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Chapter 1: The Vault

The last stroke of a masterwork should be quiet. Mine was.

I set the bent graver through the throat of the guard, blind, working by feel down the tang to one hair above where the seventh keystone wanted to sit, and I waited for the tremor in my hand to pass. It always passed. Sixty-one years old, forty of them at that bench, and my hands had never once betrayed me at the moment that mattered. Everything else about me had been sold, leased, renewed, and billed. Not the hands.

I breathed out. I cut.

The rune took with a sound like ice settling on a deep river, and the whole lattice woke down the length of the sword at once, four hundred and six intent-runes locking into one another in a sequence I had been building in my head since the spring before last. Light ran the blade from ricasso to point. Not the cheap yellow flare that sponsors love. This was white going gold at the edges, the colour of good steel at the exact instant it stops being iron and starts being something with an opinion.

The Everbright. Five years of my life. The best thing anyone in Corvane had made in two centuries, and I knew it without vanity. Vanity is for men who are guessing.

I laid the graver down and sat back on the stool, and for a moment I let myself just look at it.

The vault was three floors underground and smelled of cold stone, quench-oil, and the particular dust that lives on rune-ink shelves. One lamp over the bench. Six wardlights in the corners, dimmed to embers because House Vellick billed itself for its own lamp oil and enjoyed the savings. The rest was racks: nine of them, floor to ceiling, holding the personal armoury of a dynasty. Blades, gauntlets, siege-cores, focus-sigils in velvet trays like eggs in a nest.

Every single one of them was mine.

Not legally. Legally I was a fixture, listed in the house inventory somewhere between the annealing furnace and the water rights. But every lattice in that room had come off my bench, cut by my chisels, signed in my strokes, and then sold under some Vellick cousin’s name to a duke, a general, a temple, a war.

Forty years of masterpieces wearing another man’s mark. You would think a man gets used to it.

I never did. I just got better at the work anyway, because the work was the one thing in the room they couldn’t take out of me and resell.

I let my sight open across the vault, and the room turned into what it actually was.

Runework does not hide from me. It never has. Where other people see a sword, I see the lattice: every intent-rune sitting in its place, the grade of the cut, the anchor holding it to matter, the fade schedule ticking underneath like rent coming due. Etching at the bottom, scratch-work that dies in a season. Binding above it, the honest journeyman grade that holds a year. Lattice above that, where the real craft starts. Crown at the top, where there are perhaps six men alive who can work, and where I had been standing alone for two decades.

So: nine racks. Four hundred and thirty pieces. And on every single one of them, in the seam where the anchor met the matter, the same small ugly graft.

A fade-tick. Deliberate, and cut in as a component of the design rather than a flaw in it.

That was the family secret, and it was not a secret at all if you had my eyes. Vellick work is superb work, and every piece of it is built to fade, cleanly, on a schedule the counting house sets before the smith ever picks up a chisel. A duke’s warblade goes soft in eleven months. A temple’s ward-stone dims in three years. A garrison’s wall-lattice thins on a seven-year curve.

And then the renewal notice arrives, and the tithe is paid, and a Vellick smith comes out with a loupe and re-cuts what was cut to fail, and everybody praises the house for its diligence.

I had asked, once, in my second year, whether we might anchor a commission properly so the client would never need us again.

The steward of that time found the question funny enough to repeat upstairs, and his answer came back down to me before the shift ended: nobody buys a well that fills itself.

They had put it in writing since. Twelve words on a standing order upstairs, left out on a crate one afternoon where a clerk forgot them, and half the kingdom’s armouries dance to those twelve words without ever having seen them.

I rolled my shoulders and felt the collar shift.

It sat close under my jaw, a band of grey oath-metal a finger wide, warm from my own skin, and it had been there so long that the day I forgot about it for an hour felt like a holiday. Vellick work, that collar: competent, ugly, and profitable. A throttle-and-leash lattice, the throttle cut to keep my personal output below the grade of the tools I made, the leash keyed to four command words held by four men.

I had read it ten thousand times with my own sight. Nine shunt-filaments. A fade schedule set to eleven months so it required renewing once a year, which meant once a year a Vellick smith stood over me with a loupe and my life in his hand and charged the household ledger for the privilege.

They billed themselves to keep me, and on bad nights that could still get a dry noise out of me. Somewhere in a counting room upstairs there was a line item for the maintenance of my chains, filed under upkeep, and a clerk who moved it forward every year without ever wondering what it was.

I could have unmade it in nine minutes if it had been my own work. That is a hard rule of the craft: a maker can always unmake what he made, if he knows the keystone. But no maker has an automatic right to another man’s lattice, and the man who cut my collar had been careful, and had died eleven years ago of a rich man’s stomach, and had taken his keystone with him.

So I had done the other thing. The slow thing. I had built the greatest weapon of the age and made them promise me the collar in exchange.

Renward Vellick himself had said the words, in this room, standing where the lamplight fell. Finish it, and you walk out of here a free man with papers, a purse, and the house’s gratitude. He had a good voice for promises. Patriarchs usually do.

I looked at the Everbright lying there, quietly ablaze in its own light, and I let myself want.

Not much. A shop somewhere north, small, with a decent chimney and a window that got morning sun. My own name over the door, spelled properly. Work I chose, for people I liked, at prices I set. A woman to argue with, if any woman had the patience left for a man who talked to metal more than people. Bread I bought myself.

A man can keep a want that small alive for a very long time, and it gets brittle down there in the dark. You handle it carefully, like a lattice that has gone one renewal past its schedule.

Boots on the stair.

I knew the count before I turned. Three men. The first pair heavy and unfamiliar, the third light, unhurried, placing each foot as if the stone might be a ledger he was checking.

That third walk I knew. Everyone in the house knew it and nobody described it, because describing it out loud meant admitting what he was for.

Hargen came down into the lamplight with his hands empty and his coat buttoned, a ledger-thin man in expensive grey that nobody could ever remember afterward. Grey stubble. A blade at his hip carried high and close and unconsidered, a clerk’s pen rather than a soldier’s sword, which is the tell if you know what to look for.

Behind him: two blades in house livery, young, well fed, and bored, because somebody upstairs had told them the job was easy.

No Renward. No papers. No purse.

Everything in me went quiet and cold, and what filled the quiet was arithmetic. Fear would arrive later, if I was lucky enough to have a later.

“Master Stroud.” Hargen stopped at the edge of the bench light. He looked at the Everbright the way a valuer looks at a dead man’s estate: professional interest, no appetite. “It’s finished.”

“It’s finished.”

“His Lordship will want it in the capital display by the equinox.”

“His Lordship promised me a door and a name,” I said. “I’d take the name first. The door I can manage myself.”

Hargen nodded slowly, as if I had raised a point of order in a meeting. He had a face built for that nod. It cost him nothing.

“I’ve been asked to explain it to you,” he said, “since you’ve earned an explanation, and since you’ll want to understand the arithmetic. You always did like knowing the reason for a thing.”

“Go on.”

“A freed runesmith of your grade opens a shop.” He said it patiently. “That shop takes commissions. Those commissions do not fade on our schedule, because you’d cut them to last, wouldn’t you. You always argued for anchoring. Anchored work doesn’t renew. Work that doesn’t renew doesn’t tithe. Eleven percent of this house’s annual income is renewal tithe on your own lattices, master. You would be competing with your own name, except the name is ours.”

“So you keep the collar on.”

“The collar keeps you at your bench, and the bench keeps the ledger fed. But you’re sixty-one.” He let that stand. Gently. He was in no hurry with it at all. “You’ve got ten good years in your hands, perhaps twelve. And the moment you leave this house alive, every piece we’ve sold as Vellick work has a living witness with a chisel-signature that matches. A dead master, on the other hand, is a legend. Legends don’t testify. Legends raise the price.”

Forty years, and that was the first time anybody in that family had told me the truth out loud.

The small brittle want in my chest cracked quietly through the middle, and I heard it go, and I understood in one clean motion that I had spent five years building the exact thing that made my death profitable.

Then the anger came up out of the floor of me, banked and slow, the way heat comes out of coals when you finally give them air.

“Renward should have come himself,” I said.

“His Lordship doesn’t attend line items.”

I laughed. It came out dry and it startled all three of them.

“That,” I said, “is the most honest sentence ever spoken in this house.”

Hargen tipped two fingers at the nearer blade. “Take the sword up first. Wrap it.”

I moved before the man’s hand reached the hilt.

I have never been a swordsman. I was a smith in a leather apron with a bad knee and a chisel in my fist, and everything I knew about fighting I had learned in this vault, watching men test the things I made and reading exactly how they died in the demonstrations. What I had was sight, and a working lifetime of knowing precisely where a lattice is weakest.

I took the lamp off its hook and threw it at the second man’s face.

Oil and flame went across his chest and the shoulder of his livery, and he screamed and beat at himself, and the room dropped into the low red of the six dimmed wardlights, and that was fine. I do not need light to see runework. My sight has never needed eyes for that. Every lattice in that vault stood out in the dark like lit windows in a night street: the racks, the ward-cores, the door’s binding, the blade of the first man coming toward me in a flat, well-taught arc.

I read it as it came. Vellick armoury issue, journeyman-cut, forty-one runes, a hardening lattice with an edge-keeper anchored at the crossguard, and a keystone sitting a thumb’s width above the ricasso where the fuller began. That is where the armoury always puts it. I told them to put it there thirty years ago, and Renward signed the order without reading a line of it.

My work. My convention. Mine.

I stepped inside the arc instead of away, which no swordsman would do and which is why it worked, and I put the chisel edge on the keystone and struck it with the heel of my hand.

Four strokes is the honest count for unmaking a Binding-grade lattice entire. Two is the trade’s count for breaking its spine at the keystone, and that is with the blade in a vise and a lamp over it, because you do not need to unmake the whole thing to kill it.

I had one. One is what you take when the alternative is being opened, and there is no second.

The keystone went, and the sword’s hardening lattice let go all at once down its length like a rope of knots pulled loose. The blade sagged in his grip. Soft iron, suddenly, with a live man’s swing behind it. It rang off my shoulder, and it hurt like a bar of scrap, and it did not cut.

He gaped at his own weapon. They always do. Take a man’s enchantment away mid-swing and he stops being a soldier and becomes a very confused person holding a bar.

I hit him in the throat with the butt of the chisel and he went down.

The burning one had stopped burning. He had got his coat off and most of the flame with it, and now he came at me around the end of the bench with his face shining wet and red down one side and his sword out, and he was not bored anymore.

I did not have time to read his blade. Hardening lattice, edge-keeper, keystone above the ricasso: I did not need to read it, I had built the pattern he was carrying, and no Vellick armoury blade has ever surprised me yet.

But he was fast, and I was sixty-one, and my knee had been telling me about rain since the spring.

So I did the other thing a smith can do in his own shop, which is to remember where everything is.

I went sideways into rack four and put my shoulder under the third shelf and heaved.

Rack four held siege-cores. Each one is a fist of oath-metal about the weight of a bread loaf, and there were nineteen of them, and they came off the shelf in a slow avalanche and hit the floor and his boots and his shins in a rolling clatter that filled the whole vault with noise. He staggered. He put a hand down. He put it down on a core that rolled, and his wrist went one way and his weight went the other.

I stepped in over the mess with my bad knee screaming and cut the keystone out of his sword while it was still in his hand.

The first two bites went where I wanted them. The third skidded wide off the ricasso as he tore the hilt back, and I felt the lattice stutter under the chisel instead of dying: the edge-keeper let go, the hardening held. The blade went dull in his fist rather than soft, and dull was worse for him, because he did not notice until he swung it into the rack rail and it stuck there like an axe in a stump.

I broke his nose with the heel of the chisel handle and left him kneeling in the siege-cores, and my hands were shaking now, badly, which they do not do at the bench, ever.

I got behind the end of the rack, already reading the next thing. There is always a next thing. Mine was Hargen, who had not moved at all.

He was watching me the way a man watches rain start over a field he does not own. No fear in it, and very little interest. An event was occurring in front of him, mildly regrettable, already becoming a number.

“Stroud,” he said, unhurried. “Enough.”

Then he said a word.

Four syllables of nonsense, in no language anybody has ever spoken, cut into the leash-lattice at my throat by a man eleven years dead. Hargen was one of the four alive who knew it, and I had spent a lifetime being careful never to give the steward a reason.

The collar came alive.

It came up my spine as a total, obedient stillness and closed my legs at the hips and knees like a lock turning. People assume pain. Pain would have been easier. This was my own body, taken off the shelf and set down where its owner wanted it. My hands still worked, because a collared smith who cannot cut is worthless.

I stood there in the red dark with a chisel in my hand and my legs no longer mine, and a lifetime of patience finally ran out of somewhere to go.

“Look at me,” I said.

“I am.” Hargen came around the bench. He drew as he came, without flourish, no more ceremony in it than reaching into an inkwell for a pen. “There’s no cruelty in this, you understand. It’s not personal. His Lordship holds you in genuine regard.”

“Look at me and tell me the number.”

That stopped him for half a heartbeat. “Which number?”

“You’re a bookkeeper. There’s a number.” My voice came out low and slow and I did not recognise it as mine. “Forty years. What did I earn this house?”

Hargen considered it, and because he was what he was, he answered honestly.

“Four million, one hundred and twelve thousand in sales,” he said. “Rather more in renewals. It’s the renewals that built the north wing.”

“Say my name.”

“Emrys Stroud.”

“Again.”

He did not. He put his free hand flat on my chest and set the distance off it, a joiner squaring up a cut, and he opened my throat with one economical draw, and he stepped back out of the arc of it so it would not mark his coat.

It was cold. That is the part nobody tells you. Everybody expects heat. What arrives is cold, and enormous, and shockingly ordinary, like stepping into a river in autumn and understanding all at once that the river does not care.

My legs came back to me as the leash let go. I went down onto them, then onto my hands, and my palms slid, and I ended half against the bench leg with my cheek on the cold stone and the taste of iron filling up everything.

Above me, the two blades were talking. One of them was crying about his burns. Hargen told him to be quiet. Somebody wrapped the Everbright in oilcloth and I heard the hilt knock the bench edge, and I hated that more, in the moment, than I hated the blade in my throat. Careless hands on good work.

The light was going down rather than out, everything in the vault dimming to those six red embers and the white-gold glow of my last five years going out the door in another man’s grip.

And in the last of it, with my sight loose in my head and unable to stop reading because that is simply what I am, I saw it.

On the Everbright’s tang, in the space beneath the seventh keystone where the oilcloth had fallen open, a rune flared once.

I knew that lattice better than I knew my own face. Four hundred and six runes. I had cut every one of them, in order, over five years, and I could have recited their sequence dying, which as it happens is what I was doing.

That rune was not one of mine.

It was not in the sequence. It was not in the language. The strokes were older than any convention in the kingdom’s records, cut with a tool I could not name from the shape of the bite, and it sat in my work like a word in a foreign tongue slipped into the middle of a sentence by a hand I had never met.

It flared once, gold. Then the oilcloth fell over it, and the boots went up the stair, and the vault door boomed shut.

I lay on the floor of the room they had kept me in, in the dark, in a spreading warmth. I was still thinking about that rune when the cold finished coming in.

Somewhere upstairs a clerk closed a ledger, and the north wing kept its windows.


Chapter 2: Younger Hands

I woke up with my hand at my throat.

That was the first thing, before the light, before the room, before anything: my fingers scrabbling up under my jaw to find the wound, and finding skin. Warm, whole, unbroken skin, and no collar over it.

I lay there on a plank floor with my heart going like a trip-hammer and made a noise I am not proud of.

Then I did what I have done my whole life when the world stops making sense. I inventoried.

Floor: pine, unswept, four boards cupped from damp. Ceiling: sloped, a garret, with a water stain shaped like a boot. Window: one, small, greased canvas over the lower half and real glass in the upper, and grey daylight coming through it. Sounds outside: gulls, a cart, a woman shouting a price at somebody who was not paying it. Salt in the air, and coal smoke, and fish.

Wherever I was, it was nowhere near the capital. The capital smells of stone and money.

I sat up and my body did it wrong.

I braced for the knee. I braced for the slow cost of getting a sixty-one-year-old carcass off a hard floor, the ankle-first negotiation, the pause halfway. Instead I simply sat up, in one motion, and kept going right onto my feet, and stood there swaying with my head full of blood and my hands out like a man on ice.

I looked down at those hands.

They were not my hands. They were somebody’s hands from thirty-five years ago: long, ink-stained, workshop-pale, callused across the pads and the web of the thumb exactly where a chisel and a file live. Two small burn scars I recognised. Everything else about them was young.

I found a scrap of window glass with a dark corner and looked at my face in it, and the face was mine, and it was twenty-four.

I had last seen that face in a shaving tin in a Vellick cellar, on a young man who still believed the contract had an end date on it somewhere.

Ink-dark hair, short, cut by somebody in a hurry and not cut since. A jaw with nothing hung on it yet. A mouth without the two hard lines I had worn either side of mine for as long as I could remember owning a mouth at all.

The eyes were the ones I had kept. Dark bronze-brown, ordinary enough at a glance, and sitting far too still in a face that young. Sixty-one years look out at a room in their own way. I watched them do it, and understood, in a distant sort of way, that people were going to find this unpleasant and not be able to say why.

My hands wanted a workpiece. I gave them one: myself.

Lean, wiry, average height. Shoulders and forearms with a craftsman’s build roughed into them and nowhere near finished. Good wrists, which matter more than anybody outside the trade believes. No collar scar under the jaw. No decades of cellar damp in the knees. No knuckles that had to be worked loose every morning before they would close on a chisel.

Serviceable, my head said, standing in a fisherman’s garret holding a piece of broken window over my own resurrected body. Serviceable. Better material than the last one, and I had made a legend out of that.

I sat down on the edge of the bed I had not noticed, put my head between my knees, and spent the first quarter-hour of my second life shaking on a stranger’s mattress with three weeks paid on it, waiting for a command word.

Death was not the fear. I had done death, and it had been cold and quick and less than I expected. The fear was that somewhere a man with a loupe was going to walk through that door and say four syllables of nonsense and my legs would stop being mine again.

Nobody came. The gulls kept arguing.

Eventually I got up and looked at the room properly, because a smith reads the workpiece before he decides what it needs.

One bed. One stool. One table with a candle stub. A tin basin. My clothes on a peg, plain and clean and cut for this body, in a cloth I did not recognise. In the coat pocket: nine silver marks and some copper, wrapped in a scrap of leather.

And on the table, a rent book. Grayvern, Kettle Street, the top room. Three weeks paid in advance in a clean clerk’s hand, dated the second of Eighthmonth, and no name against the payment.

I stood there holding that little book until my fingers went numb on the board.

The eleventh of Twelfthmonth is the last date I own. I set it against the one on the page and did the sum, and then I did it three more times, because it is a simple sum and I could not make it come out any other way.

Eight months.

Eight months in which something had kept this body breathing, and carried it the better part of two hundred miles, and paid a clerk in advance, and I had not been anywhere in it. Outside the window the light was thick and yellow and the air off the water smelled of tar going soft. High summer, or the end of it. I had died with frost on the vault steps.

I had no memory of arriving, none of dying, and none of waking anywhere before that garret. There was the vault, the cold coming in, and then there was pine boards under my cheek in an estuary town at the far end of the kingdom with three weeks’ rent paid.

Somebody had done this. Something had done this.

I turned it over, front to back and then again, a piece brought in by a client whose story does not fit the damage, and I got nowhere. There was nothing to read: no lattice on me, nothing inscribed anywhere in the room, no mark on the coin.

So I shelved it. You cannot solve a thing without evidence, and a smith finishes one piece at a time.

The piece in front of me was: what is this body, and what can it still do.

I found a nail on the sill and I cut a rune.

Just an Etching. Heat-hold, the sort of thing you scratch into a kettle handle, five strokes, the first rune anybody’s master teaches them. I cut it into the tabletop with a rusty nail, sitting on a three-legged stool in my bare feet, and it took like a kiss.

Better than a kiss. It took like the wood had been waiting.

I stopped and looked at my hands again.

There had always been a ceiling in me. Every smith has one: the grade you can hold in your head at once, the size of the lattice you can carry without it sliding apart. Mine had been high, higher than anybody’s I ever met, and for the whole of my working life it had also been artificially low, because the collar throttled my personal output two grades below the tools I made. You get used to working around your own governor. You forget the sound of the engine without it.

There was no ceiling.

I could feel where it should have been, the way your tongue finds the gap of a pulled tooth, and there was simply nothing there. The room went bright at the edges, and my sight opened wider than it had ever opened, and something wrote itself across the inside of my eyes in clean grey letters.

[Runesmith: mastery intact. Grade cap: removed.]

I sat very still.

I had seen receipts before. Everyone has, once or twice: the flat little confirmations that arrive when a man crosses into something he has genuinely earned. A soldier’s first true kill sometimes gets one. His hundredth never does. I had had three in my life. The last one had been in my thirties.

A second line arrived under the first, and this one I read three times.

[Class evolution: SOULWRIGHT. Unregistered.]

Unregistered.

Every class in Corvane is registered. That is the entire business of the Registrar’s hall in the capital, three floors of clerks and a wall of ledgers: smith, soldier, sworn-blade, siege-magus, four hundred variations, all of them written down, taxed, and licensed. You cannot be something the registry has not heard of. It would be like being a colour nobody has a name for.

Soulwright.

I turned the word over. I knew what wright meant, and I knew what soul meant in the trade: the third and highest anchor grade. Runes fade unless anchored. Object anchor is the cheap one, the one everything in the world runs on: cut it into steel and it lives as long as the steel and the schedule allow. Living bond is a rarity, expensive and delicate. Soul anchor is a line in an old book that nobody has managed in centuries, filed with the other beautiful impossibilities.

An anchor grade is not a class. There is no craft that works in that material.

My runes had lived in steel for fifty years.

I looked at my young hands, and I said it out loud to an empty room, because some things you have to hear in a voice.

“They wouldn’t have to.”

Then I laughed, and choked on it, and had to sit down again.

I gave myself a day. Then I went out into Grayvern, because a man cannot plan on nine silver marks and a hypothesis.

Grayvern is a trade city and it makes no apology about it. It sits where the Marn river gives up and turns into estuary, and it is built in three layers like sediment: the docks at the bottom, all tar and rope and shouting; the market wards in the middle, brick and canvas and the smell of frying; and up the hill, the guild halls and the academy and the houses of people who have never carried anything heavier than a decision.

I walked it for six hours the first day and let my sight run loose, and by dusk I was footsore to the bone and thoroughly entertained.

A city is a book, if you can read runework, and Grayvern was a filthy, gossiping, badly-spelled book about money.

Every lamp-post standard on the hill carried a light-lattice, Binding grade, cut competently, fading on a nine-month schedule. Every dock crane carried a load-ward, better work, four-year fade. The public well in Hattock Square had a purity-lattice so old and so honest that it had to predate the current trade in wells, and beside it a newer one, half the quality, on a two-year tick.

And on nearly every one of them, tucked into the anchor seam where a client’s eye would never go, the graft I had last read four hundred and thirty times off nine racks in a cellar under the capital.

A fade-tick, and beside it the house mark.

Standing in the middle of the fish market with my hand on a bollard, I felt the city ticking under my palm. Steady, and wrong, and going somewhere. A physician gets that under his fingers perhaps twice in a career, and he never forgets the feel of it.

They had done to Grayvern what they had done to me, without needing a collar for it. They just made everything good and made it die on time and sent the invoice, and the city thanked them, and the mayor’s chain of office had a three-year fade in it that I could have read from a horse.

The taste that came up in my mouth was the taste of the vault floor.

On the third day I stopped in front of a pawnshop on Sackler Lane and read a man’s entire life off his own front door.

I was not being clever. I was standing out of the wind. But the door had a lock-ward on it, and I cannot walk past a lattice without reading it. Some men are like that about mirrors.

To anyone with my eyes, that door talked.

The original ward was good. Genuinely good: a full Lattice-grade lock-binding, cut about twenty-five years ago by a left-handed smith with a narrow flat chisel and a habit of finishing his verticals with a small upward flick. I have seen perhaps four smiths in my life who flick like that, and one of them taught in Grayvern in the last generation, so: a local master, working at the top of his trade, for a client who could afford him once.

Then, eight years later, a recut. Different hand. Wider tool, faster strokes, a journeyman doing renewal work and not enjoying it. He had not touched the original lattice. He had done what renewal men do: laid a fresh fade-schedule over the top of somebody else’s masterpiece and gone to the next address.

Six recuts after that, each one shallower than the last, and each one further past its eleven-month tick than the one before it. The depth of the cuts and the widening gaps between them were a ledger of the shop’s fortunes, and I could have read the bad years off the door aloud.

And then, four years ago, the recuts stopped.

The ward was still there. It was still a beautiful piece of work, half-strangled by a schedule it was never designed to have, and it had been fading unrenewed for four years, and it had about eight months left before the lock-binding thinned enough that a determined boy with a pry bar could open that shop like a tin.

The shopkeeper did not know. How could he. He had paid the notice every year until he could not, and the door still looked like a door.

With my hands in my pockets and the wind coming up the lane, I worked out what the renewal on that ward would have cost, and what a pawnbroker on Sackler Lane clears in a month, and I found that I could put a number on the exact year his business began dying.

That is what my sight is. People hear the word and think of a party trick: he can see the magic. It is not seeing the magic. It is reading the crime scene. What tool, whose stroke, how long ago, how many visits, and what the visits were for. Runework is written by hands, and hands leave signatures, and signatures put men in rooms on specific days.

I put my palm on the door frame and set a single anchor-pin into the old master’s lattice, off-schedule, free, uninvoiced.

Six seconds. It will hold that ward for another thirty years.

I went and stood somewhere else. A young man staring at a pawnshop door for a quarter of an hour attracts precisely the wrong sort of attention.

On the fourth day I got a meat pie out of it.

There was a woman on the north edge of the market with a hot-pie stall, sixty-odd, arms like a docker, and a stall-ward on her canvas that had gone crooked. I could see it from twenty feet: a cheap little Etching-grade weather-turn, one stroke fouled, so instead of shedding rain it was pulling damp in along the seam and had been for a month. Her top crate of pastry was going soft and she was losing perhaps two marks a week and had no idea why.

She was also, when I stopped, in the middle of a comprehensive review of a competitor’s family.

“You’ve got a wet crate,” I said.

“I’ve got a wet everything, love, it’s a river town.”

“No. Your ward’s inverted at the third stroke. It’s drinking instead of shedding.” I nodded at the canvas eyelet. “May I? Forty seconds. Costs you nothing if I’m wrong.”

She looked me over, and I watched her price the offer, then price the man, and find both of us suspicious.

“Last lad who told me my canvas was wrong wanted three marks and a look at my books.”

“I want a pie.”

“You want a pie.”

“I’ve been walking since dawn and yours smell better than the ones on Hattock Square.”

“The ones on Hattock Square are made of dog,” she said, with enormous satisfaction, and waved a floury hand at the canvas. She was tired, and the crate was soft, and free is free.

I had no chisel. I had the nail from my windowsill, filed on a step edge that morning, and that was ample.

The trick with cheap work is that cheap work is honest about where it hurts. I found the fouled stroke, cut across it to kill it, and re-laid the correct one at a quarter of the depth so the original maker’s lattice would accept the graft instead of arguing with it. Eleven seconds, if I am honest, and I spent the other twenty-nine tidying the seam because I have standards and because letting her watch me work was the point.

The canvas went taut. The damp went out of it like breath off a window, and the whole stall gave a small dry crack as the seam remembered what it was for.

She put her hand on it, and then she looked at me, and her mouth opened and shut on whatever she had been about to say.

“That’s thirty years of drip,” she said.

“That’s a bad stroke and a busy maker.”

“Thirty years I’ve had crates go soft on me and a boy tells me it’s a stroke.”

“It’s usually a stroke,” I said. “Cheap work is honest. It’s the expensive work that lies.”

“What do I owe you?”

“A pie,” I said, “if the beef one’s honest.”

“The beef one’s got beef in it, which round here is a religious position.”

She gave me two.

“Here’s what I want to know, then.” She jabbed a floury thumb at the canvas. “The hill lot come round every spring with their little books. Renewal, they say. Sign here, love. Four marks for the lamp on this corner, split eleven ways, and my share of it is nine pennies I have not got in March.” She folded her arms across her chest. “And every spring that lamp is dimmer. Now you stand there and tell me a bad stroke is a bad stroke. So which is it? Am I paying for the lamp, or am I paying for the little book?”

I stood with a pie in each hand and had to take a moment over that. The true answer to it was everything I had come back for, and she had walked straight into the middle of it in four sentences across a pastry crate.

“The lamp was cut to go out,” I said. “On a schedule. Before anybody ever put it up.”

“Course it was.” She said it without one grain of surprise, the way you agree that the tide comes in, and the flatness of it went through me like cold water. “Everything off that hill is cut to go out. That’s what the hill is for.”

“Does nobody say so?”

“Say it to who, love?” She wiped her hands down her apron. “Man comes with a book. You sign the book or you sit in the dark. That’s not a question, that’s a Wednesday.”

She stood there with her fists on her hips while I ate the first one leaning on her crate, steam coming off the broken crust into the cold, and she told me about her sons, both useless, and the competitor’s family, comprehensively, and a man called Padrin who had it coming.

She built a grievance in courses, one piece at a time, every piece load-bearing and nothing in it wasted, and I would have stood there through all of it twice. I stood in the fish-stink with grease on my chin and listened to a woman I had never met tell me about a boat, and I realised nobody had talked to me like that since I was younger than this body.

And halfway through the second pie, I laughed.

Out loud. At something genuinely funny she said about Padrin’s boat, which I will not repeat because it does not survive being repeated. It came up out of me before I could stop it, and it came out warm, and the warmth in it took my legs out from under me. The last time I had made that noise it had been a dry bark at a steward in a vault, and there had been nothing in it but contempt. She called me a strange lad and told me to come back Thursday. My eyes stung like an idiot’s and I let them do it.

I made myself name the wants plainly that night, sitting on the garret bed with the candle stub going.

Two of them came out clean, because I had been carrying both of them a long time already: work that was mine, my strokes and my name and my choice of client with nothing over the door but what I put there, and House Vellick unmade piece by piece, in public, where the people who paid them could watch it happen.

The third one did not wait to be written down. It arrived in my body before it got as far as my head, and it arrived rudely: young blood in a young chest, and under it the whole dry catalogue of every hand that had ever been laid on me, each one holding a loupe or a chisel or an order.

Somebody to touch me who had chosen to. Twenty-four years old, starving for something as ordinary as a palm laid between my shoulder blades, and greedy for considerably more than that, and no idea in the world what to do about either.

The fear got one line and no more room than that: never again a collar. Not one made of oath-metal, not one made of patronage, not one made of gratitude. If it comes with a leash, I will not take it, no matter how kindly the hand offers it.

I earned that week the way anybody earns in a river town: badly, and by hand.

Two coppers to true a butcher’s cleaver. Six to re-anchor a chandler’s scale-ward so it stopped shorting his own customers, which he had not asked me to fix and did not thank me for. A whole silver mark from a rope-walk foreman whose splice-lattice had gone crazed along one strand, because he understood exactly how many men that strand would have killed and he was the only person all week who paid me what the work was worth.

I kept the price low every time and the quality high every time, and I watched people’s faces while they decided which of those facts to believe.

On the sixth morning I turned onto Kettle Street and saw grey-and-gold livery at the far end of it.

Two men, a cart, a delivery of something crated, and they were nobody: warehouse hands with a house badge stitched on the shoulder. They did not look at me. There was no reason on earth for them to look at me.

I went into a doorway anyway and stood there with my back against cold brick and my hands gone numb and stupid against it, listening to my own pulse hammer in my ears like somebody knocking, and I stayed until the cart was gone.

I stood there a while longer, disgusted with myself, and made a bargain in my head that I have kept since: I get to flinch. I do not get to hide. A man can be afraid of a colour and still walk toward it, and if I ever stop flinching I will have forgotten something I need.

The plan came two days later, off a public board on Cooper’s Row, between a bill for a fighting dog and a notice about drains.

VANDERMOOR ACADEMY: SCHOLARSHIP TRIALS. Combat, Artificer, and Scholar tracks. Board and stipend for successful applicants; work-study terms available in the Maintenance Annex.

Under it, smaller, in the confident type of a house that expects gratitude: All ranked gear sponsored and maintained by House Vellick.

I stood in front of that board in the rain until the ink began to run in the corners of it.

Vandermoor. Their school. Their sponsored armoury, their ranked ladder, their renewal calendar, their tier gear, and the sons and daughters of every family that buys from them, all standing in one yard being measured. Every blade in the city passing across one repair bench where the lowest, most despised, most invisible track in the place holds a file.

The nobody who sharpens the elite’s swords.

Nobody looks at the man who sharpens the swords. I know, because I was that man for a dynasty, and not one of them ever learned my name well enough to say it right.

I went and bought a set of decent chisels with four of my nine marks, which was robbery, and a leather apron with two, which was not.

Then I went back to Kettle Street and cut the first lattice I have ever laid for myself into the frame of my own door: a Binding-grade alarm-ward, anchored properly, with no fade in it at all.

It will still be there when the house falls down.


Chapter 3: The Despised Track

Vandermoor Academy sits on the shoulder of the hill above Grayvern with its back to the sea wind, and the first thing it wants you to know about it is that it was here before you and will be here after.

The gates are old grey stone, wide enough for four horses, with the academy’s crossed-blade-and-compass cut into the lintel so worn that the compass looks like a wheel. Inside, the ground opens into the great court: a long rectangle of flagstone with two hundred years of boot-polish on it, ringed by halls in the same grey stone, all of it steaming faintly in the morning because the sea fog comes up the hill and dies there every day of the year.

To the left, the lecture halls, tall windows, chalk dust on the sills. Ahead, the drill courts and the yard, where you can hear steel before you can see sand. To the right and down a flight of worn steps, the low buildings: kitchens, stores, the smithy chimney, the Annex.

And over all of it, on every second banner-pole along the court, on the arch of the armoury, on the boards where the ranked lists get posted: grey and gold. The crossed hammers of House Vellick, sponsors of the academy’s gear, patrons of the Crown Trials, keepers of the ladder.

In the gate arch, with a canvas bag on my shoulder, I let myself stand and look at all of it until a porter’s cart made me move. My pulse was up. That was worth knowing about myself.

Then I walked in, because a man who stops in a gateway gets remembered, and I had come here to be forgotten.

The scholarship trial was held in a hall with forty benches and a smell of scorched shellac.

They gave each of us a tray: a cracked ward-plate, a snapped focus-rod, and a warped hinge-lattice off a strongbox. Three faults, one hour, and a proctor with a sand-glass and the expression of a man who has watched two thousand young people fail the same three tasks.

Around me, the field. Half of them were apprentice-trained boys from the wards of Grayvern, good hands, no theory. A few were sons of country smiths who could tell you the name of every stroke and had never repaired anything in a hurry. Two were girls with better tools than the rest of us put together and the tight, furious focus of people who had been told this was their one chance.

