposed to win. Now I’ll have to keep doing this for real, which was presumably your plan. Devious.”

“You discovered my plan within minutes.”

“I’m quick.” She rested her bare foot against my thigh, then her expression softened despite her best efforts. “You made me laugh when I was scared. You built my rig honest. You made me wait for the asking. And now you made me quiet without making the quiet feel lonely. That’s an alarming collection of talents.”

“You made me laugh in the middle of being wanted. Only you would make being wanted feel like that.”

Her eyes shone. She looked toward the door where Verena had gone, then back at me.

She tugged my apron tighter around her shoulders and made room for my hip against the bench. I sat beside her. For one unhurried minute, her bare foot stayed hooked around my ankle while the rebuilt rig cooled above us. She reached up and checked the hip-cradle pin by touch, an old nervous habit transformed by knowing what the metal actually did.

“So that’s settled,” she said. “I’m keeping you both.”


Chapter 10: What a Bond Is

I told her everything the next night. If Orla meant to carry my work in her soul, she would know every function, risk, and exit before she gave me an answer.

We went to the yard wall at dusk, because the Annex was a shop and this conversation wanted sky. I brought the pattern so Orla could inspect the design herself; borrowed recitation would not do. Orla spread it over the stone between us and began with the part she distrusted most.

“What happens if I say no halfway through?” she asked.

“That station stays empty. The remaining design works around the hole, weaker but still yours. If you say stop, my hand stops. Your spoken yes activates each line, which surfaces gold as the witness.”

“So an honest rating,” Orla said. “You cut something into me and it decides my output.”

“This works in the opposite direction.” I drew her finger from the bypass station to the open growth junction. “A rating decides what you’re allowed to be. This removes the decision. No ceiling, fade, renewal, separate object, or address for repossession. The house sells ceilings. I build a floor nobody can take from under you.”

“Including a null-field?”

“It reads the lattice as you. A field, drain, thief, or knife has nothing separate to seize. Your timing-charm shares bearer control, but it’s still Binding-grade work on a cord. This lives in your soul.”

“So I could ride into their capital arena,” Orla said slowly, “with their net fully alive, whitelisting their own marks, reading everyone for gear that isn’t theirs, and it would read me as. Just me. A woman with no gear on it can touch.”

“As exactly that,” I said. “Yes.”

She sat with it a moment, and I watched the daredevil in her do the arithmetic and like the answer. “That’s the filthiest thing anyone’s ever offered me,” she said, “and you drew it on a rock.”

“And it makes me stronger.”

“It amplifies what you already are. It does not create anything, and it does not compel anything, and it will not make you want a single thing you don’t already want. It takes what you are and unbinds it. For Verena that meant her real strength, which the house had been shunting into destroying her own gear. For you it will mean whatever you actually are on a rail, which I have seen now, in the snow, and which does not have a stamp.” I looked at her. “Unbound at the rite. Your signature should manifest near half attunement. Crown comes at ninety or beyond. Receipts mark real changes and move only forward.”

“And a hundred?”

“Verena and I don’t know. Nobody alive does.”

Orla grinned. “Good. A number the book can’t explain.”

“What’s a signature?” she said. “You keep saying it like I’ll already know.”

“A named ability that grows out of your own nature near half attunement. The bond uncovers what you already carry. Verena’s is Stormbreak: she stands the ground up off the sand and hangs it in the air because she was always going to move a field.” I looked at her. “I don’t know what yours will be. I have a guess. I’ve watched you ride. But I won’t say it, because if I say it, you’ll spend a winter trying to make it true, and I want to meet the real one.”

“Does cutting hurt?”

“Yes. Four thousand strokes over six or seven hours, each laid at the top of an exhale. Bearable isn’t painless. Living skin accepts and keeps what steel spends years trying to shed. That permanence is why only you get the release.”

“Verena did it in one night.”

“Verena did it in one night, and cried three tears she refused to discuss, and lifted my heaviest hammer like a hairpin, and I have never once regretted a stroke of it.” I looked at her. “You’ll do it your way, and it’ll be different, because you’re different, and every rite I’ve ever heard of differs in the room and the dressing and the key. But the pain’s the same, and the yeses are the same, and the key at the end is the same, and I wanted you to know all of it before you owe me a single answer.”

“And what do you get.”

“An echo. A costly fraction of whatever signature you manifest. You become more yourself; I borrow one tactical movement and pay for it afterward. If power ever flows the other direction, someone has built a prettier collar.” I tapped the drawing between us. “You fly. I keep you in sight from the rail.”

“What did Verena’s echo cost you?”

“Stormbreak tears muscle from hips to ankles. The deepened form injured my hands and left the grip failure you watch me test every morning.”

Her gaze dropped to my right hand. “So mine may hurt you.”

“Using it may. Owning it does not. I decide when to spend the echo, and I tell you the cost before and after.”

“Can I forbid you to use it?”

“You can ask. The echo sits in me, so the final decision remains mine, the same way your power remains yours.”

She considered that, then nodded. “Good. I don’t want a bond built on pretending only one of us gets choices. But if you spend my flight doing something stupid, I reserve the right to criticize the landing.”

“That right required no rune.”

She annotated the explanation in Orla’s way: a fingertip following each load path, short questions fired wherever the design tried to become abstract, her boot bouncing against the wall until an answer satisfied her. Dusk had gone fully dark around us by then, so I took her through the Annex to the undercroft, where the pattern could carry what words could not.

The coals burned low gold in the waist-high stone bowl, giving heat and light. I spread the nine-station drawing on the anvil stone, showed her the trunk, hip load-spread, ground-anchor in the right thigh, and release over the off-hand ribs. She traced the road between the stations with one finger.

Her next question was one only Verena had put to me in this life, and I owed Orla the same complete answer.

“Why can you do this,” she said, “when nobody else can. What are you. And don’t give me the drover uncle, I’ve never believed the drover uncle, nobody believes the drover uncle, Rhona doesn’t believe the drover uncle and she’s too polite to say so.”

So I told her my history in the undercroft, the second person in this life to hear it.

The collar. Forty years. Every masterwork in the kingdom under other men’s names. The Everbright finished, and the freedom I asked for, and Hargen arriving with a knife after Renward withheld the promised papers, and my throat opened in a vault, unhurried, above the heart, it stops faster. Waking at twenty-four in a garret in Grayvern with my levels restored and a class no registry records and eight months I cannot account for, that something kept my body breathing through and moved it two hundred miles and paid three weeks’ rent in a clean unsigned hand, and that I have shelved the question of what did it, because a smith finishes one piece at a time.

Orla listened without one joke.

Orla Selkirk had a joke for everything; it was the outermost layer of her, the rail she reached for. She did not reach for it once. She sat on the low anvil stone in the coals’ steady light and listened to a man tell her he had been property, murdered, and reborn. I had rarely seen such complete attention from her.

She head-butted my shoulder. Gently. She wedged the top of her head against my upper arm and stayed there with stubborn, physical grief. That was how Orla grieved: physical and stubborn, a fearless woman anchoring herself against the arm that had spent a lifetime as other people’s property. We sat like that for a while with the light going, and the contact said everything a speech would have spoiled, and I have kept it.

Her hand had found the thin scar at my throat at some point, the line where Hargen’s knife went, and her thumb rested on it without pressing. She did not ask about it, which was its own grace, because Orla asks about everything. She just kept her thumb there, light, and left it.

When she did speak, it was not about the collar or the vault or the knife. It was about the eight months.

“That’s the part I can’t,” she said into my sleeve. “The rest has an order: they collared you, worked you, killed you, and you woke up. But those eight months? Someone kept you breathing, moved you two hundred miles, and paid your rent in a hand you don’t know. That gap stands here with us and nobody can name who made it.” She sat up. “Doesn’t that frighten you? All the time?”

“Yes,” I said. “And I’ve shelved it, because the work demands an order, and the piece in front of me is a house that owns a kingdom, and the eight months will still be there when I’m done, and if I take the lid off it now I’ll do nothing else for the rest of my life but stare at it.” I looked at her. “You wanted to know what I am. That’s the honest answer. I’ve decided not to look at the biggest thing in my own life yet, because there’s work, and the work is closer. Verena knows that about me. Now you do. It’s not a comfortable thing to know about a person.”

“No,” she agreed, and put her head back on my arm. She did not offer to fix it, which was the right answer, and one she had learned, I think, from watching Verena not fix me through a term and a winter.

“Right,” she said, at last, into my sleeve. “Well. Obviously yes. Since the barrier line, probably. I was going to say yes the second you asked. I’m saying it now. Yes. Bond me. Whatever the nine yeses are, I’ve got nine yeses, I’ve got a hundred, let’s go, tonight, why are we still in the undercroft.”

I answered that instant yes by making her wait.

“No,” I said. “Not tonight. Nine nights. And the yes has to still be true at the capital gate, when we get there, when you’ve had four days on a road to change your mind, and if it isn’t, that’s the answer, and there’s no shame in it.”

She sat up off my shoulder and stared at me, and the fury came up in her fast, the way everything comes up in her fast, real and hot.

“You are joking. You just told me all of that, I said yes, I MEANT yes, and now you’re making me wait? Is this a test? I hate tests. I failed the etiquette one on purpose, I’ll fail this one out of spite, don’t do this.”

“You commit before fear can show you the drop,” I said. “On a lancing run, that courage is a gift. That gift cannot decide a lifetime for you. So you get nine nights. Look at the drop every one of them. If your answer still stands at the capital gate, I’ll trust it with your soul and be honoured to cut. Tonight I won’t mistake momentum for permanence.”

Fury put her on her feet. She circled the stone bowl once, rubbing both thumbs against the seams of her gloves as the hard new habit she had practiced all winter forced momentum to become thought. When she came back, momentum had tempered into a question.

“You made Verena’s like this,” she said. “Nine yeses. You built it so a charge can never pass for a lifetime’s consent.”

“I built the release so the bearer always holds the only word that can end it.”

Her jaw worked once. She rubbed chalk dust between finger and thumb before meeting my eyes again.

“I’m still furious,” she said.

“I know.”

“I’m going to be furious for nine nights.”

“I know. Be furious. But at the gate, if it’s yes, it’ll be a yes I’ll trust with your soul, and you’ll trust it too, and that’s worth nine nights of being furious at me.”

She went fast around the stone bowl and up the undercroft steps. I let her go. Her decision had to be made where my attention could not press on it.

The first night her fury was loud. She spent supper explaining the injustice of a man who told a woman a terrible secret, received an enthusiastic yes, and then imposed a waiting period with no refreshments beyond Ferrant’s pot.

“The pot is the refreshment,” Ferrant said.

“The pot is a disciplinary condition.”

“Eat it or don’t.”

She ate two bowls while glaring at me over both.

On the second night, Verena took her up to the yard wall. I stayed in the Annex and re-laid a launch filament that needed little attention. An hour later, Orla came through the yard door at a walk. She closed it behind her, checked the bolt, and stood across bench eleven from me.

“She told me what it feels like,” she said.

I set down the chisel. “From inside the bond.”

“Yes. She said the bond feels like being believed, with the choice left in her hands.” Orla touched the edge of the bench. “Then she told me about the release.”

“Good.”

“Don’t say good as if the detail isn’t deranged. Nine yeses, and the ninth one is a knife only I hold. A word I choose and never tell you. If I say it, the whole lattice unmakes itself in four heartbeats wherever you are, whether you agree or not. You cannot override me. Nobody can.”

“Correct.”

“You built a way for me to destroy your own best work.”

“I built a way for you to leave it.”

She paced around the bench, fingertips trailing over nicks in the elm. “Verena said to look at where you put the key. She said you spent your whole first life with four men holding the words to your leash, and the first thing you did when you could put runes in another person was give her the only word that mattered. She said that’s the answer about you.”

“She gives me too much credit.”

“No. You do that thing where you make a choice nobody else would make and then call it ordinary because the alternative offends you.” Orla stopped at the end of the bench. “What happens to you if I use it?”

“The echo ends. I feel the lattice go. Nothing else.”

“Can you stop it?”

“No.”

“Can Verena stop it?”

“No.”

“Can the house?”

“No.”

She nodded after each answer, testing them like buckles. “And if I refuse the release station during the rite?”

“Then we stop. I won’t cut a soul-lattice without it.”

“Even if I ask you to.”

“Especially then. A fearless woman can ask for a cliff. I don’t have to build one.”

Her mouth tightened. The anger remained, but it had changed temperature.

“I still hate waiting,” she said.

“I know.”

“I also understand it now. I resent that.”

“You can resent me and understand me at once. Verena has made a discipline of it.”

A laugh escaped before she could keep it. She pointed at me. “That doesn’t count as winning.”

“I wasn’t keeping score.”

“Liar.”

She left at a run, but the next morning she was at the rig before dawn, doing her triple-check without looking toward the Annex window.

The third night she did not argue at all. She sat through supper, made three jokes at Tam’s expense, and left before the bowls were cleared. The absence of her challenge pulled harder than the challenge had. I kept my hands on the repair queue and did not follow.

Later I found she had gone down to the undercroft alone and sat with the coals a while. Cold ash tracked up the steps in the morning held her bootprints. She had left the nine-station drawing weighted flat on the anvil stone, a chisel laid square across it: the mark of a person who meant to come back. I put the drawing away and said nothing. A woman deciding a lifetime is entitled to read the plans without an audience.

On the fourth morning Rhona worked her through launch-recovery drills in sleet. Orla pushed too hard, missed the safe dismount mark, rolled, and came up laughing with blood on one palm. I crossed half the court before I made myself stop at the barrier. Rhona cleaned the cut, looked at me standing on the proper side of the line, and gave one approving nod.

Orla saw it too.

That evening she put the bandaged palm on bench eleven. “You wanted to cross.”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Rhona had you. You were conscious. The run was yours, and nobody had sabotaged it.”

“You let me fall.”

“I let you land.”

She turned the answer over while I changed the dressing. I found clay in the cut, cleaned it out, and wrapped her palm again without lecturing.

“That’s condition one, isn’t it,” she said.

“I don’t know. You haven’t given me any conditions.”

“But you understand the shape.”

“I am beginning to.”

On the fifth night she took the rig out at dawn and rode within the test schedule without adding an unauthorized pass. That cost her more than the extra speed would have. At supper Verena leaned toward me while Orla argued with Ferrant about pepper.

“She’s deciding,” Verena said. “Leave her to it. She decides almost nothing this slowly. She hates you for making her do it.”

“Will that pass?”

“Mostly.” Verena watched Orla jab a finger at Ferrant over the pepper. “The waiting is the gift, though she’d bite you for saying so. I said yes to you in a night and I don’t regret it, but I’d already spent four years learning that everything offered to me had a price sewn into the lining. She hasn’t. She’s spent her whole life being told she’s cheap and believing the cheerful version of it. Nine nights of a man refusing to let her be cheap with herself is the first slow thing anyone’s ever made her do.” She turned back to her bowl. “Let it cost her. It’s worth what it costs.”

The next morning a rig-tag waited on bench eleven, tied with twine in Orla’s hand.

CONDITIONS. 1. NEVER SAFE MY RUNS. 2. THE FAMILY WATCHES ME FLY. 3. IF I EVER GO QUIET FOR REAL, COME FIND ME.

I read it three times.

Orla stood at the far end of the Annex pretending to inspect a stirrup. I picked up the tag and crossed the room to her.

“Never safe my runs,” I read.

“You can repair the machine. You can tell me the margins. You cannot cut my speed because you’re afraid.”

“Agreed.”

“The family watches me fly. The house and its crowd can watch too, but I mean you, Verena, and the idiots around the pot. If I’m going to do the impossible, somebody who loves me has to actually see it.”

“Agreed.”

“If I ever go quiet for real, come find me.” Her gaze dropped to the stirrup in her hands. “I make noise so nobody asks whether I’m all right. Sometimes I might not be. Don’t believe the noise when the quiet underneath it is bad.”

I took the stirrup from her and set it down.

“Agreed.”

“That’s all you say?”

“They are your conditions. My job is to understand every condition exactly as you wrote it.”

Her throat moved.

“The first will be hard for you,” she said.

“Yes.”

“You may hate me for it.”

“No. I may hate the run.”

“That’s allowed.”

I slid the tag into the inner pocket of my apron. “It stays here until the gate. Then you tell me whether it still speaks for you.”

“It speaks for me now.”

“I heard you. The gate remains.”

She made an aggravated sound and snatched up the next stirrup.

Fenna had listened from bench nine, because the Annex hears everything. “Never safe her runs,” she said.

“No,” I answered.

“Hard promise to make a person you’d die for.”

“Yes.”

Fenna considered Orla, then me. “Better keep learning how to repair landings.”

Orla barked a laugh. “I like her. Put that in the conditions.”

“No amendments until the gate,” I said.

“Tyrant.”

She went back to work with the bandaged palm and made me show her how a boot-stirrup transferred a bad landing into the hip cradle. I taught it at apprentice level. She asked journeyman questions.

Before supper she caught me alone at the forge end and tapped the rig-tag inside my apron.

“Three conditions in my hand,” she said. “Your apron carrying them, with none of your own terms beside them. I understand more from that than the speech.”

On her way out she stole the stirrup I was repairing and made me teach her the return path.


Chapter 11: Last Week of Winter

The pie woman gave me a briefing on capital pie fraud that lasted longer than some sermons, and it was one of the more valuable things anyone did for me before we went north.

She has a stall on the north edge of the Grayvern market. About sixty, with arms like a docker, she was my first customer in this second life: a fouled weather-turn on her stall canvas, fixed in forty seconds for a meat pie. She gave me two and has fed me at a discount ever since. She considers herself my patron. She is not wrong. When she heard we were going to the capital she shut the stall for the length of it, which she does for nothing, and sat me down on the upturned crate she keeps for serious conversations, and delivered herself of everything she knew about pie in the capital, which was a great deal, and all of it damning.

“They put a lid on it,” she said, in the tone of a woman describing an atrocity. “A pastry lid. Sealed all round. So you can’t see what’s under it. Now why.” She held up a floury finger. “Why would an honest woman hide her filling. She wouldn’t. A lid is a confession. Down here you can see what you’re buying because I’ve nothing to hide and I put the meat where God intended, on the top, where a person can look at it. Up there it’s all lids. You’ll pay a capital price for a lid, and under the lid it’ll be gristle and prayer, and you’ll not know till you’re three streets on and it’s too late to come back and be rude.” She wrapped two pies in cloth and pushed them into my hands. “Two for the road. Don’t buy a lid. If a man tries to sell you a lid, you tell him the woman at the north market says he’s a coward, and you use those words.”

“I’ll use those words.”

She was not done. She never is. She went on to capital coin: “They’ll short you on the change and call it a service, don’t let them.” Capital manners came next. “They’ll be polite to your face and it means nothing. Down here rudeness means you’re safe; up there politeness means they’ve already priced you.”

Her two useless sons came next, whom she itemised at length: one who would not fetch and one who fetched the wrong thing. She finished with a comprehensive grievance against a competitor family whose pastry she considered a personal insult to the trade.

I sat on the serious-conversation crate and let all of it wash over me. There is a particular peace in being briefed by a woman who considers you hers. I had never had it in my first life, and it is one of the great underrated pleasures of being alive.

“You watch yourself up there,” she said, at the end, suddenly not joking at all, her floury hands going still. “I don’t know your business and I don’t want it, but you’ve the look of a man going somewhere he’s been before and didn’t like. I’ve fed you since summer. Come back and be fed. That’s an order from the north market, and I outrank the capital.”

“Yes,” I said. “I’ll come back and be fed.”

“And how’s Padrin,” she said, which she always says, because Padrin is her neighbour and has it coming, and because I borrowed his name for my invented drover master out of pure affection for the first laugh of my second life: her account of Padrin’s boat.

“Padrin’s a cart and a bad knee and opinions about boats,” I said, the complete measure of Padrin, and she laughed her enormous laugh, and Tam, who was standing at my shoulder, wrote Padrin down in the little book, reverently, for the fourth or fifth time, as though it were scripture, a role it has somehow earned.

Osbern waved from the door of his shop on Sackler Lane as we came past with the last of the road-stock, and did not make another attempt to pay me for the thirty years of ward I gave his door in the autumn, which I took as a sign that our slow polite war about money had reached a truce.

He did come out, though, which he does not do, stooped and narrow with his reading lenses pushed up into his hair, and he pressed a small paper twist into my hand and closed my fingers over it before I could look, with the abrupt secrecy of a man determined to escape thanks.

“Sky-iron,” he said. “A few grains. Proper stock, not scrap. I had a man grind it fine. For the road, in case you’ve a rune to cut and no stock, so you’re not stood in a strange city with a job and no material.” He pushed the lenses further up his hair. “I know what you did to my door, Stroud. Thirty years. I’ll not have it said Osbern of Sackler Lane took a gift and gave nothing back. That’s all. Go on.”

He went back inside before I could say anything, which is Osbern. I stood in the lane with a few grains of ground sky-iron in a paper twist, worth more by weight than the pies and cord together, given by a pawnbroker who could not bear to be out-generoused. I added it to my apron and did not trust my voice for a moment, a recurring weakness in this city that I had stopped fighting.

The Marrishes contributed a boy with a cord.

He came running up to the Annex the morning before we left, a wharf boy, breathless, with a length of cord clutched tight, and he thrust it at me and said, “From the wharf men. For luck. They knotted it themselves,” and would not stay to be thanked, and ran off back down the hill, and I stood in the door of the Annex with a knotted cord in my hand.

The wharf men do this. Every knot is a wish and a man ties his own, and you carry it, and I counted the knots without meaning to, because I count everything. More than a dozen men I had never met had each taken the cord in hand for a smith going north. I ran my thumb over their separate knots, then put the cord in my apron beside Orla’s rig-tag. In Grayvern, STROUD meant a repair without a hidden bill. The tied cord said the wharf knew it.

On our last night in the Annex, we ate the pot early because we were leaving before light. Supper ran quieter than most, every ordinary sound sharpened by the household’s coming separation.

Ferrant repeated the story of the Trials hand-cart, the great triumph of his life, how he fed nine people off an annealing fire and half the ranked bracket stood outside the door smelling it, and everyone let him tell it though everyone has heard it, because a man is allowed to take his best story on campaign. Tam read out the CAPITAL page of the little book, which was already three pages of things he had heard about the capital and copied down, half of them wrong, one of them the pie woman’s lid theory verbatim. Garvan said four words across the entire meal and three of them were “pack the maul.” Rhona sat at the end with her bowl and cleaned no bracer pieces because they were staying home. The absent ritual caught my attention as sharply as the cleaning once had, and spoke just as clearly.

Orla tried three times to turn the quiet into something and failed, which for Orla is a physical illness, and on the fourth try she gave up and did the one useful thing she does with a heavy silence: she made everyone say the thing they were most looking forward to in the capital. Ferrant said charging a duke for a bent pin. Tam said the Registrar’s hall and went scarlet. Garvan said “coming home.” Rhona said nothing and ate, and Orla let her, because Orla notices who is sad before they do, and the not-asking was the kindness.

Verena and Orla sat shoulder to shoulder and argued about the road. Garvan’s coming home remained on the table after the laughter, plain enough that nobody needed to improve it.

The Annex handover was Fenna’s the next morning, and she took it in her usual fashion: one condition named, everything else accepted without comment.

“Keys,” said Ferrant, and put the full ring in her hand: shop, log, money-box, and iron chest.

“The good vise stays on bench nine,” said Fenna.

“We settled that.”

“We settled it and I’m settling it twice so you can’t unsettle it while I’m not looking.” She put the ring on the cord at her belt, next to the good-vise key, exactly as she said she would, so she’d think about the chest twice a day. “I’ll keep the shop. I’ll keep the log Ferrant’s way, everything where anyone can see it and get shouted at. I’ll bill the nobles double, because you’ll not be here to be soft about it and I’ve no intention of being soft about it, and I’ll charge them for the looking, and if any of them don’t like it they can take their showpieces to a bench that isn’t the one whose crew stopped an arena monster and then warded the harbour warehouse.”

“And the chest,” I said.

“And the chest.” She put her hand flat on the lid of the iron chest for a second, where the dead Everbright and the polished collar lay on the felt. “Locked. Under my eye. Nobody opens it, and I look at the key twice a day and think about what’s in it, which you did to me on purpose, and I’ve decided I don’t mind. Somebody should think about it twice a day. Might as well be me, since you’ll all be off being heroic.” She looked up. “Go and be heroic. I’ll keep the floor honest till you’re back. Don’t die; I don’t want the paperwork.”

That is a great deal of speech from Fenna, and her whole heart was in it. I put my hand on her shoulder for a second, which is as much as she can stand. Orla came up behind us, set a paper bag of pastries on bench nine, and said, “Shop security retainer. Nonrefundable.”

Fenna looked into the bag. “Two days’ worth.”

“Three if you lack ambition.”

“Bring back my frame intact.”

Orla’s grin slipped at the edges. “That’s his job. Mine is bringing me back inside it.”

Fenna held out one grease-dark fist. Orla bumped it with her own, carefully, and the shop handover was settled.

Before we left, I gave the family the tracker’s exact state.

“Hargen’s mark,” I said. “The fade-rune I cut into his sheath in the autumn. It reads warm to my sight when he’s near, at some distance, and it’s been dark since he left Grayvern, because he’s been out of range, four days north, in the capital, which is exactly where we’re going. It’ll speak again when we get close to him, and not before. So understand the shape of it: we are walking straight toward the needle. It’s dark now because he’s far. It’ll warm when we’re near him, and near him is where we’re going on purpose, because that’s where the sand is, and the sand is the objective.”

“Good,” said Verena. Threats with known locations always earned that answer from her.

“I like knowing where the knife is,” said Orla, “better than not knowing,” distilling Orla’s courage into one sentence.

Loading began two hours before the delegation mustered, and Fenna ran it with the expression of a woman already regretting our eventual return.

The rig travelled in its own padded cradle on the second wagon. Orla supervised every strap. She pulled each one, marked its tension in Tam’s book, walked away, came back, and rechecked every one.

“If you check that left strap a fourth time,” Fenna said, “it may become self-conscious.”

“It should. It carries greatness.”

“It carries oath-metal and your bad decisions.”

Garvan added a second cross-rope without comment. Orla checked that too.

I braced my palm against the padded cradle before we roped it shut and read the frame one last time through the wool. The registry mark sat clean at the yoke, the academy stamp beside it, both legible, both legal. That mark alone allowed the honest frame through a Vellick null-field: their arena would read the stamp and pass the machine, never guessing the rider inside it had nothing on her a field could touch. A scuffed stamp is a rider turned back at the gate. I checked it was sound and closed the cradle. Orla made Tam locate the registry punch through the wool by touch, then had him explain why a loose replacement strut would die at the field while the same strut seated in Frame Nine would cross. He answered correctly before she let Garvan tie the final rope.

Stall stock filled most of the third wagon. Tam packed the chisel crate beside a wheel. I made him unpack it.

“Why?” he asked.

“Because the road will shake the handles against the heads for four days. Tools ride over the axle, wrapped, with the edges facing inward. A loose chisel in a crash becomes a blade with no hand responsible for it.”

He looked at the tools, then at the wagon. “I knew that.”

“You knew it at a bench. Learn it on a road.”

We wrapped every head separately in scrap wool and packed the crate above the rear axle, where road shock would reach it last. Tam drew the arrangement before closing the lid. Garvan opened it, inspected the drawing and the actual crate, then shut it again.

“Good,” he said.

Tam carried that one word for the next hour like a medal.

Drummond locked his statement box beneath the marshal wagon’s front bench and retained one key. The six escorts carried plain road steel. I sampled the horses’ shoe-runes until a hairline fracture appeared beneath the second wagon mare’s rear heel. The farrier swore it would last. I handed him a fresh shoe and held the hoof until he changed it.

“A road teaches you what you forgot to pack,” Drummond said when he caught me watching.

“What did you forget?”

“Ask me at the first posting house.”

Rhona moved the medical chest to the center wagon, split the rope coils between three loads, and caught Tam before he settled on the tailboard.

“Ride where someone can grab you,” she said. “Roads remove boys from tailboards.”

He climbed inside and wrote the warning down. Rhona finished at the rig cradle, one hand on its wool cover while she looked north.

“Four days,” she said. “I’ve marched columns this size into worse for less reason.”

Last, she fetched her polearm and laid it within reach of the rear wagon.

Verena checked the weapons. Maddoc’s sword stayed on her hip. Orla’s lance rode in a long leather case under the rig cradle, reachable from either side. Rhona carried a marshal’s polearm with every rune ground off the ash haft, plain enough that no drain could eat it. Ferrant objected to the maul being packed under cooking stock. Garvan moved it to the seat beside him, resolving the matter without spending a word.

I made one last circuit through the Annex. Twenty-two benches, the queue under canvas, the repair log on its hook, the spare key no longer in the porter’s lodge, the iron chest locked beneath Fenna’s hand. At bench eleven I pressed my fingertips to the elm and felt every cut in its surface. Fenna came up beside me carrying the shop keys.

“You’re checking whether it’s still here,” she said.

“Tam says it looks that way.”

“It’ll be here when you get back. I may improve its management.”

“That is the part I fear.”

She held out her hand. I passed her my spare bench key directly, leaving the usual hook bare.

“Come back for it,” she said.

“Keep work waiting.”

“Work never waits. It reproduces. Go.”

We left Fenna in the Annex doorway with the keys at her belt. By the time I reached the north gate, the delegation had mustered into a strange grey column assembled with working care. Harness leather creaked in the frost, and the wagon horses steamed.

A handful of Grayvern had come out to the north gate in the dark to see the column off, which nobody had asked for and nobody could have stopped: the pie woman with a basket, Osbern at the back with his lenses in his hair pretending to be passing, two of the wharf men, the sergeant whose gorget I had freed, a scatter of others I half-knew from four hundred repairs. They did not cheer. Grayvern is not a cheering city. They stood in the cold and watched their bench-rat and his strange family go north. One wharf man lifted a hand. I lifted mine back, and a dozen others followed his.

Drummond and six marshals came in academy grey as our escort, because a Crown Trials champion travelling to the capital circuit rates one by custom. Drummond had appointed himself and said nothing whatever about why. His box of dated statements travelled in the marshals’ wagon, another choice he declined to explain. I knew exactly why both. So did he. Neither of us said a word. Silence with Drummond was comfortable because it never needed explaining.

Rhona came in her drill coat, and the bracer-box stayed home on the shelf. I noticed it. She meant me to notice it, and she meant me to say nothing, and I said nothing, and that silence completed the conversation.

Ferrant’s hand-cart, the one he pushed nine people’s supper up the Trials hill on in the autumn, was lashed atop the gear wagon like a ceremonial arm, its spindle-stirrer roped alongside, and Ferrant sat up on the wagon beside it with the look of a man taking his kingdom on campaign, which he was.

On his first journey beyond Grayvern, Tam could barely sit still. The little book lay open to the CAPITAL page with a fresh pencil tucked into its spine, and Garvan sat beside him in silence so complete the horses respected it. Tam had questions. Tam always has questions. Was the capital arena really big enough to seat ten thousand? Did the Registrar’s hall really have four hundred classes on a wall? Was the vault forge truly still burning from the reign of the fourth Alder?

I answered what a provincial nobody could plausibly know and lied smoothly about the rest, knowledge earned through forty hidden years spent four streets from the Registrar’s hall. Garvan watched me lie in silence. He has known since the first week that I am no first-term and decided long ago it was none of his business. He drove on.

“You’ll see the Registrar’s hall,” I told Tam, which was safe, because a journeyman on the circuit could reasonably visit the public gallery. “Three floors of clerks and a wall of ledgers. You’ll cry.”

“I will not cry.”

“You’ll cry,” said Garvan, which was his third and fourth words of the morning, and Tam went pink and wrote something in the book, and I have rarely been more certain of a prediction in my life.

Verena stood at the gate last with Maddoc’s sword on her hip, looking north.

She had dressed for a journey and armed for a war, which are the same thing when you are Verena Rennick: travelling leathers, the heavy braid pinned up off her neck for the road, and Maddoc’s living sword on her hip, the plain garrison arming sword her father taught her on and I re-forged in the autumn, the one that carries no charge at all until her hand is on the grip, at which point the whole design runs off the ground-anchor in her thigh and the delivery spiral in her arm. As a piece of her own Crown-tier lattice with a blade on the end, it counts as part of her and passes every null-field in Corvane. She was taking her father to his killers’ city, in a manner of speaking, and she knew it, and she stood at the gate very straight.

She stood in the last grey cold of winter at the head of the road running four days to the city where I died. I came beside her. She kept her gaze north.

“Four days to his city,” said Verena Rennick.

Orla vaulted over the gear wagon’s tailboard without touching the step and landed among the road-stock with a grin.

“Three, if they let me drive.”


Chapter 12: The Ford

The road was good before it broke.

Travel has a rhythm I had forgotten a body could have. My first life went nowhere; my second had so far been one city and one bench. You rise before light. By the second morning, the cold has become a fact you no longer argue with. You make miles in the grey, stop at a posting house at midday, and feed the horses and yourselves. Then you make more miles before stopping again at dark, at another posting house exactly like the first except the beds are worse or better. You sleep hard. Then you do it again. Four days of it, north-east on the coast road, with the sea a grey line on the right hand most of the way and the land going from the estuary flats up into low bare hills.

Ferrant fed us off the hand-cart the whole way, which offended every posting-house keeper on the road and delighted Ferrant, who considers buying a meal you could cook yourself a moral failing. He set up at the edge of each yard while the keeper glowered and put the pot on. By the time it was fit to eat, a keeper’s boy would be hanging about smelling it. By the second night, the posting house stood around the hand-cart pretending to check the horses. Ferrant’s great triumph had renewed itself, and he mentioned it every evening.

Garvan drove the lead wagon in a silence so complete that the horses drove better for it, as though embarrassed to make noise around a man making none. Orla narrated the countryside to Tam for the little book, inaccurately, with total confidence, assigning names to hills that had none and histories to villages she invented on the spot, and Tam wrote it all down, and I have not had the heart to tell him that the Battle of Somewhere Verena Made Up did not happen where Orla said it did, or at all.

In the evenings, at the fire, Verena and Orla told etiquette-class war stories, six years deep, the two of them sentenced together as first-term students to copy out the seating orders of four Provosts. They performed the full repertoire: the fork incident, the structurally unsound soup, the week of one candle, Orla doing all four Provosts in different voices. The family laughed. It was the best of the road.

Drummond rode beside me most of the second day and answered the question I had asked at the gate, that he had told me to save for the first posting house. “Rope,” he said. “Every column I’ve run, I packed rope for cargo and never enough for people. A man forgets a river wants people more than it wants freight.” He looked at the grey line of the sea. “I’ve packed people-rope this time. Three coils, light line, on the gear wagon, where a fast hand can reach it.”

The Marn ford is a rated crossing, garrison-warded since the war, where the coast road takes the river at a wide shallow place a day and a half south of the capital. Real armies used it. A depth-gauge lattice cut into the ford-stones reads the water, showing a wagon-master where the channel runs safe and where the river has scoured a wheel-breaking hole. Generations have maintained the working. It is the sort of honest infrastructure a traveller trusts with his life without thinking.

That trust makes it ideal to poison.

I read the ford as we came down to it, out of habit, because I read every runed thing I pass, and it read safe, and I want to be honest about that: it read safe to me. I looked at the depth-gauge lattice from the bank, at distance, in good light, and it showed the expected channel and marked the expected safe line, and it was a garrison working in a garrison hand, maintained, unremarkable, and I did not open my sight all the way on it because there was no reason to open my sight all the way on a rated crossing I was about to walk a wagon over, any more than a man tests every floorboard before crossing his own room. The distant read matched generations of honest garrison work. Opening my sight fully on every trusted crossing would have burned it out before noon, so I accepted the evidence available and led the wagons on. I trusted the ford. The best reader of runework alive accepted its distant face in good light. That is precisely how good the hand ahead of us was. I have forgiven myself neither the distance nor the light.

We took it at midday, with the river low, and the depth-gauge reading safe all the way across the marked line, and Garvan took the lead wagon in first because Garvan takes the dangerous thing first, and halfway across the ford, on a stone the gauge swore was safe, the lead wagon dropped its off wheel into a scoured channel the lattice had said was not there, and the wagon went over. Not all the way; it hung, canted hard, one wheel gone into a hole of fast cold water suddenly up to the axle, and the wagon’s entire heavy load shifted with a groan of stressed timber and slewed the tail round into the current. Tam had been riding beside Garvan on the front bench, exactly where Rhona had put him, within a grown man’s reach. The violent cant flung him across Garvan before either could brace. Garvan caught his apron strap for half a heartbeat; the buckle tore free, and Tam went into the Marn sideways, with no time to set himself. He was gone under and up again ten feet downstream before anyone had drawn breath. And the posting-house porter we had taken on at the last house for the heavy lifting, a big slow decent man, went in after him off the other side, either to help or because the wagon threw him, and could not swim a stroke, and the river had them both.

A scoured channel runs fast and cold. A man in wet clothes in cold fast water has about a minute of being able to help himself. Then the cold takes his hands and breath, leaving him none. The porter, who could not swim, had no minute at all, only the moment he hit the water and whatever we did with it. Tam could swim. He was spending his minute.

Verena supplied the family’s first answer. She was off her horse and into the water before I had the reins tied. Verena does not swim so much as refuse to be stopped. She crossed the canted wagon, went down its low side, and got a fist in the porter’s collar at the full stretch of her reach. With her boots braced on stone, her Crown-tier strength took a grown man’s dead weight against the current. She held him, denied the river, and shouted for a rope.

Orla had the rope. Ropes, buckles, and fast rigging under pressure were her native trade. She had a coil off the gear wagon and a loop thrown to Verena before I reached the water. The second loop went around the wagon frame, but the canted tail lurched when she took the strain and the knot slid toward the broken wheel.

“Bad anchor,” she snapped, mostly at herself.

She did not waste time defending the first choice. She released it, ran the free end under the center beam, and came up on the downstream side soaked to the hips. Garvan caught the rope, wrapped it twice around the stone marker, and leaned his whole weight into it. The wagon stopped slewing. One horse went down in the traces, screaming, and Verena’s line to the porter jerked tight enough to cut water from his collar.

Orla dropped flat on the stones, reached under the low side of the wagon, and cut the trapped trace with her belt knife. The horse rolled free. The wagon shifted under her.

“Hold!” Rhona’s command struck harder than the river.

Garvan held. Orla got the new anchor seated. Verena kept one hand in the porter’s collar and used the other to pass the rescue loop under his arms, safely clear of his neck.

“Anchor true,” Orla shouted.

When both lines went taut and not before, Rhona ordered the pull.

Four marshals hauled in cadence while Verena lifted. The porter came out over the low wheel coughing river water and trying to apologize. Rhona put him on his side, cleared his mouth, and assigned a marshal to his breathing without looking away from the rest of the line.

Her arm came up and fixed on Tam downstream.

Rhona stood on the near stones with the current at her knees, her voice flat and carrying over the river.

“Rennick has the porter. Hold him. Do not haul yet; the current will tear his arm off. Orla, anchor first, then throw. Garvan, stop the wagon before it takes the horses. Stroud, the boy downstream. Go.”

Every one of us obeyed in the order she named. A breach commander had taken ownership of the river long enough for the rest of us to work.

I went because I was nearest and because she sent me. I ran down the bank past the canted wagon toward the shallows where the channel widened forty feet on and gave up some of its speed.

Tam surfaced once between me and the bend, mouth open but too cold to shout. One hand struck the water. The other held his little book above it.

“Drop the book!” I shouted.

He did not. Of course he did not.

I entered upstream of him, feet first, and the Marn took both legs sideways. Cold drove the breath out of my chest. My boots found no bottom for two steps, then struck stone. I crossed the current on its angle, refusing a direct fight against it, using each ford-stone as a temporary anchor.

The cold posed the greater danger; the current merely delivered it. My body knew the arithmetic of it: a minute of useful grip, then none. I spent mine fast and did not let myself feel them going numb, because a smith who has worked a chisel through a winter with no fire in the shop learns to run his fingers on memory when sensation stops reporting. I found the next stone by shape, not by touch.

Tam hit a low rock shoulder-first. His apron strap caught for half a heartbeat and tore free. I lunged, missed his wrist, and caught the leather strap on the second try. The current spun him around my arm hard enough to wrench the shoulder. I got my free hand into the back of his shirt and pulled his face above water.

“Book,” he gasped.

“I see it. Breathe.”

His grip had locked around the cover. He was too cold to release it even if he had obeyed me. I hooked my elbow through the apron strap, turned my back to the current, and worked us sideways one stone at a time. Twice my morning grip failed for a fraction and the strap slid. Each time I caught it against my forearm before the river could take him.

A marshal came down the bank with Orla’s third rope. He threw badly. The loop fell short. Orla appeared behind him, snatched the recovered line, and threw once. The loop struck my shoulder.

I put it around Tam under both arms. The bank crew hauled while I kept his face clear. We came out through brown water and broken reeds, Tam half-drowned, blue-lipped, and still clutching the little book above his head in one white fist.

My knees failed on the bank. Verena caught my coat before I went backward into the channel and dragged me beyond the reach of the current. The cold had taken more than feeling. My right fingers kept closing after the strap was gone, repeating the rescue grip on empty air.

Rhona saw it while taking Tam from me. “Stroud, name and place.”

“Emrys Stroud. Marn ford, north bank.”

“Grip.”

I closed around her offered wrist. The third finger lagged, the old injury amplified by cold, but it answered.

“Good. Rennick, strip his wet sleeves. Selkirk, warm line around both of them. Slowly. No direct fire on numb skin.”

Orla already had the dry rope over her shoulders like a sash. She ran it around Tam and me, pulled us back-to-back beneath one horse blanket, and sat on the loose end so neither shivering fool could claim he had somewhere more useful to be.

Only then did Rhona strip Tam’s wet apron and wrap him before he could argue. Verena checked his pupils. Orla pried the book from fingers that could no longer release it and put it inside her own shirt to keep it dry.

“Saved the important one,” Tam managed through chattering teeth.

“You’re the important one,” Orla said, too sharply for a joke. She checked the book beneath her shirt, anger and relief fighting across her face. “This is a close second.”

He was blooded a second time, blooded by cold this time, and alive. That evening, the moment his hands could hold a pencil without shaking it out, he wrote the river down, including the book, the bad throw, and Orla’s better one.

We got them all out. The gear was soaked, one horse had lamed itself, and the lead wagon had to be dug and hauled from the channel. The river took our afternoon and most of our dry clothes. Before dusk, Garvan had the canted wagon upright and Orla had marked every wet strap for replacement; cold-stretched leather earned no trust. Its intended measure waited in the stone.

At dusk, while the family dried around a fire and Tam endured three blankets with poor grace, I took a lamp back to the ford alone.

I stood in the cold water over the ford-stone beside the dropped wheel and set the lamp where it raked the surface at a low angle. I opened my sight all the way, as I had not done from the bank, and let the depth-gauge lattice give me structure, flaws, fade schedule, and the forensic history of every recent tool that touched it.

The river fought the reading. Water changed the light every second, and silt filled shallow cuts before washing clear. I braced the lamp between two stones, stripped off one glove, and traced the anchor seam with a fingertip until touch and sight agreed. The strain tightened behind my eyes. I held it there. A poisoned ford had nearly taken Tam; it could buy me a headache.

First, the alteration itself. The depth-gauge has a simple measurable function: it reads the water’s depth over each ford-stone and shows the wagon-master a safe line, and its defining virtue is that it cannot be argued with, because it reads the water itself. Someone had cut into it a lie: a graft, three filaments deep, that made it report the scoured channel as shallow safe stone, so that the gauge told the truth about every part of the ford except the one place that would drop a wheel. Deniable. Below master rank, invisible. The gauge worked perfectly everywhere except the single stone it had been told to misreport. A crude cutter would have broken the crossing. An artist poisoned one trusted step.

Second, the hand. The graft had not faded and it had not been worn by the river; it was days old, cut fresh, and it was laid in the garrison smith’s own chisel-signature, the hand of whatever man had maintained that ford for years, so that anyone reading it would read garrison work and blame the garrison for a lapse. And the strokes were perfect. Better than perfect. Better than the garrison smith’s real strokes, which I could read underneath in the untouched parts of the gauge, competent and dull and human, with the little unevennesses a working hand carries. The forgery had none. It was cleaner than the man it imitated, and that is the tell of a forgery done by a far better hand than the one it copies, a master signing a journeyman’s name and unable to keep his own mastery out of the letters.

Every terminus carried the forger’s needless second seal.

I checked the conclusion against the untouched stones before trusting it. The garrison smith entered a depth line with the point slightly canted downstream, compensating for water pressure without thinking. His lifts left tiny hooks toward the bank. The forged section copied the visible angle but laid its pressure straight down, as if cut on a dry bench. A master had studied the garrison smith’s alphabet and missed the river living inside its grammar.

The tool told me more. Its edge measured narrower than a standard ward chisel and curved inward near the tip, suited to opening an existing line without widening the surface. No garrison kit carried one. A master engraver’s hooked graver had entered the ward beneath the honest signature, laid three killing filaments, and closed them twice.

I touched the poisoned keystone with one bare finger. It sat under the lip of the stone where a wagon-master could not see it and where flood silt would erase any burr by spring. The cutter had chosen not only our route but the season that would clean his work.

I took out a plain steel drift and killed the graft before anyone else used the ford. One stroke broke the false channel. The gauge-light jumped, shuddered, and redrew the safe crossing three feet upstream. Water that had looked harmless now showed black over the scoured hole.

A late freight wagon waited on the south bank. Its driver saw the line change and swore. He would never know how close his wheel had come to following ours.

I stood on the ford-stones in the dark with the river running over my boots and looked at the same doubled full stop I had read on the tower stair. Another stolen signature. The same unnecessary second seal. The unknown hand had followed us onto the coast road and arrived early enough to choose the stone.

I laid the two reads side by side in my head: the tower stair in the winter, the ford now. Same doubled seal. The same discipline in the forgery, the stolen hand cleaner than the man it stole from, the same economy that damaged only what the killing required. One hand cut both. I was as sure of it as I am of my own strokes. A garrison ford a day and a half from the capital was deliberate ground, chosen for our route rather than encountered by chance. He cut it for us, ahead of us, knowing our road and timing. Either he had eyes on the delegation before we left Grayvern, or eyes on it now.

I gathered the family at the fire and laid out the cut, the forged gauge, and the limits of my reading.

“A master recut the ford this week so it would fail and blame the garrison smith,” I said. “The false channel sits in the garrison man’s own signature, so an ordinary read would indict him and his work. There is a smith working ahead of us who kills people with other men’s hands. He cuts in forged signatures, so that every death files itself as a failure of somebody else’s work and every suspicion lands on a stranger. Balthus named him to me in the winter without a name, because he has never seen him either. This is his hand. I have now read it twice: once on a tower stair, once on this ford. He seals every terminus twice. It’s a habit he doesn’t know he has, and it is the one thing about him that cannot be forged, because it is structure and not signature, and structure cannot lie.”

“He tried to kill us,” said Verena, flatly.

“Maybe,” I said. “The false channel sat near the edge, where a capable party could survive it. If the cutter meant this as a test and accepted that the killing might fail, he now knows our response time and who takes which task. If it wasn’t, treating it as one still costs us less than assuming ignorance.”

Wet harness steamed beside the fire, filling the camp with leather and river mud. As I named the altered stone, Rhona turned one strap until its buckle faced her, then began rebuilding our road formation in rope and buckles on the ground. “He’s seen how we move in the open. So we change it. Everything he watched today becomes old information. We keep one response he hasn’t read and spend it only when it counts.” She turned a stick in the fire. “That’s how you fight a man who studies you. You let him learn the thing you’re going to change, and you keep the thing you’re not, and you never let him see which is which.”

Drummond had been silent by the fire. When I finished, he set a fresh sheet on the ground between us.

“The stone may be recut before dawn,” he said. “I want the hand preserved while the water is still in your boots. Signature, doubled habit, tool width if you can judge it, and the hour.”

He set the lamp beside my page and took the first watch facing the road.

“In the capital, I have witnesses,” he said. “Give us an exact account before the next gear failure. Now write.”

I wrote while the others changed our formation. Rhona shifted the lead wagon to the middle and put two mounted marshals ahead beyond easy sight. Orla replaced her rope knot with one the forger had not watched her use. Verena walked the bank and selected the next defensible narrow ground herself.

Tam woke under three blankets and crawled close enough to read over my wrist.

“Hooked graver,” he said through chattering teeth. “Narrower than a ward chisel.”

“You were listening.”

“I was drowning. Didn’t go deaf.”

I made him return to the blankets, then added the tool profile in a clean sketch. By the time the ink dried, the family already moved differently than it had at noon.

Drummond sanded the page, folded it once, and kept his eyes on the road.


Chapter 13: The City That Owns the Sand

The last posting inn on the coast road was a low, sprawling place half a day short of the capital. The family occupied it by established instinct. Ferrant commandeered a corner of the yard for the pot and offended the keeper. Tam wrote down the names of the inn, the keeper, and two horses. Drummond posted his marshals in a quiet rotation nobody was asked to explain. Rhona walked the yard’s perimeter once before sitting, obeying a fourteen-year-old habit.

We were close enough for the capital to sit on all of us. Supper ran subdued, and people went to bed early. Verena took the middle watch on the roof because she sleeps no better than I do before a hard thing and prefers to be useful about it.

The loft over the stables had a ladder and a single lantern hung below, sending one crack of light through the boards. Verena came up after her watch smelling of cold and straw-dust, cheeks red from the night air.

That was how I learned the tradition did not need a victory to be kept. Surviving a poisoned ford with one lamed horse was victory enough, and the family slept off the river below us. She climbed into the hay-dark anyway. Surviving the ford and waking half a day from his city had left both our bodies hungry for proof of life.

“You’re awake,” she whispered, which was a challenge, because she knew I was awake, I am always awake.

“So are you.”

“I’ve been on a freezing roof for two hours watching a road for a man who cuts fords.” She got down beside me in the hay, cold all through her travelling blacks, and slid cold palms under my shirt on purpose to hear me hiss, and grinned in the dark. “I’ve decided I don’t want to think about him for a while. I want to think about something I can win.” Her mouth found my jaw. “Quiet, though. Everyone’s asleep under this floor and the horses’ll tell on us.”

“Then be quiet,” I said, against her ear, “and I’ll make it hard for you.”

“That’s the challenge,” she breathed, “yes,” which is her consent, given as a duel, and I gave mine the same way, and then there was no more talking that could be called talking.

She kissed hard and hungry, cold lips warming against mine. I slid both hands under her blacks to the small of her back. The soul-lines warmed beneath my palms, and her spine arched as my thumbs traced the trunk line. The first press of her chosen weight still stopped me for one beat. She felt it, rested her forehead against mine, and let me have the touch without teasing.

We shifted only the clothes the act required, preserving the urgent road-night register. I pushed her blacks below her hips and opened my belt. She straddled my lap facing away, one hand guiding my cock to her wet pussy, then lowered herself an inch at a time. Her breath shook. My hand spread over her belly while the other gripped her hip and felt her take me to the root.

“Quiet,” I reminded her.

“Then don’t feel so good.”

She brought her braid over one shoulder and put it into my fist. I wrapped it once and held firm while she rode in tight, slow circles, ass rolling against my hips, thighs working around mine. Her whisper turned filthy: how alive she felt, what we would take from his city, what she wanted me to put inside her before we crossed its gate.

I caught her hips and slowed her further.

“You’re doing this on purpose,” she breathed.

“Yes.”

“I hate you.”

“Say the other thing.”

“I need you to take over. Please.”

I pulled her back against my chest and drove up into her at the pace I chose, deep and controlled, each stroke dragging through her slick pussy while my fist held her braid. Her head turned. A crack of lantern-light caught one storm-grey eye over her shoulder.

“Keep looking at me,” I whispered.

She did. I slid my free hand beneath her shirt and closed it over one firm breast, thumb dragging across her hard nipple in time with each upward stroke. Her hips stumbled once. I held them still, kept her seated deep, and made her wait there with my cock buried to the root while her breath warmed my palm.

My fingers left her breast and travelled down her taut stomach. I found her clit slick above where she held me and circled it once, slow enough that her whole body tried to chase the touch. The hay rasped under her knees. Leather, cold night air, and the clean salt of her sweat filled the dark while her pussy tightened around me in small helpless pulses.

“You feel that?” I asked against her neck.

“Every damned bit.”

“Then hold still and take it.”

I kept her pinned to my chest and worked two fingers over her clit without moving my hips, making the woman who could outpace any blade in Corvane wait on my hand. Her braid pulled taut in my fist. She watched me over her shoulder, lips parted around each silent breath, until pride gave way to need.

“Move,” she whispered. “Please. Make me take it.”

“Not until you tell me whose pace this is.”

“Yours.” Her thighs tightened around mine. “Your pace. Your woman. Now fuck me before I wake the stable.”

I gave her one slow stroke, then another, making each one land at the angle that stole another piece of her control. Her fingers dug into my forearm. She tried to hurry the third. I stopped her with the grip on her hip and held her helplessly still until she nodded against my cheek.

“Good,” I murmured. “Now take what you asked for.”

Her composure broke in small silent pieces. I covered her mouth as her body tightened. Her pussy clenched hard around my cock, milking in waves while gold heat flared beneath the skin of her arched back. The stifled sound made the horses shift below us.

She nearly laughed against my palm. That last tremor pulled me over. I buried myself deep, face pressed between her shoulder blades, and came inside her in hard pulses while she ground back to take all of it. My groan died in her travelling blacks.

The horses settled. I kept her on my lap until the last contraction passed.

“Half a day to his city,” she whispered against my jaw. “We’re nearly in it. He should worry.”

“He should.”

We stayed tangled together until the watch-change bell. Then she pulled her clothes straight, kissed me once, and went down the ladder smelling of hay and sex without a trace of shame.

We came to the capital the next afternoon. I had imagined the return often enough to know imagination had made it smaller.

The road reaches the capital from the south along the river. You see the city from miles away because it occupies the only real hill and wears its wealth on the skyline: counting-house spires first, then the great pile of the arena on the south shoulder.

Behind all of it, north on the highest ground, stood the vault district where the houses kept their forges and money. I had last seen those grey towers at sixty-one, from inside one of them, on the eleventh of Twelfthmonth, with a collar on my throat.

I knew that skyline from decades of glimpses stolen through windows whose walls denied me the full view. From the vault, I knew the counting-house district by its bells, the arena by the crowd-noise that came up through the stone on meeting days, and the Registrar’s hall by the particular quality of quiet in its street. During my collared life, I had never seen the capital rise from beyond its walls. Now it rose grey over the river from a wagon rail with a family around me.