The nearer of the two had a rolled tool-kit older than she was, a smear of ink along one cheekbone, and her sleeves shoved past the elbow. Every time she leaned her weight into the vise her shirt pulled tight across her back, and I spent a genuinely unhelpful three seconds on the line of her waist going out into her hips before I got my eyes back down onto my own tray.

Fenna Roke, the tally-slate said afterward, in the third place on the sheet, one row above my own carefully mediocre score.

That is a feature of the new arrangement I had not budgeted for. At sixty-one I noticed women the way a man notices good weather: pleasantly, and from a distance, and then he gets on. At twenty-four the noticing arrives with its boots on and sits down at your bench.

And one, at the end of my bench, was a skinny lad of about nineteen who was mostly elbow, and who dropped his focus-rod twice in the first minute and said “sorry” to it.

I could have finished all three in twelve minutes.

The difficulty had occupied me for two days. A perfect score gets you an interview. An interview gets you a file. A file gets you a comparison, and somewhere in the capital there is a very old man with a very good memory for chisel-strokes, and I did not intend to be interesting for at least a year.

So I worked like a promising provincial with more hands than schooling.

I took forty minutes. I did the ward-plate well, because you cannot fake incompetence on a ward-plate without producing something that would explode, and I have too much self-respect. I did the hinge-lattice adequately, with one visible hesitation. And I did the focus-rod as a clever untrained man would have done it: a sound repair, ugly at the seam, holding well enough and looking like luck.

Mid-pack. Comfortable. Anonymous.

I made exactly one mistake, and it was vanity.

On the ward-plate, at the crack’s deepest point, I laid the closing stroke freehand, in a single pass, with the tool angle I have used since I was thirty. It is a beautiful stroke. It is also mine, and it does not belong on that bench in that hall in the hand of a twenty-four-year-old nobody.

I felt myself do it and could not take it back.

A shadow came along the bench. Somebody breathed out through his nose.

He was a big old man, bald as a river stone, barrel through the chest, forearms like dock rope, wearing an apron so soaked with old ink and oil that it had gone the colour of a wet road. He had a proctor’s tally-slate in one hand and no interest in the rest of my tray.

He stood over that one stroke long enough for the bench behind him to go quiet.

Then he looked at me, and I gave him the face I had practised: mild, tired, and just pleased enough with myself to be forgettable.

“Where’d you train, lad?”

“Northwest. My uncle’s shop. Field repair mostly, sir, for the drovers.”

“Mm,” he said.

He wrote something on the slate. He did not write it in the column where the other marks went. Then he moved on down the bench and shouted at the skinny lad for holding a file like a spoon, and I sat there with my thumb pressed white into the bench edge and thought: well. That is one man in Corvane who has seen it and does not know what he saw.

Yet.

Sorting happened in the great court at noon, with the academy standing four deep around the edges to watch. Of course it did.

They call your name and they hand you a sash, and the colour of the sash is the rest of your life.

Crimson for combat track. Those went first, forty of them, and every time a crimson sash came out the gallery of second and third-years along the north side made a noise like a good hand at cards. Blue for scholar track, polite applause, mostly from the lecture-hall windows.

Grey for Artificer.

There were nine of us. When the first grey sash came out, somebody on the north side made a sound: not a boo. A small, delighted, contemptuous ooooooh, the noise a boy makes when another boy sits in something.

“Stroud, Emrys. Artificer, work-study.”

I walked out and took the grey sash from a bored clerk and put it over my shoulder, and I heard the noise made for me, and I bowed slightly to the north gallery, which confused them enough to shut them up for a moment.

There is a thing I had forgotten about being young, and it came back to me standing on those flagstones with the fog burning off: at twenty-four you have no armour. You have not yet had the twenty years of being ignored that teaches you it does not matter.

But I had had the twenty years. I had the whole set. So I stood there in grey while forty crimson sashes were slapped on shoulders, and I looked past them at the banners, and I thought: every one of you will bring me your sword.

They came for me on the Annex steps, an hour later.

Four of them, crimson, second-years, with the specific swagger of men who are not the best in the yard and have therefore found something else to be.

The one in front was called Dorrin Vayle, and his sword was going to teach that yard something in about three weeks. Tall, handsome in a soft way, a very good sword on his hip, and a chased silver gorget that did nothing except announce a family that could afford chasing.

“New grey,” he said. “You know what the sash means, provincial?”

“That I fix your gear.”

“That you’re staff. Staff walk on the low path.” He nudged my shoulder with two fingers. “This is the court path.”

I could have taken the low path. It was six steps away.

Instead I stood still and let him do it. I wanted to see what a bored noble second-year at Vandermoor does when a man neither fights nor flinches, and his sword was three feet from my eyes, and I had already started reading it.

He grabbed the sash and tore it off my shoulder. The seam went with a small sad sound, and his friends laughed, and one of them said something about the smell of the docks, and he dropped it in the wet at my feet and put his boot on it and ground it round, twice, heel first.

I looked at the boot. I picked up the sash. I shook it off.

“You’ll want to bring that in,” I said.

“Bring what in?”

“Your sword.” I nodded at the hilt. “Whoever polished it last set the edge-rune back to front. It’s not sharpening the edge, it’s holding the shape of the edge it had. Which is fine, until it isn’t.”

Dorrin Vayle stared at me, and then he laughed properly, and his friends laughed with him because that is their function.

“It’s a Vellick blade, you dockside little clerk.”

“It is,” I agreed. “That’s why I noticed.”

They went off up the court path in high spirits, and I stood there wringing the water out of a grey sash and enjoying myself, which is not what a man is supposed to feel with a bruise coming up on his hip.

I had told him. In front of witnesses. And in about three weeks, on a busy afternoon, that edge-rune was going to let go all at once and drop the temper out of the last eight inches of his blade, and everybody standing near him would hear it, and one of them would remember.

The Maintenance Annex is a long low hall built into the slope under the armoury, which means it is half basement, and it is the single best room I have ever worked in.

The door is oak, banded, standing open in all weather because the forge end is hot enough to bake bread. Inside: benches down both walls, twenty-two of them, each with its own vise, its own lamp, its own scarred top black with sixty years of oil and rune-ink. Racks above the benches, floor to ceiling: files by the hundred, chisels in rolls, awls, drifts, punches, gauges, ink-jars stopped with cork and labelled in four different hands, three of them dead.

The far end opens on the forge itself: two hearths, a slack tub the size of a bath, and a wall of tongs hung longest to shortest in one descending scale.

And down the middle, the queue.

It is the heart of the place. Two long trestle tables running the length of the room, and on them, waiting in the order they arrived, the property of everybody who matters in this academy. Duelist blades with cracked fullers. Lance rigs with their governors out. A siege-magus’s focus with a hairline down the crystal. Half-armour with the strap-lattices worn through. Each with a paper ticket tied to it in a bit of string.

Every week the whole armed wealth of this academy passes across those trestles, and the people who own it never come inside.

I stood in that doorway and breathed in oil and hot iron and old rune-ink, and my shoulders came down off my ears for the first time since a vault at the other end of the kingdom.

“You’re the one with the stroke,” said the bald man from the trial.

He was at the end bench, sleeves shoved past his elbows, sighting down a spear shaft. He did not look up.

“Master Ferrant?”

“Cobb Ferrant. Overseer. This is my Annex and those are my benches and that queue does not care about your feelings.” He set the shaft down. “Work-study. You get board, and your fees waived, and a stipend of two marks a term. The board and the fees are the wage. The two marks are the academy’s joke and we all make it, and you will hear it made about four hundred times before Midwinter. In exchange I own your afternoons and most of your evenings. You’ll be here when the yard is at supper and you’ll be here when the yard is asleep. That’s the trade. Still want it?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

I had prepared four answers. I used the true one.

“Because everything they own comes through here,” I said, “and I like to know what things are made of.”

Ferrant looked at me for a slow count of six.

“Huh,” he said. “Bench eleven. Tam!”

The skinny lad from the trial appeared as if he had been waiting behind a rack for this. Nineteen, elbows, a face made almost entirely of eagerness, and a pair of eyebrows that I did not expect to survive the term.

“Tam Feld,” he said. “You’re Stroud, you did the plate in forty minutes, I did mine in fifty-eight and Master Ferrant said it looked like a dog had done it, which is unfair because a dog can’t hold a file.”

“That’s true,” I said.

“Is it? I suppose it is.” He beamed. “What’s the first thing? What do we do first? He usually starts people on hinge-work.”

“He starts people on hinge-work,” said a voice from the forge end.

That was Garvan. Journeyman, thirty-something, wide through the shoulders and short in the neck, with a face that had settled some years back and seen no compelling reason to move since. He was flatting a blade on the big stone with the unbothered rhythm of a man who has done it ten thousand times.

“Hinge-work,” said Tam, satisfied. “I did hinge-work for seventeen days. Do you know how many doors there are in this academy?”

“No.”

“Nobody does. They keep finding more of them, is the trouble.” He was walking backwards ahead of me down the aisle. He does that. It accounts for most of his bruises. “Where did you train? Before. You stand at a bench like Master Ferrant stands. All your weight off your heels.”

“My uncle’s shop. Field work, up northwest.”

“What did he make?”

“Wagon fittings. Drover gear. Nothing anybody would ever put in a case.”

“That’s the good work, though,” said Tam, with total sincerity. “Master Ferrant says an honest lattice is one cut into a thing somebody actually needs. He says it about three times a week. Usually at a duelist’s back.”

“He isn’t wrong.”

“Don’t tell him that. He’ll say it four times.”

Ferrant tossed me a repair ticket. Blade, cracked, third-year, and a name.

I took a scrap blade off the practice rack first and put a true edge on it freehand, in one long pass, no gauge. Exactly the level of my hands and not a hair over it, on the first morning, where the whole room could hear it happen.

The scrape of it made Garvan turn his head. He watched the whole pass without stopping his own work. From Garvan, I would learn, that is a standing ovation. Then he went back down to the stone.

“Somebody taught you that,” he said.

It was, I found out over the following weeks, close to his entire allowance for the day, and he had spent it on me.

Tam Feld stopped talking. In that shop, that is a phenomenon on the order of weather. He looked at the edge, and then at me, and his ears went red, and he forgot he was holding a file at all.

“Do that again,” he said.

“No,” said Ferrant. “He’ll do it a thousand times and you’ll watch every one of them. Bench eleven, Stroud. Roke, bench nine, strap-lattices, and you can stop pretending you haven’t been listening.”

Two benches down, the girl from the trial hall had her tool-roll unlaced already.

“I’ve been listening since the door,” she said, and did not look up, and Garvan made a sound at the stone that in another man would have been a laugh.

The first ticket taught me more about this academy than the sorting had, and it taught me backwards, because I had the answer in my hands before I had properly looked at the question.

Third-year’s blade, combat track. I had it half out of the wrap when the graft in the anchor seam jumped at me, and everything else about that sword had to arrange itself around it afterward.

An eleven-month fade-tick. Cut at manufacture, sitting in the seam where the lattice meets the steel. I had put ten thousand of them into other men’s work at another bench in another life on another man’s order, and I know the shape of that bite the way you know a relative’s handwriting.

“What’s it say?” said Tam, appearing upside down over the end of the trestle.

“Cracked two inches above the guard. Impact damage.”

“Was it?”

I looked at the ticket, and then at the metal, and the two of them were not on speaking terms.

“Somebody wrote impact damage in a box,” I said, “because the box was there.”

Then I went back and did the rest of it in order, as you are supposed to and as almost nobody does once they have already found the interesting part. Base lattice, armoury work: forty-one runes, competent, cut fast by a hand paid per unit. Edge-keeper decent. Balance-binding better than decent, because a Vellick armoury does not want its blades to feel cheap in a young noble’s hand, and feel is what they are actually selling.

And underneath all of it, the tick, thinning the lattice patiently at one point for eleven months, until the point became a stress-riser and the stress-riser became a crack on a busy afternoon.

Fatigue. Designed, scheduled, and delivered on time.

“So it’s the impact,” said Tam.

“It’s the calendar.”

He did not follow that, and I did not help him, and I noted with some irritation that I had said it out loud at all. The boy who owned this sword had been sold a thing built to go soft in a year. Then the house renews it, and bills the academy, and the academy bills the family, and the family pays gladly, because the alternative is a son with dull steel.

I straightened the crack, re-laid the lattice honestly, and left the fade-tick alone.

That last part took discipline. I sat there with the chisel over it for a good ten seconds.

Not yet. You do not pull one thread out of a coat when you have come to unpick the whole thing.

Late that evening, when the queue was down to twelve and Tam had gone up for supper, Ferrant took a lamp off the hook and jerked his chin at a door I had not looked at properly.

“Coal run. Come on. Might as well know where it lives.”

The stair down was cut into the rock, twenty-two steps, and the heat came up at us evenly out of the dark, from everywhere at once, with no draft in it at all.

It was the warmth of a loaf just out of the oven, or a stone that has lain all day in the sun. Nothing in it suggested a fire.

The undercroft is one room, round, older than anything upstairs. The stonework is different: bigger blocks, no mortar lines I could find, and a floor worn into a shallow dish by feet that stopped walking there a long time ago. The walls hold nothing. No racks, no tools, no shelves. Just a ring of blackened stone, a scatter of coal in one corner, and a smell I could not place and have never smelled anywhere else: hot stone, and under it something green, like a hedge in summer rain.

In the centre is the forge.

It is a hearth, and it is not shaped like any hearth built in the last four hundred years: a low round bowl of dark stone, waist high, with a bed of coals in it about a yard across.

The coals were alive.

Deep orange all the way through, breathing slow, throwing a heat you could feel across the room on your face and the backs of your hands.

There was no bellows, no fuel bed under them worth the name, and not one flake of ash anywhere in the bowl.

I stood at the edge of that dish of a floor and let my sight go into it, and my sight found nothing.

Understand what that means. I read the lock on my own garret door in a heartbeat. I read a pawnshop’s twenty-five-year history off its frame in a wind. I read a man’s blade in the half-second it took to reach my shoulder.

The forge-hearth had no lattice. No runes, no anchor, no fade, no schedule, no signature. There was simply a thing there, doing something enormous, entirely without any of the machinery by which things are done.

Water flowing uphill with no pipe, and a room built around it by men who decided not to ask.

“Huh,” I said, which under the circumstances was a triumph of self-control.

“Yeah,” said Ferrant. He was shoveling coal into a scuttle at the wall, not looking at it. “Don’t put your hand in.”

“Does it ever go out?”

“No.”

“Has anyone tried to relight it?”

“Nothing to light, lad. There’s nothing under it to light.” He straightened up with the scuttle and looked at the coals with an expression I could not classify, and when he spoke again his voice had changed register. He was not telling me anything. He was passing something along, in the words it had been handed to him in his own first term. “She was old when the academy was built around her. Whoever raised these walls raised them where she already was. We use the heat, we sweep the floor, we don’t ask.”

He said she about a hole full of coal, and did not notice himself doing it.

I have been in this trade for a very long time and I know when a man is telling me a rule that has kept people alive.

“Understood,” I said.

We went back up with the coal, and the warmth followed us to about the ninth step and stopped dead, as though it had been told where the line was.

The coal itself comes in off the low path through a hatch above the slack tub, a four-foot drop onto the flags, bolted on the inside. Ferrant made me haul two loads through it before supper. I noticed the bolt the way you notice anything you are going to be responsible for: soft iron, no lattice on it anywhere, and old.

My room was the last thing that day: the space under the Annex slates, ten feet by fourteen, with the ceiling coming down on both sides until the only place a grown man could stand up straight was a strip down the middle. A cot under the low side. A chair with one leg shorter than the other three. A chest that had been somebody’s sea chest before it was anybody’s furniture. A shelf. A nail for the sash. Nothing else on the floor but boards, and nothing on the boards but dust, and a smell of hot slate that had been getting into that room every summer since before I was born the first time.

One window, in the gable end, looking north over the roofs of Grayvern to the estuary. At that hour the town was a scatter of lamps and the water past it was a long black absence where the lamps stopped.

Nobody had wanted it. That is what a scholarship room is: the space in a building that the building has no other use for. It had no fire, no shutter that closed properly, and a draught off the slates that came down the slope and across the cot at ankle height.

I stood in the middle of it, where the ceiling let me, and made an honest list of what was wrong with it, and could not get myself to mind about one item on that list. The room had a door. The door had a bolt, and the bolt was on my side of it.

I hung the torn grey sash on the nail and sat on the cot in the dark and put the day in order.

The cover would hold: a provincial nobody out of an uncle’s shop in the northwest, good hands and no theory, grateful for the stipend, holding bench eleven in the one room every elite blade in this academy has to cross. Ferrant had seen one stroke and filed it somewhere private. A cost, then, and not a wound.

Out in the court, a bell rang the hour, and under it came a wet slap of paste on board: the night porter going down the great court posts with a bucket and a brush, one notice to a post, working his way toward the gate.

Ferrant had told me over the pot what they would say. Renewal day, the eleventh of Ninthmonth. Every issued sigil and every piece of ranked gear presented in the great court for re-cutting by the hand of Grandmaster B. Vellick, resident. Attendance mandatory, and the house thanks you for your diligence.

He had said it the way he would have said the forge was hot.

I lay in the dark on a stranger’s cot under a stranger’s slates and listened to that brush go slap, slap, slap the whole length of the court, and I was still awake when it reached the far end and stopped.


Chapter 4: Reading the Yard

Magister Loram Hale wrote on the board with his nose four inches from it, in a hall that smelled of chalk and old varnish, and rune-theory got under way around him whether he noticed or not.

He was sixty-something and going blind in the polite academic way: a decade of refusing spectacles, then the thickest lenses in Grayvern, and now he peered over them out of habit. Chalk dust on both cuffs. Chalk dust in his eyebrows. A voice that got genuinely happy when it said the word lattice.

I liked him inside of two minutes, which annoyed me.

“Anchor grades,” Hale said, sketching. “Object. Living. Soul. Yes, soul, and no, none of you will ever see one, so kindly stop looking excited, Master Bree, it is a category the way the far side of the moon is a place.”

Forty-odd students, mostly blue sashes, six grey. I sat at the back with a borrowed pen I did not need and made myself take notes like a man who did.

It is harder than it sounds. Fifty years of craft, and someone at the front is explaining fade schedules to a room of children, slowly, with pauses for the slower ones, and every fibre of you wants to stand up and finish the sentence properly.

Then he wrote the shunt sequence on the board, and I stopped being bored, because he wrote it wrong.

It was a demonstration lattice: a simple overflow governor, the sort of thing every issued focus-piece in this academy carries. When a bearer produces more output than the gear is rated for, the governor bleeds the excess off somewhere safe. Hale had drawn it as a three-filament arrangement with the bleed running back into the anchor.

Which is elegant. And which cannot work, because on the third stroke he had the filament crossing the anchor seam at ninety degrees instead of shallow, and at ninety degrees the bleed does not bleed. It backs up. Under load, that lattice does not vent an overflow: it dumps the lot into whatever the anchor is cut into.

I sat and looked at that board with my pen not moving.

Everybody’s issued gear in this academy carries a governor. If the teaching diagram had that stroke wrong, either Hale had copied a bad text, or the text was bad on purpose.

“Master Stroud.”

I looked up. Hale was peering at me over the lenses with the pleased malice of a man who has caught someone not paying attention.

“You have been frowning at my board for two minutes. Grey sash. Artificer. Enlighten the room: what have I done to offend you?”

Everybody turned around. Somebody laughed.

I had one heartbeat to decide how much of myself to spend.

“The third stroke, sir.”

“The third stroke.”

“You’ve drawn it square to the seam.” I did not stand up. “Shallow it, and the overflow bleeds. Square, and it doesn’t bleed, it stacks. First real load, the anchor takes the whole surplus.”

Hale’s face did not change. That impressed me. He turned back to the board and put his nose four inches from his own drawing, and stood there long enough for the boy in the front row to start looking at his shoes.

“Ha,” he said.

Then he rubbed it out with his sleeve, which is why his sleeves are like that, and redrew the stroke shallow, and stood back.

“Master Bree, copy that correction and thank the Artificer, since you were about to write down something that would ruin a scale-ward. Ha!” He turned around, delighted, entirely without vanity. “Where did you learn that?”

“Field repair, sir. Drover’s gear. You see what happens when a governor stacks.”

“You see the corpse, so to speak, and you work backward to the crime.” He beamed. “That is my entire discipline, and you have described it better than my introductory lecture. Sit down, you are sitting down, never mind.”

I made a note to myself about Loram Hale, then and there. He would never suspect me of anything, not once, not for a moment. He would also go on asking the next question for as long as I stayed in his hall.

At the back of the hall, in the auditor’s chair by the window, somebody looked up.

I had noticed her when I came in, though not as a person yet. A change in the room. A cold draft off a window somebody had left open. She sat apart. Spire silver, immaculate, high-collared, fitted; gloves on indoors; a slate on her knee that she wrote on without looking down.

Tall, even seated. Silver hair, long and perfectly straight, worn loose down her back in a hall where every other woman had hers pinned and out of the way. A face that gave you nothing back.

She raised her eyes from the slate and looked at me for exactly three seconds.

Past Hale, past the board, all the way to the back-row grey sash who had corrected a load-bearing stroke in a diagram that House Vellick’s own teaching texts have carried for two generations.

She went back to her slate, and wrote nothing, and I sat with my pulse ticking in my ears and understood that I had been careless, and that I had managed it inside three weeks.

I found out her name in the corridor from a blue sash who dropped it flat, no ceremony, quoting a price nobody in the building argues with.

Isbeth Vellick. The Spire’s prodigy, in Grayvern to audit the academy’s runework contracts. Twenty-seven. The old man’s protégée and the family’s own blood.

Wonderful.

Drills, second hour after noon, on the middle court. Compulsory for every track, because Vandermoor believes a scholar who cannot hold a blade will not respect the people who can.

The weapons mistress was called Rhona Corrick, and she owned that yard, and the yard had stopped arguing about it years ago.

She came down the line at a walk that never hurried, tall, broad through the shoulders, auburn hair pinned up hard for work, in a drill coat cut by an optimist. The coat was fighting a losing war across her chest and had clearly been fighting it for years; every fastening on it was doing overtime. She had scars on both forearms, old ones, the kind you get from war rather than practice, and one pale line running along her collarbone that she did not hide with anything.

She was thirty-eight and she moved like someone who had commanded a line and had not entirely stopped.

I noticed all of it, and I noticed that I noticed, and I let myself have the moment, because a man who has been dead should be allowed to enjoy being alive.

She stopped in front of me and I put it away.

“Grey sash. Name.”

“Stroud.”

“You’ve held a sword.”

“Not really, ma’am.”

“Mm.” She walked around me. “Bind up with Feld and give me the eight-count.”

Tam and I bound up, and Tam gave me the eager grin of a man about to be dreadful, and we went through the eight-count, and it was a shambles.

Nobody has ever trained me with a blade. Nobody taught me a guard. What I had was forty years in a stone room watching men test the weapons I made, which means I have seen more killing technique done at full commitment than most soldiers, and my body had learned the only three lessons that mattered in that vault: keep your weight under you, never give your back to the door, and let the other man commit first.

So my eight-count was awful and my feet were not.

Rhona stopped mid-sentence with another student.

She came back down the line and stood watching me through four repetitions with her arms folded, and I felt the exact temperature of professional interest, which is a temperature I have spent my whole life avoiding.

“Stop,” she said. “Both of you. Stroud, again, and this time do it slow.”

I did it slow.

She reached in and moved my hand on the grip, two fingers, absolute authority, a tool adjusted in its rack and left there. “There. That’s your hand telling me the truth while your feet lie.” She stepped back. “Your grip is a repairman’s. Fine. Your feet learned somewhere your file doesn’t mention.”

“I’ve stood in a lot of workshops, ma’am.”

“You’ve stood in one where falling down meant something.” She held my eye for a second longer than she needed to. “Weight’s already under you before you move. Nobody teaches that. It gets taught to you.”

It is a pleasure to be read correctly by somebody good at their job, even when it is dangerous. I felt it, and I banked it, and I gave her a shrug that meant nothing.

She did not accept the shrug. She stood there with her arms folded and let the silence run three seconds past comfortable. I have used it myself on apprentices who were about to lie to me.

“Where were the drovers, exactly?”

“Coldmarch, ma’am. And the road down to Pellet.”

“Bandit country.”

“Some years.”

“Mm,” she said, and I heard her stow it: a soldier putting something away that she cannot use yet and does not intend to throw out. She did not believe a word of it. She also had no intention of doing anything about that today, because a soldier would rather see what a man does under load than hear what he says about himself.

“Feld,” she said, moving on, “your grip is a spoon.”

“Everyone keeps saying that,” said Tam.

“Everyone is being kind. A spoon has a purpose.”

At noon the yard fills, and if you want to understand Vandermoor Academy you go and stand at the yard rail.

It is a long oval of raked sand set two feet below the flagstones with a timber rail around it and a gallery at one end for people who matter. The rank board stands at the north end, a slate wall eight feet high with the ladder chalked on it: sixty names, top to bottom, rewritten after every witnessed bout.

At the top of that board, in the same hand for two years, one name.

RENNICK, V.

The ladder is the whole religion of this place, and it works here as it works everywhere in Corvane: on sand, in front of witnesses.

You do not petition for a rank. You do not sit an examination for it. You stand up in the yard in front of whoever happens to be at the rail, a marshal calls the bout, and afterwards a clerk chalks the board. Win up the board and you climb. Lose and you slide. The top eight get the gallery’s attention; the top four get invited to the sponsor’s table; the top one goes to the Crown Trials with the academy’s name on her back.

As systems for deciding who is best go, that one is very nearly honest, and the whole of the trouble lives in the second half of it.

I came up with a parts crate on my hip, because there is no better cover in any institution than carrying something heavy, and I set it down on the rail beside another grey sash: a second-year with a bucket of rivets and no urgent plans for them.

“Who buys the plate?” I said.

“Houses do.” He did not look round. “Marchbank’s lot, the Bellocs, that crowd. Ascension-tier, fresh every year, down to the sword-belt.”

“And a scholarship fighter?”

“Standard issue.” He tipped his chin at the sand. “Standard issue, and a repair tithe every time it breaks. Which it does.”

“Who sets the grades?”

He gave me the look I would have given an apprentice who asked who put the sea there, and nodded at the nearest banner-pole. Grey and gold. Crossed hammers.

“They set them,” he said. “They sell them. They renew them. And they arm the Trials that decide who’s best.” He picked the bucket back up. “Don’t say it where the gallery can hear you.”

So the ladder is honest, and the rungs are for sale, and the only people at that rail who will say so out loud are the ones in grey, because saying it costs them nothing they have not already lost.

The bout started, and I did not go anywhere for the next four minutes.

Verena Rennick was fighting a third-year who outweighed her by four stone and could not out-reach her by so much as an inch, because she is tall for a woman and she stands as though she has decided to be taller.

Start where the eye starts. She was down on the sand in duelist half-armour over training blacks, and the blacks were doing what training blacks do to a body built like hers: her boots were planted wide, thighs braced, and those thighs were the first thing in the yard that any man’s eye landed on. Heavy, powerful, gripping the ground. Long lines of muscle moving under the black as she shifted.

Above them, the hips. She had the deepest waist-to-hip flare I have ever seen on a fighter, a hard trim waist under her sword-belt and then that sudden generous outward sweep, and her half-armour did not hide her ass so much as frame it, plates cut short at the small of her back like the armourer had been told to leave the view alone.

I am a craftsman. I appreciate when a piece is built well. I stood at that rail with a crate on my hip and appreciated it long enough that a man beside me chuckled, and I did not care.

Then she moved, and I stopped seeing an appreciation and started seeing an artist.

The third-year came in with a heavy overhand. She did not block it and she did not retreat. She stepped inside it, turned her hip through, and let his own arc carry him past her shoulder while her blade found the inside of his wrist and stayed there like a held note.

Clean. Economical. No waste at all. She fought like a woman who had been taught by somebody who genuinely expected her to survive.

He came back angry, which is the only mistake a big man gets to make twice. Two flat cuts to drive her off the centre, then a low feint he had clearly been drilling all term. She let the feint happen. She let it happen so completely that half the rail believed it, and then her back foot turned a hand’s width and she was simply on the other side of it, inside his reach with her point resting under his arm where the plates gap.

She could have finished it there. She did not. She stepped back out and gave him the centre again, because he had come out in front of the whole yard and she was not going to end him in twenty seconds in front of it.

Maddoc’s manners, though I did not have the name for them yet.

Three exchanges later she disarmed him with a bind and a wrist-roll and stepped back out of distance before his sword hit the sand, and she did not sneer, and she did not raise her arms.

The yard made its noise. Her chest heaved once inside the laced cuirass, and I saw the sweat sheen on her collarbones and the flush coming up her throat, and the hard peak of her nipples showing through the blacks where the cuirass gapped at the sides, and I felt my mouth go dry like a boy’s.

She pushed her braid back over her shoulder. Hip-length, gold, thick as my wrist, and she flicked it with the impatience of someone who has considered cutting it off for ten years and never has.

She turned to check the rail, storm-grey eyes going along the crowd, measuring, dismissing.

They came to me. They kept moving.

That is when I finally looked at her with my other sight.

She was wearing a Vellick-issued sigil.

They all do. It is a focus-piece, a palm-sized disc of oath-metal worn at the belt or the breast, and it does the work every serious fighter needs: it takes what she generates and gives it back to her as speed, as edge, as the thing that separates a duelist from a strong person with a sword. Standard issue for ranked competitors, sponsored by the house, renewed every term, free.

Free.

Her sigil was not a focus. It was a governor.

I read it in the six seconds she stood there breathing, across thirty feet of sand and through a timber rail. A coarse read, and it cost me an ache behind the eyes for the rest of the afternoon. What I could take at that distance was enough to make the rest a formality. I could not stop reading it, and every layer was worse than the last.

The throttle first. A very, very good one, sitting inside the standard lattice like a stone in a loaf. It was measuring her output continuously and holding it at a ceiling, and the ceiling was not fixed. It scaled. The harder she pushed, the harder it pushed back, so a woman living inside it would never feel a wall, only her own apparent limit, arriving reliably at the exact same place every time.

A throttle has to put the surplus somewhere, and a decent design vents it to the air, which costs nobody anything and never has. I went looking for the vent, and there was no vent. This one shunted it into her sword.

Straight down the bond between bearer and blade, all her overflow strength, poured into the steel she was holding as raw stress. Every time she pushed, her own suppressed power went into her own weapon like a hammer on the inside of it.

Down on the sand the marshal called the next pair up, and the rail shifted around me: boots, elbows, somebody’s loud opinion about a wager. Verena went back to the gate post and rolled her right shoulder twice, which is what a joint does when it has been asked a question it did not care for.

Nobody at that rail saw anything except a woman who had won.

And then, with my hands beginning to shake on the crate, I read the throttle’s chisel-signature.

I knew it.

The hand, anyway. A short-stroke technique with a fractional lift at the terminus of every vertical, characteristic and consistent, a tic a smith develops and never loses.

And I knew the design, because it was mine.

Thirty-two years ago, in the capital, a very young Emrys Stroud had solved a genuine problem for the house: how to make a training weapon that could not be used to murder its instructor. A scaling output governor with a safe overflow path. It was elegant. I was proud of it. I was twenty-nine.

They had taken it, degraded it for mass production, moved the overflow path from a vent to the bearer’s own gear, and cut it into the focus-piece of every scholarship fighter in this academy.

I stood at the rail in a grey sash with a crate of hinge-stock on my hip and watched the best duelist in Vandermoor beat a man four stone heavier than her with maybe half of herself, and pay for the damage out of a stipend.

The anger went into my hands. It always does.

My grip closed on that crate of hinge-stock until the edge of it printed a line across three fingers that was still there an hour later, and I went on breathing in and out at the rate of a bored man waiting for the next bout, and the man beside me went on eating an apple.

Understand what I was really looking at.

I have made war-blades that unmade siege gates. I have made a sword that went out of that vault in another man’s hands while I bled on the floor. In all of it, the finest single piece of design I ever produced before the Everbright was that governor, and this house had turned it into a lease on a young woman’s spine.

A butcher, using my knives.

I put down the crate and looked at her sword. The blade itself this time, an academy-issue duelist’s blade, and once I looked at it properly, I could have wept.

It was scar tissue all the way down. Layer on layer of repair-work in half a dozen different hands: welds, re-laid runes, a re-tempered section near the tip, a fuller that had been dressed out so many times the blade was noticeably thinner than pattern. Years of it. And every repair was a different apprentice’s stroke, because a scholarship fighter’s blade goes to whoever is on the Annex bench that evening.

A fourth-year asked her for a bout while I was reading it, politely, hat in hand, and the yard wanted it, so she gave him forty seconds. Three exchanges and a disarm so soft it looked like a favour. The rail cheered him for lasting.

I stood there and watched her add another line to the invoice in her own steel.

Twenty-six years old, and four of them written into that steel as invoices.

The oldest repairs were the shallowest, and they sat close together in clusters of three and four, bunched tight around competitive seasons. Then a gap of nothing, which meant a summer. Then more, deeper, and cut in a better hand, because by then she was ranked high enough that Ferrant did the work himself.

Heaviest scarring at the deep third of the blade. That is where the shunt dumps hardest, and it dumps hardest when the bearer is at her absolute peak output.

Which is finals.

The design breaks her worst on exactly the day she needs it most. It has been doing that for years, and she has been billed for the privilege every time, and somewhere in those four seconds I stopped thinking about the house and started thinking about her.

Down on the sand, she was drinking from a leather bottle with her free hand on her hip, and a knot of second-years were watching her walk toward the gate, and I heard one of them say the word “Rennick” and then the words “in a final,” and laugh.

Her back did not change. She had heard it. She had heard it for three years.

She went up the gate steps with her braid swinging and the roll of her hips that every man at that rail was watching and none of them had the nerve to mention, and I picked my crate back up.

Ferrant was at the door of the Annex when I got down, with a fistful of new tickets, sorting them onto the trestle by track.

He held one out without looking up.

“Bench eleven. Priority. Yard’s top-rank and she’s on a stipend, so do it right and do it cheap: nothing fancy, she can’t pay for fancy.”

I took it.

The ticket was written in a duty clerk’s hand, and it had been written so many times before that the clerk had abbreviated it.

RENNICK, V. Blade, cracked again. 3rd this season.


Chapter 5: The Cracked Sword

She came into the Annex an hour before the pot went on, with the blade over her shoulder like a woman carrying a dead animal she had been asked not to complain about.

The Annex counter is a slab of elm by the door with a brass bell nobody uses. In a room that loud, a bell is shouting into a storm. Most of the yard sends a friend, or a servant, or leaves the gear on the trestle with the ticket already tied on.

Verena Rennick brought her own sword and stood there and waited to be seen. That told me something about her before she opened her mouth.

I came up the aisle wiping my hands and got the second look at her, the close one, and the close one is worse.

She had come straight from the yard: half-armour still laced, gorget off and hanging from two fingers, training blacks damp down the spine and clinging everywhere they touched. There was sand in the weave at her knees. The braid had loosened at the crown and a few strands of gold had escaped and stuck to her temple in the sweat.

She smelled of leather and steel oil and clean sweat, and standing at the counter with the lamp behind her she was a head-turning outline: shoulders squared, waist nipped hard by the sword-belt, and then the flare of her hips and the heavy set of her thighs braced in a stance she probably could not stop taking if she tried.

Storm-grey eyes came up to mine. Direct. Measuring. Entirely unimpressed.

“You’re new.”

“First term.”

“Are you competent?”

“Yes.”

She let a beat go by and looked at me properly, top to bottom, pricing me and declining to buy yet.

She laid the sword on the elm and unwrapped the rag from the middle third, and there it was: a crack running up out of the fuller for about three inches, fine as a hair at the top, wide enough to hold light at the bottom.

“Third this season,” she said. “Ticket’s already in. I need it by the day after tomorrow.”

“You’ll have it tomorrow.” I set my lamp closer. “What did it cost you last time?”

Her chin came up. “What?”

“The repair tithe. What did they charge you for the last one?”

“Why?”

“Because if I’m doing the same job the same way for the same money, I’d like to know how much of your term you’ve already handed over for it.”

She looked at me for a good three seconds. Around us the Annex went on being loud: Garvan grinding, Tam dropping something and swearing, the hiss of the slack tub.

“Eleven marks,” she said. “Each. Off a stipend of forty a term.”

I kept my face where it was.

Thirty-three marks a term, to repair damage her own issued gear was designed to inflict, cut by the house that issued it, billed by the academy the house sponsors. Forty marks in and thirty-three straight back out, every term she stayed good enough to break something, and the harder she trained the faster the column ran.

“And nobody’s asked you anything about it,” I said.

“They write impact damage on the ticket and they charge me and they hand it back.” Her voice was flat and dry and she had clearly delivered variations of this sentence before to people who did not care. “The last one told me I was over-committing on my strikes. Would you like to tell me that? Get it out of the way.”

“No.” I turned the blade a quarter and sighted down it. “Does it crack on your best strike or your worst?”

The room did not go quiet, because it never does. But she did.

I looked up. She had stopped moving entirely, one hand curled over the edge of the counter, and the measuring look had gone sharper and much less comfortable.

“Say that again.”

“Your best strike or your worst.” I tapped the crack’s origin with one fingernail. “The scarring on this blade is worst in the deep third, which takes the most stress on a full-commitment cut and almost none on a defensive one. So: when it goes, is it when you’re tired and sloppy, or when you’re at the absolute top of what you can do?”

She took her time answering.

“The second,” she said.

“Every time?”

“Every time.” Her knuckles whitened on the counter edge and stayed white. “Three finals. Three cracks. Ask anyone in the yard what that means about me. They’ve got a rhyme for it.”

“I don’t care about the rhyme, I care about the metal,” I said. “Come back at closing and I’ll show you what I find. It’s your sword. You should know what it does.”

She stood there braced for pity, weight already shifted toward the door, ready to take one more helpful young man explaining her own failures back to her. So I gave her the metal instead of the speech.

“Fine,” she said, and left, and I watched her go the length of the Annex because I am not a saint.

“You know who that was,” said Tam.

He had materialised at my elbow. He does that.

“Rank one.”

“Rank one for two years and it should be four, everybody says. They say she cracks in finals.” He was already reaching for the blade with the pure grabby enthusiasm of a nineteen-year-old. “Can I watch? I’d like to watch. What’s first?”

“First is you fetch me the number four flat file, the small drift, the ink-jar with the blue thread on it, and Ferrant’s good gauge.”

“He doesn’t let anyone touch the good gauge.”

“Tell him it’s for a top-rank blade and he’ll let you carry it with both hands.”

Tam went off at a run and I put the blade in the vise and had half a quiet minute alone with it.

Repairing that crack was nothing. Any competent hand in the Annex could close it. Ferrant could have done it in his sleep.

What I did instead was open her sigil.

She had left the sword. She had not left the focus-piece: nobody does, they wear it like a wedding ring. So I could not touch the throttle itself. Fine. But a shunt has two ends, and the far end was cut into her blade, and her blade was in my vise.

The disposal path ran into a hook: a small receiving lattice inside the steel, three filaments deep, sitting under the fuller exactly where the crack was. That was the crime, in physical form. Her strength went down the bond, hit that hook, and got dumped into the metal.

Take the hook out, and the shunt has nowhere to put anything.

The throttle would still be on her, and the throttle would still hold her ceiling. But the surplus it stripped would have to go somewhere, and with no receiver it would do what an unhooked overflow always does: vent as waste heat and noise, harmlessly. An honest governor does no more than that.

Her sword would stop dying. And she would feel it the very next time she went to full commitment: the thing that had been sitting on the back of every good strike for four years, suddenly not there in the same way.

A shunt-hook is invisible below master rank. Any journeyman inspecting that blade would see a repaired crack and a slightly odd bit of scar-work and tie the ticket back on, and that was the comfortable version of the sum, and I did not get to stop there.

The honest version was nine days away. On renewal day a grandmaster with a loupe would put his hands on every issued sigil in this academy, and a grandmaster is not a journeyman, and a shunt with nothing on the far end of it is a question that answers itself to the right pair of eyes.

I stood there with the chisel in my hand and did the arithmetic on my own life.

Nine days. A missing hook on the far end of a shunt. He would have to be looking, and he would have to care, and he would have to be capable of imagining that somebody in this building could see what he had done.

And on the other side of the scale: three finals, three cracks, a rhyme in the yard, and eleven marks a time off a forty-mark stipend.

“Number four flat,” Tam announced, arriving at a skid, “small drift, blue-thread ink, and he said if I drop the gauge he’ll use my ribs for a fret.”

“Then don’t drop it,” I said, and cut the hook out of Verena Rennick’s sword.

The teaching part is the part I enjoyed.

“Right,” I said, moving over so he could see. “Tell me what’s wrong with it.”

Tam put his face down close. “It’s cracked.”

“That’s what happened. What’s wrong with it?”

He chewed on that. To his enormous credit, he did not guess. He looked, and went on looking. I had stood in front of Hale’s board doing the same thing four days earlier.

“The fuller’s thin,” he said eventually. “Thinner than the pattern. Someone’s dressed it out a lot.”

“Good. So?”

“So it’s been cracked before. Lots. And every time they dressed it, they took metal off, so it got weaker, so it cracks easier.” His eyes went round. “It’s been getting worse every time it’s been fixed.”

“That is the single most useful sentence you will say this month,” I told him. “Every repair is a decision about the next repair. Anybody with a file can close what is in front of him. What you are learning to do is close the thing that has not opened yet.”

“So what do we do?”

“We stop dressing it. We close the crack from inside, add material instead of removing it, and re-lay the runes over a new seam so the lattice has fresh ground to sit on.”

“You can’t add material to a fuller.”

“You can if you’re patient and you don’t mind the smell.”

I sent him for the oath-metal wire and the small crucible, and while he was gone I got the coals up in the near hearth and set the blade tang-down in the sand tray with a wet rag wound round the guard, because heat travels and a guard-binding that cooks is a guard-binding you have to cut again.

Then I showed him the part that most menders never learn.

“Watch the colour, not the clock. Everyone tells you straw and then bronze and then blue, and everyone is wrong, because everyone is standing in a different light. Learn what this hearth does to this steel in this room, and then you’ll know.”

The crack drank the first wire and closed a third of the way and stopped, as they always do, and Tam made a noise of dismay.

“Good,” I said. “That’s it telling you where the dirt is. Now we get the dirt out.”

Flux, a fine pick, a second heat, and the ugly patient business of drawing a hair of oxide out of a gap the width of a hair. Tam held the lamp at the angle I told him and did not fidget once, which in Tam is a form of fasting.

“How do you know it’s dirt?”

“Because clean metal wants to be one piece again. It has an opinion about it. If it won’t close, something’s standing between it, and the something is always either dirt or somebody’s old repair.”

“Which is this?”

“Both.”

He wrote that down too. He writes everything down, including the things that are only true in one room on one night, which is how apprentices learn and also how they end up arguing with their own notes at thirty.

“Master Stroud.”

“Emrys.”

“Emrys.” He tried it out and clearly did not enjoy it. “Why do you keep touching the bench?”

I looked down. My left hand was flat on the elm, fingers spread, as it has been on every bench I have ever stood at.

“Habit.”

“It’s a good habit,” he said, with the terrible generosity of the young. “It looks like you’re checking whether it’s still there.”

I did not have an answer for that, so I gave him the pick and told him to find the next thread of oxide himself. He found it in four minutes and made a noise like a man winning at dice.

All of that was the apprentice lecture, and every word of it was true, and Tam wrote it in the little book he keeps in his apron and will still be writing in when he is fifty.

Underneath the lecture, my hands were doing something else entirely.

I closed the crack, yes. But the re-laid lattice I put down was not the academy pattern. It was mine, an old design that exists nowhere on paper, laid at a fraction of my available depth so that it read as ordinary journeyman work to anybody’s sight but my own: a balance-binding that anchors to the blade’s node instead of its spine, which means the sword answers a fraction faster and holds truer under a hard bind.

And I took out the fade-tick.

Not obviously. I did not remove it, which would show. I broke its schedule and re-seated the tick so it would read as present and fading on inspection while doing absolutely nothing forever.

Four hours. I do not remember most of them.

Past midnight at a bench you get into a state where the lamp is a small warm world and your hands and the work are having a conversation that does not need you. The room goes away. The queue goes away. Your shoulders stop existing and come back later to complain about it. I had not been in it since the Everbright, and somewhere in the eight months I could not account for I had quietly decided the road to it had been cut along with my throat. It had not. It was exactly where I left it.

What I remember in pieces: the smell of blue-thread ink going onto warm steel, which is a different smell entirely from the cold jar; the drift going from cold to blood-warm in my fist somewhere around the fortieth stroke, so gradually that I only found out when I set it down and the elm came up cold under my knuckles.

Then the last stroke, and the slack feeling in the chest afterward: a weight I had not known I was carrying, going down.

I came out the other side to find Tam asleep sitting up with his mouth open, the lamp guttering, and the long room dark except for the red at the forge end.

The blade lay true on the elm. Balance node one thumb-width up from where it had been. Fuller closed and filled. The whole thing lighter in the hand by no measurable amount and better by an enormous one, in a way nobody could point at.

I set it down and flexed my hands, and they hurt, and I was pleased.

She came at the end of the next day, straight off the drill court again, and she picked it up off the counter without ceremony.

I watched her from bench eleven and pretended to be filing.

She did the thing every real duelist does: rolled the wrist twice, let the point drift, found the balance. Then she stopped.

She went absolutely still, right there in the Annex doorway with the evening light behind her, for about half a second.

I watched her feel the node. I knew the precise instant: her thumb moved on the grip and her weight shifted a hand’s width back onto her rear foot without her deciding to, a body reorganising itself around a tool that has stopped arguing with it.

Then she rolled her wrist once more, and her face put itself back together, and she looked down the room at me.

“What do I owe?”

“Four marks.”

“It says eleven on the board.”

“The board’s for a full dress-out and a re-temper. You didn’t need one.” I shrugged. “I’m cheap and slow. Ask anybody.”

She stood there with that flat stare, working out what to be suspicious of, and finding nothing she could name.

“Four marks,” she said, and counted them onto the counter one at a time, deliberately, not arguing about it and not conceding it either.

“You’ll want to bring it back in a fortnight,” I said. “Not because anything’s wrong. Because I’d like to see how it wears.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ve never seen this blade used properly and I’m curious.”

She looked at me a moment longer than that deserved. Then she picked up the sword.

At the door she stopped, and turned, and gave me a nod: one, brief, from the top of the ladder to the bottom of the room.

Ferrant’s pot went on at the ninth hour, as it did every night, and as it did every night of that term.

Nobody has ever called it good food. It is a barrel-bellied iron pot with whatever the kitchens have surplussed in it and enough pepper to strip paint, and Ferrant stirs it with a rod he claims is a spare but which is very obviously the spindle out of a broken lathe.

The kitchens send down whatever has stopped being sellable upstairs, so the pot has a personality that changes weekly and a floor of onion that never does. That night it was mutton neck, turnip, and a quantity of pepper that Ferrant maintains is medicinal. Nobody has ever asked him medicinal for what.

Four bench-rats that night, plus Ferrant, plus Garvan, plus Tam, all of us sitting on stools with our bowls in our laps in the warm end near the forge.

“You did the Rennick blade in a day,” said Ferrant.

“It wanted doing.”

“You charged her four.”

“It was four marks of work.”

He grunted into his bowl. He did not look up. “Board says eleven.”

“Board says eleven for a dress-out. I didn’t dress it out.”

Another grunt. That was the whole audit, and I had passed it, and I understood I had also just been told something: Cobb Ferrant had read the ticket, the price, and the blade, and had decided what to do about all three, and what he had decided was to eat his supper.

Tam, meanwhile, was interrogating me with his mouth full.

“Where did your uncle’s shop get its ink? Because that blue-thread jar is capital ink and it costs a fortune and you used it like water. Do they teach node-anchoring in the northwest? Because Magister Hale says node work is theoretical. And why did you cut the seam that way, because I copied it and mine looked like a caterpillar.”

“Because you were pressing,” I said. “Let the tool bite, don’t push it. And it isn’t node-anchoring, it’s an old field bodge, and if Hale asks you where you learned it, tell him a drover taught you.”

“Was it a drover?”

“It was a very good drover.”

“What was he called?”

“Padrin,” I said, and gave him a shape he could see, because a lie with edges on it is a lie people stop picking at. I was fond of the woman who had given me the name.

“Padrin the drover.” Tam said it reverently, as though he intended to write it down. “Did he have a shop?”

“He had a cart, a bad knee, and opinions about boats.”

Fenna Roke snorted into her bowl. “That’s a lot of drover for one blade.”

“It was a lot of blade.”

“It was rank one’s blade,” said Tam, “and he charged her four marks, and Master Ferrant hasn’t said anything about it, which is the strangest thing that’s happened in this room since the lathe.”

“We don’t discuss the lathe,” said Ferrant.

“We never discuss the lathe. That’s my point. It’s happening again.”

Garvan, at the end of the row, put his spoon down.

“Good hands,” he said. “Bad liar.”

Four words. Ferrant snorted so hard he had to put his bowl on the floor. Tam looked between the three of us with the confusion of a young man who can feel a joke happening at an altitude he cannot reach, and then, being Tam, laughed anyway and asked if there was more stew.

Later, taking the bowls up, Ferrant jerked his chin at the great court boards, where the porter had pasted a second notice under the first: the renewal-day schedule, hall by hall, hour by hour, with the ranked competitors listed for personal attendance.

“Eight days,” he said. “Whole yard through here beforehand wanting their gear pretty for the grandmaster. Sleep now, lad. You won’t after.”

“He does it himself? All of it?”

“Every sigil, every term, thirty years.” Ferrant hoisted the bowls. “Man’s hands are the only thing in this academy older than my apron.”


Chapter 6: What Did You Do to My Sword

Liselle Marchbank, rank two, challenged for rank one on a bright morning with the first cold in it, half the academy at the rail, and she did it properly, one rung and by right, in front of a marshal, with her house colours on the gate post.

I will say this for her: she was not a fraud. That is the mistake people make about bought excellence, and it is a lazy mistake. Liselle had chestnut curls and an allowance and a sneer she had practised in a mirror, and she also had eight years of the best private instruction money can buy, and she was genuinely, measurably good.

She also had Ascension-tier gear on every part of her, and against a scholarship fighter in standard issue, that is not a duel. That is a subsidy with swords.

I did not spend one second of that morning looking at Liselle Marchbank’s lattices. I have read a hundred sets of bought plate and they all say the same thing.

What I could not take my eyes off was the sword in Verena Rennick’s hand, because it was mine now, in every way that matters, and in about ninety seconds it was going to be tested at full commitment in front of sixty people by a woman who did not know what I had taken out of it.

I had done the arithmetic four times at the bench and once more on the way up the steps. It still felt like standing under something heavy and holding the rope myself.

“Ten on Marchbank,” said somebody behind me.

“Ten on Rennick, you soft article,” said somebody else, “she’s the best blade in this yard and you know it.”

“Best blade in the yard until finals week.”

That got a laugh from four men who had never stood on sand in their lives.

Verena came out of the gate with her father’s manners on her: helm under her arm, a nod to the marshal, a nod to Liselle, no theatre. She put her boots into the sand and rolled them until the surface gave the way she wanted, and I watched her check the balance of the repaired sword one last time with two small motions of her wrist.

The marshal dropped his hand.

Liselle opened hard and fast and beautifully, and the kinetic-return did what it is sold to do: every parry Verena made came back at her quicker than it went out. Three exchanges, four, and the yard started making the noise it makes when the top of the board might come off.

Verena gave ground twice. Then she stopped giving ground.

She caught a high line on a rising bind, and I saw her hips turn through, and I saw her commit, and I saw the precise instant when four years of hard-earned reflex expected the sag.

That is the thing nobody understands about a throttle in gear. It does not feel like a wall. It feels like your own arm going heavy at the top of the swing, every time, so reliably that you build your whole technique around arriving there and stopping.

Her sword did not sag.

Every full-commitment cut she had thrown in four years had gone dead in the middle of itself, half her weight vanishing into the steel like water into sand. She had built her follow-through around the loss. She had built her whole balance around it.

This time nothing went anywhere. The cut arrived carrying everything she had put into it, and it went through Liselle Marchbank’s parry without appearing to notice that a parry had been there.

Nothing about it was pretty and none of it was technique. The blade tore Liselle’s sword out of her fist and went on going, and Verena’s whole weight followed it round, and for one horrible fraction of a second the edge of that blade was travelling at an unarmed woman’s neck with nothing between the two of them but the owner’s grip.

She stopped it. I do not know how. Her back foot skidded a foot and a half through the sand and her shoulder wrenched visibly and the point came down and buried itself two inches in front of Liselle Marchbank’s boot, and both women stood there, and neither of them breathed.

A yard of sixty does not make one noise. Somebody swore. Somebody else asked nobody in particular what that was. The second-year beside me kept saying “no” in a small uncertain voice, over and over, as though the word were an argument he was losing. Then the whole rail was talking at once and none of it agreed with itself, and under it ran a thin thread of something that was not cheering.

Liselle said the yield herself, out loud, before the marshal had finished crossing the sand, and her voice cracked in the middle of it. I am told that is the only way a Marchbank has ever been permitted to lose anything: fast, first, and in her own voice. Nobody in that yard was thinking about the yield.

Verena did not go to her. She stood over her own point with her chest heaving and her sword-arm shaking, and her face did the thing I would come to know very well: it went smooth and empty on purpose, while everything happened underneath.

She pulled the blade out of the sand and looked at it.

She turned it over, once, in the sunlight, and looked at the fuller where three cracks in a term had been, and the fuller was clean.

She brought it up into the salute with an arm that was not entirely steady and held it there, point at the sky, until the marshal’s arm went up and the bout was formally somebody else’s business.

She turned and walked off the sand without once looking at the gallery.

On the way past the gate post she shifted the sword from her right hand to her left and back again, twice, the way you do with a thing you are not finished with. I thought: here it comes.

“Terrifying,” said Tam happily, from beside me, where he was supposed not to be. “Is it wrong that I’m a bit frightened of her?”

“No.”

“She looks angry. She won and she looks angry.”

“Yes,” I said. “She does.”

The repair log lives on a hook by the Annex counter, because Ferrant’s whole philosophy of management is that everything should be where anyone can see it and get shouted at about it.

Somebody took it off the hook that afternoon while I was in the forge end. I know because Tam told me, in the voice of a boy reporting a murder.

“Rank one was here. She read the log. She read your line about six times, then she asked me who E. Stroud was and I said it’s Emrys, he’s new, he’s brilliant, he did your blade in a day, and then she looked at me like I’d handed her a snake.”

“Thank you, Tam.”

“Was that wrong? That feels like it might have been wrong.”

“It was completely honest,” I said, “which is nearly the same thing.”

She came at midnight.

The Annex is a different room at midnight. Ferrant goes up at eleven, the forge is banked to a red mutter, and the lamps come down to two: mine at bench eleven and the one over the door that stays lit because the fire regulations of this academy are the one piece of paperwork Ferrant respects.

I heard the door because I had cut an alarm-ward into the frame in my second week, which is a habit I acquired in a place where doors mattered.

She came down the aisle with her sword out.

She held it low along her leg, point trailing an inch off the flags, and the flat of it caught my lamp and threw a bar of light along the ceiling as she came.

She was in blacks with no armour over them, hair still braided, boots quiet. That much unarmoured woman moving that fast in a dark workshop does something to a man’s pulse regardless of what she is carrying.

She stopped on the other side of my bench and put the sword down on it, between us, with a deliberate small clack.

“What did you do to my sword?”

“Which part?”

Her nostrils flared. “Don’t.”

“I’m not playing.” I set my file down. “I did four things to your sword and one of them is the answer you want, and if I guess which one you’ll always wonder if I picked the flattering version. So ask properly and I’ll tell you all four.”

She looked at me across a workbench with the lamp between us, and I watched her decide to be angry later.

“Tell me all four.”

“I closed the crack from inside instead of dressing it out, because the fuller’s already thin. I re-laid the balance-binding to anchor at the node, which is why it answers half a heartbeat quicker. I re-seated the fade-tick so your blade will not go soft in eleven months and cost you another eleven marks.”

I let that sit. Her eyes had not moved off mine.

“And the fourth?”

I reached under the bench and put the little brass-bound sample box on the elm and opened it.

Inside, on a square of grey felt, sat a piece of steel the size of a thumbnail with three filaments of dull metal running through it like veins in a leaf.

“That’s the fourth,” I said. “That came out of your sword.”

She looked at it. She did not touch it.

“What is it?”

“It’s a hook. The receiving end of a shunt.” I turned the felt around so the light took it properly. “You wear a Vellick-issued sigil. Everyone on the ranked ladder does; it’s free, it’s renewed every term, it’s a condition of competing. It is sold to you as a focus. It is not a focus. It has a governor in it, and the governor holds your output at a ceiling, and it scales, so the harder you push the harder it holds.”

Her fingers had closed on the edge of the bench hard enough to press the blood out of the nails.

“Go on.”

“A governor has to put the surplus somewhere. An honest one vents it as heat and noise. Yours doesn’t vent.” I tapped the hook. “It shunts. Down the bond, into whatever you’re holding. Your overflow, every time you go past your ceiling, gets dumped into your own blade as stress. That is what this receives.”

“That’s why it cracks.”

“That’s why it cracks.”

“In the deep third,” she said. “On full commitment.”

“At your best strike, every time.” I did not soften it. “The design breaks your gear hardest at the exact moment you are strongest, which in your life means finals.”

The Annex was very quiet. The forge muttered. Somewhere above us a shutter banged in the wind and neither of us moved.

“The money part,” said Verena. “Now.”

“Eleven marks a repair, three a term, off a forty-mark stipend. You have paid your own suppression, in cash, roughly sixty-six marks a year, for four years.” I kept my voice flat, because flat is the only decent way to hand somebody this. “And the repairs were done in this room by whoever was on the bench, badly, thinning your blade a little more each time. So the next crack came sooner. And the next crack was billed again.”

She picked the hook up then. Held it between two fingers, close to the lamp, turning it.

“Who cut it?”

There was the question I had promised myself I would not answer completely tonight, arriving an hour ahead of schedule.

I was not protecting anybody. If I said the grandmaster’s name out loud in this room, on this night, on the evidence of one piece of scrap, she would have gone straight up the hill and got herself killed, and I would have deserved it.

“Somebody with master-rank hands,” I said. “That much I’ll swear to. The rest I’d have to show you, and to show you I need more than what’s on that felt. Metal doesn’t lie. I’d rather bring you metal than a story.”

She turned the hook over one more time and set it down very precisely.

“Three finals,” she said. “Do you know what they say about me?”

“Yes.”

“Say it.”

“That Rennick cracks under pressure.”

She flinched, barely, and had it packed away again before it finished happening, and that flinch told me more about the last four years than an hour of talking would have.

“I believed it,” she said. “Not all of it, and not every day of the four years. But I would get to the fourth round and something in me would start listening for the sound.” She looked at her sword lying on my bench. “You know what I did after I put Liselle down this morning?”

“What?”

“I went behind the stables and I was sick.” Her mouth twisted. “Because it held. And the first thing I felt was not victory, it was rage, because if it can hold then it could always have held, and someone chose.”

“And now?”

“Now I have been carrying it around all day like a hot coal and I want it out of me.”

“Out how.”

“Burned off.” Her eyes came up off the sword and onto me and stayed there. “I want one hour where my body does exactly what I tell it and nobody sends me a bill for it afterward. And I want it to have been my idea.”

Then she came around the bench.

There was no lunge in it. She walked around the end of the elm and stood inside arm’s length of me in the lamplight, close enough that I could feel the heat coming off her, close enough to see the flush rising out of the collar of her blacks up her throat.

Her eyes had gone from measuring to something else. Wide, over-bright, storm-grey gone molten at the edges, pupils blown by lamplight and fury and the leftover adrenaline of a morning she had not come down from all day.

“You could have told me and taken the credit,” she said. “You could have taken your eleven marks and said nothing, like everyone else in this room has for four years. Why didn’t you?”

“Because I’ve worn one,” I said.

Her chin came up half an inch and stayed there.

“A leash,” I said. “A different shape. It doesn’t matter tonight. But I know what it is to have your own strength metered out to you by somebody who bills you for the meter, and when I saw it cut into somebody else I found I couldn’t leave it.”

She reached up and put her hand flat on my chest.

Forty years, and I mean the number. Every hand laid on me in all of them was there to check a collar, to move me, or to take a piece of work out of my grip. I had forgotten what a chosen hand does. It landed on my sternum and went through me like a hammer stroke, and my own hands hung at my sides with nowhere in the world to go, because if I had moved I do not know what I would have done.

“Show me,” she said. “Show me your hands do anything else half that well.”

I put my hand over hers where it lay on my chest and left it there.

“You should have this before anything else happens on this bench,” I said. “I have wanted you since the evening you stood at that counter and asked me whether I was competent. That is three weeks and I know exactly how it sounds. I have spent forty years being careful about everything and I am not going to be careful about this. My answer is yes, to all of it, and it was yes before you came down the aisle tonight.”

Her breath stopped somewhere in the middle of itself and did not start again for a moment. Nobody had handed her a thing like that without an invoice tied to it in a long time, and I watched her turn the offer over looking for the string, and fail to find one.

“Then here’s mine,” she said, and her voice dropped rough and frank and entirely level, a duelist naming her terms. “I want you. Right here, on the elm where you did it. Tonight.”

“Say the word and it stops, whenever you want it to. That’s the whole of my terms.”

“Noted.” She laughed low in her throat. “Now prove the part about your hands.”

I kissed her, and she bit my lip inside of three seconds, and after that we stopped being careful.

She was strong. That was the thing that hit me first, physically: her hands closed on my apron straps and hauled me in, and there was no politeness in it at all. Her mouth was hot and open and tasted of steel oil where she had bitten her thumb-leather earlier in the day, and she made a low noise when my hand went into the back of her braid.

I got the apron off. She got the thigh straps of her belt off and dropped them on the flags with a clatter, and then she peeled the blacks off her shoulders and down to her waist in one impatient movement, and every thought I had went out of my head at once and did not come back for some seconds.

Her breasts were high and firm and full enough to move when she breathed, and her nipples were already hard and dark in the lamplight, and there was a fine sheen of sweat in the hollow of her throat where the flush had climbed all the way up.

“Are you going to look all night?”

“Some of it,” I said, and put my mouth on her.

She hissed. Her hand came up into my hair and gripped hard.

Nobody expects her to be sensitive there. Years in a yard where every man’s eyes went to her hips and her thighs and her ass, and from the shocked open look on her face when I put my mouth on her, nobody had ever bothered. I found the exact edge of her areola with my tongue and sucked, and her back arched and her grip in my hair went from firm to painful.

“Fuck,” she said, on a breath. “That’s. Do that again.”

I did it again, and again, until she was arching up into my mouth and swearing steadily at the ceiling of my workshop. Then I got both hands full of her ass through the blacks, and there is no polite way to describe what that felt like: heavy, muscle-dense, filling my palms and overflowing them, and I dug my fingers in and pulled her against me and she rolled her hips into it and swore.

“Bench,” I said.

“What?”

“Up. On the edge. I want your knees over my shoulders.”

She stared at me with the braid sliding loose at the crown of her head, one blink, two, and then she laughed, delighted and wild, and hitched herself up onto the elm and shoved the rest of the blacks down her legs and kicked them off.

She sat on the edge of my workbench in the lamplight with her thighs open and her hands braced behind her, and the room stopped existing.

Rose flush from throat to chest, moving with every breath she took. Sweat catching the lamp along her collarbones and in the hollow above them. The gold hair coming loose out of the braid over one shoulder. Those heavy thighs shifting wider apart on the elm without her being asked, and the wet shine of her between them.

My heart made a complete idiot of itself. Every callus on both my hands came awake at once, as they do over a piece of work I have been waiting years to start, and I had to put a palm flat on the elm before I trusted my legs.

I went down on my knees at the bench edge, with my mouth where I had wanted it since the counter.

“You don’t have to,” she started.

“Don’t insult my work,” I said, and licked her pussy from bottom to top, slow, all the way, and whatever she was going to say next turned into a sound.

She was soaked. Wet through already, from the fight and the rage and the last ten minutes, and the taste of her went into my head like the first drink after a long march. I set my hands on her thighs and held them open, and those thighs were hard as oak under my palms and shaking already, and I took my time.

I found the thing that made her stomach jump and did that. I found what made her hips lift and left it alone for a while, then came back to it. I flattened my tongue and worked her clit in long strokes with no hurry anywhere in them, until her heel came up on my shoulder and dug in.

“Faster,” she said. “That’s an order.”

So I gave it to her. Faster, and harder with it, until her hand clamped on the back of my skull and her thighs came up either side of my head and her breathing went high and thin and stopped being anything like speech.

Then I took it away.

I slowed to nothing and mouthed the inside of her thigh instead, taking my time about it, while she made a noise at the rafters with real outrage in it.

“You gave me that and then you took it back.”

“You gave an order,” I said against her skin, “and I filled it exactly. That is what you get from a tradesman.”

“You absolute,” she said, “you bench-rat,” and I laughed against her, and then I slid two fingers into her and curled them and put my mouth back where she wanted it, and she came inside of half a minute with her boot heel hammering my back and her body folding forward over me.

I felt her lock down on my fingers in slow hard beats, and she was loud, which surprised me, a broken open sound with nothing composed in it anywhere.

She sat there afterward with her hands in my hair and her forehead against the top of my head, breathing like she had come off the sand.

“All right,” she said, unsteadily. “All right. That was. Yes.”

She pushed me back onto the bench stool, hard, with both hands.

“Sit,” she said. “Don’t move.”

She stripped my shirt off. Her hands went over my chest, and there is a specific expression a person gets when they find a body more marked-up than they expected, and she got it, and I braced.

“You’re not going to ask,” I said.

“Not tonight.” Her hand stayed where it was, covering the worst of it. She was not hiding it and she was not investigating it either, which took a discipline I had no right to expect from her. “You gave me one true thing and kept the rest. I know what a fair trade costs, and I’d rather owe you than be owed.” Her thumb moved once across the scar. “Ask me again in a month and the answer’s different.”

She got my belt open and my cock out, and then she went down on her knees on my own workshop floor, and looked up at me with those storm-grey eyes, and took me in her mouth without breaking the stare once.

I made a sound I had not made in decades.

She was competitive about it. That is the right word for it. She watched my face the entire time, tracking every reaction like a scoring exchange, adjusting, taking my cock deeper when my breath caught, hollowing her cheeks and pulling off wet and slow to see what that did.

“You’re counting,” I managed.

She pulled off with a slick sound and grinned up at me, mouth shining.

“Three touches to two,” she said. “Keep up.”

She stood, then, and turned around, and sat down in my lap facing away.

I got my hands on her hips and helped her, and she reached under herself and lined my cock up, and dropped straight down onto me without one moment’s grace about it, taking the whole length in a single impatient shove, and the noise the pair of us made was not dignified in any way.

She was scalding. She was so wet I slid in to the root without resistance and she still gripped like a fist, and I could feel her thighs bracing against the outsides of my knees, taking her own weight, in complete control.

Then she started to ride.

Her back was to me, so what I had was the whole broad sweep of her: the long groove of her spine, the loose gold braid swinging between her shoulder blades, the flare of her waist into those hips, and her ass filling my lap, rising and falling, that heavy round muscle flexing under my hands every time she came down.

She set a punishing pace immediately, because of course she did.

“Try and stay with me,” she said over her shoulder, breathless.

I let her have it. I let her have five minutes of setting the tempo, driving down hard enough that the stool creaked, working herself on me with her hands braced on my thighs.

And when the rhythm started to slip out from under her, when the pace got greedy and ragged and she reached for the bench edge to steady herself, I took hold of her hips and stopped her.

She froze. “What are you doing.”

“Slowing you down.”

“I don’t want it slow.”

“You want to win.” I lifted her almost off me and brought her back down at half her speed, and the sound she made on the way came out in two separate pieces. “You can’t win this. There’s no score. Let go.”

“You,” she said, and then nothing, because I did it again, and again, deep and slow and staying slow, taking my time with her.

She stopped fighting the tempo somewhere around the fifth stroke. I felt it happen: the whole rigid line of her back gave up an inch, and her head went back onto my shoulder, and she made a small helpless noise of relief that I do not think she knew she made.

“Bench,” I said against her ear. “Up. Hands on it.”

She got up off me and went over the bench like she had been waiting to be told, and there is a shape a woman’s body makes doing that which I will not apologise for describing.

She planted both hands wide on the elm and dropped her chest and hollowed her spine, and the deep lumbar arch tipped her ass up and back, and in the lamplight that was the most obscene and magnificent thing I have ever seen in a workshop, and I have seen a great deal in workshops.

I put one hand in the middle of her back and the other on her hip and pushed into her, and she groaned all the way down.

I set a pace and I kept it.

“Harder,” she said. “Come on.”

“No.”

“Emrys.”

“Lift your head,” I said, “and look at the rack.”

She lifted her head, and in front of her, on the rack above the bench, four flat-polished blades hung in a row waiting for their edge-work, and the lamplight lay along them like still water.

She found my eyes in the steel.

That undid me. Verena Rennick bent over my workbench with her braid hanging and her mouth open, watching me in the reflection of a rack of somebody else’s swords, and refusing to look away.

“Now,” she said, to the reflection. “All of it. That’s the score.”

I gave it to her then, hard and deep, and I got my hand into the loose braid and gathered it in my fist because she reached back and put it there herself.

She came again with her forehead down on the elm and both hands scrabbling for the edge, clenching around me in waves, and she said my name in the middle of it, wrecked, three syllables of nothing.