I looked at it from the wagon rail. I made myself look throughout the approach, because a man does not conquer a fear by refusing to see the thing, and I looked at the vault district on its high grey ground and I found the tower I died in, or I found the one I think I died in, because from the outside they are all the same tower, and the room where they cut my throat vanished among a thousand identical grey windows, unmarked and impossible to separate from the rest. Somewhere up there, four streets from the arena, is Ropewalk Street, where an orphanage raised me and a decent frightened journeyman named Ollam Bray taught me everything he had by thirteen and sold me at nineteen for eight hundred marks and a testimonial, weeping, believing it was the making of me, and stood in the room while the collar went on and said nothing. He is dead. The house told me in one flat line when I asked why his letters had stopped. I looked north toward a street I could not see and could not make myself hate a dead man, something I have never managed and have stopped trying to do.

The fear came on schedule, first in my thighs and the backs of my knees, the same order it had followed in the vault and during the Annex raid. Verena’s fingers closed over mine on the wagon rail without her looking away from the city. I locked my knees against the shaking and made the panic useful by mapping escape routes.

The capital offered few. Wharves, walls, and one road out made it a city built to keep whatever entered. I learned the river gates, the wall postern by the siege-yards, and the counting-lanes where a man might lose pursuit. A wagon with a barred door had trained exits into my memory as deeply as other men learned faces.

The gate did not know me. The marshals waved a Crown Trials champion’s delegation through with barely a glance, and none looked twice at the bench-rat on the wagon rail. Why would they? The old master smith was a dead man in a nameless grave. The man on the rail was twenty-four. I passed under the gate of the city that owned me unrecognised, in a body it never knew I had. It was both safety and loneliness.

Inside, the capital closed around the wagons by degrees. The gate road began broad enough for six abreast, paved in dark stone worn hollow by generations of iron rims. Counting-house fronts crowded it within two streets, each narrow and high, with brass nameplates large enough to read from a carriage and door-wards cut so densely my sight had to skim or burn. The wards all carried Vellick conventions: fade-ticks at the anchor seams, eleven months on shops, twenty-two on richer doors, every lintel quietly counting down to an invoice.

Street criers sold circuit sheets beside fishwives packing away the day’s last catch. Apprentices in six house colors ran messages between lanes. A patrol passed in polished gorgets carrying runes I had designed at thirty-four without credit. The edge-keepers on their swords sat a hair proud of the shoulder because I had once complained that the old pattern gathered grit. My habits marched past me on strangers’ hips.

At the second crossing we rolled by a public fountain whose pump-lattice I had repaired at forty-seven. I remembered Renward’s steward complaining about the cost of sending a master out for municipal work. I remembered doing it anyway because the old pump had been cutting children’s palms when it seized. The fountain still ran. A brass plaque credited HOUSE VELLICK, GIFT OF WATER TO THE CAPITAL.

I looked away before anger made me foolish.

Ropewalk Street lay four turns east. I knew the turn by the chipped lion over a moneychanger’s door. For one violent moment I wanted to get down, walk the four streets, and see whether Bray’s old shop still stood. I wanted the orphanage gate, the upstairs window, the alley where I learned to sharpen a broken nail into a cutting tool. I wanted evidence that nineteen years before the collar had happened to a real boy in a real street.

Verena’s hand tightened over mine.

“Not today,” I said.

She had not asked. “Not alone,” she answered.

The wagons continued north. I catalogued every side lane, bridge stair, stable court, and postern marker. Fear became work where I could make it work.

The tracker warmed at the third street inside the gate.

I had been waiting for it, the whole winter and the whole road, the fade-rune I cut into Hargen’s sheath in the autumn, the smallest cut I know, an Etching laid into the leather two fingers below the throat, invisible to anything but my sight, common batch-mark craft so unremarkable it is undetectable. Dark for months while he was out of range. And it warmed in my sight at the third street the way a coal warms when you bring your hand near it, faint and steady, and I sat very still with it, reading it the way you read a thing at the far edge of your senses, and it did not move. It sat static and warm somewhere ahead and north in the circuit quarter. A man holding position, his travel already complete. The mark yielded only direction and rough distance, but both narrowed the hunt. He was here. He had been here the whole winter, running the artist’s logistics in the city while the artist cut a ford a day and a half south, and he was static now because he was waiting, the way a man waits who is holding a horse for someone who is doing the real work.

“He’s here,” I said low, without moving my face. “Hargen. Close. Static, north, the circuit quarter. The needle’s found.”

Rhona shifted one wagon in the column without looking toward me, putting the rig cradle behind Garvan’s broader cart. Drummond sent one mounted marshal ahead by a side lane. We adjusted around the warm direction before any watcher could know what had changed.

Verena kept her eyes on the city. Her hand tightened once over my knuckles. A mile ahead, the man who had opened my throat stood still and warm in my sight. We continued toward him.

The circuit grounds were a city inside the city. I stood at their edge and took in what we had entered.

They lie in the flat ground below the arena’s hill, a whole quarter given over for the meeting: a paddock city of stalls and pens and sponsor pavilions, canvas and timber thrown up for the season and torn down after, ranked in lanes like a market that sells only speed and steel. The sponsor pavilions are the grand ones, House colours snapping on poles, Vellick grey-and-gold the biggest among them. Beneath stood fitting floors where clerks glittered amid brass instruments, ledger-desks, and the complete apparatus of arming a competitor at tier for nothing while carrying the account out of sight. Below and between the grand pavilions ran the working lanes, the paddock proper: farriers, riggers, blade-smiths, rope-men. The smell hit all at once and did not let go. Horse. Hot iron. Quench-oil, canvas, and trodden mud. Over all of it lay sand, the particular dry mineral smell of arena sand, tons of it raked, watered, and waiting. The smell of the thing the quarter existed to sell. Above it all, on the hill’s south shoulder, stood the arena itself: an oval stone bowl dug into the ground, large enough to seat Grayvern twice, its top wall walking the skyline.

At the paddock’s edge, sand, oil, and money filled my nose. I raised my gaze to the biggest sand in the kingdom, in the city that killed me. We were going to plant a flag on it, and that flag was a pink-haired woman the house had priced as a crash. I wanted that with everything in me.

We took our lodging first, a rented house in the circuit quarter that Ferrant had arranged by letter, plain and defensible, and I walked it the way I walk everything now, counting the ways in, marking the narrow places, cutting a pair of Tam’s relay plates into the shape of a warning system before I would sleep in it. Drummond walked the lodging with me. Rhona inspected the street outside, then met us in the kitchen and shifted one chair away from the window. Drummond moved the lamp out of its line. I cut a witness into the rear latch. None of us needed to explain the same concern.

Ferrant found our concession after the lodging was secured by the numbered stake, in a working lane not far from the arena’s competitors’ gate, exactly where a repair stall should be, where every blade and rig and rider passed.

The concession was twelve feet of timber frontage and twenty feet of packed earth behind it, roofed in patched canvas stretched over four uprights. It had a shutter-counter that folded down toward the lane, a rear flap opening onto a service alley, and one warped side wall shared with a rope merchant. The floor leaned two inches toward the alley so rain and spilled quench water would run away from the customers. Whoever had laid the forge stones understood fire. Whoever had hung the canvas understood neither wind nor rain.

Ferrant stood in the middle of it with both fists on his hips.

“Home,” he pronounced.

“It has one bench,” Tam said.

“Then we’ll improve it.”

Garvan and I set two vises, one on the concession bench and another on trestles built from the hand-cart’s side rails. Ferrant objected to dismantling his cart until Garvan pointed at pin holes cut for that purpose thirty years earlier.

“I may have planned for adversity,” Ferrant admitted.

“You planned for soup.”

“Same thing.”

Tam hung the chisels edge inward and kept ink away from forge heat. Orla placed her rig cradle in the deepest part of the stall and marked a white line around it on the packed earth.

“Nobody crosses this without me or ground crew,” she announced.

A passing capital rigger looked at the white line, looked at the grade-four plate on the frame, and smiled. Orla smiled back with enough teeth to send him onward.

Verena tested the shutter hinges. Rhona tested the alley. Drummond tested both and found different faults. By the time the three of them finished, Garvan had driven new hinge pins from the inside, I had cut fade-witnesses into the rear-flap toggles, and Tam had placed a relay plate under the counter where a knee could strike it without a hand leaving the work.

Runesight drew the concession’s accumulated layers into focus. Old stalls collect more runework than a chapel door: forgotten charm-hooks, dead fire suppressors, ward scraps laid by generations of temporary tenants, all of it faded into layers. Most was harmless. One alert lattice in the shared wall still carried a live anchor and rang to a plate three stalls down whenever our rear flap moved.

I followed the sympathy line through the wall and found the far plate under the rope merchant’s cash shelf.

The rope merchant was a square woman with tarred hands and a knife on her belt. She watched me retrieve the plate from under her shelf and did not look surprised.

“Previous tenant sold fittings,” she said. “Liked warning before creditors used his back door.”

“He left the alarm.”

“He left in a hurry.”

I showed her the matching mark on our wall. “Do you want the plate?”

She weighed it in her palm. “Damper’s bad. Rings when my boy drops a coil. Scrap it.”

I broke the live sympathy with two strokes and gave the oath-metal disk to Tam. He examined the crude damper, offended on behalf of the trade.

“I can cut better than this.”

“Then do,” I said. “But read every old line before you lay a new one. A rented wall belongs to every hand that thought it temporary.”

He added the sentence to the CAPITAL section of the little book.

The warped forge hood refused to seat until Orla vaulted onto the counter and held the rear latch with one boot while passing Garvan bolts.

“This is why you brought a rider.”

“Demonstrate holding still,” Ferrant said.

By midday the forge drew clean. Its test flame woke an old suppression charm in the stone with three months left on the fade. I set an anchor-pin through its seam and gave the concession another decade of not burning down.

“Board rate,” Ferrant said behind me.

“It came with the stall.”

“Then charge the meeting.”

“Put it under looking.”

He grunted approval.

The paddock worked around us while we built. Harness bells passed in bursts. Farriers called for shoes by size. Sponsor porters rolled lacquered trunks toward the fitting floors while scholarship riders carried their own gear on their backs. Every few minutes the arena above released a deep hollow sound as crews tested a gate or dropped a timber on the sand. I felt each impact through the concession posts.

Hargen’s tracker warmth held north and steady throughout. I checked it every time I straightened. It never came closer. That did not comfort me. A stationary knife is still a knife if you are the one walking toward it.

Rhona returned from the alley with a charcoal map drawn on packing cloth: our stall, the lodging, two marshal posts, the competitors’ gate, three public wells, four narrow passages, and every roofline Orla claimed she could cross.

“She cannot cross all four,” Rhona said.

“I can cross five.”

“There are four.”

“Then the fifth will be a surprise.”

Verena marked the nearest route to the arena and the fastest route away from it. Drummond added the marshal box and wrote NO AUTHORITY beyond the circuit-ground boundary in firm block letters.

Ferrant looked at the map. “Where’s the food market?”

Rhona added it. Only then did he accept the defenses.

The crew put the shutter up.

Ferrant nailed his sign level, VANDERMOOR MAINTENANCE ANNEX, REPAIRS, with a paddock of grander names around it. Tam laid out the racks. Garvan set the vise. The first customer arrived before the sign was dry: a young border-school lancer with a bent frame-strut and a face that had already added up the cost of a paddock fitter and could not pay it.

“Bent strut,” he said, apologetically. “I haven’t got much.”

“Sit down,” I said.

I took the strut and seated the young lancer opposite me so he could watch what his last coins bought.

“Where does it pull?” I asked.

He pointed at the bend. “There. That’s where it looks wrong.”

“That’s where the frame surrendered. The fault began here.”

I showed him the hairline compression at the socket, a cheap pin seated one degree proud by a border-school fitter in a hurry. Under Runesight, the bend carried three days of strain but no sabotage, borrowed hand, or cleaner’s mark. Ordinary bad work felt almost restful.

“Can you save it?”

“Yes. You can save the next one by checking the pin before launch. Put your thumb here. Feel the ridge.”

He did. His anxious face sharpened into attention as the hidden fault became tactile.

At a public bench in the capital, under my own name, four streets from the vault where they cut my throat, I set the chisel point. Hargen’s warmth held steady to the north while my hand drove one clean stroke. The strut relaxed against the vise and came true.

The lancer tested the ridge after the repair, found it gone, and set three coppers on my counter.

“Two,” I said.

“You taught me the pin.”

“Teaching came with the repair. Two.”

He reclaimed one copper and left carrying the strut as if it were worth more than when he arrived. It was.


Chapter 14: The Longwall

The competitors’ induction takes you into the arena the morning after arrival, so you have seen the ground before anyone asks you to bleed on it. I went with the delegation as Ferrant’s crew, an invisible repair-stall hand carrying a tool roll. From there I saw the biggest sand in the kingdom from the inside.

It is a bowl of stone dug into the hill, unlike the Vandermoor arena, which is old and worn and structurally sound. This one is a machine for spectacle. Ten thousand seats climb so steeply that the sand at the bottom feels like the base of a well. Even at midday, light comes down in a shaft. Whoever stands on the sand is lit; whoever watches sits in shadow. The builders intended the effect. A crowd that can see itself is a crowd. A crowd hidden in shadow around a lit floor becomes an audience: quieter, hungrier, easier to sell to.

The competitors’ gates stand north and south, the marshals’ box west. High on the east side, catching the first light, sits the sponsor’s gallery. The grey-and-gold house box occupies its center. In the middle of that box is a carved chair with an empty seat to either side.

I knew before anyone told me that nobody had ever sat there. An identical vacancy had watched Vandermoor’s sponsor gallery for ninety-one years. Renward never came. The chair belonged to him, always empty, and that absence made it the most frightening thing in the building.

The sand itself had been sifted almost white, fine enough to hold every boot-print and hard enough beneath the top inch to punish a bad fall. Brass drainage grilles divided the oval at measured intervals. Under the eastern tiers, crowd-noise moved through the stone in a low, constant pressure that I felt through my soles before a single spectator had entered.

Verena stood on that sand beside me and studied the empty chair through three slow breaths. Her fighter’s eye takes a room apart as quickly as Runesight takes a lattice apart.

“It’s the same chair,” she said quietly, only to me.

“It’s the same chair.”

“He never comes, and it’s the biggest seat in the building.”

“That chair gives you the house in miniature.”

Her thumb settled against the guard of her father’s sword. “I’m going to make him wish he’d sat down where I could reach him.”

Flat and level, it was the truest threat anyone made all meeting, aimed at an empty chair.

Orla, for her part, looked up at the ten thousand seats climbing away into shadow and did the arithmetic her own way. “That’s a lot of people,” she said, “to watch me be right.” The contrast between them fit inside that one exchange: Verena saw the man who wasn’t there; Orla saw the crowd who would be.

The induction received the same suppression-net demonstration scheduled for the meeting crowd. I paid close attention. Their field, their marks, and its limits would decide what we could safely carry onto the sand.

A modern Vellick suppression net occupied the arena’s threshold. A marshal stood at its null-line and took a little luck-token from a noble volunteer. He held it over the line. It died in his fingers, cold and inert the moment it crossed. The induction made the noise a crowd makes at the trick, while the marshal repeated Hale’s law with a Vellick man’s proprietary pride.

“The net reads every registry mark that crosses this line,” he said. “A sponsor-issued focus-piece carries a mark and passes. A house weapon carries a mark punched in the scabbard throat and passes. Anything without a registry mark, any charm, any private working, any advantage a competitor tries to smuggle onto the sand, dies at the line. The net is the guarantee of a fair meeting. You compete with what the house issues you, at tier, and nothing else, and the crowd sees it demonstrated, and the meeting is compliant.” He said compliant the way Balthus says care, and I translated it the way I translate all of it: their net, their marks, their list, their idea of fair, which is that you may bring onto the sand only what they have sold you and nothing you are.

The marshal made each competitor present one registered item after the demonstration. A duelist offered her scabbard throat; its registry mark warmed green and the blade crossed live. A lancer rolled a bare frame over the threshold; the old mark punched behind its left hip rib passed even though three newer struts carried no mark of their own. The net read the frame as one object, in the manner Hale had taught.

Orla watched her rig cross under a marshal’s supervision. Nothing in the rebuilt load paths flickered. The inherited mark admitted the complete machine.

I read the threshold response closely enough to map the field’s habits. The registry punch warmed first at its deepest corner, then spread permission outward through the original frame in a shallow green wash. Our replacement struts did not pass independently; they passed because the field treated everything mechanically joined to the marked spine as one object. A loose replacement carried across by hand would have died. Seated in Frame Nine, it belonged to the old lie and crossed alive.

The rule gave us a defense and a vulnerability. A fitter could not disqualify one properly seated strut without challenging the registered frame itself. But a concealed adjustment placed after the gate would never meet the screen at all. The net’s reach ended at the threshold. Anything installed beyond the gate escaped it, a limitation I fixed beside every service route into the final’s rail bed.

“Their oldest lie is our invitation,” she murmured.

“For now.”

Verena crossed without her issued focus. Maddoc’s sword stayed dark in its scabbard until her fingers closed on the grip. Then the living lattice warmed through her arm and into the steel without giving the field anything separate to question. The threshold stones remained silent, cold under her boots while the marshal’s instrument searched for contraband that was not there.

The marshal frowned at his dead instrument, tapped it, then waved her through as unarmed of issue.

I thought about a soul-anchored rune, which was not carried and could not be suppressed because the net read it as the person. The marshal did not mention the exception because neither he nor the field knew what stood in front of him. Their net, their marks, their list. Our women crossed as themselves, and the officials congratulated their own field for making the lie look airtight.

Rathmell’s practice supplied the next lesson.

You do not have to be told who the Longwall is. He was on the practice runs alongside the arena, and I recognized him across the ground with the certainty of finding a load-bearing wall in a building, because everything about him is mass held still. He is broad, and weathered, iron-grey at the temples earlier than his years, and the capital champion’s harness sits on him with masonry’s permanence, without vanity, as though years of pressure had accreted the harness onto him. He does not have a duelist’s flash or a test-lancer’s fizz. He has an evenness. And I stood at the practice rail and watched him do the thing that has ended forty-one careers, and it is worse to watch than any violence, because there is no violence in it.

He did not beat the challengers who ran against him. He made them quit.

I read Rathmell as I would a rival’s masterwork. He offered no favored side, preferred tempo, or moment of reach. Nine years had planed every obvious tell from his riding until the six passes looked cut from one pattern. Finding a flaw would not beat him. Orla needed a line his pattern could not contain.

A young capital rider ran the mirrored rail against him, good, fast, hungry. Rathmell held his line at an even pace. No trick or foul offered the younger rider anything to blame.

The first pass went to Rathmell by less than a hand. The young rider came off the brake grinning, because a hand looks like a problem speed can solve.

On the second pass he opened his launch early. I read the governor flare through its cover plate, an unaltered Ascension housing pushed near the top of its legal curve. He gained half the distance by the first joint and spent all of it correcting before the third. Rathmell changed nothing. His lance struck the center ring while the younger man’s took the outer and rang late.

The third pass, the young rider shifted his right stirrup one hole higher. A reasonable correction for a drift that came from his shoulder, not his foot. The adjustment gave him a cleaner launch and a worse middle. Rathmell rode beside him like a wall falling at the speed walls choose.

At the brake, Rathmell dismounted and checked his own yoke buckle. He did not look across. The other rider never entered his work deeply enough to alter it.

Indifference would have been kinder.

On the fourth pass the young man abandoned his natural cadence and tried to copy Rathmell’s. His launch-lattice stuttered because the body inside it wanted a different rhythm. I saw the misfire three filaments before it reached the yoke and stepped toward the barrier before I remembered it was practice and the housing would vent safely. The vent blew hot light into the clay. He stayed mounted.

Rathmell struck another center.

The young rider came back furious. His groom reached for the hip buckle. He slapped the hand away and re-rigged himself, too fast, missing the second keeper.

Orla saw it. She went halfway over the barrier before I caught her belt.

“Keeper,” she shouted.

The groom checked. His face drained when he found it loose.

Rathmell waited at the head of his rail while they fixed it. He did not use the delay to cool his frame or coach his launch. When the young rider returned, Rathmell inclined his head as if nothing shameful had happened.

The fifth pass was the man’s best. Anger aligned him for once. He rode his own cadence, held the line, and struck less than two fingers outside Rathmell’s mark.

It should have saved him. Instead he looked at the board and saw another loss.

His shoulders rounded around the harness. His launch posture narrowed, and his eyes began sliding sideways toward Rathmell’s rail. A blade overheated beyond tolerance often breaks only after its grain stops trusting the next blow.

On the sixth pass his eyes went to Rathmell’s rail twice. Each look cost time. His lance missed the inner ring.

Rathmell’s did not.

The young man declined a seventh and walked his rig off with every strap still fastened, waving away his groom’s hands. Rathmell watched him leave with the grave attention of a man seeing a preventable injury. The younger rider carried away no blow to blame, only six indisputable losses that had begun to feel like a verdict on himself.

Orla moved to follow. I caught the back of her rig-shirt before she entered the service lane. Her first step had already marked the clay; I made her erase it so her next stillness would be a deliberate choice.

“What would you say?”

“That six losses to Rathmell don’t make him worthless.”

“Would he hear it from the woman scheduled to face the same champion?”

Her jaw tightened. The impulse to repair people with noise had already put one boot forward. She drew it back.

The rider’s groom reached him near the gate. The groom left the buckles alone and walked beside him. After ten paces, the rider allowed the man to carry his lance.

“That,” I said. “Let the person he trusts hold one piece.”

“I hate useful answers that require doing nothing.”

“Your education broadens.”

She drove an elbow lightly into my ribs and returned her attention to the rail.

A second rider ran him, older and careful. The man kept his own cadence, lost by a measurable margin, and came off the ground with his head up. Rathmell inclined his head once, professional to professional.

The difference sat in plain sight. He had shown courtesy to the rider who accepted the loss and relentless repetition to the one who challenged his measure. Orla would never accept another person’s measure. Rathmell would regret breaking her and still believe he had saved her.

When the practice ground cleared, Rathmell walked his own rail from launch mark to brake. He tested every cold joint with bare fingers, foot by foot, his palm searching for a fault no audience would ever know he prevented.

His bare-hand inspection gave me a tactical interval. He would walk the rail before a final and refuse any fault his palm found. Whatever the house intended had to enter after his last check or hide below touch. I began watching that gap.

Rathmell finished at the brake, wiped clay from his fingers, and signed no inspection sheet. The walk itself was his assurance. A conscientious craftsman guarded the house’s lie, which made him dangerous in a way cruelty never could.

Orla stood beside me while Rathmell walked his rail by hand. Her commentary stopped. When she spoke, she kept her eyes on the clay.

“He rides like a wall falls. All at once. Forever.”

After the practice ground cleared, she climbed over the cold barrier and crouched at Rathmell’s launch mark. His left boot had pressed a little deeper at the toe on every pass, the only repeated asymmetry visible in the clay.

“There. He loads forward before the signal.”

“Does it buy speed?”

She set her boot in his print, lowered into his launch posture, and shook her head. “Certainty. He’s committed before the bell, so no decision remains to disturb him.”

“Can you use it?”

“If I chase the fraction, he owns my launch. If I make him wait half a beat longer than expected, perhaps certainty starts costing him.”

She paced down the rail, measuring his middle and brake. At the fourth joint she turned back.

“I’ve raced people trying to get somewhere. He rides like he’s already there and waits for you to discover it.”

“That’s the man you face.”

“On their sand. With a rig they’ve priced to fail.” She planted her boot beside his mark, refusing to inhabit his measure. “Good.”

Respect sharpened her attention. She continued measuring the places where an even man spent no visible effort.

Tam cut relay plates that week. It was his own idea. He had cut a pair for the lodging on the first night, and now he cut more, for the corners of the stall and the paddock lanes around it, a warning system of his own devising so that a shout in one place would ring a plate in another, and then he cut a last pair, small ones, and he brought one to me at the bench and kept its twin, shy about it.

“For your apron,” he said. “So if you’re, if something happens where you are, you strike this, and the twin rings wherever I’ve got it, and I’ll know, and I’ll come, or I’ll ring the big ones. I did the damper right. I checked it. It only rings when you strike it hard on purpose, not when you drop a hammer. Garvan looked at it.”

Garvan had looked at it. His approval settled the plate’s quality. A sympathy relay is easy to cut and almost always cut badly, because the damper is the difficult craft, the part that stops the far plate ringing every time somebody in the shop drops a tool, and a badly cut pair is in a drawer within four days because it cries wolf. Tam had cut the damper right, on his own. Garvan inspected it and nodded once, the highest honour he gave. I struck my plate experimentally against the bench leg. Its twin rang once under Tam’s palm and stopped after one clear ring.

“Good tool,” I said.

“Test the false strike,” Garvan said.

Tam’s glow turned immediately back into concentration. He dropped a two-pound hammer beside the near plate. The impact rattled the bench. Its twin remained silent.

For the deliberate test, he struck the plate against oak. The far twin rang once and stopped.

“One more from leather,” I said.

A warning plate carried in an apron might strike cloth, a thigh, or the padded edge of a tool roll before finding something hard. Tam tested each surface. Cloth gave nothing. Leather produced one weak pulse the twin’s damper swallowed. Iron sent one distinct note through.

“What’s the failure?” I asked.

He turned both plates under the lamp. “If the damper settles during road vibration, a deliberate strike may read as background.”

“Correction?”

“A witness notch. Check it before every watch. If the notch warms on the test, the pair still distinguishes the blow.”

He cut the tiny witness into both plates while Garvan watched the angle. The first notch sat shallow. Tam frowned, opened it by a hair, and retested. A single pulse of warmth answered under his thumb.

Garvan nodded.

Tam tried not to glow a second time and failed more visibly. I put the plate in my apron beside Orla’s rig-tag, the wharf men’s cord, and Osbern’s sky-iron.

The paddock acquired a working geography that week. I learned it the way I learn everything, by working in it, because broken gear makes a repair stall the best listening-post in any gathering. Men who have classified the bench-rat as furniture talk over him as freely as they talk over a waiter. I mended border-school struts, a farrier’s fouled shoeing-charm, and a duel-second’s dented buckler while the paddock supplied its gossip. The Grayvern champion was carded for the feature, and the capital did not quite believe she was real. A pink-haired test-rider had drawn a rating fight with long, cheerful odds against her.

The Longwall was riding, as he did every year. This time the house seemed to care more than usual which card held him. The paddock found that interesting and could not explain it. I could.

On the third evening, a sponsor porter tried to charge our border-school customers a lane fee that did not exist. Tam asked to see the tariff, received a threat instead, and opened his little book to six names of riders who had already paid. Garvan stepped behind him without speaking. The porter discovered another lane requiring his attention.

Tam refunded each copper from our cash box before Ferrant could approve it.

“You counted the money wrong,” Ferrant said.

“I know. Put it under looking.”

Ferrant grunted. “Capital’s teaching you.”

The stall taught Tam the difference between a paddock and a shop. In a shop the work comes to you; in a paddock you are the work, on show, and every fix is watched by three men deciding whether to bring you theirs. He rose to it. By the third day he was triaging tickets before they reached me, turning away the ones a border-school groom could do himself and flagging the two that wanted my eyes, and he kept the tool register in a hand almost as square as Drever’s. When a duke’s second sneered at the grey sashes on our shoulders, Tam quoted him double without blinking and got it, because Ferrant had told him to and because a paddock respects a stall that knows its own worth. Whatever else the capital cost us, it was making the boy a journeyman in fact and not only on a strap.

Bricken re-certified Orla’s rig beneath the fitting-floor lamps before the meeting, with three attentive clerks watching her loupe. I went as a stall hand and stood at the edge while she worked, reading out of the side of my sight what the clerks thought nobody could see.

Behind the fitting benches, out of the light, stood a trestle of clerks. Every sponsor’s floor had one. It carried the account while a competitor was armed at tier for nothing: who owed what, for which grade of gear, on whose account. The suppression economy sat two feet from a bench-rat nobody noticed.

The inner pages on the trestle held projected receipts and ink shades tying re-ratings to frame sales. Reaching them without exposing my interest required a repair queue for cover and an afternoon’s Runesight strain. I memorized the approach lanes, clerks’ rotation, and bench offering the best angle. The near pages already carried Balthus’s grammar: careers translated into payment schedules, injuries entered as future sales forecasts, riders reduced to the frame each would replace.

I held a tool roll on my shoulder and read the nearest pages while Bricken tapped her loupe against Orla’s evenly loaded frame and softened her mouth in official sympathy. My expression stayed dull. She certified the rig without knowing that the furniture at the edge of her floor had read four hundred lines of circuit blood in a fine upright hand.


Chapter 15: The Words

Crane came to the stall after hours, in plain clothes, with a hat in his hand, exactly as he had left Grayvern in the autumn, and I had been expecting him. Crane had promised he would want words about the Everbright. He meant his promises and kept his appointments.

Ser Joss Crane is the Sunderer, the house’s champion, or he was: tall, iron-blond, weathered, and tourney-handsome. A plain longsword in a worn, unbadged sheath hung at his hip. A genuinely great fighter had come to my stall because he had spent the winter auditing the legend he had carried, and he wanted the maker’s answer.

“Stroud,” he said.

“Ser Joss.”

He had left the dead Everbright on my bench in Grayvern, where it now lay locked in the Annex iron chest under Fenna’s key. The plain sword at his hip settled what surrendering the Everbright had meant. He had returned the legend and chosen honest steel that gave him nothing he had not earned.

I let Runesight pass over the weapon while he stood there. The keep-rune was old capital work, a degree shallow at the lower shoulder, with its age and load history in agreement. No concealed graft disturbed the steel. He had stripped every house fitting from the sword and accepted the small loss in speed that came with plain steel. That told me more than the hat or the unbadged sheath: he meant to enter the card carrying nothing the house could wake with a command word.

“I’ve spent the winter checking.” He turned the hat by its brim, a big man’s care concentrated on a small object. “I said I would want words and that neither of us would enjoy them. I’ve come to have them, and I was right, we won’t. So I’ll ask the one question I came four days to ask. You’ll answer it because you owe me an answer. I carried Vellick work on my back for a decade, your Everbright for four meetings. I killed better men with it and took the credit. I did it not knowing, which is a mitigation and not a pardon.” He stopped turning the hat. “How many of the house’s masterworks are yours?”

I put the chisel down.

“All the ones worth the name,” I said.

His grip tightened on the hat brim.

“I thought you’d say some,” he said. “Enough to make the Everbright one theft among several. All means the house style was one man.”

“Not entirely. Balthus cut fine work. The armoury employed capable hands. But the pieces that became legends crossed my bench.”

“And you watched us carry them.”

“From a vault window, sometimes. More often I heard the crowd through stone.”

Crane set his hat on the counter with great care. “At Midwinter they told me Renward had inspected every family in the Everbright. They made a speech about continuity, the house handing its best work to its best blade. I believed it.”

“You had no reason not to.”

“A man prefers the lie that praises him. That was reason enough to inspect it sooner.”

I turned his plain sword on the counter and showed him the shallow keep-rune near the lower shoulder. “This is yours?”

“Commissioned at twenty-two. Paid from my first circuit purse.”

“The smith left room beneath the shoulder for one future repair. Competent hand. Knew the blade would see use and left vanity to lesser smiths.”

Crane’s thumb found the preserved space. “Master Gerren. Died five years ago. He told me not to bring it back sharpened by a house fitter. I thought he was protecting his fee.”

“He was protecting the edge family. A fitter would have planed away his repair room to make the polish uniform.”

Crane drew the blade two inches, examined the old work, and sheathed it. “I carried this before they gave me legends. Won badly with it. Lost twice. Learned more in both losses than four meetings with the Everbright.”

“Then why did you set it aside?”

“Because the better sword was offered in front of a hall, and I wanted everyone in it to see me deserve the offer.” He met my eyes. “That is the part I own. The house lied. I liked what the lie said about me.”

No apology to me would have improved the truth. “What will you carry now?”

His fingers settled around the worn grip. “The blade that remembers I can lose.”

That answer gave me more confidence in him than a pledge would have.

“The White Hart spear?”

“Mine. Cut in my thirty-third year. Renward ordered the socket altered because the original looked plain. The change made it worse.”

“Marchbank’s twin sabres.”

“Mine, in different years. The first has seven edge strokes. The second needed eight because its steel wanted a softer turn at the tip.”

He named the black coronation mace and the Kestrick relief blade. I answered with details no registry held: a hidden repair beneath the mace’s head and a ward-breaker family laid left-handed through a fever after I burned my right hand on the Everbright’s first quench.

Crane stopped after the Dawnshield.

“That one too,” he said. It was not a question.

“Nine months. The shield face came back twice because the house engraver kept cutting through the load spread to make room for the crest.”

“I saw that shield stop a siege bolt at Kestrick. They told us Renward cut it in his youth.”

“Renward has never cut a straight fade-tick in his life.”

Crane looked toward the Vellick pavilion across the dark paddock. “I spent the winter asking armourers which legends carried the same habits. Edge families nested inside load work. Hidden vents no other house uses. A maker who leaves room for the next repair even in a weapon meant to outlive him. They thought I was studying the house style.”

“You were. It simply wasn’t the house’s.”

“How many years?”

“Forty.”

“How many names did they put over yours?”

“Enough that the absence became ordinary.”

He absorbed that with his jaw locked. “And Balthus?”

“A real master. Some of the work is his. None of the pieces you came here to ask about.”

Crane held the hat brim through the whole answer, and released it after.

His fingers released the hat brim one at a time. He had spent the winter checking; my answer merely confirmed what his own hands had already found.

“I took the Everbright to two smiths in Grayvern,” he said, at last. “The best of them said the steel was the finest he’d ever handled and there was nothing left in it to build on and whatever was done to it was done by a man who knew where every rune in it lived. Knew. Not found. Knew.” He looked at me. “You didn’t hunt for those keystones on the sand. You knew where they were. Seven of them, in a blade nobody but its maker could unmake, and you did it in four cuts under lattice-fire on your knees. One man in the kingdom knew where those keystones were, and he’s supposed to be dead. I’ve carried the house’s glory for ten years and his sword for four meetings. Here he is mending struts in a paddock under a grey sash.” He shook his head slowly. “I’m not going to ask how. I don’t think I’d believe the answer and I don’t think you’d give me the true one. I’ve come to tell you what I’ve decided to do about it, because I decide my own honour, it’s the one thing the house never bought.”

“Tell me.”

“I ride this meeting sponsorless,” said Ser Joss Crane. “No colours. No house on my back. First time in decades a champion of my rank has ridden a capital meeting unbadged. All the capital will see it, and they’ll talk. They should. A champion taking his colours off in the house’s own city is a crack in the house’s legend that everyone can see and no one can quite name. I’m going to give them that crack in public. I will tell no one why and let them wonder.” He put the hat back on. “I’m not your ally, Stroud. I don’t forgive the ten years and I don’t expect you to care about my conscience. This squares my ledger. I carried a lie proudly and refuse to keep carrying it quietly. That’s all it is.”

“That’s a great deal,” I said.

“It’s what I’ve got.”

“Why tell me before you do it?”

“Because when the house answers, I want one smith in this paddock to know I removed the colours myself. If I turn up dead under a practice rack with my badge pinned back on, don’t let them make my last choice for me.”

The request sat between us without ceremony.

“Every piece of your gear comes through this stall,” I said. “If you fall, I read what put you down before anyone moves it.”

“Good. I dislike asking protection from the man whose glory I carried.”

“You asked me to read the truth if you fall. That service I can give.”

His shoulders eased by a degree. “Charge me for the looking, then. I hear that’s your custom.”

“They’ll come at you for it,” I said. “Not on the card. Before it. A harness rejected at inspection, a groom bought, a friendly blade offered for practice. Unbadged means every house hand in this paddock knows you have stepped outside the shelter they sold you.”

Crane settled his plain sword belt more squarely at his hip. “I’ve carried their shelter for ten years. I know where it leaks.”

“Then use our stall for your gear. Tam logs every piece. Garvan reads the fittings. Nothing reaches your hand without two of ours seeing it.”

He studied me beneath the brim of the hat. The offer cost him more to accept than it cost me to make. At last he nodded once.

“My personal blade stays with me. Everything else can pass your bench. If a house fitter objects, tell him the Sunderer has developed provincial taste.”

“That may be the first useful thing your title has done all winter.”

He resettled the plain sword belt. “Provincial taste may improve my reputation.”

His choice now had a tactical consequence: an unbadged champion would ride in honest gear maintained by the stall the house wanted erased. The absence on his back would be visible. So would the grey sashes at his shoulder.

Tam would enter every buckle and strap in the little book before Crane touched it. Garvan would close the stall while the champion dressed. I would read each fitting for a forged hand, then leave Crane to win or lose on his own steel. Those checks would stop the house from disguising murder as a loss on the card.

He turned to go, then stopped and gave me the thing that mattered most, free, over his shoulder. “One warning, since I’m here. Ivo Rathmell. I’ve watched him nine years. He doesn’t beat people. He ends the argument about them. And the way you lose to him is you let the argument be about the wrong thing. Your rider’s going to want to prove she’s brave, or fast, or that the book was wrong about her worth, and if the argument on that sand is about her heart, he’ll win it, because he’s spent nine years learning to break hearts on a lance rail without raising his voice. Don’t let the argument be about her heart. Make it about the line. Whatever that means to you. It’s the only ground he can’t hold.” He touched the brim of the hat. “That’s the words. I told you neither of us would enjoy them.”

He walked off into the paddock dark, unbadged, a champion who had taken his own colours off.

Over Ferrant’s pepper-heavy pot, I gave the family his warning. Orla listened with both hands around her bowl.

“So if I look at Rathmell for an answer, I’ve already left the course,” she said.

Rhona nodded. “Make him another joint in the line. Read him once, then ride past.”

Verena tapped two fingers against the table, marking an imagined cadence. “And if you catch yourself trying to prove the file wrong, use the count. Collar, chest, thigh. Put your attention back where your body is.”

Orla repeated the count under her breath until practiced cadence replaced the worst edge of anxiety. This time the warning became a drill, sparing her another speech about her heart.

I almost missed Isbeth’s intervention, as she intended.

A Vellick fitter crossed the paddock the next morning toward the Annex stall’s rack with a house instrument case in his hand, the sort of case a fitter carries to inspect, or to certify, or to do a small deniable thing to a rival stall’s repairs while pretending to inspect them, and I clocked him coming and did not stop working, because stopping for an approaching house fitter would advertise that I had something to hide, and I was going to let him come and read whatever he did with my sight and file it.

He did not arrive.

A line of Spire silver approached through the paddock flow from the sponsor pavilions. Isbeth moved between two riggers, tall and immaculate, silver hair straight as a banner, and stepped into the fitter’s path three stalls short of mine. She said two sentences I could not hear. The fitter turned, left the paddock with the case, and did not return.

I read the case as it went past on its way out, one quick pass at distance: a fitter’s certification kit, loupe and stamps and a small graver, and under the graver’s wrap a second, finer tool that a certification does not need and a small deniable cut does. Whatever he had been sent to do to my rack, he left with it undone, three stalls short, turned by two sentences from a woman who would not look at me.

Isbeth Vellick never looked at my stall. She walked the other way through the crowd, a Vellick heir among Vellick pavilions, after redirecting a house instrument without a glance at my rack.

It continued a pattern I could not explain: a loose board quietly named and never reported, a page returned with one silver hair in the fold, a warning delivered in frost, now two quiet sentences in a capital paddock. Every act was deniable. None was free.

Her high collar shifted as she turned. For one instant I saw the old hair-fine scar at her left collarbone, a load-bearing cut made by someone who knew exactly where the blade went. Its function remained closed to me. So did her motive.

Some cuts are load-bearing, she had told me. Mind which is which when you get to mine.

I let her leave without thanks. A woman who protects you without looking at you has made her preference plain.

That afternoon, Orla crossed the working lane and planted herself in front of my bench, and I looked up, and I knew what it was before she said it, because she had gone formal again, which she only does for the things that matter, and the paddock flowed around us not knowing it was a wedding.

“Right,” she said. “Nine nights. You made me wait, cross four days of road, and get half-drowned in a river. I’ve thought about the drop every single night like you told me to. I hated it. I did it anyway.”

She grinned and raised her voice over the working lane until riggers and farriers glanced up. “Here’s my answer, and I’m giving it to you in a paddock full of strangers because I want witnesses even if they don’t know what they’re witnessing. Yes. Still. Same yes, except now it has crossed a road and looked at the drop. You can trust this one with my soul. It’s the only yes you’d take. Ask me again in nine years, same answer. NOW.” She leaned in, hazel-green eyes enormous. “Can we get on with it, bench-rat. I have been very patient and it does not suit me.”

“Two nights,” I said. Her answer had crossed anger, counsel, road, and danger without losing its shape; delay had tempered it and made the answer stronger. I made myself take one breath before scheduling the rite, because wanting her yes did not give me permission to rush the craft that would hold it. “The rig-shed, night after next, before the rating card. I want you rested and I want it done before you ride, so that whatever you take onto that sand, you take as yourself, unbound, and not as a woman carrying a cap.”

“Two nights.” She straightened up, and the grin went briefly, dangerously soft, the true thing showing for a second before she swerved away from it. “Two nights, and then you cut me open and put your runes in me and I stop being a grade four forever.” She turned to go, and threw the last of it over her shoulder at full volume so everyone in the lane heard the joke and none of them heard the vow inside it. “Try not to make a mess of it. I’ve a card to ride.”

Verena had heard from the stall corner. When Orla disappeared into the lane, she came to my shoulder.

“She said it loudly so nobody can claim you cornered the answer out of her,” Verena said. “I gave mine in a locked room. Orla nails hers where witnesses can see it. Remember the difference.”

She returned to her bench.

Ollisant came at dusk, bringing a different kind of danger.

I had been told he was at the meeting, and I had been dreading it in a low steady way all week. Adrec Ollisant is sixty-six, gone entirely white, the best forensic smith in Corvane, and nobody’s house man. Insurers hire him. So do admiralty courts, and once a duke. His findings have stripped fortunes from men who believed a famous signature would protect them. He had met the old me twice across a bench in the capital vault. Both times his attention moved from collar to grip and then to nothing, and said nothing. In my younger body he had seen me once at Vandermoor, when he examined the ledgers and paused for two or three seconds over my hands on his way out.

He crossed the paddock at dusk in a plain dark coat, an old white-haired man with a rule in his pocket and no house colours anywhere on him, and I kept my head down over a strut and did not stop working. Any sudden stillness under Ollisant’s approach would supply his memory with exactly the detail I wanted denied to it.

He stopped at the rack.

He stopped at a border-school rider’s re-trued strut. His attention followed the repaired grain to the room I had left for the next hand, then moved to my scars and calluses. For three seconds my wrist wanted to lock. I kept the strut coming true under fingers I would not let shake. Ollisant said nothing.

It is a specific horror to meet a reader whose attention cuts as deep as your own. I have spent this life seeing what nobody else can see, the furniture that reads the room. Perhaps two men alive can do to me what I do to everyone. One I had collared in a tower in Grayvern. The other stood at my rack in the dusk, looking from a strut to my hands. For those two or three seconds, I felt the nakedness I had inflicted on every man in the Vandermoor yard whose gear I read and whose maker I named. Ollisant’s attention went beneath my signature to the structure of my hand. Structure cannot lie, and mine was forty years old inside a twenty-four-year-old’s hands.

His gaze moved from the preserved original depth to my quarter-inch chisel. The common tool could disguise angle and width, never pressure balanced through an experienced wrist. I finished without changing my hand under his attention. The metal came true. I lifted cleanly.

A customer passed carrying a harness. Ollisant stepped aside, waited, then measured the repaired junction with a small rule. He returned it to his pocket.

Still no word.

The old forensic smith walked on into the paddock dusk carrying whatever he had read there. I did not know what he saw or what drawer received it. When he was ten yards gone, I flexed my grip around the chisel and completed one deliberately ordinary stroke.

Verena, who had watched from the stall corner, came to my shoulder.

“He looked at your hands,” she said.

“He looked at my hands. And the lift. And the repair room I left for hands after mine.”

“Does he know?”

“He knows something,” I said.


Chapter 16: The Swallow

Mirren Dale lives over a saddlery in a back-street off the circuit quarter, up a stair that smells of leather and pigeon, and Orla found her the second day and dragged me along the third, vibrating the whole way, because Mirren Dale is the fastest rider of her generation and Orla has worshipped her since she was a dockside child watching the circuit results chalked on a board, and I have rarely seen Orla so nearly nervous, which for Orla means she talked without stopping for four streets.

“She won’t remember me. Why would she? She’s the Swallow. She held the lance card for six years before I could read. She rode the long line before anyone had a name for it. She’s got forty pigeons. Did you know she’s got forty pigeons? Homing ones. She sends them all over the kingdom. What do you say to a woman with forty pigeons. I’m going to embarrass myself. Watch me do it.”

She did.

We came up the stair into a low room that was half loft and half workshop, and I stood in the door of it a moment and let it be what it was, because it is a room worth standing in. The saddlery below breathes leather up through the floorboards. The room is hung with it: ropes, coils, and half-mended tack. Over it all lies the warm, dusty, living pigeon smell from the loft spanning the far wall. Forty birds murmur and shift behind its slats, each with a town in its head. Fine grey dust lies along the ledges beneath them, disturbed into soft clouds whenever a wing opens. The loft is never still, yet every small movement belongs to something that knows exactly where home is. The chalk floor belonged to a grounded rider: lines, joints, and courses scored into a dense rail-geography, rubbed out, then drawn again. Mirren Dale could no longer ride a rig. She rode in chalk. There is one chair, and it is hers. A cot occupies the corner beside a small stove. One shelf holds nothing but timing-slips and the coloured leg-rings of birds. On the wall over the chalk, where another person would hang a picture or a blade, rests a broken lance-strut. I clocked it in the first second the way I clock everything runed, made myself look away, and studied the woman instead.

She was whip-thin, in her fifties, with grey-shot dark hair cropped rider-short. She carried her ruined right shoulder high. Her weathered face and small, hard, precise jockey’s hands identified the life before she spoke. Her eyes took the pair of us in and priced us in about a second and a half. I make that judgment too. I felt myself priced, disliked it, and respected it.

“The test-lancer,” said Mirren Dale, before Orla could get the stupid sentence all the way out. “Selkirk. Grade four housing, capital rating card, subject to trial. I read the cards.” She looked Orla up and down. “You’re smaller than your times.”

“You know my times,” said Orla, and the stupid thing died in her throat, replaced by naked joy.

“I know everyone’s times. It’s all I’ve got left, knowing times.” Dale nodded at the pigeons. “They bring me the results from the other meetings. Kestrick, Ostwick. I’ve a bird in every circuit town. I know your Ostwick run last autumn was three-fifths of a second faster than the card credited you, because I timed it off my own bird’s report, and I know the card shorted you, and I know why, because they short everyone your grade, because of me.” She said it flat, no drama in it. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

“For what?”

“For the soft ratings. They rate you riders soft because of me. Nine years ago I took a rig off the rail at full pass and sheared it and ended my career on the sand in front of a full house, and the kingdom decided that was what happens when a rider rides above her grade, and they built the whole safety doctrine on my crash. Rate them soft, cap them low, keep them alive, because look what happened to the Swallow. So every one of you young riders rides two grades under yourself and calls it safety, and it’s my name on the reason, and you’re welcome.” She turned to the pigeons. “I believe it too, mostly. Some days. I made the pass and the pass killed my shoulder, so who’s to say the doctrine’s wrong. Sit down. Not on the chalk.”

They adored each other inside four minutes and expressed it entirely through insults. Dale called Orla small, green, and a menace. Orla called Dale a pigeon-hoarding hermit and demanded a lesson. Their technical shorthand formed before the teasing ended: two riders arguing over launch angles with the intimacy of people who had spent their lives chasing the same fraction. A grounded champion had recognized her own species in motion.

Dale asked her three questions that had nothing to do with courtesy: what she did with her hands in the half-second before launch, whether she read the ring-lag or trusted her eye for distance, and what the rail sounded like to her at full pass. Orla answered the first two like a rider and the third like a poet: “It screams, when it’s honest. It’s spent my whole life just humming.” Dale went still at that, stiller than she had gone at anything else all afternoon, and looked at her a moment longer than the answer needed.

“It only screams for the ones the rail likes,” she said, and did not explain it, and went back to the chalk.

Dale cleared a space on the chalked floor with her boot and drew.

“The long line,” she said. “Every rider learns the rail one joint at a time. They launch and see the next joint, so they ride to it. Then they see the one beyond and ride to that. It works. It is also slow, because a rider reading one joint ahead is always a joint behind. The long line is this: you read the whole course before you launch. Every rail joint. Every target’s ring-lag, how long each one takes to sound after you pass, because that tells you the true distance better than your eye does. The wind. The light. Every detail held in your head at once, as one route, before you move. And then you don’t ride joint to joint. You ride the line. You’ve already seen the end before you leave the start, so your body’s riding toward a destination it already knows, and that’s where the speed is, in the not-having-to-look, because looking costs time and knowing doesn’t.”

“Like a lattice,” I said, before I could stop myself, because it is exactly like a lattice, and Dale’s sharp eyes came round to me.

“Say that again.”

“A lattice is one shape,” I said. “An apprentice reads it rune by rune and never understands it, because a lattice must be held as one shape. Until you can hold the complete design in your head, you can only spell its separate runes. A master sees the complete lattice as one shape before he reads a single stroke of it, and that’s where the speed is.” I nodded at her chalk line. “It’s the same craft. You’re teaching her to read a course the way I read a lattice. Whole, first. Then fast.”

Dale’s appraisal narrowed from my grey sash to my hands.

“Who taught you to read a lattice like that,” she said.

“A hard master,” I said, which is true, and not the truth, and she let it stand, because a rider knows when not to push a horse.

“Why pigeons,” Orla asked, at one point, and I had wondered too.

“Because a pigeon rides the long line and doesn’t know it’s clever,” said Dale. “You let one go and it doesn’t read the first joint of the sky and then the next. It holds the complete flight in its head at once, all the way home, three hundred miles it’s never flown, and it just goes, whole, and it lands. I’ve spent nine years watching my lost craft performed perfectly by a bird with a head the size of a nut, and pigeons have taught me more about the long line than any coach did, and it’s humbling, and I recommend it. Watch the birds. They ride the line the way you’re going to have to. They just don’t waste it proving anything.”

Orla objected immediately. “I already read ahead. That’s why I’m fast.”

“You read the next correction before anyone else sees it,” Dale said. “That’s different. Prove me wrong.”

She drew one twelve-joint course with a false straight in the middle and gave Orla ten seconds. Her sleeve erased the final target while leaving every joint intact.

“Where do you finish?”

Orla restored every missing angle and put the target a foot too far east.

Dale did not draw another course. She asked Orla to explain her answer. Orla described the joints in flawless order, the fastest route through each, and every correction available after it.

“You memorized twelve separate emergencies,” Dale said. “You never held the course. Your cleverness has been rescuing you from your own model.”

Orla argued. Dale made her improve the wrong model aloud until even Orla heard its limit: every correction depended on time that vanished at true output. Dale’s boot wiped the entire course away, denying Orla another list of joints to memorize.

“Good,” she said. “Now learn without chalk.”

Dale took a red message cylinder from the shelf and fastened it to a young blue cock. “This bird has to reach the circuit tower before the noon bell. He knows the tower. He has never launched from this room. Pick the shutter and the moment.”

Orla studied the bird, chose the west shutter because his body pointed that direction, and reached for the latch.

Dale caught her wrist. “You have read one joint.”

“A very important joint. It contains the bird.”

“And nothing after it?”

Orla’s first model defended itself stubbornly. She named the clean western launch, the bird’s strong left wing, and the direct visible gap between roofs. Dale made no correction. She only opened the west shutter three inches.

Cold air struck the stove’s rising heat and rolled loft dust downward. A butcher’s chimney across the lane released black smoke. On the easy perch, two older birds crowded shoulder to shoulder. The young cock shifted his weight away from the draft.

Orla looked past him at last.

She walked the room once without touching anything: shutter, smoke, stove, occupied perches, the leather strip trembling under the rafters. She crossed to the east opening and studied the roofs leading toward a tower hidden from that side.

“East shutter,” she said. “Wait for the chimney smoke to flatten. He climbs on the stove current, turns above the saddlery sign, then clears the butcher’s roof once the gust passes. Home is the target beyond the roofs.”

“And if the smoke doesn’t flatten before the bell?”

“North hatch. Worse launch, clean sky. The end decides which bad beginning I accept.”

Dale released the bird from the east.

It climbed through the warm current, vanished behind the saddlery sign, and reappeared above the butcher’s roof at the exact moment the smoke flattened. No correction was visible because the flight had already accounted for the air that would require it. The blue cock turned toward a tower hidden beyond the roofs and flew out of sight.

Orla did not celebrate. She stood at the shutter looking after the message and said, almost offended, “I knew the end before he left.”

Dale handed her the chalk. “Now draw what you actually held.”

Orla drew the room, the smoke, the hidden tower, and the bird as one continuous line. Dale made her cover the first half with one palm and recite the end, then cover the destination and rebuild it from the beginning. Orla retained the whole course either way. Dale changed no mark. “There.”

Dale tested whether Orla had learned the whole room or merely one bird. She reached toward the second pigeon and released the third.

Orla called the opening correctly, then missed the landing by one slat.

“You followed my hand after claiming you’d read the air,” Dale said. “Useful weakness. Come downstairs.”

The live lesson left the neat chalk behind. Dale gave Orla a red message cylinder and an address six lanes away, then barred her from using the direct street.

“No rig, no roof running, and you cannot ask directions,” Dale said. “Get this to the blue cooper before his noon shutter closes. Read the route whole.”

Orla stepped into the lane and immediately chose the eastern turn.

A tannery wagon blocked it twenty paces later. She swore and prepared to climb.

Dale rapped her ankle with the cane. “You read the first joint. Again. From here, with the mistake now part of the course.”

Orla rejected the wagon and climbed onto a mounting block and surveyed the lane. The tannery team would turn north. Two delivery boys carried hoops toward a cooperage. A church bell marked eleven and three quarters. Smoke bent inland above the roofs, promising clear air by the river stairs.

She stopped trying to outrun the problem. “We follow the hoops south until the market cut, cross behind the tannery when it turns, take the river stairs, then approach the cooper from below. The shutter faces west. He closes it against the noon glare before the bell finishes.”

“Now go.”

The four of us walked the route. Dale changed nothing and offered no correction. Orla held the whole journey before moving, so the tannery wagon, market crowd, and cooper’s early shutter arrived as expected, stripped of their power to become emergencies. She put the cylinder through the narrowing gap before the noon bell’s final strike.

The cooper looked at Dale’s leg-ring and handed Orla a blue one in return. “Swallow still terrorizing students?”

“Professionally,” Orla said.

Back at the loft, Dale put the blue ring on the ledge. “A rail is only a street moving faster. Rathmell rides the long line by nature. To beat him, you have to understand what he only feels.”

Orla rolled the blue ring over her knuckles. “Good. Impossible homework with errands. Very academy.”

“The pigeon would have beaten you by ten minutes.”

“The pigeon cheats. It has wings.”

Dale pointed to the chalk course. “Then earn yours.”

Orla did not reach for the chalk. She picked up the young blue cock from the original lesson, cradling him with the awkward care of someone used to machines that liked being gripped harder.

“How do you know he’ll come home?” she asked.

“I don’t. I know his condition, his training, the weather, and the route in his head. Then I open my hands.”

“That’s a terrible system.”

“It’s the only one that permits flight.”

Orla looked at me over the bird’s back. The question had moved beyond pigeons.

Dale saw it. “A coach can prepare the course, mend the bad habit, and shout until her throat tears. On launch, the rider owns the line. Anyone promising more is selling a cage.”

“My ground crew knows that. He hates it correctly.”

“Then he’s useful.”

“High praise,” I said.

“Don’t become excited.”

Dale corrected Orla’s hold by moving one thumb away from the bird’s breastbone. “Feel the heart?”

The tiny beat hammered under pink-stained fingers.

“Fast,” Orla said.

“Faster than yours at launch. Fear and flight use the same body. The bird doesn’t wait to stop being afraid. It waits until the route is sound.”

Orla’s commentary failed for one breath. She held the bird near the east shutter while it watched the open air.

“Route sound?” Dale asked.

Orla read the smoke, warm current, occupied perch, and hidden tower. “Sound.”

“Then open.”

She opened both hands. The pigeon dropped half a foot, caught the air, and vanished east along the line she had named.

Orla kept her palms open after it left.

“That’s rude,” she said at last. “Making the lesson emotional after I already passed the errand.”

“You haven’t passed anything. Come back tomorrow.”

“I adore her,” Orla told me.

“Poor judgment,” Dale said, but her ruined shoulder lowered a fraction.

Runesight found the keepsake and its crime while I was merely passing beneath it.

It hangs on the wall over Dale’s chalked floor like a saint’s bone, and it is the sheared strut from her crash, the one that ended her, nine years on the wall, and I passed under it on my way to the stair and my sight caught on it the way it catches on everything runed, and I went very still.

There is a lattice on the shear face. Healed by time into ambiguity, nine years of the metal relaxing and the strokes fading toward the point where you could argue it was stress or wear or nothing at all. You could argue it. Most smiths, even good ones, would argue it, or not see it. But a terminal habit remains legible to a master under any amount of ambiguity, because fade does not erase the mark left where a hand stops. The habit marked every terminus I could read on that shear.

I did not take a full read in passing. Nine years of fade had blurred the inner work into the shear’s own violence, and the wall light was poor. A deliberate cut lattice still survived beneath the healed break. Its legible endings carried the same punctuation as the tower stair and the Marn ford.

The winter cuts on the tower stair and ford now shared their terminal habit with a nine-year-old shear. The cleaner had worked for the house long before our arrival.

A deliberate failure lived in Dale’s frame. Learning how it fired and whose signature covered it required her strut on a table, under proper light, with her permission.

I said nothing to Dale. A passing read under a stair gave me no right to say it there, to a woman who has believed for nine years that she fell. But I told Orla during the long walk back. She would be bonded in two days, and Dale’s sabotaged strut changed the danger waiting on our road. I gave her every observed stroke and kept every uncertain inference carefully and explicitly separate.

“Your hero didn’t fall,” I said. “The strut on her wall carries a deliberate cut beneath the old shear and the cleaner’s familiar punctuation, the same as the ford and tower stair. Nine years of fade have hidden the rest, so I won’t claim more until it’s on a table under proper light. But Mirren Dale did not simply ride above her grade and break a tired rig. Someone dropped her, and she’s spent nine years looking at the evidence while the kingdom blamed her for it.”

Orla walked with both hands closed around the blue leg-ring. Her usual commentary never began.

“We have to tell her,” she said at last.

“We do. With the strut on her table, every conclusion matched to evidence, and her permission before my tools touch it. A passing read is not enough to reopen nine years. After your rite and card, we give her proof.”

At the top of the stair, Dale called Orla back and tossed her the blue leg-ring from the cooper’s errand.

“Keep it until the final,” she said. “When Rathmell steals your attention from the course, put your thumb on that ring. Blue cooper. Hidden destination. End decides the beginning.”

Orla slid it onto the cord beside her rig tag. “And after the final?”

“Bring it back. Equipment accountability.”

The brusque demand promised an after: another climb up the leather-and-pigeon stair, with the final behind them. Orla heard it and did not embarrass her teacher by saying so.

Dale threw one last lesson after us, offhand, the way she threw everything.

“You ride like the line loves you back,” Mirren Dale had said, not looking up from her pigeons. “I never had that. I was the fastest and I read the whole course before anyone had a name for it, and I earned every fraction, and I never once felt the line love me back. You’ve got it and you don’t even know you’ve got it, because nobody’s ever let you use all of it. Don’t waste it.” She had looked up then, once. “Don’t waste it proving yourself to furniture. The clerks who priced you aren’t worth a single one of your passes. Ride for the line, not for the book. The line alone was ever honest with you on that sand.”

Orla had no joke for it. Neither did I.

At the next crossing she stopped, looked back toward Dale’s loft, and said, “We tell her after the rite. Properly.”

“Properly,” I agreed.


Chapter 17: The Nine Yeses

I cut the soul into Orla Selkirk in a rig-shed off the paddock at night, by one storm-lantern, with her rebuilt rig standing over us. Timber, oil, canvas, and the machine she knew down to each strut made the shed her ground.

The family sent us to it with studied nonchalance and impeccable preparation, as if admitting the wedding would spoil it. Ferrant put a supper in us first without asking where we were going. Verena checked Orla’s face once, sparring-sister to sparring-sister, and found whatever she sought. “Nine yeses. The ninth’s a knife only you hold. You know that,” she said. Orla answered, “I know that.” They left it there, six years deep, needing no more.

Rhona walked us to the paddock’s edge and no further, a line officer seeing a detail to the wire. Garvan, on watch, gave us four words as we passed: “I’ll hold the door.” He meant it two ways and did both.

I cleaned the floorboards, checked the shed door myself, and tested the storm-lantern’s hook under twice its weight. Orla’s life happened among the ribs of rigs. If she had to lie still for six hours, her own machine would be the roof above her. I drew the nine-station pattern full-scale on the shed boards, every route visible before a single stroke entered her skin. I ground sky-iron until the pestle went silent, a song my wrists knew now.

Her rig-tag of conditions went over the door on its twine: NEVER SAFE MY RUNS, THE FAMILY WATCHES ME FLY, IF I EVER GO QUIET FOR REAL COME FIND ME. A blessing nailed over the threshold, it would be the first and last thing either of us saw.

I laid the tools in order on a clean cloth across the shed floor: the graver, two finer points, burnisher, and sky-iron cup. My hand expects them without looking. A rite is craft before anything else, and craft wants its tools where the eye never has to hunt. The rig stood over the whole of it on its trestle, dark and honest, the machine we had rebuilt together strut by strut all winter, and it seemed right that it should watch, because half of what I was about to cut into her I had first learned by watching her ride it.

The storm-lantern threw the rig’s ribs across the walls in long ladder-shadows, and Orla stood in the middle of them in the lantern-light, and she stood in the middle of them without performing, wholly herself.

“Talk me through it,” she said. “All nine. Before you touch me. I want to know the machine you’re building in me the way I know my own rig.”

I walked her through the chalked architecture while she named the machine equivalent of every line. The trunk became her spine bar. The bypass removed the old housing from her output path. Hip load-spread, delivery spiral, deep right-thigh anchor, growth junction, return line, shoulder stabilizer: she touched each dry mark, then repeated its failure mode back to me.

“Eight,” she counted. “And the ninth.”

“The release.” The dry brush crossed her off-hand ribs where her free hand could always reach. “You choose its closing word privately. Speaking it unmakes the lattice in four heartbeats, wherever I am and whether I agree or not. The ninth station belongs to you alone.”

She caught my wrist before I lifted the brush. “And no later crown changes that.”

“Growth hangs from this lattice and answers to the same release.”

“Good. Continue.”

She touched the dry line over her ribs. “A knife only I hold.”

“Always. I will never ask the word.”

Orla crouched over the chalk, followed the trunk line to the release with one fingertip, then checked the tag over the door before facing me. She placed her palm over the drawn release and held it there until the principle settled without needing Verena’s borrowed words.

“All right, ground crew. Cut me open.”

She lay facedown on my spread coat beneath the ribs of her own rig. I knelt over her with the graver ready, the ink ground, and the first station brushed dry along her spine.

Before cutting, I rested my palm between her shoulder blades to measure her breathing. A faint vibration ran through her, perpetual motion banked to the tension of a rig before launch.

“Last chance,” I said. “The gate’s passed and the yes is standing. It stands only until this stroke. Say it once more or say stop.”

“Yes. Cut,” said Orla Selkirk, into the coat. “I’m sure. I’ve looked at this one. Cut.”

I set the edge and cut.

The nine yeses were the quietest words I had heard her say together, and every one of them was instant.

I laid the trunk first in one unbroken session lasting more than two hours. Every stroke had to enter during the pause at the top of an exhale. The rite became a conversation between graver and lungs: out, hold, out, hold.

I never said when. A warning makes the bearer anticipate, hold early, and let the shoulder creep. Orla vibrated at rest, yet gave me the top of each breath for two hours without moving off the line. She trusted my craft with her life. That trust held her steadier than any imposed restraint could have done. The pain was real; I will not pretend it was not; a graver a hair off living bone for two hours is a pain, and she took it in silence with her hands flat on the coat. Once, early, when it was worst, she said, small, “Talk to me, ground crew, I do better with a voice,” and so I talked, low, through the rest of the trunk, in my bench-teaching cadence, narrating the craft as I narrate it to Tam. My voice steadied her. Verena went quiet before she went soft; Orla needed sound, needed to be talked through the drop, so I kept talking.

The ink went in dark and came up gold. That is the thing about sky-iron cut into living skin that no other work does. The line looks like nothing while I cut it, only a thread of black oil in a fine wound. Then it takes. The body accepts it, warmth follows, and for one breath at the yes it shows what it is. Afterward it hides again under the skin and waits to be woken. I have cut four hundred runes into steel that stayed exactly where I put them. This felt different in the hands all night: writing on stone stays where you set it; living work resembled writing on water that chose to hold the design.

At each station I asked, and she answered, and the consent-witness did its work: at every spoken yes the line surfaced under her freckled skin as a thread of faint gold for the space of one breath, and went warm under my hand, and vanished, the rune-script performing its designed witness.

“Rating-bypass,” I said, at the second station, the horizontal line round the base of her ribs. “This is the one that ends the housing. After this your output stops going through their gear and goes through you. Do you take it.”

“Yes.” Instant. The gold threaded up and warmed under my hand and was gone.

“Hip load-spread. So you don’t tear at the junctions when you turn. Quarter-degree of give, every direction. Do you take it.”

“Yes.”

“Delivery spiral, shoulder to wrist, your lance-arm running unbroken to the joint. Do you take it.”

“Yes.”

“Ground-anchor. Right thigh. Cut deep, so you’ve something to launch off.” I set my free hand flat between her shoulders for this one before she asked, because I had learned her by now. “Do you take it.”

“Yes,” she breathed, and her voice went small on the deep one, and the held hand steadied her, and the gold threaded up her thigh and warmed and vanished.

The growth junction followed. Then the return line across her left hip and the shoulder stabilizer, each asked, each answered with an immediate yes. Gold surfaced for one breath at every station.

Between the sixth and seventh stations I stopped for the only repair a living inscription permits: no cutting, only care. I cleaned the fine sky-iron oil from the completed lines with warm water and lintless cloth, checked every junction under Runesight, and made her drink half a cup salted enough to make her scowl. The trunk had settled without swelling. The bypass ran clean around the ribs. At the hip, one crossing held a bead of trapped heat where she had flinched through a stroke and recovered before the tool wandered.

I placed two fingers on either side of the crossing and felt the heat answer unevenly. On steel, I would have opened and recut it. Living work demanded patience first.

“Problem?” she asked, face turned against the coat.

“A warm crossing. Your body is learning the load faster than the ink cools. I need to know whether it will settle or pull.”

“How do we ask it?”

“Move the way the station exists to carry. Slowly.”

I helped her onto one knee without dragging the fresh trunk against cloth. She mimed a rider’s bank to the left, then right, holding the shed post and leaving my shoulder unused so the choice remained hers. Gold moved from hip to trunk on the first turn and snagged at the warm crossing. On the second, she shortened the bank by instinct. The load divided cleanly.

“Again at the full angle,” I said.

“It catches.”

“Yes. Don’t avoid it. Let the line learn the real turn.”

She breathed out, held, and banked through the full rider’s angle. The bead of heat spread into both adjoining paths and cleared the trap. Under my sight, living work adjusted by less than a hair and settled.

Orla felt it happen. “It moved.”

“It grew. Steel would fight the correction for years. You answered once and your lattice accepted the better route.”

She looked down at the invisible line with naked wonder. “Mine learns me.”

“Every stroke.”

I returned her carefully to the coat and checked the crossing again. Its warmth now matched the rest.

“Can I ride tomorrow?”

“If the next three stations settle like these.”

“Then stop admiring your work and cut the next one.”

I made her flex the right foot, then bend and straighten the left wrist, testing the ground-anchor and delivery spiral before they carried real output. Gold answered in a clean line from thigh to spine and shoulder to wrist. No skipped junction. No pull against the trunk. On steel, that test would have needed a hammer and a load frame. Living work answered through a curled toe and a turning wrist, intimate as breath.

I changed the cloth beneath her, warmed my fingers over the storm-lantern, and reset the ink cup where I could reach it without crossing her body. Six hours of craft fail on small sloppiness: cold fingers, grit in oil, a knee gone numb and shifting at the wrong breath. Mastery is mostly refusing to let the small failures collect.

“Ready?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said, and meant more than readiness for the next stroke.

At the hard cuts, when sensation grew too large for stillness, she asked for what she needed. “Put your hand flat between my shoulders. Hold me still. I’ll rattle apart if you don’t, and I don’t want to move.”

At her request, my restraining palm supplied steadiness while the graver laid the deep ground-anchor. She pushed back against my palm once, checking the pressure, then relaxed beneath it.

The release came ninth.

I rolled her carefully onto her right side and cleaned the place over her off-hand ribs. The line there curved shallow enough for her left fingertips to cover it. I brushed the final shape dry and put her hand over it.

“Choose the word now,” I said. “Keep it behind your teeth. The station keys to your intent, not my hearing. Once chosen, you give this line its separate yes. The word itself remains yours.”

Orla closed her eyes. Her lips moved once without sound. I turned my face away, though there was nothing to hear.

Her fingers tightened over the dry pattern.

“Chosen,” she said.

I inked the release around the edges of her hand, stroke by stroke, leaving the center beneath her fingertips until last. When only the closing curve remained, I set the graver and looked at her.

“The release. Your word, your hand, your right to end every line I cut tonight. Do you take it?”

“Yes.”

Gold rose under her fingers. The warmth travelled into her palm and stopped there, held by a word I would never know. Her ninth yes closed the lattice exactly as designed. Light ran every line once, gold, and the receipts wrote themselves across both our sights.

[Soul-Attunement: Orla Selkirk, 11%] [Rating bypass: UNBOUND]

Her output ran through her now. The detached housing lay inert beside the rig.

Her first unbound act was an idle flick of a chalk stub toward a knothole. It punched through an inch of timber and vanished out the other side.

Orla stared at the hole, then at the fingers that had made it. She started laughing on the shed floor with fresh rune-lines cooling beneath her skin. The laughter kept coming until two tears joined it. She wiped them away and denied both. “I’m not crying. That’s sweat. It’s warm in here.”

Still laughing, she crawled to the wall and put one fingertip into the neat hole, testing its edge as if the timber could tell her what she had become. The peak-silence of the rite had not reached her yet. This was stunned investigation, a rider taking the first measure of a body no file had described.

“I threw a bit of chalk,” she said, into the quiet. “I wasn’t even trying. I threw a bit of chalk the way you’d throw it at anything, and it went through a board. Emrys. It went through a board.” She looked at her own hand in the lantern-light, turning it over, freckled and ordinary. “My whole life a man in a coat looked at me and wrote four in a book, and looked sorry for me, and I believed the concern, mostly, some days, the way Dale believes she fell. And I could put a chalk stub through an inch of timber this whole time and they capped it and priced the cap and sold the crash.” Her voice was small, and dangerous. “They stole this. From me. For years. This exact thing, sitting in me, and they held it down and rated it four and were going to kill me with the difference where a crowd could watch.”

“Yes,” I said.

Orla touched the neat hole in the board, and the quiet hardened into the colder resolve I had watched her build all winter. “They should not have written four.”

The rite finished the way a rite finishes, chosen by her, wanted by both.

“Come here,” she said, from the floor, in a voice with no performance left in it at all. “I’ve been cut open all night and I feel like the top of my head’s come off and I want you, and I’m going to say it plain because I can’t do the loud thing right now, I don’t have it in me: I want you. Yes. Out loud. Now.”

“Yes,” I said, and got down onto my spread coat with her under the rig’s ribs, and there was no more asking that needed asking.

The fresh rune-lines warmed under my fingertips as I undressed her, slowly reversing the rite’s preparation. Her rig-shirt came away first, exposing her small high breasts and the blotchy flush spreading through her freckles. I kissed each new line where it crossed her shoulder, spine, and ribs. The skin tasted faintly of salt and sky-iron oil.

“You look pleased with the work,” she murmured.

“I am. Lie back.”

“Excellent bedside manner. Nine for authority.”

I opened her thighs and put my mouth on her pussy with the care the fresh lattice demanded. This was no performance at the bench. I traced the new ground-anchor with my thumb while my tongue worked her clit, learning where pleasure pulled warmth through work only minutes old. She narrated the changes and abandoned the scores: heat climbing the right thigh, the bypass circling her ribs, the trunk answering when my fingers curled inside her.

“Slower there,” she whispered. “I can feel the line wake.”

I obeyed. My forearm steadied her hips while I kept my mouth unhurried, and the rite became intimate in a new direction, each response confirming the living design had settled safely. Her hands knotted in my hair. When climax reached her, she said my name once and then went wordless, pussy clenching around my fingers as new lines flickered gold beneath my palm. I stayed with her through every aftershock.

She pulled me up by the shoulders and kissed me with her taste on my mouth.

“My turn,” she said, voice rough. “Lie down, ground crew. I have standards to maintain.”

She pushed me onto my back and took my cock into her mouth, but the showmanship stayed muted. Her eyes kept checking my face for the same reason mine had checked her fresh lines: we had spent six hours trusting sensation to report truth. I controlled three slow strokes through her ponytail, then lifted her away before either of us could turn the rite’s tenderness into the old contest.

“I want the rest with you,” I said.

Her expression softened. “Then finish it properly.”

I stripped the rest of my clothes and returned to her on the coat. Fresh lines stood faintly raised beneath the skin, catching ladder-shadows from the rig. I ran both palms from her shoulders down to her hips, careful around the tender stations, then lifted one thigh and settled between them.

She took my cock in her hand and rubbed the wet head along her slit, watching my face.

“Say yes again,” I told her.

“Yes. I want you inside me. Slow, even when I argue. Hold me if I ask.”

“Yes. I want you. Tell me the instant any fresh line hurts wrong.”

“Agreed. Now stop conducting inspection and mount the rider.”

She pulled me down before inspection could become distance. The new sensation of everything, unbound and six hours raw, overwhelmed her. She lifted her wrists and asked plainly, “Hold me still like the shed, like the ground-anchor. Hold my wrists. I’ll rattle apart if I move, and I want to stay inside every bit of this.” I gathered both her wrists gently in one grip and pressed them to the coat above her head. Then I entered her face-to-face, slow against every instinct in her to sprint.

Speed was her nature. Tonight I refused it for her. I built the tempo one deep stroke at a time, keeping her safely pinned where she had asked to be. Relief softened her beneath me: the fearless flyer choosing a firm anchor so she could feel everything without bolting from its size.

“That’s it,” she breathed, eyes rolling up and then locking back on mine. “That’s, don’t let me move, I’ll ruin it, I always ruin it by going too fast, don’t let me,” and I did not let her, one grip around her wrists and one palm over the rune-lines at her hip, slow and deep and staying slow, reading her with a lattice-reader’s full attention and telling her what I read, until her technique notes lost their numbers. One last correction died against my mouth, and her grip went white around my wrist.

Her wrists stayed gathered in my grip, hazel-green eyes locked on mine. The new lattice warmed under my palm with every slow, deliberate stroke I gave her, each newly accepted station answering in clear gold before settling warm beneath her freckled skin. I shifted her thighs higher against my hips, deepening the angle, and she gasped my name.

“Stay with me,” I said.

“I’m here. Hold harder.”

I tightened my grip as she had asked and drove into her with the same measured rhythm, refusing every frantic lift of her hips until her body matched my pace. Her pussy clenched around my cock, slick and hot, drawing me deeper.

I put my mouth to her ear and told her what I read in her: the ground-anchor warming in her thigh where our hips met, the trunk line lit the length of her spine against my forearm, every station I had cut tonight answering at once because she was. She made a sound at that she had never made, high and broken, nothing like a joke, and her hips gave up fighting my pace and took it.

“Don’t stop telling me,” she managed. “I want to hear what I am.”

“You’re a masterwork,” I said against her throat, as flatly as I have ever meant anything. “Every line true. And you’re mine to read for the rest of it.”

A final, half-formed instruction escaped as breath. She stared up at me, wide-eyed, the moment too large for performance. Gold lit along her spine, delivery spiral, and thigh anchor as her climax seized her. She came wordless, walls pulsing around me, wrists straining safely against my hand.

I followed with her name in a low growl. My rhythm broke. I buried myself deep and came inside her, cock pulsing hard while her body milked every spurt from me. The rune-lines burned brighter beneath us, then eased to a warm glow.

While we were still joined, gold lettering resolved across both our sight:

[Soul-Attunement: Orla Selkirk, 17%]

The number held steady while every fresh station cooled into her pulse.

When the peak-silence finally released her, the first words came cracked and wondering: “Okay. NOW I’ll talk.”

She kept that promise. Wrapped in my coat with her ponytail wrecked and the gold cooling beneath her skin, she itemised the rite, the hole in the board, and every sensation that had stolen her voice. I lay under the rig’s ribs and listened until she reached the naming.

“You’re my ground crew,” she said, matter of fact, as though it had always been decided. “That’s what you are. That’s the job. You keep me flying and you check my runs and you’re at the rail when I come down. Ground crew.” She prodded me with a bare foot. “And I’m your flyer. That’s mine to be. Everybody else gets a duelist, a champion, or a veteran. You get a flyer. I’m the fastest flyer on their card. Tonight I put a chalk stub through a board, and they priced me as a crash. I’m going to be the most expensive event that never happened to them.”

“My flyer,” I said, and it settled into place the way a keystone settles, and it has been our names since.

She folded against my side under the coat, entirely still without being held there. I checked the release once through Runesight without touching it: warm, independent, and beyond my authority exactly as designed. Before sleep took her, she spoke into my chest.

“I looked at the drop every night. Tonight wasn’t a charge. I chose it slowly enough to know it was mine.” Her hand covered the release at her ribs. “You were right to wait. Don’t tell anyone I said so.”

“I won’t tell anyone,” I said, a promise I keep making to this woman, and keep meaning. “It’s mine.”

“It’s yours,” she agreed, and slept.

“Sleep,” I said.

“Make me,” she murmured, already half under.


Chapter 18: Calibration

Orla Selkirk, unbound only hours, jumped a four-foot paddock fence at dawn and landed on a rig-shed roof. Her body could now do far more than her habits expected, and we spent the day teaching her habits to catch up.

She had gone out before first light, perpetual motion needing an outlet before the paddock woke. I followed because a woman only hours unbound had no business testing a new body alone in the enemy’s paddock.

From the rail, mug of Ferrant’s tar in my grip, I observed her warm-up. She took a low fence at a trot, an idle vault repeated ten thousand times and buried below thought. That was why it went wrong. She pushed off with a grade-four rider’s habit and an unbound rider’s thigh.

The ground fell away. She cleared the fence, the lane behind it, and the water-butt after that. Forty feet on, she landed astride the rig-shed ridge in a clatter of loose slate and the squawks of pigeons that were not hers. Moss filled her pink ponytail. I will keep her expression in a drawer for the rest of this life.

“EMRYS,” she called down, delighted and appalled in equal measure, “I’M ON THE ROOF.”

“You’re on the roof.”

“I jumped a FENCE and I’m on a ROOF.” She looked at the drop on the far side, and back at me, and I watched her do the arithmetic that every newly-unbound person does in their first day, the arithmetic of a person handed a body without its manual. “How do I get down without going through it.”

“Slowly,” I said. “You go down the way you’d take a strut off a rack. Not the way you’d take a fence. Everything you know how to do, you now do too much of, so do all of it at a quarter.”

She descended the shed’s end-frame like a cat discovering claws, testing each hold before trusting her unbound strength. On the ground, she vibrated with joy at discovering she was considerably more than the file said.

Because she was Orla, her next act was to pick up a loose buckle from the dirt and flick it at a fence-post without thinking. The buckle left her fingers fast enough to become a line, took a fist-sized bite from the post, and buried itself in the paddock wall thirty yards beyond.

A stablehand two stalls down raised his head from the muck, surveyed wall and rider, then waited. Orla waved cheerfully. “Loose buckle. You know how it is.” He returned to his work because a man in the capital paddock at dawn has learned not to ask.

“You have to stop throwing things,” I said.

“I threw a BUCKLE.”

“You threw a buckle through a fence-post. In a paddock owned by the people who priced you as a crash. There are perhaps forty riders on this circuit who could do what you just did on their best gear at full output, and you did it with a bit of ironmongery you weren’t even looking at, and every one of those forty riders is registered and rated and accounted for, and you are a grade four scholarship test-lancer whose file says she should struggle to reach half a target’s ring. So. You have to stop throwing things.” I set my mug down. “Until we build you a governor.”

Tam came around the shed with a coil of line, saw her safely on the ground, and opened his arms before remembering the new arithmetic. Orla hugged him on instinct. His boots left the dirt. Something in his back gave a small pop.

She set him down at once. Tam tested both ribs, drew one careful breath, and said, with journeyman dignity, “I’m fine.”

“Excellent,” Orla said. “Because I was being gentle.”

Tam stepped outside her reach. That settled the need for a governor around family as well as fence-posts.

The morning’s true work announced itself when she put her thumb through a feed-pail while gesturing and did not laugh.

“I can’t touch anything,” she said, holding the ruined pail. “I hugged Tam and heard his back pop. What if I forget, and next time it’s you or a bird? I need to put the power away before I hurt somebody I like.”

“I need a governor,” Orla said, looking from the buried buckle to her hands. “And don’t give me Verena’s calm. It won’t fit.”

She began checking the rig out of nerves although she was not wearing it: collar, chest, thigh, three touches in the same order she had used since the sabotage cut. At the third touch, the loose brightness in her lattice tightened into one coherent load path. My sight caught the shift.

“Repeat that.”

“I just did it.”

“Exactly.”

On the second pass I put my fingers over each buckle as she named it. Collar brought her output to a quarter. Chest opened it to half. Thigh released the full line. When she reversed the order, thigh, chest, collar, the gold dimmed in stages until the dangerous abundance sat banked beneath her skin.

Orla stared at the three buckles. “I built my own throttle.”

“You built a three-touch ritual that gates your output when you choose to use it.”

I opened my sight on it properly while she worked the three touches, because a rider inventing her own governor out of a nervous habit is a thing I wanted to understand before I trusted her life to it. It was crude and it was real. The three points were cut into nothing. They were places her hand had learned to go, and her lattice had started answering them, gating output down in stages. Her body wanted a way to hold the new abundance and had built one from the only ritual she owned.

“A null-field finds no throttle here,” I said. “There’s nothing to suppress. This is you choosing in three steps, exactly as I want it. You keep the choice. I keep out of it.”

She tested it through real tasks, where a mistake had consequences. Off, she handed Tam a cup without denting it. Quarter, she vaulted the fence and landed where she intended. Half, she threw a wooden pin through a chalk ring without burying it in the wall. Full remained on the rail, where full belonged.

For the next test, Tam distracted her with questions while she moved from half to off. She answered his worst inquiry about capital pie fraud, touched thigh, chest, collar beneath the conversation, and set a raw egg on the fence-post without cracking it.

“Governor,” she said, delighted. “Mine.”

“Yours,” I agreed.

People supplied the harder test after the eggs.

Verena joined us at the practice fence and held out her forearm. “Grip. Off first.”

Orla touched collar, chest, thigh in reverse and closed her hand around Verena’s arm with exquisite care. Verena turned the grip over, escaped it, and offered the wrist back.

“Quarter.”

Orla opened one stage. This time the grip carried enough strength to hold against Verena’s turn without bruising. Verena tested every direction, then nodded.

“Half.”

“You enjoy this,” Orla accused.

“Immensely. Half.”

At half output, Verena could no longer strip the hand with ordinary leverage. She changed angle, used Orla’s thumb as the hinge, and escaped through technique, leaving force unused.

“Break it once more,” Verena said. “Your strength doesn’t cancel structure. If someone knows the joint, they can still break the hold.”

Orla repeated the grip without increasing output, changed where her thumb seated, and closed the escape route.

Rhona arrived during the third trial and watched from the arch.

“Full stays on the rail,” Orla said before the weapons mistress could ask.

“Good. Now move from half to off while Rennick tries to startle you.”

Verena drew the practice knife from her belt and flicked it toward my head.

Orla caught it out of the air.

Her hand closed too hard. The wooden blade cracked into three pieces in her fist.

Nobody laughed.

She stared at the splinters. “I did the count.”

“After you caught it,” Rhona said. “The reflex happened first. Your body still spends the old amount of effort and receives the new result.”

“So the governor fails when I’m scared.”

“You reached it late. That is a timing problem with a better answer than failure. Build the first touch into the startle so it arrives before the catch.”

Rhona had Verena throw six harmless objects without warning over the next quarter hour: a rag, buckle, spoon, glove, chalk stub, and empty cup. Orla’s first motion kept being the catch. We changed what followed. By the fourth throw, her fingers touched collar before closing. By the sixth, she caught the cup at off-output and set it on the fence undented.

Tam returned within reach for the harder proof. His confidence in her had survived the lifted boots better than hers had. He held out both arms.

“No,” Orla said.

“You need to test it.”

“On a cup. Not your ribs.”

Tam waited. Orla’s eyes went to me.

“Your choice,” I said.

She ran thigh, chest, collar, then did it once more. Only after the second count did she step into the hug. Tam’s boots stayed on the ground. Her arms tightened by ordinary human degrees. He hugged back without a pop from his spine.

Orla’s face disappeared against his shoulder for a beat.

“Still fine,” Tam said.

“Obviously,” she answered, voice rough. “Quality control.”

When she released him, her hands shook. Verena caught one and placed it against her own sternum.

“Feel that?”

A steady heartbeat beneath Orla’s palm.

“You didn’t break him. You won’t break us by touching us. Use the count and believe the answer.”

Orla looked from Verena to Tam, then placed her other hand flat on my chest. I covered it with mine.

“Off,” she said.

“Off,” I confirmed.

She pushed once, gently. I stayed planted by choice; her hand had ceased to be dangerous.

The fear eased out of her shoulders.

“Mine,” she said again, this time about more than the governor.

She refused to end the lesson at relief. Orla took Tam’s chalk and drew three columns on the fence: STARTLE, ORDINARY TOUCH, RAIL. Under each, she wrote the count state she wanted.

“If I reach for any of you too fast, say collar,” she told the family. “One word. Don’t jump away and don’t pretend I didn’t scare you. Collar puts me off before contact. Chest means I need enough strength to catch somebody without crushing them. Thigh belongs to the rail unless Rhona says the building is falling.”

Tam pointed at the third column. “What if the building is falling and Rhona isn’t there?”

“Then use judgment, which is terrible news for everyone.”

Verena took the chalk and added ASK AFTER beneath STARTLE.

“Meaning?” Orla said.

“Meaning nobody turns your governor into a way to command you all day. We use the word during danger, then ask whether the call was right. Your body remains yours even when we’re frightened.”

Orla read that twice. Then she underlined it so hard the chalk broke.

We ran three unscripted minutes around the practice fence. Tam dropped a cup. Verena slipped deliberately on ice. Rhona shoved a weighted dummy from the arch. Orla banked to off for the cup, opened to half to catch Verena, and went full only when the dummy’s timber shoulder threatened Tam.

Each choice matched the danger. More importantly, she could explain each one afterward without hiding behind a joke. The governor had become a shared language they shaped together, free of another imposed number.

“Good. Because if you’d said ‘there’ in Rhona’s voice, I was going back through the roof on principle.”

The winter rebuild supplied the only explanation we needed: a gifted bench-hand had spent a season truing an underrated rider’s frame. That could plausibly account for a grade, perhaps more to a generous eye. It could not explain a buckle through a wall or what Crown would later make possible. I gave the paddock the repair record and allowed sharp observers to keep their doubts.

Dale clocked it within the day, which I had expected, because Dale prices people in a second and a half and she had already priced Orla twice.

She came to the stall that afternoon with a bird whose leg-ring needed re-crimping, a task she could have done in her sleep even with the ruined shoulder. While I worked, Orla loaded a strut onto the rack across the lane with one arm. The part normally required two.

Dale’s attention moved from strut to forearm to effortless lift. She priced the new strength in the pause before returning to her bird. She returned to her bird and addressed me while leaving Orla the privacy of being observed. “She’s stronger than the winter accounts for.”

“The frame wasted more than we knew.”

Dale took her re-ringed bird and waited.

I adjusted the crimp a fraction before handing it over. “That is all the answer the paddock gets.”

“Good. The card shorted her three-fifths at Ostwick. It did not short her a fence-post.” Dale tucked the bird into her coat. “Keep the real measure under the winter as long as the sand permits. The day the wrong man prices her true is the day she becomes worth stealing. Then reveal it before too many witnesses to fake.”

Orla had crossed the lane close enough to hear the last sentence. “I object to being kept cheap.”

“Cheap on paper,” Dale said. “Expensive on sand. Learn the difference.”

“I know the difference. I merely enjoy objections.”

Dale tapped her cane against Orla’s collar buckle. “Then object while controlling that new hand of yours.”

Orla completed collar, chest, thigh before answering. The cup in her other hand remained undented.

It was the best tactical advice anyone had given me since Crane’s, and it came from a woman who had spent nine years believing she fell, and I stored the warning beside everything else Dale had taught us, and I did not tell her yet that I knew she had not fallen, because that reckoning had a shape and a place and it was not a stall counter with a bird in her coat.

Rathmell came to the rail at dusk. Our first real exchange showed me exactly the man Crane had warned me about.

He approached without hurry or wasted heat, a broad iron-grey wall of a man in a lance-champion’s harness worn like masonry. He passed my stall and went to the practice rail, where Orla was running her legs out at the end of the day. He leaned on it with a mason’s attention on a rising wall. Orla saw and knew him because everyone on the circuit knows the Longwall. She grinned rather than flinched. Orla meets a wall the way she meets a fence.

“Selkirk,” said Rathmell. Even voice. Even pace.

“The Longwall himself.” She planted at the rail across from him, chin up, all teeth. “Come to size me up?”

“I’ve read your card. Grade four housing. Scholarship rider. I also watched your count just now.” His eyes moved collar, chest, thigh. “Your smith recovered output the old machine wasted. The house may have missed a grade. It has not mistaken the rider beneath it. On day two, the sand prices the difference. If your count fails, I will be at the end of the rail.”

He had brought one new fact: he had seen both her file and the bodily governor she built that morning.

Orla listened to the entire thing with her grin fixed, and when he was done she leaned in on the rail, hazel-green eyes enormous, and said, cheerful as a knife, “Watch day two.”

Ivo Rathmell nodded and touched the rail before leaving. The gesture told me something new: he had noticed her count. His eyes had moved collar, chest, thigh with her fingers, and his thumb now tested the rail in the same three places, trying to decide whether her restraint lived in gear or body.

He had come expecting a reckless rider swollen with new output. Instead he found one who could put power away. That complication travelled back toward the champion’s pavilion with him.

After he left, Orla watched him go and ran her count in reverse: thigh, chest, collar, output banked.

“He saw the count,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Then day two he watches me choose every grade I ride. I won’t chase his wall. I ride the line.”

“Right,” I said, and it was the proudest single word I spoke all day.

The duel draw posted that evening, chalked up on the sponsor’s board where the whole paddock could read it, and Verena’s name came up against the capital’s rank one for the day-five feature, VERENA RENNICK VS SER EDRAN BELLOC, and she read it over my shoulder with the specific delight of a woman handed exactly the fight she wanted.

Belloc is Sarn Belloc’s cousin, a small piece of poetry because Sarn had shared Grayvern’s ranked sand with Verena and knew what she could do. His letter arrived with the draw, forwarded up the coast road.

Two pages gave excellent tactical notes on his cousin’s bind-game, footwork, and the left-shoulder tell before commitment. At the bottom, written large and underlined twice, stood one word: AVENGE.

It was mostly a joke: Grayvern’s way of telling its champion that his capital cousin needed humbling. Verena read the notes twice, the word once, and laughed aloud in the enemy’s paddock.

“He wants me to avenge him,” she said, “against his own cousin. That’s the most Belloc thing I’ve ever heard, and I only ever met one Belloc.” She folded the letter carefully, as she does whenever a joke is carrying something that matters. “The notes are good, though. His shoulder tell. I’ll want those.” She was delighted: neither grim nor nervous, but a duelist handed a real fight on the kingdom’s biggest stage, with her father’s manners in her hands. “Rank one of the capital. Day five. In their own city.” She said it the way you’d say a fine vintage. “Good.”

The war-council closed the day, at the back of the stall over Ferrant’s pot, all of us, Dale now among us, Tam with his little book, Garvan on the door, and I laid the tracker’s read out on the counter in chalk, because a plan shared is a plan doubled.

“The fade-rune’s warm and steady,” I said. “Hargen’s in the city and he’s on a schedule, and an enemy who keeps appointments gives you something to map. He moves between the arena’s service quarter, here, and the counting district, here, twice a day, morning and dusk, regular as a tide. A regular schedule means logistics, not the killing itself. Hargen is the ledger. He’s not the knife.” I set the chalk down. “The knife is the cleaner Balthus warned us about. We have no tracker on him, no name, no known schedule, and no way to predict which piece of gear he’ll choose until he cuts it.”

“That’s what worries me,” said Rhona into the fire. Everyone at the pot went quiet, because when the war goddess says a silence worries her, the silence is worth worrying about. “No schedule means he’s being held in reserve for the decisive hour. You don’t waste an artist like that on a routine. You keep him dark and point him when it matters.” She looked up. “He’s here for one thing, at one time, and we won’t see it coming by tracking him, because there’s nothing to track. We’ll only see it by watching what he’s aimed at.”

“There’s another way to see him,” said Dale, from the edge of the fire, the first thing she had said all council. “He works ahead of you. Always has. The ford, you said. The tower. He doesn’t cut on the day; he cuts before, where it’s quiet, and lets the day fire it. So don’t only watch what he’s aimed at. Watch what’s gone quiet. A rail crew that skips a joint. A service order nobody remembers signing. A gate left unwatched an hour it’s usually watched. An artist needs empty time and empty ground, and empty is a thing you can look for.” She poked the fire. “I’ve spent nine years learning to read an absence. Turns out it’s a useful trade after all.”

“We sweep every joint, strut, and rail assignment Orla rides, night and morning,” I said. “Dale sleeps under our roof. Nobody walks alone. We do not chase a man whose method requires us to discover his work after he leaves. We make him approach gear already under our hands.”

Rhona marked the first sweep schedule in chalk. Dale gave us the service hours most likely to go missing. Garvan moved to the stall door.

Orla ran her count once before bed: collar, chest, thigh, then back to off. She passed me an undented cup, checked Tam’s breathing from across the room, and finally let her own breathing slow against my shoulder while I kept one hand over the warm bypass line until sleep finally took her.


Chapter 19: Opening Day

Ten thousand spectators changed the arena we had toured empty. Their voices pressed through the north-stand stone into my bench, where a rig-strut lay across my knees and absorbed work made a bench-rat invisible.

The sponsor’s procession crossed the sand in fresh grey-and-gold: riders on ceremonial rigs too polished to have taken a pass, blades carried point-up, clerks marching as though certification were nobility. High above, capital Vellicks filled every house-box seat except Renward’s carved chair. I gave the vacancy one glance and returned to the strut. An empty chair had already received enough of my attention.

The suppression-net demonstration needed no second lecture. A noble’s luck-charm died across the threshold; a registered frame rolled through alive. With ten thousand people present, the change lay in the response: applause hit the stone like approval of natural law. House work passed. Foreign work died. Orla’s inherited frame mark remained our legal door, while her soul-lattice offered the field nothing separate to suppress.

Opening day carried a pageant’s smells beneath the stone: hot brass from the sponsor standards, horse sweat from the procession, lamp oil from crews who had worked before dawn, and fresh-raked sand dry enough to catch at the throat. Every sponsor made its place visible. Kestrick sent blue pennants in pairs. Ostwick’s riders entered behind three drummers. House Vellick needed no noise; its grey-and-gold line marched beneath the occupied box while clerks at the rail recorded every piece of gear before its bearer touched sand.

The under-stand bench received the pageant as vibration. Each drumbeat shivered through the strut on my knees. Ferrant had claimed the left forge and hung the Annex sign where competitors leaving the north gate would see it. Tam triaged tickets under crowd pressure for the first time, sending a loose scabbard throat to Garvan, a cracked charm to me, and a vanity polish back to its owner’s servant.

“But he’s a duke’s second,” Tam said after refusing the polish.

“Then the duke can admire the scratches,” Ferrant answered. “Keep the bench for work.”

Tam moved the next failed keeper into my queue. The choice saved a rider ten minutes later when the loose strap would otherwise have waited behind silverwork. A paddock bench earns its reputation by knowing which damage cannot wait. By noon, Tam no longer glanced at Ferrant before sorting a ticket. He sent a noble’s jeweled grip to the cold end of the rack and pulled a courier’s split girth forward. The courier made her heat. The jeweled grip remained equally decorative an hour later.

Verena rode her opener at half-tempo and sold the capital a controlled baseline.

She had drawn Ardin Pell, a placed man with a compact Ascension buckler and unaltered gear. I read the shield from the bench: even edge-runes, an open vent, no house trick. Pell’s defensive craft rewarded patience, so Verena gave him a points bout and withheld the revelation.

He took the first touch on her shoulder with a quick extension. She answered on his thigh, then reset without pursuing. One to one.

Pell tried to make the buckler the center of the fight. Verena refused. She circled at a pace the crowd could follow, touched steel only when he offered it, and kept Stormbreak so deeply banked that Maddoc’s sword showed no visible gold.

He pressed her toward the boundary. She stepped out, preserving his guard and conceding the ring point with a small salute.

Two to one, Pell.

The capital warmed to its man. Pell heard it and grew bolder, which gave Verena the fraction she wanted. On the next exchange Verena let his shield hide her foot from him. She changed direction behind the buckler’s face, tapped his ribs before he turned, and left the weapon in his hand.

Two to two.

No shoulder tell to hoard for a later trap. No patient bait toward a controlled disarm. That architecture belonged to Belloc on day five. Here she fought the scoreboard, showing the crowd competence without giving the capital’s rank one a full map of how she dismantled pressure.

Pell adapted. He shortened his advance and abandoned the hunt for touches and began scoring the boundary. Verena answered by changing the shape of the sand. She gave up the center, pulled him into a narrower arc near the marshal’s line, and made his broad buckler expensive to turn.

The fifth exchange ended with both blades untouched. Pell’s rear boot crossed the chalk first.

Three to two, Verena.

He looked down at the line and laughed once, appreciating the theft. “Again.”

The sixth began immediately. Pell drove hard enough to force a necessary parry. Verena received his sword on the strong of hers, rolled the pressure off without entering a deep bind, and stepped around the buckler before it came home. The flat of Maddoc’s blade touched his back.

Four to two.

The marshal called the bout.

Pell kept his weapons and dignity. He accepted Verena’s full salute with one clipped dip of his buckler, jaw hard from discovering how cheaply she had bought his boundary foot. Then he left the sand without pausing for a lesson.

That was fair. A loss does not obligate a man to admire its workmanship while the chalk is still wet.

The crowd gave Verena warm, measured applause. It had seen a provincial champion win by points, footwork, and control. No impossible speed. No storm. Belloc, across the paddock, received six useful exchanges and no signature finish to solve.

Verena found me at the competitors’ bench within five seconds.

“I gave them nothing,” she said.

“You gave them a name.”

“Day five gets the rest.”

She went to change. Pell crossed the tunnel behind her without looking over, carrying his own buckler and refusing the groom who offered to take it.

Near dusk, a plain repair ticket appeared on our stall counter: PELL, A. REAR BOOT BINDING AT BOUNDARY TURN. No request for coaching, no compliment, no salute repeated at a distance. He had processed the loss privately and brought the measurable fault to a bench. I respected him more for waiting until the sting belonged to him.

Drummond stood where I could find him all day, which is his gift: a scarred rulebook in parade posture at the mouth of the north tunnel, out of his jurisdiction among bought capital marshals and knowing it. His Vandermoor escort moved through the crowd mapping exits by habit, counting tunnels and clocking the capital men at each post.

Across the concourse, Drummond tipped his head half an inch toward the house box and its empty chair. He had seen it too. I answered with the same fraction. Our mutual nod ended the exchange.

The engineered crash came mid-card. I recognized the deliberate failure before I finished reading it; the sight gives certainty early and makes me carry it alone.

A mid-ranked rider took the turn at speed on the second card, an ordinary man on ordinary gear, nobody’s asset and nobody’s threat. His yoke strap assembly let go under load. The lance-yoke sheared from its mount, the rig went out from under him, and he hit hard enough to break an arm.

The crowd made the sound I had come to dread: the practiced sigh of ten thousand people trained to read a crash as a lesson. Ratings exist for a reason. This is what happens when gear is pushed. The wall is a kindness. One broken arm confirmed the doctrine before ten thousand witnesses, which was precisely what the cut was meant to accomplish.

I felt the wrongness before I read it, a runed object dying wrong pulling at my sight like a false note across a crowded hall.

The rider entered the turn on his trained line. His yoke carried the lance load exactly as designed until the third joint. Then the keep-rune flashed once at the wrong depth. The left strap opened under tension.

The yoke twisted across his chest. One stirrup stayed on the rail while the shoulder frame went sideways, turning a controlled pass into a rotating fall. He released the lance before it could pin him, good instinct, and tucked his chin before impact, better instinct. His left arm remained caught beneath the failed yoke.

He struck shoulder-first and rolled twice. The rig shed two struts and stopped. He did not.

Arena crews reached him at a run behind portable ward screens, carrying splints and a low rescue sled. The crowd could not see the arm bent under his chest, only the marshal’s raised hand and the healer cutting away a strap. The doctrine’s rehearsed murmur rolled down through the stone, a sound taught so well that no single voice had to begin it.

The rescue crew nearly completed the cleaner’s lie for him. A fitter reached for the failed strap with shears, intending to free the trapped arm. Cutting through the keep-rune would have destroyed the fresh overlay before anyone read it.

I left the repair queue and caught the fitter’s wrist.

“Cut the leather above the mount,” I said.

His gaze stopped on my grey sash and never reached my hand. “The arm’s under load.”

“The yoke carries the load through the lower buckle. Sever above the mount and the frame opens without tightening across his elbow. Cut where you’re aiming and the buckle rotates into the break.”

The healer glanced from the trapped limb to the strap geometry and ordered the higher cut.

The yoke opened. The rider’s arm came free without a second injury, and the failed keep-rune remained intact on the piece carried under the stand.

“Name?” the healer asked me while they splinted him.

“Stroud. Annex stall.”

She repeated it once, memorizing the person while leaving the record to others, then returned to her patient.

Beside the sponsor box, a clerk marked GEAR FAILURE before the rider had been lifted. I could see the new ink from the competitors’ bench.

A man behind me told his son, “That’s why they rate them.”

The boy beside his father nodded, learning the intended lesson before the injured rider left the sand. That small agreement was what the engineered crash sold. I studied the strut across my knees until anger stopped showing in my grip. The rider came up cradling his broken arm. The wreckage would come to the under-stand for inspection. I sat still and let it come to me.

The wreckage entered the under-stand’s ordinary failed-gear queue, marshals carrying the sheared assembly to the inspection bench. I stood in that queue with my repair tickets, an invisible bench-rat waiting his turn. I read the strap over a marshal’s shoulder in the time it took to shuffle forward one place. Reading is seeing, not searching. A thing shows its truth in the first look, or the moment gives you nothing.

The yoke strap’s keep-rune had been re-cut that week.

Physical evidence supported every conclusion. Runesight is reading, and a reader can show his working. A keep-rune on a working strap wears with the strap, evenly, the ink-line ageing at the pace of the metal it lives in, and a rune that has been on a strap for a season reads a season old, blended, settled. This one did not. Fresh work sat beneath old. A new keep-rune covered the ghost of the original, and the surrounding metal still carried the faint bruise that one week cannot lift.

The surface signature belonged to the arena farrier, the house’s certifying smith. An ordinary inspection would read his mark and pass it. Why doubt the man whose job was certification?

The queue moved before I finished. A marshal lifted the failed assembly toward the evidence rack, taking my angle with it. I followed as though clearing space for the next ticket and caught a second read in the reflection of a polished breastplate. Crowd-noise struck through the ceiling every few breaths, turning the suspended strap into a pendulum.

I had to separate movement from structure. The strap swung; the trigger remained fixed three filaments below the keep-rune. A healer called for the rider’s name. A clerk answered with the gear-failure code. Each interruption tried to turn the evidence into administration before the metal had finished speaking.

I set a bent buckle on the counter beneath it and asked the inspecting marshal whether he wanted the loose pin saved. He paused to decide. That bought me eight seconds at the correct angle, enough to read pressure, tool width, and the path load would take through the turn.

As the queue shuffled forward again, the trigger resolved beneath that borrowed name. Load on a turn completed the cut. The strap had been built to open at the exact moment it failed: a near-fatal crash designed as a shrug, filing itself as gear failure and confirming the doctrine. The farrier cut nothing. A stranger had worn his signature into the killing work.

The trigger drew power from the strap’s own tension. No foreign charge, no hidden reservoir, nothing an ordinary inspection would flag. At the turn, load itself completed the cut and spent the evidence in the break. The artist had made the victim’s effort pull the knife.

A thousand natural failures had taught me their slope: worn strap, fading keep-rune, metal surrendering by degrees. This strap could have carried two more seasons. Someone had cut a cliff into that gradual decline and ordered it to let go on one turn, under one load, on one day. The appointment required a hand that knew the rack assignment before the rider did.

I read the tool beneath the forged signature: narrow hooked graver, pressure heavy on entry, almost weightless at the lift. The farrier whose mark it wore used a flat chisel and led with his elbow. Surface said farrier. Structure said stranger. The cut had been laid within five days, after the meeting racks were numbered but before the opening inspection. The cleaner had known which assembly would reach which rider before the rider did, and he had access to the numbered racks under the stands.

The forger’s hidden punctuation marked every terminus.

I had read that punctuation three times already: tower stair, ford, the nine-year-old strut on Dale’s wall. Here it appeared a fourth time, fresh this week, on the assembly that had broken a stranger’s arm. New sky-iron still shone in the terminal grooves where older work had darkened.

Crowd-noise breathed through the under-stand stone while the conclusion settled. The cleaner was working the meeting and already cutting. From this moment, any rider’s gear could become his weapon because his murders emerged from a victim’s own equipment beneath someone else’s forged signature.

No one could defend an arena’s worth of gear at once. We could only read it piece by piece and finish each read before the cutter walked away.

Shouting the finding across the under-stand would name me and warn the cutter without protecting another strap. I gave Drummond the tool width, cut age, forged farrier’s hand, and terminal habit before the queue advanced again. He physically carried the sheared assembly to Ollisant’s bench. I watched from thirty feet away with a rag in my hand. The old smith examined the fresh keep-rune, forged surface signature, and the cleaner’s terminal habit. Then his gaze passed Drummond and settled directly on me.

He said one word loud enough to cross the aisle.

“Forged.”

Drummond left the strap under Ollisant’s lamp. The physical evidence remained in the hands of a man no house owned.

That night began the sweep we ran after every card.

Before the arena emptied, I went once to the injured rider’s recovery room with Orla. His name was Bennet Marr, twenty-nine, second season on the capital card. His left arm lay splinted from wrist to shoulder. His first question concerned the rig.

“The strap failed,” I said. “You did not. Your release before impact kept the lance out of your chest.”

He stared at the ceiling. “They’ll say I rode past the rating.”

“Did you?”

“No. Third joint, ordinary turn. I’ve taken it fifty times.”

“Then keep saying that exact sentence. Do not let anyone improve it for you.”

Orla stood by the bed with both hands closed. She knew what it meant to have a file waiting to rewrite a run.

“I saw the turn,” she said. “True entry. Your shoulder release saved your neck. If anyone says different, send them to me. I’ll be louder.”

Marr managed a laugh that hurt his arm. The person behind the curtain in the next bed asked whether the pink-haired rider took appointments for shouting. Orla said rates varied by insult.

We left him with his own memory intact. At the door, Marr called Orla back and dictated the names of two riders who had complained of new straps after certification. She wrote both inside her gauntlet where no helpful clerk could collect the note. One name rode the morning card. We sent Garvan to that cradle before supper; he found no cut, but the rider watched him inspect every buckle and learned to ask why a replacement had appeared.

After Marr had given us the two names, Drummond and I went under the stands.