I pulled out and came across the small of her back and that gorgeous ass, spurting in long hard pulses until my cum was pooled in the hollow of her spine and running down over one hip, gripping her hard enough to leave marks I would find with my thumbs the next day, and I heard myself groan her name and did not care who was asleep upstairs.

Afterward we sat on the floor with our backs against the bench, sharing my water bottle, and she used my shirt to clean herself up without asking, which I found I enjoyed enormously.

“That was a very thorough repair,” she said.

“I did warn you.”

“You did.” She tipped her head back against the bench leg. Her braid was ruined. Her flush had gone blotchy down her chest and she made no attempt to cover any of it. “The sword’s better than it’s ever been.”

“It’s better than it was new.”

“I know. I could hear it.” She was quiet a moment. “Do it again and I’ll break your hands.”

“Which part?”

“The part where you fix something of mine without asking.” She turned her head and looked at me, and there was nothing soft in it at all. “I’ve had four years of people deciding things about my gear without telling me. You’re better at it than they are and I’m still not having it. Fix nothing else of mine without asking me first.”

“Agreed.”

“Ask, though.” She stood up, and started collecting her blacks off my floor without hurry. “Ask soon.”

She dressed. She picked up her sword, checked it out of habit, and went up the aisle.

At the door she looked back at the bench, at the lamp, at the little brass box with the hook still lying open on its square of felt.

“Keep that,” she said. “I want it when you can tell me the name.”


Chapter 7: Over the Line

Somebody was shouting down on the lancing run, and under the shouting the rail was humming, and I could feel the note of it in my teeth from the top of the drill court, with a crate of hinge-stock riding my hip and Tam behind me carrying the other one badly.

Two mornings had gone by since Verena Rennick walked out of the Annex at one in the morning with her sword over her shoulder. She was not on this side of the academy. She was with the ranked sword class, where she had been at that hour every day since, and I knew it with more precision than a man carrying a crate has any business knowing anything. I had been carrying her timetable around in my head all week without anybody asking me to, filed in there with the fade schedules, and I put the crate on my other hip and got on.

The lancing run is the loudest hundred yards at Vandermoor and the only part of the academy the city can hear.

It lies along the east side of the drill court: a straight lane of packed clay two hundred paces long with a steel rail sunk down the middle of it, ward-targets stacked at the far end like a wall of shields, and a painted white barrier line down each side that everybody stands behind because of what happens to people who do not.

The clay is rolled twice a day and it still carries the record of everything that has hit it. Gouges where a lance point went in at the wrong angle. A long shallow trough two thirds of the way down that nobody has ever filled properly, because filling it would mean admitting whose fault it was. The rail itself is polished bright along the top and rusted underneath, and it hums for four or five seconds after every pass, a low note you feel in your teeth before you hear it.

The whole east wall of the drill court is scorched black at shoulder height. The launch runes throw a charge every time they fire, and they have been throwing it into that wall since before anyone standing there was born.

At the near end sit the rigs.

A lance-rig is not a horse and not a machine, exactly. It is a frame of oath-metal ribs that a rider wears: shoulder yoke, spine bar, hip cradle, boot stirrups, with the launch-lattice cut along the spine and the governor housed at the small of the back. You couch a lance, you set your feet, and the lattice throws you down the rail at a speed no animal in Corvane can manage, and at the end of it you put a steel point into a ward-target and find out which of you was better made.

The sponsors pay scholarship riders to do it over and over with experimental rigs, and record what breaks.

I got to the top of the run just as the shouting resolved itself into words, and heard the whole of her before I saw any of her.

“That’s because you set the yoke too tight, Bricken, and it’s got nothing to do with the rail, and if you tell me it’s the rail one more time I’m going to take your notes and eat them. It’s not drag either, before you start. I’m aerodynamic. I’m the most aerodynamic thing on this run and you know it. The only drag out here is you.”

Orla Selkirk was standing on the rig cradle with one boot on the spine bar and one on the ground, arguing with a sponsor’s man twice her age, and she was winning.

Small, compact, quick. Pink hair in a high ponytail that whipped every time she turned her head, and she turned her head constantly. Freckles across her nose and shoulders and scattered down her arms where the rig leathers left them bare. Every buckle on her doubled and taped. She had a lancer’s build: all thigh and shoulder, compact and high and put together to go through air rather than shove it aside, and she vaulted onto the cradle mid-sentence without breaking her argument. You can only do that if your body is exactly the shape you need it to be.

“Fourth run today,” said Tam, who had come along to carry the other crate and had stopped carrying it. “She does nine. Nine, Emrys.”

“Does she.”

“They pay a mark a run and four for a full-power pass. She’s the only one who’ll take the new frames. Everyone else waits until they’ve been proven.” He said it with enormous admiration. “She’s a bit mad.”

“How old is she?”

“Twenty-four. Second year on the rigs and they’ve never had anyone log the hours she logs.” Tam had entirely stopped pretending to hold his crate. “A frame threw her into the netting last year and she got up and asked for the numbers before she asked for a bandage.”

“She’s the cheapest testing method they have,” I said, “which is a different thing.”

And then I looked at the rig, because looking at the rig was never going to be a decision I got to make.

First: the governor. Housed at the small of the back, standard sponsor issue, and rated. There is a stamped grade on the housing and you can read it from ten feet.

The stamp said grade four.

The lattice said grade six.

Not the rig’s output: hers. A rider’s frame reads its bearer and settles to her, and this one had been settling for months, and the working marks on the launch-lattice were two full grades past what the housing was stamped to permit. Orla Selkirk was producing more than the frame was rated to give back to her, and so the frame was throttling her hard on every single run, and somebody had written grade four on the housing and paid her a mark a run.

That alone made me want to break something.

Second, and I nearly missed it in the middle of being furious about the first: a cut.

Fresh. Four days old at the most, straight across the governor’s third and fourth filaments, at the shallow angle you use when you want a lattice to hold now and let go later.

Damage is ugly and it is random. This was a single clean stroke with a narrow flat chisel, laid across the load path, calibrated.

I stood there with a crate on my hip and did the fade-math, and the numbers came out and my hands went cold around the crate rope.

Cut that shallow, on a lattice under that load, degrades on a curve. Four days of runs had eaten most of it. What was left would hold at low output and shear the instant she pushed past about two thirds.

She was at four runs. She did nine. Every run goes harder than the last. That is what testing is.

If the governor sheared at speed, the launch-lattice would dump its entire charge into the frame at once, with a woman strapped into it.

I have seen a lattice let go under load. Twice, in the vault, on purpose, with a test-frame and no rider. All the force meant to arrive over two hundred yards arrives in one place instead. The frame folds in the middle, and everything strapped to it folds with it.

Down at the near end, Orla dropped her visor and couched her lance.

“Right!” she shouted. “Full pass! Somebody hold my supper!”

I dropped the crate. Hinge-stock went everywhere across the flags and Tam yelled something behind me, and I went over the white barrier line at a dead run with my chisel already out of my belt.

Somebody shouted. Somebody always shouts.

There are two ways to stop a lance-rig at the point of launch. One is the rider’s own release, sitting under her right hand, and she was not going to touch it, because she did not know anything was wrong. The other is the launch rune at the head of the rail: the biggest, simplest, most-copied piece of runework at this academy, a Binding-grade impulse-anchor cut into a steel block the size of a loaf, and its keystone sits three inches from the front face where every apprentice in the kingdom is taught to put it.

I had twelve strides. I got to the block. I put the chisel on the keystone, and I struck twice, and the launch rune went out.

The rig lurched two feet forward on the rail with the noise of a dropped anvil and stopped dead. Orla’s lance came out of the couch and skittered along the clay for thirty yards, ringing. She was thrown against her yoke straps hard enough to knock the breath out of her and she hung there in the frame, swearing, entirely alive.

The whole run was still. Somewhere behind me a rigger’s tin cup hit the ground and rolled.

Then somebody’s shoulder took me in the ribs and I went into the clay with two marshals on top of me.

They were good at it. Efficient, no cruelty, a knee in my back and both wrists crossed, and my cheek in the dirt facing the wrong way.

“Sabotage on the run!” one of them was shouting. “Get the marshal!”

Orla got out of the frame in about six seconds. I still think that is the fastest anybody has ever unbuckled a lance-rig. She came at me across the clay with her visor off and her ponytail wrecked and her face absolutely white with fury.

“WHAT DID YOU DO?”

“Miss,” said a marshal, “stand back.”

“That’s my rig! That’s my run, that’s four marks, that’s a full pass I’ve been working up to for a week and this grey-sash lunatic just took a chisel to my launch block!” She was shaking. Now that I could see her close up, under the freckles, she was the colour of paper. “Who are you? WHO ARE YOU?”

Boots. The unhurried, parade-ground, spine-first boots of a man who has been walking into other people’s disasters for a quarter of a century.

Head Marshal Drummond is forty-nine years old with a scar through his left eyebrow and a jaw you could sharpen a file on, and he came and stood over me with his hands behind his back.

“Name.”

“Stroud. Emrys. Artificer, work-study.”

“You crossed a live barrier line at a lancing run.”

“Yes.”

“You destroyed sponsor property.”

“I broke a launch rune worth about two marks to save the twelve hundred marks of rig she was strapped into,” I said, into the clay, “which is the least important reason and I’ll come to the others when you let me point at something.”

There was a silence that I felt in the small of my back.

“Let him up onto his knees,” said Drummond. “Not his feet. Talk.”

They hauled me up. My cheek was bleeding. My ribs were going to be spectacular.

“Third rib housing on her rig, sir. Small of the back. The governor.” I nodded at it, because my hands were still pinned. “Take the cover plate off. You don’t need me for this, and you shouldn’t take my word for it, because I’m the man who just broke your rail.”

Drummond looked at me for three full seconds with his jaw set. Then he walked down the rail, and he took the cover plate off the governor housing himself, with his own belt tool, which is when I decided I could work with the man.

“I see a lattice,” he said.

“Third and fourth filaments. Follow them from the anchor seam toward the spine bar. About two thirds of the way along there is a line across them.”

Pause.

“There’s a scratch.”

“It isn’t a scratch, sir. A scratch is random and it wanders and it has a burr on one side. Tell me what the ends look like.”

Longer pause.

I could hear the run going quiet behind me in stages, which has a sound of its own, and the last stage of it was somebody at the back saying what and being told to shut up. Thirty riders and sponsor men and half a lecture hall’s worth of students, all of them standing on a clay lane in the cold listening to a grey sash on his knees in the dirt talk a head marshal through a piece of forensic craft.

The grip on my wrists had loosened by degrees without anybody deciding to loosen it. The one with his knee in my back had taken most of the weight off and had not noticed himself doing it.

“The ends are clean,” said Drummond slowly. “Both of them.”

“That’s a chisel. Narrow flat, about a sixteenth. And it’s laid at a shallow angle across the load path, not through it, which is a specific choice, sir, because a cut through the path fails immediately and gets caught at inspection. A shallow cut across it holds under low load and degrades every time the lattice works.” My throat was dry. “It was cut four days ago, give or take a day. She has run it thirty-odd times since. On a full pass she’d have taken it past two thirds and it would have let go.”

“Let go how?”

“The launch charge arrives in one place instead of over two hundred yards, sir.” I looked up at him. “With her in the middle of it.”

Drummond took it as he takes everything, with his hands behind his back and his weight square on both feet, as though a man had told him the hour.

But he stood up, and turned around, and looked down the lancing run at the barrier line, and the clay, and the crowd. And then he said, in the flattest voice imaginable: “Fetch the weapons mistress. Nobody touches that frame.”

Rhona Corrick came at a walk. She does not run. She read the governor housing for four full minutes without saying a word to anybody.

She had a loupe of her own on a cord. Most instructors do not. She used it competently, which surprised me more. And when she straightened up, she pushed a strand of auburn hair off her forehead with the back of her wrist and gave Drummond the answer of a woman who has written casualty reports.

“That’s a cut,” she said. “Deliberate. Somebody wanted this rig to fail with a rider in it, and they wanted it to happen in front of everybody.”

A sponsor’s man near the rail started to say something about tolerances.

Rhona did not raise her voice. She did not even look at him. “Bricken. I have signed nine of these,” she said, “for boys I liked. If you finish that sentence I will read the rest of your maintenance book out loud to the yard, and then we will find out together how many of them were tolerances.”

Bricken did not finish the sentence.

“The Artificer says four days,” said Drummond.

“I’d say the same or close.” She looked at me then, on my knees between two marshals, with clay on my face. “Where were you standing when you read that?”

“The top of the run, ma’am. Carrying a crate.”

“That’s forty feet.”

“Yes.”

“With the cover plate on.”

“The plate’s oath-metal, ma’am. It’s thinner than the lattice.”

It was the truest thing I said all day and it explained nothing whatsoever. That was the intention. Rhona Corrick held my eyes for three full seconds after the answer had finished, which I have since learned is exactly what she does instead of asking the second question, and then she turned back to the frame and left me standing in it.

“Let him up,” said Drummond.

They let me up. I picked up my chisel and left the clay where it was. There is a species of man who is more trustworthy dirty.

“You crossed the line,” Drummond said. “That stands. That is a caning offence, and if you do it again in my yard I will not care what you saw.”

“Understood, sir.”

“I have not finished.” He put his hands behind his back again. “Report to my office and give a statement to my clerk before supper, in your own words, in that order, with the tool sizes. I want it written down by somebody who understands what he is describing.”

Then he walked off to go and be unhappy at some sponsor men, and I was left standing in the clay with a hundred people looking at me and Orla Selkirk about six feet away with her arms wrapped around herself.

Her fury had gone somewhere. What was left underneath it was much worse to look at.

“Four days,” she said.

“Give or take.”

“I did thirty runs on it.” She was staring at the rig. “I did the double-pass on Thursday. I laughed at Bricken on Thursday. I told him the frame was singing.”

“You weren’t wrong. It was.”

“Don’t.” Her voice cracked in the middle and she smacked it back into shape by sheer force. “Don’t be nice about it. I’ve got a whole thing where I’m not frightened, it took me years, if you’re nice about it I’ll have to start again.”

I nodded and shut up.

She stood there hugging her elbows for about ten seconds, and then she laughed, far too loud, at nothing at all.

“Right!” she announced, to the run in general. “Well! Anybody else fancy a go, the frame’s free, only one previous owner, slight tendency to murder!”

Nobody laughed.

Nothing all afternoon was worse than that, and I include being knelt on. She stood in the middle of that clay with her joke dying in the air, waiting for somebody to pick it up.

A rigger put a coat around her shoulders. She let him.

She came to the Annex door at dusk.

I was at bench eleven with the clay still in my hair, writing out the statement Drummond’s clerk had refused to take in shorthand. It had taken an hour and a half, and I had paid for the morning by then. Thirty-five feet through an oath-metal cover plate is not a glance, it is a stare, and the bill for it had come due in the marshals’ room somewhere around the third page: a hot band across both eyes and a dull grinding ache behind them that made the lamp on the clerk’s desk wear a halo. I wrote the last two pages with one eye shut and did not mention it to anybody. His clerk wanted tool sizes, and I gave him tool sizes, and then he wanted to know how a man knows a chisel width by looking, and I told him you learn it the same way a cook knows a pinch, and he wrote that down word for word, which I regretted immediately.

She stood in the doorway with the last of the light behind her and did not come in.

She had changed out of the rig leathers into somebody else’s oversized coat, and she had her hands shoved so far into the pockets that the shoulders were up around her ears. The ponytail was down. Without it she looked younger and about half as loud.

“Bench-rat.”

“Selkirk.”

“Orla.” She scuffed the sill with her boot. “Everyone’s saying you can read a lattice from forty feet.”

“Everyone’s exaggerating. It was thirty-five.”

That got a small crooked grin. It vanished immediately.

“Who cut my rig?”

I put the pen down.

I had spent the afternoon on that question, and I had got nowhere honest. The chisel was a sixteenth flat, common as bread. The angle was standard for the trade. The technique told me the hand was competent and unhurried and had done this before, and it told me not one useful thing about a name.

But it told me one thing very clearly, and she deserved that thing.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I can tell you the tool and the day and I can’t tell you the hand. I’d be lying if I gave you a name and you’d deserve better.”

“Then guess. Was it a rival? Bricken’s an idiot but he’s not, he wouldn’t.”

“It wasn’t a rival.”

“How do you know?”

“Because it was patient,” I said. “A rival wants you to lose. This was cut to fail four days later in front of a crowd, on a rig that’s been rated two grades under what you actually put out. Somebody paid for that. Somebody was owed a result.” I met her eyes. “That’s the part that should scare you. Not that someone hates you. That nobody does, and it happened anyway.”

Orla Selkirk stood in the doorway of the Maintenance Annex with all the noise gone out of her, and for once in her life did not fill the gap.

“Two grades under,” she said.

“Yes.”

“I told them the frames felt short. For a year and a half I’ve been telling them the frames feel short and they write it in the book and thank me for my observations.” She was quiet. “How much under?”

“Grade four stamped. You’re working at six.”

“Six.” Her breath went out of her. “Six is what the yard’s top three are.”

“I know.”

She stood there another few seconds. Then she straightened up, and put her chin out, and pointed at me with the whole flat of her hand, formally, as though serving papers.

“Right,” she said. “I’m coming here tomorrow.”

“Are you.”

“Yes. With pastries, because I’m not a savage, and with opinions, because I have loads. And you’re going to look at my rig properly, all of it, every run from now on, because apparently everybody else who’s supposed to has been doing it with their eyes shut.” She jabbed the finger again. “And don’t get sentimental about it, I’m not adopting you, this is a professional arrangement.”

“Right.”

“Good.” She turned to go, and stopped in the doorway with her back to me, and said it to the dark court instead of to my face.

“The straps went tight when it stopped. When it lurched. It went tight round my chest, and I thought, oh. That’s what it feels like.”


Chapter 8: Renewal Day

They set the trestles out in the great court at dawn and hung the grey-and-gold from every pole, and by the seventh hour there were four hundred people standing in the fog in orderly lines holding their own equipment like communicants.

I had never seen renewal day from the outside. Forty years of cutting the ticks, and not one hour of my life spent watching anybody come and pay for them.

It is a beautiful piece of theatre.

Two long tables under an awning. Behind them, the house’s men in clean aprons, and the ledger clerks with their books open, and the porters carrying trays. In front of them, the academy: combat track first by rank, then scholars, then the rest, each of them presenting their issued gear on a folded cloth, receiving it back with a new mark punched into their term card.

I had never had to stand in that particular line, and I had spent fifty years making the reason for it.

They came out of the fog in ones and twos from the dormitory stairs, and the lines organised themselves without anyone giving an order, because they had all done this every term of their lives. Nobody pushed. Combat track stood at the front with their gear held at the chest on folded cloth like men carrying a dish they have been told not to drop. The scholars stood behind them holding lens-frames and ink-wards in both hands. At the very back, the kitchen staff and the grounds men queued for the ward-charms on their own tools, because the house renews those too, for a smaller fee, out of generosity.

There was a boy near the front, a first-year, who kept unwrapping and rewrapping his cloth to check the piece was still there.

There was an old woman from the kitchens near the back who had brought a knife.

Every single one of them was standing in that fog for four hours to pay for the privilege of being allowed to keep something that had been built to stop working.

And at the centre table, alone, the grandmaster.

Balthus Vellick was fifty-eight and had gone soft in the way of a man who used to be strong and now employs strength. Heavy through the shoulders and heavier through the middle, in grey-and-gold robes cut long, sleeves buttoned tight at the wrist, a working smith’s habit kept for thirty years past the need for it. Thin white hair, brushed. A jeweller’s loupe on a long chain around his neck, which he lifted to his eye and dropped again in a small unconscious motion perhaps a thousand times that day.

His hands were manicured and absolutely steady.

I noticed the hands first and never afterward stopped noticing them. Whatever else the man was, nothing in those wrists had trembled in thirty years, and it showed in every stroke he laid down that day.

The Annex was there as labour. Ferrant’s crew ran the trays: gear up, gear back, keep the lines moving, and be invisible while doing it. So I spent renewal day six feet from Balthus Vellick with a tray in my hands and my sight wide open, and it was the longest day I have ever spent standing up.

I could see what he was doing. Nobody else in that court could.

Every issued sigil that came across that table got the same treatment. He would take it, turn it once, put the loupe up, and lay in two or three strokes with a short-bladed chisel: fast, economical, no wasted motion, a man doing the ten-thousandth repetition of a thing he could do drunk.

And every one of those strokes went into the throttle.

He barely glanced at the focus lattice. What he refreshed, on every sigil that touched his table, was the governor: the ceiling, the scaling curve, the shunt path. He topped up the fade on the throttle and left the rest of the piece alone, because the rest of the piece was cheap and the throttle was the product.

And the strokes were mine.

Degraded. Rushed. Two of my four calibration strokes dropped entirely because they cost time and the difference is invisible on a schoolchild. But the geometry was my geometry, thirty-two years old, the design a young man cut for a training weapon so an instructor would not get killed in a demonstration.

Cut into the belt-piece of every scholarship fighter in the yard by a man with steady hands and a small kind smile.

I stood there with a tray of cloth-wrapped focus-pieces and watched a man work with a dead craftsman’s tools and not wonder for one second whose hands had worn the grips smooth. They served him perfectly. They will serve anybody.

He did, though. Somewhere on this hill there was a ledger with a line in it for every one of those strokes.

I lost my count. I had been keeping a tally of the sigils across that table, because I keep a tally of everything, and somewhere in the middle of watching him work I dropped it entirely and could not get it back. I set the tray down and picked it up again, and Garvan looked at me once, and looked away.

There was also a liturgy, because there is always a liturgy.

Balthus spoke three times that day, to the assembled court, in a voice that carried without ever being raised. He had a beautiful speaking voice, soft and unhurried, the kind you lean in for.

The first time, at the opening: “Renewal is care. Every lattice in the world fades; that is the nature of matter, and only diligence stands between a fighter and a failure. This house has kept that diligence for two hundred years, at its own cost, so that no student of Vandermoor ever carries a blade that has been forgotten.”

Translation: everything we sell is built to die on a schedule we set, and the schedule is the business, and we have arranged for the entire kingdom to call that generosity.

The second time, midmorning, when a noble girl in Ascension-tier plate came through the line and the whole court watched her get twenty minutes of his personal attention: “Tiers keep order. A rank is not a number; it is a statement about what a fighter can be trusted to carry safely. Grade your gear to your discipline and the ladder stays honest.”

Four hundred people stood in the fog and heard a compliment.

The third time was the one that put a taste of the vault floor in my mouth.

A second-year scholarship boy came up with a gauntlet whose strap-lattice had failed and torn open the back of his hand a week before. He had it wrapped in a rag and he was apologising before he got to the table.

Balthus took it. Looked at it for two seconds without the loupe. Handed it to a clerk.

“Failure of issued equipment is charged to the bearer,” he said gently, “because equipment is a trust. A grown man who returns a broken tool and asks the world to absorb it has learned nothing. Four marks. Pay it at the hall by the end of the week. You will be more careful, and the being-more-careful is the point of the four marks.”

And the boy said thank you, grandmaster.

I could see the gauntlet from where I stood. The strap-lattice had a fade-tick on it, cut at manufacture, eleven-month schedule. It had gone at eleven months and two weeks.

So the tick came due, and the hand opened, and the boy paid four marks to the man who had set the schedule.

I stood in the fog with a tray in my hands and did not let my face do anything at all, and added the boy’s four marks to the account I was keeping against that family.

The old woman from the kitchens reached the table at the third hour of the afternoon.

She put down a boning knife with a keen-lattice on it that had been cut two generations back by somebody honest, and re-cut every year since by somebody less so, until the original work was buried under so many layers of renewal that it had stopped being a keen-lattice and become a scab.

Balthus took it. He looked at it without the loupe, and something in his face softened, and it softened genuinely, which was the most frightening thing that happened in that court all day.

“How long have you had this, mother?”

“Since my own mother, grandmaster.”

“Then we will keep it another generation.” Two strokes. Not three. She got the better work, the extra half-minute, the kind word, and she went away down the line holding her knife against her chest with both hands and beaming at everyone she passed.

He had just charged her, through the kitchen accounts, for the annual privilege of owning her mother’s knife. He had done it kindly. He would do it again next year, and the year after, and the price would go up with the price of everything, and she would be grateful every single time.

That is not hypocrisy. Hypocrisy would be easier to hate. Balthus Vellick believed he had done a good thing that afternoon, and by his own reckoning he had, and the arithmetic is where the whole family lives.

Verena came through the line at the ninth hour of that morning, first of the ranked fighters, because that is what rank one means on renewal day.

She was in half-armour, braid tight, chin level. She laid her sigil on the cloth and did not look at me once, which was correct, and the thumb of her free hand pressed hard into her own palm the whole time she did it.

Balthus smiled at her with real warmth. That is the horror of him. It was real.

“Our champion. I hear you put Marchbank down in four exchanges.”

“Five, grandmaster.”

“Modesty in a duelist is an affectation, Miss Rennick, and you are too good for affectations.” He picked up her sigil. “Any trouble with the piece?”

“No.”

“Your blade?”

“Repaired.”

“Again,” he said, indulgently, and put the loupe to his eye.

A shunt leaves tracks, and the tracks are the difficulty.

A shunt is a road, and roads carry traffic, and traffic leaves marks. Every time the governor strips off her surplus and dumps it, the disposal filaments take a load, and the load anneals the metal microscopically, and over years that produces a specific dull polish along the path that a master can read as easily as a footpath through grass.

Take out the hook at the far end and the traffic stops.

The path was cold. Nine days cold, with no traffic on it at all.

Nobody below master rank in this kingdom could see it. There are perhaps six men who could.

I stood six feet away with a tray in my hands and watched Balthus Vellick’s loupe stop moving.

It was not a long pause. If you had been standing where his clerk was standing you would have thought he was being thorough. But I had spent a lifetime across a bench from men doing exactly that motion, and I know the rhythm of a master reading a piece, and I know what it looks like when the rhythm breaks.

One breath too long.

He lowered the loupe. He set the sigil down on the cloth. And then, with the tip of his index finger, he tapped it: twice, lightly, on the rim.

That is what a master does when he finds a thing he does not intend to mention. He touches it.

Then he picked the piece back up, laid in his strokes, and handed it back with a smile.

“There. Fresh as the day it was cut. The Trials will be on us with the first frosts, Miss Rennick. The house will be watching your progress with great interest.”

“Thank you, grandmaster,” said Verena, and went.

His eyes followed her for three steps. Then they came back to the table, and moved along the trestle, and went past the Annex line: past Ferrant, past Garvan, past Tam, past me and my tray, without stopping anywhere at all.

I made myself breathe out and turn away and carry my tray to the next table like a man whose entire attention is on not dropping things.

Isbeth Vellick came to the Annex two days later, at the exact hour when Ferrant was at the stores and Garvan was at the forge and there was nobody at the counter but me.

That was not accident, and I have not spent a day since believing it was.

She came down the aisle in Spire silver with her gloves on, and the long room went a shade colder and a shade brighter with her in it. The forge end kept roaring. The lamps kept burning. Four bench-rats found reasons to be at the far end of the Annex without any of them looking up. She looked at the racks. She looked at the trestles. She looked at the black on the bench tops.

“Master Ferrant’s repair logs,” she said. “The term to date.”

“He keeps them by the counter, my lady.”

“I know where he keeps them. I have been reading them for an hour.” She laid the ledger open on my bench, and turned it around, and put one gloved finger on an entry. “This is your hand.”

“Yes.”

“Explain the weld sequence.”

I looked down at it. It was a spear-haft repair from my second week, a nothing job, and I had written the sequence out in shorthand, recording work rather than teaching it.

And it was, of course, wrong for a first-term Artificer, in the way that being far too good is wrong. A capital sequence, third-stage annealing before the second bind, which nobody teaches below journeyman because nobody below journeyman can hold a haft steady long enough for it to matter.

“It’s how I was shown,” I said.

“By whom?”

“My uncle. Field work, up northwest. Drover gear, wagon fittings.”

“Wagon fittings.” Isbeth Vellick’s eyes came up. Pale violet-grey, and being looked at by them was like standing in a doorway in February. “Anneal-before-bind is taught at three institutions in Corvane. The Spire, the capital armoury, and the Registrar’s own school. It exists in no field practice anywhere, because it wastes forty minutes and a drover would rather have a spear.”

“He was very slow,” I said. “It annoyed everybody.”

There was a silence of about six seconds. Down at the forge end, Garvan stopped grinding.

I stood there and thought, with peculiar calm: this is where it ends, then. A month. Not bad.

“Your entries,” she said, “are the only ones in this book that record the tool used.”

“Habit.”

“Mm.” She turned a page with one finger. “Entry sixty-one. Rennick, blade. You have written re-laid at node.”

“Yes.”

“Node-anchoring is theoretical.”

“It didn’t work very well,” I said. “It was mostly to see.”

Isbeth Vellick looked at me for a long moment, and I understood, standing there with the open ledger between us, that she did not believe one word of anything I had said, and that she knew I knew it.

She closed the ledger.

“Master Ferrant should keep his logs somewhere less public,” she said. “Anyone might read them.”

Then she put the book back on its hook herself, and left, and her boots made almost no sound on the flags.

I sat down on the stool at bench eleven and put my hands flat on the elm until they stopped.

It took a while. The shaking was the sick drop a man gets when a door he thought was shut turns out to have been standing open all along, and somebody has been on the other side of it, watching, and has decided for reasons of her own not to come in.

I went back through the ledger afterward, every entry in my own hand, forty-one of them, and found four more that no first-term Artificer should have been able to write. Four. I had been careful, and I had still left four, and she had read all of them in an hour and asked me about the least incriminating one.

That is not an auditor catching a fraud. That is somebody showing you where the loose board is.

She could have taken that ledger. She could have taken it up the hill and laid it in front of Balthus with a marker at entry sixty-one, and by supper I would have been standing in front of a grandmaster explaining where a first-term provincial learned a capital annealing sequence.

She did not.

She took nothing up the hill, said nothing to anybody, and left me to find the loose board and nail it down myself, and she did not give me one word of explanation on her way out of the door.

Orla arrived at the third hour with pastries, two days after the trestles came down and five days after she had announced she was coming tomorrow, which for Orla Selkirk counts as punctual. She also brought a full report on the sponsors’ internal disagreements that nobody had asked for.

“So Bricken says it’s a security matter now, which means they’ve written it down somewhere and stopped thinking about it, and I said what about a new frame and he said the requisition is in, and I said I don’t want a requisition, Bricken, I want a rig that doesn’t kill me, and he did the face.” She vaulted up onto the end of my bench and sat there drumming both heels against the frame. “He did the face, bench-rat.”

“Which face?”

“The one where they’re sad about you.” She bit a pastry viciously. “I hate that face.”

“I have had a tray in my hands for nine days,” I said. “That’s over. Bring me the rig tomorrow, before your first run. All of it, not just the housing.”

“They’ll say it’s not authorised.”

“Then don’t tell them. Bring me the rig.”

“Ha!” she said, spraying crumbs. “See, this is why I’ve adopted you.”

“You said it was a professional arrangement.”

“It’s a professional adoption.” She looked around the Annex with proprietary satisfaction. “This is a good room, actually. It’s warm and nobody makes me be inspirational in it.”

“Is that a job requirement?”

“You have no idea. I’m the one they wheel out when a sponsor brings his nephew round. Look at little Selkirk, she’s fearless, she’s got a wonderful attitude.” She said it in a voice like a man reading a plaque. “Then they write grade four on my housing and go and have their lunch.”

She had eaten three pastries during that sentence. Where she puts them is a question I have stopped asking.

“Is your ponytail regulation?”

“Nothing about me is regulation, bench-rat. They put that in writing about me at fourteen.” She hopped down off the bench, and then hopped back up onto it, which is a thing she does. “Right. Tomorrow. Before first run. All of it?”

“All of it. Bring the spare yoke too.”

“There isn’t a spare yoke.”

“There’s a spare yoke. It’s behind the tarpaulins at the back of the rig shed and it’s been there since before you came, and it’s better than the one you’re wearing.”

Orla stopped chewing.

“How do you know that?”

“Because I went and looked,” I said, “on Thursday.”

Orla put the rest of the pastry down on the bench. Both heels stopped drumming. She sat on the end of my bench with her hands in her lap and looked at me, and did not move any part of herself for a good four seconds.

Tam came in from the stores at speed, saw Orla, and executed a course correction that took out a stool.

“Did I miss her? Was she here? Lady Isbeth. Was she here?”

“You missed her,” I said.

“I’ve never been so close to a Vellick. She’s the most terrifying woman I’ve ever seen and I mean that as a compliment, I would absolutely say that to her face, I’d say my lady, you are the most terrifying woman I have ever seen, and she’d say something in that voice like a knife in a drawer, and I’d probably die, and honestly that seems fine.”

“Tam.”

“Yes?”

“Sweep.”

Garvan came past with a barrel of quench-water on one shoulder, and paused, and looked at the door where the cold had gone out.

“She stayed,” he said, “an hour.”

Then he carried the barrel on down to the forge without altering his pace by a step.

I sat at bench eleven and thought about a woman who had spent an hour reading a repair log, found what she was looking for on the first page, and stayed anyway.

Underneath that, and considerably colder, sat two light taps of a manicured finger on the rim of a focus-piece.

The Annex bell rang the fourth hour. The queue was fourteen deep, and the top ticket was Marchbank, L., half-armour, kinetic-return, service and polish.

At the bottom, where the charge goes, the clerk had written: house account. No sum.

Somebody in that yard paid eleven marks to have her own suppression repaired. Somebody else got her showpiece buffed for nothing, on the sponsor’s own coin, because keeping the paying tier shiny is a cost of doing business.

I put Liselle Marchbank’s beautiful armour on the trestle and left it there until the cheap work was done.


Chapter 9: The Sergeant’s Sword

The Crown Trials notice went up on the great court board on a dry morning at the end of that week, and the yard changed shape around it inside an hour.

CROWN TRIALS, VANDERMOOR. Open bracket, all ranked competitors. Arena null-field in effect. Sponsor armoury available to all entrants at tier. The victor to be entered on the national circuit under the academy’s name.

Under it, the schedule. Eleven weeks.

That is what a Crown Trials notice actually is: a clock. Everything at Vandermoor from that morning until the finale would be measured backward from that date, and everyone in the yard knew it, and you could hear the change in the drill courts by the afternoon. People hit the pells harder. People stopped drinking. Two ranked fighters who had been sleeping together stopped speaking.

The Annex felt it before anybody else did. The Annex always does. Our queue doubled inside three days. Not with breakages: with anxieties. Blades that were perfectly true came in to be checked. Straps that had two years left in them came in to be replaced. A fourth-year I had never spoken to brought me a gorget and asked, without any preamble at all, whether it would hold, and would not leave until I told him yes and showed him why.

Ferrant took one look at the trestle on the second morning and said the only thing he ever says about Trials season.

“Charge them for the looking. If you don’t, they come twice.”

Liselle Marchbank’s faction read the notice as though it were a personal letter.

“National circuit,” one of them said, loudly, at the rail. “Which will want proper equipment, of course. You cannot ride the capital’s sand on academy issue.”

“You cannot ride it on charity, either,” said another, and they all looked in one direction while pretending not to.

Verena was at the far end of the yard doing footwork drills with no partner. That is what she does when she is angry: two hundred repetitions of a step she mastered at sixteen.

She stopped once and looked at the board across the length of the sand.

It was not a long look. But I was on the low path with a crate again, and I have made a study of that woman’s face.

What came over it was the flinch of somebody putting her hand on a stove that has burned her three times.

I found her on the yard wall at dusk.

The yard wall is where you go at Vandermoor if you want to be alone without being indoors: a shoulder of the old curtain wall behind the north drill court, six feet wide, with a drop on the far side down to the kitchen gardens and a view over Grayvern’s roofs to the estuary. The sea fog comes up over it in the evening and sits there.

She was sitting with her back against the parapet and a sword across her knees, and it took me a minute to understand what I was looking at.

It was a plain arming sword, older than she was, with a leather grip re-wrapped so many times the pommel was worn bright. No lattice on it worth the name. There was a maker’s stamp on the ricasso from a garrison forge, and a service etching from a warfront regiment, and decades of honest sharpening that had taken the blade a quarter-inch narrower than pattern.

She was cleaning it with a rag and a tin of grease, in the fog, with her braid over her shoulder.

“That’s not academy issue,” I said.

“No.”

I sat down on the parapet a careful arm’s length away, and I did not ask about the notice, and I did not ask about the finals, because both of those are the same question and she has been asked it by everybody for four years.

“Who made it?”

She looked up.

“Garrison forge at Tallow Ford,” she said. “Nobody. Some armoury smith with a quota.”

“May I?”

She thought about it. Then she handed it over hilt first, correctly: the courtesy you spend on somebody you have decided is not an idiot.

I turned it in the last of the light.

“He was left-handed.”

“What?”

“Whoever ground it. The bevel’s a hair heavier on the right side all the way down, which is what a left-hander does when he’s tired and going fast.” I ran my thumb along the edge. “It’s had one re-temper, badly, about twenty years ago, and somebody who knew what they were doing straightened it after. Twice. The second time with the blade cold, which you’re not supposed to do and which works if you’re patient.”

She was watching me now with her whole attention.

“And it’s been carried,” I said. “Properly carried, not worn. See the wear pattern in the grip wrap? Two fingers heavy, ring and little. That’s a man who held it loose most of the day and hard for an hour at a time.” I handed it back. “That’s a working soldier’s sword and somebody loved it. Whoever it was, they oiled it in a routine. You can see where they always started.”

She took it back and did not answer for the length of a dozen breaths.

The fog came up the wall and rolled over the parapet as it does every evening of the year, and the light on the estuary went the colour of a dirty coin, and somewhere below us the kitchens were burning something.

“His name was Maddoc Rennick,” she said. “Ward-sergeant, second warfront company. He always started at the ricasso.”

“Yes. That’s what I saw.”

“Nobody has ever,” she began, and stopped, and started somewhere else. “Everybody who picks that sword up says the same thing. They say it’s a nice old blade. Then they ask me why I don’t carry something better.”

“It is something better. A rating tells you what a house is prepared to sell. It doesn’t tell you anything at all about the steel.”

“I know that.” Her voice had gone rough. “I know that, and I have never been able to explain it to anyone in that yard, because they think a sword is a rating.”

“They think that because they were sold it.”

“Did you?” she said. “When you were learning. Did you think a sword was a rating?”

“I thought a sword was whatever the man holding it needed it to be, and that mostly what he needed was for it not to let him down on a wet Thursday.” I looked out at the estuary. “Which is a whole philosophy of the trade, and it is the losing one, and I have not given it up.”

She looked at me across the top of the parapet.

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-four.”

“Mm,” said Verena, and went back to the ricasso, and I sat there with the distinct sense of having been written down somewhere.

She wiped the ricasso down, and screwed the tin shut, and set it aside.

“Three finals,” she said. “You want to know about the finals. Everybody does. So ask.”

“I don’t need to ask. I’ve read the metal.” I kept my voice level. “Tell me what it felt like, though. That, I can’t read.”

She turned the sword a quarter-turn on her knees and kept her eyes on it.

“The first year, the blade went in the fourth round. Just went. Snapped across the fuller and I stood there holding a stub in front of the whole arena, and the marshal called it and the girl who beat me apologised, which was worse than anything. Second year I made the semifinal and my sigil-strap went and the whole piece came off my belt mid-exchange, and the field flagged me down for equipment failure, and that’s a loss on the board. Third year the blade again. Fourth round again.”

“Same round.”

“Same round. The fourth round in a thirty-two draw is the semifinal, before you go home and do the bracket at me. The yard calls that last week the finals and so does the rhyme and so do I, because that is what it is called.” She shrugged one shoulder. “And every time, it happened at the point where I stopped managing and started fighting.” She said it flatly. “The second year was the worst, because the strap didn’t break clean. It let go a little at a time over three exchanges and I could feel the piece shifting on my hip and I kept fighting anyway, because what do you do, stop and say excuse me? And then it came off and hit the sand and everybody in the arena watched me look down at it.”

“What did you do?”

“I picked it up,” she said. “I picked it up and I clipped it back on and the field flagged me and I walked out with it on my belt, because the alternative was walking out holding it, and I was twenty-four and I had decided that was the difference between the two things.”

She put her thumb flat on the ricasso and left it there.

“Do you know what they say?”

“Rennick cracks under pressure.”

“A boy in the third year made up a rhyme about it. It’s not even good. It doesn’t scan and it uses my name twice.” She laughed, once, hollow. “Here is what nobody knows. By the third year I had started fighting the fourth round differently. Careful. Smaller. Because I was frightened of the sound.” Her hand closed on the blade’s grip on her knees and stayed closed. “That’s what it did to me. It made me a smaller fighter on purpose. I have spent four years building a technique around not needing my best strike, and I have got very good at it, and the yard calls that consistency.”

I sat with that, and I let the anger go where it goes, and I made a decision I had already half made in the Annex on the night she came with her sword.

“Verena.”

“Mm.”

“I told you I’d bring you metal instead of a story. I’ve got as much metal as I’m going to get without doing something reckless.” I turned to face her. “So now you get the story, and then you get to decide whether I’m a liar. All of it, tonight, no pieces held back. It’s going to be worse than what you’re expecting.”

She folded the rag once and set it down on the stone beside her, and did not pick it back up.

“Go on, then.”

“Take your sigil off your belt and put it in my hand.”

She unclipped it and handed it over.

I held it up between us with the last grey light behind it, and I let my sight open all the way, and I narrated.

“There are two lattices in this. The outer one is what they told you it is: a focus, standard issue, competent, cheap. It reads your output and returns it as edge and speed. That part works.”

“And the other one?”

“The other one is a governor. It’s cut inside the focus so the two read as one piece to anybody below master rank.” I turned it. “It measures you continuously and holds you at a ceiling, and it scales, which is the cruel part: the harder you push, the harder it pushes back. So you never feel a wall at all. You only ever feel yourself running out.”

“That’s,” she said, and stopped.

“Give me your hand.”

She gave it to me. I took her fingers, and I laid them on the rim of her own sigil, and I moved them along the seam while I talked. A thing you have touched under your own fingertip is harder to be talked out of later.

“There. Feel the change in the surface? Under your fingertip. That ridge is where the second lattice starts.”

Her hand was warm and callused and absolutely steady under mine, and my whole arm knew it was there.

“Now here.” I moved her fingers a quarter turn. “That’s the shunt. Three filaments, running out of the governor toward the bond edge. When the governor strips your surplus off, it sends it down there. It does not vent it. It sends it into whatever you are holding.”

“Into my sword.”

“Into your sword. Where the hook was.”

She did not move her hand.

“How much?” she said.

“How much of you is it holding?”

“Yes.”

“I can’t put an honest number on it until it’s off you. But from the load-marks on the shunt path and the damage on your blade, and from watching you fight?” I made myself say it. “You have never in your life used more than about half of what you are.”

The fog came over the wall.

Verena Rennick did not shout. I had half expected shouting. Shouting would have been kinder to watch.

Everything below her shoulders stopped, exactly as it stops in a bout when she has decided what to do and is waiting for the opening. Her breathing did not change. And a single line of tears went down her cheek and off her jaw and onto the sword across her knees, and she did not appear to notice it.

“When is it cut?” she said.

“Every term. On renewal day.”

“By whom?”

“By the man who does every renewal at this academy with his own hands and has for thirty years.”

“Say the name, Emrys.”

“Balthus Vellick.”

She nodded slowly. Just once.

I had the little brass-bound box in my apron pocket. I had been carrying it since the night she told me to. I had not examined that fact closely and did not intend to start now.

I took it out and put it in her hand and closed her fingers over it.

She did not open it. She knew what was in it. She held it the way you hold a thing that has been yours a long time without your knowing, and her thumb moved once across the lid.

“He smiled at me,” she said. “Four days ago. He asked after my blade and told me the house would be watching my progress with great interest.”

“He also noticed the hook was gone.” I said it because I had promised no pieces held back. “He didn’t say a word. He looked at the shunt path, and it was cold, and he paused, and he tapped the rim twice with his finger, and then he renewed it and smiled at you. That’s what I watched from six feet away with a tray in my hands.”

“So he knows.”

“He knows something is wrong in his machine. He does not know it’s me. Yet.”

She wiped her face with the back of her wrist, impatiently, as though it were rain.

“Tell me about my father’s ward,” she said.

I had been dreading that.

“I don’t know your father’s ward,” I said. “I want to be careful with you here. I know the practice. I don’t know his line, or his date, or the men who signed it, and I will not pretend to.”

“Then tell me the practice. All of it. Don’t leave the boring parts out, the boring parts are where they live.”

“Every ward that house sells is cut to fade on a schedule, and the schedule is set by the counting house, not the smith. That includes warfront issue.” I made myself go on at the same speed. “Consignments to the front are renewed on a payment calendar. If the calendar slips, the renewal slips. If the renewal slips, the ward keeps standing there looking exactly like a ward, and it thins.”

“Renewal gap,” she said.

“That’s the term of art. It has a box on a form. I have watched clerks write it in that box with the same face they use for the weather.”

“Renewal gap.”

“Yes,” I said.

Her voice went very quiet. “It’s in the letter. I was fourteen. There’s a line in the company clerk’s letter that says the position was compromised by a lapse in ward renewal, and I asked my mother what it meant, and she said it meant the magic wore out, and I believed that for six years, because why would a fourteen-year-old think it meant an invoice?”

She stood up.

She stood up so fast the sword nearly went off the wall, and she caught it without looking, and she walked four steps along the parapet and stood with her back to me with her hands on her head.

I let her have it. I kept my mouth shut and my hands on the cold stone of the parapet and did not go to her.

I wanted to kill a man with my hands. Not unmake his work, not empty his ledger, not stand him in front of a crowd: put my hands on him. That want was new, and I sat on that wall holding it and waiting for it to cool into something I could use, and it did not cool, and I was still holding it when she turned round.

When she came back she was composed, which frightened me more.

“I want the crown,” she said. “You should know that’s what this is. Not the house, not yet, not revenge. I want to stand up in that arena and take the crown and say his name over it where the city can hear, because he taught me the sword like a language and he never got to see me speak it.”

“I know.”

“And I have been fighting at half of myself for four years and I did not know, and if I go into that bracket carrying that thing on my belt, I will get to the fourth round, and my arm will go heavy, and I will hear the sound.” She looked at me. “So.”

“So.”

“Can you cut it out of me?”

“No,” I said.

Her face closed.

“Listen to the whole answer,” I said. “I can’t cut it out because it isn’t in you. It’s in the gear, and the gear is a condition of competing on that ladder. You can hand it back, and they’ll hand you another exactly like it, or bar you from the bracket for competing unequipped. That’s the trap: the throttle isn’t a lock on you, it’s a lock on the door you have to walk through.”

“Then what.”

“You don’t take it out. You make it irrelevant.” I stood up too. “There’s a thing I can do. Nobody’s done it in a very long time, and if I tell you what it is on this wall in the open I’m handing you something dangerous to know, so I want to say it somewhere with a door.”

“You’re going to tell me you can put a rune in a person.”

I stopped breathing for a second.

“How,” I said, carefully, “did you get there?”

“Because you’ve been looking at me like a piece of work since the night you handed my sword back.” Her hands went still on the grip. There was nothing gentle in her face. It was the look she gives an opponent in the first exchange. “And because a man who talks about anchors the way you do, and who wants a room with a door, is not about to offer me a new belt-piece.”

The laugh got out of me before I could stop it, out there in the fog with a dead man’s sword between us.

“Come to the undercroft tomorrow after the ninth hour,” I said. “Everybody’s gone by then. I’ll tell you everything: what it is, what it costs, what it does to you, what it does to me, and every single way it could go wrong. And then you’ll say yes or no, and if you say no we will never speak of it again and I will still fix your blade for four marks.”

“And if I say yes?”

“Then you should know before you say it that it is unregistered, that it has no precedent I can point you at, and that it will be the most illegal thing anyone at this academy has done in a century.”

Verena smiled for the first time that evening. It was not a nice smile. It was her father’s daughter’s, and it made the hair stand up on my arms.

“Tell me everything,” she said. “Then I’ll tell you my answer.”

She walked me as far as the kitchen stair. It was not on her way. At the bottom of it she stopped and put her hand flat on my chest again, exactly where she had put it in the Annex, and left it there for three seconds.

Neither of us said anything about it. Then she went up the path toward the dormitories with the plain sword over her shoulder.

Ferrant was still at his desk when I got back in. He never is, at that hour. He had a lamp lit and a face like a closed door.

“Vellick’s office sent down,” he said. “They want the full repair ledger for the term. All of it, every bench, every ticket.”

“When?”

“Tomorrow. Boy came at supper.”

“Is that normal?”

Ferrant closed the ledger, and kept his hand on the cover, and did not answer for long enough that the answer arrived on its own.

“Thirty-one years I’ve run this Annex,” he said. “They’ve never once asked for the ledger.”


Chapter 10: Soulwright

I spent that night committing forgery. It is a craft I respect and do not enjoy.

The Annex repair ledger is a foolscap book of four hundred pages bound in board and canvas, and by the end of a term it holds two thousand entries in a dozen hands. Mine were forty-one of them.

Any master looking at those forty-one entries would find three things: a first-term Artificer using capital terminology, a first-term Artificer recording tool sizes nobody records, and a first-term Artificer doing node work on the blade of the academy’s number one.

So I sat at bench eleven with the lamp low and I made myself boring.

You cannot scrape an entry out. Scraping shows: the fibres lift, and the new ink bleeds into the raised nap, and a man with a loupe sees it from the doorway. What you do instead is work with what is already there. Iron-gall ink darkens for about a month after it is laid, then holds. So an entry written three weeks ago is a specific shade of black-brown, and an entry written tonight is not.

I had four ink-jars going: fresh, and three cut with different amounts of vinegar and iron filings to age them forward. Then I went through my forty-one entries and did surgery.

Re-laid at node became dressed and re-set: what a competent lazy man would write. Anneal-before-bind became second bind, no note. Tool sizes vanished under thicker strokes of the same word, so it read as a man correcting his own handwriting.

The trick with a forged correction is that it must be worse than the original. Everybody who has ever tried this makes the same mistake: they improve the entry. A craftsman cannot help himself, and an improved entry in a repair ledger is a scream. A man who goes back and tidies his own record is a man with something to tidy.

So I made each altered entry slightly stupider than the one it replaced, and on two of them I introduced an actual error, a wrong flux and a wrong order of operations, the sort a keen provincial with no theory would make in his fourth week. Those two cost me the most. My hand did not want to write them and I had to stop twice and go and look at the forge.

Sixteen entries altered, three hours, and every one of them had to be a slightly different age.

Tam came down at midnight for water and found me at it.

“What are you doing?”

“Fixing my ledger hand. Ferrant says it reads like a poem.”

“It does read like a poem,” said Tam, with total sincerity. “Everyone else writes cracked, fixed.”

“Everyone else is a better clerk than me.”

He went back to bed. I finished at the fourth hour and put the jars away and did not sleep.

They came for the ledger at the eighth. A house clerk and two porters, entirely polite, with a receipt slip and a printed line about the sponsor’s audit of maintenance practice.

Ferrant handed the book over with an expression that could have been used to break rocks.

Then there was a day to get through. I got through it badly. At the end of it I went down the undercroft stair to wait.

Verena came down at the ninth hour of the evening and stopped three steps from the bottom, the way everybody does.

“What is that?”

“That is what we’re going to sit next to while I tell you the truth,” I said. “Nobody knows. Ferrant says the academy was built around it. Don’t put your hand in.”

She came the rest of the way down and stood at the edge of the worn floor with the light of the coals on her face, and for a moment the composure went out of her and she was just a person in a very old room.

“It’s warm as a summer afternoon down here.”

“It’s warm as a summer afternoon down here every day of the year, with no fuel and no ash, and I cannot read one single rune on it.” I sat down on the stone rim. “I’ve been down here forty times. There is nothing to read. It should not exist.”

“And that doesn’t frighten you?”

“It fascinates me,” I said. “I’ve put it on a shelf. I do one piece at a time.”

She sat down beside me, close enough that our shoulders were nearly touching, with her elbows on her knees.

“Then start.”

So I told her.

“The class I have is called Soulwright. It’s a real receipt; it wrote itself across my sight the day I woke up in this body, and it says unregistered. The Registrar’s hall does not use that word about anything, because their entire trade rests on no such thing existing.”

“What does it do?”

“You know anchors. Everything in the world runs on the first one: cut a rune into matter, and the matter holds it, and it fades on whatever schedule the maker gives it. That is object anchor. Second grade is a living bond, rare and expensive and mostly used for hunting hawks and warhorses, which is why in the whole history of the trade nobody has ever had to ask a hawk. It takes, or it doesn’t. That is not what I’m talking about.”

“And the third.”

“Soul anchor. It’s a line in old books. It means the rune is not carried in a thing you wear and it is not tied to a thing you are holding. It lives in you. It doesn’t fade, because there’s no matter to erode. It doesn’t need renewal, because there’s nobody to invoice.” I turned my hands over and looked at them. “There is no craft for it. Nobody has done it in centuries. And when I woke up in Grayvern with no ceiling on my sight and a class no registry has ever recorded, I understood that I had been handed the craft and not the instructions.”

“Have you done it?”

“No.”

“Not once.”

“Not once, and I want that sitting in the middle of the table where you can see it,” I said. “I know the theory the way a man knows a coast from a chart. I have cut ten thousand lattices into steel and steel argues with you. I have never cut one into a living person.”

Verena nodded slowly, and did not flinch. That was when I understood she was genuinely considering it.

“Tell me what happens.”

“Three things happen. Stop me on any of them and I’ll say it again in different words, and keep stopping me until the words stop mattering.”

“Then start with one.”

“One. It amplifies you.” I held up a finger. “It does not add anything to you that isn’t already there. It does not make you a mage or a monster or a saint. It takes what Verena Rennick already is and removes the ceiling and lets the whole of it out. Whatever you have been at half, you will be at full, and then you will keep growing, because the lattice grows with the bond.”

“And when it doesn’t take,” she said. “You have never done this. Don’t tell me the odds, tell me what a failure looks like on the parts of me I have to go on living in.”

“Best case, the ink refuses the skin and you have a fortnight of raised lines down your back and a very poor opinion of me.” I did not dress it up. “Worst case, a lattice half-closes in living tissue, and I have to unmake it that same night, stroke by stroke, while you feel every one of them.”

“Could you?”

“Yes. I have unmade my own work under worse conditions.” I made myself finish it. “It would scar you along the spine. If I were slow about it, the sword-arm might never come all the way back.”

And then I stopped talking, which was not a rhetorical decision.

I had my hands loose on my knees and they had started going, both of them, a fine fast tremor from the wrists down that I could not do a single thing about. I have laid a Crown-grade keystone with a man’s blood on the bench beside me. I have cut for nine hours without a break at sixty and finished true. My hands had never once done that at work.

I turned them palm up and looked at them and let her watch me look, because covering it would have been the first lie of the evening.

“That’s new,” I said. “Ignore it. It isn’t doubt about the craft.”

“What is it, then.”

“It’s the arm,” I said. “It’s your sword-arm, and I said the sentence out loud, and my body heard it before I did.”

She sat with that. She did not wave it off and she did not go pale about it, which are the two things most people do, and both of them are ways of not hearing.

“Say the second one,” she said.

“Two. It requires your spoken consent, and I mean that as engineering, not manners.” I let the coals fill the pause. “The rite has stations. At every station I stop, and I tell you what the next line does, and you say yes out loud, and the rune-script witnesses it. If you do not say it, the line will not take. Not because I would refuse: because the lattice will not close. Consent is load-bearing. It is a structural component of the design.”

She sat forward and laced her fingers together between her knees.

“Say that one again.”

“If you do not say yes out loud, at each station, the work does not take. Ever. Not for me, not for anybody. It is built into the anchor.”

“I don’t believe you,” she said.

“Which part?”

“The part where a thing you cut can be told no by the woman you cut it into.” She turned her head and looked straight at me. “Every piece of gear I have ever been handed was explained to me as being for my benefit. The words were always very good words. Nobody once showed me the seam.”

“Then that is what the paper is for,” I said. “Before any ink goes near you, the whole pattern gets drawn out full size, and you put your finger on each line and I tell you what that line does, and if you cannot find the consent station in the drawing yourself, we stop and I have failed to explain it. When the words and the metal disagree, believe the metal. You have had four years of practice at that.”

“I’ll hold you to it with the brush in your hand,” she said. “Three.”

“Three, and this is the one you should be most suspicious of, so I’m going to give it to you as harshly as I can.” I looked at her. “I get something out of it.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Go on.”

“When the bond exists, I receive an echo. A fraction of your signature strength, usable by me, at cost. It is small. Think of it as standing near a forge and getting warm off it.” I made myself keep going. “But it is a benefit to me, and a man offering you a thing that benefits him is exactly the kind of man your father would have told you to be careful of.”

“How much of a fraction?”

“I don’t know until it exists. In theory, seconds of what you can do for hours. And the cost is mine to pay: strain, exhaustion, torn muscle, hours of cooldown.”

She got up off the rim and walked a slow half-circle round the hearth, and the coal-light went up the front of her and took her face away and gave it back again, and she did not say a word for the length of it. Her thumb was moving on the side of her forefinger. I have watched her do that at the gate post before a bout.

“Why does it work that way round?”

It was a better question than she knew, and I gave her the honest answer: I had spent weeks trying to work out why, and had only got as far as a guess.

“Because the anchor is yours,” I said. “The rune lives in you. I’m the man who cut it, and a maker keeps a thread to his own work: that’s not a special property of this, it’s why I can unmake anything I’ve ever made. What comes back down that thread is a shadow of a thing, not the thing. It would be like reading a book by the light coming off somebody else’s page.”

She crouched by the scatter of coal in the corner, picked a lump out of it, and turned it over in her fingers while she thought, testing the weight of it with her thumb.

“And if the maker wanted more than a shadow.”

“Then the maker would have to build something entirely different, and it would take him weeks, and it could not be hidden inside this any more than a millwheel can be hidden inside a watch.” I let her look at me. “I want you to be able to check. Not tonight: in a year, when you know enough. Everything I cut into you is going to be legible to anybody who learns to read it, and I will teach you to read it, and that is not generosity, it’s the only guarantee worth having.”

She had stopped turning the coal. She was holding it still in her closed hand and looking at me over it.

“Give me the first one again,” she said. “Different words.”

I gave it to her in different words, and she took them apart and made me put the load-bearing half back twice: it cannot create anything in you, and it cannot compel anything from you.

“If I ever build something that does,” I said, “it will not be this, and you will know, because you will wake up different. And you will be entitled to put your father’s sword through my chest.”

“And the receipts.”

“Attunement is measured. It arrives as a percentage, witnessed by both of us. It moves when trust moves, not when I want it to. There’s a threshold at the start, where the throttle stops mattering: I’d expect a receipt naming it. Somewhere in the middle there is supposed to be a signature skill. Yours, out of your own nature, and I have no idea what it will be.” I shrugged. “Above ninety, the old texts talk about crown grade. Beyond that I am guessing, and I will tell you at the time that I am guessing.”

The coals moved.

I felt the heat rise against the side of my face, and I turned my head, and for about the space of one breath the bed of them went from orange to a deep gold, brightening from underneath, the way a hearth does when a door opens somewhere in a house.

Then it settled.

Verena did not see it; she was looking at her hands. I looked at that forge for a long moment and decided, again, that whatever it was could wait its turn behind a woman’s spine.

“Now you,” she said.

“Now me what?”

“You’ve told me what you can do.” She turned toward me on the stone. “Tell me who you are. Because a first-term Artificer from a drover’s shop does not know what a warfront renewal calendar is, and he does not correct Magister Hale’s board in his first week, and he does not read a sabotage cut from thirty-five feet. And you’re about to ask me to let you cut runes into my spine.”

So I told her that too.

All of it. The orphanage. The apprenticeship at nine, to a man who thought he was handing me a career and sold me at nineteen for eight hundred marks and a testimonial. The collar going on in a room upstairs while somebody read out the terms.

Forty years in a vault. Every masterwork of a generation coming off my bench and going out the door under somebody else’s mark. The dukes who came down to admire their new swords and looked straight through the old man polishing them.

The renewals, once a year, a smith with a loupe and my throat under his hand.

The Everbright. Five years. Two centuries since anything came off a bench to touch it. Renward’s promise, said out loud, in that room, with witnesses.

And then Hargen coming down the stair with two blades instead of a patriarch with papers, and the arithmetic of it: a freed runesmith is a competitor, a dead one is a legend the house owns. Eleven percent of the house’s income is renewal tithe on my own work.

The lamp. The chisel. The keystone above the ricasso. The command word, and my legs stopping being mine.

I told her what it feels like to be killed by a bookkeeper. Being killed by a bookkeeper is not frightening. It is rude.

And I told her about waking on a plank floor in a fisherman’s garret in a body of twenty-four with my hand at my throat, three weeks’ rent paid by nobody, and no explanation anywhere in the world.

When I stopped, I found I had been rubbing the pad of my thumb raw against the stone rim for some time, and had not noticed starting.

Verena sat there in the light of the impossible coals with both boots flat on the stone and her weight forward, the way she stands when she has decided not to move, and she did not say I’m sorry, and she did not say that’s not possible, and she did not reach out and pat me, all of which I could not have borne.

“Eleven percent,” she said.

“That’s the number he gave me.”

“They killed you because you were going to be competition.” Her voice was low and flat and getting quieter. I was learning that this is her most dangerous register. “They put a collar on you and billed the household for its upkeep. There is a line in a book somewhere in that capital that says maintenance of the smith, and a clerk moved it forward every year and never asked.”

“Yes.”

“They billed you for your own chains too,” she said.

And that is the sentence that did it. A whole life and one death, and a woman I had known for three weeks put all of it into eight words on the first try. She had been paying eleven marks a time for the same arrangement and had the receipts in her pocket.

I sat there next to her with my face burning and could not get a word out.

She was close enough on that stone that her shoulder was against mine and the outside of her thigh ran the length of the outside of mine. She had come straight down from the drill court in her blacks, and the coals were finding the curve of her hip and the damp still drying at her collarbone, and I had no business noticing any of it with my throat still full of the word collar.

I noticed anyway. A whole life of being nobody’s, said out loud at last, and a good half of me was accounted for by six inches of a woman’s leg against mine.

“Now you know why I can’t leave yours alone,” I managed.

“Yes.” She stood up. “I need days.”

“Take them. Take as many as you want. If the answer is no, it’s no, and you get the four-mark repairs for the rest of your life.”

She took four days.

The first of them she spent in the Annex, sitting on the trestle table for two hours while I taught Tam Feld how to set a strap-lattice.

She spoke to me exactly once, at the end. Until then she sat there with her boots swinging and watched me correct a nineteen-year-old’s grip a dozen times without getting louder, and watched me let him ruin a piece of oath-metal worth more than his month’s board, and watched me hand him another one.

“Why aren’t you angry?” she asked me afterward. “He wasted it.”

“He didn’t waste it. He bought something with it.”

I looked up once during those two hours and she was not watching my hands. She was watching my face.

She did not come near the yard on the Tuesday. She was in her room with a box of letters that comes out from under her bed twice a year, and she read every one of them, including the company clerk’s, which she has never read out loud to anyone.

Then, on the Wednesday, she went down to the drill court and challenged Sarn Belloc, rank seven, a man she has beaten forty times, and lost on purpose in front of about thirty people.

I was at the rail with a bucket of shim-stock, and I watched every second of it.

She did it properly, and standing at that rail watching her do it took something out of me. No theatre in it anywhere. She took him through four honest exchanges at her managed tempo, and then she let it go to a full-commitment cut, and I saw her push past two thirds, and I saw the ceiling arrive under her arm at full extension. She finished the lunge three inches short of a man she could have opened up with her eyes shut, and she stood there in the middle of it and let Belloc put his point on her ribs.

Belloc had the decency to look embarrassed. She thanked him for the bout in the flat courteous voice her father taught her, and came off the sand, and stopped at the rail beside me and hooked both forearms over the timber, and stayed there looking at nothing.

“It’s like biting on a tooth,” she said, to the sand rather than to me, “to find the crack.”

She was quiet long enough that I bent to pick the bucket back up.

“Ask me what I’m actually frightened of,” she said.

I put the bucket down again. “What are you actually frightened of.”

“Belloc.” She turned round and put her back against the rail so she could look at the drill court instead of at me. “He is slower than me and worse than me and he has just scored on me, and he did it because I built a whole fighter that could live inside a ceiling. Four years of it. The small technique. The managed fourth round. Never needing my best strike.” She shifted her weight off the rail and back onto it. “The yard calls that consistency. It is the only thing about me anybody up there has ever admired.”

“It’s real work. Every hour of it.”

“It’s mine,” she said. “That’s the point. Take the ceiling off and some of it goes on the scrap heap, and I don’t know which parts, and neither do you, and I will find out in public.” She laughed, and there was nothing warm in it at all. “Everyone talks about being freed like it’s a door opening. Nobody says out loud that half of what you’re proud of is scar tissue.”

I did not have an answer, and I did not insult her by inventing one.

“You’ll know which parts,” I said eventually. “You’ll be the one holding the sword when they stop being useful.”

“That is not comforting.”

“No.”

She nodded once, and went and stood behind the stables for the best part of an hour, and I let her.

And on the Thursday, Rhona Corrick posted the advanced rotation for the term, and my name was on it.

The ledger came back on the sixth day after they took it.

Ferrant found it on his desk when he opened up, with a fresh receipt slip on top, and he stood there turning the pages for a solid five minutes before he called me over.

“Count them,” he said.

I counted. Between page two hundred and six and page two hundred and eight, there was a stub.

Somebody had cut a single leaf out of the middle of that book, close to the gutter, with a blade so fine that the stub was less than the width of a thread.

“That’s the last week of last month and the first days of this one,” said Ferrant. His voice had gone very quiet, which is worse than his shouting. “That’s a hundred and forty tickets. That’s my hand on half of them.”

I already knew what else it was. I had been dreading the count.

Page two hundred and seven held entry sixty-one, and entry sixty-one was Rennick, V., blade.

“They kept a page,” Ferrant said.

“Looks like it.”

He put his hand flat on the ledger’s cover and left it there, the way a man puts a hand on a dog that has been kicked. Then he shut the book with a clap that turned three heads down the aisle. “Lad, I have been shouted at by better men than a house clerk. I have never had anything cut out of my book.”

What went through my head, standing at that desk, was not what should have gone through it.

He had taken the one leaf with a term of my craft on it, sixteen doctored entries and all, up a hill to a tower, where a man with a loupe and thirty years of practice would hold it to a lamp and count the ink ages. My forgeries were competent. They were not master-rank competent, because I had done them in three hours with vinegar in a jam jar.

And I thought, with a coldness that I am not proud of: he does not have a name. He has a hand. He is doing what I do.

“I’ll copy the tickets back in from the day-slips,” I said. “It’ll take two evenings.”

“Do it,” said Ferrant. He did not look up. “And Stroud. Whatever it is you’re doing that I’ve decided not to ask about. Do it faster.”


Chapter 11: Drills and Suppers

“Stroud,” said Rhona Corrick, “advanced rotation. Sixth hour, small court, and if you tell me you’re a work-study Artificer I will make you say it in front of the class.”

“I’m a work-study Artificer.”

“You’re in the advanced rotation,” she said, and walked off.

The small court is a walled square of sand behind the armoury with a rack of wooden blades, a row of pells scarred down to the heartwood, and none of the yard’s audience. Fourteen people were on that rotation and thirteen of them were ranked competitors.

I stood at the end of the line in a grey sash with a wooden sword in my hand and felt every one of them decide what I was.

“Right,” said Rhona. “Pair off. Stroud, with me.”

Somebody muttered something about the Annex. She turned her head an inch and the muttering stopped.

She came out in front of me with a wooden blade held loose in one hand and no armour over the drill coat, and even standing still she took up more room than anybody else on that sand. Tall, wide through the shoulders, thick and strong through the arms, and the coat straining across her chest as it always did, the top two fastenings doing more work than the rest of the garment combined.

I noticed. I have been dead once and it made me more attentive, not less. And then I put it where it belonged, because a woman who is about to hit you with a stick deserves your undivided attention.

“Guard,” she said.

I came up into the guard she had taught me in general drills, badly, on purpose.

She hit me in the ribs.

“Again.”

I came up. She hit me on the outside of the knee, and my knee did what a smith’s knee does, and I stayed standing.

“Again.”

Third time she came at me with a real cut, fast, the kind you do not telegraph, and my feet did what my feet do.

I stepped off the line with my weight already under me, and her blade went past my chest by about six inches with nothing on the end of it.

The whole court went quiet.

Rhona Corrick stepped back and planted her wooden blade point-down in the sand and put both hands on the pommel.

“There it is,” she said. “Everybody watch this, because you will not see it taught here. Stroud, again. Same thing.”

She came at me twice more and both times my feet did it, and the third time she deliberately changed the timing and got me in the shoulder hard enough to numb my arm.

“Right,” she said, to the whole rotation. “Who can tell me what he did?”

“Sidestep,” said one of the ranked fighters.

“No. A sidestep is a decision. He didn’t decide anything, he doesn’t know enough to decide.” She looked at me. “His weight was already under him before I moved. Nobody in this yard stands like that, because you all stand like people who expect a marshal to call a halt. He stands like a man in a room where nobody calls halts.”

She let that sit.

“That habit is worth more than three years of drills, and it is the only thing about him that is worth anything, and today we are going to hang something useful on it.” She raised her voice. “The marshal’s step. Watch.”

A big man with a two-handed weapon has one problem: he must commit. A two-hander overruns. Once it is moving, his hips are in it, and he has bought a certain amount of ground whether he wants it or not.

The marshal’s step goes toward the trouble. You take a short step off the line on the diagonal, into his committed arc rather than away from it, and you plant. Both feet. Shoulder toward him. And you do it late.