When the arena emptied, the crowd-noise drained out of the stone and the under-stand vaults went quiet. Drummond and I walked Orla’s assignments: every rail she was rated to ride, every joint, every cradle pin cold under my thumb, every strut in the racks with her frame’s number on it. I read each one with the sight. Drummond watched the dark with a marshal’s eyes. We found nothing. Orla’s current assignments showed no foreign cuts; the cleaner had not yet committed his intended cut. Dale’s shear had been planted before her crash, though I could not yet date it; the ford had been prepared before we reached it, and this strap cut sometime within five days, so the absence gave us no rule about when he worked. We swept anyway, every night, because verified gear tonight was the only fact we could buy before morning. The under-stand at night is a strange place, forty racks of gear in the dark and the empty tiers overhead pressing the day’s last crowd-noise through stone and iron like a receding tide. Somewhere beyond what we had checked was an unknown artist whose only visible trail lived in finished cuts, and I walked the racks reading clean gear with no tracker, face, or schedule to follow.

At Orla’s assigned cradle I made Drummond load each joint while I watched the stress move. He leaned his whole weight through the yoke, then hauled sideways on both stirrups while I read the keep-runes under measured strain. Light divided evenly through the rebuilt ribs. No fresh bruise hid under the anchor seams. I marked every checked fastener with a dot of plain chalk, useless as security but useful as discipline: by the end, every piece we had touched carried the same small white witness. In the morning we would wipe the marks and do it again. The cleaner forged signatures. He could not forge the memory of my own hands closing every buckle the night before.

Halfway through the second rack, a sound moved behind us.

Drummond killed the lantern. I kept one hand on the cradle and opened Runesight into darkness. A faint living lattice crossed the far aisle at ankle height, too small for a person and moving in hops.

Drummond raised his cudgel.

A paddock cat emerged carrying a stolen sausage through the lower rack. Its collar charm had three months left on the fade.

The marshal lowered the weapon. “Do not write that down.”

“Tool size?”

“Stroud.”

The dry exchange let both our shoulders loosen for one breath. Then the cat vanished and we returned to the racks, more alert for having spent fear on something harmless.

It is slow work and it never feels like enough. Forty racks, and I can truly read perhaps one every two minutes before the sight starts to blur, and there are more racks than safe hours in a night, so the sweep can never cover every aisle, only Orla’s assignments and the rails she draws. I lay awake more than one night doing the arithmetic of what I could not check and hating it. But Drummond had the right of it. You cannot guard everything. You guard what he is aimed at, you make him come to the ground you have read, and you wait for the reach.

We set the watch pattern that held for the meeting. Nobody alone, ever. Sleep in shifts. Dale in the stall. Orla’s gear swept twice a day, morning and after. Drummond and I walked the dark after the crowd went home: an old marshal out of his jurisdiction and a bench-rat with stolen sight. We hunted the trackless cleaner by walking the ground his work forced him to approach. A knife must cross reachable ground before it cuts. Each night, we made him reach through our light.

Drummond walked the racks beside me that first night and asked me, low, how I read gear so fast, the question he had never quite asked in Grayvern. “A hard master and a long apprenticeship,” I said. Drummond, who is a rulebook of a man and no fool, looked at me a moment in the dark and said, “A long apprenticeship,” flat, the way you repeat a thing you have decided not to push. His attention returned to the exits, the question deliberately shelved. He had joined the small and growing company of people in this city who knew the bench-rat’s story did not close and had decided it was not their business to prise it open. That restraint was all I could ask of anyone, and more than I usually got.

“Anything?” Verena asked when I came back to the lodging in the small hours, awake in the dark the way she is when I am out, her hand finding mine before her eyes were open.

“A rider’s arm. Ollisant has the strap, and he called the hand forged.”

Her fingers tightened around mine. “Did the rider know the fall wasn’t his?”

“Orla and I told him. He remembered a true turn. We made him keep the sentence.”

“Good.” Verena pulled me down into the warm bed. Protecting a stranger’s memory mattered to her as much as catching the cutter; she had lost too many years to a false account of her own failure.

“When the cleaner reaches for us,” she said into my shoulder, half asleep, “make sure he learns we’re keeping the truth as well as the metal.”


Chapter 20: The Rating Fight

The sponsor’s fitters came for Orla an hour before her card, which I had expected. Sabotage would be dangerous and traceable. A gift could replace her rig cleanly while asking gratitude for the leash.

They came in a polite little delegation to the paddock stall, three of them in the sponsor’s fitting-floor livery, and they brought a rig with them, a tier rig, gleaming, a genuinely fine machine, and they offered it to Orla free, for her safety, and the senior fitter said the kingdom’s cruelty folded neatly into courtesy: “Given your housing’s grade, we’d hate to see you on undertrued gear in front of a capital crowd. The house would be glad to mount you properly. For your safety.”

I knew the offered machine. In my old life, I had cut frames like it with beautiful housings that kept a rider at the house’s grade and called the limit safety. My anger hardened while the fitter smiled. The gift needed only Orla’s gratitude to become a leash.

Orla refused it loud.

“That’s the nicest thing anyone’s tried to kill me with all year,” she said, cheerful, at full volume, so everyone in the working lane heard it, and she grinned at the fitters with all her teeth. “But I ride my own rig. Bench-rat trued it all winter. I know every strut in it by name. I’m not getting on a machine I’ve never met an hour before I ride it, that’s how riders die, and I’d have thought the safety-minded house would know that.” She patted her own frame. “This one and me have an understanding. Thanks, though. Really. Lovely gift. No.”

I stepped into the line beside her and held up the frame so its registry mark faced the senior fitter.

“Your floor certified this mark yesterday. The frame crosses with every line live. She rides it.”

Orla put one hand on her own yoke. The border-school lancer at the next stall moved beside her without being asked. Then Cass Tarrant’s groom joined him. The working lane had watched her rebuild and knew what an unfamiliar gift an hour before launch meant.

The senior fitter looked from Orla to the riders closing around her machine. He ordered the tier rig turned about.

By noon the paddock knew the grade-four girl had refused a free house frame and ridden her own.

The rating fight was three passes on mirrored rails against Cass Tarrant. Every pass mattered because the capital had to see the file fail in stages.

Tarrant is a placed capital rider, wiry and tan with a sandy crop, fair and fast, with no hidden help in her frame. Beating her meant something; her decency ensured she could salute it, and the two of them ran mirrored rails, side by side, same course, same targets, the clock and the ring-lag scoring both, which is the fairest fight there is because there is nowhere to hide.

The ring-lag is the heart of the scoring. A lance target sounds a beat after the strike. That interval between pass and ring tells a truth the eye cannot. A centered strike rings quick; a glancing one sounds slow and late. A rider’s quality lives in how quickly and truly her targets sing behind her. The clock says how fast. The ring-lag says how well. On mirrored rails, both measures stand side by side with nowhere to hide. That makes the rating fight the sport’s fairest and cruelest test.

Pass one, Orla rode at four. She rode the first pass at the file’s own grade. Dale had taught her to rob a thief by making him watch, opening the count one station at a time.

Orla came down the rail at a grade-four pace with the long line already settled. Dale’s teaching showed in the approach: the stillness before launch, the course held entire, the refusal to spend time looking twice. Her targets landed within grade-four tolerances, ring-lag even at each strike. Tarrant matched her. The crowd saw precisely what the file promised, and the baseline was sold. I watched the sponsor’s rows ease by a fraction, the fitting-floor clerks and the grandmaster and the seat-holders who had budgeted a crash, watching a grade-four rider ride grade four, the file confirming itself, everything according to the book, and I marked their ease, because ease is the most expensive thing you can sell an enemy right before you take it back.

Pass two, she opened the count to six. Collar-chest, in her head, and the bodily governor opened one station. She came down the rail faster. Targets fell sooner and their lag sharpened into a higher note.

The crowd rose from polite card-murmur into the attentive register Grayvern had found on her first exhibition. Tarrant pushed to stay with her and lost a fraction at the final ring. The board re-chalked Orla at six. Ten thousand people leaned in because a grade-four rider producing grade-six times was a story they had watched write itself.

The sponsor’s rows came forward off their ease. Clerks reached for their books; the grandmaster’s loupe hand went still. The budgeted crash had become a question. I memorized that shift. The winter rebuild and her known under-rating made a grade-four girl riding at six arguable, but never fully explained. One grade was plausible and a grade and a half generous; two grades left sharp eyes suspicious. The cover only needed to hold provisionally over what the crowd could see, and it was going to make the third pass, the true one, land as the impossible thing it was against a baseline the crowd had just watched be reasonable.

Pass three, she rode true.

At the head of the rail she stopped moving. Ten thousand people made enough sound to shake dust from the arch, but she looked only down the course. First joint, second, the slight west wind over the third, target ring-lag, brake. Dale’s long line gathered behind her eyes.

I opened my sight on the frame. Every rebuilt filament stood ready. The hip rib carried tested margins. The old registry mark glowed at the threshold. No shunt. No governor lie. No hidden hand.

Orla touched collar, chest, thigh.

She ran the count all the way down and opened herself with the force that had sent a chalk stub through a board.

The mirrored clock had no comfortable number for her speed. She held Dale’s long line without a single wasted glance because she knew the end before leaving the start. The final target met her lance dead center. Its ring-lag sounded so quickly that the note arrived a full beat before the eye believed the pass was finished.

The board remained blank while clerks calculated. They chalked a grade; another clerk had to find its glyph because it did not appear on scholarship cards. Ten thousand people gave me the sound I had crossed a kingdom to hear: a file tearing in public.

Tarrant came off her mirror rail beaten fair and fast. She took her yoke in both hands and banged it against her frame in the old salute. Then she laughed out loud, delighted to have been on the mirror rail for it. “What the hell was that?” she called across. Orla, grinning and breathless, called back, “That was me riding my own rig, thanks for asking.” The two women saluted. The result needed no excuse, and I loved the sport for a second when it told the truth.

Tarrant came across the paddock to the Annex stall an hour later, off the record.

“Was I ever going to beat that on my gear?”

I read her frame while she waited. The housing’s stamped grade matched its actual cap. The right boot-stirrup sat one degree forward, compensating for an old ankle injury and stealing no output. Her ring-lag came from a shoulder release three hundredths late, a rider’s correctable habit, not a rig’s theft.

“Your gear gives you every fraction its grade promises,” I said. “Your riding is good. You lost to a rider two grades better than the book admits, on a machine we spent all winter making true. No gear change would have bought you that pass today. A cleaner shoulder release might buy you three hundredths next time.”

I put a chalk mark on the counter and made her rehearse the release without the rig: elbow loose, shoulder held until the imagined target crossed the line, then the hand. On the third repetition the old ankle compensation stopped climbing into her hip. Her shoulder arrived on time.

“That one,” I said. “Have your coach time it tomorrow. If the hip follows, stop and reset. Don’t buy a new stirrup to solve a shoulder.”

Tarrant rolled the right shoulder, feeling the delay after I named it. “Three hundredths.”

“Yours to earn. Not theirs to sell you.”

She looked toward the sponsor board. “Then the book owes me an apology, not you.”

“Yes.”

“Books are poor at apologies.”

“Sand is better.”

She laughed once, struck her fist lightly against the counter in salute, and left with her head up.

The gallery told me as much as the sand. Rathmell followed all three passes without moving a muscle, a wall watching a wall get climbed, and on the third pass, the true one, at the dead-centre strike, I caught the one flicker, and I read shock, a disruption of certainty with none of fear’s retreat. Crane’s warning and the practice sessions gave me enough evidence for that distinction. Rathmell feared no fast rider; he had carried forty-one of them off. His stillness held the shock of an argument without a foregone answer, a wall discovering a way over that his craft did not cover. He filed it with his jaw set. Silence was his habit, but the flicker remained real: a hairline question in his certainty.

Higher in the sponsor’s rows, Bricken sat with her book open and her pen motionless. Certifying numbers was her profession, yet the chalk had produced a figure her own book could never predict. I filed the stopped pen. A rigger whose conscience catches may yet act. And in the cheap seats, right up under the rim where a coaching post cannot buy a ticket, Mirren Dale watched her protégée ride the long line perfect with her ruined shoulder squared and her heart, visibly, in her teeth.

The placement landed by evening. Orla was carded for the meeting’s lance championship, the quarterfinal heats on day six, and the bracket posted on the sponsor’s board, seeded by the sponsor’s grandmaster drawing the pegs, which is a house mechanism and therefore a rigged one, and it produced the result every rigged bracket produces: Orla’s road ran three heats deep on quarters day, three hard rides stacked one on another, cumulative rig-stress as a legal weapon, while Rathmell, seeded to the top, rode once. Nobody in the paddock was surprised, because everybody in the paddock knew the pegs, and the surprise ran the other way, because sympathy ran Orla’s way now, capital edition, a grade-four girl who turned down a free rig and tore up her file and got handed a three-deep road for her trouble, and a crowd that starts on your side over an injustice is a crowd that will roar you home.

Orla read the bracket off the board with her arms folded and did the arithmetic out loud for the family, three heats to his one, and grinned, because a stacked deck only made her want to play. “They think stacking rides against me is a punishment,” she said. “They think a girl who tests rigs for a living is scared of riding a lot.” She turned from the board. “I’ve ridden nine passes in an afternoon for a mark apiece and a bruised tailbone. Three heats, a semifinal, and a final is a holiday. Let them stack it. Every rider I beat on the way up is a rider the crowd watches me beat, and by the time I reach their wall the whole bowl is already mine.”

That night in the lodging, wrung out and adrenaline-bright and entirely herself, my flyer decided the day needed a proper finish, and she wanted an audience because family attention meant she was kept. She said so at full volume, burying the vulnerable truth beneath a joke as usual.

“Right,” she announced, to the room, which held both of them, me and Verena, two lamps lit and Verena in the good chair with a cup of something and her braid loose. “I rode the best card of my life today and I am full of feelings I don’t have words for, which keeps happening around this family, so I’m going to do the thing I have words for instead.” She pointed at me. “You.” She pointed at Verena. “You stay. Watch. I ride better with a crowd, I always have, I’m not going to pretend otherwise in front of the two people who already know it.” She grinned, blotchy freckle-flush already climbing her chest. “That’s the ask. Both of you. Yes or no, out loud, I’m not doing anything till I hear it.”

“Yes,” I said.

Verena looked at Orla over the rim of her cup, dry as sand, and did not move from the good chair. “I’ve seen your dismounts, Selkirk. You come off everything early.” A beat, molten under the deadpan. “Prove otherwise. I’ll keep the chair. And the scoring.” She set the cup down and folded her hands, storm-grey and unhurried, an appointed judge, non-touching, warm. “Proceed.”

“Starting bell,” Orla said. “Both rails clear.”

She did not kneel. She stripped in the open space between me and Verena’s chair, turning the performance toward the woman who had agreed to see her. Every buckle came loose under Verena’s unhurried attention. Orla held the opened rig-shirt wide, freckles darkening across her small high breasts.

“Presentation?” she asked.

Verena set down her cup. “Come closer.”

Orla obeyed. Verena took the loose end of her ponytail, drew her into the light, and inspected her the way she had inspected the rebuilt frame before the card: collar, sternum, hip, lingering at each point until Orla’s grin began to shake.

“Nine,” Verena said. “One point withheld for talking before the judge finishes.”

“Corrupt court.”

I caught Orla at the waist, turned her, and drew her down astride me facing Verena. She guided my cock to her wet entrance herself, but I stopped her before she could descend.

“You asked for a crowd,” I said against her ear. “Show her how you take a start.”

Orla kept her eyes on Verena as I lowered her by the hips. One inch. Hold. Another. She supplied a technical account of depth, angle, and the unfairness of slow launches. I made her pause with only the head inside, sprinter’s thighs quivering around mine.

“Form?” she asked the chair.

“Impatient. Seven.”

“Then she waits three counts,” I said.

I held her there while Verena counted. On three, I brought her all the way down. Her breath broke. Verena’s gaze travelled over the compact line of her body and settled where we joined.

“Better,” the champion said.

Orla began to ride facing the chair, exhibition geometry deliberate, her hands displayed on my thighs, every part of the posture open to Verena. I governed her hips with both hands, allowing three quick strokes before slowing the fourth until she trembled.

“You keep checking whether she’s watching,” I murmured.

“She is.”

“Then stop checking. Trust her to stay.”

That command reached deeper than the angle. Orla held Verena’s eyes and let me move her, giving the performance to family without managing the audience. Her jokes shed their scores and became breathless observations. Verena answered each with a dry instruction: shoulders back, chin up, take the full stroke.

Orla obeyed all three.

Only after her body had found my pace did I lift her off me and turn her onto her knees between my feet.

“One mouthful,” I said. “For the judge. No scoring.”

She took my cock deep in one eager motion, eyes fixed on Verena, then released me with a wet gasp when I tightened my hand in her ponytail.

“Enough. Back on me.”

The oral display lasted one deliberate beat kept deliberately brief, denying the scene its familiar spine. She climbed me at once, wet mouth shining, and came down astride facing the chair again.

Verena watched from the chair with the cup forgotten in her hand and her braid loose over one shoulder and her storm-grey eyes gone molten and still, and I felt Orla feel it, a rider feeling a crowd, the watching landing on her bare skin as its own touch. It made her arch harder and offer more, because for Orla being seen by the ones who kept her was the whole of it. Verena did not move to join. She did not need to. Her attention crossed the lamplit room like a hand.

Orla sank onto me slow with a long unsteady breath that was the nearest she had come yet to losing the thread. I felt her take me in, tight and hot and already trembling, and I set my hands to her freckled hips and held her still at the top a moment before I let her move, because making her wait is the one thing that shortens her.

“Bench-rat,” she said, unsteady, to the ceiling. “That’s a lot of…”

“I know what it is.” I read the tremor in her body and spoke low at her ear, beyond the chair’s hearing. “You’ve been shaking since the third pass. You don’t have to hold still for me. You just have to stay.”

I moved her slowly from underneath, keeping the unhurried pace she needed when sensation overwhelmed narration. Her words accelerated, lost their neat scoring, and collided with breath. Freckles flushed blotchy across her pert chest. The family had watched a file assign her a price; now they watched the woman exceed every figure in it and stayed for what came after.

I read the whole of her rising through my hands and my sight both: the freckled flush blotching down from her throat, the tremor starting deep in her sprinter’s thighs, the rating-bypass line warming under my palm at her ribs where the housing used to lie. I told her what I read, low, only for her, and it undid her faster than anything I did with my body. “You’re close, and you’re fighting it, and you don’t have to. Let her see it.”

Her technical notes lost their sequence as sensation climbed. She reached back, caught my forearm, and dragged it across her collarbones. The request came plain and flat, hers alone. “Hold me down. I’ll fly apart.”

I gave her the bar of my forearm and enough weight to keep her safely against my chest. Her spine bowed into the hold. She rode the last strokes against my arm, flushed and straining, free to shake because something kept her on the rail.

At the peak she went silent. She held Verena’s eyes across the lamplit room, hazel-green locked on storm-grey, seen by family when she had nothing left to perform with. Gold threaded up her freckled spine. Her pussy clenched hard around my cock while her body bowed against my forearm.

“Nine,” Verena said, all the deadpan gone.

I kept Orla pinned through the aftershocks, hips driving up in short controlled strokes. Her silence broke on a rough cry when I reached deeper.

“My turn,” I told her. “Can you take it?”

“Yes. Come inside me. Let her watch you do it.”

Verena’s gaze moved to mine. “She’s ready for you, smith.”

The command hit what remained of my control. I locked one arm around Orla’s waist, held her down against my chest, and drove into her hard enough to make her compact breasts bounce. My rhythm broke. I came with her name in my throat, cock pulsing deep in her slick pussy, filling her in hard spurts while she ground back greedily to take every one.

Orla watched Verena through it. Verena watched both of us without looking away.

When the last pulse passed, I eased my forearm from Orla’s collarbones and rubbed the place I had held. Her quick breathing steadied slowly under my waiting palm. I checked her color, her focus, and the warmth of the rating-bypass line at her ribs before moving her. She caught my wrist and kept it there.

“Ten for the finish,” she said hoarsely toward the chair. “Update your records.”

“Nine,” Verena replied. “You argued with the judge.”

The receipt wrote itself across our sight.
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Orla read the receipt, then gave her first look to Verena.

“Tell me what you saw,” she said. No score hid inside the question.

Verena left the chair and knelt before her. “I saw you check whether I’d stayed through the first three strokes. Then he told you to trust me, and you stopped checking.”

“You did stay.”

“I said I would.”

Orla’s thumb moved over the warm rating-bypass line. “Crowds leave when the run ends. Even friendly ones. They go home and turn you into whatever story they paid for. I kept waiting for the chair to be empty when I looked back.”

Verena took Orla’s uninjured wrist and placed two fingers over her own pulse. “Then learn this crowd. I was here before the start. I’m here after the receipt. If I have to leave, I tell you before I move.”

The pulse under Orla’s fingertips remained steady. Her expression tried for a joke, failed, and turned into a direct nod instead.

“Same rule for me,” she said. “No disappearing because you think giving us privacy is noble. Say when you want the chair. Say when you want the bed. Say when you want neither.”

“Agreed.”

I watched the agreement settle between them without reaching in to make myself its center. Orla’s exhibitionism had found its real object: proof that the family stayed after seeing everything.

Her grin returned on firmer ground, mischief restored by the promises underneath it.

“I demand a rematch,” Orla said.

Verena laughed.

Orla turned in my lap before sliding down and held out one hand toward the chair. Verena looked at it for a beat, then left her post and took it. Orla brought their joined hands against the warm line at her ribs.

“You watched the actual ride,” she said. “Both of them.”

“I did.”

“It mattered. More than the score. Don’t make me say that twice.”

Verena’s thumb moved once over Orla’s knuckles. “Then don’t make me sit so far away next time.”

The flush beneath Orla’s freckles deepened for a reason unrelated to exertion. “That sounds like a promise.”

“It sounds like terms. Learn the difference.”

“I learn fastest through practical demonstrations.”

“So I’ve noticed.”

Verena leaned close enough that Orla stopped grinning and started listening closely with her whole body.

Orla slid down until she was wedged between us on the rug, stole the blanket from the bed with one foot, and dragged it over all three of us. Verena surrendered the good chair for the floor, one shoulder against mine, while Orla sprawled across our legs under the lamps.

“Rematch rules,” Orla began.

“No speeches from the defeated,” Verena said.

“I was awarded a nine.”

“You argued with the judge.”

Orla stole the rest of Verena’s blanket in reply. Verena let her keep it and put her cold feet against my leg by way of rent.


Chapter 21: The Yards and the Trestle

The siege-yards lie south of the wall on old war ground the city kept when it could have sold it. The moment we came through the gate, Rhona Corrick stood a little straighter, and the veterans in the stands lowered their voices a beat before she reached the field. This ground belonged to her as surely as the lance yard belonged to Orla and the duel sand to Verena.

Colm Drever met her at the gate. Their clasp carried fourteen years and nine days in the time it took their fingers to close. A grey sergeant with half an ear gone and a grip like a winch, he now served as yard-master. Once, he had been a sergeant of her line. He took Rhona’s hand in both of his and held it. His mouth tightened around whatever the breach, the nine days, and the lying ballads might have made him say. Rhona looked back at him until he released her.

“Yard’s yours, mistress. Same as it ever was,” he said gruffly, and stepped back.

That was the welcome. A speech would only have made it smaller.

The demonstration was a breach-line drill, and she did it with no gear.

Rhona walked before veterans who remembered her living bracers, picked up a plain marshal’s polearm, and set its ash butt against old war ground. Her wards were nine oiled pieces in a box. What remained on the field was footwork, reach, and fourteen years of memory held in a soldier’s body. The veterans leaned forward before her first movement. They knew which parts of the legend had never depended on fire.

She set the polearm’s butt and took an imagined charge on the half-step, scaling the doorframe answer to a breach. The force that should have run her over stumbled past onto ground she had chosen. An old sergeant in the front row said something low to the man beside him, and the man nodded, and I did not need to hear it to read it off their faces: that is how she did it, that is how the line held nine days, one soldier at a time deciding where the enemy was allowed to be. She taught the old defense to the men who had survived it, and they took the lesson standing.

Drever sent six yard volunteers at her for the final movement, each carrying a padded breach-hook. The hooks were designed to catch a polearm shaft, drag it wide, and open the defender for the man behind. Rhona named the answer before they moved.

“A line fails when everyone answers the first threat,” she called to the stands. “The hook wants my weapon. The men want the door. I can lose the weapon. I cannot lose the door.”

The first hook caught her shaft. She released it at once, refusing the fight for possession, stepped inside the pull, and drove her shoulder into the hookman’s chest. His own backward force carried him across the second volunteer’s path. Rhona took the dropped polearm by the butt before it struck dirt, reversed it, and planted the crosspiece against the third man’s padded cuirass.

The remaining three came together. She yielded one pace, no more, letting them crowd the narrow chalk breach she had marked at the start. Then she turned the polearm horizontal and used the bodies already jammed in the line as her brace. Six attackers became one blocked doorway.

An old woman in the third row rose without knowing it. Her hand made a small flat gesture, a line officer steadying a wavering flank during a demonstration fourteen years after her war. Rhona’s stance on that ground had pulled the muscle-memory out of her. Rhona held the jam one beat beyond the drill, letting the veterans see its complete geometry. Then she broke it clean and stepped off her marked breach with the polearm level.

“Your gear is a tool,” she said, breathing harder now. “Your ground is the work. Confuse those and a man can disarm your entire defense by taking the expensive piece.”

She cleared the line with three short movements and grounded the polearm. Only then did I see the cost beneath the demonstration: her left forearm shook where the dead bracer’s rune-scorch crossed it, and she closed that hand twice before the tremor obeyed. No gear meant every returned impact had travelled through flesh. She saw me see it and gave me the look that said not yet.

Drever grounded his polearm before joining the first hard strikes of applause. The ovation came low and rough: fists on the rail, boots on the boards, veterans spending sound only where they meant it. Rhona took it at attention with the polearm grounded. Her left forearm still trembled from the returned impact.

Orla watched without commentary. When the last boot fell quiet, she said, “That’s the adult I want proud of me.”

I kept the confession where she put it.

Three veterans came down from the stands before Rhona could leave the field. None approached her like a legend. They came as former subordinates reporting late.

The first had lost two fingers and still saluted with the shortened hand. “North brace, sixth night,” he said.

Rhona knew him. “You were supposed to be evacuated on the fourth.”

“Orders were optimistic.”

The second veteran carried a limp that worsened on the same side as Rhona’s dead bracer. He placed a small iron token in her palm, a ward-seat tally punched with the number nine.

“Found it after the breach,” he said. “Thought you should have one that wasn’t in a song.”

Rhona closed her fingers around the token. “How many survived your section?”

“Seven from twenty-two. Drever knows the names.”

She did not ask for them in front of the stands. She promised to sit with him after the meeting, and the man accepted the appointment with visible relief.

The third was the old woman who had risen during the demonstration. She had commanded the western flank and remembered Rhona as a junior officer with more power than rank.

“You still give up the weapon too early,” the woman said.

Rhona’s mouth changed by half a degree. “You still confuse attachment with tactical necessity.”

They embraced like soldiers: one hard impact, two hands checking that the other remained solid, release before emotion became public.

Orla stood beside me and memorized every name. Later she wrote them on the back of the cheap-seat ticket, unwilling to trust memory through the card.

Her cost came after, in the engine rows.

When the stands had cleared she did not leave the yard. She walked its far edge, where the engine rows stand, the decommissioned war-machines racked and cradled like sleeping oxen, the great ward-breakers and wall-engines the war left behind, mothballed, maintained by nobody, rusting slow in their cradles under weather-cloth, and she walked the rows with a soldier’s graveyard pace, reading the stencils, and she stopped.

She stopped at an empty cradle.

It sat in the middle of the row, a cradle built to hold one of the great engines, sized for something large. The berth stood empty. Its consignment plate, the stencilled iron tag that names what a cradle holds, had weathered blank: paint gone, stamp worn to nothing. Rhona stood before the absence long enough to read the berth number twice. Her hand tightened on the polearm until the forearm tremor stopped.

“They mothballed everything after,” she said. “Nothing left the yards.”

I did not open my sight on the cradle. Something in Rhona’s face told me that turning the moment into a diagnosis would take it away from her before either of us knew what it was.

I crouched at the edge of the empty berth without opening full Runesight. The cradle’s bearing pads showed fresh grease beneath old dust. One anchor chain had been replaced within the year, its bright inner link hidden when the chain lay coiled. Fresh grease and a new chain kept the empty cradle ready for weight, proof that its absence belonged to current work.

“Do you see a name?” Rhona asked.

“No. Recent maintenance. Enough to say the emptiness is active.”

She memorized the berth number cut into the rear stone. Drever called across the field. Rhona lifted one finger for him to wait and remained at the cradle.

I kept the fresh grease and bright chain link together in memory.

Rhona crouched and rubbed dust from the berth number with the heel of her glove. Beneath the grime, four shallow impact crescents marked where the engine’s feet had struck the cradle during loading. Three had rusted dark. The fourth still showed bright metal at its deepest edge.

“It left recently,” she said.

“Within the year. The replaced chain agrees.”

She measured the distance between the impact marks with the shaft of her polearm, then transferred that distance to her own stride. The machine’s stance was nearly twice hers.

“Third-pattern width,” she said. “Built to walk while loaded. The earlier patterns needed carts.”

That recognition came from fourteen-year-old battlefield training, not my sight. I stored it beside the maintained cradle and let her own expertise own the conclusion.

Drever brought Rhona to the reconstructed gate where apprentices had assembled the old siege geometry from measured drawings. The prop lacked live force, but its counterweight reproduced the mass that had struck her bracer.

“They teach the break as unavoidable,” Drever said.

Rhona walked the beam’s travel and asked for the original brace angle. An apprentice pointed to a painted line.

“Wrong. The west footing sank after impact. Before it, the brace sat four inches higher.”

They raised the prop. Rhona set the polearm shaft against the dead beam and showed how her formation had divided the returned load through three bodies. The apprentice released the counterweight. Wood struck ash with a boom that silenced the next row.

Rhona held. Her feet and shoulder carried the force into the ground.

“The fourth soldier stood here,” she said, moving one apprentice by the elbow. “If you leave her out, students think one gifted magus held alone. Corrick held because Venn, Salter, and Ilyan made a circuit with her. Put their names on the diagram.”

Drever handed the apprentice chalk. All three names went onto the reconstructed gate before Rhona stepped away.

The trestle read was the afternoon’s work, and it cost me, and I bank the cost honest because a sight without a price is a lie.

The fitting floor kept the circuit’s working ledgers: ratings, placements, and the house’s private arithmetic, guarded along a long trestle by vigilant clerks. I could not touch the books and would not have tried. I did not need to.

A repair queue supplied my cover. I waited near the trestle with an ordinary ticket and read over the clerks’ shoulders from across the floor. Runesight took more than words. It read ink age, pressure, and the habits of the clerk who laid each entry.

Distance, movement, and a crowd made this the hardest reading I knew. By mid-afternoon, strain tightened from temple to temple in a hot band. I worked through the ache long enough to buy two facts worth its price, then no longer.

The first entry sat on Orla’s current line: DEMONSTRATION VALUE: FORFEIT. The ink had not yet finished darkening. A tiny smear at the final T showed the clerk had closed the volume before it dried, likely after the tier-rig refusal. The house had booked the planned crash as a lost return.

I followed the column rule down to an older cross-reference in the margin. Its ink had aged brown-black, laid nine years earlier and retraced twice by later clerks. The name beside it read DALE, M.

A clerk turned the page before I could catch the full code. I kept my gaze on the repair ticket in my hand and waited through two customers. When the volume opened again, I read the reference backward in the reflection of a polished fitting instrument. The reversed numerals matched the founding-case column.

The doctrine’s birthday was Mirren Dale’s crash.

The two entries supplied the chain. Nine-year-old ink beside DALE, M. cited her crash as the founding case for soft ratings. Fresh ink beside Orla recorded the current profit forfeited when she refused the house rig. I had read a doubled trigger on Dale’s preserved strut. The house’s own book linked that sabotaged crash to every scholarship rider capped afterward.

The finding reached far beyond one ruined rider’s private answer. Dale’s best pass had been turned into the precedent that priced Orla at four.

The distance read charged its price. Heat tightened from temple to temple, and the columns began to double at their edges. I closed Runesight before strain turned certainty into wishful reading. The two entries remained fixed in rune-memory: DALE, M. in old ink, DEMONSTRATION VALUE: FORFEIT in new.

Ollisant crossed the floor during the read. I closed Runesight and picked up the repair strut. This time he did not inspect my hands. He stopped beside the ledger trestle and tapped the page nearest me.

“How old is that correction?” he asked a clerk.

“This week, Master Ollisant.”

His eyes came to me for one second.

His next request made the house’s own clerk expose the prior volume and its older ink. The technical question tested whether I had read the ink’s age beneath its words. I kept working. Ollisant took the volume away without another glance.

Verena had watched from the queue’s edge. “He changed the test.”

“Yes.”

“Did you pass?”

“He didn’t tell me.”

“That’s the part I don’t like.”

Ollisant returned the prior volume near closing. He set it beneath the cracked buckle I was truing, forcing me either to acknowledge the book or pretend a ledger had not appeared under my work.

“This hinge failed from repeated side-load,” he said.

It had. The customer had mounted it backward for months.

“Yes.”

“And the correction beneath it?”

The fresh note showed a pressure pool before FORFEIT. “Written after consultation. The clerk waited on the final word.”

Ollisant’s white brows lifted. “Consultation with whom?”

“The pressure cannot tell me.”

That was the limit he wanted. Runesight could preserve a pause; it could not invent the speaker beside it.

He slid the volume free. “Good. A reader who loves his answer more than his evidence is merely a poet with tools.”

“Was that instruction?”

“It was a buckle assessment. You are charging too little.”

He walked off with the book. Verena waited until he crossed the room.

“Did you pass that one?”

“He insulted my prices. I think we may be colleagues.”

The gala came that evening. We stayed long enough to be seen and read the room.

We went because a delegation that skips the sponsor’s gala announces it has something to hide, and we had a great deal to hide, so we went and were seen enjoying nothing, which is the correct texture for a family working in enemy country.

Orla arrived in a borrowed dress she had decided to hate on sight and intended to campaign against all evening. “It’s a sail,” she announced, to me, to Tam, to a passing footman with a tray. “Who fights in this? You couldn’t clear a fence in this. If a fire started I would die in this, tangled up like a fly in a web, and they’d all say, well, she looked lovely.” She caught a hip on the corner of a serving table, extricated herself with the affronted dignity of a cat, and stole two of whatever was on the tray on the way past. “The capital is against movement as a concept. Everything here is built to make you stand still and be looked at. No wonder they can’t ride.”

Tam lost his fight against copying the chandelier’s lamp-rune array. Ferrant sampled one under-salted skewer and muttered about rich men’s fear of pepper.

Rhona stood at the wall in soft wool, speaking quietly with a capital colonel whose campaign pins she recognized. She kept every door in view over his shoulder.

The colonel had taught from the official breach account for six years. Rhona corrected him between courses, using three olives and a folded napkin as the gate geometry.

“The reserve did not arrive on the seventh night,” she said, moving one olive. “They arrived after dawn on the eighth. The west line held the gap.”

“The account credits the reserve.”

“The account was written by the reserve’s commander.”

He stared down at the napkin. “Corrick, that changes the casualty decision.”

“It changes who made it.”

He asked for the names. Rhona supplied them from memory, including two soldiers who had survived only to die years later of ordinary winter fever. The colonel wrote every one on the back of his invitation.

“Send me the corrected formation,” he said. “I’ll change the lesson.”

“No. Bring your cadets to the yard. Drever still has the ground. Let them walk the distance before they copy another clean diagram.”

He accepted the correction without defending his six years. That, more than his pins, earned Rhona’s full attention. They arranged a morning when the card ended. Rhona made him repeat the corrected sequence before she released him: west line, seventh night; reserve, eighth dawn; names before commander. He stumbled once over Ilyan, started again without prompting, and earned her single nod on the second complete attempt before carefully returning the folded invitation to his own inner pocket.

Orla passed them once, saw the battlefield made from olives, and quietly replaced the one Ferrant had eaten from the reserve.

But it was Verena the room watched.

She wore borrowed capital formal as armor and gave the room nothing back. Liselle Marchbank crossed from her family’s group before the old sneer could settle on her face.

“Belloc will pressure your left,” Liselle said without greeting. “His cousin says the shoulder gives him away. Everyone knows that now, so he’ll know you know.”

“Useful,” Verena replied.

Liselle looked at the fitted line of Verena’s formal coat, searching for hidden gear even here. “Marchbank offered me another Ascension harness after Grayvern. I asked who set the rating. They stopped answering.”

“And?”

“I declined it. I am training in my old gear until someone answers the question. It is worse gear. I dislike losing in it.”

“Good. Dislike can teach.”

Liselle’s chin came up at the bluntness, then lowered again. “You could be gracious.”

“I am. You declined the easy lie. I noticed.”

That landed harder than praise dressed sweetly. Liselle gave her an unforced nod. Verena returned the exact measured courtesy Maddoc would have shown, and the bought girl’s world shifted another degree.

Orla intercepted Liselle as she turned away. “Old gear doesn’t have to mean bad gear. Bring it to the Annex tomorrow. We won’t make it Ascension. We can make sure it tells you the truth.”

Liselle glanced toward her family’s cluster. Her mother was watching.

“Your stall has a queue.”

“Queues move. Pride just stands there looking expensive.”

Liselle almost produced the sneer. Instead she took a blank repair ticket from Tam, wrote MARCHBANK, L. across it, and folded it into her glove.

“After my morning heat,” she said.

“Before. If a strap lies, I’d rather find out while you still have all your bones.”

They made a practical appointment without pretending friendship or softening either woman’s pride. Liselle returned to her family carrying the Grey Annex’s cheap paper against Marchbank silk.

Isbeth Vellick stood in Spire silver among the capital Vellicks, tall, sleek, and unreadable, silver hair straight as a banner. She did what she always did in a room: filed everyone and said less than she knew.

Across the floor, two nobles occupied her with a pleasantry. Our party entered soon after: Verena wearing borrowed formality as armor, Orla loud beside her, and me behind them in a grey sash that did not belong. Isbeth saw us. Mid-sentence, she stopped.

A single unmeasured sentence came out of her that was not pre-cut to size.

I was too far to hear the words. The strangers blinked. Isbeth’s next sentence returned to its measured length, and her shoulders resumed their immaculate square. She continued the conversation without looking our way. I left the lapse unnamed.

Verena found me at the edge of the gala later with two cups and gave me one. “You’ve got your reading face on,” she said, low and dry. “The one you use on a lattice that doesn’t add.” She followed my eyes across the room to the capital Vellicks in their silver and studied them the way she studied an opponent’s guard, and found nothing worth a comment. “Ice, all of them,” she said, and turned her back on the whole wall of silver, and that was that. I kept the cracked sentence to myself. It was not mine to spend.


Chapter 22: The Founding Shear

Orla and I brought it to Dale together and asked permission. The thing on her wall was hers; the truth inside it was hers. You do not take a nine-year grief down on the strength of a glance beneath a stair. You ask at her table, with her watching, and leave room for no.

“You want to read my strut,” said Mirren Dale, when I laid it out plain, the two of us come up her leather-and-pigeon stair in the evening to ask, and she looked at us with the flat scorn she keeps for sentiment, hers most of all. “It’s a strut, you two. It’s been on that wall nine years. I’ve had every forensic smith the insurers could afford look at that crash, back when it mattered, back when I still thought it mattered, and they all said the same thing, which is that I rode above my grade and sheared a rig and it’s a tragedy and here’s your payout, mind the settlement. There’s nothing on it. It’s a bone I keep. Let it be a bone.”

“Adrec Ollisant is in this city,” I said, “and he looked at a cut strap two days ago and said one word to a head marshal, and the word was forged. There’s a hand working this meeting that cuts death into gear in other men’s signatures. I’ve read his work four times now. And I’ve read your strut once, in passing, under your stair, and I didn’t want to, and I need to read it properly, on your table, with you watching every stroke, because I think the bone you keep is evidence, and I think you were owed the truth of it nine years ago and got a settlement instead.” I set my roll of gravers on her chalked floor. “You can tell me no. It’s your wall. But I’d set up like a surgeon, and I’d show you my working throughout. At the end you’d know, one way or the other, forever.”

She looked at me a long moment, a horse-trader pricing a claim, and then she looked at the strut on the wall over her chalked floor where it had hung for nine years, and she took it down herself and set it on the table, and she said, “Show me your working. All of it. And if you’re wrong, or if you’re being kind, I’ll know, because I’ve been lied to gently by better men than you, and I’d rather the bone than a kindness.” And she pulled up her one chair and sat, and I set up like a surgeon. I read the founding shear to the woman it ruined, stroke by stroke, with every conclusion laid beside the evidence that earned it.

Before I read the crime, I described a natural overload shear aloud so she had a measurable baseline for the cut one. “A rig that shears from real overload tears,” I said. “It’s ugly. The metal necks down where it stretched, the grain pulls into strings, the break is ragged because the failure was a surprise to the metal and it fought it the whole way down. That’s what a rider riding above her grade leaves. Ragged. Fought.” I turned the strut. “Now look at yours. Your break is unnaturally tidy. The metal didn’t fight, because a cut told it where to let go and did, on cue, without a struggle. An overload shear is a scream. Yours is a door opening.”

I lit the strut face under a low true light.

“A faded trigger remains on the shear face,” I said, tracing a hair above the metal. “Nine years blurred the strokes enough for the insurers to call them wear. It did not erase where the tool stopped.”

I found the first terminus, then the second. Every ending carried a needless extra seal, the same unconscious full stop I had read on the tower stair, ford ward, and day-one strap.

“One hand across nine years,” I said. “Someone cut this strut to fail.”

Dale’s eyes stayed on the metal. “Show the rest.”

I broke the forged signature open for her next, because the strut carried a signature, the mark of the smith who last certified it, an innocent circuit smith’s mark, and it is the whole cruelty of the cleaner’s craft that the last hand on the murdered gear is always an innocent one, forged, so the suspicion lands elsewhere, and I showed her how the show and the help came apart. “This mark says a circuit smith named Harrow certified this strut sound. And the surface says so, the flourish is his, the profile of the mark is his. But the structure under the mark isn’t his hand. A certifying stroke sits a certain way, at a certain pressure, a working smith’s tired, uneven stroke, and this one is too good, too even, too deliberate, a master engraver’s hand imitating a journeyman’s, and no one imitating a lesser hand ever gets the carelessness right, because carelessness is structure and structure can’t be forged. Harrow didn’t certify this. Someone cut Harrow’s mark onto a killing strut so that when it failed, an innocent man’s signature would be the last thing anyone read, and the innocent certifier would spend nine years wondering what he missed. That’s the artist’s whole method. He kills and leaves the nearest innocent craftsman carrying the blame.”

I verified the hidden lattice before I timed it. A claim this large deserved more than my sight.

From my roll I took three things: lamp-black, a hair brush, and a tuning fork cut to the ordinary resonance of oath-metal. I dusted the shear face so fine powder settled in every surviving depression. Under the low lamp, eleven strokes darkened. Harrow’s visible certification mark crossed only four. The other seven formed a buried trigger family no working certifier would put near a load junction.

Dale bent close enough that her cropped hair nearly touched the metal.

“I can see those,” she said.

“The powder shows depth, not intent. Watch the junction.”

I struck the fork softly and brought it near the strut without touching. Healthy oath-metal answers with one stable note. The old shear face produced a faint second vibration at the buried keystone, a shiver too low to become sound. Nine years of fade had not erased the geometry.

Orla put two fingers on the table and felt it through the wood. “There.”

Dale’s hand hovered over the strut. “Again.”

I struck the fork again. The hidden trigger answered in the same place.

She took the tuning fork from me. Her ruined shoulder made the first strike weak, producing only the untouched metal’s fundamental note. She changed hands, struck with the left, and brought it near the shear. The second vibration trembled through the tabletop.

“I can make it answer,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Then I can show another rider. This isn’t faith in your eyes.”

“No. The powder and resonance remain visible to anyone patient enough to repeat them.”

She struck it a third time. Orla put one palm flat on the table beside the strut and felt the buried keystone answer through the wood.

“Keep the powder pattern,” Dale said. “Do nothing permanent to the face.”

“Agreed. The strut stays yours and unchanged.”

Only then did I show them the forged stroke order. Harrow, the innocent circuit smith whose mark sat on the surface, cut his H-family left to right and closed the lower loop last. I had inspected three verified Harrow certifications at the fitting floor that morning to confirm it. The strut’s copied mark had the correct final shape but was laid right to left, upper loop first. The cleaner’s hand wore Harrow’s letters and wrote them in the cleaner’s grammar.

“An insurer’s smith saw the name and stopped,” I said. “The name was meant to stop him.”

Dale’s mouth tightened. “And Ollisant?”

“He may have seen ambiguity and lacked a second example of the habit. He has one now.”

Only after the powder, resonance, stroke order, and doubled termini agreed beyond dispute did I move to timing, the part that unmade her.

“The trigger required full-output resonance,” I said. “Slow passes could never fire it. The fade dates the cut to eleven days before your crash. Someone knew which card would draw your largest crowd and keyed the strut to the output you used there.”

I set the light down without giving the rider’s answer before she asked for it.

I laid a pine slip beside the strut. Before coming to the loft, I had returned to the fitting-floor queue and read the precedent spread a second time. The margin citation DALE, M. carried a reference code into a copied founding abstract on the facing page. I had held that abstract in rune-memory and recut every visible line onto pine at the stall.

Dale leaned toward it.

“The working ledger states this directly,” I told her. “Every word below is in the house’s record.”

The abstract was short enough to fit between two current rating columns:

FOUNDING INCIDENT: DALE, M. FRAME SHEAR AT FULL-OUTPUT RESONANCE. SAFETY CLASSIFICATION ADOPTED. SOFT-RATING SCHEDULE AUTHORIZED FOR SCHOLARSHIP AND TEST FRAMES. PROJECTED RETURN: REPLACEMENT FRAMES AT TIER; LOSS REDUCTION CLAIM TO SPONSOR VALUE.

Below it sat the original authorization line, copied forward whenever a clerk opened a new circuit volume. The ink was nine years old. The hand was the capital issue-master’s.

Beneath that line waited the countersignature:

COUNTERSIGNED: RENWARD V.

I had known Renward’s hand for forty years. A long first downstroke, the V closed too tight at the base, and a pressure hitch before the final flourish where he always paused to look at whoever watched him sign. He had put that signature over my work thousands of times. No clerk had forged this one. The pressure habit was his, preserved in the old abstract ink.

I guided Dale’s attention from the pine copy to the ledger-reference marks I had reproduced at the edge. “The code ties this abstract to your incident file. The same code appears beside your name in Orla’s current rating entry. Your crash became the founding case. Every scholarship rider capped two grades low in the name of safety hangs from this line.”

Dale read the words again. “Projected return.”

“Your crash sold replacement frames, soft ratings, and nine years of scheduled failures.”

Her finger stopped beneath the countersignature without touching it.

“Renward Vellick.”

“His hand. Verified against forty years of signatures I cut beneath. He did not merely inherit the doctrine. He authorized the founding crime.”

The strut proved sabotage. The ledger showed what the sabotage sold. Renward’s pressure habit put the patriarch above both.

“There is no wager in this,” I said. “His name is on it.”

Mirren Dale took it in stages, the way a rider walks toward an injury already visible at the end of the course. She tested each conclusion against the strut, struck the fork herself, and reread the copied abstract. I did not hurry her between those acts. Nine years of believing she fell. Nine years of a bone on her wall she dusted and looked at and blamed herself over. Nine years of watching riders kept slow with her name on the reason, believing, mostly, some days, that the doctrine was right because look what happened to the Swallow. All of it was re-priced on her own table, in her own loft, by a bench-rat showing his work. She raised no argument because I had shown her every stroke. She reads truth the way she reads a course: whole.

After the third reading, she asked to be shown the doubled ending. She wanted no summary. “Where,” she said. “Show me where he stopped twice.” I guided her jockey’s finger to a hair above the metal without letting either of us touch it, and moved it down the shear face to the first terminus and held it there, and told her to feel for the place the light changed. She could not see the doubling; no one but a master can. But she could see the place I meant, the small healed scar where a hand had closed and closed again over its own work. She held her finger a hair above her own ruin until the lamp flame shifted.

“I dusted that thing for nine years and never let myself follow the question of why the break was so tidy,” she said quietly.

She withdrew and braced her palm beside the strut. Her thumb rubbed once across the forefinger’s callus while the pigeons shifted behind her.

She went back through it once, out loud, in fragments, not to argue but to make it true to herself, the way a rider walks a course she has already ridden to be sure she rode it. “Eleven days before. I’d have been here. Anyone could have reached the rig. I didn’t lock the rack. Who cuts a strut?” Her thumbs braced against the table. “I’ve remembered that pass every day and told myself I rode it wrong. Every rider I told to slow down got the lie from my mouth because I had the scar to prove it.”

Her right hand closed around her left forefinger until the callus blanched.

Her final question belonged entirely to a rider. Hearing it told me the woman beneath the ruin remained whole. She did not ask who or why or how much they made. She asked the only thing a rider cares about, in a voice scraped down to nothing.

“Did I make the pass? Before it fired. Was the line good?”

“The line was perfect from launch to target,” I said. “That is why the trigger fired. A slower or shorter pass would never have completed it. Someone built the shear to punish your best ride.”

Her jaw locked. Two furious breaths shook the ruined shoulder before tears escaped down her weathered face. She scrubbed them away with the back of a jockey’s hand, then set that hand on the strut.

“Tell me the recorded time.”

I found the narrow timing column on the copied abstract. “Thirty-one and four fifths to the target.”

Orla inhaled. “That holds the old course record.”

“By three fifths,” Dale said without calculating. “They voided it because I didn’t complete the brake.”

“The target strike completed before the shear. Center, according to the ring-lag.”

Dale stood so abruptly the chair fell behind her. She walked to the chalk floor, planted her feet where the launch gate would have been, and moved through the opening sequence with empty hands. The ruined shoulder could not finish the old motion. Her feet remembered every mark.

“Thirty-one and four fifths,” she said at the imaginary target. “Record that on the proof copy as evidence. I have no use for consolation.”

I entered it beside the ring response and passed Dale the pen to initial the addition herself.

When she looked up, her gaze passed over us and fixed on Renward’s countersignature.

“Nine years,” said Mirren Dale, level, dry, terrible. “I taught riders to ride slow. Because of me. Because of a thing on my wall I dusted.” She looked at the strut. “It was never my wall. It was theirs. They hung it there. I just dusted it for them.”

Orla had sat through all of it without interrupting. When she spoke, her aim was cold and clear.

“They rated me expendable,” said Orla. “Demonstration value. A crash they could sell. They rated you a warning to keep riders slow. They rated the bench-rat property and put a collar on him.” She looked at the strut on the table, and then at Dale, and then at me. “I’m going to cost them everything the file says I’m worth. On their sand. With their crowd watching. Every grade they capped and every crash they sold and every rider they kept slow with your name, I’m going to give it all back in one ride, in front of the ten thousand people they invited to watch me fail.” Her voice was not loud. It was the small dangerous register, the one she’d used over a hole in a board. “They should not have written four. And they should not have hung your crash on your own wall and made you dust it.”

The pigeons shifted behind her. Dale put one finger through the slats, and a grey hen leaned into it.

Orla watched the contact. “In the final, I ride the line. Rathmell and the book can think it’s an argument if they want.”

Dale stroked the hen’s breast once. “Good. Arguments look sideways. Riders look home.”

Dale looked at her a long moment, the horse-trader pricing something she had not expected to find. “You might,” she said. “God help them, you might.”

“No,” I said, “they shouldn’t have. And there’s a cold thing that comes with the true thing, and I’ll say it now while we’re all here, because we don’t hide dangers in this family.” I looked at Dale. “This evidence makes you a target. The artist who cut your crash is at this meeting, cutting fresh, and the house cleans its ledger. A grounded rider with a nine-year-old crash on her wall was a solved problem for nine years. A grounded rider who’s just learned her crash was cut, and who could say so, is a loose end. From tonight, you’re not alone. Ever. One of us in the loft, on the stair, on the street. You’ve been dangerous to them for nine years without knowing it. Now you know it, and so will they, the moment they wonder what a bench-rat and his flyer talked to the Swallow about.”

Mirren Dale looked at the three of us, and the scorn she kept for sentiment did not arrive. Dale knew a held line when she saw one.

“Nine years of suspecting made me ready to hear it,” she said. “You don’t ride the best pass of your life and believe their story all the way down. I never had proof.”

She squared her ruined shoulder. “I’ll take the watch, but don’t mistake that for joining your household, children, and don’t start looking pleased. But when your flyer rides that final, I’ll be in the stands knowing the thing she rides against down to its hidden cuts.”

She put the strut back on the wall deliberately. “Leave it there. Let it look harmless a while longer.”

She opened the loft’s old lesson book and made the new truth useful before grief could turn inward again. Every page carried a pupil’s name, a route, and the rating she had advised. She turned nine years of leaves until she reached a rider marked grade five who had later vanished from the circuit.

“I won’t make another monument out of people I failed,” Dale said. “Tomorrow I write to the ones I can still reach. I tell them their ratings deserve independent tests. I do not mention this strut.”

Orla nodded from across the table. “Action without exposing the evidence.”

“Bring a jockey bad news when you need action. Priests can have the rest.”

Dale tore an unused sheet from the back. Orla sat opposite and supplied names from newer cards. The two lists met in the middle of the table, old riders and young, each with an address or a likely circuit stop. Dale marked three as urgent because their current frames shared the old soft-rating family. Orla knew a courier headed west at dawn. Before we left, the first warnings were folded, sealed, and hidden beneath the courier’s ordinary tack receipts. Dale copied no accusation, only test instructions another working smith could repeat: powder, fork, stroke order, terminus. Each letter carried a path back to evidence and asked no one for immediate, unsupported belief.

We walked back through the capital’s night streets not talking much, with Orla cataloguing every open roof and courier lane while leaving the usual jokes unsaid, and once she stopped in the middle of an empty square and looked up at the vault-district spires standing black against the dark and said, “They built all this on people like her. And you. And me. Every stone of it is somebody they priced.” I said yes. She looked at it a while longer and did not rage at it, just looked, pricing it back, and then she said, “Good thing we’re expensive,” and walked on.

We walked the last streets three abreast in the dark, Dale’s watch already arranged behind us, and I felt the family close a notch tighter, as it does after a truth is shared and not spent alone. A street later, quiet gold lettering resolved between Orla and me, an aim shared three ways.

[Soul-Attunement: Orla Selkirk, 34%]

Orla stopped beneath a streetlamp and searched my face.

“Thirty-four,” she said.

I touched the rig-tag inside my apron. Orla gave one sharp nod and kept walking beside me.


Chapter 23: The Feature

Ser Edran Belloc is the capital’s rank one, and he had studied Verena, and I knew he had studied her the moment he came onto the sand, because he came on cautious, which rank ones do not do against provincial champions. That caution said he had read the reports and believed them. Believing any report about Verena Rennick conceded more ground than he knew.

He is big and dark-bearded and he wears Ascension-tier gear, and I read the gear from the bench, first out of reflex and then on purpose. The finding deserved to be savoured: Belloc’s gear carried no hidden interference. Paid for and un-rigged, every rune delivered the output its grade promised. No throttle, shunt, or house arithmetic hid in the anchor-work. A rank one rode on gear he had earned, sold straight because he was theirs and there was no reason to cheat a man on your own side. It was rare enough to feel like cold water after dust: unrigged gear on a fair fighter after a season of throttles, shears, and forged farrier’s marks, and I sat at the bench and read a fair fight coming and found I wanted to watch it as a man and not only as a smith.

The bout deserved every breath the arena gave it. Belloc’s game is pressure, a slow relentless closing, a big man who takes the centre and makes you fight for room and never lets the tempo be yours, and he brought it, and for the first exchanges he had her measuring him, giving ground, reading. Verena’s game was the bind: reading steel through steel, feeling what the opposing grip intended half a beat before commitment. Against a man as controlled as Belloc, that half-beat was everything.

She spent the first third of the bout collecting his habits. The shoulder tell Sarn had described. The small drop before the big man committed. Meanwhile, the capital crowd saw a provincial champion surrendering ground and mistook the gathering for defeat.

They were watching her load.

His first scoring sequence began with three attacks designed to move her, with no need to land. Each drove Verena toward a different patch of churned sand. On the fourth, he stamped the loose footing under her rear heel and touched her breastplate while she recovered.

At the reset, Verena walked to the same patch deliberately. Belloc followed, expecting to own it twice. She compacted the surface with two short retreating steps, turned from the firmer edge, and nearly took his wrist. His guard caught her by a finger’s width.

The crowd applauded the failed touch. Belloc smiled behind his blade.

“Good ground,” he said.

“Better now,” Verena answered.

He changed tactics on the sixth crossing, abandoning her feet and attacking the weapon. Three hard beats tested Maddoc’s blade near the guard. Verena refused to match strength. She let each impact travel through the narrowed steel, rolled the third off her point, and touched Belloc’s bucklerless forearm. The marshal denied the score because her flat landed first.

Belloc inspected the unbroken chalk streak on his sleeve. Verena inspected the fresh nick on Maddoc’s edge. Both had learned something the board did not record. Verena ran her thumb beside the nick, never across it, and changed the angle of her next parry to protect Maddoc’s old steel. Belloc noticed the care and stopped beating at the weapon. Worthy opponents preserve one another’s tools when victory does not require breaking them.

Belloc took the first touch after twenty-three strokes, a flat strike to her upper arm that his unaltered gear counted as a valid touch. The capital roared. He did not celebrate. He reset in the center and watched her feet.

Verena touched Maddoc’s pommel once before returning to guard.

The second exchange began slower. Belloc used his size to crowd the bind without committing his shoulder. Verena tested high, low, then high again. His pressure never wavered. She yielded three steps and caught his thrust on the strong of her blade.

Steel spoke through her hand. I saw the instant she learned his preferred recovery: heel first, shoulder second, guard third.

She took the next touch on his wrist.

One to one.

The crowd’s roar split now, capital loyalty against the pleasure of a true contest. Belloc heard it and smiled behind his beard. Verena’s mouth answered at one corner.

Third exchange, he changed leads. The left lead shortened his reach by half an inch. Verena let the missing distance carry him into empty space and touched his ribs on the turn.

Two to one.

Belloc reset by dragging the left heel through sand, erasing the print that had betrayed his reach. Verena saw the deliberate correction and saluted it with her blade.

He used the next reset to change his grip, thumb along the guard for finer point control. Verena answered with a lower hand and offered him the outside line. Their tips circled without touching. Belloc tested once, withdrew, then drove through the invitation. She caught the thrust but not the follow-up pommel check; it struck her vambrace hard enough to ring.

No point. Both stepped apart smiling now, the private pleasure of finding an opponent who refused the obvious answer.

He answered immediately. A shieldless shoulder check inside the bind drove her back, legal and hard. His blade kissed the side of her cuirass before she recovered.

Two to two.

I read both sets of gear from the bench. Belloc’s kinetic-return family stored the shoulder impact and bled it correctly through the vent, no hidden assistance. Maddoc’s sword drew only from Verena’s ground-anchor and delivery spiral. No house trick. No smith’s intervention possible or needed. Two elite fighters stood even on themselves.

Two sets of gear with no hidden assistance left the bout to the fighters. No repair, warning, or hidden cut asked for my hands. I set the strut aside and watched.

Belloc pressed again, but he had shown the left lead. Verena made him think she feared the shoulder check. She widened her stance half a fraction and gave him the lane.

He took it.

At the last possible instant she turned her hip, let his shoulder skim past, and laid the flat of her blade across his back before he could recover.

Three to two.

Belloc laughed as he returned to the mark. It was not mockery. He had recognized the trap after springing it and admired the work.

“Again,” he said across the sand.

Verena saluted with Maddoc’s sword.

Belloc pressed through the middle third and drove her toward the rail. Verena gave ground one measured step at a time. Each bind carried his weight into her hand: shoulder first on the heavy drive, heel first when he meant to recover, guard tightening whenever he feinted low.

He feinted high and committed at her hip. Verena rolled her blade along his, letting the point pass by the width of a coin. Their steel stayed crossed for half a beat. Belloc tried to withdraw through strength. She let him, taking the recovery through her grip before yielding another step.

The crowd groaned. Verena’s storm-grey gaze settled. She had the shoulder sequence now.

He backed her nearly to the rail. The capital crowd began the low murmur reserved for a favourite in trouble. Belloc, no fool, felt the room turn his way and pressed harder. A rank one takes the room’s belief as fuel. That was the mistake: harder pressure enlarged his tell, and she had it now.

She turned the bout on his shoulder, where Sarn’s two pages had placed the door. Belloc gave the small drop before committing his weight. Verena entered before the drive landed, stepped off the rail behind her, and let his mass carry him past her guard into nothing.

The bind broke his way, then hers, within half a breath. She turned his pressure game against him and used his committed weight to unbalance the crossed steel. Ten thousand people understood too late why she had surrendered ground. Then she disarmed him. The blade spun from his grip and grounded. Hers stayed level without rising toward his throat. Verena stepped back and let him retrieve his steel, Maddoc’s manners on the kingdom’s largest stage. A beaten man did not have to crawl for a champion’s victory.

The capital had come hoping to expose a provincial fluke. Instead, the polite woman from day one had shown them a national storm on day five. The crown was real, and the scoreboard now carried a problem the kingdom had witnessed.

Belloc’s sword lay in the sand for half a second before the north tiers understood the rail had been bait. Verena stood at measure with her point lowered.

The north tiers rose first.

The sound crossed the bowl in sections. Grayvern’s delegation first, a small hard knot above the competitors’ gate. The working paddock joined from the lower benches. Then the capital seats followed. Visible mastery left the crowd no dignified alternative.

In the sponsor box, three clerks looked down at their boards as though chalk might reverse the result. The grandmaster did not. He watched Maddoc’s plain sword in Verena’s hand, looking for a gear explanation that plain steel refused to provide.

Orla hammered both palms on the rail and shouted Verena’s name until Tam joined her. Rhona did not shout. She stood with her arms folded and pride visible in the angle of her chin.

Verena waited through all of it without raising her blade. She gave Belloc room to retrieve his dignity before she accepted the crowd.

Belloc’s salute was long and thoughtful. He grounded his re-taken blade and saluted her the full salute, the one a rank one gives an equal, and he held it a beat longer than form required, a man re-pricing his whole season in real time, and Verena returned it with equal measure.

The arena board changed while they still faced each other. A clerk wiped the capital mark beside Belloc’s name and chalked the loss in strokes big enough for the upper wall. The north tiers read it first. Then the gallery. By the time Verena turned for the gate, people in Belloc’s own colors were on their feet. Mastery forced respect before pride could stop it; allegiance could argue later.

I watched the sponsor box while the wall chanted her name, because the box is where the money learns things. The grandmaster sat very still and did not applaud, and beside him a clerk leaned to say something and was waved silent. They had budgeted a provincial fluke and got a national champion in her second capital appearance, and there is no line in a book for that, and I watched them fail to find one. She walked through that sound without looking at the sponsor box.

The result stood without excuse, and I loved the sport again for the second time in a week, which is more than it usually earns.

Orla watched without narrating, studying Verena’s patience with both hands gripping the rail. Rhona gave the bout one nod and the words “nearly perfect.” Tam copied the shoulder sequence into his little book. Garvan looked from Sarn’s tactical letter to Belloc’s grounded sword.

“Family beats reports,” he said.

Belloc came to the competitors’ bench after changing, a courtesy rank one did not owe a provincial stall. He placed his vambrace on the counter with the chalk streak from Verena’s flat still visible.

“Read it,” he said. “I want to know whether I lost to hidden gear or a better bind.”

I opened Runesight over the metal, then pointed to the load history. “No foreign boost touched the exchange. Her sword drew from her. Your kinetic return vented every impact it should have. The bind beat you.”

Belloc examined the chalk streak. The answer stung; I saw it land in the set of his jaw. He did not turn the sting into an insult.

“Good,” he said after a moment. “Then I know what to train.”

He took the vambrace and left. No technical guidance sought, no second salute, no tidy friendship offered while the defeat was fresh. He had asked the only question that mattered and accepted an answer that left the work to him.

Orla made her quarterfinal that afternoon with an undisputed win over a western rider who tried to run the boundary game on a flyer. She took the first touch by launching off the threatened edge, the second on a recovery the judges confirmed through ring-lag, and the third by catching the rail on one foot and turning in air. Tomorrow’s semifinal would put her one heat from Rathmell.

In the tunnel, Verena caught Orla’s wrist before the crew reached them. She placed Orla’s palm against the pulse beating high under her collar.

“Nearly perfect,” Orla said, borrowing Rhona’s mark.

“Your rail turn was reckless.”

“You liked it.”

Verena’s pulse jumped under her hand. “Those are not contradictory statements.”

Orla hooked one finger beneath Verena’s collar, drew her down the necessary inch, and kissed the corner of her mouth. Brief. Deliberate. Family, but no longer plausibly sisterly.

Verena’s hand settled at Orla’s waist after the kiss ended.

“Tomorrow, you do not spend that turn early.”

“Tomorrow, you sit where I can see you.”

“Terms accepted.”

They separated when Tam rounded the tunnel carrying three repair tickets and immediately pretended to have noticed nothing. His ears went red enough to expose the lie.

Rathmell watched Verena this time and left before the rest of the card. His early exit suggested the house might now treat her as a spent problem and concentrate on Orla, who was still climbing. It remained an inference, not a fact, so I brought the uncertainty to the pot and withheld a conclusion the evidence had not earned.

“If his exit means what I think, the champion and the cleaner may both turn toward you,” I told Orla.

She kept oiling the buckle. “Then we make them divide their attention. Rathmell gets my line. The cleaner gets every pair of eyes we can spare.”

Verena tapped the table. “And you don’t enjoy being bait.”

“I enjoy everything. It’s my only flaw.”

The laughter ended, but Orla’s practical split remained on the table. Her answer advanced the plan further than another explanation of Rathmell’s creed could.

Crane’s statement landed on the same card, and the capital heard the absence like a cracked cathedral bell.

He fought a courtesy exhibition unbadged, no house colours on his back and his plain personal blade in hand. At the end, he saluted his opponent and the crowd. He omitted the house box.

The omission travelled through the tiers as a murmur. Crane supplied no explanation. He left the capital to carry its question home.

That night Verena took me up onto the top wall of the arena and planted our flag on the enemy’s own sky.

She came for me with her post-victory certainty, finding me at the competitors’ bench within five seconds of the crowd releasing her, the tradition’s tell, and she did not say tradition in front of the family, she said it with her eyes, storm-grey gone molten across the paddock, and then she had the stolen key in her hand and she was already climbing before I had set down the strut I was holding.

She brought a stolen marshals’ key and a champion’s grin. The stair opened onto the top-wall walkway, where the capital lay below in lights: the cold vault district, the counting lanes, and the dark bulk of the house’s spire. Wind pulled at her loosened hair.

At the parapet, vertigo found me in the drop, the dark, and the window somewhere below where a collar had come off a throat. Verena turned, storm-grey eyes molten with the day’s victory.

“Tradition. Up here. Their city.” Adrenaline put the demand in front, where she always carried it. “Take it. Their city. Take it.”

“Yes,” I said. She was already turning. Consent went both ways fast and clear: hers in the words, grin, and hands; mine in the answer and the way I set myself behind her.

She braced both palms on the cold parapet and offered me the deep lumbar arch against the lit skyline. Her training blacks slid over her hips to her thighs, clothes shifted only as far as urgency required.

For one hungry beat I took in what the lowered fabric framed: the big, round, muscle-heavy curve of her ass tipped toward me over ten thousand dark windows, trim waist above, strong thighs spread beneath. Her anchor-heavy shape had been the loud physical fact of my second life. A lifetime of denied hunger rose in me. My mouth dried, and I closed the distance before deciding to move.

The victory in her body hit differently from fear or tenderness: muscle alive under my palms, her hips pushing back with the certainty of a champion claiming the enemy’s wall. I slowed for one beat to feel that chosen demand, then let the wanting have the rest.

I ran the head of my cock through her wet slit before pressing in. The first stroke home landed on both of us at once. She made a sound half laugh and half surrender, then pushed back greedily until she had taken me to the root against the parapet. Cold stone under her hands, wind off the height, and the tight heat of her pussy closed around me.

“All the way,” she said over her shoulder. “Don’t make me ask twice on my own victory night.”

“You asked once. That’s enough.”

I drew out slowly, letting her feel every inch, then drove back deep. Her ass struck my hips with a hard wet slap that sounded too loud on the empty wall. She smiled at the risk.

“Again. Let the city hear what its champion takes.”

I caught her braid near the base and wound it around my fist. My other hand gripped the flare of her hip. I set the pace commanding from the start, hard enough to mark, each stroke unhurried past her greed. Tonight she did not want a contest. She wanted to yield on the enemy’s wall and know whose command held her there.

Her right boot slipped half an inch on wind-damp stone. I stopped immediately, buried deep, and made her reset, refusing the lie that danger improved the act.

“Wider,” I said. “Heel against the parapet foot. Test it.”

She obeyed, pressing twice until the sole caught. “Sound. Now move.”

“I decide when.”

I kept her filled and motionless while my free fingers travelled under her shirt, down the rose-warm skin of her belly, and found her clit above our joining. One slow circle tightened her around my cock. A second made her braid pull against my fist as she tried to chase the pressure.

“Hold the stance you gave me.”

“Cruel bastard.”

“Your footing first. Your pleasure after.”

She tested the heel again with a deliberate push. “Footing holds. Please give me the rest.”

Only then did I withdraw almost to the head and drive home. The secure stance changed her response. Freed from guarding the slip, both thighs pushed back against me, strong enough to meet every stroke. Her ass struck my hips while my fingers kept the same measured circle at her clit, precision layered over force.

A patrol bell sounded below on the inner stair. Verena heard it and smiled over her shoulder.

“Two minutes before the watch turns.”

“Then spend them where I put you.”

The wall was cold, and wind came off the drop. None of it reached her. She was all heat under my hands, flush climbing her back where the rune-lines slept. Her strong thighs shook from bracing against the parapet and taking me at the pace I chose rather than the one she wanted. I put my hand flat between her shoulder blades and bent her lower over the stone, deepening the angle, and she gave me the arch all the way, chest to the cold parapet, ass tipped high, and told me into the wind that this was better, that I should keep her fixed there.

Her breasts moved beneath her half-open shirt with every thrust. Wind lifted the loose strands of gold hair around her face. I watched her reflection in a dark window across the walkway: eyes fixed over her shoulder, lips parted, rose flush rising above her collar.

“Look at me,” I ordered.

She turned as far as the braid allowed. “I’m looking, my smith. Now take their city through me.”

The claim ran both directions, trust spoken in the blunt language she reserved for me. “My smith,” she said, over her shoulder, storm-grey catching the lantern-crack of light, breath already fraying. “In their capital. On their wall.”

“Say it again,” I told her, low, and drove deeper, and read her aloud. “You’re the champion of this whole card, and you’re bent over their parapet taking it. Whose.”

“Yours,” she said, and it came out rougher than she meant it to. “Yours.”

I answered with each stroke, told her she was mine here, on their wall, under their flags.

“Their sand, their crown, their wall,” I said against the back of her neck, “and every bit of it went to a woman they billed for her own chains. Say what you are.”

“Champion,” she got out, ragged. “Their whole card, and I’m bent over their sky with your cock in me, and I chose it. Every bit of it. I chose you.”

My hand slid to the timing-charm at her hip, the bearer-set fade warm beneath my palm.

“Fill me,” she demanded. “Charm’s live. My choice. Give me all of it in their city.”

“You’ll take what I give you.”

“Yes. Your load. Your woman. Make every tower in the capital stand under it.”

I drove deeper. She arched harder, ass pressing back into my hips, and said my name like a claim of her own.

At the brink, she chose to let the armor crack for me, and the duelist’s filth ran out of deadpan and into something with no floor under it, and Verena Rennick begged. “Don’t stop,” she said, and her “Don’t stop” came stripped of command. The capital’s untouchable number one asked me in fragments, spending her pride into the wind. “Please. Right there. Don’t you dare stop, don’t… please…” and I gave her what she begged for and told her she was good and told her she was mine and did not let her off the pace, and every plea cost her pride she offered only to me. I answered each one at the pace her body asked for, never letting urgency blur the command.

At her climax, the rune-lines ignited down her arched spine against ten thousand dark windows, brighter than the city for one heartbeat. Her pussy clenched around me in deep pulses; her strong body went rigid, then loose, and her heel scraped once against the parapet foot as the last of her balance surrendered safely into my hold.

I followed her over with both hands bruising her hips and her name in my teeth. My cock pulsed deep inside her, flooding her as she pushed back to take every spurt. I stayed buried inside her through every contraction before easing my grip. Only I saw the gold. Her eyes had closed, spine bowed, my name breaking from her mouth into the wind.

The receipt wrote itself across my sight.

[Soul-Attunement: Verena Rennick, 96%]

Afterward she stood at the parapet wrapped in my coat, loose-haired and flushed and quiet in the champion’s stillness that comes over her after, and she studied the vault district a long time, the cold dark skyline of the counting houses and the spire, and she made me point.

“Which window was it,” she said.

I indicated the north-wing cluster and the window I believed was mine, one grey pane among a thousand identical panes. Wind pulled Verena’s loose hair across my coat while she studied the indicated pane. She counted the windows above it, then the exits below.

“We’ll take that too,” she said.


Chapter 24: The Loft

My evening tracker sweep found Hargen’s warmth fixed in the saddlery lanes, breaking the tidal schedule he had kept all week. The marker held within one narrow block of Dale’s loft.

“Dale,” I said, already moving. “Hargen is holding position near her street.”

Outside, the quarter’s closing bells had begun. Saddlers rolled awnings, apprentices carried oil trays indoors, and evening traffic thickened around the bridge. The cleaner had chosen the hour when smoke would resemble a tradesman’s mistake and every lane would offer a retreat.

We split the way we had drilled all winter. There was no meeting, no argument, and no lone hero. Each person took the work already practiced. Orla and Verena went ahead on foot. Two women could cut through the crowded quarter faster than a cart, and Orla could now take roofs while Verena held a stair.

Rhona and I brought the hand-cart with the gear; a war goddess and polearm made useful weight behind the runners. Garvan held the stall because a working base stays occupied. Tam kept the relay plate. Distance could separate our bodies without splitting the family. We went through the dusk city toward the saddlery. With Orla and Verena out of sight ahead, my pulse hammered high in my throat and the old wagon panic tried to turn distance into loss. I kept the cart moving.

The attempt was already building when we came into the lane, and I read it off the shopfront before I was through the door, because his work announces itself to me the way a wrong chord announces itself to a musician.

Heat was building beneath the saddlery’s oil tray, deliberately accumulated by a cut ward. The saddlery’s lamp-ward keeps a shop full of oil and leather from burning. It is the safety-rune every tradesman trusts and rarely checks. Someone had re-cut it that day in a forged copy of the saddler’s signature. When it failed and the shop went up, a woman upstairs would die of smoke. The coroner would read the saddler’s careless mark on his own lamp-ward and shrug: a safety-rune allowed to lapse, a fire, a tragedy, no one’s fault. A death designed as a shrug. The ward was keyed to fail tonight. Oil already heated past the limit the safety line should have enforced.

Above it, the loft stair carried a prepared shear. A woman waking to smoke would flee down her own steps, put weight on the rail, and fall when it opened beneath her. Fire and stair formed one machine: flame to kill or drive her, the rail to drop her if she ran. A murder with two jaws, whichever way the Swallow moved, followed by a coroner filing carelessness.

The lamp-ward gave me the timing before we entered. Its forged hand belonged to the saddler, but its trigger drew from a reservoir hidden in the brass oil tray. Heat had been accumulating for eleven minutes. In another two the oil would reach flash temperature and the failed suppression line would turn one lamp into a room-wide sheet of fire.

The stair shear waited for body weight. The artist had set it above Dale’s ordinary step height, so a light-footed climb would pass and a panicked descent leaning on the rail would fire. A crude heat witness linked both traps: if the lamp ignited, the rail armed. If someone killed the lamp early, the reservoir dumped into the stair-wall tinder.

Dale had already spoiled part of his design. Her pigeons began panting and dropping to the lower slats before smoke reached her own nose. She opened the loft shutters, turned forty living alarms loose over the rooftops, wrapped a wet saddle blanket around the keepsake strut, and used it to knock the loft door shut against the rising smoke. By the time we arrived, the supposed victim was crawling toward the high window under her own power, dragging the evidence the killer meant to burn.

The linked triggers still barred the stair and threatened the neighboring shops. Our rehearsed rescue formation no longer fit: Dale was moving herself, the pigeons had blinded the roof approach, and the open shutters changed the fire’s draft. We had to improvise around the work she had already done.

“Linked triggers,” I called as we reached the lane. “Do not quench the lamp. Keep weight off the rail. Orla, high window. Verena, wall side of the stair. Rhona, clear the neighboring roofs.”

Nobody asked why.

Dale’s head appeared at the high window through smoke. She pointed with the wet-wrapped strut, wasting no motion on a wave.

“West gutter clear,” she called down. “East tiles rotten. Wind’s pushing to the back room.”

The supposed victim gave us the course from inside her own trap. Rhona redirected the neighboring roof crews west. Verena chose the wall side of the stair. Orla altered her approach before her first step.

“Birds?” Orla shouted.

“Airborne. Two weak ones under my coat.”

“Keep them there. Coming high.”

We took it apart in seconds, each doing the work already practiced.

Orla went over the roofline. She ran her count down, collar, chest, thigh, and hit the saddlery awning at unbound speed. Canvas bowed beneath one boot. Her next step found the carved shop sign, the next the upper window ledge. She crossed three stories without using the stairs.

The high loft window was latched from inside. She could have gone through the glass. Instead she caught the exterior hinge, ripped one pin free with controlled strength, and folded the frame inward without scattering shards over Dale’s bed.

A gust pulled smoke toward the new opening. Orla flattened beneath it and counted the change aloud.

“Draft reversed. Three breaths before it fills again.”

Dale answered from the floor. “Two. Roof pitch steals one.”

Orla trusted the local correction. She crossed on two, not three, and the returning smoke blackened the space where her head had been.

Two smoke-dazed pigeons stirred beneath Dale’s coat while the released flock circled above the roof.

Smoke had pooled under the ceiling. Dale had reached the high window with the wet-wrapped strut but could not force the warped frame one-handed. Orla dropped low, took one breath near the floor, and crawled to her.

“Birds are out,” Dale rasped before Orla could ask. “Door’s blocked. Window’s mine if you can open the damned thing.”

“See? Practically rescued yourself. Terrible for my reputation.”

Orla tore the stubborn latch free, wrapped Dale’s good arm over her shoulders, kept the ruined one clear, and brought her to the opening.

The roof route could take Orla. It could not safely take a fifty-two-year-old woman with one working shoulder through smoke. The stair remained the only descent.

Orla leaned out and shouted, “Coming down inside!”

Verena answered from below: “Rail’s cut. Wall side. Three counts.”

Once the count was done, Orla took Dale toward the stair.

Verena took the rail. She climbed inside three steps at a time, one hand over her mouth and the other on the wall. At the cut section she stayed on the wall side as instructed and planted both boots below the shear.

Dale and Orla appeared through smoke above.

“One,” Verena called.

Orla moved Dale’s weight from the rail to the wall. The old rider’s boot slipped on a tread filmed with oil smoke.

“Two.”

The rail armed anyway. The artist had allowed for a careful rescue: enough combined weight on the stair itself completed the secondary trigger. The wood sheared with a dry crack.

Verena drove both forearms across the gap. Broken rail ends bit through her sleeves. Dale’s falling weight struck her left arm; Orla’s caught the right.

“Three. Go.”

Orla pushed Dale across the gap, using Verena’s braced arms as a living rail. Dale reached the lower landing. Orla vaulted after her. Verena held until both were clear, then ripped one embedded splinter from her sleeve and descended last, blood running in thin lines to her wrists.

In the lane she shook both arms once, checked that her fingers closed, and turned toward the shop before anyone could fuss.

Rhona commanded the street. Before the neighbours knew there was a fire, before the first shout went up, Rhona Corrick was in the lane organizing a bucket line, a siege-magus who has held real lines turning a street of startled saddlers into a chain in the time it takes most people to notice smoke, her carrying drill-yard voice doing the one thing it was built for, and the water was moving before the fire was fully lit, and a fire fought before it catches is a fire that does not catch.

I killed both linked triggers with one drift. The shop door had heated past touch. Through the window, I could see the lamp, oil tray, and a thumb-sized reflection from the ward’s keystone on the far wall.

I chose a six-ounce steel punch from the hand-cart, weighed it once, and opened my sight through smoke and glass. The forged line tied lamp to stair at three points. Cutting either outside junction would dump the reservoir. The central keystone held both.

Four hundred and six runes of practice had taught me where a keystone hides when a maker fears service access. The artist had buried this one behind the lamp bracket, trusting heat to keep hands away.

I threw.

The drift broke the shopfront glass, crossed the room above the oil tray, and struck the bracket behind the lamp. One clean metallic note. The linked lattice went dark from center outward. Oil stopped heating. The stair trigger died before it could dump into the wall.

Rhona’s first bucket hit the roof edge a breath later, cooling timber without feeding oil. The fire that had been deciding to exist went out as smoke, leaving only scorched oil, wet black leather, and shaking human hands in the smoke.

Above the lane, the released flock cleared the smoke and broke into smaller homeward circles. Dale, being carried down her own stair, twisted to count them over the roof.

“They’ll come back,” she said, voice cracked from smoke. “Coming home is their trade.”

Mirren Dale walked out of her smoking doorway coughing and furious, carrying one pigeon under her arm and the strut off her wall in the other hand. A woman who had learned her crash was cut did not leave the evidence to burn.

“They came for the strut,” she said. “The day after you read it. If I doubted you, and I didn’t, they just certified the finding with lamp oil.”

The saddler emerged behind her, pale with rage and confusion. “My ward. I renewed it myself six weeks ago.”

“You did,” I said. “Your work is underneath the forgery.”

He looked at the drift embedded behind his lamp. “Forged by who?”

I could not give him the artist’s identity, which I did not yet know, in a street full of strangers. “A master wearing your signature. Your original line kept the reservoir from flashing long enough for us to stop it. You did not fail your shop.”

That mattered. His shoulders dropped out of their defensive hunch, though his hands still shook around the lamp. Tradesmen carry blame before evidence because they know how many small errors a tired hand can make.

I took him inside once the walls cooled. With Dale, Drummond, and the saddler watching, I traced both original and forged work under the true lamp.

The saddler’s authentic suppression line entered from below, three firm strokes, each terminus lifted cleanly. The artist’s overlay entered from the side with a hooked graver, copied the visible signature, and left his unconscious terminal flourish on every concealed ending. The reservoir link ran through the lamp bracket into the stair’s heat witness.

Drummond wrote tool width, entry angle, trigger delay, and the names of every witness. The saddler signed the statement; his grip shook only once.

We preserved the trap as separate physical pieces, each able to contradict a false story. Drummond bagged the lamp bracket. Tam sketched the original positions before water shifted the ash. Dale dictated the moment each pigeon began panting, giving us a living timestamp independent of the forged reservoir. Verena cut two unburned lengths from the stair rail, one above the shear and one below, so Ollisant could compare honest grain to prepared failure.

“The whole shop saw me renew that ward,” the saddler said.

“Then name every apprentice who watched,” Drummond replied. “Witnesses are part of the object now.”

The saddler wrote four names. None belonged to an institution powerful enough to frighten the artist, which made their ordinary agreement useful.

Dale laid her old strut beside the fresh lamp bracket. Nine years separated them. Both triggers made the victim’s correct response complete the killing circuit.

Her grip tightened on the strut. “Same man.”

“Same hand.”

Orla came down from the roofline hand over hand, hit the cobbles, and counted heads the way she counted a course before a pass: Verena, Rhona at the cart, Garvan at the stall, Tam on the relay, me, Dale, birds. Then she braced Dale beneath the sound shoulder, hiding how hard she herself was breathing.

Verena stood in the lane shaking out her scraped forearms and watching the crowd’s edge with the storm still up in her. Rhona’s bucket line continued on pure command momentum, a street of strangers passing water at a fire already dead. Every line she starts holds until she says stop. She stopped them, thanked them, and sent them home uncertain who had organized them. The saddler stood in his own doorway holding a lamp, saying nothing, still working through what I had traced on his own counter: that a forger skilled enough to wear his signature had cut his ward into a weapon. He would sleep badly for a season on that knowledge, and he was still better off armed with it than burned in his bed beneath the woman the fire was cut for.

Across the lane, at the edge of the crowd, a man watched the fire fail.

He wore excellent grey clothes of a forgettable cut. His face offered no feature the mind wanted to keep. He looked like furniture among frightened saddlers, except furniture does not study a dead ward with a craftsman’s disappointment.

His gaze found the broken shop window, traced the drift’s path, and landed on me.

For one second we read each other across forty feet.

His hand found the yard gate’s latch beside him. Once. Twice.

The habit made flesh.

“Grey coat! Gate!” I shouted.

Verena moved before the second word. She crossed the lane, but the artist had chosen his ground. A brewer’s cart rolled between them. He stepped behind two bucket carriers, removed the grey outer coat, and emerged three paces later in a brown waistcoat moving with evacuees.

I tracked his engraver’s fingers through the crowd: no rings, left thumb scarred at the pad. He touched a shoulder to turn through the crowd and changed his gait from a tradesman’s short steps to a porter’s heavier roll.

Orla came off the saddlery front and cut toward the alley mouth. Rhona held the bucket line and sacrificed the chase to protect the street, the correct choice and the costly one.

The artist passed under a canvas awning. A mule panicked at smoke and tore sideways. By the time the handler brought it under control, three men in brown waistcoats were moving beyond it.

The tracker gave me Hargen to the north, already receding. It gave me nothing on the unknown man.

Verena returned with the discarded grey coat. The pockets were empty. Every seam had been cut by a tailor whose honest signature ended cleanly.

“Face?” she asked.

“I would lose it in ten strangers. Hands I can keep. Left thumb scar. Engraver’s callus. He changes gait.”

Orla looked down the alley. “And touches latches twice.”

The artist was real, in the flesh, and gone.

We did not waste the failed chase. Verena returned to the point where the grey coat had fallen and walked his escape backward while the lane still held its confusion. She used no runework, only a duelist’s eye for transferred weight.

“He changed gait here,” she said, touching a heel-scuff beside the awning. “The porter’s roll put more weight outside the right foot. Before that, he favored neither side. The disguise costs him a shorter stride.”

Orla climbed onto the brewer’s cart and read the crowd as a course. “Brown waistcoat went under that awning, but his last clear line points toward the tannery cut. He wants us following the visible coat while he takes the route that smells worst and gets searched least.”

Rhona kept the bucket line functioning and kept the family on task and sent one neighbour into the tannery lane: a cooper’s apprentice who knew every yard gate and had no heroic reason to close with a killer. He returned with one useful fact. A man matching no stable description had paid for a carter’s cap, left the brown waistcoat behind a vat, and gone out in an apprentice’s leather apron.

Three disguises in less than a street. Grey, brown, leather. Face and clothes belonged to the moment; habits travelled.

I examined the discarded coat without opening my sight so wide that another false garment cost me the rest of the night. No rune, poison, or message. Its cuffs carried powdered pumice used by engravers to polish burrs. The left cuff held more. The cleaner worked small tools left-handed during finishing, though he fought or performed ordinary tasks with the right. It did not give us a name. It gave Verena a side to watch if he ever reached inside a coat again.

Dale came out coughing and refused to sit until she had redrawn the chase route on the wet cobbles with the end of her strut. The route taught the same lesson as her long line: the destination chose the disguise. He had not improvised three identities. He had prepared them along one escape before lighting the lamp.

“Then next time,” Orla said, crouched over the wet route, “we don’t chase the coat he drops. We take the destination away.”

“If we know it,” Dale said.

“We make him show us.”

The family left the chalked route for Drummond’s statement and returned to the people still shaking in the saddlery. The cleaner had escaped. He had not taken our attention with him.

Hargen’s warmth receded in the same minute, sliding back onto its schedule, the leash-holder withdrawing now that the horse had bolted, and the parallel motion put the last fact in place: the steward runs the artist’s logistics, holds his position, watches his back, the ledger and the knife working as one. Hargen’s tracked withdrawal moved in concert with the grey man’s visibly observed escape, and the pairing was fact.

The war council met in the stall that night, all hands, Dale coughing pigeon-smoke at its edge.

I gave her the operational truth first: the tracker on Hargen, the forged deaths, the collar, the vault, and the twenty-four-year-old body carrying a murdered master’s memory. She interrupted twice for dates and once to demand the collar’s exact weight. When I finished, she stared into Ferrant’s pot, giving the impossible history room to settle before looking at me.

“I believe the cuts,” she said. “I believe the hands. The dead man waking young can wait until my head has room for him. One rescued loft doesn’t make me part of your household, and none of this becomes easy because you arrived in time.”

“Fair.”

“For tonight, I’m under your watch and you’re under mine.” She rubbed smoke from one eye. “Nine years, and the answer begins with a bench-rat and a pigeon. I can work with beginnings.”

She took a bowl but remained nearest the exit. The family made room without naming what the room might become.

I laid the board out plain.

“He reached and missed because we moved on the wrongness before the reason,” I said. “Now he knows the family answers fast, uses rooftops, holds stairs, and attacks the keystone from outside. He saw our strengths. He will change method.”

“And target?” Drummond asked.

“Dale stays under watch. Orla’s gear, Verena’s, my tools, the lodging, and the stall all remain reachable. Guessing among them would spread us thin enough to help him. We protect people in pairs and put two sets of hands on every piece used tomorrow.”

Rhona drew the stall, lodging, and under-stand routes in charcoal. “Pairs everywhere. Vary the route. Gear gets two sets of hands. Dale changes roofs.”

Garvan pointed at the alley. “Roof line exposed.”

“I can cross it,” Orla said.

“So can he.”

We put a moving relay twin beneath whichever roof held Dale and dusted the approach tiles with flour. Rhona assigned the first watches. No exhaustive list could make the city safe; the two measures gave us an alarm the artist could not forge without leaving a footprint.

Orla held Dale’s pigeon against her chest, thumb moving over its breast. “Somebody still watches the riders. He’d love us all staring into alleys while the card starts.”

“Agreed,” I said. “We hold the family and ride the card.”

After the council, Orla carried the pigeon to the lodging roof. Dale followed despite the smoke in her lungs.

“How many come back after a fire?” Orla asked.

“All that can.”

They waited under the chimney pots. The first bird appeared from the east, circled once, and dropped toward Dale’s raised hand. A second followed, then five more. Orla counted each aloud until Dale told her to stop making the number sound frightened.

“I’m making it sound accurate.”

“Then count slower.”

Orla did. By midnight thirty-eight birds had returned. Dale left both empty perches open.

The thirty-ninth arrived near one with the tips of its feathers singed. Dale caught it against her chest, checked both wings, and passed it to Orla to hold while she mixed salve.

“Thirty-nine,” Orla said more slowly.

One perch remained empty. Neither woman called the last bird dead. Dale set water beneath the opening and kept the roof lamp burning.

Orla offered to take the last watch. Dale handed her a blanket and sat beside her instead. They faced opposite directions over the roofline, one watching the sky for wings and the other watching the tiles for feet. Neither mistook companionship for lowered guard. When a loose tile clicked two roofs away, Orla reached the sound before Dale finished raising the alarm. It was another pigeon landing badly, not a foot. Dale checked its leg band and sent Orla back to the opposite watch without apology.

Tam unfolded the semifinal draw that had posted while we fought the fire. He read the surviving names, then the final pairing the seeding favored.

“Selkirk’s road ends at Rathmell,” he said.

Orla looked down at the pigeon, then up at the family.

“Good,” Orla said, and folded the draw into the inner pocket beside her conditions.


Chapter 25: Heats

Orla’s quarterfinal schedule gave her three heats and Rathmell one. No cutter needed to touch Frame Nine; three launches and two narrow service windows would fatigue oath-metal while the house champion’s rig cooled on its rack.

We wrote every minute between her heats on the stall shutter. Ferrant circled five, the shortest turnaround, and made each person name the work that could fit inside it. Anything else waited, however expensive the customer.

At the dawn practice before the heats, Rathmell gave us one truth without price. He watched Orla’s half-output pass and said, “She looks twice at the fourth joint.”

I had missed the fraction of chin movement. He had not. On the next pass I signaled one finger to my eye and four toward the joint. Orla held the complete course longer before launch and crossed the fourth without checking it again.

“Better,” Rathmell said.

Orla ran the fourth joint once more without looking down. Her lance stayed fixed on the final target while her left boot crossed the seam. Rathmell listened from the rail and gave no second correction.

“You improved the rider you intend to defeat.”

“If a truth strengthens her, it was already hers. Hiding it would make me a fitter, not a champion.”

He left us with the correction and spared us another sermon about his wall. Orla spent it in the heats.

They had not reckoned on Ferrant’s crew. We had written every role and minute on the stall shutter: Ferrant controlling the mouth, Tam calling time and torque, Garvan taking hot weight with bare forearms and no comment, Verena keeping the rider hydrated and her braid out of the buckles, and me following strain through the frame joint by joint while the clock spent itself. The pit windows would put that preparation on display only after the first heat earned its service.

Before heat one, Orla walked the target sequence backward from brake to gate. A junior marshal tried to clear her from the sand until Cass Tarrant pointed out that every seeded rider had the same course access. Orla used none of the extra minute to test a joint. She stood at the final target and sighted all three rings as one destination.

Her opponent, a southern rider named Yara Pellin, built her pass around a fast opening and accepted wider strikes later. Orla made the opposite trade. Pellin led by two lengths at the first target. Orla let the gap remain, held the center geometry, and recovered both points through tighter ring-lag at the second and third.

At the brake, Pellin looked from the board to the apparently slower rig beside her.

“Where did you pass me?”

Orla pointed back to the launch. “I didn’t. I arrived straighter.”

Pellin walked the course a second time before leaving the sand.

She rode the first heat for economy, Dale’s long line made textbook, while Dale pretended not to coach with her entire body from the stands.

I mean that literally. Mirren Dale could not buy a coach’s ticket, so she sat under the rim in the cheap seats and rode the pass bodily. Her ruined shoulder rolled with the launch; her fingers worked invisible reins; her mouth shaped calls she was forbidden to shout. A grounded rider flew every foot from her seat.

Orla took the heat with power banked. Her long line looked slow because it carried no wasted motion, and the crowd had not yet learned how to read that speed. Rathmell had. From the paddock rail, his jaw set by a fraction.

A steward tried once, early, to tell Dale to sit down. She turned nine years of grounded fury on him, and he discovered urgent business elsewhere. After that, her section watched the crash-legend of the kingdom ride an invisible rig from a cheap seat. Slowly, they understood they were seeing one of the great riders coach the next with her entire ruined body. By heat three, half the section watched Dale as much as the sand. She never noticed. She was flying.

The board took longer to reward the pass than the riders did. Pellin’s early lead had looked decisive to anyone counting lengths while ignoring lag. The first target put Orla two points down, the second returned one, and the final center strike took three. Tam read the arithmetic aloud from the pit slate before the official chalk finished changing.

“She never passed Pellin,” he said, half to himself. “The straighter line made the last ring worth more than the first gap.”

“Write both,” I told him. “A result without the route teaches the wrong lesson.”

He drew the two lines side by side: Pellin ahead in space, Orla ahead in score. Three grooms leaned close enough to follow his pencil. One went back to her rider and made him walk the final target before his own heat.

Orla came off the brake without looking at the board. She looked up toward Dale, touched the blue cooper’s ring once, and received one curt downward chop in answer: bank the excitement; another heat waited. Only then did Orla let Garvan take the frame’s hot weight.

The first service window gave us eight minutes from brake to marshal’s call.

Orla hit the mark and released her shoulder yoke. Garvan caught the frame before its hot lower ribs touched earth. Tam called elapsed time and opened the left stirrup while I read the launch-lattice from crown to heel.

“Spine stable. Right yoke warm. Third hip rib carrying four percent high.”

“Four high,” Tam repeated, writing it.

Ferrant checked every keeper with a blunted hook. Runesight catches structure; a practiced grip still finds ordinary looseness faster. Verena took Orla by both shoulders, turned her toward the water bucket, and made her drink while the rider tried to supervise us over the rim.

“Eyes off the rig,” Verena said.

“It’s my rig.”

“Then trust your ground crew.”

Orla drank with visible resentment.

Garvan found clay packed behind the right heel fitting. Three taps loosened the plate. Tam scraped away the grit and reseated it at the angle marked in his winter notes. I cooled the yoke gradually with an oiled cloth, keeping water away, keeping the oath-metal from tightening around a false shape.

At four minutes Rhona called the next heat’s wind change from the rail. Dale sent a boy down from the cheap seats with one message: THIRD TARGET RINGS LATE. Tam added it to the course page without asking how a pigeon woman in the top row had measured three hundredths of lag by ear.

At six minutes I closed my sight. The frame’s load paths had settled within margin. At seven, Orla ran her count to quarter and flexed against the yoke; every filament answered. At eight, the marshal called her name.

We sent her back out without a loose strap or hot junction. The sponsor floor beside us was still arguing over a replacement pin for another rider.

Riders and grooms had gathered at the stall lane to observe the work. One border-school groom murmured, “That’s the grey-sash crew. That’s the one who turned down the tier rig.” By the next window, their conversations stopped whenever Tam called a number. A border rider reset her own keeper after seeing him reject a merely adequate closure. Craft travelled through the paddock faster than any announcement, and the sponsor floor noticed its audience drifting.

Heat two brought the winter’s accumulated cost due when an Ostwick rider on real tier gear pushed her.

The Ostwick rider was a paying-tier rider named Ilse Verren, fast and genuine. On the first pass she beat Orla’s clock by one tenth and lost the target on ring-lag. On the second she corrected the strike without sacrificing speed. Orla had to answer both.

Dale’s long line put Orla level through the middle. Verren’s tier frame carried more stored launch into the final third, forcing Orla to open fully before the last two targets. The rails screamed together. Verren struck the inner ring. Orla found center and won by a lag too small for the crowd to hear without the board.

Both women knew the cost before the chalk changed. Verren’s last strike had forced Orla to open full three breaths earlier than our plan, and Frame Nine carried those breaths as heat. At the brake, vapor rose from the hip housing despite the cold arena air. Orla stayed mounted long enough to feel where the vibration shortened, then pointed to the third rib before our crew reached her.

“There,” she called. “Same winter note, higher and thinner. Return path pulls toward the yoke.”

She had learned her machine well enough to diagnose the beginning of its failure from inside. The knowledge did not replace my read; it put the rider’s sensation beside the smith’s structure. Together they cut our search time in half.

No economy remained possible.

Verren reached the brake first and stayed mounted until Orla arrived. When both target boards confirmed, she crossed the gap and tapped the outside of Orla’s lance with her own.

“Your old frame flexes at the hip before the last target,” she said. “I thought it was going.”

“So did my smith,” Orla answered.

The warning reached us before the service clock began. I put my hand on the third rib as Garvan lowered the yoke and felt the high thin vibration through the glove.

“Five minutes,” Tam called.

Ferrant cleared everyone who had gathered to watch. This repair needed space; an audience would only crowd the hands. Verren sent her own rigger across with a jar of tier-grade cooling paste.

I tested it under sight and handed it back. “Too fast. The rib will set around the bend.”

The rigger did not take offense. She knelt beside me, saw the white strain path I traced in chalk, and nodded. “Oil cloth, then. Start at the anchor and work outward.”

Tam warmed two cloths while Garvan opened the housing. Verena held Orla at the water line. Rhona called the remaining minute every thirty seconds, voice flat enough that haste could not infect the hands.

The frame took full output, and one strut carried more than its share: the third hip rib flagged during the winter test and re-laid before departure. It came off heat two singing the note a strut makes just before it stops being a strut. My service window lasted five minutes. I used every second.

The rib reached my vise before Orla was fully out of the rig. Under the light, I read a new tired path whitening beside my winter re-lay, accumulated through the rating fight and stacked heats at true output. I did not replace the strut; there was no time and no need. I re-laid it, cut the tired load-path out of the grain, and laid a fresh one at a hair’s different angle so the strain would travel a road that was not yet worn. Six strokes, with the clock eating every one. I made Orla call the intended load road before the first cut so the rider, smith, and frame all agreed on what we were changing. Tam called time; Garvan held the frame; Verena kept fitting-floor clerks beyond the white line.

The first two strokes removed the whitened route. The third opened fresh grain at a slightly lower angle. On four, the metal stopped screaming and began ringing. Five connected the return into the neighboring ribs. Six closed the path without sealing in heat.

Orla held the cooling cloth herself, moving from anchor outward along the Kestrick rigger’s advised path. Her wrist shook with fatigue, but the cloth never paused over one spot long enough to set a false shape. The strut came back true and went back on the frame with a minute to spare. The Kestrick rigger held the housing while Garvan pinned it, lending a competitor’s grip without touching our settings.

Tam called the pin torque high, rushed by the clock.

“Lower,” Garvan said without looking up.

Tam checked the winter figure. “Lower,” he agreed, correcting himself in a voice working hard to sound like a man’s and mostly succeeding.

Ferrant presided from the stall mouth with his arms folded. “Nobody’s died. Call the number properly.”

Tam reset his breath and called the corrected number clearly. Garvan seated the pin to that figure.

“Forty seconds,” Tam called.

Orla returned at a run, planted one boot on the block, and took the yoke from both crews. She checked our closures, then the borrowed rigger’s untouched grip point.

“Thank you.”

“Beat Verren a second time and I deny everything.”

The marshal called at ten seconds. Frame Nine left with its tired path recut and every tool accounted for.

The borrowed Kestrick rigger remained beside our empty cradle through the heat. When Orla’s frame passed the third target without the rib’s thin warning note, she struck one fist against her own apron.

“Your angle held,” she said when the noise thinned.

Tam showed her the winter notebook and the three recorded re-lays. She checked his figures, added the operating temperature of her cooling paste for comparison, and signed only that contribution. Two rival stalls had made one repair more legible without surrendering ownership of their work.

“Keep the paste note,” she told Tam. “You’ll reject it correctly faster next time.”

He underlined the word correctly twice, then recorded the borrowed rigger’s name so the lesson retained its source and the circumstances under which the tool had been properly refused.

I have re-laid a load-path under a clock before, in a tower with forty minutes and a fountain buying me the time, and it is the same craft under pressure whether the clock is a marshal’s calendar or a service bell: you remove the tired road in full, you do not try to save any of it, and you lay the new one at a hair’s difference so the strain runs on grain that has never carried it. Six strokes. I counted them the way I count everything, and I banked the count, because a strut re-laid twice has a third re-lay in it and no more, and I wanted to know how much usable life the frame had left before the final asked it for everything.

Heat three began with an ordinary rail failure, which frightened me precisely because ordinary danger wears no enemy’s signature.

A rail joint dropped a hair out of true mid-pass. Afterward, I read the joint on my knees. Ordinary wear had loosened it across a day of hard heats. No cut, forged signature, or forger’s punctuation marked it. It was simply a rail doing what rails do under repeated pounding.

That made it dangerous in a different way. For one heart-stopping moment it had resembled the trap, but bad luck and ordinary sport had produced this wrongness. Day nine would demand that I separate deliberate harm from wear. Otherwise I would spend myself on metal fatigue and face the wrong direction when the artist reached.

But in the moment, mid-pass, at full output, the joint dropped a hair out of true, and Orla’s line died at speed.

Her long line was laid to a rail that suddenly, fractionally, no longer occupied its promised place. At that speed, a rider has no time to repair the course joint by joint. Dale had drilled her for precisely this failure and said only a bird survives it. Orla trusted the lesson.

The joint dropped by a hair, visible only to a smith or rider. Orla’s line met a rail that no longer occupied the place her course promised.

For a quarter-second, the arena seemed ready to watch the doctrine prove itself as before: the grade-four girl riding above her rating, meeting the rail that kills, another Swallow for the book. My grip vanished from the pit rail. The joint had already dropped, the line was dead, and my flyer was committed at a speed no one could fix from the ground.

Instead of grabbing at the dead line or manufacturing a joint-by-joint correction she had no time to finish, she carried the course in her body. She chose the bird’s answer. She left the rail.

For half a second, Orla’s left boot lost the rail.

Her right stirrup and the frame’s lower guide remained in contact. Freeline caught the loose side as a fraction of launched carry, enough to keep her body from following the dropped joint. Gold flashed at the ground-anchor in her right thigh. She turned laterally inside the wash, skimmed above the fault by inches, and set the left boot down on true rail beyond it.

[50%: Signature manifest: FREELINE]

The correction had been ridden bodily, no full flight and no second to spare. Her lance stayed on the line her body preserved and struck center. The re-laid hip rib accepted the sideways return, sang once through the yoke, and held.

The arena inhaled by tiers. Riders broke first into shouts because they knew what a single unsupported boot meant: a flicker, not yet a crossing of open sky, and still impossible at that speed. When the center ring answered, the general crowd followed their experts into a roar.

The target marshal raised the center flag immediately. Cass Tarrant and Ilse Verren answered from the lower rail, both naming the movement as a controlled correction, never a fall. The score stood on the bodies that had witnessed it.

Tarrant climbed down and faced the sponsor runner approaching with a measuring rule.

“Measure after the rider clears,” she said. “You do not move the joint before her smith reads it.”

The runner tried to pass. Verren parked her tier frame across his path. Two ranked riders and several hundred pounds of rig occupied the ground; no procedural debate could improve his angle.

I found ordinary wear and chalked the loosened fastener before anyone disturbed it. Tarrant stepped aside only when I stood.

“Thank you.”

“You fixed my coat for the price of lunch,” she said. “This is still not lunch.”

Dale held the cheap-seat rail with both hands. Her grey pigeon beat its wings inside the basket at her feet.

On the sand, Orla touched sternum and held up one fist: intact.

The bond answered on my side.

[Echo acquired: Freeline (fraction)]

At the brake, the sideways load left a blue stress bruise beside the re-laid grain. It did not threaten immediate failure, but it proved Freeline’s fraction returned through a diagonal path toward the shoulder yoke. Tam copied the angle before we removed the frame.

Verren came over without waiting for an invitation. “She turned before the joint. How?”

“She carried the line for less than a heartbeat,” I said.

Verren crouched by the loose rail and put her own boot beside Orla’s landing print. “Her left foot travelled sideways. Not forward.”

“A correction,” Orla said, still breathing hard. “Don’t give me a flight I haven’t earned.”

The paying-tier rider looked at the single unsupported print, then offered Orla her wrist. They clasped forearms.

“When you earn it,” Verren said, “try not to do it over my head.”

“No promises.”

I wrote the terms on the slate that night, per the custom I have kept since the first echo nearly unmade me: what it is, what it costs, what it takes. One launched stride. A single step off the ground carried by momentum that was not mine, borrowed from the bond: one stride and no more, with a full-day cooldown. This echo’s cost belonged to the back and shoulders, distinct from Stormbreak’s ruinous demand on the legs and hands. I wrote the terms in spare lines on the slate and left the echo unspent.

The board added the center strike before Orla reached the brake. The sponsor box had no delay to exploit and no alternative account to sell; riders, marshal, ring, and chalk agreed.

Rathmell stood at the paddock rail with his jaw set, gaze fixed on the joint Orla had crossed in open air. He walked to it after the officials released the course, knelt, and touched the ordinary loosened metal with two fingers. Then he looked from the joint to Orla without offering the doctrine another explanation.

Bricken found the stall at dusk.

She came with her book still in her hand, the sponsor’s rigger whose pen had stopped over Orla’s rating fight, a woman whose whole job is certifying the numbers, and she found the Annex stall in the gathering dark and she did not make small talk, she asked me one flat question, off the record, quiet, a woman needing an answer more than she needed to keep her place.

“Was frame nine ever a grade four?”

I studied the rigger with the stopped pen, and I gave her the truth, because a conscience that has caught on something deserves the truth and not a cover, and because a truth placed in a wavering hand at the right moment could survive where any cover I hung would tear.

“No,” I said. “It never was. And you knew. Your book’s known for years. You saw the proof two days ago. That’s why your pen stopped.”

She did not deny it. She stood in the dusk with the book against her chest and looked at Orla’s rig on the rack, the frame she had certified grade four year after year, and her pen hand closed around the book’s spine until the knuckles whitened. “I rated a lot of frames,” she said, almost to herself. “I softened my voice and told them it was for their safety. I believed the concern I performed, mostly, because believing it let me sleep. Then I watched a grade four leave the rail today and not fall.” She looked at me. “You can’t un-see a thing like that.”

Bricken opened the book to the heat results. Beside Frame Nine’s old grade, she put the pen across the number until it hid the four.

“Tomorrow’s adjustment sheet will ask me to recertify this,” she said.

“Will the frame become a four overnight?”

Her hand tightened around the book’s spine. “No.”

A sponsor’s runner appeared at the far end of the lane and called her name. Bricken closed the book before he reached us.