“Late,” Rhona said, walking the line. “Not when he starts. When he cannot stop. A quarter beat later than every instinct you own. Do it early and he adjusts and cuts you in half. Do it late and his own overrun carries him past your shoulder and you are standing beside him with your point at his armpit, and he needs a full second to bring the weapon back through its own weight. That second is the whole of the technique. That second is what marshals use to put down men twice their size in a riot, and it is why they still exist.”

Then she made me do it for an hour and a half, and I was appalling.

I had a young man’s frame with no training in it and an old man’s understanding with no reflexes attached. I knew exactly what the step was supposed to accomplish while I was failing to perform it. I stepped early nine times out of ten because early feels safe. I planted with my weight on the wrong foot. I got hit in the head, twice, hard enough to see spots.

“Early,” said Rhona. “Early. Early. You are afraid of the timing.”

“I am afraid of the stick.”

“Good. Be afraid a quarter beat longer.” She reset. “Again.”

At about the thirtieth repetition I got angry. I had not expected that. She spotted it before I did.

“There he is,” she said, pleased. “Right. Now do it angry, and then we’ll talk about why that was worse.”

It was worse. I stepped a full beat early and she put the wooden blade flat across my ribs and I sat down in the sand.

She crouched next to me, forearms on her knees, in no hurry whatsoever, while I got my breath back.

“You’ve got a bad habit,” she said. “You want to solve it. I can see you doing it: you’re standing there drawing me a map. My hips, my grip, where the weapon has to go. All of that is correct and none of it is any use, because the body does not take orders from the part of you that draws maps. It takes them from repetition and from fear. So stop being clever at me. Be stupid four hundred times and the cleverness will move down into your feet where it can do some good.”

“That’s the most useful thing anybody has said to me this year.”

“It’s the most useful thing I say all term and I say it to everybody and about six of them hear it.” She stood and offered me a hand, and hauled me up off the sand one-handed with no visible effort whatsoever, which told me what I needed to know about the shoulders under that drill coat. “Up. Again.”

Somewhere in the fifty-somethingth repetition it arrived.

She came at me overhand with a two-handed grip and full commitment, and I waited past the point where my whole nervous system was screaming, and then I stepped in and planted, and her blade came down through the air where my collarbone had been, and I was standing at her elbow with my wooden point resting in the hollow of her armpit.

Rhona Corrick started laughing.

It was a big, unguarded laugh, and it turned every head on that court, and it changed her face about a decade.

“There,” she said. “That. Do it four hundred more times and it belongs to you.”

She sent the rotation off to pair-drill and stayed with me while I worked through them, and about halfway through she took off her coat because the sun had come round the wall, and rolled her sleeves, and that was when I saw the bracers.

Siege-issue. Full forearm, oath-metal plate over hardened leather, the real thing: campaign gear from a warfront company, with a unit mark at the wrist that no armoury had ever put there. It had been cut into the plate freehand, with a borrowed tool, by somebody who wanted her own arms to say where she stood. It is still legible.

I knew the mark. Everybody in Corvane over thirty knows that mark, because there is a bad song about nine days in a breach and it gets sung badly in every second tavern in the kingdom. The song has the year wrong and most of the names wrong.

The lattices were dead.

Fading is a schedule; fading is a thing with time left on it. These had gone past the end of their schedule so long ago that the structure itself had unravelled, and what was left was a web of disconnected filaments hanging in the metal like lace in a broken window. The impact-spread was gone. The bind-holds were gone. There were four intact strokes left in the left bracer, and one of them was a maker’s mark.

Twenty-two years unrenewed, at a guess, from the pattern of the decay. Possibly more.

She was wearing armour that would shatter at the first serious blow, on a drill court, in front of children, every day, because it was hers.

“Something to say, Artificer?” she said, without turning round.

“No, ma’am.”

“You’ve been staring at my arms for a minute and a half and I’d like to think it was flattering.”

I made myself grin. “It might be a bit of both.”

“Ha.” She flexed the left arm and something in the bracer clicked audibly. “Warfront issue. Older than you and twice as stubborn.”

“Do they renew those?”

“The company renewed the company’s gear. These were mine before I was theirs, and nobody has ever renewed them but me, which means nobody has renewed them at all since the year I bought them.” She said it without any weight at all. “Not before the breach, not after it, not once. The house does academy issue. Personal war-gear is a private renewal at a private price, and a weapons mistress makes ninety marks a term.” She picked her coat up. “Again, Stroud. Four hundred means four hundred.”

I did the rest of the repetitions and said nothing, and it cost me more than the bruises.

I could have fixed those bracers in two evenings. I had the ink. I had the hands. And a first-term Artificer who rebuilds decades-dead siege lattices is a first-term Artificer who ends up in front of a grandmaster inside a week, and I had one woman’s whole future sitting on the same secret.

Rebuild those bracers and she would know inside the hour. She has worn them twenty-two years; she would feel the difference through the leather before she got to the end of the court, and she has already told me to my face that my feet learned somewhere my file does not mention.

And Verena was still wearing a throttle.

So I filed it. That is the word I use for it and it is a coward’s word.

Ferrant’s pot went on at the ninth hour, and the first person through the door after it did was not one of ours.

Verena came down the aisle with her hands in her pockets before the ladle had come off its hook, which put her in that room ahead of half the people who work in it.

She was out of armour. I had seen her in blacks and half-armour for three weeks and had begun to think of the plate as part of her outline.

A plain shirt, sleeves rolled, and soft trousers, and her braid over one shoulder instead of down her spine. In training blacks she is all line and edge. Off-duty clothes did something worse: they made her look reachable, and the shape of her thighs and hips under the loose cloth as she came down that aisle emptied my head out and left my hands sitting stupid on my knees.

“Rennick,” said Orla, from the end of the trestle, with enormous cheer. “Do you know you’ve walked into the Artificer track? Careful. It’s contagious. You’ll wake up covered in soot with opinions about files.”

“Selkirk. I heard you fell off a rig.”

“I did not fall off, the rig stopped, there is a substantial difference which you would understand if you had ever gone faster than a fast walk.”

“I go quite fast.”

“You go fast in a straight line for six feet.” Orla waved a spoon. “That’s called a lunge and it’s very impressive at parties.”

“Whereas your entire discipline,” said Verena, dry as a bone, “is being thrown at a wall by professionals and calling it research.”

“Ha!” Orla pointed at her with the spoon. “See, that’s good, that’s actually good, Ferrant, did you hear that.”

“I hear everything,” said Ferrant. “Sit down and eat, the pair of you, and stop performing. There’s bowls.”

“There’s one bowl,” said Fenna Roke, from the end of the horseshoe, “and I’m using it, and I have been on strap-lattices since the eighth hour, so somebody else can be gracious tonight.”

Ferrant found two more bowls. He always has two more bowls.

She sat down. On a stool, in the Maintenance Annex, with a bowl of Ferrant’s pepper stew on her knee, the number one of the yard, next to the loudest lancer in Grayvern, arguing about whether a lunge is a sport.

The Annex filled up behind her, and it had become a thing by then, though nobody had announced it. Four bench-rats, Garvan, Tam, Ferrant, and Orla Selkirk, who had arrived on the second night with pastries and had thereafter simply been there, perched on the end of that trestle with her heels hooked over the crossbar, dispensing opinions.

“So then Bricken says the requisition’s gone up the hill, and I said Bricken, I have watched three requisitions go up that hill and none of them have ever come back down, what’s up there, is it a bear?”

“Is what a bear?” said Tam.

“The thing that eats the requisitions.”

“Oh.”

“Keep up, Feld.” She kicked him companionably in the hip. “How’s the arm?”

“It’s fine, it was only a burn, and it’s Master Ferrant’s fault for putting the tongs there.”

“It’s the tong rack,” said Ferrant, stirring. “It is where tongs live.”

“It is where tongs live,” Orla agreed, “and yet somehow the tongs and Feld keep finding each other. It’s romantic, really.”

“It is not romantic.”

“Four burns, Feld. Four. At what point does a man admit he’s courting.” She pointed her spoon at him. “And that is before we discuss the eyebrows.”

“The eyebrows were the flux jar.”

“The eyebrows are gone,” Orla told the room. “There is a smooth pink place where Feld used to keep his opinions, and it runs all the way up into the hair, and he has spent a week looking permanently astonished by a wall.”

Tam went a colour and applied himself to his bowl.

He had taken the flux flare across the face four days earlier, standing closer to a quench than I had told him twice to stand, and he had come up out of the steam grinning with no eyebrows left and both hands exactly where they were supposed to be, which is the only part of it I had cared about at the time and the only part I care about now.

Ferrant put a ladle of stew in Tam’s bowl from a height, which is his way of ending a subject.

Black pepper and mutton fat and the whole low end of the room warm off the banked forge. I have eaten at the tables of two dukes, and I would take the pot.

We sat on stools in a rough horseshoe with the coals throwing red on one side of everyone’s face. The Annex at that hour goes quiet in a way it never manages during the day: the queue asleep on the trestles, the racks in shadow, the last of the heat coming down off the forge, somebody’s file still ticking as it cooled.

“Anyway,” said Tam, brightening in the manner of a man who has been saving something up, “you all have to hear about Vayle.”

I put my spoon down.

“Dorrin Vayle,” said Tam, “who did the thing with Emrys’s sash on the first day, which none of us have forgotten. He was doing the noon exhibition on the yard sand for the second-year gallery. Big showy business, four cuts and a spin.”

“He does the spin,” said Orla. “There’s no need for the spin.”

“And on the third cut, his sword,” Tam paused for effect, and I have to say the boy has instincts, “went dead.”

“Dead how?” said Orla.

“Dead like a bar. The last eight inches lost temper in front of everyone. It made a noise like a dropped kettle. And he’d committed to the spin, so he did the spin, with the noise still going, and then he stood there holding it.”

Orla put both hands over her mouth.

“And,” said Tam, “then he brought it in. To the counter. And Emrys looked at it for about one second and said,” here Tam did an impression of me which was frankly libellous, low and slow and much more sinister than I am, “‘Edge-rune’s cut backwards. I mentioned it.’”

The Annex came apart.

Garvan laughed. That is a thing I have witnessed three times in my life, and it sounds like a barrel rolling downstairs.

“Did he pay?” said Orla, wiping her eyes.

“House account,” said Ferrant sourly. “They all do.”

“Did he apologise to Emrys?”

“He did not,” I said. “He asked how long it would take, and I said nine weeks, and he said that’s absurd, and I said so was the spin.”

“It’s been that kind of fortnight up there,” said Orla, scraping her bowl out. “Marchbank’s been on the board twice since Rennick took her sword off her and she’s lost both, so she’s chalked at four this morning. The banner on the gate post still says two. Banners are slower than clerks.”

“Banners cost money,” said Ferrant.

They knew each other, Orla and Verena, and that was the thing. It came out over the course of the meal in pieces: two scholarship intakes the same year, both of them the only girl in a room of paying boys, both of them sent to the same remedial etiquette class in their first term for reasons neither would specify.

“She told the Lady Provost her fork was wrong,” said Orla.

“It was wrong.”

“It was the Lady Provost’s own fork, Rennick, at the Lady Provost’s own table.”

“It was still wrong.”

“And what did that get you?”

“A week of copying out the seating orders of the last four Provosts,” said Verena. “In ink. In the evenings.”

“And where was I?”

“On the next stool,” said Verena, “copying out the same thing, because you had informed the kitchen master that his soup was structurally unsound.”

“It was structurally unsound.”

“It was,” Verena agreed. “That is the only occasion in six years I have known you to be right about food.”

Orla took that as the compliment it half was. “We had one candle between us for that week. She made me read the names out loud because her eyes went first, and I did all four Provosts in different voices, and one night she laughed so hard she blotted a whole page and had to start it over.”

“I had to start it over. She has never been forgiven.”

“And that,” Orla told the room, pointing her spoon at Verena as though presenting an exhibit, “is the entire woman. Six years I’ve known her and she’s never once been wrong about a fork or right about a party.”

“Two of those years nobody in this academy knew my name,” said Verena, to her bowl. “I was unranked and I was learning to lose properly. Then four years of this.”

Verena ate her stew and let it happen, and did not correct one word of it, which from her is the loudest possible agreement.

I sat at the end of the row and watched a family assemble itself out of a pot of soup and did not say very much.

I was cataloguing exits. It is a habit from the vault: any room I am in, I know the doors, and I could have drawn that Annex blind and marked every one of them. And halfway through that supper I noticed that I had stopped doing it, and that I had been sitting with my back to the open aisle for twenty minutes. I went on eating and did not look round, and my ears kept insisting that I should.

They drifted off around the tenth hour. Tam to bank the forge, Orla out into the dark yelling something about pastry economics over her shoulder, the bench-rats up, Ferrant last with the pot, giving me a look on his way past that was not remotely as blank as he intended it.

Verena stayed.

She waited until the door shut behind Ferrant, and then she picked up both our bowls and jerked her chin at the yard door, and we went out and sat on the cold Annex steps with the fog coming up the low path and the whole hill quiet above us.

“You were at the rail on Thursday,” she said.

“I was.”

“Sarn Belloc has told the entire academy he beat Verena Rennick, which he did, so let him have it.” She turned the bowl in her hands. “I gave you the frightened half at the time. Here’s the useful half, and it’s the half that decided it. I let it go to a full-commitment exchange. I have not gone to full commitment on purpose in about two years, because I built my whole style around not needing to. Do you know what I found?”

“Tell me.”

“My arm went heavy at the top of the swing.” She was looking down the low path into the fog. “Right where it always does. And this time I was paying attention, and it isn’t fatigue. Fatigue comes on. This arrives. It’s like a hand closing.” Her voice was very controlled. “It arrives at the same place every time, and I have felt it perhaps two thousand times in my life, and I have spent every one of those two thousand times believing it was the end of me.”

I let that sit in the cold.

“It’s real,” she said. “All of it. The hook, the shunt, the man with the loupe, my father’s line about the renewal gap. I stopped needing you to prove it somewhere around Tuesday, and I spent the rest of the week making sure I wasn’t deciding this because I liked how you fixed my sword.”

“And?”

“And I like how you fixed my sword,” she said, “and that isn’t why.”

“What is?”

“Because you told me it might not work.” She set the bowl down. “Everybody who has ever offered me anything has told me it would work. Every sponsor, every instructor, every man at that gate with a contract. You sat in a room with a fire in it and told me you had never done it once, and that you would be guessing above ninety, and then you gave me the ways it could go wrong before I asked for them.”

“That’s not virtue. That’s just how you present a piece of work.”

“I know,” she said. “That’s why I believe it.”

She turned on the step and faced me, and there was nothing in her face of the duelist or the rank one or the woman with a rhyme about her in the yard. Just the storm-grey stare gone flat, and her jaw set.

“Ask me your question,” said Verena.


Chapter 12: With Open Eyes

She said it in daylight, which she insisted on.

I had asked her the night before, in the Annex, with the lamp down and the forge muttering, and she had listened to the whole question and then said: not here, and not now. I want to say it in the morning where I can see your face and you can see mine, because that is how you agree to something you intend to keep.

So at the seventh hour I was in the kitchen gardens below the yard wall with a coal scuttle in each hand, and she came down the path between the cabbage rows in her drill blacks with her braid up, and the fog was burning off the estuary behind her.

“Put those down,” she said.

I put them down.

“Three conditions,” said Verena Rennick. “Take them or we don’t do it.”

“Name them.”

“One. I compete under my own name and my own record. I don’t want a story where a smith made a champion. Whatever comes out of this, I win it on the sand with my own hands, and if that means I lose, I lose.” Her chin was up. “You are not going to walk in front of me for the rest of my life.”

“Agreed. I’d have said it first if you’d let me get a word in.”

“Two. The truth is ours. Nobody else. Not Ferrant, not Selkirk, not the weapons mistress, not anybody, until I decide otherwise, and I decide, not you, because it’s my body they’d be looking at.”

“Agreed.”

“Three.” Her voice changed. It got quieter and much more level, and I understood that we had arrived at the actual condition and the first two had been the approach. “If it ever feels like a leash, you cut it. Not later, and not after the pair of us have talked it through. I say the word and you take it off me, and there is no argument, and I do not have to explain myself, and you do not get to be hurt about it in a way I have to manage.”

The garden was very quiet. A gull went over.

“Yes,” I said.

“Say the whole thing.”

“If you tell me to take it off, I take it off, immediately, without argument, without a discussion, and without making you responsible for how I feel about it.” I held her eyes. “And I’ll do better than agreeing, because you shouldn’t have to trust a man’s word about a leash. The rite has stations. I’m going to cut your release into the design as a station of its own, and you’re going to speak the word that closes it, and after that it is not a promise, it is a mechanism. If you invoke it, the lattice unmakes itself whether I want it to or not. I can’t override it. Nobody can.”

Verena stood there in the cabbages with her arms folded, and I watched her breathe out through her nose, once, slowly, all the way to the bottom of it.

“You’d build your own hands out of it.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because I have worn a collar,” I said, “and the difference between a collar and everything else in the world is who holds the key. I am not going to build a beautiful thing and then be the only person in the room who can end it. It would poison every good day we ever have.”

She breathed out through her nose. Then she nodded once, sharply, the way she nods to a marshal before a bout.

“Yes,” she said.

“All of it. Out loud.”

“Yes, Emrys Stroud, cut your runes into me.” Her mouth twitched. “Is that formal enough for the paperwork?”

“There isn’t any paperwork.”

“Good,” said Verena. “I hate paperwork.”

Then she picked up one of my coal scuttles, her hands never having learned how to be idle, and carried it up the steps for me.

Preparation took two days, and I loved every hour of it.

There is a version of this trade that thinks the ceremony is the interesting part. It is not. The interesting part is the preparation, and every real master I have ever met has been a lunatic about it.

The undercroft had four centuries of coal dust in it and a floor nobody had swept properly since the academy was young, so that is where I started.

I have swept a lot of shops. It is the closest thing my trade has to a prayer, and I did that one properly: brush, bucket, knees, twice, until the stone came up pale grey and the room smelled of wet rock instead of coal.

What came up out of the black was a wear pattern. Whoever used to work down there had stood in the same two places for a very long time: one in front of the hearth, one at the anvil stone, both worn a thumb’s depth into stone that must have been laid before Grayvern had a name.

Tam found me at the scrubbing and was appalled.

“Why?”

“Because I’m cutting a lattice down here on Thursday and I’d like not to have to sweep in the middle of it.”

“What lattice?”

“A big one.”

“For who?”

“For me,” I said, “for practice,” which was the first lie I ever told him and which I have not forgotten.

The ink was the next problem, and a worse one. Rune-ink is the boring miracle of the entire trade. Object work runs on iron-gall and lamp-black cut with a little quench-oil, and it is cheap, and it will hold an Etching for a season.

What I needed was sky-iron.

Meteor-iron takes an inscription and holds it in a way that ordinary metal never quite does, and ground fine and suspended in oil it makes an ink that will accept an anchor above Lattice grade. It is also, in Grayvern, sold by the grain, at prices that make jewellers wince.

I had four marks left in the world.

So on the Monday I walked down the hill to Sackler Lane and stood in front of a pawnshop door whose ward I had quietly given another thirty years to on my third day in the city.

The pawnbroker was a narrow man called Osbern with a permanent stoop and reading lenses pushed up into his hair.

“Sky-iron,” I said. “Anything. Old plumb bobs, broken compass needles, a bad amulet. I don’t care about the piece, I want the material.”

He looked at me the way pawnbrokers look at students.

“There’s a plumb bob,” he said. “Sky-iron and brass, off a surveyor’s kit. Nobody wants it, it’s not pretty. Four marks.”

“I’ve got three and I’ll re-cut your shop ward while I’m here.”

“My shop ward is fine.”

“Your shop ward was cut by a left-handed master twenty-five years ago and it’s had seven renewals off men who were in a hurry, each one later than the last, and the last one was four years back.” I said it evenly. “Which is when your renewal notices stopped, which is roughly when the Dockside yards moved their trade to the new lane, if I’ve got the timing right.”

Osbern’s face went through several things.

“You can see all that,” he said.

“I can see all that.”

He gave me the plumb bob for three marks and stood in the doorway watching while I laid two anchor-pins into a lattice that was already going to outlive him.

He tried to give the money back afterward. I would not take it. I have had things given to me my whole life with the terms buried somewhere down in the grain of them, and I wanted that man to walk out of his own doorway owing me not one copper.

I ground that plumb bob into ink over two evenings, by hand, in a mortar, in my room above the Annex.

That is nine hours of work. There is no shortcut. You grind, and you sieve, and you grind the tailings again, and your shoulder burns, and the powder goes from grit to sand to flour to something like dark smoke that hangs in the oil instead of settling.

The tell that you are finished is not the look of it. It is the sound. Coarse sky-iron whispers against the mortar. Fine sky-iron stops making any noise at all, and the pestle starts to feel as though it is moving through cold honey, and that is the moment you stop, because grinding past it burns the material and you will not know until the ink refuses an anchor six hours into a rite.

My arms were dead by the second night and the room smelled of iron and I was happier than I had been in ten years.

That left the pattern, and you do not design a lattice on the workpiece. Anybody who tells you they design on the workpiece is either lying or is about to ruin something.

I drew her soul-lattice full-scale on paper, in charcoal, on four sheets pasted together on the undercroft floor, and it took two full days and three complete restarts.

I drew most of it from memory. That is not a boast; it is a trade skill and every master has it: you carry the shape of a lattice around in your hands for the rest of your life, like a tune you cannot stop humming, and you can put it down on paper years later, stroke for stroke, because you cut it once with your whole attention. My old master called it the copyist’s curse and complained about it for thirty years, mostly because he did not have it. I could do it to his depth by fifteen and past it before I was twenty.

What he never mentioned, because it was not his to mention, is that the curse does not confine itself to lattices. A page of writing held in front of me for a minute comes back the same way, in the same order, in whatever hand it was written in, including the hands of men I would rather forget. There is no switch for it and I have spent fifty years looking. There are three pages of a household ledger from a counting room in the capital that I can still read off the inside of my own eyelids, and I have never once wanted to.

What I could not do was find a lattice in my memory that was any use here. There was not one. Every soul-anchor I had ever seen was a diagram in a book, drawn by a man who had never cut one either.

The problem is this. Steel does not change shape. A person does.

Every anchor point on a living lattice sits on a body that moves, twists, breathes, gains muscle, loses weight, takes a wound. So the design cannot be rigid; it has to have give in it, which means every junction needs a tolerance, and every tolerance is a place where the lattice can fail. I sat on that floor with a stick of charcoal and solved the same junction six different ways and hated five of them.

She came down on the second evening and found me lying on my back in the middle of it with my hands over my eyes.

“Is that it?”

“That’s the third one. The first two would have worked and would have hurt you every time you slept on your left side.”

She walked around the edge of the paper with her hands behind her back, studying it like a map.

“It’s beautiful,” she said.

“It’s not finished.”

“It’s beautiful, Emrys.”

And I sat up to say something dry about the junction at the hip, and my hands were shaking.

This was no tremor. My hands were shaking so badly that the charcoal made a rattle against the stone, and I looked at them with genuine surprise. The last time my hands did that I was bleeding out on a vault floor.

The reason is not complicated. For forty years I had known what would happen if I ruined a piece: a beating, a withheld meal, a note in a ledger. I had never in my life made something where the cost of my being wrong was somebody else’s spine.

Verena knelt down in front of me on the paper and took both my hands in hers and held them still.

She held them until they stopped.

“There,” she said eventually. “That’s better. You were beginning to worry me, being good at everything.”

“I’m not going to be good at this,” I said. “I’m going to be exact at this. It’s different.”

“I know.” She turned my hands over, looking at the burn scars, the old chisel calluses, the ink under the nails. “Do you want to know why I’m not frightened?”

“Yes.”

“Because you rewrote the whole design twice so I could sleep on my side.” She let go and stood up. “Finish it. I’ll bring supper down.”

On the Thursday, after the ninth hour, we started.

She came down in a shirt and her drill trousers and boots, and I had the room laid out the way I wanted it: the pattern pasted on the wall now where I could read it at a glance, the inks in six jars, the brushes, the needles, the chisels I would not need until the last stage, water, cloth, a bottle of spirits for the skin and a second bottle for afterward.

The coals were high. Not strange, just high, throwing a light that made the whole round room look like the inside of a lamp.

“How does it start?” she said.

“It starts with a dry brush and a lot of talking, and it will be the least dramatic hour of your life.”

“Good.”

“Take the shirt off.”

She did it without ceremony, and folded it, and set it on the stone rim, and stood there in the firelight in her breast-band and trousers with her braid pulled over one shoulder and out of the way.

The long muscled line of her back, the flare from her waist out to those hips, the small scars on her forearms, the sweep of gold hair over her collarbone, all of it lit orange from one side. My mouth went dry and my blood went somewhere useful.

And then it went away, because there is a switch in me that has not failed to throw yet, and when the work starts the work is all there is.

“Turn around and look at the wall,” I said, “and listen, because I am going to explain the design end to end before I touch you, and then I’m going to explain each piece again as I get to it.”

“All of it?”

“Every line. If there’s one stroke on you that you don’t understand, I’ve done this badly.” I picked the widest of the dry brushes off the cloth and then put it down again. “One more thing first, while you can still change your mind on it. When this is finished, nobody will be able to see it. Not the ink, not the lines, nothing. At rest it sits under the skin and gives back no light at all.”

“Why?”

“Because I built it that way on purpose. A soul-lattice that anybody can look at is a soul-lattice whose bearer gets collared.” I let that stand for a second, because I meant every word of it and I wanted her to hear which part of me it came out of. “It will show at full output. Nowhere else, at no other time, for nobody. The rest of your life you are a woman with a very good back.”

“You’ve thought about this.”

“I have thought about very little else for eleven days.”

I took the brush back up, and I started at the nape of her neck.

“Spine,” I said. The brush went down her, soft, no ink, tracing the long central line vertebra by vertebra. She shivered once and held still. “This is the trunk. It carries everything. It runs from here to the small of your back, and it is the only part of the lattice that has no function of its own. It’s the road. If a road is good, nobody ever thinks about it.”

“Does it hurt?”

“Yes. Not more than a hard training day, but for six hours instead of one. I will not lie to you about any of it.”

“Say the next one.”

“Here.” I brushed a horizontal at the base of her ribs. “First station. This is the throttle-bypass. Your issued sigil will still be on your belt and it will still do exactly what it does, and this makes it irrelevant, because your output stops going through the gear at all. It goes through you.”

I stopped.

“That’s a station. Which means you say yes to that specific line, out loud, before I lay it, or it doesn’t take. Do you want it?”

There was a pause.

“Yes,” said Verena.

The brush was dry. There was no ink on her skin and nothing at all to see.

Then there was. For the space of one breath the whole line surfaced under her skin as a thread of faint gold, from the base of her ribs round to her flank, exactly where the dry bristles had gone, and the space it filled went warm under my hand like a coal held near it. Then the gold went out, and the warmth cooled, and there was nothing there again.

I heard her breath change.

“You felt that.”

“Something said yes back,” she said, unsteadily.

“That’s the script witnessing. It does that at every station. I told you the consent was structural. That’s what structural looks like.”

“Emrys.” She was still facing the wall. “That’s the most frightening thing anyone has ever done to me and I have never felt safer in my life. Is that normal?”

“I have no idea,” I said. “Nobody’s alive to ask.”

“Then tell me what you expected.”

“I expected a mechanism. Something that checks a box and moves on.” I looked at my own hand, hovering an inch off her skin. “That wasn’t a mechanism. That was something agreeing with you.”

“Is that better or worse?”

“I genuinely do not know,” I said, “and I would very much like a year and a quiet room to find out, and instead you have a bracket in ten weeks.”

She laughed, one breath of it, still facing the wall.

“Then keep going, and be frightened later. That’s what the rest of us do.”

We went through nine stations in the next hour and a half.

The hips: the load-spread, so the lattice does not tear at the junctions when she turns. Yes.

The sword-arm, from the shoulder to the wrist, in a spiral: the delivery. She stopped me in the middle of that one and wanted to know what happened at the wrist specifically, and what happened at the wrist if she broke it, which people do, and I told her all of it twice and it cost us four minutes I did not begrudge. Then: yes.

The right thigh: the ground-anchor, the thing that makes a duelist a duelist. “Yes,” she said. “Cut that one deep.”

The left shoulder blade: the growth junction, where the lattice can extend later without recutting what already exists. Yes.

Every one of them came back the same way. The line surfacing gold under her skin for the length of one breath, the warmth coming up through dry bristles into my palm, then nothing there at all. By the fourth she had stopped bracing for it. By the sixth she was saying the word before I had finished the sentence, and I made her wait and hear it out anyway, twice, because a yes given to a man’s rhythm instead of to the work is not a yes, it is politeness with a chisel standing over it.

She called me something unrepeatable for that, and then said it again, properly, at the work’s speed.

Between two of them she stopped me.

“What happens if I say no to one?”

“Then that line doesn’t go on and the rest works around the hole. It’ll be uglier and a little weaker and I’ll want to swear about it in private, and it will still work.”

“So I could take the bypass and refuse the arm.”

“You could take the bypass and refuse everything else. It’d be a poor piece of work and I’d build it anyway.” I set the brush down. “Do you want to?”

“No,” she said. “I wanted to know whether the answer was a real answer. Carry on.”

And the last one, over the ribs on her left side, where nothing structural needed to be.

“This one is the release,” I said. “This one is yours. The word that closes it is a word you choose and never tell me. Say that word and the whole lattice unmakes itself in about four heartbeats, whatever I’m doing, wherever I am, whether I want it or not.”

She turned round.

“You’re serious.”

“I’m putting it on your ribs on your off-hand side where you can reach it with the hand that isn’t holding a sword,” I said. “Yes, I’m serious.”

Verena looked at me with her eyes bright and furious and both hands flat on her own thighs, pressing down hard, and I could not read a single thing in it, and I did not ask.

“Yes,” she said. “Cut it.”

Then she reached out and shoved my shoulder, hard, and turned back to the wall.

“You’re a bastard,” she said thickly. “You did that so I’d stop being brave.”

“Did it work?”

“Get on with it.”

We had one interruption, and it nearly ended everything.

I had the first ink-jar open, and the needle in my hand, and I had just put the point of it against the top of her spine, when the stair door banged and a lamp came down the steps.

“Emrys? Emrys, sorry, sorry, I’ve left the good awl somewhere and Ferrant says if I’ve lost it he’ll,”

Tam Feld got three steps down before a hand closed on the back of his collar.

Garvan lifted him bodily off the stair, turned him around, and set him down facing upward, all without any apparent effort.

“Bed,” said Garvan.

“But the awl,”

“Bed.”

There was a scuffle of boots. Then the stair door shut, and the bolt went across on the far side, and Garvan’s footsteps went away over our heads and did not come back.

Verena’s shoulders were shaking. It took me a second to understand she was laughing, silently, with her forehead against her own forearm.

“Four words,” she said. “He used two.”

“He’s economical.”

“Does he know?”

“He knows something. He’s known something since my first week.” I steadied my hand. “He’s decided it isn’t his business, which is a decision men like that make once and never revisit.”

The room went quiet again.

The coals burned high and even. The pattern hung on the wall, four sheets pasted at the seams, two days of work in charcoal. Six jars of ink ground out of a surveyor’s plumb bob. My chisels laid out in a roll, in order, on clean cloth.

She reached back without turning round and found my free hand and held it.

“Do it,” said Verena.

I set the needle at the top of her spine, and I laid the first stroke of the trunk.


Chapter 13: The First Bond

It took six hours and forty minutes. Here is what I remember of it.

The songs are wrong about what an inscription actually is.

It is not a hand sweeping a glowing line down somebody’s back. It is a needle, and an oil-suspended ink, and a stroke perhaps a finger-joint long, laid at one specific depth and one specific angle, and then the next stroke, and the next, four thousand of them, with the workpiece breathing.

Nobody warns you about the breathing.

Steel holds still. A woman’s back rises and falls a dozen times a minute, and every rune has to be laid inside the pause at the top of the exhale, which means the entire six hours is a conversation between my hand and her lungs.

“Out,” I said, forty minutes in. “Hold. Good.”

“You could just say when.”

“I could. Then you’d anticipate, and you’d hold early, and your shoulder would creep.” I laid the stroke. “Out. Hold.”

By the second hour she had stopped talking and I had stopped noticing time, and the room had shrunk to the width of my lamp and the small warm patch of skin under my left hand.

The trunk went down her spine from the seventh vertebra to the small of her back, and it is the longest single run in the design, and I laid it in one continuous session because a road with a joint in it is not a road. Two hours and ten minutes. When I finally sat back my hand had cramped into the needle-grip and I had to open it with the other one.

The pain was real, and it goes down honestly.

The ink goes into the dermis. It burns going in and it aches afterward, and by the third hour her back was one deep hot bruise and she was sweating in a warm room.

She did not make one sound about it.

“You can swear,” I said, somewhere in the hip-spread.

“If I start I’ll move.”

“Fair.”

“Talk to me instead. Talk about the work.”

So I talked. For five hours I narrated my own hands like a man explaining a road to a passenger, because it kept her still and because it turned out she wanted it.

“This junction is the load-spread. It’s the piece I rebuilt three times. Steel takes a junction as a corner; skin takes it as a hinge, so it has to be cut with a tolerance built into the angle. That’s why it looks loose. It isn’t loose. It’s got a quarter-degree of give in every direction, which is what your hip does when you turn through a cut.”

“How do you know how much give?”

“Because I watched you fight nine times and counted.”

She was silent.

“You counted my hips.”

“I counted your hips professionally,” I said, and got the small snort of laughter I was after, and used the movement of her ribs to check the tolerance on the spread while she did it.

No book I ever read could have told me what happened next. Steel resists. Every rune you cut into metal is an argument you win by force, and the metal spends the rest of its life trying to relax back to what it was, which is why fade exists at all.

Every stroke I laid into her went in and settled and stayed, and by the third hour the lines were not sitting in her skin, they were sitting in her, and my sight showed me a lattice already three-quarters alive with no keystone in it and no consent sealed, humming quietly, waiting.

Her back took a soul-lattice like a hand closing around a hilt it had been reaching for.

At the sixth hour I sat back and said, “That’s the body of it.”

She turned her head. Her hair had come out of the braid in about a dozen places and was stuck to her face, and her eyes were glassy with six hours of holding still, and her voice came out cracked.

“How much more?”

“One rune. The keystone. It goes between your shoulder blades and it closes everything.” I flexed my hands and they hurt in a way I welcomed. “And before I cut it you’re going to hear the last station, and it is the big one, and I want you as awake as you can manage.”

“Then talk fast.”

“When this closes, you are bonded to a class no registry has recorded, cut by an unregistered smith, and there is no precedent I can point you at, and nobody has ever taken this back off. The release is on your ribs; it will work; I’ve never tested it, because there is nobody to test it on.”

“Go on.”

“The bond amplifies what you already are. It does not compel you, it does not read your mind, it does not put my hand on your decisions.” I laid the needle down and made her look at me. “And the last thing: I benefit. When this closes, I will receive an echo of your strength. I want you saying yes with that in the front of your head and not the back of it.”