“I have spent years believing the face because the structure would cost me my place,” she said. “Today the structure left the rail. I still saw it.”

She walked toward the runner carrying the closed book under one arm. Orla watched her go.

“She’s going to do something,” she said.

“Maybe,” I said. “The choice is hers.”


Chapter 26: The Registrar’s Margin

The Registrar’s hall holds three floors of clerks and four hundred classes of runework named on its walls. I took Tam there in the brief interval after the day-six heats, before the day-seven card. A journeyman should see the place that keeps the names of the thing he has given his life to. Tam Feld nearly wept in the public gallery, and I would not trade the sight of it for a great deal.

He stood before the class-wall, where four hundred registered runework classes climbed three storeys of stone. Soulwright did not appear. No line or glyph admitted the thing I was.

Tam lacked any reason to search for that absence, and I left it unmarked. A boy copying the four hundred names the kingdom recognized needed no unrecognized four hundred and first laid over his joy. I let him have the wall unshadowed. Tam opened the little book he had carried since Grayvern and began copying glyph tables in his cramped, eager script. He displayed the fresh journeyman’s mark on his apron strap to anyone who came within breathing distance.

Most clerks ignored him. They saw a hundred wide-eyed provincials a day. One elderly clerk stopped, inspected the mark, and asked where he had trained. Tam answered, “The Annex at Vandermoor,” with such naked pride that she smiled, a rare warmth from a clerk.

When she asked for his master, Tam gave my name like a title: Emrys Stroud. The clerk wrote nothing down, and I was glad of it.

Garvan waited outside, bought a pie, and guarded it like a bridge. He used four words during the visit: “Pie’s yours. Eat slow.” Three more than usual, all for Tam.

Tam worked his way down the class wall by family. He copied every artificer glyph first, checking each hook and terminal against the carved original before moving on. At Class 117, BRIDGEWARDEN, he found an old copying error in his own notes and looked personally betrayed.

“The return stroke goes inside,” he said.

“Here it does. Kestrick teaches it outside. Both resolve if the anchor is deep enough.”

“Which is right?”

“The one you can defend under load.”

He frowned at the wall, dissatisfied with an answer that required judgment.

The old clerk who had asked his shop returned with a public rubbing sheet and a stick of charcoal. “Journeymen may take one family,” she told him. “Not the whole wall. We’d be here until midsummer.”

Tam chose load-transfer classes after an agony lasting five minutes. He fixed the paper over the lower panel while Garvan held one corner and I held another. His first pass pressed too hard, filling the fine interior cuts.

“Light hand,” I said. “You’re taking a record, not forcing the wall to confess.”

He restarted. The second rubbing preserved every interior line: twelve class glyphs, maker dates, and three obsolete variants no current school taught.

A pair of capital apprentices stopped to watch his technique. One noticed the Vandermoor mark and asked whether the Annex truly repaired Verena Rennick’s gear. Tam looked at me before answering.

“We repair everyone’s gear,” he said, with admirable restraint. Then pride won. “But yes.”

The apprentices asked about the arena monster, the broken Everbright, and whether Garvan really spoke only four words a day. Garvan held the rubbing sheet in silence until they grew uncomfortable and left.

“Could’ve answered,” Tam said.

“Saving words,” Garvan replied.

Tam wrote that down in the margin.

The old clerk returned with two flawed certification tablets from the teaching drawer. She placed them face-down before Tam.

“Journeyman,” she said, using his earned title, “which one failed honestly?”

Tam turned both over. The first bore a spectacular crack through its center. The second looked intact except for a dark crescent near the lower anchor. He reached for the dramatic break, stopped, and examined the backs.

“This one,” he said at last, touching the cracked tablet. “Load entered where the maker expected. It exceeded the stated grade and broke through the sacrificial line. The pretty one carried the load around its anchor until the wall behind it failed.”

“How do you know?”

He pointed to the soot embedded in the intact face. “Fire came through from behind.”

The clerk nodded and turned the flawed tablet toward the two capital apprentices still hovering nearby. “Provincial eyes work.”

Tam’s ears reddened. He did not boast. He copied both failure patterns beneath the class-wall rubbing and labelled the second DANGER MAY HIDE BEHIND AN UNMARKED FACE.

One capital apprentice objected. “A certification mark belongs on the face. If the face shows no fault, inspection passed.”

Tam turned the intact tablet edge-on. “Then inspect the back.”

“The wall hides it.”

“Before installation, it doesn’t.”

The apprentice looked to the clerk for rescue. She offered none.

Tam showed him the soot path and the overloaded anchor. He left the Annex, me, and the arena out of it. He taught from the object until the other boy could point to the concealed failure himself.

“What class catches that?” the apprentice asked.

“No class. A second angle.”

The old clerk gave Tam a second rubbing sheet without charging him. He used it for the sacrificial variants, pressing lightly enough to preserve every interior hook. Before rolling the pages, he had both capital apprentices compare each rubbing to the wall. The record left the gallery verified by three young pairs of eyes, safely beyond his pride alone. Tam labelled the roll with the date, clerk’s name, and panel number before Garvan sealed it in the waterproof tube and waxed both ends.

Only after he copied the last load-transfer glyph did we move to the relic cases. He read every brass label aloud, reverent even over cracked apprentice tablets and miscut ward stones. I followed half a step behind, letting his delight slow me.

In the gallery’s relic case, behind old glass, I found the stroke I could not explain.

There is a surviving page in that case of a book I read once, at fifty-one, in my other life, under supervision, in a vault, three men watching me turn each leaf: one of the old pre-kingdom books, most of them lost to a fire two hundred years ago, a page of one of them saved and cased and labelled for the gallery, and I stood in front of it and opened my sight on reflex, until the margin stopped me.

A single stroke lay in the page’s margin, faint as a watermark and two hundred years faded. The brass plate beneath the glass called it SCRIBAL DEFECT. It was not a smudge.

I lowered myself until my eyes were level with the shelf and used the case lamp at three angles. Ink would sit in the page fibers. A blade would compress one edge and lift the other. This stroke did neither. The fibers flowed around it as metal had flowed around the tang rune, as though the page had grown with the mark already inside.

Its depth changed along its length without an entry cut, hand pressure, or lifted terminus. Under Runesight the variation formed a smooth curve no driven tool could make. The stroke had no maker-signature because no wrist had wavered, no edge had dragged, and no habit had entered the structure.

I knew it anyway.

The same impossible hand had placed the rune under the Everbright’s deepest keystone. The same structure lived in whatever had re-forged a murdered man of sixty-one into a body of twenty-four.

I checked the case ward. It had not been opened in eighty-three years. The page had occupied the same glass long before my birth, long before the Everbright’s billet existed. Whatever touched both did not belong to one recent crime or one hidden smith.

The margin stroke, the Everbright’s buried rune, and the structure that had remade my body shared the same makerless flow. The page placed that structure at least two centuries before my death.

Tam came beside me. “What is it?”

“The label says a defect.”

“You don’t believe the label.”

“No.”

He waited. I gave him no more. I withheld the detail from Tam because the bonded women had earned the first hearing.

The gallery narrowed around the case. I braced two fingertips against its cold glass until my knees unlocked.

I told Verena and Orla that night. Verena asked whether the age frightened me. I said yes. She took my hand.

“It waited two hundred years,” she said. “It can wait until after the final.”

Orla copied the display number into Tam’s book so we could return to the page. Her next breath carried her back to tomorrow’s service schedule, where fear could become work.

Rain kept us inside that afternoon.

Verena sat in the lodging window with Maddoc’s sword across her knees. Orla joined her with the leather of her lance grip. For ten minutes they worked without trading insults, the soft scrape of cloth and wax filling the window alcove. Then Verena held out the sword’s oil-cloth, and Orla held out her grip wax. Each accepted the other’s tool.

Tam fell asleep over the rubbing from the class-wall, pencil still in hand. Garvan removed the pencil before the boy rolled onto it and laid a blanket over his shoulders. The load-transfer glyphs remained spread beside his cheek.

When he woke, Tam found the obsolete Class 117 variant and asked me to show the structural difference. I used three cups on the table: two as anchors, one as load. The current form divided weight evenly. The obsolete form sacrificed one anchor after overload so the other could survive.

“Why stop teaching it?” Tam asked.

“Because builders used the sacrifice as permission to undersize the first anchor. A failure provision became ordinary design.”

He turned the rubbing around and traced the interior return with the pencil’s blunt end. “Could it be used honestly?”

“Yes. If both anchors are strong enough before the provision is added.”

He wrote that beside the old glyph. The answer belonged to bridges, rigs, and families without requiring me to label the resemblance.

Rain began against the upper windows while Ferrant’s pot warmed the room.

At dawn Rathmell found me at the practice rail while Orla ran her legs out. He crouched beside Frame Nine without touching it.

“The correction yesterday loaded her right thigh first and returned through the third hip rib,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Your second re-lay changed the grain angle.”

I studied him. “You can hear that?”

“I have listened to failing frames for thirty years. The rib rings shorter now. If she repeats that fraction, the return may travel into the shoulder yoke instead.”

He had given the warning directly to the smith, the only person who could alter the path. I opened the frame and tested his read. A faint diagonal bruise reached from the new grain into the yoke, too small to threaten an ordinary pass at the point where Freeline’s sideways return would enlarge it.

I added a plain copper spreader beneath the junction. No boost, no hidden tier; merely a broader road for strain if the fraction returned.

Rathmell listened when I struck the repaired rib. “Better.”

I loaded the spreader with a bench lever while he held a fingertip against the yoke. At two-thirds output, the diagonal bruise divided into three lesser paths. At full predicted return, none reached the shoulder keeper.

“One more load test,” he said.

“You are not my customer.”

“Your flyer is. She deserves a second test.”

I reloaded it. The copper warmed evenly. Rathmell removed his hand only after the note settled.

“You improved the frame you intend to beat.”

“I intend to beat the rider.”

He walked the empty rail alone. I kept the useful warning.

That night rain came, and my flyer asked for slowness without wrapping the request in performance.

She asked me for slow in plain words, a rarity in the time I had known her, no performance in it and no joke waiting, just Orla with the scoring jokes and restless patter set down, rain on the shutters and one candle, saying, “Slow. Tonight. I don’t want to perform it, I don’t want an audience, I don’t have a card tomorrow and Dale’s alive and I just want it slow, with you, quiet. Is that, can we,” and the sentence ran out because plain sentences run out in her the way loud ones never do, and I said, “Yes. Slow. Come here,” and consent was soft and complete between us, and there was nothing to prove.

She undressed me unhurried, garment by garment, no show in it. Her rider’s hands found the ordinary tightness in my shoulders from pit work and sleepless sweeps. Freeline remained unspent and cost me nothing yet. She checked the muscle the way she checked a rig, testing pressure with both thumbs along each stubborn knot and making me answer every quiet, careful question completely.

At the right shoulder she found a tight band running into my neck. She left force out of it and laid her forearm along the muscle and asked me to push gently against her. Resistance warmed the knot. When she released, the shoulder dropped farther than it had all week.

“Again,” she said.

“That is my line.”

“Borrowed equipment. Push.”

I obeyed. On the third release, she pressed her mouth to the loosened muscle. The tenderness carried no demand toward sex. That absence of urgency was precisely what made me reach back for her.

Being tended to undid me more than any performance of hers. Orla approached the knots as she approached her frame: testing before pressure, believing each answer, working one stubborn band loose without making pain a challenge I had to win. Her practical tenderness reached a place spectacle never could, because she treated my pain as information worthy of belief instead of a weakness to overcome. I had to make myself keep breathing evenly. She felt me hold still under her hands and looked up.

“You go quiet when someone’s kind to you,” she said, not a joke. “Verena told me you do that. I’m going to keep being kind until you stop bracing for the bill.”

“There’s no bill.”

“I know. That’s the point. Lie back.”

I sat against the headboard and drew her astride me before either of us could fall into a familiar performance. My mouth followed the week-old rune-lines from shoulder to sternum while my hand slid between her thighs, warming her slowly without turning the touch into a separate act.

“Face-to-face,” she whispered. “I want slow with all of you.”

“Then stay on me and keep your eyes open.”

She guided my cock into her wet slit and lowered herself astride me. We both watched the first inch disappear. She took the rest in one patient descent, then folded chest-to-chest with her forehead against mine.

The slow joining turned her earlier shoulder care into something deeper. She felt me brace, pressed her forehead harder to mine, and refused to move until I let the bed carry my weight. Her patience, of all things, was what threatened my control.

Quiet Orla still talked, but in a murmur against my jaw: small true things with every score set aside. I felt every inch of our joining at that pace, the slow drag of her pussy and the deep settle when her hips met mine. Her small breasts pressed against my chest, heart racing beneath them while the rest of her moved slowly.

“Stay with the pace,” I said, both hands flat over the warm lines on her spine.

“I am. It’s harder than flying.”

“Good. Do the hard thing.”

She rocked on me, barely lifting, grinding her clit against my body each time she came down. I slipped one hand between us and touched her in the rhythm she had chosen. Her running inventory shortened. Gold warmed under my other palm.

The rain ticked steadily against the shutters while her wetness coated my fingers and the base of my cock. I drew a slow circle around her clit, then held the pressure still until her hips rolled helplessly against my hand.

“You said slow,” I murmured. “You didn’t say easy.”

“I should have negotiated better.”

“Too late. Keep your chest against mine.”

She obeyed, warm breath spilling along my throat. I changed the angle beneath her by planting one foot and lifting my hips just enough to press deeper without breaking the pace. Her thighs tightened around my waist. The rune-line under my palm answered with a stronger pulse of gold.

“That,” she whispered. “Again. Same depth.”

I gave her the exact stroke and stopped at the root, making her feel the fullness she had asked for while my thumb kept working between us. Her mouth opened against my jaw.

I read her through the palm on her spine and the fullness she took and the pulse of the rune-lines, and I told her what I read, low, into her hair, because reading her aloud is the one foreplay that never fails with her: that she was wetter than she would admit at this pace, that the line at her ribs went warm every time I stopped at the root, that every part of her body was fighting the slow and losing and liking the losing. She made a sound into my throat that had no words in it, and her hips gave up the fight and rolled with mine at the pace I set.

“You always know,” she murmured, wrecked. “It’s not fair, you always know.”

“I read you. Stay slow. I’ve got you.” Her low inventory faltered. She named my hand, the pressure, and one unfinished sensation before the repeated stroke took language from her.

I caught one small breast in my palm and rolled the hard nipple beneath my thumb. Her pussy tightened around me. She whispered a running account into the side of my throat, no scores, just sensation: how full I kept her at that shallow lift, how the pressure on her clit spread up into the warm rating-bypass at her ribs, how every slow descent made her want to sprint and how good it felt when my hands refused to let her.

“Don’t let me rush it,” she murmured.

“I won’t. You stay folded over me and take the pace I give you.”

“Yes. Like that. Ground crew sets the speed.”

I planted my feet and drove upward in measured strokes, still slow but deeper now, making her feel the root of each one before I withdrew. She bit my shoulder to hold back a cry. I gathered her tighter against my chest with my forearm across her back, protecting the fresh lines from any drag against the bedding, and kept my fingers circling her clit until her quiet words thinned to my name.

“Eyes on mine,” I said.

She raised her head. Hazel-green eyes held mine, already wide and shining. I slowed further at the edge, one deep stroke at a time, until even those soft words deserted her.

When climax reached her, the murmur stopped. She went wide-eyed and wordless, pussy clenching around my cock. She hooked her ankles behind me and stayed through every pulse.

I held her tight and kept moving beneath her until my own control broke. My cock pulsed deep inside, filling her in slow heavy spurts while she tightened around each one. I groaned into her neck and did not let the pace turn frantic even then.

I stayed in her through all of it, hips still rolling in the slow rhythm she had asked for, spilling deep and feeling her pussy work every pulse out of me. She made a small satisfied sound and ground down to take the last of it. Neither of us hurried. The gold under my palm on her spine flared once and settled warm. I kept my forearm across her back and my mouth at her throat until we were both still.

She remained folded against me after the last pulse. Neither of us moved for the length of the rain running down one pane. Her fingers returned to the shoulder she had loosened and checked that I had not braced it again during climax.

“Still soft,” she murmured. “Good.”

“You were monitoring my shoulder while coming?”

“Ground crew takes notes.”

“No dismount,” she said roughly. “Deduct the points.”

Gold lettering joined the rain-dark room:

[Soul-Attunement: Orla Selkirk, 58%]

Orla lifted her head from my shoulder. Rainlight silvered the freckles across her nose.

“Fifty-eight,” she said. “Past the signature. Still not Crown.”

“Still climbing.”

“Do you feel me differently now?”

I closed my eyes and found her through the bond. The living lattice carried physical state and kept thought private: warmth, exhaustion, the settled hum of her ground-anchor, and the quick bright readiness that was Orla even at rest.

“Like a rig at the head of a line,” I said. “Held, not stopped.”

“That’s annoyingly good. I had a joke ready.”

“Use it anyway.”

She tried. The opening came out, followed by a long pause while she searched for the rest and found she did not need it.

“I thought slow would feel like waiting,” she said instead. “It felt like being allowed to stay in one sensation until I understood it. Nobody times that.”

“You chose the pace.”

“You enforced the choice when I tried to outrun it. That’s different from a cap. The cap serves the man who set it. Your command served the thing I asked for.”

I brushed my lips over her temple. “Keep knowing the difference. Especially with me.”

“I will. Loudly, when necessary.”

That promise sounded more like her than any joke she might have finished.

“No. It would score poorly after that.”

She took my hand and placed it over the rating-bypass line at the base of her ribs. The line beneath her skin felt warmer than it had in the shed.

“And me?” I asked.

Her expression turned serious. “Tired. Less frightened than yesterday. More frightened than you admit about the final. Your grip is good tonight, but you keep flexing the third finger when you think I can’t see.”

“The bond doesn’t tell you that.”

“Eyes do. I’m not furniture.”

“No one could mistake you for furniture. Furniture stays where it’s put.”

“You put me here.” She tightened her ankles behind my back. “I’m staying.”

The words landed without performance. I kissed her forehead and held her while rain filled the space around us.

Afterward we talked low about Dale, the files, and the machinery around them. Orla asked whether Dale would ever return to riding. I said the shoulder made a full rig unlikely, but coaching was another form of flight if Dale chose it.

“She’ll hate that answer,” Orla said.

“She can hate it while teaching you.”

“Good. I learn best under hostile conditions.”

She approached her fear through Dale’s nine lost years. A rider who could have been the fastest of her generation had been reduced to a coach in a pigeon loft by a number someone else assigned her.

“That’s what gets me,” Orla said into the dark, half asleep. “They could have stolen my whole career with one dishonest number, the way they stole Dale’s. One truthful mark of the pen and she rides another ten years, I ride at my grade, and nobody has to fly off a dying rig to prove she was ever worth the ink. A number in a book, written wrong on purpose. That’s the whole crime.” Orla lay against me in the rain doing the arithmetic of how close she had come to the same nine years, saved only by a sabotage cut and a bench-rat over a line.

Sleep nearly took her before she asked the question she’d been carrying. “What would I have been rated at nine, if anyone truthful held the pen?”

I started to answer. She fell asleep against my chest before I finished.

“No dismount,” I whispered. “No points deducted.”


Chapter 27: The Semifinal and the Silence

Orla won her semifinal without Freeline. Plain craft unsettled the doctrine’s believers more than the miracle had.

She drew Kestrick’s second seed, a strong rider on tier gear and a genuine card. The crowd came expecting the flight it had inhaled on quarters day, ten thousand people wanting to see the girl leave the rail again. She stayed on it.

Kestrick’s second seed was Marit Ossun, a tall rider with a low launch posture and a tier frame built for acceleration. Her rig carried unaltered work, though expensive enough that every vent had a decorative border. She knew the crowd wanted Orla’s miracle and used that hunger against her.

During the course walk, Ossun stopped at each rail joint and bounced twice on the balls of her feet, feeling for lift. Orla never touched the rail. She watched three paper streamers tied above the north seats and asked Dale, by hand signal, for the launch-end wind.

Dale released a pigeon from the cheap seats. It crossed above the course, corrected once near the second target, and rose sharply over the third. Orla tracked the correction without moving her head.

Ossun saw the bird and laughed. “Your coach sends weather with feathers?”

“Cheaper than a capital gauge.”

“Less accurate.”

“Tell the bird.”

The pigeon landed on Dale’s shoulder before the marshal called them to rig.

On the first pass Ossun launched hard and forced the clock. Her tier reservoir released in two stages, the second kick arriving just after the first target. Orla’s older frame had no matching reserve. She held the long line and refused the chase.

Ossun came off half a length ahead with two outer-ring strikes. Orla landed all three nearer center but lost the combined score by one point.

At the brake, Ossun vented enough stored heat to blur the air around her hip plates. Orla’s yoke was hotter because Frame Nine had carried the same work through less metal. She touched the shoulder keeper, then looked at me, leaving the keeper closed until the service mark.

That one restraint saved us seconds. Garvan lifted the frame cleanly; Tam opened the vent side; I found no uneven load hiding beneath the heat. Across the gap, Kestrick’s crew changed a reservoir pin despite having taken less stress. Their advantage required maintenance too.

The crowd began chanting for Freeline.

The rigs came into the service gap with four minutes before the second pass. I read Orla’s frame while Garvan cooled the yoke and Tam checked the hip rib against the re-lay notes from quarters. The machine reported the strain visibly: heat at the shoulder, a pale stress fan under the left stirrup, no hidden cut. Ossun’s tier frame across the gap held a launch reservoir a grade above Orla’s and a vent family built to clear it fast between passes. Expensive, efficient, and tactically useful.

“She can spend more at the start,” Tam said, reading my attention correctly.

“And pay less heat after,” I said. “So we don’t race her launch. We make her carry the speed into the crosswind.”

Orla had one boot on the service block and both hands around a water cup. “Advice or safing?”

The question was fair. Never safe my runs meant I did not get to turn fear into an order and call it craft.

“A read,” I said. “Her reservoir gives her the first third. The warm air rising off the north seats will cross the third target before your next pass. I think she’ll spend early and meet it full. What you do with that is yours.”

Orla looked toward the high tiers. A torn paper streamer above the north aisle lifted, dropped, then leaned east. She saw the forming current for herself.

“Let her win the launch,” she said. “Take the line.”

“Your choice.”

Garvan reseated the yoke. Tam called the rib true. I ran my fingers under every buckle, then stepped away before the marshal’s call. Orla ran her own triple-check and tightened the last keeper herself.

The strike scored, the run cleared, and she looked up at the chant at last.

Orla heard it. At the head of the second pass, I saw the urge move through her: give them the flight, answer expectation, turn a hard race into the impossible thing everyone had paid to see.

Dale stood in the cheap seats and held both hands flat, palms down.

Stay on the line.

Orla touched collar, chest, thigh, then deliberately brought the count back one station. She launched below full output.

Ossun looked across at the lower pace and smiled. She opened everything.

That was Orla’s trap. The long line had shown her a crosswind forming beyond the second target where arena heat met the cold upper bowl. Ossun reached it first at full speed and corrected with her shoulder. The movement saved the rail and spoiled the third strike.

Orla entered the same wind already angled. No visible correction. Her lance took center. The ring-lag sounded so quickly after her pass that the note seemed attached to the launch.

Ossun’s shoulder moved when the crosswind reached her. Orla entered already angled and spent no correction. Dale’s flat palms lowered by one inch in the cheap seats.

The board put her ahead by two.

Ossun requested a frame check before the third, trying to cool Orla’s concentration. Legal. Sensible. The marshal inspected both rigs while ten thousand people shouted advice.

Orla sat on her heels beside the rail and closed her eyes.

I wanted to cross and keep the noise off her. I did not. Never safe my runs.

Dale remained standing with both palms down. Verena watched from the competitors’ gate, arms folded, refusing to pace for both of them.

When the marshal released the frames, Ossun came to the line with a changed plan. Rather than outrun Orla, she would strike perfectly and force a contest decided by craft alone.

The third pass was the best of the semifinal. Both riders held their lines.

Ossun changed her launch posture, raising her chest to sacrifice a fraction of acceleration for cleaner point control. Orla noticed and shifted her lance rest one hole lower. The two alterations answered each other before either woman moved.

They launched together. Ossun took the first target center. Orla matched it. Their washes met between rails and threw sand outward in one long seam. At the second target, both lance heads arrived so close that the two ring notes beat against each other.

The final approach narrowed under a cross-current from the upper bowl. Ossun held her correction until the last possible instant. Orla had already included it.

Ossun’s lance touched a finger outside dead center.

Orla’s did not.

She needed no Freeline or impossible half-second, only three targets read as one course before launch.

The board confirmed her by one point.

For a breath, the crowd did not know how to cheer. They had waited for a woman to leave the rail, and she had beaten a tier frame by keeping both feet and every thought on the line craft required. Then the riders in the lower stands began striking their boot heels against the boards, the old salute for a line held true. The sound climbed tier by tier until the whole bowl hammered for the ordinary work beneath the miracle.

At the Vandermoor rail, Tam held up the service slate with all three ring-lags copied in his narrow hand. Each pass had tightened. Garvan put one thick finger on the final number and nodded. Dale remained in the cheap seats, palms no longer down, one fist closed against her ruined shoulder. Verena looked across the bowl at her and touched two fingers to Maddoc’s pommel, a champion saluting a teacher who had just won a bout from the stands.

Orla heard the boot-thunder and looked briefly startled. Applause for flight she knew how to wear. Applause for patience reached under the performance and found the woman who had chosen not to give a crowd what it demanded.

Ossun crossed the service gap before either rider had fully unrigged. She held out a chalk-dusted hand.

“I thought you’d fly,” she said.

“So did everyone.”

“You used that.”

“Dale used it. I listened when it counted.”

Ossun looked up toward the cheap seats where Dale still held both palms down. “Then tell your coach she cost me a final.”

Dale heard nothing from that distance, but read the gesture and saluted Ossun with two fingers. Ossun returned the salute before carrying her own yoke toward the Kestrick pit, beaten fairly on the line without being diminished by it.

The crowd kept chanting Freeline after the result. Orla turned toward them, spread empty hands, and tapped her temple instead. A few riders understood first. The chant shifted by degrees from the skill’s name to hers.

At the sponsor table, the officials could not dismiss the result as an unrepeatable ability. The clock, ring-lag, and center marks all belonged to ordinary scoring. Bricken wrote the one-point victory into her book, paused, and underlined it.

Rathmell walked Orla’s course backward from the brake and stopped at the crosswind. His palm remained against the rail there.

Dale came down from the cheap seats and gripped the paddock rail. “She banked the flight and won on the line. That’s the ride I wanted.” Pride held in her voice until she looked toward the final board. “I keep searching for something I could warn her about before my shear fired. There was nothing.”

Orla came between us and covered Dale’s grip on the rail.

“You already warned me,” she said. “Read the destination. Trust the line. Leave the machine if it lies.”

Dale turned their joined hands palm-up and inspected Orla’s calluses as if they were another course. “And come home.”

“That too.”

The contact lasted only a breath after the words. Dale withdrew first to check Orla’s shoulder yoke, but she did not disguise why she had accepted it.

“Don’t let her be me, bench-rat,” she said.

“I can’t promise what happens to the gear,” I said. “I can prepare her to survive losing it.”

Dale studied me a long moment, then nodded. It was the only promise the evidence allowed.

The final was set. Orla Selkirk against Ivo Rathmell, the Longwall, day nine, and the whole city knew it by dusk.

The house bracket had done what it always does and delivered the girl to the wall. The paddock knew it. Sympathy running her way since the tier-rig refusal hardened into anticipation. A crowd that has watched a rider leave the rail and live wants to see what she does against the one man who has never let anyone leave it.

The city bought its day-nine tickets expecting either a coronation or a wall doing what a wall does. Nobody knew which. Nine years of certainty about an Ivo Rathmell final had ended.

After the arena emptied, Drummond and I swept the final’s assigned run. Wind moved through the black bowl while his lantern advanced a hand at a time.

Two false leads consumed the first hour. A hooked graver lay unlogged in a service cabinet, but seven years of settled dust covered handle and edge. At the third target, an unfamiliar hand appeared beneath the current signature; the repair dated to the previous meeting and its lifted termini belonged to an apprentice, not the artist.

Frame tag, cradle pins, brake post, and accessible rail showed no foreign cut. By the second hour, heat tightened across my temples. Drummond made me close Runesight and drink before we walked the load path backward.

Still nothing.

A loose knock sounded beneath the fourth rail while I was closing my sight. Drummond lowered the lantern and found a washer turning under vibration. Its edge carried two tool impressions. My pulse climbed until I cleaned away the grit: two different ordinary spanners had tightened it years apart, not the cleaner’s hand.

I replaced the washer anyway. Ordinary looseness deserved repair even when it failed to become evidence.

“A cutter idle on day seven has chosen his date,” Drummond said. He lifted the lantern toward the rail. “And this ground changes before the final.”

Legitimate crews would re-lay fresh sections at dawn. Tonight’s verified metal could not answer for tomorrow’s run. We prepared for gear loss without guessing which surface would carry it: plain rope, unruned poles, practiced release order, and the latest read access allowed.

That night Orla taught the family how to lose her rig.

Garvan hung a dead practice frame from the stall beam. Rhona handed Orla the chalk and made the rider invent the failures herself. Orla marked every keeper in release order and made Tam explain what happened if the family pulled the wrong one.

“Shoulder first frees her arm,” Tam said.

Orla loaded the frame by leaning into the yoke. The shoulder keeper now carried the twisted spine’s weight directly over her neck. “Cut that and you finish the trap for it. Feel before you rescue.”

She put Tam’s hand on the strap until he felt the load. Then she made Garvan take the same position, Verena, Ferrant, and finally me. Each of us had to teach the next person, proving we understood rather than merely repeated her answer: hip first to drop the center, spine second to remove the twist, shoulder last once the frame no longer used her body as its brace.

Only after everyone could explain the structure did Orla rig in. She chose the blindfold herself and gave Garvan permission to strike the suspended frame once at any moment. Tam and Ferrant took the plain rope; Rhona and Garvan held unruned rescue poles; Verena stood between the practice wreck and the imagined second rail.

The single attempt began without a countdown. Garvan’s maul hit before Orla had found the first keeper, making the ribs shriek around her. Tam shouted one false failure, then caught himself. Orla ignored both voices, felt the load through her straps, and called the family in by name.

Rhona introduced the live complication without warning. She kicked the support block away from the frame’s left side, making the suspended ribs roll toward Verena. Verena could not hold the twist and reach Orla at once. She chose the frame, bracing its dead weight with Maddoc’s scabbard while Ferrant crossed behind her to take the rope.

“Route closed,” Rhona called.

Orla changed the order herself. “Garvan, high lift. Tam, keep hip loaded. Emrys, spine when I say.”

The hanging frame shifted another inch. Garvan took its upper weight on an unruned pole. Tam’s arms shook but he did not release the hip line early. I felt the twisted load leave the spine keeper.

“Now.”

I opened it.

Hip. Spine. Shoulder.

Verena cleared the line. The poles lifted without touching runework. Orla came out feet-first with her practice lance still controlled, and the rope brought everyone behind the mark.

No one asked to run it again. The lesson had travelled through five teachers and one consequential attempt while avoiding nine padded, consequence-free mistakes.

Ferrant rolled the released frame onto its side without warning. Tam and Verena caught the ribs in the correct order before the yoke could strike stone. The family had learned the release well enough to use it after the announced attempt ended.

Orla removed the blindfold and inspected their hand positions. Tam had protected the hip line but crossed his wrists, a grip that would fail under more weight. She moved one hand without mocking him. Verena had used Maddoc’s scabbard as a brace and left the sword available. Garvan’s pole had taken a shallow dent where the upper rib struck it.

“If this happens tomorrow, don’t save the frame,” Orla said.

Tam looked offended on professional grounds.

“It is an old frame. I love it. Let it die before you use my neck as the last sound piece.”

She made him say the priority back.

“Rider. Family. Evidence if reachable. Frame last.”

“Good. And if I’m shouting about the frame?”

“You may be concussed.”

“Or sentimental. Both impair judgment. Ignore me.”

Verena crouched beside Orla. “And if I can reach either you or Emrys?”

Orla did not answer quickly. “Call the split. Somebody stays on the ride; somebody goes to him. If you’re alone, take the person in immediate reach and use the relay. No heroic arithmetic.”

“Correct.”

They touched knuckles once. The answer hurt both of them, which was why Rhona had required it before the sand made the choice louder.

Rhona changed the question. “If the nearest person says she can move?”

“Test it,” Verena said. “Name, location, grip. Don’t accept bravery as a medical finding.”

Orla supplied all three from inside the dead rig. Verena checked each answer, then helped her stand only after the load was gone. Tam checked Orla’s pupils with the stall lamp and accepted her complaint about the brightness as a fourth, unsolicited sign of ordinary function.

Ferrant marked the dead practice rib with FRAME LAST and hung it above the rope rack.

Afterward Orla remained beside the dead frame with the blindfold around her neck. Her fingers trembled against the first buckle when Garvan’s maul rolled half a turn on the floor, its fading ring too close to the old governor shriek.

“The frame can die,” she said. “Now every person here knows how to let me leave it.”

Tam held up his chalked hands. “And she knows we learned.”

Orla looked around the circle, then unfastened the harness without putting it back on.

The family argued the arithmetic aloud, with the numbers where everyone could reach them. A plan held in one man’s head dies with him. Chalked on a shutter, it belongs to the family.

The Sovereign arithmetic went up in chalk on the stall’s shutter, the way we do all our arithmetic, on the undercroft-slate model I have kept since Grayvern, numbers where the family can argue with them.

“She’s at fifty-eight,” I said, and chalked it. “Sovereign is ninety. That’s where the Sigil crowns and Freeline grows from a flicker into full seconds of unaided motion. Below ninety it corrects. At ninety it can carry.”

I chalked the gap.

“She needs thirty-two points before day nine. We do not know the cleaner’s method. We do know gear can be killed. A soul-anchored rune cannot. Hale’s law and the Runewraith proved that: a field, drain, or knife can attack carried work, but the soul-rune is the person. If something takes the frame from her, Crown-tier Freeline gives her a survival answer below the gear. Below Crown, the answer lasts half a heartbeat.”

I underlined thirty-two.

“We prepare for loss without predicting it. The number gives her one more reliable tool against an unknown cut, nothing more.”

Verena put down the chalk. “Thirty-two points won’t come from another drill. If there is something you need to say before the final, say it to the people who can carry it with you.”

Orla sat inside her rig’s ribs at midnight. Her hand kept returning to the shoulder keeper.

She spoke after the stall lamp burned down.

“Every time I check a buckle, I hear the old governor,” she said into the dark. “If the buckle holds, I think perhaps they need it to hold until the right crowd arrives. If it slips, I think perhaps tonight was the date in somebody’s book. I know what to do with that. Check it again. Ride anyway.” Her fingers closed around the shoulder keeper. “I don’t know what to do with my hands when there’s nothing left to catch them lying about.”

The confession ended there. She had found the first place on the wound she could touch without jerking away. I sat with her and did not turn the fragment into an answer. The rest was still hers to open, and no taproot comes free under one pair of hands.

Dale found her at dawn in the shed and set the blue cooper’s ring on the yoke.

“You ride like the line loves you back,” she said. “No housing grade measures that.”

She nudged Orla’s boot with hers. “Now get up. You’re sitting in your own launch path.”

Orla laughed, wet and surprised, and got up out of her own launch path.

Dale took Orla to the final’s practice course without a rig. Before placing anything on the clay, she made Orla stand at the brake and name the route backward. Orla gave her every joint, wind pocket, and target angle. Dale interrupted only once.

“You named where the third rail is. Name where it ends.”

Orla looked beyond the brake into the open sand where a failed machine might throw her.

“There. Or anywhere I choose after it stops deserving me.”

At the launch mark Dale set the old grade-four tag on the clay and placed a pigeon beside it.

“Rate the bird,” Dale said.

“You can’t. It knows a route, not a grade.”

“Rate the line.”

“That’s worse. The line exists whether I ride it or not.”

Dale nudged the brass tag with her cane. “Then why does this get to rate the rider?”

Orla looked from the stamped four to the full course. She walked it once, with no speed or correction available, naming each joint as part of one route. At the far target she turned back toward Dale.

“I’m the rider,” she said. “The line doesn’t need a number.”

The pigeon launched from beside the abandoned tag. Gold lettering appeared as Orla watched it take the course the sky offered.

[Soul-Attunement: Orla Selkirk, 67%]

Orla left the number uncelebrated until she finished the lesson, another act of patience the old file would never have predicted. She picked up the pigeon after it landed, checked its feet for the clay beside the discarded tag, and carried it back to Dale.

“Sixty-seven,” she said.

Dale opened a red south-quay ring and fastened it to the bird’s leg. “Then this one carries the part you learned.”

She wrote a destination on a narrow paper strip: HOME LOFT. Orla rolled it into the ring.

“But we’re standing half a mile from the loft.”

“Distance doesn’t change the destination.”

They released the pigeon together. It circled the final course once before taking the line over the roofs. Orla followed until the bird became too small to separate from the pale morning sky beyond the final’s long, empty practice rails.


Chapter 28: Day Eight

Day eight gave the city exhibitions, rest, and pageantry. I used the quieter card to test every thread already pulling at the family.

Crane fought his last unbadged exhibition and then retired the meeting to the stands. He rode one more courtesy bout with no colours on his back, the Sunderer plain against a capital champion. He fought well and saluted nobody’s box. Then he climbed into the stands with the paying crowd, out of the paddock entirely: a champion sitting among the people. When I passed him at the rail, he gave me another remark over his shoulder. “I’ve argued enough for one meeting. I took my colours off and let the city read it. Your rider’s argument is louder. It only needs her to fly.” He settled into a stand seat, his own piece said, ready to watch someone else deliver a bigger one.

I told him I was glad he would be watching, and I meant it. Across a winter and a meeting, Crane had become the one enemy I could no longer name and would not insult by calling a friend. He was a great fighter who had audited his legend to the bottom, found my craft beneath it, and chosen to stand unbadged in the enemy’s city.

“She’ll fly,” I said. “Whatever happens under the stands, she’ll fly.”

Crane heard the second promise because he was not a stupid man. “I’ll watch the sand. You watch the rest.”

He asked nothing more. It cost him nothing to give and meant everything to have: an alliance neither of us needed to name.

Verena and Belloc crossed practice blades for the crowd’s joy, half-speed and grinning. It was the day’s warm heart. The capital’s rank one and the provincial champion who had disarmed him sparred wooden-slow for no stakes and laughed through it. Belloc demonstrated the shoulder tell on himself, then showed the crowd the counter Verena had used. A good loser taught the city how he lost.

The capital adopted her during that hour. They had seen her win without humiliation; now she sparred for joy with the man she beat. Maddoc’s manners turned conquest into welcome.

“Show them the shoulder,” Belloc called to the crowd, and dropped it on purpose, the tell Sarn had written her two pages about, and let Verena beat him with it a second time at half-speed so the whole ring could watch the door open and close. “That,” he announced, grounding his practice blade, “is how the provinces took the capital’s rank one. In case anyone was still telling themselves a kinder story about it.”

“It’s in the shoulder,” Verena agreed, deadpan. “You should get that seen to.”

Belloc handed his practice blade to a girl at the rail. “Show her.”

The child could not have been more than twelve. She imitated his high guard with both elbows locked. Verena stepped behind her, asked permission with one lifted hand, then adjusted the sword arm by the sleeve.

“The tell starts here,” Verena said, tapping the girl’s rear heel. “The shoulder only confesses what the foot decided.”

Belloc exaggerated the bad step. The girl found the opening and touched his padded ribs. The crowd gave her a victory louder than the exhibition deserved. She returned the blade shaking with delight.

“I’ve tried,” Belloc said. “The physician says it’s terminal, and that the cause is you.” And the crowd laughed, and a rank one who could laugh at his own beating in front of the city that had crowned him was doing more to make Verena a capital name than another victory could, because a crowd forgives a champion nearly anything except a sore loser, and Belloc was the opposite of a sore loser, he was a delighted one.

I had never met Maddoc Rennick, but his creed of winning without cruelty lived in the ring: Belloc laughing beside the woman who had disarmed him, both still carrying their pride. Twelve years after a renewal gap killed the man, his manners were winning his daughter a capital crowd.

I read the enemy’s day eight in fragments, and together they revealed the final mechanism.

Hargen abandoned his usual counting-district circuit and paced the under-stand competitors’ armoury twice after dark. Each slow circuit measured the aisles and timed a route through the room where a wounded smith could be steered amid the final’s chaos. The steward handled logistics; the cleaner handled the blade. I marked the armoury on the shutter-chalk and understood that the ninth day had two sands, the one everyone would watch and the one under it.

Runesight had found no trap I could cut. Hargen’s circuit suggested the armoury as one possible route, but a route was no plan. The false crew at the gate might be a probe, a genuine attempt, or a distraction from something already waiting elsewhere. Every answer remained conditional.

That uncertainty defined the limit of my gift. Sight finds structure after structure exists. It cannot read an intention out of empty metal or name which innocent hand an artist will borrow tomorrow. I spent day eight sharpening the part I could control: reading every available surface quickly, rehearsing the first response to gear failure, and making sure no one in the family mistook preparation for prophecy.

After dark, four men in yard coats pushed a rail cradle toward the final gate. Drummond barred the wheels with a rescue pole.

“Names,” he said.

The lead man offered a sealed order. Tam ignored the wax and studied the men. One carried his calibration gauge in the left hand with its face turned inward. Every rail worker we had watched carried that delicate edge outward to keep it from striking the thigh.

“Borrowed tools,” Tam said.

The false crew dropped the cradle and ran. One kicked the release lever as he went, sending three rail lengths rolling toward Tam. Garvan stepped into their path with the plain maul held crosswise. Iron hit ashwood and drove him back a full pace, but the cradle stopped before it pinned the boy.

Rhona took the first runner in the gate tunnel by sweeping his borrowed workman’s boots from under him. The second tried to climb the gate lattice; Orla came off the awning and landed above him, forcing him back down into Drummond’s reach.

Verena chased the third through the outer lane. He threw a yard coat over a lamp and changed direction in the instant of darkness. She followed the sound of his cheap work boots, caught his belt, and put him against the wall without drawing Maddoc’s sword.

The fourth escaped through evening traffic after releasing a mule from its hitch. Rhona kept the tunnel prisoners and rejected a blind pursuit.

Their cradle held ordinary rail. The danger sat in the calibration gauge: its measuring tooth had been shortened by a hair, enough to make a legitimate crew lay every joint shallow at dawn. Beneath the toolmaker’s copied mark, the concealed stroke carried the same unconscious ending.

I set the altered gauge beside Ollisant’s verified one and loaded both against the same sample joint. The true tooth seated square and returned one clear pressure line. The shortened tooth rocked inward, telling a conscientious worker to lower the rail until the bed carried a hidden lean. By the fourth joint, that repeated fraction would have built a resonant road through the whole final course. The cleaner had weaponized the crew’s care, making every conscientious correction deepen his trap.

The captured men knew only the grey-coated buyer who had paid them to deliver the gauge. One had a fresh silver burn across his palm from accepting warded coin. Under true light, the burn carried the same merchant-house purity as Hargen’s cash advances, tying the delivery to the steward’s resources without pretending the runner knew his employer.

Their bodies and the altered tool gave us what mattered. Drummond put Grayvern eyes beside the dawn workers and locked the false gauge in Ollisant’s forge.

Ollisant came to the stall carrying the day-one strap and Dale’s old strut.

He laid the two shears beneath one lamp. “Same graver family. Same terminal habit. I examined the old one nine years ago and called it rider failure. I was wrong.”

Dale stood opposite him. “Say the pass.”

“Sabotaged at full-output resonance. Your line completed before the shear.”

She accepted the correction with one clipped nod. Ollisant left both objects on the counter between them until Drummond wrapped the physical evidence.

The family stayed near the stall that evening. Tam recited course specs until Garvan put one palm on his head.

“Book’s right. Sleep.”

Verena and Orla took wooden blades under the lamps. Verena disarmed her three times.

“I’m a lancer. I go past.”

“You go past onto my point.”

On the fourth exchange, Orla dropped the blade before Verena could take it and tackled her around the waist. They landed on a folded canvas laughing, Verena’s wooden point still held safely away.

“Alive,” Orla announced.

“Disqualified.”

“Alive and disqualified. Improvement.”

I began grinding sky-iron at midday so the dawn rite would have properly ground ink.

Crown-tier ink takes nine hours by hand. Practice does not shorten the material’s demand. It only prevents a tired smith from wasting the first six hours and discovering at the end that he passed the silent point and burned the grain.

The pestle began with a coarse whisper. I turned it through the exhibition bouts, through Ollisant’s report, through supper, and into lantern-light. Every hour I checked the oil, scraped the mortar walls, and returned every grain to the center. The pitch thinned by degrees.

Grinding is patience directed by skill: pressure even, heat kept low, the wrist never hurrying because the deadline is close. The capital, the final, and the unseen cut receded while my hands did one slow true thing.

Near the ninth hour Orla joined me. Sitting still is her hardest discipline, and grinding offered nothing but stillness. She pulled an upturned crate beside mine, tucked her knees to her chest, and listened to the pestle’s thinning whisper.

“May I talk?” she asked after ten minutes.

“You asking permission to talk may be a sign of fever.”

“I don’t want to make you miss the silence.”

“The pitch is in my hand as much as my ear. Talk if you need to.”

She watched one full turn of the pestle. “That’s the sound it makes before you cut me open.”

“It is.”

“Can you tell which station the ink will enter?”

“No. The design gives it direction only after the graver opens the path.”

She leaned closer to the black surface without touching. “So right now it could become any line.”

“Any line suited to you. On another bearer, the alignment would fail.”

“Potential with standards. I approve.”

She listened for another hour without interrupting, then called the pitch change a breath before I did. I made her explain what she heard. Only when she named the missing coarse scrape and the smoother drag beneath it did I confirm the change and let her hear the next interval entirely alone.

“I like it. Not the open part. The sound. It feels like something becoming exact.”

I showed her how the grain moved under the pestle near completion, no coarse particles climbing the mortar wall now, the whole mixture turning with the slow resistance of thick cream. She did not touch. Crown ink could be spoiled by skin oil this late, and she knew enough craft to keep both hands around her own knees.

“What happens if you grind past it?” she asked.

“The particles flatten. The ink carries unevenly. Nine hours lost.”

“No pressure, then.”

“None beyond your soul in the bowl.”

She made a face at me and settled again.

The pitch descended by intervals too small for an untrained ear. Orla heard them anyway. When only a faint thread remained, she leaned forward but stayed silent. The pestle moved as if through cold honey. At the ninth hour, the last whisper vanished.

I stopped immediately.

Orla did not celebrate. She reached for the timing slate and wrote the hour while I kept both hands away from the finished surface. Her inspection of the mortar rim found one escaped grain, found one bright speck in the groove, and pointed without touching.

I returned it with a glass needle and turned the pestle once. The pitch remained silent.

“Now it’s done,” she said.

“There,” she said in Dale’s and Rhona’s flat teaching key.

The ink for my flyer’s crown lay finished in the bowl, smooth, dark, and unburned.

I lifted one sample on a glass needle and drew a test line across a scrap of prepared hide. It spread to the precise width of a single pink hair and stopped cleanly, neither feathering nor clotting. Under my fully opened Runesight, every sky-iron particle aligned from end to end without a gap.

Orla studied the line. “That goes in me at dawn.”

“This batch does.”

“How much do you throw away after?”

“Anything the rite does not use. Crown ink is mixed to one bearer and one design. It isn’t stock.”

“Good. I don’t want someone buying my leftovers and claiming they’re Crown-adjacent. That’s my fraud.”

I sealed the bowl with waxed linen, marked the completion hour, and put it inside the locked rite case. Orla checked the latch once. I checked the seal. Neither of us checked twice.

She kissed the top of my head and went to bed, leaving the sealed ink and its completion hour in my care.

Near the fire, Dale showed Tam how to check the breastbone of a pigeon weakened by smoke. Rhona returned from testing the arena exits with a split boot sole; I repaired it in plain waxed thread.

Verena rebraided Orla’s pink hair after their wooden-blade spar. The first attempt sat crooked.

“Sabotage,” Orla accused.

“Hold still.”

“I am Crown-adjacent. I don’t hold still.”

Verena undid it and began again. The second ponytail sat high and tight enough for the rig. Orla touched it and found it sound.

“You like watching me,” she said, too casually.

Verena’s fingertips remained at the base of the ponytail. “Yes.”

“Only watching?”

The sparring humor left them both. Verena turned Orla by the shoulder until they faced each other. “No. I want you too. I was waiting for you to ask me directly, with him left out of the bridge between us.”

Orla’s freckles darkened. “Good. I want you on your own terms, with no chair, score, or man bridging us.”

“After the card, when none of us is bandaged if the world shows unusual mercy.”

“Terrible odds. I’ll take them.”

Orla turned before Verena could finish the ribbon. “Say the part that isn’t strategy.”

Verena’s hands stayed in her pink hair. “I want to kiss you without an audience. I want to know whether you go silent for me differently than you do for him. I want the morning after, when you are loud again and steal my shirt because yours is somewhere impossible.”

Orla’s freckles darkened to her collar. “Your shirts are better.”

“That is what you heard?”

“I heard all of it. If I answer the serious part first, I may die.”

Verena drew the ribbon snug, then placed two fingers under Orla’s chin and chose her forehead for the promise and saved her mouth for after the card.

“After the card,” she said.

Orla closed her eyes for the brief contact. “After the card. Mouth next time.”

Verena tightened the ribbon once, and the direct choice stayed between them without needing me to bless it.

Ferrant packed tomorrow’s food while Garvan checked the relay plates. The dangers waiting at dawn needed no recital.

Orla read her conditions once more by lantern before she slept, which she does the night before a rite, the three she gave me at her first cutting, NEVER SAFE MY RUNS, THE FAMILY WATCHES ME FLY, IF I EVER GO QUIET FOR REAL COME FIND ME, and then, half asleep against my shoulder, her conditions inventory fading to a murmur, she added a fourth.

“Fourth condition,” she murmured, nearly under. “Somebody watches the actual ride. Whatever they start under the noise, somebody who knows what they’re seeing keeps eyes on my line. Promise the family splits: one watch on the sand, one on you. Nobody flies alone and nobody bleeds alone.”

She made us name the split in bodies and positions, stripping sentiment from the agreement. Dale held the course from the stands. Verena stayed near enough to reach pit or tunnel. Rhona and Garvan guarded the under-stand approaches. Tam carried the relay between both groups. Drummond placed his trusted marshals where a false escort would have to pass them before reaching me.

Orla corrected two positions before accepting the plan. The fourth condition became bodies on actual ground, not a promise polished for bedtime. Tam drew each person’s route on the shutter and circled the two relay crossings where the sand-watch and smith-watch could exchange help without abandoning either post.

“Who watches the ride?” I asked.

“Dale, if she can. Verena if she can’t. Somebody who knows what they’re seeing, not only that I came down alive.”

“And who watches me?”

“Rhona thinks like a taker. Garvan thinks like a door. Drummond has marshals. You decide the names together in the morning, when you know where everyone stands. I don’t want a pretty promise that ignores the ground.”

Her eyes remained closed, but her fingers found the rig-tag inside my apron.

“I refuse to make you choose between my ride and your life,” she said. “The family is large enough to cover both. That’s why we built it.”

“If the ground changes?”

“Then change with it. Conditions aren’t stupidity. I want a real attempt, not a dead ground crew because he stared at the sand to keep his word.”

“And if you go quiet?”

One eye opened. “Then come find me after somebody sees where I land.”

“I promise,” I said.

Her eyes opened fully. Before sleep could take her, we still had the mutual witness that belongs on the eve of a Crown-tier rite. Before the Crown rite, we owed each other a final complete accounting. Whatever we sealed would carry every fact spoken in that room.

I gave her the part I had not said aloud. Each night in the capital, I counted the north-wing windows from our lodging and checked whether the old vault light had come on. It never did. My body kept watch anyway, expecting someone to discover that my freedom had been an accounting error.

Orla sat cross-legged with her knees against mine. She put her forehead against my shoulder.

“Every time you expect an invoice,” she said into my sleeve, “one of us can show you empty hands.”

“That may take a while.”

“I’m persistent. Verena’s worse. You’re doomed.”

I laughed once. She kept her forehead there.

“Tomorrow I enter their arena because I chose to,” I said. “My body is still counting exits.”

“Mine counts buckles in my sleep.”

The receipt warmed between us.
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She blinked at it, then nodded as if the number had answered a question.

“My turn,” she said.

She gave me the file that priced her, but not as an abstract wound. She gave me the kitchen in the dockside house where eight children ate in shifts because the table seated five. At seven she learned that volume could reserve a chair. At nine she climbed the warehouse cranes because nobody looked up unless something fell. At twelve she watched Mirren Dale’s results chalked at the harbor betting board and decided speed was a place where a small person could occupy the whole world.

“One of my first test rigs was terrible,” she said. “Grade two, left stirrup too long, smelled like six other people’s fear. I launched, and every part of me finally pointed the same direction.”

The academy handed her Frame Nine. Bricken wrote four, and Orla memorized the rating.

“I made being expendable into a talent,” she said. “If they wanted a test body, I would be the best one they’d ever seen.”

Her thumb moved over the fold in the rig-tag.

“If I’m not the test dummy, I don’t know what I am. The file is horrible, but legible. Grade four. Demonstration value. Expendable. Priceless has no stamp.”

I took the rig-tag from my apron and placed it between us.

“This has your hand on it.”

“Conditions aren’t a rating.”

“Your hand wrote these conditions. You built the governor count. You gave every yes in the shed. The house’s number is gone, and you are writing the structure now.”

She touched the tag.

“So we’re both trying to believe something without the old kind of evidence,” she said. “You that you can be chosen. Me that I exist without their number.”

“We have evidence.”

“Each other?”

“And your hole through a shed wall.”

That startled a laugh out of her.

The second receipt followed it.

[Soul-Attunement: Orla Selkirk, 83%]

Orla looked from the receipt to me.

“Seven left,” she said.

I laid the rig-tag across her palm. She folded it once over her fingers and held it there between us.


Chapter 29: The Open Sky Rite

I began crowning Orla Selkirk in the deep pre-dawn dark on the empty practice run. The rail pointed toward the hidden sunrise, my coat lay spread at its end, and the city slept. Orla understood ground as a launch line, a destination, and open sky. Her crown belonged where all three met.