Face down on my work-coat in a four-hundred-year-old room with six hours of ink in her spine, she laughed at me.

“You’ve told me that four times.”

“I’ll tell you a fifth.”

“Emrys.” She reached back and got a handful of my shirt and pulled, hard enough to nearly put me on the floor. “Cut the rune. Yes. Out loud, so your lattice can hear it and so you can finally stop asking: yes. All of it, with my eyes open. Now cut the rune.”

I cut the rune.

It went in cleanly in fourteen strokes, and on the last one the lattice woke up.

Light ran the lines once.

It started at the keystone between her shoulder blades and went out along the trunk, down her spine, out across the hip-spread, up the spiral of her sword-arm, down the ground-anchor on her thigh, and it was gold, and it was under her skin rather than on it, and it took about two seconds from end to end.

She made a sound like she had been dropped in cold water.

The coals went white.

All of them at once, orange to a white-gold with nothing of fire anywhere in it, and the round room turned the colour of a summer noon for perhaps four heartbeats. Every shadow in it went the wrong way. I felt the heat come across my back like a hand laid flat.

Then the colour came back down out of them and they were a hearth again.

She was face down on the coat with her eyes screwed shut against the last of the keystone, and she did not see any of it, and I did not tell her.

And across my sight, in the clean grey letters I had seen twice in this life, the receipts arrived.

[Soul-Attunement: Verena Rennick, 12%]

[Throttle: UNBOUND]

“Are you seeing this,” said Verena, into the coat.

“I’m seeing it.”

“Twelve percent of what?”

“Of you,” I said. “Don’t ask me to show my working. I’m making a science up in a basement.”

She started to laugh and stopped because her back hurt.

On the floor beside her, her belt lay where she had dropped it six hours before, and her issued sigil was still clipped to it, and when I looked at it I had to set the needle down before I trusted myself to hold it.

“Verena.”

“What?”

“Look at your sigil.”

She rolled onto her side, wincing, and picked it up.

To her, nothing. A disc of oath-metal, unchanged, the house mark on the rim.

To me it was a dead thing. The focus was still there, still perfectly functional, still ready to read a bearer’s output and return it. The governor was still there, ceiling and scaling curve and shunt path intact, freshly renewed by a grandmaster’s own hands a fortnight ago.

And it was all completely irrelevant, because her output was not going through it anymore. It was going through her.

“It isn’t broken,” I said. “It’s obsolete. It’s a very expensive belt ornament that a man in a tower is going to renew for you every term for the rest of your career.”

“He’ll renew it,” she said slowly, “and take the tithe, and file the record, and it’ll say Rennick, compliant.”

“Yes.”

She lay on my coat with her ruined braid and her spine full of gold and started to laugh properly, and then swore, because laughing hurt.

She got up a quarter of an hour later.

She did it carefully, in stages, testing each one, and stood there rolling her shoulders, and then stopped dead with one shoulder half-lifted.

“Something’s wrong.”

My gut dropped. “Where?”

“Nothing’s heavy,” she said.

She looked around the undercroft. Her eye went along the wall, over the tools, and stopped at the bench I had dragged down for the ink, and on it, my sledge: the big one, the twelve-pound forge hammer that Garvan uses two-handed and that I use with a swing and my whole body behind it.

She picked it up off the bench with two fingers and a thumb, the way you would pick a hairpin off a dressing table, and turned it over in the air, and looked at the head with an expression of blank astonishment.

“This is heavy,” she said. “I know this is heavy. I’ve watched Garvan carry these.”

“That’s twelve pounds.”

“I know.”

She set it down, and picked it up again, and I watched the number one duelist of Vandermoor Academy stand in a basement holding a forge hammer at arm’s length, moving it slowly back and forth, watching her own wrist.

Then she started to cry.

Three tears. I counted them, and then had nowhere on earth to put my hands.

They went down her face and she made no sound at all and she did not put the hammer down.

“Verena.”

“No.” Her voice was perfectly steady. That was the worst part. “We are not going to discuss this.”

“All right.”

“I mean it. Not tonight, not ever, and if you bring it up in six years I will deny it happened.”

“Understood.”

“Four years,” she said, to the hammer. “Four years of standing on that sand and thinking, this is what I am, this is the whole of it, work harder.” She set it down on the bench very gently. “And it was a belt buckle.”

She wiped her face with the heel of her hand, once, and turned around and looked at me, and the grief went out of her in a single motion and was replaced by something with teeth in it.

“Come here,” she said.

“You’ve got six hours of ink in your back.”

“Yes.”

“You should sleep on your front for two days and not lift anything for three.”

“I’m going to be extremely disappointing about all of that.” She came toward me across the swept floor at a walk that took its time about arriving, in nothing but her trousers and the breast-band and about four thousand runes. “You have had your hands on me for six hours and forty minutes. I want the other kind now, tonight, on the floor of a basement, and I am telling you rather than asking, because I have done my asking for one evening.”

“Say it once more with your eyes on me. Tonight, with your back the way it is?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” I got my hand into the loose hair at the back of her neck and held her there without closing the last inch. “Then have mine, and there will be nothing graceful about it. I want you. All night, and not a piece of it. I told you at that bench when it started and it has done nothing since but get worse, and I have carried it round this academy like a stone in a boot.”

“Then take the coat off the floor,” she said. “It’s got ink on it.”

I spread my other coat by the coals, and she was already pulling at my shirt.

She got her hands under my shirt and flat across my ribs, and every part of me forgot what it was for. It did that every time in those months, and it never got any less rude about it.

She noticed. She always noticed, and tonight she did not ask about it. She simply kept her hands where they were, spread and warm and going absolutely nowhere, until my ribs remembered how to move on their own.

“That’s better,” she said against my mouth. “Come back.”

There was no sympathy anywhere in it. She was calling a score, and it worked considerably better than sympathy would have, and she knew that too.

We went down onto the coat with the coals throwing gold across both of us.

I got the rest of her clothes off slowly, and the slowness was deliberate, and she let me have my way about it, which from her is a considerable concession.

Boots. Trousers. The band, unhooked at the front, peeled away.

She lay back on my coat with her hair coming loose across the stone and her thighs falling open and the firelight moving on every inch of her, and I sat back on my heels and just looked at her for long enough that the colour came up out of her collarbones and bloomed slowly down across her chest.

“Are you appraising me?”

“Yes.”

“Verdict.”

“You are the best-made thing I have ever had my hands on,” I said, “and I built the Everbright.”

Her breath went out of her.

“Oh, that’s not fair,” she said unsteadily. “You can’t say things like that in that voice.”

Then she got both hands under my arms and lifted me clean off her and set me down flat on my back on the coat, a thing she could now do without any effort at all and plainly intended to enjoy for the rest of her life.

“Me first,” she said. “I have been face down for six hours. I want a go at something.”

She got the rest of my clothes off me and took my cock in her mouth with her hair loose over both shoulders and one hand braced hard on my hip, and she watched my face throughout.

She was slow about it, and the slowness surprised me. On the bench that first night she had been competitive, all speed and scoring. This was something else: she took me in an inch at a time and stopped, and watched, and went further, and stopped again, learning the length of me by degrees, in no hurry whatsoever, with the lamp on the side of her face.

Her hair kept falling forward. She kept pushing it back with the same two fingers and the same small impatient motion, and by the third time I was in genuine difficulty.

And when my breathing went wrong she lifted her head, dragged the back of her wrist across her bottom lip, and grinned at me.

“Got you,” she said. “That’s the face. I’m learning what does that.”

“You are dangerous.”

“Yes,” said Verena, and did it again, with her tongue flat along the underside and her eyes never leaving mine, and I put my head back on the coat and let out a sound I had not known I still had in stock.

I gave her four more of those, and then I got a hand into her loose hair and eased her off me, and turned us over, and put her back down on the coat where I wanted her.

“That is not how turns work,” she said.

“It is in my shop.”

I put my hands on her.

To read her, which with me turns out to be the same thing as everything else. I set both hands on her ribs and ran them slowly up, thumbs tracking the lines of the new lattice, and the rune-lines came alive under my fingertips: a faint dry warmth like a bar of iron that has been in the sun, everywhere the ink had gone.

She arched off the coat as if I had pulled a string.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, that’s.”

“You can feel me finding them.”

“Yes.”

“Then hold still. I’m going to find all of them.”

I took a long time. I put my mouth at her throat and worked down: the hollow of it, the collarbone, the sweat gathering there, then her chest, taking one hard nipple into my mouth and sucking until her hand fisted in my hair, then the other. Her tits are firm and high and disgracefully sensitive, and I made her swear twice before I moved on.

I stayed there considerably longer than she expected, and I did not hurry one second of it. I took the other nipple between my teeth, barely, and worried it, and used the flat of my tongue afterward, and watched the flush come up her chest in blotches like heat coming into iron.

“You keep,” she managed, “you keep doing that.”

“You keep making that noise.”

“I do not make a noise.”

I did it again. She made the noise.

Her stomach next, the hard flat plate of it, and the line of muscle at her hip, and the top of her thigh, and every place I touched, the gold warmth of the lattice hummed against my mouth.

“Emrys.”

“Tell me.”

“Do the thing you did on the bench.”

I did not answer her at all. I put one hand under her knee and lifted it wide and set it where I wanted it, and took my time doing it, and watched her mouth come open while I did.

Six hours of holding still, a lattice waking up under her skin, and ten minutes of my hands on her: she was slick all the way to the crease of her thigh and running hot as the room, and the smell of her that close, salt and clean sweat and the leather she had been wearing all day, put a growl out of me before my mouth ever got there.

I opened her with both thumbs and went into her with my tongue first, deep, before I let myself anywhere near her clit at all, and her heels came off the stone.

I gave her a very long time. Patient, thorough, as slow as she hated, my hands spreading her thighs wide and holding them there while she tried to grind up into my mouth and could not get the leverage.

Those thighs. I had watched them on the sand for three weeks and thought I understood them, and I understood nothing whatsoever about a duelist’s thighs until I had one on each side of my head with the muscle standing out in cords and the whole leg trembling and going nowhere because you have decided it goes nowhere. She could have broken my grip. She had a twelve-pound hammer’s worth of new strength in her and she could have broken my grip in a heartbeat, and she did not, and both of us knew it.

“You bastard,” she said, breathless, tightening her grip in my hair. “Faster.”

I lifted my head just far enough to be understood, and kept my thumb moving in slow circles where my mouth had been, so she got no relief out of the pause at all.

“You’ve had four thousand strokes tonight at my pace,” I said. “You’re getting the rest of them at my pace as well. Put your hand back where it was and hold on.”

“That is not,” she began, and did not finish it, because I had gone back down and the sentence was no longer available to her.

I worked her like that until her thighs started shaking, then sealed my mouth over her clit and sucked, steady and merciless and refusing to let up, and everything in her locked.

“There,” she gasped. “There, there, don’t you dare stop, don’t you,” and she came with a shout that bounced off stone older than the city, both thighs clamping shut on my head, her back arching off the coat.

And the lines lit.

I saw it from where I was: gold running up her spine and out along the hip-spread, glowing under the skin like a vein of hot metal in a dark forge, bright enough to throw shadows on the wall behind her.

It faded as her hips came down.

“What,” she panted. “What was that. I felt that.”

“You lit up.”

“I what?”

“Your lattice ignites when you peak,” I said, pulling myself up her body. “I’m going to be watching that for the rest of my life.”

“You,” she said, and dragged me down and kissed me filthily, tasting herself, “are going to have to do it again so I can check.”

She got her legs open around me before I had asked for anything, and I lined my cock up against her and stopped.

“Look at me.”

“I am looking at you.”

“Still yes?”

“Still yes,” she said. “Get inside me.”

I pushed into her slowly and she made a low broken noise all the way down, and I held there, all the way in, with her thighs open around me and both her hands on my back and her heels crossed at the small of my spine.

Then I moved.

Slow. Deliberately, unbearably slow, deep and complete, out almost to the head and back in to the root, and I did it that way for as long as I could hold myself to it, watching everything composed in her face give way a piece at a time.

She got her hands on my shoulders halfway through and gripped.

And her unbound strength arrived without warning, and her fingers sank into the muscle of my shoulders hard enough that I actually grunted.

We both stopped.

“Sorry,” she said, wide-eyed. “Sorry. I don’t know my own,”

“Don’t apologise,” I said, “do it again.”

She laughed, delighted and slightly appalled, and dug in, and I felt the bruises being made and did not care in the slightest, and we started grinning at each other like idiots in the middle of it.

“You’re going to be black and blue.”

“I’m going to be extremely proud.”

Her legs came up higher around my waist and she rolled her hips to meet me and the tempo went from slow to something with intent in it, and the fire-warm gold under her skin got warmer under my hands.

“Emrys.” Her voice had changed. Rough, low, urgent. “Faster. Don’t make me tell you twice.”

“Now?”

“Now.”

So I stopped making her tell me twice. I got my forearm under her shoulder and braced her against the coat and gave her the whole of it, and the room was suddenly full of the sound of us and the hiss of the coals.

And I went first.

I had meant to hold. I have held still under men with knives. I could not hold under the noise she made when my rhythm came off its hinges, and it went through me all at once, whole, with nothing of me left to argue with it. I drove in deep and let go, and it went through me from the spine out, my cock pulsing, emptying every drop I had into her in long hard spurts, and I heard my own voice saying her name into her hair and did not recognise it.

She locked both heels at the small of my back and held me through every one of them with her whole unbound strength, and when I finally got my head up her eyes were bright and enormously pleased with themselves.

“You broke,” she said, hoarse with it. “You. Broke.”

“Yes.”

“Don’t you dare move.”

I did not move. I got my weight onto one forearm and my other hand down between us, still buried in her, still spilling, and put two fingers exactly where she needed them and worked her slow and precise while she swore at me tenderly, and inside of a minute she went rigid from heels to jaw.

“Eyes,” I said.

She opened them. Storm-grey, ruined, locked onto mine.

“Don’t look away.”

“I’m not,” she said. “I’m not, I’m not, I’m.”

She came around me in long hard clenching waves with her eyes wide open and fixed on mine and her mouth open on a sound with no shape to it, and the gold ran up her spine and over her shoulders and lit the underside of my hands where they held her, and I got to watch it happen from an inch away.

We lay in a heap for a while after, sweating, on a coat, on a stone floor, in the light of a fire nobody had ever lit.

She was a mess and entirely unbothered about it: hair everywhere, ink-lines still faintly warm under my palm, her thigh slick where my cum had run back out of her, one arm flung across my chest as if to prevent me leaving the county. There was a smear of my own blood on her shoulder from where she had opened a knuckle on the stone, and neither of us could work out whose it was for a while.

“Sixteen,” said Verena, into my collarbone, before I had focused on anything at all.

It caught up with me a moment later, in the clean grey letters, hanging in the dark behind the coals.

[Soul-Attunement: 16%]

She lifted her head and looked at me with an expression of purest greed. “It moved. It moved from doing that?”

“It moved from trust,” I said. “That was the trust.”

“Then we should trust each other extremely often.”

“Verena.”

“I’m being scientific.”

She rolled onto her side, and hissed as her back reminded her, and settled with her head on my arm.

“The pact,” she said. “Again.”

“Your power. My echo.”

“My power,” she agreed. “You get an echo, and you’ll spend it stupidly at least once, and I’ll be furious about it.”

“Probably.”

She was quiet for three or four breaths. The coals ticked.

“My smith,” she said, testing it. “That’s what you are. I’ve decided.”

She reached up while she said it and pushed the hair back off my forehead with two fingers, out of my eyes, with the brisk impatience of somebody dealing with a thing that has been quietly annoying her for weeks. I had not known it was in my eyes. I never do.

“Then you’d better have one back.”

“Go on then.”

I looked at her: gold-lined, loose-haired, bruising my shoulders, lying on a work-coat in a basement with a twelve-pound hammer on the bench behind her and the entire ladder of a kingdom about to find out.

“My sovereign,” I said.

She stopped breathing on me for a beat, and her grip went slack and then tightened again. Then she put her face into my shoulder and said something rude, and held on to me until the coals had gone down another inch.


Chapter 14: What Changed

“So,” said Verena. “What are we doing?”

“Finding out what you are, quietly, where nobody can see it, before somebody sees it.”

“That’s not a drill, that’s a philosophy.”

We had stolen the small court at the fifth hour of the morning: the one hour at Vandermoor when nobody is anywhere. She had slept perhaps three hours, face down, and moved like a woman with a sunburn under her skin. I had bruises on both shoulders in the exact shape of her fingers and had spent ten minutes at the washstand admiring them.

“Hit the pell,” I said.

She hit the pell.

The pell at the small court is an oak post eight inches through, sunk four feet into packed sand, and it has been hit by ranked duelists for sixty years. It has a permanent shine on the striking face.

She put a practice blade through it.

Not into it. Through it, at the shoulder height, and the top three feet of the post went over backward and hit the wall, and the practice blade snapped off at the tang and went end over end across the court and rang off the rack.

There was a silence.

Verena looked at the top three feet of the post lying against the wall.

“Yes,” I said.

“That was about half.”

“I know.”

She looked at the post, and then at the six inches of practice blade still in her grip, and then she set the stub down on the rack very carefully indeed, at arm’s length, like something that had gone off in her hands.

“Emrys, I have to be in the yard at the ninth hour.”

I had thought about this for two days and I had a plan, and the plan was the least glamorous thing I did all term.

“You’re going to learn a count,” I said.

“A what?”

“A cadence. Numbers. It’s how every apprentice in the world learns to control a hammer, and it will work here, because control is control.” I picked up the broken sword and dropped it in the scrap bin. “Your problem is that you have four years of technique built on a governor doing your limiting for you. You never had to know how hard you were hitting, because something else decided. So now you’ll do what a smith does when he’s learning a new hammer: he doesn’t guess, he counts.”

“Show me.”

I took her through it for two hours.

One is a touch. Two is a training tap. Three is a scoring cut, the sort of thing that wins a bout on the sand. Four is a killing blow. Five is what she had just done to the pell.

Every strike, she named the number before she threw it and I told her what she had actually thrown.

“Three.”

“Four and a half.”

“That was three.”

“That was four and a half. It moved the post.” I set another practice blade in her hand. “Again. Three.”

“Three.”

“Four.”

“Damn it.”

“Again.”

She was appalling for the first hour. She hated that more than anything in the world.

It is the only time that term I saw Verena Rennick genuinely humiliated, and she did it to herself, in an empty court at dawn, in front of one person.

The problem was not strength. The problem was that her hand had been lying to her for four years. She would call a three, throw what her arm remembered as a three, and put a fist-deep dent in the second pell. Then she would correct, over-correct, and produce a one so feeble the practice blade skipped off the oak. Then she would swear, reset her feet, and do the same thing in the opposite direction.

Nine times. Ten. Her grip crept further up the handle every time and her strikes got worse, which is the oldest trap in the trade.

“Stop,” I said, after the twelfth.

“I don’t want to stop.”

“You’re not learning anymore, you’re punishing yourself. Those look identical and only one of them is any use.” I took the blade off her. That took some nerve. “Sit down. Drink something. Look at the wall.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“It’s what I do when I’ve ruined a piece, and I have ruined more pieces than you have thrown strikes.”

She sat down. She looked at the wall for about ninety seconds with her arms folded and an expression of enormous disgust.

Then she got up and threw six clean twos in a row.

“Don’t say anything,” she said.

“I wasn’t going to.”

“You were going to look at me in that way.”

“I was absolutely going to look at you in that way.”

By the end of the second hour she could sit at a two for six consecutive strikes and then throw a clean three on command, and the pell had stopped moving, and she had started grinning between repetitions without appearing to notice.

At which point she threw a five at the second pell without warning and blew the top off that one too, and stood there breathing hard with her eyes bright.

“Sorry,” she said, not sorry at all. “I wanted to see it again.”

“That’s two pells.”

“Put it on my ticket,” said the woman who had paid sixty-six marks a year for four years, and I laughed out loud in an empty court at dawn.

We sat on the rack bench afterward passing a water bottle back and forth, and she went quiet.

“What is it?”

“If I can’t control it, I out myself in a week.” She said it to the sand. “One bad exchange. One bout where I get angry, and I take a boy’s arm off in front of the gallery, and then it isn’t a secret and it isn’t mine anymore, it’s an incident.”

“Yes.”

“You’re supposed to say it’ll be fine.”

“It’ll be fine because you’ll count,” I said. “Not because it’s fine. You’ve got a governor now. The difference is you’re holding it.”

She sat with that.

“That’s the entire difference, isn’t it,” she said.

“It was never about how much of you there was. It was about whose hand was on the tap.”

“Say that to me again on a bad day.”

“I’ll say it to you on all of them.”

“Then let’s do another hour before the yard wakes up.”

Rhona Corrick clocked it in a single drill.

Third hour, advanced rotation, and Verena was paired with a ranked third-year for the bind-and-break sequence, going at a careful two throughout.

Rhona stopped the court after six seconds.

“Rennick.”

“Mistress.”

“What changed?”

She had rehearsed this on the walk over, and I had told her the most important part: a cover story does not work by being clever. It works by being small, boring, and mostly true.

“My blade came back different, mistress. The Annex re-set the balance node. It answers about half a beat quicker than it used to and I’ve been re-timing everything around it for a week.”

Rhona walked over and held out her hand. Verena gave her the sword.

She sighted down it. She turned it. She did the wrist-roll, twice, which every real fighter does, and her eyebrows came down and stayed down.

“That’s a good piece of work,” she said. “Who did it?”

“Stroud, mistress.”

Rhona Corrick looked across the sand at me, standing at the back of the rotation with a wooden sword in my hand and my sash on.

“Of course he did,” she said.

She gave the sword back.

“That accounts for the timing,” she said. “It does not account for your footwork, which has stopped hedging. You have been fighting hedged for two years, Rennick. Everybody in this yard thinks that is your style. It is not your style, it is a flinch, and I have never been able to get it out of you.”

“I’ve been drilling the marshal’s step, mistress. The one you gave the rotation.” Verena said it flatly. “Something about committing late made the rest of it make sense.”

I had given her that line myself, and it was the strongest thing in the whole cover, because it was true and because it handed the credit to the person doing the asking.

Rhona Corrick was quiet for a count of three.

“Mm,” she said. “Good. Go again.”

And she turned away, and got on with the class, and that was the end of it.

Except it was not, because ten minutes later I looked up and she was watching Verena over the top of a correction she was giving somebody else, with an expression that had nothing to do with footwork. She had taken my answer. She had not thrown anything away to make room for it.

They came for the day-slips just after noon.

The first seizure had been a clerk and two porters with a receipt slip and an apology. I had been almost fond of it.

This was six men through the Annex door without knocking, and they came in fast and spread out along both aisles like men who had done it before.

Five hired blades, working leathers, no house colours anywhere. And one man in expensive grey who came in last and did not hurry.

I knew the walk before I saw the face.

There is nothing mystical in it. A man’s walk is a mechanical signature, exactly like a chisel-stroke: stride length, foot placement, the pause where the weight transfers. I had listened to that walk come down a vault stair once a week for fifteen years and once, finally, on the last night of my first life, with two blades behind it.

Ledger-thin. Grey stubble. Coat buttoned. A blade at the hip worn like a pen.

I went cold from the scalp down, and the file stopped moving in my hand.

The first thing that arrived was not fear at all. The room simply went small. The Annex, the benches, the queue, Tam’s voice somewhere saying “hello, can we help you,” all of it receded until there was a corridor about four feet wide with Hargen at the end of it, and my body took two steps forward before I caught it.

Then the fear arrived, all at once, in a place I did not expect. My legs.

The last time I had seen that man he had said four syllables and my legs had stopped being mine, and forty years of standing where I was told came up through the soles of my boots and locked my knees.

I stood at bench eleven with a file in my hand and could not move, and the self-loathing arrived with a machinist’s precision.

“Master Ferrant,” said Hargen. “Good afternoon. The day-slips, please. The originals, and the tally boards, and this term’s ticket spikes.”

“Those are working papers.” Ferrant came around the end of the trestle with his chin out. “You’ve had the book. The book went up ten days ago and came back with a leaf cut out of it, which I have not been paid an explanation for.”

“The book is a fair copy in three hands. The slips are the primary record.” Hargen said it patiently, as though correcting an error of terminology. “The gentlemen will carry them. It will take four minutes.”

“You’ve no receipt.”

“No.”

Ferrant, to his eternal credit, closed one fist around the spike and did not let go of it.

Two of the hired blades came down the aisle and one of them shoved him into the file rack. It was not a beating. That is what made it obscene: it was a shove, casual, the amount of force you would use on a door that sticks, and Cobb Ferrant went into two hundredweight of steel racking and came down on one knee with his hand cut open.

Tam said, “Hey,” in a high voice, and grabbed for the spike, and a hired blade took his wrist and turned it up behind him until the boy went white and folded.

“Don’t break it,” said Hargen. “He works here.”

They let him go. Tam sat down on the floor holding his wrist with tears of pure fury on his face.

I did not move.

If I moved, Hargen would look at me. If Hargen looked at me for four seconds he would not recognise me, because I am twenty-four and I was sixty-one, but he would remember a young Artificer with fast hands, and he would put that in a report that went to a tower.

And if the tower ever came for me, I would go somewhere with a door and a collar in it, and I would rather have died on that vault floor a second time than let that happen.

So I stood still, and I did the only thing I am good at.

I catalogued.

Five hired blades. The tall one had a Grayvern accent and a scar through his upper lip. The one who shoved Ferrant had a workman’s grip on his sword, which meant a real trade before this one. Their weapons were unmarked and their scabbard fittings were not: three of the five carried the same brass throat-piece, cast from the same mould, and the mould was the Vellick capital armoury pattern that has not changed since I redesigned it in my forties.

And Hargen’s sheath.

I stood ten feet away and measured it by eye as I have measured ten thousand pieces: length, taper, the width of the throat, the exact position of the two suspension rings, the little worn patch on the leather where his thumb rides.

I burned it into my head like a drawing.

He took the papers, and he was as good as his word about the four minutes, and on the way out he stopped and looked around the Annex with mild professional interest.

His eyes went over me, and stopped, and stayed stopped, and I stood inside that pause the way a man stands inside a collapsing building.

“You’d be the new hand,” he said.

“Yes, sir.”

“You write your entries with the tool sizes.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Don’t,” said Hargen, not unkindly. “A record with tool sizes in it is a record somebody can use. Nobody has ever thanked a careful man.”

“Sir.”

He nodded, with the exact nod he had given me in a vault when I asked for my freedom, and walked out.

The Annex was very quiet after the door shut.

A workshop goes quiet in its own way after strangers have been in it. Everything is in the same place and nothing is. The trestles were where they had always been. The queue was untouched, because they had no interest in the gear. And every single person in that room was standing exactly where they had been standing when it started, as though we had all been told not to move and were waiting for permission.

Somebody’s file was still lying on the flags where it had been dropped.

Ferrant got up off the floor, wrapped his hand in a rag, and stood looking at the empty spike where his whole working method used to hang.

“Right,” he said. “Garvan, get the door frame checked. Tam, sit down. Somebody put the kettle on.”

“I’m fine.”

“Sit down, boy.”

I went and knelt in front of Tam and made him give me the wrist. It was already swelling across the back. The joint moved cleanly, which is the first thing you check and the thing you are frightened of.

“Not broken,” I said. “Sprained. Cold cloth, strapping, and no filing for a week.”

“I tried to stop them.”

“I know.”

“You didn’t.” He said it without accusation, which was infinitely worse, looking up at me with his eyes red. “Why didn’t you do anything?”

Garvan, halfway down the aisle, stopped walking.

“He was counting them,” said Garvan.

Tam blinked at him.

“What?”

“He was counting them,” said Garvan again, and went on to the door.

Tam looked back at me. His wrist was going purple across the back and he had not stopped crying and he was too angry to notice either.

“Counted what?”

“Five blades,” I said. “Tall one, Grayvern accent, scar through the upper lip, left-handed on the draw. The one who put Ferrant into the rack came out of a real trade before this, probably a cooper, from the grip. Three of the five carry the same brass throat-piece on the scabbard, cast in the same mould, and I know the mould.” I made myself keep my voice even. “In about a week I’ll know which armoury. In about a month I’ll know who signs for it.”

Tam stared at me.

“You did that while it was happening.”

“I did that instead of it happening,” I said. “It’s what I have instead of a hammer, Tam. I’m sorry it isn’t a hammer.”

He wiped his face on his good sleeve and did not say anything at all until the kettle went on, and I let him not say it.

Verena came at dusk.

She had heard by the second hour, because everybody at Vandermoor had heard by the second hour, and she had spent the intervening time in the yard where she was supposed to be, finishing her card in front of two hundred people. I did not understand what that had taken until later.

She told me about it that night, in pieces, sitting on the end of my bench with her boot heel hooked over the rail and her hands never once still.

“A third-year came along the terrace shouting that men had turned over the Annex,” she said. “I got three strides toward the low path with my hand already on the hilt. I did not decide to do any of that. It had happened before I arrived.”

“And then?”

“And then in the fourth stride I worked out what it looked like.” She turned her hand over on the bench top and studied the palm of it. “The number one of this yard coming off the sand at a run, for a bench-rat’s shop, under a Vellick banner, in front of the whole gallery. That is not a rumour, Emrys, that is a sentence a clerk writes down and sends up a hill.”

“So you stopped.”

“I stopped in the middle of a stride, in public, and turned round, and went back and finished my card.” Her mouth was a flat line. “Sarn Belloc got six minutes of a woman counting under her breath the entire time so she would not take his shoulder off, and he has no idea how close he came to finding out what I can actually do.”

“Did you win?”

“Of course I won,” said Verena. “I just wasn’t kind about it.”

She came down the aisle and sat on the stool at bench eleven and did not say anything about it in front of the room. She waited until Ferrant had gone up and Tam was asleep with his arm strapped and the lamps were down to two.

She reached under the bench and took my hand.

Nobody could see it. That is why she did it that way, and it undid me more thoroughly than anything she has ever done to me in a bed.

“Talk,” she said.

“I knew him.”

“I worked that out from your face at supper. The rest.”

“His name is Hargen. He is Renward Vellick’s steward, and he does the things a house like that needs done.” My voice came out level and very quiet. “He came down a stair in the capital the best part of a year ago with two blades and told me, politely, in money terms, why a freed runesmith was worth less than a dead legend. Then he said a word that stopped my legs, and he opened my throat, and he stepped back so it wouldn’t mark his coat.”

Her hand tightened until it hurt.

“He was in this room,” she said.

“He was three feet from that bench, complaining about my handwriting.”

“And he doesn’t know you.”

“He can’t. I was sixty-one and I’m not anymore.” I turned my hand over in hers. “He looked straight at me and saw a work-study Artificer with untidy records. Which is exactly what I have spent four weeks building, and I stood there and let him do it while he wrenched Tam’s arm, and I do not know yet whether I’m going to be able to live with that.”

“What did it do to you,” she said. “Not what you did about it. What it did.”

I did not want to answer that, and she waited me out, which is a thing she is better at than anybody I have ever met.

“My legs went,” I said. “That is the whole of it. He came down that aisle talking about ledgers in that voice, and my legs went out from under me exactly the way they went on the vault floor, and for about two seconds there was nothing in my head at all except get out of the room, get out of the building, get out of Grayvern.” I could hear how flat my own voice had gone and could not do anything about it. “Sixty-one years and a term of drills, and I nearly ran. In front of the boy.”

“But you didn’t.”

“No. I counted his scabbard fittings instead.”

“Then it wasn’t cowardice,” said Verena. “It was the price, and you paid it standing up, and nobody in this room saw you pay it except me.”

She turned that over. Then she said the thing that actually put my spine back together, and she said it in exactly the flat tone she uses to state a score.

“He walked past you. He looked directly at the man who is going to take his house apart and saw untidy handwriting.” Her thumb moved once across the back of my hand, hard, the way you press a splinter. “Twice now that family has decided what you were worth by looking at you. They have been wrong both times. They do not get an unlimited number of goes at it.”

Verena sat in the dark of the Maintenance Annex and turned my hand over again and looked at the burns on it.

“You’ll live with it,” she said, “because you were right, and because Tam has a sprain instead of a funeral, and because in nine weeks that man’s employer is going to watch me take his crown in front of the whole city.”

She stood up, still holding my hand, and made me look at her.

“And when we get to him,” she said, “he’s mine too.”

“He’s a professional.”

“So am I,” said Verena, and let go, and went out past the sleeping boy with the strapped arm without making a sound.


Chapter 15: The Re-Ranking

Re-ranking day comes twice a term and the last one before the Trials decides the bracket seeding, which means it decides who has to fight three bouts in a day and who gets to sit in the shade and watch.

They rake the yard sand at dawn. They hang the banners. They put out sixty chairs in the gallery for the sponsors and the faculty and whoever else the academy is currently pretending to be grateful to, and the rest of Vandermoor stands four deep at the rail and up the armoury steps and on the kitchen roofs.

The Annex works re-ranking day the way a farrier works a fair. We had a trestle set up at the gate end from the eighth hour with a vise, a strap kit, two spare hilts, and a tub of pitch, because on re-ranking day gear fails and gear failing on re-ranking day is a story that gets told for a term. Ferrant ran it. Garvan carried. I fixed nine buckles, one cracked pommel-nut and a gorget hinge before the first bout, and I got shouldered aside twice by boys in crimson who did not see me, which by then I had come to enjoy in a small private way.

The court smelled of raked sand, hot pitch, and the sausage a man from the lower town sells illegally over the kitchen wall on ranking days, which everybody buys and nobody admits to.

I was at the rail by the ninth hour with Tam beside me, his wrist strapped, telling everybody in a ten-foot radius that he had been personally assaulted.

“Eight challenges posted,” he reported. “Eight! The board’s going to be a mess. And Marchbank’s gone in against Rennick again, all the way up from four, because on re-ranking day the board’s open and you can name anyone you like. Everyone says it’s mad. Except.”

“Except?”

“Except she’s got new gear.” He craned. “Look at it. That’s not what she was wearing.”

He was right, and I did not need to crane.

Liselle Marchbank came out of the gate in a full Ascension-tier harness that had not existed three weeks earlier, and I could read the price from where I stood.

New kinetic-return, cut deeper than the last one. A reactive edge-lattice on the blade that would sharpen under load: the sort of work you fit to a duelist who intends to fight through a long bout. And a new sigil at her breast: no throttle in it anywhere, a genuine focus, master-cut, with a vent path as elegant as anything I have seen a Vellick hand do in twenty years.

Somebody had gone up the hill after three straight losses and bought their daughter a better position on the ladder, and the house had been happy to sell it.

A whole business model, standing in the sunlight with chestnut curls and a practised sneer.

“She looks confident,” said Tam.

“She should. She’s got about nine hundred marks of advantage on and she’s genuinely good.”

“Is that going to be enough?”

I looked across the sand.

Verena came out in the same half-armour she had worn all term, the same academy blacks, the same eleven-mark-a-repair blade, and the crowd noise for her was the noise a yard makes for a favourite it has already decided is fragile: loud, and fond, and just slightly braced.