The woman I was crowning had been priced as a crash. During the hours when the arena belonged to no one, she would take her own measure beneath the widest horizon available. The empty stands would go from black to grey to gold while the rail waited east for the sun. Dale stood distant watch at the gate, her back turned, a family witness keeping the fourth condition before its hardest day. The practice run lay empty, enormous, and ours.

Orla came onto the run counting. She named the launch mark, each dark rail joint, and the last target hidden beyond the lantern’s reach. Her technical inventory was too precise, a barricade of measurements against the tenderness of what waited.

She had ridden this course at noon with full stands and a running clock. Now the tiers stood black and empty. At the top, she ran out of joints to name and faced the long line toward a sunrise still hidden below the world.

“You picked the run,” she said.

“I picked the run.”

“Because I don’t stand on stone. I stand on this.”

“Yes.”

The rite did not shake her. Being handed a whole dawn built to say she mattered did.

Her next breath trembled once. Then she set the nerves down with the decisive economy she used whenever she discarded an unwanted burden, came to my spread coat, and said, “All right, ground crew. Crown me.”

I had cleaned the run in the middle of the night, walking its length with a lantern the way I clean any ground I mean to cut a soul on. I had spread my coat at the rail’s eastern end and ground the sky-iron to silence the night before. Under the last stars, I laid the complete design out for her once more, dry and without ink. The brush traced the lines she already carried and the new ones I would hang from them. A bearer walks her crown before it is cut, just as a rider walks a course.

“The crown hangs off the growth junction,” I told her, tracing it dry down her back in the cold, “the one I cut into you in the shed for exactly this, so I don’t have to recut a stroke of what’s already in you. The new stations rise off the old. The keystone over your sternum I cut live and leave open. It closes in the act, not before. That is Crown law and the central distinction between it and a collar. A collar is sealed on you by someone else’s hand while you can’t stop it. A crown is cut open and left open and only closes when you take it, in the choosing, so that the last thing that makes you sovereign is your own yes and not my stroke.”

The first pair of stations grew from the old junction below her left shoulder and travelled into the hip-crown band. I traced both once more before ink touched skin. Orla accepted the routes together.

The witness-thread followed my graver, gold fine as dawn through fog. At the hip, I slowed around the freckled curve and made her test the load-spread before I closed it. The old lattice answered through the new line without losing the release path.

Orla asked to see the connection. I angled a polished lance plate until its reflection caught shoulder and hip at once. She followed the gold junction in the metal.

“No overlap on the old governor scar,” she said.

“None. The Crown grows beside what the housing damaged. It does not pretend the scar vanished.”

She touched the scar with two fingers and nodded. “Then continue.”

The balance station crossed tender scar beside her spine. When her fingers dug into the coat, I stopped.

“Pain,” she said. “Give me three breaths.”

On the third, the muscle released and she asked me to continue.

Delivery ran from shoulder into the inward roll of her lance wrist. Orla saw the bias before I named it.

“The line meets my heavy strike.”

“Yes.”

“Keep it.”

Breath and impact crossed under the collarbone and low on her lance-side ribs. She asked for my free palm between her shoulder blades while I cut the narrow bridge. At the impact station, a ticklish first touch startled a laugh out of her; she reset herself and held for the real stroke.

The recovery arms joined hip band to thigh anchor. At their last crossing she turned her face toward the pale horizon.

“I accept coming back,” she said.

I tested depth and direction separately. Both held.

The eighth was the horizon station, a shallow arc across the upper back that gave Freeline room to widen without stealing control from the rest of her lattice. It was the longest new cut. Halfway through, the rising sun reached us. Gold light lay across pink hair, freckles, black ink, and the finer gold witness-thread beneath her skin. Sweat stood along my own ribs despite the cold.

The growing light transformed the rite. In the dark I had cut by lantern, close work in a small pool of yellow, the world ten inches wide. Now the run opened around us. The empty tiers went from black to grey to the rose of the flush on her chest. Ahead, the rail caught the sun first and ran it back toward us like a wire lit end to end. Cutting a crown into a rider at dawn on an open run, I understood why she does not stand on stone. Stone is where you go to be safe from the sky. She was made for it.

I rested my cramping fingers, flexed them once, and waited until the grip was wholly mine again.

Orla felt the pause. “We can stop.”

“We can. Do you want to?”

She considered the question in full and declined to perform courage for me. “No. I want the eighth.”

“Do you accept it?”

“Yes.”

I completed the arc one breath at a time.

The ninth completed the Crown extension under her existing release. A crown grown from an existing soul-lattice gets no second key. I finished the extension with a shallow return crown below her left shoulder, closing the horizon arc back into the growth junction so every new line remained part of the same design so the Crown remained an extension of the first lattice.

“This addition stays under the release you already hold,” I said. I traced the path from the return crown to the growth junction, then down the old trunk to the original ninth station over her off-hand ribs. “The word you chose in the shed governs all of it. If you speak it, the entire soul-lattice unmakes in about four heartbeats: Unbound work, Crown extension, every line. Growth does not change who holds the key.”

Orla covered the old release with her palm. She did not speak the word, and I did not turn my head because there was no new secret for her to choose.

“And you can’t preserve the old part if I use it,” she said.

“No. The release ends the whole design. I cannot split it, delay it, or override it. Do you accept the final Crown station under that same condition?”

Her gaze held mine. “Yes. One soul. One release. My word.”

The witness-thread sealed the return crown gold and ran down the old trunk to warm beneath her palm, confirming that the existing release governed every addition.

Only then did I cut the keystone over her sternum. I laid its curves live, connected all nine additions to it, and left the final span open. The line remained cold under my testing finger. Every station waited behind it, accepted but not yet crowned.

Orla had held still through hours of exact work, out, hold, breathe, and now the only unsealed mark rested over her heart.

“Come here,” Orla said when the keystone lay open and cold over her sternum, vow-trade filthy and delighted and then suddenly neither. “Give me the crown, ground crew. I’ve been an open lattice with a cold plate on my chest for ten minutes, and I would like to be flown.”

Consent went between us plain and complete. I asked if she wanted the crown closed through sex with me. She said yes. I asked whether she wanted my weight and my hand on her wrists when she called for them. She said yes again, no joke in it. I told her she could use the private release word, say stop, or tap me three times, and every one would end the act immediately.

“I know,” she said. “I chose all of this. Now choose back.”

“I choose you.”

She was already half bare from the rite, the ink drying gold-black down her spine, and I ran both hands up the length of her, careful of the fresh lines. She shivered under the cold dawn air and my warm palms both, and the first full press of her skin against mine carried the cold keystone between our chests. I held her there to feel the one unfinished line waiting on our choice and breathed her in: sky-iron oil and clean sweat and the particular warm-metal smell of her that is nothing like Verena’s and is entirely Orla. She felt me take the moment and gave it to me, still for once, letting me have it.

I brought her to the end of the practice rail and sat with my back against its last upright. She stood between my bent knees facing the brightening horizon, bare except for the open lattice and pink hair lifting in the wind.

“Back to me,” I said. “Eyes on your sky.”

Orla turned and lowered herself onto my thighs. Her spine stayed a careful inch from my chest so none of the fresh lines dragged. I reached around her, one hand cupping a small breast and the other sliding between her legs. She opened for my fingers at once, wet from the hours of cutting and choosing, hips restless against my palm.

“No familiar start,” I told her. “You take this crown facing forward.”

“Good. I want to see the line when it happens.”

I spread her with two fingers and stroked her clit from behind. The position gave her no performance to watch in my face and no score to chase. She had the rail, the paling east, and my voice at her ear. Her head settled back against my shoulder while I worked her slowly open.

“Tell me where the warmth begins.”

“Hip band.” Her breath shivered. “Then recovery. Your fingers are cheating.”

“My fingers are preparing you. Hands on my knees.”

She obeyed. I kept her thighs apart with mine and circled her clit until her slick ran over my knuckles. Each time she tried to press faster into the touch, I flattened my palm and denied the friction.

“You don’t sprint into this one.”

“I know.”

“Knowing is not holding. Hold.”

Orla went still by choice. The new recovery lines flickered along her thighs while she kept them open, muscles trembling with contained motion. I kissed the side of her neck, then the shoulder above the growth junction, careful to keep my mouth away from wet ink.

“Good flyer. Now lift.”

She rose from my lap. I freed my cock and guided the hard length along her wet slit from behind, coating the head while she watched dawn gather at the end of the rail. The open keystone remained cold above her heart.

“Reach back and place me.”

Her fingers closed around my shaft. She rubbed the broad head against her entrance once, twice, testing the alignment, then held it there.

“Ready.”

“Lower at my count. One.”

The head entered. Her body opened tight and hot around me. I held both hips and stopped her after the first inch.

“Two.”

She took another measured length, back arching without touching the fresh horizon line to my chest.

“Three.”

I brought her down to the root. Her pussy swallowed all of me in one final controlled descent, and a low sound left her as her ass settled heavy against my lap.

I did not move. One forearm crossed her waist beneath the impact station, securing her without pinning a limb. My other palm rested over the cold keystone, feeling her heart strike beneath it.

“Full,” she whispered.

“Yes.”

“Still open.”

“You close it when I give you the act to choose. Until then, you sit on my cock and look at the destination.”

The command stopped her mouth halfway through a technical observation. We remained joined while sunrise found the topmost rail. Her inner muscles fluttered around me, trying to create motion where I allowed none. I felt every small pulse against my cock and named them at her ear.

“Your body wants to run. Your crown waits for judgment. You can carry both.”

Her palm covered mine at her sternum. “Cold under your palm. Hot everywhere else.”

“Keep it that way. Lift halfway.”

I controlled her hips while she rose. My cock dragged slowly through her clenching heat, then I pulled her back down. The first full stroke made both of us groan. She kept her gaze on the rail and accepted the pace and stopped manufacturing her own.

Again. Halfway. Down.

I varied the depth without warning. A shallow rise followed by a hard return to the root. A long withdrawal that left only the head inside before I seated her slowly. Three compact strokes with my fingers tight on her hips, then a complete halt while her pussy squeezed me and her thighs shook.

“Ground crew,” she breathed.

“I have you. Keep your hands open.”

She spread both palms on my knees. The posture denied her any grip to pull against. I took the work, raising and lowering her on my cock while she received it upright. Her breasts moved beneath the dawn wind. Gold gathered through the Crown stations in sequence, a warmer answer after every descent.

When she began talking again, it was not the familiar score. She reported the horizon station expanding behind her ribs, the impact line sharpening each time my hips met hers, the recovery arms catching the small loss of balance before she needed to correct.

“It knows where upright is,” she said. “Even full of you. Even moving.”

“Then trust it. Close your eyes.”

Her head turned slightly. “But the sky…”

“Will be there when I give it back. Close them.”

She obeyed. Deprived of the horizon, she had to feel the new crown’s sense of position through her own body. I held her waist and drove up into her with firmer strokes, each one lifting her a fraction before gravity returned her to me.

“Where are you?”

“End of the rail. Facing east. Your cock deep inside me. Your arm around my center.”

“What holds you upright?”

“I do. You do. The crown does.”

“Good. Eyes open.”

The sun broke the horizon.

Orla opened her eyes onto the entire line turning gold. Her body clenched hard around me, sudden and involuntary. The sight hit the open keystone through every station at once, but the final span did not close. Choice still waited.

“Not yet,” I said as she tried to ride the reaction. “The beautiful dawn can’t close the keystone. Choose the crown and take it.”

“Then let me take it.”

“Stand on your knees.”

With me still buried inside her, she planted both knees on the coat and rose upright. I came up behind her. Our bodies remained joined, my cock angled deep while she faced the open run. My hands stayed at her hips until the recovery station found the new balance.

“Arms out.”

She spread them.

No restraint closed around her wrists. Wind moved under both arms and over her breasts. I governed her from the center, one hand low across her belly and the other at her hip, drawing her back onto my cock while she held the launch posture freely.

The first stroke in that position went deeper. Her voice broke on my name.

“Keep them open,” I ordered. “You asked for sky. Take it without grabbing for ground.”

I fucked her upright in slow, forceful strokes, pulling her body back into mine and driving up as she returned. Her thighs parted wider on the coat. Each movement made the Crown lattice flash: hip, spine, arm, breath, impact, recovery, horizon. The keystone stayed cold against the morning air.

Orla kept naming the lit sections of rail until awe overtook the inventory and need overtook awe. She named the rail taking light section by section. She laughed when the wind lifted her hair straight back into my face. The laugh dissolved into a moan when I slid my hand from her hip to her clit and worked it in time with the deep strokes.

“Still laughing?”

“Yes. Fuck, yes. This is better than solemn.”

“Then laugh while you take it.”

She did, breathlessly, the sound breaking around each thrust. I kept her arms spread and her body upright, never using stillness as the path to surrender. Her pleasure climbed through motion, wind, and the absurd joy of being opened to the whole sky while my cock filled her from behind.

“More,” she demanded.

I stopped with her seated to the root.

“Ask.”

Her laughter vanished into a ragged breath. “Please. More. Make me feel the flight before I own it.”

“Better.”

I gave her the pace she had earned: deeper, stronger, every return controlled by the arm around her waist. My thumb pressed her swollen clit. Her pussy tightened until each withdrawal dragged a wet sound out of her. She kept her arms open through all of it.

Fresh gold brightened down the horizon arc and pooled at the cold gap over her sternum. I put my palm over it from behind.

“This is the last span. Tell me who decides.”

“I do.”

“Who carries you?”

“You, because I chose you. The crown, because I accepted it. Me, because I’m the rider.”

“And if you want down?”

“I say the word.”

“Good. Keep looking east.”

I accelerated while keeping every stroke under my control. Orla’s knees remained planted, torso upright, arms open. The freedom of the posture made obedience harder. My command and her choice to follow it were the only things keeping her from folding around the sensation.

“Do not fold,” I said. “Let the sky see every line.”

She held the launch shape. Gold streamed beneath her skin from my hand over the keystone, down her ribs, and into the spread of both arms.

My own control frayed against the tight heat gripping my cock. I wanted to bend her down, take leverage, spend myself inside her. The rite required no such familiar ground. I kept us upright and found force through my thighs instead, lifting into her while my arm drew her down.

“I’m close,” she said.

The warning came in a voice bright with wonder, still far from silence. She was still laughing at the wind between gasps, still seeing the destination.

“You come when the horizon station reaches your fingertips. Not before.”

“I can feel it moving.”

“Report it.”

“Shoulder. Elbow. Wrist.” Her fingers spread against the sunrise. “It’s in my hands.”

“Hold.”

She cried out at the denial. Her pussy clenched in quick desperate pulses, but she obeyed. I stopped my thumb and remained seated deep, forcing the brink to stay open without carrying her over.

“Please, ground crew.”

“Whose crown are you taking?”

“Mine.” Her answer came fierce and immediate. “Mine, given by my smith. Mine because I said yes.”

“Then take it in the air.”

I locked both arms around her center and rose from my knees.

For three heartbeats Orla’s knees left the coat. She remained impaled on my cock, back against my chest, legs hanging clear while I carried both our weight. The lift was mine, bounded by muscle and command, but her body recognized the posture it wanted: upright without ground, arms spread, horizon ahead.

I thrust once while holding her suspended.

Gold reached her fingertips.

Orla laughed on the edge of climax. The sound broke into my name, then vanished. Peak-silence took her beneath the open sky. The final laugh vanished at once; her mouth opened without sound. Her fingers stayed spread into the sunlight, and she never looked down. Her pussy clamped around me in deep rhythmic pulses while the sunrise filled her eyes.

I drove to the root and came inside her, cock pulsing into the tight contractions. My seed filled her in heavy spurts while I held her off the ground with my palm covering the open keystone.

Heat struck beneath my hand. The cold final span warmed and sealed.

Gold ignited through the Crown extension: hip band, spine, lance arm, breath crossing, impact ribs, recovery links, horizon arc. The answer ran down the old trunk to the original release, still governed by the word she held.

Her knees touched the coat only after the last line closed. I stayed buried inside her and kept one arm around her waist until the new recovery station confirmed she could bear herself.

[SOVEREIGN SIGIL: Crown-tier. The rune is hers.]

[Echo deepened: Freeline II]

A handful of larks lifted from the arena grass at the far end of the run, small brown birds climbing through the gold morning.

Orla knelt in the first full sun with the crown sealed and warm. I lowered her carefully to sit, then checked the new lines while she leaned back against my chest.

“Like being airborne with nowhere to fall,” she said. “All the up and none of the down.”

Her head followed the larks.

[Soul-Attunement: Orla Selkirk, 90%]

The safety check found no bleeding, trapped heat, or pull under ordinary movement. The original release stayed warm beneath her palm.

“Control feels different,” she said. “The count closes output, but the horizon stays present.”

She rolled both shoulders, bent each knee, and let the recovery line catch her balance. I stopped the test there.

“Crown does not make you inexhaustible,” I said. “You still judge the ground.”

“And today?”

“Today you carry full Freeline once. Then it is spent.”

“One flight is enough if I choose the right sky. After that I land on my own legs, complain about the cost, and let you inspect every line before I pretend I need no help.”

The gold faded to a resting glimmer along her arm. “Dale was Crown-capable,” she said.

“Yes.”

Orla looked down the rail. “Then she sees both today. What they stole and what survived.”

We cleaned the instruments and recorded one essential line in her hand: ORIGINAL RELEASE GOVERNS ENTIRE LATTICE: BEARER HOLDS THE WORD. She underlined it once, then carefully initialled the margin in her own hand.

We cleaned ourselves with water from the practice shed, dressed, and packed the remaining rite tools. Orla found the issued grade-four housing tag among her clothes. She turned the house stamp over once in her fingers.

She walked onto the sand and set it down where the rail could outlast the number.

The tag of a nine-year doctrine lay on the enemy’s practice run. Orla looked at it for a moment, straightened, and came back to me.

“That felt like nothing,” she said, surprised by how little power the discarded number retained.

She took my hand.


Chapter 30: The Final: The Long Line

The house box filled for the final. Capital Vellicks in silver and steel occupied every seat but the centre chair, gathered to watch the wall carry off a scholarship rider. The tall carved chair stayed empty above the spectacle, its patriarch absent. I gave it one glance from the pit. My flyer was at the gate, and she kept my attention.

She presented her rig for the net’s whitelist. The registry-marked frame I had preserved all winter carried the house’s own mark, so the arena passed it without question.

As she crossed, a marshal extended an open palm. From the pit I recognized the grade-four housing tag she had left on the practice-run sand at dawn. The re-lay crew had found it and sent it through lost property, the house’s number returning at the gate like a debt that would not stay paid.

Orla looked at the tag on the marshal’s palm and left it there. She closed his fingers over it with both hands, gently. Her answer carried to the near stands and ran ahead of her down the concourse: “The house can have its grade back. I’m not riding under it any more.” She walked onto the sand without a number, while news of the refusal moved through the near stands faster than she did.

High above the gate, Bricken closed her book at the sponsor’s certification table.

A final adjustment sheet waited beside Bricken’s hand. She closed her book without signing, stood, and left the sponsor’s table before the launch.

I took my place at the pit rail with the family arranged according to Orla’s fourth condition, half assigned to watch the flight and half assigned to watch the smith, though I did not yet understand how that split would save me.

The final’s fresh rail had been laid at dawn. I watched from the service rope while legitimate workers used the replacement gauge Ollisant had checked. Distance kept the buried bed beyond my sight. Whatever the cleaner had prepared upstream would remain hidden until the run loaded it.

Verena stood at my shoulder with Maddoc’s sword. Rhona and Garvan were placed toward the under-stand tunnel mouth, which none of us said out loud was because that was where a smith would be steered. Dale sat where she could see the whole run. Tam held the relay plate. Drummond stood in the arch. The family was a drawn bow, and the arena filled, and the empty chair in the house box stayed empty, and my flyer came to the gate.

At the service mark, our last inspection had to use hands and measured sag; the rail bed lay beyond a safe runic read. Garvan lifted each side of Frame Nine while Tam called the measured sag. Verena pulled the release keepers in sequence and reseated them. Orla loaded the yoke to half output, listening through her collarbone for the shortened note Rathmell had identified.

“Hip rib?” I asked.

“Short and stable. Copper spreader warm.”

“Shoulder return?”

“None.”

I left the frame to the crew and checked her hands. Grip even, no tremor, right thumb resting clear of the emergency release.

Dale signaled from the stands, one palm to her chest and the other arm pointing at the final target. Orla pressed her thumb to the blue cooper’s ring tied beside her rig tag. Destination hidden; line still whole.

She touched collar, sternum, thigh. “I ride.”

We closed the last buckle and stepped away together.

The first passes belonged wholly to the riders.

Rathmell opened with identical ring-lags at all three targets. His frame made one even note from launch through brake. He wasted no acceleration and arrived at each strike with the same square shoulder.

Orla’s rail sounded different: pitch climbing through the center third, falling before impact, then rising again on recovery. She matched his three centers without imitating his pace.

At the first brake, Rathmell dismounted and pressed his palm against the rail until its vibration ended. Orla stayed rigged and looked past the score toward the third target. They had reached the same number by opposite uses of the course.

The second pass began with Rathmell delaying at the launch. Orla could not know whether he meant to steal the wind window or force her to hold loaded muscles an extra count. She unlocked her knees without lowering the lance, letting the frame carry its own weight.

Rathmell launched on the final legal beat. Orla followed without hurry. His half-pace advantage reached the first target; her looser body recovered it before the second.

Dale’s pigeon crossed high above both rails and did not correct. No hidden wind waited to choose for them.

Orla answered with the long line and the banked restraint, and she matched him.

On Rathmell’s second pass, he changed his launch by half a pace. It was pressure measured in half a pace. The change forced Orla either to answer faster than Dale’s long line allowed or concede the outer target and accept a one-point deficit.

Dale did not call from the stands. She put one hand flat over her own sternum: hold the whole course.

Orla launched on her chosen count. She surrendered the outer target, where Rathmell expected the chase, and struck the next two at cleaner angles. The first loss became no loss at all once the ring-lag settled. Her point hummed through the center target and her brake ended inside the narrow box by the width of a boot sole.

Rathmell looked at the box, then at her. He had offered panic and received arithmetic.

Orla’s second pressure came differently. She accelerated into the center third, enough to make the crowd rise, then released the gain before the target everyone expected her to attack. Rathmell matched the false acceleration. His strike remained perfect, but his recovery crossed the center line a fraction late. Orla took the fraction at the last target and returned the stolen point.

The numbers rose level to the last ring-lag. Rathmell reset his lance in silence. Orla grinned at Dale in the cheap seats and rolled her shoulders for the third pass.

The house intended fairness to end there.

The trap fired on the third pass at full output. It lived in the fresh-laid rail bed, inside the dawn crew’s legitimate work.

The first warning was not a visible mark. It was a second note under the frame’s usual song, too low for the crowd and one hair sharp of Orla’s forward struts. Runesight opened across my vision. The rail bed went transparent in layers: top plate, joining bolts, sleepers, ballast, then a buried geometry lighting where no active lattice belonged.

The cut was keyed to her frame’s own frequency at true speed. Not a shear or strap, nothing so crude. A resonance lattice slept through slow passes and inspection loads. Only the exact note of her marked frame at full velocity supplied its missing key.

Orla crossed the first buried arm. Pale lines woke beneath the rail and returned her frame’s note a fraction sharper.

The left forward strut answered. Its normal blue load-map doubled, one true load line and one killing echo laid over it. The yoke began shedding force into the hip rib. Three fasteners loaded backward. A stabilizer charm tried to correct the manufactured vibration and fed more energy into it.

“Wrong note!” I shouted, though no voice could reach her through the wash.

The buried lattice was not one shape but four resonant chambers joined at a keystone beneath the inspection cradle. Each chamber caught a different harmonic from the frame and gave it back amplified. The cleaner had made the rig attack itself through its own corrections. Cutting any outer arm would only shift the answer to another frequency. The keystone had to die.

The first chamber attacked the forward struts. The second caught the yoke’s attempt to compensate and returned that motion into the hip rib. The third waited for the stabilizer charm to engage, using a safety response as additional force. The fourth remained dark, held for the emergency governor if Orla tried to throttle down.

Her hand stayed open. At that speed, forcing the frame closed would complete the fourth chamber and break the yoke across her spine. Her hand moved toward the count points, felt the wrong load through her ribs, and stayed open.

Dale saw the choice from the stands. She struck both palms against the rail: leave it when it lies.

The keystone carried the hand I had hunted all meeting. Under the discharge-light, the terminus beneath the third fastening plate carried the punctuation I had read on a tower stair, a ford, a dead rider’s strut, and a nine-year-old shear on a loft wall. His hand. Cut into fresh legitimate rail by an artist who had ridden his knife in on the dawn crew’s legitimate work, in the manner Dale had warned and we had feared and could not prevent. The doubled seal located the returning flow. I verified it against the legitimate rail bond before moving. The bond carried load lengthwise through the sleeper. The trap returned it upward and inward, toward the frame’s correction lattice. Two structures crossed beneath one fastening plate without sharing a stroke.

That separation mattered. If I cut the louder line, I would break the rail under both riders and complete the murder with my own tool. I followed the quieter return instead, the thread the cleaner expected no smith to read through full discharge.

I moved for the keystone.

Orla entered the second arm. A hairline fracture ran along the forward strut. The lance yoke twisted three degrees. Eleven distinct kinds of structural wrong bloomed faster than a list could be spoken.

Tam saw the same failure through the relay model. The small brass twin on his board began singing sharp. He knew Orla could not hear a shout, so he called the changing loads to the people who could act.

“Forward left splitting. Hip taking return. Shoulder next.”

Verena moved to the rescue lane before the rail marshal opened it. Rhona blocked the under-stand tunnel when two unfamiliar stretcher men tried to enter early. Garvan dragged the plain rope from beneath the pit bench and anchored it around his waist.

Dale never left the flight. Both palms stayed on the cheap-seat rail, eyes fixed on Orla’s body while the frame disintegrated around it.

The fourth condition divided us according to plan: some watching the rider, some watching the hands that gathered near her smith.

Only two men in the arena could read the mechanism in full. One had built the rig. The other had built its death.

The sponsor’s field-marshal watched the yoke twist and kept his hand below the signal bar. Ten thousand people saw a rig begin to break beneath a rider going too fast to stop. His unmoving fingers displayed the house’s method without commentary.

I went over the pit rail.

A marshal caught my grey sash and hauled back. The cloth tightened across my ribs while I reached for the echo.

I had one echo suited to this crossing written on the meeting slate: Freeline II, seconds of launched carry with a controlled landing. I spent it.

The bond opened with Orla’s understanding of momentum, not as numbers but as a living line. For one instant I felt every slope in the sand, every current of wash between the rails, and the exact place my body could enter without meeting Rathmell’s pass. I stepped onto the pit rail.

The loyal marshal shouted my name and pulled harder. I twisted free of the sash, left it in his fist, and launched.

[Freeline II]

My first foot struck sand. The echo took the force I gave it and continued the line beyond what my body could have managed. The ground dropped away. Wind hit my face hard enough to close one eye. I crossed the first live rail above Rathmell’s receding wash, his lance passing behind my boots close enough that its wake turned me half-sideways.

I have never been fast. In my first life I was the man at the bench, not the man on the sand, and in this second life my gift is my eyes and my hands and not my legs. There is no version of me that crosses that gap on my own. It was Orla’s stride under me, her momentum, her line, lent back through the echo, and for the length of one launched step I rode the thing I had spent a book building into her, and understood in my own body what she does every time she leaves a rail: the ground gone, nothing under you but a line you chose and the wash you made, and the terrible unburdened joy of it, before my own back reminded me I am a smith and not a bird.

Orla’s dying rig came from the other direction.

Runesight laid her path across mine in gold and red. Gold was the line she had chosen. Red was every place the frame could shed a strut through my body. I changed nothing in the air; Freeline was not flight without limit. I held the launch position Orla’s soul supplied, shoulder down, spine long, trailing leg correcting the turn, and trusted the controlled end.

The inspection cradle rushed toward me. I came down on its outer lip with both feet. The echo bent the landing through knees and hips and spared them from breaking, but its price arrived at once. Muscles across my back seized. Both shoulders felt wrenched from their sockets. My right hand opened involuntarily.

The graver nearly fell.

I caught it against my thigh with the left hand, trapped it, and forced the right fingers around the handle one at a time. The cradle shook beneath me as the buried resonance answered another chamber. Sand jumped in tiny rings around the bolts.

The sound changed as Orla crossed each buried arm. First a sharp metallic whine, then a deeper beating note that made my teeth ache. The third chamber added the frame’s own stabilizer rhythm. I used those intervals as a clock. One arm behind her. Two. The keystone would receive full return when she reached the fourth.

Orla was seconds away. At true speed, seconds were a cruelty.

I dropped to one knee and drove my left forearm against the cradle to steady the rest of me. Runesight stripped the bed to its keystone. The outer arms pulsed, tempting the eye toward four separate faults. I followed their returning flow inward instead. All four met under the third fastening plate, where an ordinary depth-mark concealed the familiar terminal mark.

The plate bolt covered half the cutting angle. Removing it would cost six seconds. I had perhaps four.

I turned the graver backward and struck with the butt, denting the plate just enough to expose the terminus beneath its edge. The cleaner had protected the keystone from a bench approach, not from a smith kneeling on a live cradle with no reason to preserve the housing.

The first stroke had to cross returning flow without touching the legitimate rail bond beside it. Miss left and the trap remained; miss right and I would open the sleeper under Orla’s path.

Four strokes.

I put four strokes into the keystone under the wash. The first crossed the returning terminus and lowered the killing note. The second opened its pressure loop. On the third, the buried chambers fell out of resonance. I drove the fourth through the center after my right hand stopped feeling the graver.

The resonance died after irreversible shear had already begun in the frame.

I killed the cut, but her frame was already in shear, four kinds of wrong past recovery. The rig was a dead thing traveling at true speed with a living rider on it. My four strokes ensured that when it failed, Ollisant and every other capable witness would read a killed rig and reject the story of an ordinary crash.

I stayed braced against the cradle while Rathmell cleared the far rail. Orla’s dying frame screamed past me close enough for the shredded wash to flatten my shirt. Only when both riders were beyond the cradle did the track behind them become safe.

There was no echo left for the return. I got my left foot under me and failed to stand.

Verena was already over the pit rail. She crossed the now-safe section in three Crown-fast steps, caught my apron straps before I hit the cradle, and put my left arm over her shoulders. My right leg folded when I tried to help. She dragged me across both rails while my boot toes cut twin furrows through the sand, every jolt locking my back and shoulders harder. At the pit rail, Drummond and the loyal marshal who still held my grey sash reached over, caught the back of my apron, and hauled me the last yard across the iron.

I hit the pit-side boards on one knee. Verena put me against the fence. My hands were ruined, the echo spent, my back and shoulders burning. The smith had done everything he could. I stood at the fence as a man, unable to do anything but believe in the wings I had helped her grow.

Orla went up.

The rig let go at speed. Forward struts peeled away; the yoke split; the frame became a storm of dead oath-metal around a living rider.

Orla went up.

[Freeline]

Gold ignited from ground-anchor to hip band, up her spine and along the lance arm. She stepped from the collapsing frame into its own launch-wash and held Dale’s long line in open air.

The first instant threw her sideways. One broken stirrup spun past her shoulder; she folded the lance close and let the wash rotate her around its shaft. The recovery station caught before panic could. Her hips squared. The horizon line flared across her back, giving her a position no rail supplied.

She opened the lance again.

Pink hair streamed behind her. The dead frame fell in pieces below and behind, each fragment losing speed while she retained the forward line. Her boots found no surface. Gold carried from thigh through spine in repeating waves, every pulse spending part of Freeline’s single Crown use.

At forty paces, the launch-wash thinned. Orla lowered her center and narrowed both arms, preserving momentum while keeping both hands from reaching for the sand. The Crown recovery line kept her hips beneath the moving center while the horizon arc held the target fixed in her sense of position.

At sixty paces, she began to descend. The easiest response would have been to spend the lance as a pole and save the landing. She kept it level. Her left foot skimmed the top of the last rail without taking weight, enough contact to read the remaining angle through her boot.

The final target filled her line. She shifted the lance point by one finger through the delivery spiral.

For eighty paces she rode open air.

In the cheap seats, Dale rose with both fists pressed to her mouth. Then a cracked laugh escaped her.

Orla took the final target dead center. Its ring-lag sounded without wobble while she was still airborne. She folded into the landing, rolled through sand, and came up on both feet with her arms spread. Broken frame pieces struck behind her. Ten thousand spectators rose before the last one stopped moving.

The target kept sounding after she landed. Its ring-lag held one pure note while broken pieces of her frame struck the sand behind her in a scatter of false ones. An official ran toward the impact mark, stopped when the crowd surged to its feet, and looked helplessly toward the field-marshal who had refused the halt.

Orla found me at the pit rail, saw my bleeding palms, and confirmed that I stood. Then she turned to the board and demanded her score.

Rathmell pulled up short.

Rathmell stood beyond the brake with his lance grounded. Verena reached me at the rail and spoke into my ear over the roar.

“He had the strike. He pulled it.”

The Longwall walked back toward the debris while healers tried to keep him beyond the boundary. He ignored them, found the severed yoke, and lifted it high enough for the near stands to see the manufactured fracture. Then he set it beside his own intact frame and grounded his lance between them.

No interpretation was needed. The champion had refused the open strike and placed his body beside the broken machine.

Belloc came down from the competitors’ gate and stood on Rathmell’s other side. Cass Tarrant joined him with her chalked gauntlet raised. Verren brought the loose rail fastener from the quarterfinal and set it near the yoke. Competitors, not clerks, formed the first ring around the physical truth.

The field-marshal approached at last. Rathmell shifted his grounded lance across the wreck and denied him the shortest path.

“Rider first,” he said.

The marshal had to wait while healers crossed to Orla. His unused halt hand remained visible to every lower seat.

The target note continued through the delay. A healer reached Orla, touched neck and wrist, and asked her to track one raised finger. She followed it, then pointed past him toward me.

“Smith first,” she said.

Dale caught her hand. “He has Verena. You have me. Hold still long enough to prove the landing didn’t rattle sense out of you.”

“My sense was questionable before launch.”

The healer almost laughed and completed the check before allowing her to stand and face the board under her own power.

Orla crossed the landing sand under her own power. Her left knee buckled once. Dale reached the lower gate in time to catch her elbow, but Orla recovered before taking the support.

Behind them, Tam and Garvan reached the broken frame. Tam killed the still-cycling stabilizer with the release order Orla had taught him. Garvan lifted the twisted yoke without putting load through the snapped shoulder keeper. The wreck survived as evidence because the boy saved the rider first and touched the frame only after she stood clear.

Rhona kept the false stretcher men against the tunnel wall until Drummond’s marshals took them. Verena remained with me, one hand at my back and the other on Maddoc’s hilt, watching anyone who approached my injured grip.

“Score first,” she said.

“Stubborn second,” Dale answered, keeping her hand close without closing it.

On the sand, Orla demanded her score. The center mark rose on the great slate, and the arena chanted the number.

She found me through the noise, struck one fist over her sealed sternum, and waited until I answered clearly with my deliberately raised left forearm.


Chapter 31: The Collection

The trap’s second face was a courtesy. Three marshals crossed the sand to escort the injured smith from the pit, all solicitude as they helped a wrecked man to his feet beneath the crowd’s roar. I let them. As soon as they took my arms, I read the route: past the surgeons’ tent and into the under-stand. Three of the escorting marshals belonged to Hargen. The collection had begun inside the celebration, using the route we had feared while the arena watched the sand.

I went with them until the doors closed. A wrecked man lets himself be walked into the enemy’s room and counts what the enemy forgot to secure. They took me beneath the east stand into the competitors’ armoury, nine aisles between forty racks in the crowd-noise-breathing dark. The doors closed on the roar. A wagon-crate waited among the aisles, sized for a man: the collection’s cargo hold. Hargen stood beside it, ledger-thin and unhurried. The fourth condition had split my family where the danger required.

The armoury had been chosen for concealment, but concealment created structure. Nine standing aisles ran north to south between forty racks. Breastplates filled the western ranks, lance heads the next six racks, saddles and yokes the center. The west wall had no door, only a barred ventilation slit. The main door behind us opened toward the paddock. A narrower service door stood three aisles east, half hidden by weather-cloths. The tunnel arch beyond Hargen led toward the wagon yard.

I read all of it while they walked me six paces toward the crate. Oil underfoot near the lance racks. Low crossbars at shin height. A suspended practice yoke heavy enough to become a pendulum. Three exits for them, if they controlled the room; three approaches for my family, if they did not.

Hargen had stationed one bought marshal by each door and kept two with me. The cleaner wore marshal grey as the fourth escort, but his boots carried none of an arena shift’s sand and his right hand stayed clear of the regulation cudgel. The knife under his coat pulled the cloth in a line no ordinary marshal’s kit made.

They had selected a room full of weapons and assumed the injured smith was the only unarmed man in it. To a smith, nine aisles and forty racks of gear are a roomful of leverage.

Somebody watched the actual ride. And somebody watched the smith. Orla had made me promise it half-asleep, and the family had done it, and while ten thousand people watched my flyer land, the half of the family assigned to me was already moving, and all I had to do was buy the seconds and ring the bell.

My first move as the doors closed was the relay plate.

Tam had cut the stall’s sympathy relay plates during our first capital week, a pair keyed across distance. I had carried one in my apron since he handed it to me. I struck it twice against a rack post as the marshals turned me toward the crate. The doubled strike meant here, now, come. Across the paddock, its mate rang in Tam’s hand.

I bought the next seconds with ground and irony, the only currency a wrecked man still possessed.

The wagon-crate stood on a low trundle. I put my shoulder below its balance line and heeled it across the aisle mouth. Hargen’s marshals lost their three-man approach and gained a gap one body wide.

The crate’s inner chains struck wood as it tipped. I heard the hardware meant for my wrists and used the sound to measure how completely the box blocked their sight. The far chain had a live restraint lattice; the near one was plain iron. I kicked the runed length under the trundle before anyone could reach it and left the plain chain hanging where a rescuer could see. One glance had turned the whole mechanism from a cage into two different tools: one denied to the takers, one waiting for my family.

The nearest escort lunged through the gap and caught my apron. I gave him the cloth and kept my balance, twisting out of one strap. His forward step landed in the oil beside the lance rack. The boot slid; his knee hit a low crossbar; six practice shafts shook above him.

I pulled the rack’s release pin. The shafts dropped together, blunt ends first, making a wooden fence across the aisle. None struck him hard enough to maim. All required hands to clear.

The second escort tried over the crate. His weight brought the trundle wheels off the flags. I kicked the brake loose. Crate and man rolled backward into Hargen, separating the steward from the cleaner by three paces.

My torn back seized when I straightened. I put the suspended practice yoke between my shoulder and the rack, using its leather pad to remain upright. The room smelled of weapon oil, old wool, and the blood soaking through my trouser leg.

The relay plate gave one faint answer through my apron: Tam had heard.

Rhona and Garvan came through the main door, using the answer we had drilled in winter.

Rhona Corrick took the main door with Garvan at her shoulder. A bought marshal entered fast. The jamb gave him one place to put his body, and they already owned it.

The first of Hargen’s men to reach the doorway came through fast, both feet committed into the one place a door allowed him to be. Garvan met him with a forearm like a closing vise and folded him into the jamb. Rhona’s polearm butt struck behind his knee in the same beat. He went down across the threshold and became an obstacle to the next man.

From the crate gap, I saw Garvan keep one foot loose and Rhona shorten her polearm inside the frame. The movements were already in their bodies.

A second bought marshal tried to drag him backward by the collar. Rhona stepped on the fallen cudgel, pinned it, and shortened her grip. She did not chase through the frame. That had been my hardest winter lesson and came to her as breath: the defender held the line and made the other body cross it. When the second man reached through, she caught his wrist between shaft and jamb. Garvan stripped the keys from his belt and locked the joint until he dropped.

At the service door, a third man shoved a rack sideways to block Drummond’s approach. The rack carried six practice breastplates. Drummond’s first marshal hit it with his shoulder; the wheels caught in the oil I had noticed, slid farther than the bought man intended, and exposed his flank completely. Drummond himself seized the weather-cloth, wrapped it around the man’s weapon arm, and hauled him into the open.

The loyal marshals filled the tunnel arch and cut off retreat.

One bought escort remained between them and Tam’s relay route. He overturned a saddle rack, spilling heavy cavalry trees across the flags. Drummond did not charge through. He hooked the nearest tree with his cudgel and pulled, making the pile shift under the escort’s own boots. The man stepped onto a loose stirrup, lost his stance, and met a marshal’s shoulder, with every blade kept sheathed.

The relay route opened. Tam stayed outside the fight as ordered, plate in one hand and the plain rescue rope in the other. He threw the coil through the service doorway. Garvan caught it without looking and looped it around the tilted crate, preventing Hargen from rolling the barricade away again.

Verena came over the racks.

She did not use a door. She came over the top of forty racks of gear like weather breaking, up and across the aisle-ends with Maddoc’s living sword in her hand, the blade her father taught her like a language and I re-forged into a piece of her own soul, and it woke gold down its length as her grip closed on it, because it is her lattice with an edge on the end of it and it lights when she does. She dropped into the aisle behind Hargen’s marshals with the storm all the way up, a Sovereign-tier duelist landing at the backs of men who thought they had walked a wrecked smith into a trap, and the fight, such as it was, took about as long as it takes to write it. Three bought marshals lasted seconds between Rhona, Verena, and Drummond’s men. Verena had two of them disarmed before they finished turning around, one disarm and one flat of the blade across a wrist, Maddoc’s manners even here, beaten and not butchered, and it ended fast.

Which left the cleaner.

He had been the escort’s fourth man throughout, unhurried in marshal grey with a blade worn like a pen-knife. I had recognized the anti-Emrys and allowed him to enter.

When every aisle turned against the house, he neither ran nor panicked. An artist did not abandon a commission. He drew and came through the one-man gap beside the heeled-over crate, meaning to complete the work or die over it.

The forger and the forensic met blade to chisel in the armoury dark.

I could not beat the cleaner with speed, reach, or strength. His own lattice remained the available ground.

He drew a blade cut in his true hand. His habitual punctuation marked every terminus. The pattern was familiar; the weapon’s live balance was not. I would have to find its keystone inside the bind.

He was fast. The engraver’s precision had become killing precision: no wide cuts, no flourish, only short movements aimed at wrist, throat, and the inside of the thigh.

The armoury constrained both of us. A lance rack denied his right shoulder. The tilted crate denied my left. He adapted first, turning his blade point-down and cutting upward from beneath his own wrist. I caught the strike on the chisel ferrule. Steel slid close enough to shave one layer from my bandage.

I swung the suspended yoke with my elbow. He ducked. The heavy leather passed over him and struck the crate, making its chains answer. He used the return swing as cover and came under it with the knife leading.

I stepped onto the crate trundle, taking ground he expected me to surrender. Its wheels moved beneath my weight, carrying my thigh clear by inches. His point opened cloth and missed the artery.

His first pass nearly ended me. I caught the blade on my chisel with fingers that could barely close. The shock screamed through torn forearms. My right thumb slipped from the grip and his edge shaved leather from my apron before I twisted clear.

I gave ground down the one-man gap beside the heeled crate. He followed with his shoulders narrow so the barricade could not catch him. A low thrust sought the artery above my knee. I turned it with the chisel’s flat, though too late to avoid the point entirely. Steel opened my trouser leg and drew a burning line across skin.

Behind him, Verena called my name. The cleaner did not look. He kicked the crate’s wheel-lock free and drove his shoulder into its side. The barricade rolled into me. I caught it with my hip, trapped between cargo wood and a rack of lance heads, and used its motion to swing the rack gate shut across his next cut. His blade split the leather latch and passed my throat.

That gave me one breath. The lattice flared along his edge each time it met resistance. Power entered near the guard, divided through mirrored channels, and met halfway down the blade.

He changed grips. The blade passed behind his forearm and returned from the opposite side, a craftsman’s economy transferred into violence. I blocked late. The point drew a second line beneath my ribs.

My right hand opened. The chisel fell against the crate lip. I caught it with the left, tossed it back across my body, and closed the damaged fingers around it before he completed recovery.

The cleaner saw the weakness and attacked the hand. Three cuts came at thumb, wrist, and forearm. I surrendered ground to the first, used a hanging breastplate to turn the second, and took the third against the chisel. That contact exposed the live bind point.

Runesight gave me only a combat read: power entering near the guard, dividing into mirrored channels, then vanishing beneath the pressure where our tools met. The cleaner had placed the visible pommel rune to attract a reader’s first cut. It carried charge and flashed beautifully while controlling nothing essential.

The true load shifted whenever he changed angle. I let him press harder, accepting pain through the damaged fingers so the lattice would brighten under maximum resistance. One narrow crossing beneath the bind stayed fixed while every decorative path moved around it. Fixed under changing load meant balance. Balance meant keystone.

The obvious pommel keystone was a decoy. The true balance lived beneath the bind point, hidden during contact by the fighter’s own weapon.

He pressed again, reading me for the opening a wrecked man always gave. I let my elbow sag. He saw failure and drove for the bind, blade crossing hard onto my chisel, his weight descending toward my ruined grip.

He was right that I could not survive a dozen more exchanges. I needed one bind and two strokes.

Mid-bind, his blade ground across my chisel and opened the real balance point. I turned my wrist under his pressure. The first stroke cut the feeder. The second entered the keystone while his own strength held both tools steady.

The blade-lattice died at the kill-stroke and became bare steel in his hand.

Its physical edge remained sharp. He drove with it anyway. I let the dead blade bite into the crate wall and turned my chisel across the flat, trapping steel in wood. He abandoned the grip at once, refusing to waste time pulling free and reached inside his marshal coat for a second knife.

Verena’s sword point arrived at his wrist. She could have taken the hand. She gave me the fraction instead.

The cleaner’s composure broke once. His mouth opened around no word, and his eyes dropped to the dead lattice as if the dark steel had betrayed a contract.

He released the second knife toward me underhand. Verena deflected it with Maddoc’s forte. The blade spun into a hanging breastplate and remained there, quivering beside an old hammer dent.

The cleaner kicked the trapped sword free of the crate and caught it in his left hand. Without its lattice, the balance had shifted toward the point. His first recovery overran by two inches. He adapted on the next cut, master enough to relearn his own dead weapon in one exchange.

I was no longer quick enough to meet a third. Rhona’s held door stood behind him; Verena closed from the aisle; Drummond owned the tunnel. The cleaner’s latch-checking habit chose for him. He turned toward the nearest exit.

Rhona’s polearm took him in the doorframe.

He tried to leave by the door she held and met the war goddess in the jamb. Rhona used no flourish and spoke only after the work was done. Her level polearm closed the doorway with the economy of a woman who had held doors with her life.

The kill-artist had murdered for nine years beneath forged names and his private full stops. He died on the family’s plainest craft: a soldier holding a line, with no innocent signature left carrying the blame.

Rhona Corrick studied him at her boots. “I’ve held doors before.”

The dead blade hit the floor first. The cleaner followed it into Rhona’s held line, and the sound of the impact traveled through the rack feet.

Verena reached me before I fell. She caught the back of my apron with one hand and kept Maddoc’s sword leveled with the other. Gold burned down the living edge. Her gaze found the blood on my leg, my open right hand, then the cleaner at Rhona’s boots.

“Can you stand?”

“Long enough.”

“That is not a measurement.”

“Keep me upright for ten breaths.”

She braced her shoulder beneath mine without lowering the sword. Across the room, Hargen eased one foot toward the service aisle. Garvan saw it and rolled the crate half a turn with his boot, closing the gap. Drummond’s marshals secured the bought men against the breastplate rack with their own belts.

Rhona cleaned the polearm edge once on the cleaner’s excellent grey coat. Her face gave me no entry into what the kill had cost her. She resumed the door as if the line might still be tested.

Ten breaths gave my right hand enough obedience to close around the chisel.

Verena tested my name and location before letting me take weight off her shoulder. I answered. Garvan kicked the cleaner’s dead blade beneath the breastplate rack. Drummond checked the fallen artist for another knife and found three, each in a different reach position.

Rhona did not leave the main door. Blood darkened one cuff where the cleaner’s final turn had passed her guard, but her grip stayed level.

Verena retrieved my grey sash from the loyal marshal and wound it once around my bleeding thigh. She pulled the knot with her teeth because one hand still held Maddoc’s sword. The pressure slowed the blood enough for me to leave her shoulder.

“Ten breaths was generous,” she said.

“I used nine.”

“You miscounted.”

Which left Hargen at the crate.

I came off the dead-bladed dark with my wrecked hands and my torn back and put a chisel to Hargen’s throat again. He had promised the third clash would be mine, his own arithmetic from the armoury at Grayvern, and he stood very still against the crate and waited to be paid what he was owed.

I did not pay him in blood. I paid him with the truth, because Hargen had never known who he was bleeding on.

“Eleventh of Twelfthmonth,” I said. “North-wing vault. Four hundred and six runes in the Everbright. I asked for the freedom the contract promised. You said the renewals built the north wing, and you opened my throat.”

I raised my damaged right palm between us. “Look at the old callus. Look at the burn scar. You watched these hands make your house’s legend. You’ve watched them throughout this meeting without seeing them.”

The chisel touched his throat. “I came back, Hargen. I read every cut you sent after us. Now you know who was reading you.”

Hargen’s gaze dropped to my grip. He found the old callus between thumb and forefinger, then the burn scar he had watched heal decades ago. His measured breathing lost its count. The unhurried steward made a small broken sound and shifted against the crate too quickly, skin catching on the chisel point.

“The vault was sealed,” he said.

“You sealed a room.”

His gaze travelled over the family occupying every exit, the dead artist, and the crate meant to remove me. For the first time since I had known him, Hargen checked a door and failed to find a schedule beyond it.

I let the recognition stand. Then I chose to send it home alive.

Before releasing him, I kept the chisel at his throat with my left and drew the tracking needle with my right. His sword sheath rested against the crate beside my knee. The old tracker cut into its hidden inner face had faded to a weak ember after months of wear. I set the needle directly to the leather and renewed it with one short physical stroke. Warmth answered through the bond of mark and tool. Hargen flinched at the movement but did not understand it.

At the end of the recognition, I took the chisel from his throat and stepped back.

“Let him pass,” I said.

Verena’s stare cut toward me. Garvan still had the crate rolled across Hargen’s nearest route, Rhona held the main door, and Drummond’s marshals filled the tunnel arch.

“Alive,” I said. “I chose this. Open the service aisle.”

Drummond held my gaze for one hard breath, then gave his men a flat downward signal. They kept the arch but did not close on Hargen. Garvan rolled the crate back half a turn. Rhona lifted her polearm from the narrow service door. Verena looked as if she wanted to argue and obeyed anyway, Maddoc’s sword lowering by an inch.

Hargen moved before the gap was fully open. Verena’s point snapped out and scored the outside of his thigh through the excellent grey cloth, shallow and precise, enough to buckle the leg without taking it from him. Blood spread in a narrow line toward his knee.

“Pass,” she said. “Do not mistake it for permission to rush my smith.”

He clamped one hand over the wound and limped into the gap.

He fled through the opened service door, one hand pressed to the blood on his thigh and the renewed tracker warm on his sheath. His usual measured pace failed before the first turn.

The moment he disappeared, my back stopped pretending to hold me. My knees folded. Verena caught me under one arm and Garvan took the other before I struck stone.

“Surgeon,” Verena said.

“After the room is secure.”

“That was not a question.”

Drummond checked the service passage while his marshals bound the last bought escort. Rhona stayed in the main door. Garvan sat me against the overturned crate and pried the chisel from fingers that no longer knew how to release it. Tam arrived last, white-faced and breathing hard, the mate relay plate still ringing faintly in his hand.

He checked me in the order Orla’s rehearsal had taught: name, location, grip. I answered all three. Only then did he look at the blood.

He crouched in front of me. “You struck twice.”

“And you came.”

“All of us.”

He wrapped my bleeding palms in strips torn from my abandoned grey sash. The grey cloth reddened quickly, but the pressure steadied the shaking.

The surface reached us in glimpses through the tunnel arch. The two fights ended within the same minute.

Above us, the field-marshal made a void signal. Crane climbed the rail and pointed at the wreck.

“I know a cut lattice when I carry one. That rig was cut, and the pass was hers.”

Rathmell grounded his lance beside him. Belloc and Tarrant stepped onto the sand. The marshal’s signal became physically irrelevant while the arena chanted Orla’s score.

The chant reached through stone and rack iron: Orla’s score, again and again. Verena lowered Maddoc’s sword. Rhona held the door. Garvan kicked the fallen blade out of reach, and my family closed around me while the arena kept shouting.


Chapter 32: What the Sand Says

They crowned her on the sand she had flown over. The lance-card crown was lighter and newer than Verena’s, with no seam in it. Ferrant inspected it anyway before it went on her head, on principle: a barrel-chested overseer turning a champion’s crown in ink-stained hands, checking whether the house had cheated on the metal. It had not. He grunted, handed it back, and they set it on Orla Selkirk’s head before a standing arena.

All ten thousand spectators rose at once; this was no polite half-standing for the card. They stood for a scholarship rider with a crooked new crown and her frame dead in pieces behind her.

Orla received it with both hands. Her right palm was torn from the lance grip, and a track surgeon had wrapped two fingers together. The official tried to place the crown straight. It slipped over her wrecked ponytail and settled crooked above one eyebrow. Orla adjusted it farther crooked on purpose.

Before she spoke, she walked to the largest surviving piece of her rig. The forward strut had split along the killing resonance. She put her boot on the house registry mark, bent, and pulled free the small brass builder’s plate I had stamped in Grayvern. It had survived. She tucked it inside her collar beside her sealed keystone.

Her first look after the crown went to Dale in the cheap seats. Dale remained on her feet with the ruined shoulder squared. She tapped her breastbone once and pointed down the course, the old lesson with no rail left under it. Orla returned the signal.

The crowd saw a champion acknowledging her coach and grew louder. I saw a rider telling another rider that the line had carried both of them here.

Cass Tarrant and Ilse Verren brought the broken builder’s plate from the impact field. Tarrant had wrapped it in the same coat I repaired on opening day. Verren carried the loose joint from Orla’s first Freeline fraction.

“Both belong with the rider,” Tarrant told the crown official.

Orla accepted the plate and refused the failed joint.

“That one belongs to the course,” she said. “Put it where every crew can see ordinary wear nearly killed me before the artist tried.”

The target marshal took it personally and tied the fastener to the inspection bell. Metal struck metal once in the lower bowl. The sound was smaller than the applause and more useful.

Belloc came next. Congratulations went unspoken. He held out Rathmell’s discarded shoulder guard, split when the Longwall pulled his final strike.

“He asked me to give you this after he was off the sand,” Belloc said. “Proof he stopped hard enough to break his own gear.”

Orla turned the honest fracture under her wrapped fingers. “Tell him I saw the lance come up.”

“Tell him yourself. He is waiting by the tunnel.”

At the pit fence, my wrecked hands rested open on the rail. The tin crown mattered less than the standing. The city had watched the impossible thing and would not sit down until it had told her so, loudly enough for the empty chair to hear.

Her dedication was hers, loud and clear and aimed like a lance at the trestle of clerks who assign the numbers.

“This one’s for every rider the book ever priced,” said Orla, to ten thousand people and to one trestle of clerks in particular, her voice carrying the way it carries, no quiet in it now, every ounce of her public voice back and aimed. “Every scholarship rider capped two grades under themselves and told it was for their safety. Every crash they scheduled and sold. The rating was never about keeping us alive.” She lifted the crooked new crown off her own head and held it up. “THIS is what keeping us alive looks like. This is what happens when somebody honest holds the pen. Rate us true or get out of the way, because we’re done riding under your numbers.” And the arena roared, and up under the rim Mirren Dale stood with her ruined shoulder squared like a soldier at colours, the founding case of the whole doctrine watching the doctrine die in the crowd’s throat, and she stood at attention for it, chin lifted despite the ruined shoulder.

At the long table, Bricken’s former colleagues lowered their pens. Bricken watched from the stands with her closed book on one knee.

The silver Vellicks remained in the house box around the empty centre chair. None joined the applause.

Rathmell’s yield was formal and it was total, and I set it down in full because a wall that comes down honestly comes down all the way.

He crossed the sand to her, the Longwall, nine years unbeaten, and he grounded his lance at Orla’s feet, laid it down point-first in the sand before her, the champion’s yield, and he gave the doctrine its own funeral in one sentence, spoken loud enough for the near stands and the house box and the empty chair to hear it.

“The house was wrong about a rider,” said Ivo Rathmell.

He said the rest quietly enough that only those nearest heard.

“You ride like the line loves you back,” he told Orla. “I only ever held it still. I thought that was kindness.”

He left his lance in the sand and his house colours folded on the sponsor’s table. Belloc retrieved the weapon only after Rathmell crossed the gate, carrying it after its owner and denying its return to the house.

Nobody in the house box called either man back. The empty center chair remained above the folded colors, claiming command without risking a face. Below it, two champions had made choices no signature could reverse.

Orla caught Rathmell before he reached the tunnel. She carried the split shoulder guard against her chest.

“You could have taken the strike,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you?”

Rathmell looked back at the flight line. “Because you were no longer arguing with my wall. You were surviving somebody else’s murder.”

“That distinction took you nine years?”

“Longer.”

He asked no forgiveness for the forty-one, and Orla offered none. She returned his shoulder guard.

“Fix the stopping angle,” she said. “You drop the shoulder when you refuse a kill too.”

Rathmell laughed once, an unfamiliar sound. Belloc took the guard and followed him out.

At the tunnel mouth, Rathmell gave me a warning.

He stopped beside me in the tunnel dark.

“The empty berth in the siege-yards held a third-pattern ward-breaker,” he said. “I saw it walk once. Each step made the yard stones jump. Renward signed for its spring maintenance this morning.”

“Where is it now?”

“The cradle is empty. I don’t ride against machines that eat walls. Build for the ground shaking under you.”

He walked out unbadged, leaving me with the fresh grease and bright anchor chain fixed in memory.

Ollisant found Drummond beside the tunnel with the cut strap, Dale’s strut, and a piece of the resonance rail laid together on a handcart.

“One artist,” he said directly. “Forged hands, the same terminal habit. I misread the oldest cut nine years ago. I do not misread these.”

Drummond covered the three physical pieces and kept the cart beside him.

The surgeons took us before paddock dusk. Freeline had pulled both shoulders and torn a band beside my spine; my palms needed twelve stitches. Every strained joint remained seated.

The first needle entered my right palm while Verena held my forearm above the wrist, clear of the wound. Tam counted the stitches until the surgeon told him numbers were not anesthesia.

“They are for the record,” he said.

“Then record that your master flinched on four.”

“I moved because you stabbed me.”

“Thirteen years of training and this is the gratitude.”

The exchange kept Tam from staring at the depth of the cuts. On stitch twelve, he wrote the total and added GRIP PRESENT BEFORE CLOSURE.

The surgeon tested each finger separately. Thumb and first finger closed. The third lagged. The little finger did not answer until I watched it.

“Seven days without lifting,” she said.

The stitches would pull for a fortnight and the band beside my spine would ache in the cold longer than that, and I logged the costs honestly, the way I log every echo I have ever spent, because a smith who lies to himself about what a thing cost is a smith who spends it twice. Freeline II had bought Orla her flight, and the price was written in me now, in torn muscle and a grip that would take weeks to trust, and it was the cheapest thing I have ever bought.

“He’ll try in seven minutes,” Verena said.

“Then sit on him.”

“Gladly.”

Orla had a bruised hip, cut elbow, burned palm, and sand driven into both knees, but no break. Crown-tier flight had carried the launch without making her skin impervious to landing.

“No riding for ten days,” her surgeon said.

Orla sat up. “Define riding.”

“On a rig. At speed. Over rails.”

“Very narrow definition. I respect it.”

“No jumping from buildings either.”

“Now you’re legislating personality.”

Dale, seated between the tables with her cane across her knees, said, “Make it fourteen.”

“Betrayal from my own coach.”

“Fourteen.”

Orla looked to me for rescue. My hands were bundled like white clubs and my back was strapped from waist to shoulders.

“Fourteen,” I said.

She accused the entire room of conspiracy, then lay back when Verena pointed at the table. The argument put color into faces that had held too much fear since the third pass.

Dale made Orla demonstrate toe movement under the blanket before accepting the surgeon’s assessment. Verena checked my pupils while the surgeon finished binding my back. Tam compared the wrap order to his medical-chest notes and found that he had copied one bandage direction backward in Grayvern.

“Correct the book,” I told him.

“Already did.”

Garvan arrived carrying the bent chisel from the rail and my abandoned grey sash. He set both within sight but beyond my reach.

“No work,” he said.

“The chisel needs truing.”

“No work.”

Ferrant arrived with broth and made every injured person drink before he allowed congratulations. Drummond reported the armoury secure, three false marshals alive in custody, the cleaner dead, Hargen gone. I did not mention the warm thread of the tracker while strangers stood near.

When the surgeons released us, we went to the Annex stall together: Orla limping under her crooked crown, me walking between Garvan and Verena, Tam carrying my tool case, Rhona taking rear guard, Dale refusing every offered arm, and Ferrant ahead with the empty pot.

The paddock at dusk rewarded the battered, exhausted family.

The Annex stall filled with riders. Cass Tarrant signed Tam’s little book and wrote beneath her name, I WAS ON THE MIRROR RAIL. Garvan guarded the drying ink while Ferrant fed everyone from the pot.

Yara Pellin brought the course map Orla had walked backward before the first heat. She asked Dale to mark where the long line began. Dale drew no new line; she put a blue dot at the final target.

“Begin there,” she said.

Pellin frowned, then understood and folded the map into her glove.

At the far end of the stall, Dale helped Orla inventory the wreck. They worked without turning the ruin into a shrine. The builder’s plate went into Orla’s collar. The resonance-split strut stayed on the reading cloth. A section of the dead yoke, too warped to teach anything, went into Ferrant’s scrap barrel.

“I left your rail,” Orla said, holding the copper spreader that had carried Freeline’s first sideways return. “I held the destination anyway.”

“You held the destination because you’d already read it,” Dale replied. “The air didn’t become a rail out of kindness. You carried the course after the machine stopped deserving you.”

Orla turned the spreader over in her bandaged fingers. “Thirty-one and four fifths.”

Dale’s ruined shoulder squared. “Your final strike rang cleaner. Different course. Different rider. Do not spend your crown trying to give me my old pass back.”

“I wasn’t.”

“You were a little.”

Orla accepted that with unusual grace. She placed the spreader beside the strut, apart from the crown. One had taught her to leave the rail. The other proved why she had needed to.

Dale then made her walk the flight backward from the landing while the memory remained in her muscles. Orla named the roll, the falling angle, the instant her left boot skimmed the last rail, the thinning launch-wash at sixty paces, and the rotation around her lance when the first broken stirrup passed her shoulder. Dale corrected only the order of two sensations near the launch.

“Your eyes remember the stirrup first because it frightened you,” Dale said. “Your hips corrected before you saw it. Trust what the body saved.”

Tam copied the sequence into the little book under the title RIDER’S ACCOUNT, leaving room beside it for the frame’s account and my four-stroke read of the resonance keystone. The victory now had three witnesses that could disagree honestly: rider, metal, and smith.

Bricken arrived with the sponsor badge cut from her rating book and opened to one blank page. Orla gave her a practical beginning: three independently tested frames brought to Grayvern, with riders present for every reading and able to challenge the basis before launch. Bricken wrote no new grade. She wrote the tests she would perform and left the result blank for the rider, metal, and evidence to fill together.

Verena found me in the crush and put her forehead against my temple. She stayed there through three breaths, the champion’s stillness on her, and then said, dry, “Two sands in one afternoon. You went over a live rail and I went over forty racks. We are going to have a conversation, at home, about the two of us and rails.” It was not really a scold. Her hand was shaking very slightly against my chest, the one tell she allows herself, the adrenaline of a woman who had come over a rack-wall with her father’s sword to find her man in a room full of takers, and I put my ruined hand over it and held it still, and she let me. Rhona stood a little apart at the edge of the stall’s lamplight, quieter than usual even for her, her polearm cleaned and racked and her weathered face gone somewhere I could not follow, a soldier who had held one more door and taken one more man in it. I did not intrude. A veteran’s aftermath was hers to keep.

Dale stood in the lamplight refusing to sit, watching the paddock treat her protégée like the thing she had been priced never to become, and I saw her do the arithmetic every teacher does at a moment like this, of the years and the ruined shoulder and the loft full of birds, and she began correcting two young riders who reenacted the pass with spoons. She moved one bowl to represent the third target and made them begin again from the destination. Ferrant waited until they understood before refilling all three bowls.

Isbeth Vellick passed the stall once in the crowd-stream, and did not stop.

She came through the dusk paddock in the flow of the crowd, Spire silver among circuit leathers, and she did not slow and she did not look at me and she said nothing, as she often avoided looking at me while covering for me, and she was past the counter and gone into the crowd before I understood that she had left something on it. A small folded paper. The paper held Spire-refined sky-iron, every grain at the same usable fineness my pestle reaches when it falls silent. A low-heat process beyond my tools had purified the batch to perfect uniformity. It was a Spire smith’s grade, worth a month of a bench-rat’s wages and unavailable at any price a bench-rat could reach.

She had left it without a note or glance in the middle of our victory over her own house. By the time I raised my head, silver hair receded through the crowd like a straight banner.

I catalogued the gift as another deniable intervention, each one costing her something in a house that would punish any of them. I did not understand her and had stopped pretending I might. I folded the sky-iron away without thanks. Isbeth had made that preference clear.

Ollisant came to the stall once without announcement. He set his old measuring rule beside my chisel and aligned the worn thumb marks.

“I knew that grip when the hand had more scars,” he said.

The third encounter gave me no timed pause or technical test. He stated recognition directly and left the choice with me.

“And now?” I asked.

“Now the grip is injured. Heal it. Keep leaving room for the next repair.”

He returned the rule to his pocket and walked into the crowd without naming the dead grandmaster.

Orla found me in the middle of it, before exhaustion folded her. She came through the mob with the crown already crooked and caught my bandaged wrists before I could stop her. I hissed. She immediately shifted above the stitches and began inspecting me like a rider reading a damaged frame.

“Twelve stitches,” she said too quickly. “Right palm deeper. Third finger lagging. Both shoulders strapped, back bound, left knee bleeding through the wrap. You crossed a live rail for a rig that was already dead, and now your surgeon’s instructions are going to become my favorite sacred text.”

“The cut wasn’t dead,” I said. “You were, if it fired twice.”

Her mouth kept moving while emotion tried to close it. “Then you did the required stupid thing. Once. You are going to let me do the flying from now on, and you’re going to stop going over rails. I distinctly remember negotiating that clause, and if I didn’t, I am adding it with witnesses.”

The last words cracked. She pressed my bandaged knuckles to her mouth once, hard, then ordered Tam to fetch fresh palm wraps because one edge had darkened.

“I watched the actual ride,” I told her while Tam worked. “Every pace after the frame died. I saw you keep the lance when dropping it would have made the landing easier. I saw the left boot skim the rail without asking it to carry you. I saw where the wash thinned and you chose the target anyway.”

Her eyes flooded, but she kept them on mine. “Good. That was the condition. Somebody who knew what they were seeing.”

“I saw my flyer. No file gets to rewrite that pass.”

She put the crooked crown against my forehead for one quiet beat, sharing its cool metal without ceremony. Practical care took over. She checked the replacement wrap herself and returned to the paddock dictating my recovery schedule to anyone who came within range.

Near dusk, the surviving pieces of Frame Nine reached the stall. Tam and the Kestrick rigger laid them in the order they had occupied before shear. Orla touched only the builder’s plate.

“Can any of it be salvaged to ride?” she asked.

“No,” I said.

She accepted the answer without asking me to save an identity inside dead metal. “Then keep what teaches. Melt what doesn’t.”

Dale selected the resonance-split strut for the drill wall. Tam kept the copper spreader that had carried Freeline’s first fractional return. The rest would become ordinary stock after Ollisant finished reading it.

Orla fell asleep sitting up against her dead rig’s crate before the sun was fully down.

She had ridden the final, flown off a killed rig, taken a crown, dedicated it at a trestle of clerks, and let the paddock mob her. It caught up with her all at once. I found her folded against the crate with the crown crooked above one eyebrow, out cold in the middle of her own triumph, the loudest woman in the kingdom given back to the good silence.

The surgeon had ordered seven days without lifting. I put one knee down anyway.

Verena came close behind me. “Emrys.”

“The wagon is thirty paces.”

I could not close either stitched hand, so I slid my forearms beneath Orla’s knees and shoulders and let the bandages take no weight. When I stood, the torn strip beside my spine seized hard enough to narrow the paddock to a white point. My shoulders shook. I held her against my chest and waited until I could breathe again.

Orla slept through it with her cheek over my heart. The crown slipped farther crooked.

I carried her the thirty paces. Every one cost. Verena walked close enough behind to catch both of us if my back failed, one hand hovering at Orla’s shoulder without taking her from me. Everyone saw the cost and granted it silence.

Garvan stood at the wagon door. He looked at the sleeping flyer, the crooked crown, and the man disobeying a surgeon to carry her a few more steps.

“Earned.”


Chapter 33: The Kill-File

An iron key in the cleaner’s inner pocket carried a counting-lane tower and room number. We followed it before the house could reach his rooms. The lock accepted his key; the wards accepted the dried blood on its grip. Inside, a master engraver’s studio waited behind blackout curtains. GAUNT had been burned into every tool-roll clasp. Alias or chosen name, it was the only word left on his own work, so it became the name we used through the hard discoveries ahead.

The studio’s beauty turned my stomach. Tool rolls of impeccable gravers lay beside a master engraver’s kit maintained with surgical care. Practice boards ranked the walls, each covered in one stolen signature repeated until Gaunt could cut it fluently: a farrier, a saddler, a border smith, a Grayvern circuit hand.

My own strokes caught me on the next board. He had drilled the armoury conventions I established, down to the closing habits of my old bench. A lifetime of craft I had been forbidden to sign now ran in a killer’s hand. Gaunt could have murdered someone and left my ghost holding the graver. The house had come within one commission of hanging its next death on the anomaly it could not catch.

I opened Runesight and worked board by board. The farrier’s stolen mark matched the killing strap from opening day. The saddler’s matched the lamp-ward meant to burn Dale alive. Others belonged to craftsmen who might never know their signatures had become murder weapons.

Gaunt had drilled each hand for years, a hundred fluent repetitions down every board, until forgery came easier to him than the true stroke came to its owner. His discipline belonged in a conservatory. He practiced souls as another man practiced scales, ready to sign an innocent name before the body cooled.

The kill-file came next.

The working ledger ran in a fine upright capital hand: targets, methods, filed causes, and fees. Nine years of murder kept in double entry. Everyone stayed in the room while we opened it.

Dale’s founding shear sat nine years back: RESONANCE, FULL-OUTPUT KEY, filed cause RIDER ERROR. The day-one strap followed near the end. The ford followed that. Every death had an innocent craftsman’s forged hand beside the house’s fee.

The list continued beyond the completed murders.

Witnesses from the war-ledger era had been entered and struck through one by one as Gaunt filed their deaths as accidents. Three names remained. The first, MAIRE LASKER, meant nothing to me yet. The second was DREVER, C., the grey siege-yard sergeant who remembered Rhona’s nine days. The third was CORRICK, R.

Gaunt had died before reaching them, but whoever paid him still wanted the witnesses gone. Killing the artist bought us time. It did not make Rhona or Drever safe, and another hand could take up the list.

Beside the kill-file lay the war-ledger page, copied into Gaunt’s working papers because he had been cleaning against it.

I had noted its volume and page a season ago in Balthus’s tower, before Harrap’s crew carried the archive away. Gaunt kept a copy so he could identify everyone who knew the crime behind it.

Rhona’s nine days were scheduled.

The breach consignment had been held pending through a spring quarter. Renewals stopped on a payment calendar in the same house format that killed Maddoc Rennick. Eleven ranks died as the wards failed in sequence, and Vellick billed a post-incident premium afterward. The ledger reduced each dead soldier to evidence supporting the write-down.

Her siege-line had failed to an invoice. Fourteen years of wondering ended in the house’s own accounting hand.

The consignment column held one further line, which I read last and coldest of all: ENGINE, WARD-BREAKER, PATTERN THIRD: CONSIGNMENT ACTIVE. WALKING MAINTENANCE PAID THROUGH SPRING.

The empty cradle in the siege-yards belonged to the ward-breaker engine, pattern third. Its consignment remained active. “Walking maintenance” paid to keep the machine moving, and the account ran through spring. Rathmell had seen where it slept and refused to ride against it. Now the berth stood empty because the engine was already afield.

I hated being the man who put eleven invoiced deaths under Rhona’s eyes. Delay offered a coward’s counterfeit of mercy, but I had lived inside that cage. I turned Gaunt’s copy toward her.

“Rhona. This is yours. All of us are staying in the room.”

Rhona read standing, weathered palms braced on Gaunt’s table. Tam’s pencil stopped scratching. The fine city traffic below the counting-lane windows went on as if eleven soldiers had not just died again in the room.

At HELD PENDING SETTLEMENT OF THE THIRD-QUARTER ACCOUNT, her right thumb pressed into the wood until the nail blanched. Garvan stepped to her shoulder without touching her. Verena’s arms folded tight across her ribs.

Rhona reached the bottom, returned to the first line, and read the page again. This time she marked DREVER, C. on the cleaning list with one square fingernail, then set it beside CORRICK, R. Her drill cadence had left her when she finally spoke.

“I have questions for a payment calendar.” She drew Gaunt’s copy toward herself. “And I’ll ask them with my own gear on.”

Rhona put one finger beside Drever’s name. “He gets a rider he knows before dawn.”

A Vandermoor marshal left at once. Rhona copied Maire Lasker’s name into her coat and named three border towns where the former quartermaster might still be found.

We took Gaunt’s ledger and the boards bearing known forged hands. Tam wrote RIDER LIVED beside Dale’s entry in our working copy. We cleared the room before another paid hand could reach it, carrying every page and practice board we could defend.

Dale stood over her founding entry while Tam worked. She did not touch the paper. At last she said, “He wrote rider error smaller than the fee.”

“The fee mattered to him,” I said.

“Then write this larger: rider lived.”

Tam added it in the margin of our copy in block capitals.

RIDER LIVED.

Below it he wrote RIGGER RECANTED. Under the final’s resonance entry, he added RIDER FLEW. The amendments answered what the dead artist had never lived to record, though none belonged in a forensic report.

Rhona closed the copy and took it under her arm. “Now we go home.”

Back at the lodging, Rhona set her copy beside her bare forearm and took the chair nearest the window. Food remained untouched. When Orla tried to draw her toward the supper table, Rhona closed her fingers around the flyer’s wrist for one hard second.

“Celebrate your crown,” she said. “I need to hear you through the wall. I cannot join you yet.”

Orla nodded without joking. Later, with the city bells carrying through the shutters, she put the crooked crown on the table and faced Verena and me.

“I nearly died today. They nearly took you. Rhona has eleven ghosts in the next room and asked to hear us living.” Her freckles darkened, but her gaze stayed level. “I want both of you close. I want the family I chose where I can touch it. And I want no one pretending joy makes the ugly parts disappear.”

Her proposal came loud, formal, and unmistakably Orla’s.

Wrapped in a blanket, she grinned at us beneath the lodging lamps while city bells still rang for her beyond the shutters. The surgeon’s work showed wherever the blanket slipped: her right palm and two fingers wrapped, both sand-cut knees dressed, a fresh bandage across the cut elbow, and the bruised left hip she kept angled clear of the chair.

“Both of you,” she said. “Same bed. Emrys in charge. We celebrate until none of us can form a responsible opinion about scoring.”

My palms were stitched and bandaged. Both shoulders had been strained almost out of their joints, my back was bound from waist to ribs, and the surgeon’s order against lifting was not two hours old. Verena assessed those facts before meeting Orla’s gaze.

“He commands,” she said. “We do the moving. Nobody touches his palms or puts weight across his back. If he lies about pain, we stop.”

“Agreed,” Orla said immediately. Then, to me, quieter, “Still yes?”

We established the injury limits first: no pressure through stitched palms or my back, no weight on Orla’s wrapped hand, elbow, or bruised hip. I asked each woman separately what she wanted from the other, keeping every answer hers.

“Her mouth, hands, and kisses,” Verena said. “Under your direction.”

“All of that back,” Orla said. “And no score decides whether we continue.”

Each gave me a separate yes. I gave them mine.

“You move,” I said. “I direct. Any stop ends that act immediately.”

Verena built a throne against the headboard out of every pillow in the room, sat me against it, and tested the angle until my torn back could rest without pulling. Her hands undressed me because mine could not manage a buckle. She unwrapped nothing the surgeon had wrapped.

Orla put the crown on the table. Verena folded a blanket beneath her dressed knees and steadied the bruised hip. Before either woman approached me, I pointed to the open space at the foot of the bed.

“Face each other. Begin with the choice that is new.”

They knelt together. Orla’s grin faltered into visible nerves; Verena’s hands remained open on her own thighs.

“Kiss her,” I told Orla. “No audience game. No score.”

Orla reached with her uninjured hand and touched Verena’s jaw. The first kiss was careful enough to feel the six years behind it. They separated by an inch, both breathing faster.

“Do that once more,” Verena said.

“I give the commands,” I reminded her.

Storm-grey eyes came to me. “Then command it.”

“Once more. Open this time.”

Orla obeyed. Verena met her halfway, mouth opening under hers. Their balance changed as hunger replaced caution. Verena supported Orla at the waist; Orla’s fingers slid into loose gold hair. No chair separated them. Neither glanced toward me for a score. They looked my way only when I told them to break.

“Verena, strip and lie beside my hip. Orla, show her what you asked for. Keep your wrapped hand clear.”

Both moved at once. Verena lay crosswise with gold hair across the sheet and one palm on my uninjured thigh. Orla settled between her powerful legs, blanket under both knees, left hip angled away from pressure.

“Still yes?”

“Yes,” Verena said, opening herself beneath Orla’s hands. “I want her mouth.”

“Yes,” Orla said. “I want to hear what she sounds like when she isn’t judging.”

“Then begin at my pace. One slow stroke.”

Orla’s tongue opened Verena from entrance to clit. The champion’s abdomen tightened. I made Orla wait there with her mouth close enough for breath to move wet skin.

“Another stroke. Slower.”

Orla obeyed.

Verena’s fingers entered the pink ponytail without pulling. Orla leaned into the contact while keeping both of her own hands off the bed.

“Now circle. Three.”

She followed the count, tongue precise around Verena’s clit. On the third circle she closed her lips and sucked without being told.

Verena’s hips rose. “That.”

“Hold her down with your forearm,” I said. “Not the injured hand. Two fingers inside after the next pull.”

Orla obeyed, her forearm across Verena’s lower belly. The first penetration drew a broken sound from the champion. The second made Verena’s thighs close around pink hair.

“Look at her,” I told Verena.

Verena lifted her head. Orla’s hazel-green eyes watched along the line of her body while mouth and fingers continued the rhythm I set.

“Tell her what you want without a number.”

The old judging register tried to form and failed. “More pressure. Curl your fingers. Please.”

Orla’s freckles darkened. She gave Verena the requested pressure, no joke delaying the answer. I increased the pace by command: two circles, pull, fingers; hold; repeat. Gold kindled along Verena’s spine.

Her climax built through direct eye contact with Orla. When the champion’s control broke, she said Orla’s name alone. Her pussy pulsed around Orla’s fingers while one fist tightened in pink hair and the other gripped my thigh.

Orla stayed through every aftershock until I called her up. Verena caught her in a wet kiss before she cleared the space between them, tasting herself from Orla’s mouth.

“No score,” Orla whispered.

“No score,” Verena agreed. “More when we can move properly.”

I let them breathe, then pointed Orla toward me.

“Not finished. Knees beside my head. Face Verena. Keep the blanket under them and let her steady you. Give me your pussy.”

Her eyes widened with delight. Verena lowered the pillow stack one piece at a time while supporting my strained shoulders, keeping my spine aligned until I lay nearly flat without pulling the binding. Then she moved to the headboard and helped Orla into position above me, knees planted wide on the folded blanket. Verena supported her beneath the arms, taking the balance her wrapped palm and cut elbow could not, while Orla kept the bruised hip from settling to either side.

“Lower,” I said.

She lowered herself until my tongue could reach her. I opened her with it, slow and firm, and tasted the slick heat my commands had already drawn from her. Her thighs flexed beside my face and carried most of her weight as promised; Verena carried enough to keep the injuries quiet.

“Ground crew performing repairs from underneath,” she told Verena. “Excellent access. Ten for adaptability.”

I drew her clit between my lips and the score broke into a gasp. My bandaged forearm rested across her thigh, not gripping, guiding the angle with small pressure. I worked her with my mouth until her technical patter shortened and her hips began to tremble above me.

“Stay up,” I ordered when she tried to press down. “You come later, where I put you.”

“Cruel management,” she panted.

“Obey.”

“Yes.”

I gave her one last slow stroke of my tongue, then sent her to kneel at the foot of the bed while Verena rebuilt the pillow throne behind me.

“Your turn comes after hers. Verena, come back to me. Face away and come down slowly. You carry your weight in your thighs. Nothing against my back.”

Verena rose under my stare, still flushed from Orla’s mouth. She turned, placed one knee on either side of my hips, and reached back to guide my cock beneath her. Her big round ass settled against me by careful degrees until she took me to the root.

The angle pulled one shoulder. I shifted my forearm along the pillow and acknowledged the pull before it worsened.

“Tell me,” she said.

“Shoulder. Three. Hold there.”

She held perfectly still with me buried deep. Orla slid another pillow beneath my elbow without jarring my back. The pain eased.

“Now rise halfway,” I said. “Slow.”

Verena obeyed. Her thighs did all the work, powerful and controlled, lifting and lowering her on my cock while I governed the pace with my voice. I laid one bandaged forearm across her waist. She brought her braid over her shoulder and looped it around that forearm herself, giving me the old control without asking my hand to close.

“Half,” I told her. “Hold. Down. Take all of it.”

She followed every command. Her ass rolled against my hips on each descent, deep lumbar curve offered toward Orla and the lamplight. Orla watched from the foot of the bed, delighted.

“Now that’s adapted technique,” Orla said. “Ten for ground crew refusing to die quietly.”

“Come closer,” I told her. “Kiss her. Keep one hand between her thighs. She rides at my pace, and your fingers keep mine.”

Orla climbed beside Verena without touching my bound back. Verena turned enough to meet her mouth. They kissed while Orla’s hand slipped around the front of Verena’s hip and found her clit, slick from Orla’s earlier work. I set the rhythm aloud. Verena lifted and lowered on my cock; Orla matched each descent with a slow circle. Gold warmed under Verena’s skin between them.

“Now wait,” I ordered.

Both women stopped together, Verena holding me deep, Orla’s fingers still against her.

“Good. Repeat it.”

They moved together on my command. The braid around my forearm, Orla’s mouth on Verena’s, Verena’s pussy tightening around me: three hungers under my direction.

I focused on Verena. “Faster by one degree. No more.”

Her pace increased by that single degree. The braid tightened around my forearm. I could feel the rune-lines in her back warming even without my palm on them, gold rising through the bond as her control thinned.

“Bring your eyes back to me,” I said.

She turned her head over her shoulder. Storm-grey eyes held mine.

“My champion. Riding me while their city rings for our flyer. Tell me what you need.”

Her pride held for three more strokes, then cracked in the quiet pattern she showed only me.

“Deeper,” she whispered. “Please. Don’t stop there.”

“You do the work tonight. Take what you begged for.”

Verena bore down harder, using those strong thighs to drive herself to the root. Her plea broke into my name. Gold ignited down her arched spine. Her pussy clenched around my cock in deep pulses while she kept her face turned toward mine, rose flush chest-high, the untouchable champion coming apart under commands I barely had to raise above a murmur.

I held still inside her through every contraction. My back burned. I did not thrust, lift, or close a hand. None of it weakened the command. She had moved where I put her and taken what I told her was hers.

When the aftershocks eased, Verena lifted herself off carefully. She checked the bandage at my side before she let herself breathe.

“Pain?”

“Five. Dropping. Worth it.”

“Last answer was not medical.”

“It answered the question.”

She kissed my temple and moved to my side, keeping one hand lightly against my ribs so she could feel if I tensed again.

“Orla,” I said.

The flyer came off her knees at once.

“Take your shirt off. Leave the crown on the table. Kneel over my right thigh, facing me. You keep the bruised hip high and ride around the injury, not through it.”

She stripped, freckles flushed blotchy down her pert chest, and came onto the bed on both dressed knees. Verena built a broad pad beneath them, then knelt behind Orla and tested the support under the bruised left hip. Nothing pressed the purple edge. Nothing touched Orla’s wrapped palm or cut elbow.

“This is going to look like advanced rigging,” Orla said.

“It is going to feel better than it looks. Verena, carry her balance at the ribs. Orla, place me.”

Verena slid one arm beneath Orla’s breasts and opened her hand flat over the safe side of her ribs. Her other palm waited below the bruised hip without closing on it. Orla took my cock in her uninjured left hand and turned her body a fraction sideways over my thigh. The angle kept her bad hip clear while leaving her face directly before mine.

She rubbed the wet head through her slit and looked at me. “Yes?”

“Yes. Take me once, all the way, and stay there.”

Orla lowered herself in one careful descent. Her tight pussy opened around me until she sat at the root with her knees planted and her weight divided between her thighs and Verena’s support. The new Crown stations warmed beneath her skin.

Her body tried immediately to turn the position into a rise.

“No lifting,” I said. “Tonight you ride a turn, not a rail. Circle me without losing the root.”

Orla rolled her hips around my cock. The movement dragged me along every inner wall while keeping me buried deep. Her breath left in a startled rush.

“Oh. That’s rude. Nobody briefed me on the circular course.”

“Again. Slower. Verena, keep the left hip floating.”

Verena adjusted the support by an inch. Orla made the second circle, compact and controlled, grinding her clit against my pelvis while my cock stayed seated to the root. The Crown lattice glowed warm around the bruised side without sending load through it.

“Right hip forward,” I ordered. “Across. Back. Return. Four points, one turn.”

She followed the route. At the return, Verena kissed the side of her neck. Orla’s grin shook.

“Excellent team rigging,” she panted. “Nine. Unorthodox course, strong ground crew, distracting assistant.”

“No scores. Keep the circle and kiss her.”

Verena turned Orla’s face. Their mouths met while Orla continued the deep rolling motion around my cock. Without the vertical climb, she could not sprint past sensation. Each slow turn kept the fullness constant and changed the pressure by degrees, forcing her to feel every point of the course.

I called the geometry. “Forward. Hold the pressure. Left. Back until you feel the Crown line catch.”

Gold warmed beneath Verena’s palm. Orla broke the kiss on a gasp.

“There. It catches under my ribs.”

“Trust it. Complete the circle.”

She came around to the front and ground hard against me. Her pussy tightened. Verena’s supporting hand steadied the bad hip without driving it, and Orla remained fully seated, moving around my cock while keeping every inch seated.

“Again,” I said. “This time Verena touches you only at the front.”

Orla began the turn. Verena’s fingers waited while her hips travelled forward, right, and back. At the front, I nodded. One slow circle over Orla’s clit sent her spine bowing against Verena.

“That’s unfair,” Orla said, laughing on the last word.

“You asked for both of us. Take both of us at the pace I set.”

“Yes, ground crew. Again. Please.”

I gave her three more turns. Verena’s touch landed only when Orla completed each course, a reward at the destination, too intermittent to become a rhythm she could chase. The delayed contact made the flyer hold the whole circle in her body. By the third, her laugh had shortened to a breathless sound against Verena’s mouth.

“Hip, knees, hand?” I asked.

“Three, two, safe.” Orla pressed her forehead to mine. “I need firmer. I can’t hold the shape.”

The request belonged to her lane, plain and chosen. My stitched palms could not hold her wrists and my back could not take her weight. I gave her the command her body wanted without lying about mine.

“Fold your arms across your chest. Verena supports your shoulders. My forearm bars your hips. You keep moving only inside the space I give you.”

Orla crossed her arms. Verena braced her from behind, one arm above Orla’s breasts and one beneath the safe hip. I laid my bandaged forearm across the front of Orla’s pelvis, broad forearm bone that spared my injured hand, and pressed her down to the root.

The containment changed her breathing at once. She pushed against my forearm, found the boundary firm, and shuddered with relief.

“Hold me there,” she said. “Don’t let me turn it into a sprint.”

“You’re held. Now make the smallest circle you can.”

Her hips traced a tight ring beneath my forearm. The movement barely showed and felt brutal, her slick walls working every side of my cock without surrendering an inch of depth. Verena’s fingers found Orla’s clit at the front point and stayed only for my count of one.

Orla’s mouth kept trying to narrate the course. Forward became full. Right became warmer. Back became a curse. The next front point stole the number entirely.

“Look at Verena,” I said.

Verena turned Orla’s face. Hazel-green met storm-grey at inches while the tight circle continued under my restraining forearm.

“She holds the body. I hold the course. You give us the ride.”

Orla nodded once. Her next rotation came slower and deeper, each point deliberate. Verena kissed her at the return. A laugh escaped into the kiss, bright and disbelieving, and survived the next circle.

I watched for the instant it vanished.

“One more,” I ordered. “No rushing the destination.”

Orla carried the tiny course entire. Forward. Right. Back. Left. At the front, Verena pressed her clit and I drove my forearm down, keeping her rooted around me. The laugh stopped. Every muscle in her compact body locked beneath our support.

She stared at Verena, mouth open and soundless. Her pussy clenched in hard rhythmic pulses around my cock while gold raced through her Crown constellation. Verena held the bruised hip clear and worked her clit through each contraction at the pressure and pace I commanded.

“Keep her on the root,” I said.

Orla needed no descent. She was already fully seated where I had put her, trembling around me. I came deep inside her, cock pulsing in heavy spurts while her body milked each one from me. Pain crossed my bound back; the pillow throne and Verena’s support kept neither woman’s weight against it. Orla remained pinned by my forearm through the last pulse, wordless and shaking.

Verena’s fading spine-lines answered Orla’s bright Crown lattice across their joined bodies.

I checked without using my hands. “Hip, knees, palm?”

Orla raised one finger for time. After two breaths, she managed, “Three. Two. Safe. Medical note: synchronized riding should be standard equipment.”

Verena drew Orla down beside us without letting either woman jar my back. Orla kissed her once more on the way, soft now, and Verena answered with a hand cupped around the back of her neck.

“Different silence,” Verena murmured.

Orla’s freckles darkened even through exhaustion. “You noticed.”

“I was watching the actual ride.”

The phrase belonged to the fourth condition and to the chair where their attraction first became visible. Orla pressed her face briefly into Verena’s shoulder, too moved to answer without a joke.

“More later,” she finally said.

“When none of us is bandaged.”

“Cowardly restriction. Accepted.”

Verena touched the freckled bridge of Orla’s nose with one finger. “And tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow I steal your shirt, complain about medical tyranny, and make you repeat the part where you said my name.”

“You remember it.”

“I want to hear whether you do.”

Verena kissed her once, smiling against her mouth. “I do. Every word, and your lovely face.” I directed the arrangement until Orla’s head lay on my uninjured shoulder, one of her legs tangled warmly with Verena’s, and Verena’s palm rested lightly over the binding at my ribs. Bandages, bruises, crooked crown on the table, three people breathing together while city bells carried through the shutters.

“Both with me?” I asked.

“Yes,” Verena said.

“Yes,” Orla managed. Then, with entirely grave ceremonial dignity: “Co-champions. Of this. Specifically.”

The receipt arrived late enough for all three of us to be breathing evenly.

[Soul-Attunement: Orla Selkirk, 93%]

Orla stretched one leg across Verena’s thighs and began a hoarse, delighted review of the evening while Verena stole the last pillow and corrected every outrageous claim. Below us, Ferrant fed half the paddock from his midnight pot and narrated the final badly enough to start an argument. Their laughter rose through the floorboards and joined ours.


Chapter 34: Unowned

We rolled out of the capital heavier than we came in by a crown, a coaching contract, and forty pigeons. Before the gates, I checked the tracker physically renewed on Hargen’s sheath in the armoury. Its warmth pulled east through my Runesight, proof that the man who opened my throat still carried the marked leather. Then I closed my sight and we left.

Ferrant negotiated Mirren Dale’s coaching post at the stall like a pie sale.

“Academy needs a lance coach,” he said over two bowls of stew.

“Academies need many things. Most of them are disappointed.”

“Housing included. Birds welcome. You keep your notes, choose your riders, and own every course you draw.”

Dale ate one spoonful before answering. “Show me the loft first. And the roof. My birds don’t sign staff terms.”

“Birds own themselves, apparently,” Ferrant said. “I’ve accepted worse arrangements.”

Dale insisted she came only for the pigeons’ health, since capital air was plainly ruining them. Ferrant agreed with grave professional concern and hid satisfaction by insulting the capital’s onions. They shook on the Vandermoor lance program, and forty homing pigeons plus one broken founding-shear strut went onto our wagons.

Dale had accepted a job and a road south. Nobody asked her to call either one family yet.

She rode on the second wagon with the pigeon cotes and kept the post contract folded in her coat. Before the gates, she asked Ferrant three times whether the academy owned her birds, her course notes, or the strut from her crash. Ferrant answered no three times, then grew offended that she had needed the third.

“You coach riders,” he said. “You own what you know. Your flock answers to itself. The strut is evidence and belongs wherever you say it belongs.”

Dale checked each answer against the written terms. Nine years of the house had taught her to search gifts for hinges. We let her search. Nobody told her trust was the price of the ride.

At the gate, I faced south-west and did not look toward the vault district. Verena took my hand. My knees held when the doors closed behind us.

Renward sent no one to the gate. Rhona counted every wall post until the capital doors closed behind the final wagon.

The road home gave us pie, bad driving, and arguments about pigeons. Those ordinary pleasures were why we had fought our way back onto it.

Orla drove at a pace technically legal and spiritually airborne, narrating every hill and bad inn. Tam read selected glories from the capital section of his little book. Garvan contributed “good pie” on the second day and “Dale’s birds smell” on the third, prompting an hour of offended instruction on proper loft hygiene.

Rhona rode rear guard on the last wagon, facing north with her grip loose and ready. The ward-breaker had maintenance paid through spring. She gave the empty road a line officer’s full attention.

On the second afternoon a pigeon escaped its traveling cote when a wheel struck a rut. The bird circled once, then turned north-east toward the capital loft it still considered home.

“Her name is Tallow,” Dale said as the speck diminished.

Tam found the old loft on his copied map and arranged a message to Drummond from the next post. Dale checked every cote latch afterward, then changed the release schedule so the flock would learn the Annex roof in small groups.

“You planned a route back for a bird that left,” Orla said.

Dale finished the final knot. “That’s the work.”

“Are you keeping the old loft?” Orla asked.

“For a month. Birds miss a lesson sometimes. So do riders.”

She said it while checking the knot again with two fingers. The capital key remained in her pocket. A woman could leave a room and still need proof the door would open behind her. Nobody asked her to throw the key into a ditch for the sake of a cleaner ending.

At the next posting yard, Dale chose six birds that had flown Grayvern before and sent them ahead in pairs. Each carried the same message to the Annex: SOUTHBOUND. LOFT NEEDED. NO CATS. By the time we reached home, her flock would have taught the route to itself.

I walked beside Rhona’s wagon for a mile and gave her facts, the only comfort she trusted from me. The engine was real. Its maintenance was paid. Its design remained unknown, but I would read it when it came. She would bring no war alone.

“Good,” she said, eyes north.

Later Orla asked what the house had sent. I told her what we knew: a ward-breaker engine, pattern third, built to unmake the defenses of a siege-magus.

“So we help her meet it,” Orla said. “She’s owed a war she gets to win.”

From the rear wagon, Rhona’s voice carried forward. “I heard that.”

“You were meant to.”

The wagons laughed. Rhona kept watching north.

Grayvern received us under estuary bells.

Word outran the wagons. Apprentices gathered along Sackler Lane before our lead horse reached the yard. Dockworkers leaned on the Annex wall. Three riders from the local card brought a bent practice lance as an excuse to be present. When Orla stepped down in her crooked crown, the lane gave her a cheer too intimate to resemble the capital’s roar: names called by people who knew which pies she stole and how often she over-tightened a left buckle.

She bowed from the wagon step, forgot the surgeon’s warning, and nearly jumped the last three feet. Dale caught the back of her coat.

“Fourteen days.”

“That was not a building.”

“It was height. Use the step.”

Orla used the step while loudly disputing the definition.

Fenna waited inside the Annex and left the lane to the cheering crowd. She had placed fresh chalk at every bench and hung a clean grey sash from my vise. When I entered, she looked at the bandages around my hands, the brace under my shirt, Verena’s bruised knuckles, Orla’s limp, and Rhona’s watchful face.

“Capital affectations,” she said. “I’m billing all of you double.”

She answered the inventory with one embrace, hard enough to test the back brace. She released me before I could respond and demanded her handover report.

We gave the handover at the workbench, where every object could speak for itself. Tam unpacked the signed little book. Garvan set down the surviving builder’s plate from Orla’s rig. Verena placed her championship token beside Orla’s crown. Dale carried in the founding-shear strut and asked where evidence went when a family wanted it visible.

Fenna studied her. “Your evidence or ours?”

Dale’s grip shifted on the old metal. “Mine. It nearly killed me.”

“Then you choose the wall.”

The answer checked Dale for half a beat. She selected the drill shed, where every rider approaching the run would pass beneath it. Fenna fetched hooks and a level without asking why a broken strut should greet new students. Dale drove the first hook herself with her sound arm. Garvan drove the second when her ruined shoulder refused the angle, taking the hammer only after she offered it.

They hung the shear at eye height, no longer a saint’s bone or private shame over a chalk floor, but evidence young riders could point to and question.

“Loft’s above the lancing stores,” Fenna told Dale. “West window leaks. Roof does too. If you’re expecting dignity, stay on the wagon.”

“I brought pigeons. Dignity wasn’t loaded.”

Fenna handed her the store key. Dale tested it, looked at the Annex full of strangers behaving as if her arrival created useful work and incurred no debt, and put the key beside her capital one.

Fenna had kept the Annex immaculate, enthroned the good vise at bench nine, and billed the nobles double as promised. Her dry letters waited in a stack. One reported a viscount’s son with another backwards edge-rune and ended: “I did not explain the joke. He can pay for the explanation as well.” The last said the undercroft coals were behaving, the roof was not, and any capital affectation would be billed at noble rates. I laughed, set the letters down, and went to admire the good vise.

I banked the undercroft coals and left the Everbright and old collar untouched in their iron chest.

Grayvern’s estuary bells were still ringing when the pie woman arrived with victory pies and claimed the capital campaign for her pastry. She corrected three tavern songs, insisted no woman flew off a dead rig without a proper breakfast, and reported that Padrin’s boat had sunk again. Tam added the boat to his little book. Garvan took a pie and said, “Proper filling,” giving her the triumph she wanted.

For the first three mornings back, my grip test failed before breakfast. On the second, the chisel-haft slid from my right hand and struck the flags hard enough to turn every head in the Annex. I could close the fingers one at a time if I watched them, but the reflex vanished whenever my torn back tightened. The surgeon had ordered seven days without lifting; Fenna counted the road against four and enforced the remaining three with the authority of a woman who had kept my shop without me.

She moved the heavy queue off bench eleven, installed a shallow parts tray where my elbows could reach without stretching, and told Tam that every time I lifted anything larger than a graver he was to take it out of my hands.

“Even if he says he can?” Tam asked.

“Especially then. He lies about pain when there’s work.”

“My reports are accurate,” I said.

Fenna looked at the brace beneath my shirt. “You carried a sleeping woman thirty paces after a surgeon forbade lifting. Your reports have a motive.”

That ended the argument. For three days I taught from a stool while Tam and Fenna supplied the strength and grip.

The first commission was a warehouse gate-ward with a cracked load fork. My right fingers could mark the damaged route in chalk but would not hold the chisel at the necessary angle. Tam stood opposite me, tool ready, trying not to look pleased that the great capital trip had ended with his master unable to lift six ounces of steel.

“Your hand,” I said. “Your stroke. I’m not borrowing either. Show me where the load wants to go.”

He traced the fork, chose the stronger branch, and missed the hairline fatigue running toward the hinge plate. I tapped the chalk beside it. Tam opened Runesight as far as his young gift allowed, found the shadow, and changed his proposed cut before touching metal.

“If I had told you the route?” I asked.

“I’d have repaired the answer you gave me and failed to read the ward.”

“Cut yours.”

His first stroke landed shallow. He stopped himself, reset the wrist, and deepened the second without widening it. The ward took the repair and spread its light through both branches. My name remained in the smith’s box because I had accepted the commission. Tam added his journeyman mark beneath it because his hand had restored the gate.

Work done through another smith’s grip had once meant theft. Here the ticket held both names. Tam waited for criticism, received it, and wrote it down beside his own mark.

By the third day he had re-seated a gorget hinge, corrected his shallow anchor on a fishing charm, and cut a relay damper that stopped ringing after one strike. My fingers closed around a graver for the morning grip test and kept it, though Fenna still took the tool away when I tried to rise from the stool.

Orla’s fourteen-day riding ban had ten days left when we reached Grayvern. Dale used them by making her coach.

Four test-lancers reported at dawn. Before anyone rigged in, a first-year objected to Orla’s partner system.

“I can see my own rail perfectly,” she said. “A second rider will only slow the briefing.”

Orla handed each student a different piece of the course: loose bolt, frayed marker cord, clay from the brake channel, and a strip showing the west gust’s direction. No one received the piece from her own rail.

“Build me the course,” Orla said.

The four argued. The fastest rider dismissed the clay until the slowest explained how a packed brake would push recovery into her lane. The first-year described the marker cord but could not locate it until her partner supplied the target number. They assembled the hazards on the ground between them before touching a frame.

“That is why you borrow eyes,” Orla said. “Speed starts after the slowest pair can describe where everyone lands.”

They walked the course in pairs, repaired the loose mount and brake channel, then briefed it back to Orla. Only then did she release them at quarter speed.

The first-year struck center under the western gust and looked first to her partner.

“Now you may go faster,” Orla said.

Dale leaned on her cane and let the flyer teach without correcting her.

After the students left, Orla gathered the four hazard pieces and returned them to their places. She found Dale still at the launch mark.

“You knew what system I’d build?”

“No. I knew you would argue until you built one better than my answer.”

“You could have told me to pair them.”

“Then they would be using my eyes through your mouth. Now the exercise belongs to you.”

Orla looked toward the first-year’s center mark. “She checked her partner before she checked me.”

“Good riders learn whose landing shares theirs.”

Dale took the loose bolt and drilled a hole through its head. At the next dawn session, it hung from Orla’s coaching cord beside the blue cooper’s ring.

The pigeons took the loft above the lancing stores. Tallow arrived from the capital on the second day, circled the drill court three times, and chose the Annex chimney. Dale posted one notice beneath the founding-shear strut: WALK THE LINE. DAWN. BRING YOUR OWN BAD HABITS.

Within a week, six riders answered it. Tam became course clerk. Isbeth’s packet of sky-iron remained on my bench, unexplained and kept.

Dale slept in the loft only after testing the store key on three different days. She kept the capital key on the same ring. On the first night, Tallow refused the new cote and sat on the chimney until rain began. Dale left the upper window open and put feed just inside without calling.

Near midnight, claws scratched the sill. Tallow entered on her own.

Dale closed the window against the weather but did not latch it. In the morning, she asked Garvan to shave the swollen frame so it would open without force. The bird, the woman, and the room all kept an exit.

On the third morning, Dale moved the capital key from her coat to a hook beside the Annex key. She did not discard it. She simply stopped carrying both doors against her body. Tam noticed and built the key hook a small rain cover without mentioning why.

That afternoon, the fortieth pigeon finally arrived from the burned loft. It landed on the lancing-store roof thin, dirty, and alive. Orla abandoned a coaching argument mid-sentence to fetch Dale.

Neither woman touched the bird until it entered the open window. Dale closed both hands around it only after it chose the new loft. She checked the bird’s breastbone, wings, and singed tail before allowing anyone to celebrate.

“Forty,” Orla said.

“Count slower,” Dale replied, though this time the number did not sound frightened.

Tam added Tallow’s late route to the loft map in blue ink. No perch remained empty above the lancing stores by the time the evening bell sounded across the Grayvern rooftops.

Rhona carried Gaunt’s copied page inside her coat and exchanged messages with Drever. On the fourth evening, my grip held through a complete repair. She watched from the yard door until I set the tool down, then left.

The Annex benches were busy at dusk when she returned with the bracer-box under her arm. She had maintained her siege-bracers and the rest of her war-gear for fourteen years. In the months I had known her, she had never asked me to touch them. Since the left bracer finally broke in the autumn, she had maintained its nine resulting pieces with the same discipline.

She set the box on bench eleven.

Before opening it, she removed her polearm belt and hung it from the bench peg. Rhona did not unarm casually. The gesture meant she had come as a craft client, leaving her line officer’s authority on the peg, though no ordinary client ever stood that straight.

She opened the box. Nine pieces rested on fitted felt: one forearm shell, one wrist lock, four broken channel braces, a central ward plate split through its old keystone, one return plate, and one thumb-release channel warped by heat. The green-black metal still carried maintenance oil in every joint. None showed corrosion. Dead work, perfectly kept.

“May I?” I asked.

“Yes.”

She kept one hand on the box while I reached for the shell.

“I saw your grip hold yesterday,” she said. “I was not bringing this down while you needed Tam to close your fingers around a tool.”

“You could have put the box on my bench without asking me to begin.”

“No. Then you would have begun. Poorly, in pain, and with a speech about useful hands. I have taught you long enough to recognize your stupidities.”

“Four months.”

“You are an efficient student where stupidity is concerned.”

The warmth in her insult did not hide the rest. She had waited until my hands could give a clean answer because she would not let her dead become medicine for my pride. It was the same discipline that kept oil in nine broken pieces for fourteen years.

I lifted the left shell first. Its inner padding had been replaced at least six times, each piece cut in Rhona’s plain hand. Eleven shallow tally marks crossed the hidden rim. I did not ask what they counted.

The shell still fitted her forearm despite fourteen years of scar change because she had adjusted the inner pads one shaving at a time. I placed it against her arm without closing the wrist lock. The old balance pulled outward, built for a younger stance that carried the polearm higher.

“You compensate at the shoulder,” I said.

“Since the sixth year.”

“The new channel follows the stance you use now. No forcing your body back into the old pattern.”

Rhona flexed beneath the open shell. “Good. I need gear for the war I have, not the body I had before it.”

Runesight revealed the old failure without waking it. The primary lattice had not failed from impact. Power starvation began at the central plate, spread into the channel braces, and forced the forearm shell and wrist lock to consume their reserves in sequence. The left bracer had served until the withheld renewal left nothing more to give.

The eleven tally marks inside the shell aligned with eleven emergency releases. Each time a ward failed elsewhere on the breach, Rhona had opened one reserve and fed it into the line. The last mark cut deeper than the others. Her thumbnail had worried oil into that groove for fourteen years.

“Those are names,” I said.

“Positions,” she answered. “A soldier can inherit a position. A name cannot.”

She did not offer the names. I did not ask.

“The surviving metal is sound,” I said. “The old lattice must come out completely. I can preserve the shell and wrist lock. The central plate needs recasting.”

Rhona put one finger beside the cracked keystone. “No house pattern.”

“None. Yours will be built from your stance, your polearm, and the body line you use to hold a door.”

“No hidden reserve that decides for me when the line is lost.”

“Bearer-set thresholds. Visible depletion. Manual release under the thumb.”

“And enough capacity for nine days.”

“Enough for the truth of nine days. Not a promise that metal can replace sleep, food, or relief.”

She accepted that with a single nod. A seller would have promised eternity. Rhona wanted gear honest enough to tell her when the eighth day became the ninth.

I inspected the cracked central plate again and balanced the surviving pieces across my palms. “Fourteen marks of sky-iron and four evenings. That’s the honest price.”

Rhona looked at the nine pieces, then at me. “Charge me eleven. The house billed eleven ranks to a payment calendar. I want the same number written against the work that takes them back.”

“That leaves three marks unpaid.”

“Put them against my labor.”

“At Annex rates, you’ll owe me a fifth evening.”

“Four evenings. I work faster than you.”

“Your labor begins with stripping the old padding and drawing your present reach at the drill wall.”

“I can do both tonight.”

“Tomorrow. Tonight I map the surviving metal, and you sleep.”

She considered arguing. Then she saw my third finger tremble once around the plate and accepted the schedule without pretending my healing grip was inexhaustible.

Her weathered palms settled beside the box. “I’m bringing my own war.”

I picked up the chisel.

I tested my grip against it. The grip held, healing and wholly mine again. I set the edge to the first of Rhona Corrick’s nine dead pieces and cut the first stroke.

End of Book 2
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