She stopped at the marshal’s line, and rolled her boots into the sand until the surface gave under them, and looked once at the rail.

I had both hands on the timber. That was the arrangement. Left hand for the count, resting flat, fingers loose: I would show the number and nothing else, and it would look like a bench-rat leaning on a fence.

No nod, no smile. Her eyes touched my hand and went away again, quick as a thumb testing an edge, and she put her helm on.

In the gallery, four rows up, a grandmaster in grey and gold sat down with a jeweller’s loupe on a chain around his neck.

Beside him, in Spire silver, gloved, straight-backed, sat Isbeth Vellick.

The gallery on re-ranking day is the whole kingdom in sixty chairs. Front row: the sponsor factors, three of them, with tally-boards on their knees, because a re-ranking moves money. Second row: faculty, who pretend the tally-boards do not exist. Third row: the families, the ones close enough to Grayvern to come, sitting under their own banners with the specific stiffness of people whose daughter is about to be measured in public. The Marchbank banner hung over the rail with a fresh gold fringe on it that had not been there last time.

And fourth row, alone, two chairs with an empty one between them, the house.

Nobody sat in the empty chair. Nobody has ever sat in the empty chair.

The marshal dropped his hand.

Liselle opened like a house that has spent nine hundred marks.

She came forward fast and high, and the new kinetic-return did what it was built to do: every parry she took fed back into her next attack, so her tempo went up instead of down, exchange after exchange. Six seconds in she was throwing four cuts to Verena’s one and the gallery was making an appreciative noise and two of Liselle’s faction were already on their feet.

I could see the gear working, which nobody else at that rail could. Every time Verena’s blade met hers, a pulse ran up the harness from the point of contact into the shoulder plates and dumped out through the hips as speed. It is genuinely fine work. Whoever cut it understood what a duelist’s body does.

Verena gave ground.

She gave ground badly. She fought hedged, small, defensive, precisely as she had fought for two years: parry, retreat, half-step, no commitment anywhere, the old heaviness arriving on cue in every rising cut, and all of it entirely convincing because she had lived it two thousand times.

I put one finger on the rail.

One is a touch.

She took a scoring cut on the shoulder in the fourteenth second and the crowd made a low disappointed sound, and up in the gallery somebody laughed, and I heard, from six feet behind me at the rail, a second-year say the word “finals” to his friend.

Verena stepped back to the line for the reset with her chest heaving and her head down.

Anyone watching saw a woman being outclassed by better equipment.

I saw her scuff her back boot twice into the sand at the reset and square up half an inch closer than she needed to be.

She was enjoying herself enormously. On Liselle Marchbank’s behalf, that frightened me.

The marshal called on.

I put two fingers on the rail.

Two is a training tap, and at two she stopped retreating.

She met the next high cut instead of slipping it, and the bind held, and the sound off the two blades was different: a hard flat ring instead of the scraping give of a parry made by somebody planning to be somewhere else. Liselle’s kinetic-return fed her the impact back and she came in again, and Verena met that one too, and the third, and the third one stopped Liselle’s foot in the sand.

The gallery noise changed shape. Everybody’s sentences got shorter.

Three fingers.

Three is a scoring cut.

She took Liselle’s blade on the forte, rolled it, and put a clean touch on the outside of the girl’s thigh in a motion so economical that the marshal’s arm was up before most of the crowd had registered it.

Point.

“Where did that come from?” said Tam.

Two rows of second-years behind us were asking each other the same thing in the same words. Then they stopped asking, and after that nobody behind me said anything at all.

Liselle reset with her chin high and came in harder, and this is where I want to be fair to her, because the easy version of the story is that bought excellence folds. It did not fold. She adjusted. She went low and stopped trying to win the tempo, and she made Verena work for the next ninety seconds, and twice she nearly had her.

The second time was genuinely fine. She feinted at the knee, let Verena drop her point a hand’s width, and came over the top with the whole weight of the harness behind it, and if Verena had been fighting at three it would have been a touch and possibly a broken collarbone.

Verena took it on the boss of her guard, turned her wrist, and the two blades tore off one another with a scrape you could hear on the kitchen roofs.

The gallery made a noise. The Marchbank banner’s row came half out of their chairs.

She was a very good duelist having the worst afternoon of her life, and it had not arrived yet.

Four fingers.

That moment was mine as much as hers. Four is a killing blow. On the sand, four means a full-commitment cut delivered at a competitor with a wooden marshal’s flag as the only thing between them, and we had agreed that she would take it to four only if the bout would otherwise run long.

The bout was running long. The gallery had begun to fidget. And a fight that goes to the twelfth exchange gets remembered as close, and I did not want close. I wanted a result that could not be explained by luck.

She saw the fourth finger. She took a full second to decide. That is her all over.

I watched the whole second happen from thirty feet. Her eyes went off Liselle and onto the marshal’s boots, measuring the distance from him to the line of the cut. Then to Liselle’s guard hand. Then back. Not one part of it was about whether she could throw it.

Maddoc’s manners, running at speed, in the middle of a bout, with a crowd shouting.

Then Verena Rennick went to four.

There is a sound a blade makes when somebody stops managing it.

The note changes. The flat clash of two people negotiating drops out and is replaced by one hard crack with nothing apologetic anywhere in it, and every person at that rail who had ever held a sword knew that they had just heard something they had not heard before.

The cut came up out of the sand through her hips and shoulder, and Liselle’s parry was in the right place, and it did not matter at all. Her guard folded like wet board. Her sword went up and out of line, and her shoulders and hips went after it, and she was open from hip to throat with nothing to do about it.

Verena did not take the touch.

She let the moment stand for perhaps half a heartbeat, so that the gallery could see it. Then she dropped back to a quarter of what she had just shown the world, stepped in, caught the bind, rolled her wrist, and disarmed Liselle Marchbank as neatly as taking a cup from a child.

The sword landed in the sand, point down, and stood there quivering.

The yard cheered the disarm first, because a disarm is a thing a yard understands and the noise had been building for ten seconds already with nowhere to go.

Then the yard caught up with the cut that had come before the disarm, and the cheer broke apart in the middle of itself and came back together as something else entirely, three times the size and no shape to it whatsoever.

I made a blade for a coronation. Nothing in that cathedral ever sounded like a whole yard changing its mind at once.

The rail went first, then the armoury steps, then the roofs, and Tam Feld was screaming next to my ear with his strapped arm in the air and I do not think he knew he was doing it.

It went on for a long time. The noise did not stop when the reason for it stopped. It kept going while she stepped back, while the marshal walked out, while a boy in crimson vaulted the rail and got put back over it by a marshal without either of them breaking stride. Somewhere behind me a man was shouting the same three words over and over with no idea he was doing it. On the kitchen roof, somebody’s cook was banging a pot lid.

The sausage seller stopped selling sausages and stood on his crate.

And underneath the noise, at the rail, in the ten feet of railing either side of me, the sound I had actually come for: not cheering. Argument. Four second-years and a third-year, immediately, furiously, all talking at once about what they had just seen and none of them agreeing, because the thing they had watched did not fit the woman they thought they had been watching for two years.

“That was not her arm.”

“That was absolutely her arm.”

“Her arm goes at the top. Everyone knows her arm goes at the top.”

“Then look at the post, Ivar, and tell me about her arm.”

“It’s the blade. She’s had the blade done.”

“You cannot put that in a blade. There is no lattice in Corvane that puts that in a blade, my father buys tier and I have held tier and it does not do that.”

“Then she’s been holding it back.”

“For two years? In finals? Who holds it back in a final?”

Silence, at the rail, for about a second and a half. Five young people in crimson standing in the sun with the noise going over them, arriving one at a time at a sentence none of them wanted to be the one to say.

“Then something was wrong before,” said the third-year, “and it isn’t now.”

Nobody at that rail had an answer to that, and one of them looked, for no reason he could have explained, up at the gallery.

On the sand, Verena stepped back, put her point down, and offered Liselle her hand.

Liselle did not take it. She turned her palms up and stared into them as though the answer had been written there and somebody had wiped it.

She looked up at the gallery, at the third row, where her family’s banner hung over the rail with its new gold fringe, and her mouth came open and shut without producing anything, and I did not enjoy watching it.

She had been told, all her life, what she had been sold. She had ridden nine hundred marks of new advantage onto that sand.

And against a scholarship fighter in four-mark repairs it had turned out to be an expensive way of losing.

It happened in the four seconds she had, in front of everybody, with no privacy anywhere in it. Her eyes went down to her own vambrace and found the maker’s mark she had been reading proudly all season. Her head came up and went to the sponsor factors in the front row, and stayed on them a beat too long, and not one of the three of them was embarrassed on her behalf. Then her shoulders dropped an inch and did not come back up.

The gear had never been the thing.

And the worst of it, standing there watching her turn her own hands over, was that the harness had been quietly making her worse the whole time. A kinetic-return pays a fighter for a bad exchange. Do that for four years and she stops learning how to recover from one. Liselle Marchbank had bought a season’s advantage every year of her life and spent it on unlearning the thing that would have saved her here, and nobody had ever told her, because it is not written on the counter.

I watched her stand there in nine hundred marks of polished nothing and could not get to being glad about it. She was twenty-five years old and her entire life had been a receipt, and somebody had just torn it up in public without meaning her any particular harm.

Verena picked the girl’s sword out of the sand herself, and cleaned the point on her own sleeve, and handed it back grip-first, which is what her father taught her, and the sound that came down for that was a different animal to the sound for the disarm: lower, warmer, and it went on longer than the bout had.

I turned around and looked up into the gallery, and I did not bother to hide it. Every eye in that yard was on the sand, and nobody on earth cares where the Annex boy is looking.

Balthus Vellick had the loupe up, and it was not on Verena. It was on her belt. A master’s sight on an issued sigil at forty feet, read live: focus intact, governor intact, ceiling intact, scaling curve intact, renewed by his own hands a fortnight ago, functioning perfectly, doing precisely nothing at all.

Then the loupe came off the sand and went along the rail, and stopped on me.

I had no time at all to decide what to be, so I was the truest available thing: an Annex boy at a fence with a strapped-up apprentice beside him, grinning like a fool at the competitor whose blade he repairs for four marks. It is very easy to grin like a fool when your blood has gone to ice. The face does it on its own.

Three seconds. Then he sat back and folded his manicured hands, and beside him Isbeth Vellick, who had not looked at the sand once in all that time, wrote a single line on her slate without dropping her eyes to it.

Seven more challenges were fought that afternoon.

I stayed at the Annex trestle for most of them and did the work, because the work is the cover and because on ranking day the work is real. A snapped strap-lattice on a second-year’s vambrace, in the four minutes between his bout being called and the marshal losing patience. A cracked scale on Belloc’s skirt-plate. A first-year girl whose sword-belt had been cut to a rich boy’s pattern and had never fitted her, which I re-punched free while she stood there rigid with embarrassment.

“Does that cost?”

“It cost a hole,” I said.

She went out and lost, but she lost with her sword where she could reach it. That is not nothing.

Behind me, all afternoon, the yard talked about one bout.

The board went up at the fourth hour.

RENNICK, V. remained where it had been for two years, but a yard reads a board better than it reads anything else on earth, and everybody in that court could see that the top of it had changed even though the names had not.

Marchbank slid from four to five. Belloc, who had fought twice that afternoon and won both, the second of them on a skirt-plate I had put a fresh scale into at the trestle between bouts, came up from seven to three. And in the seeding column, beside Rennick, the clerk chalked the number that mattered: the bracket position that meant she would not be handed a gauntlet.

“Top seed,” said Tam reverently. “Top seed and the finals are in eight weeks and I know her.”

“You’ve spoken to her twice.”

“I know her, Emrys.”

Down at the sponsor armoury under the gallery steps, a queue had formed that had not been there in the morning.

I went past the end of it on my way back with an empty tray, slowly, the way a bench-rat goes anywhere, and listened.

Every one of them wanted the same thing and none of them could say what it was. A third-year asked what Rennick’s cuirass was rated at. A boy in Belloc crimson asked whether there was a tier above Ascension and was told, politely, that there is not. A woman with money in her voice asked what the academy’s rank one had bought this season and from whom, and the factor behind that counter told her, twice, with a straight face, that Miss Rennick competes on standard issue.

She did not believe him. That is the part I have kept. She stood there in the queue for a piece of equipment that does not exist, being told the exact truth by a salesman, and she walked away certain she had been lied to.

Nobody in that line asked what had been taken out of a blade. There is no counter for that anywhere in Corvane, and no price on the board, and I stood eight feet away in a grey sash with an empty tray and did not say one word.

I stood at the rail with the noise going over me in waves and let myself have the thing I had promised myself I did not want.

My hands were still flat on the timber where the count had been, and I could not make them let go of it.

[Soul-Attunement: 21%]

Somebody hit me in the shoulder hard enough to move me sideways.

Verena had come off the sand and up the gate steps and through the crowd, still in half-armour, helm under one arm, sweat sheen on her throat and the flush from the bout climbing up into her hair. Half the yard was trying to reach her. Two second-years were shouting her name. Somebody’s hand was on her pauldron and she had not noticed it.

She found me in about five seconds, which she always does, and she had the expression she gets when the adrenaline has nowhere to go.

“You,” she said.

“Congratulations.”

“Come with me.”

“There’s a sponsor’s table at the fifth hour and you’re obliged to sit at it.”

“There is,” she agreed, “and there is also an armoury loft over the north end of this yard with a ladder up to it and a door that bolts, and I have thought about very little else for the last four exchanges.”

I looked at her.

“Twenty minutes,” I said.

“Fifteen.” Verena put her helm into Tam Feld’s arms without breaking stride, and Tam stood there holding it like a man handed a baby. “And bring your hands.”


Chapter 16: Tradition

The armoury loft is a half-floor over the north end of the yard where the practice steel lives: forty racks of blunted blades, a wall of wicker shields, and a row of padded beams at waist height that the second-years use for cutting drills.

Under a lead roof it keeps the day’s heat long after the yard below has gone cold, and the air up there is thick with chalk and pine tar and the flat iron smell of eight hundred blunted edges standing in racks. The windows cut three hard bars of afternoon across the boards. The dust turns over in them slowly, all day, whether there is anybody up there to see it or not.

It has one ladder, one bolt on the trap door, and those three unglazed windows, looking straight down onto the sand.

She went up that ladder in front of me in full half-armour.

I have spent years of my life climbing ladders in workshops and the view has never yet been worth the trouble. Her armoured thighs at eye level, the short back-plates leaving the whole sweep of her uncovered, those blacks stretched taut across her ass on every rung: I stopped halfway up like a man who has forgotten his own name.

“Are you coming,” said Verena from the top, “or are you going to stand on my ladder and stare.”

“Both, in order.”

She caught my wrist as I came up through the trap and used it to bring me round, and dropped the bolt with her heel, and had my back against the rack post before I had finished straightening up.

Below us, through the floor, the yard was still going. You could feel it as a physical thing through the boards: a crowd that had not gone home, the marshals calling the next challenge, somebody’s name being shouted in a group of four.

“Fifteen minutes,” she said against my mouth. “You haven’t said anything.”

“I’m listening.”

“That is not the same as yes, and you made me say mine out loud in a basement.” She hooked a hand round the back of my neck and pulled my head down until her mouth was at my ear, breathing hard, still stinking beautifully of hot leather and clean sweat and steel oil. “So. Do you want this, up here, now, with the whole yard underneath us? Say it, or I’ll go and sit at the sponsor’s table like a civilised woman.”

“Yes.” I got both hands onto the plates over her hips and held her there. “Now tell me what you came up this ladder for, because I intend to give you all of it.”

“I want you over one of those beams first,” she said, “and then up against that window where I can see them. And I want to be finishing while they’re still saying my name.”

“Then the armour stays on.”

Her grin was the filthiest thing in the building.

“That’s a very specific request from a man in an apron.”

“You’ve been in it all afternoon and I’ve been looking at it all afternoon. Beam. Go.”

The cutting beams run the length of that loft between the racks: oak, waist high, wrapped in old harness leather and packed underneath with horsehair, worn shiny along the middle where three generations of second-years have hacked at them. In a room full of eight hundred blunt edges they are the only soft thing in it.

She went to the middle one and put both hands flat on the leather and looked back at me over the pauldron.

Then I got the buckles I wanted and left the rest. That was the point and she understood the point immediately: the cuirass stayed laced, the pauldrons stayed on, and I unfastened the two straps at her hips and shoved the blacks down her thighs, and the contrast of it nearly took my legs out from under me. Half a woman in hard plate, half a woman entirely bare, bent over a padded beam in a loft holding the whole day’s heat under a lead roof.

“Down,” I said. “Chest on the leather. Boots apart. More.” I set my palm flat at the base of her spine and pressed down until the hollow arrived. “There.”

She went down onto her forearms along the beam with her cheek turned against the warm harness leather, which put her hips at exactly the height a man’s hands want them and tipped that heavy round curve of her ass back and up into the bar of afternoon coming through the middle window, lit all the way along it, and I stood there for two full seconds and did nothing but look.

“You’ve stopped moving,” she said, into the leather.

“I have.”

“Then start again, because there are two thousand people under this floor and I can feel every one of them through it.”

I put my hand between her thighs and my fingers came away wet to the second knuckle. She had been in that state since the disarm and the ladder had done nothing to improve it, and when I pushed two of them back into her she turned her face into her own forearm and made a noise she had to swallow whole, because there was nothing between her and the yard but four inches of board.

“Quiet,” I said.

“Don’t you dare tell me to be quiet.”

“I’m not telling you to be quiet.” I worked two fingers into her slowly, curling, and watched her back seize from hip to shoulder. “I’m telling you that you’re about to find out how hard it is.”

Somewhere under our boots forty people repeated a name at once.

I got my belt open one-handed and pushed into her in one long stroke.

She said something with no consonants in it and both hands closed on the beam, and the whole rack behind it shivered on its hooks and gave off a low tuneless chime of blunted steel that did not entirely stop for the rest of the afternoon.

I stayed still for a moment, all the way in, with my hands spread over the flare of her hips and the plates of her cuirass shifting under my forearms, and I could feel the rune-lines humming warm under my palms.

“Move,” she said. “Move, move, move.”

“In a moment.”

“Emrys.”

“You did three exchanges at four and then put it away and disarmed her at quarter,” I said, and rolled my hips once, slow, so she felt every inch of it. “Say that number for me.”

“You unbelievable,” she started, and I did it again, and she lost the sentence.

“Louder.”

“Quarter,” she gasped. “Quarter power. I beat nine hundred marks of Ascension plate at a quarter, and you’re going to fuck me at four.”

“Yes,” I said, and did.

I set a hard pace and kept it. The horsehair took her weight and gave it back, so that every stroke went into her and then came up through the beam and shoved the whole rack a half-inch on its hooks, and forty blunted blades sang about it under the lead roof. The loft had gone from warm to airless. She was slick from the small of her back to the backs of her knees and so was I, and my hands kept sliding off the plate and finding skin.

“They’re still down there,” I said.

“I know.”

“Tell me what they’re saying.”

“Rank,” she managed, into the leather, “one.”

“Again.”

“Rank one, rank one, they’re chanting the board, they’re chanting the damned board while you’re,” and her voice went out entirely.

I put my thumb into the small of her back where the plates ended and the bare skin began, and pressed, and felt the rune-line under it come up warm against the pad of it like a wire in the sun.

“Your spine’s alight,” I said. “You can’t see it. I can. It runs from here” and I spread my other hand between her shoulder blades where the keystone sat, and she made a sound “to here, every time you clench on me. That’s what you look like from behind. That’s what nobody down there gets to know.”

“Emrys.”

“That’s what I get instead of the chanting.”

She stopped me at some point by planting a boot and shoving backward off the beam, and I let her, and she turned around inside my arms with her blacks still round her thighs and her cuirass still laced and walked me three steps back into the wall of wicker shields, hard enough that two of them came off their pegs and went over on the boards, and dropped straight to her knees among them.

She did not ask and she did not announce it. She got one hand splayed on my thigh, fingers wide, and took me into her mouth in the dim under the eaves with the three bars of afternoon behind her and the dust turning over in them, and her eyes came up onto mine and stayed there, and she gave it considerably longer than either of us had budgeted for, and every second of it was worse than the last: her tongue, the flat wet heat of her, the little competitive noise she made in her throat when my breathing broke.

She was tasting herself off me and enjoying it visibly, and she made sure I knew she was enjoying it, which is her entire method. Out through the open windows the marshals called the next challenge and the yard roared for somebody else, and the academy’s number one duelist knelt in a pile of practice shields in her cuirass with her mouth full and her eyes laughing up at me.

I hauled her off by the braid before it ended badly, and she came up grinning with her mouth shining and a long thread of it breaking across her chin.

“You made a noise,” she said, hugely pleased with herself. “I’m going to think about that noise all through the sponsor’s table.”

“Window.”

“Make me.”

“Middle one. Forearms on the frame, and look down,” I said, in the voice I keep for very precise work, “because I am going to finish this while you are watching them say your name, and you are going to be extremely loud, and the whole yard is going to hear their rank one making a sound they have never heard her make.”

She made a noise like she had been hit and got to that window so fast she nearly went out of it.

It is a plain unglazed opening in a stone wall, three feet across, with a sill worn into a shallow dish by sixty years of second-years leaning out of it to watch bouts they were not allowed down to. It puts you fifteen feet directly above the north end of the sand. That afternoon it put the entire yard under her, packed to the rail and the roofs and still shouting.

She put her forearms on the wood and looked down, and I watched what that did to her before I had touched her at all. The whole line of her back changed. Her hands closed white on the frame. She said something into her own shoulder that I did not catch and have never asked about.

“Has one of them looked up?”

She made herself sweep the yard from the gate to the kitchen roofs with her mouth open and my hands coming back onto her hips.

“No,” she said. “Nobody looks up. They never look up.”

“Then keep watching them.”

She took both my wrists off her hips, one at a time, and moved my hands up onto the frame over the backs of her own, and pressed down with them.

I understood the instruction and I obliged. I laced my fingers over hers and pinned both her hands flat to that worn wood and put my weight through them, so that a woman who could have thrown me down the ladder one-handed was held to a window sill by a man who could not have managed it for half a second if she had not asked.

The effect was immediate and enormous. Her spine hollowed further. Her chin came up. Everything in her opened, and she stopped holding any of her own weight off the frame, and did not want to.

“Harder,” she said. “Now. That’s an order.”

“Ask me again.”

She turned her head against her own shoulder to look back at me, storm-grey and blown wide, and I watched her go to say it, and I watched her get halfway, and her mouth stayed open with no sound in it anywhere.

“Emrys,” she said instead.

That was all she had.

I went into her hard from the first stroke and did not slow down, and the sound of it was obscene: the wet hard rhythm of us and her forearms sliding on old stone and the crowd noise coming up the wall in waves.

Her boots skidded on the boards and she got them planted again wider, and every stroke shoved her forward against the stone and dragged the laced edge of the cuirass up her ribs, and the whole plated shape of her rocked under my hands. One palm on hot bare skin and the other on cold academy plate, and there was not a second in it where I did not know exactly which was which.

She lasted about forty seconds. I felt her start to go: the clench, the shaking in her thighs, her hands trapped flat under mine with nothing to hold but sixty years of worn stone.

“That’s it. That’s the one.”

“Don’t you stop while they’re still saying it,”

Below us, right at that moment, the chant ran into the marshal’s call and the yard roared, and Verena Rennick went off around my cock with the sound of her own rank coming in through the window three feet from her face.

She was loud, and the roar coming in off the yard swallowed every sound of it. That was the only reason I let her be.

She locked, and shuddered, and clenched around me in long rolling pulls, and gold light ran up her spine under the black of the blacks and flared out along her hips where my hands were.

It came through the cuirass. That is what I remember most clearly out of that entire afternoon: the light of her going up under laced plate and out at the seams and the neck of it, so that for two or three heartbeats the academy’s issued half-armour was lit from inside by something House Vellick had never sold anybody.

“They’re saying my name,” she said, in pieces, laughing, still coming, “they’re saying my name and you’re inside me, Emrys, they’re saying it, they’re,”

That finished me.

I got one hand into the meat of her hip and the heel of the other braced over the keystone between her shoulder blades, holding her down onto the sill with the whole of my weight, and buried myself to the root, and let go into her in hard jerking spurts with her lattice burning gold under my palm, and whatever came out of my throat went into the back of her neck and the crowd below took the rest of it for their own.

My legs were not good. Neither of us came off that frame for some considerable time.

Eventually she reached back and patted my hip. Twice. Briskly.

“Right,” she said.

I could not manage a word, and she took that for the compliment it was.

She got herself upright and off the frame and stood there for a second, still half in academy plate and half out of everything else, braid completely destroyed, my cum running down the inside of one thigh, and started to laugh, hopelessly, silently, with her hand over her mouth.

“Look at me,” she said. “Look at the state of me. I have to be at the sponsor’s table in ten minutes.”

“You have sand in your hair from the bout, you’ll pass.”

“I have your fingerprints on my hips.”

“You have those under your armour, which is where they belong.”

She pulled the blacks up and did the two straps, and then she stood in front of me and let me fix her braid, which I did badly and slowly, and she let me do that too.

“Emrys.”

“Mm.”

“That’s the tradition now.” She said it deliberately, with her back to me, in the voice she uses for stating stakes. “After every win. Every single one. Whatever the room is, whatever the day is, we find fifteen minutes.”

“Every win.”

“Every win. Say it.”

“After every win,” I said. “Tradition.”

“Then it’s agreed. Because I come off that sand wound up like a spring and there is nowhere in this academy to put any of it, and you are what I intend to spend it on. And also,” she said, “I want it because I like it. That is a whole reason on its own. Nobody has ever let me have one of those.”

Then she put her helm strap back over her shoulder and went down the ladder to go and be gracious at a sponsor’s table with sand in her hair and my fingerprints under her armour.

I sat on the loft floor for five minutes, because my legs still would not entirely do their job.

I went past the rank board at the seventh hour the next morning on my way to the coal store, in fog thick enough to hide the far side of the yard, and she was already standing in front of it.

Not admiring it. Reading it the way she reads a repair chit: arms folded, braid done tight, her weight rocking slowly from her heels to the balls of her feet and back. Her own name on the top line where it had sat for two years, and not one name under it moved by so much as a rung, and the entire academy reading that board differently this morning than it had read it the day before.

She heard my boots on the gravel and did not turn round.

“It looks different,” she said.

“It is different.”

“Mm.”

And it arrived there, for both of us at once, in the fog, in front of a painted board with sixty names on it, sixteen hours after the fact.

[Soul-Attunement: 28%]

“Twenty-eight,” said Verena, deeply satisfied, to a fog bank.

Then she went to drills.

The yard spent the next three days doing what yards do, and what a yard does is invent a reason.

Nobody at Vandermoor has ever worked out that the Annex hears everything, because the queue talks over the bench-rat, as people do over a waiter. Four hundred pieces of gear a week means four hundred conversations a week held two feet from my hands by people who have decided I am furniture.

I heard eight different versions of it in the queue.

She has changed her tempo. She has come off the hedge. It’s the new balance on that blade, the Annex re-set it, my cousin saw the ticket. She has finally stopped thinking about the fourth round, and that was always the problem with Rennick, she thinks.

Underneath all of them, in every single telling, the same small bewildered clause: where did that come from?

The rhyme did not die. It started needing maintenance. Two second-years got into an argument about it on the armoury steps and one of them said, with genuine heat, that anybody who used the word finals about Rennick this year was going to look like an idiot in eight weeks, and the other one had nothing to say.

Nobody in that yard had had to argue about it in four years.

And on the Wednesday, Liselle Marchbank went to the sponsor’s armoury on the concourse and asked, in front of six people, for whatever it is that Rennick is using.

Tam heard it from a rigger who was there. I got it from Tam at supper, with all the theatre.

“She said it plainly. She said, I want the tier above this one, whatever the academy’s number one is running, and I want it fitted before the Trials, and my house will pay whatever the number is.”

“And?”

“And the sponsor’s man did the thing.” Tam mimed it: the pleasant blank face, the small apologetic tilt. “He said, my lady, Miss Rennick competes on standard academy issue.”

“What did she say?”

“Nothing. That’s the bit. She just stood there.” Tam had gone thoughtful, which he does about twice a term. “She didn’t shout. She looked at the rack for a bit and then she went away.”

I put my spoon down and thought about that until the stew went cold.

“Is that good?” said Tam. “For us. Is that good?”

Ferrant answered before I could, without looking up from the spear he was sighting.

“It’s good the way a crack in a dam is good,” he said. “Depends entirely which side of it you’re standing on.”

Verena was summoned to the tower on the Monday.

She went up in her dress blacks with her hair pinned, and she was gone two hours, and I did no useful work in either of them.

She came for me afterward, at the hour when the queue is asleep on the trestles and the forge has gone to a red mutter, and she did not come in. She stood in the doorway with her hands behind her back.

“Walk with me,” she said. “I can’t sit down with this in me.”

So we went up the low path in the dark and along under the yard wall and back again, twice, and she delivered it the way she delivers everything she does not want in her own mouth: word for word, in his cadence, which was worse than any summary would have been.

“He gave me tea,” she said. “In a room with a carpet. There’s a carpet, Emrys. Up there. Above the armoury, above the stores, above a hundred and forty of us sleeping four to a room, there is a carpet with a pattern in it.”

“Start at the top.”

“He stood up when I came in. He is fifty-eight and heavy and he stood up out of his chair for a scholarship duelist, and he came round the desk to take the tray off the boy himself.” She turned her hands over and studied the calluses on them. “That is the first move and it is the only one that matters. Everything after it, you are already in his debt for a cup of tea.”

“What did he offer?”

“Everything.” She was walking with her thumb working hard back and forth across the calluses at the base of her own fingers. “He did it slowly, and he did not look at me one single time while he was doing it, which I have thought about since.”

She stopped talking. Somewhere down in the lower town somebody was calling a dog and getting nowhere with it.

“An Ascension-tier harness,” she said. “Cut to my measurements, fitted inside the fortnight. He said, and I am quoting him, we have your figures from renewal day, so there need be no fuss and no fitting room and no gossip. Then a personal focus at master grade, which he would cut himself, which he does perhaps four times a year and never for a student. Then a capital armourer’s contract for the national circuit, in my name, for as long as I compete.”

I did not fill the gap. She let it sit exactly as long as she wanted it to sit.

“And then he sat down and drank his tea and said, the house has watched your late bloom with great pleasure. It would be a poor sponsor that sent a talent like yours to the capital under-equipped.”

“Late bloom.”

“That is what he called it.” She had a file in her hand off my bench and she was turning it over and over without looking at it. “He said it kindly. That is the thing you have to understand about him, he says all of it kindly. It was not a threat and it was not a bribe. He genuinely thought he was being generous, and I sat there and could not find the seam in it, and that is the frightening part. There was no seam.”

“There was a seam.”

“Tell me where.”

“He offered you the harness and the focus and the contract,” I said. “He did not offer you the throttle out.”

Verena stopped walking in the middle of the low path and did not start again for a good ten seconds.

“No,” she said slowly. “No, he did not. Ascension-tier issue has no throttle in it, so he’d have thought he was giving me that too, without ever having to say the word.”

“He’d have thought he was giving you back your own strength,” I said, “as a gift, on his terms, at his price, at a time of his choosing, and you would have spent the rest of your life grateful to him for it and never found out what had been sitting in your belt for four years. That’s the seam. That is always the seam. It is the same seam that was in the contract my master signed for me.”

“And then I’d have been the house’s late bloom for the rest of my career.”

“You’d have been the proof that the ladder works.”

She looked out over the black shapes of the kitchen gardens rather than at me.

“He said a thing near the end,” she said. “He said, a ladder is a shared enterprise, Miss Rennick. The house arms the Trials so that the best rise. Climbers climb with us.” Her mouth twisted. “He said it the way my father used to explain drill. Patient. Like it had been true for a long time and would go on being true after both of us.”

“And the price?”

“He never said a price. That was the shape of the entire conversation.” She turned and looked at me. “He offered me nine hundred marks of equipment and asked me for nothing at all, and I sat there in that carpeted room with a cup in my hand and thought: this is what it feels like. This is what it felt like for you, at nineteen, when a man told your master a contract was an honour.”

I did not say anything for a moment, because my throat had shut.

“What did you tell him?”

“I said, thank you, grandmaster, I am content with my issue.” She said it in a perfect flat drawing-room voice. “He waited. He is very good at waiting. I have been waited at by marshals and sponsors and my mother, and he is better than all of them, and I sat there and drank tea and let it go on for as long as he wanted, because that is a thing my father taught me and I have never had a use for it until that room.”

“And?”

“And he said, of course, and smiled, and asked after my father’s sword.”

“He what?”

“He asked whether I still carried Sergeant Rennick’s blade, and said it was a fine sentiment, and that sentiment has a place in a duelist as long as it does not go on the sand.” Her hands had gone still at her sides, and then closed. “He knew my father’s rank. Nobody at this academy knows my father’s rank. I have not said it aloud here in four years.”

Down in the gardens something small moved in the cabbages and stopped moving.

“He was telling you he has read a ledger,” I said.

“Yes.”

“And he told you kindly.”

“Yes.”

Verena started walking again.

“He has decided something about us,” she said. “I could feel it happen while I was declining. He went from offering to costing between one sentence and the next, and then he was perfectly charming for another twenty minutes.”

We came back round the top of the low path past the gate court, and I looked up out of habit, because a man who catalogues exits catalogues arrivals too.

There were four horses on the tower court that had not been there in the morning: good horses, capital tack, mud to the shoulder from hard riding.

And in the guest range along the east wall, where nobody stays in term time, three windows were lit.


Chapter 17: Night Raid

The Annex at one in the morning is the best hour of the best room in the world, and that night I had the whole of it: bench eleven, a lamp, a cracked pauldron in the vise, and fifty-three pieces of other people’s property asleep on the trestles down the middle with their paper tickets on.

Two lamps burning in sixty feet of workshop. Mine, and the one over the door.

By the forge door hangs the bell. An old fire bell on a bracket, with a rope that goes up through the ceiling to Ferrant’s room and along to the apprentice loft, because a shop that works with fire at night either has a bell or has a fire.

The alarm-ward I had cut into the door frame in my second week went off at twenty past one.

It does not make a sound. That would be a stupid design. It puts a cold flat pressure behind my sternum for as long as somebody is standing in the frame, and not one heartbeat longer.

I did not look up.

I kept filing, and I counted, and it was four seconds before the pressure ended, which meant four people had crossed the threshold, and then it came again for two, and that was five and six.

Six men had just walked into the Annex, at night, through a door that had been barred from the inside.

I put the file down.

The inventory that runs in a man’s head at that moment ran, in mine, like this: the yard door is at the far end and it is barred; the undercroft stair is bolted from the far side because Garvan does it every night; the forge chimney is a chimney; and the only way out of this room that does not go through six men is the high window over bench three, eight inches wide.

So I was not leaving.

What I wanted was the bell.

Sixty feet of workshop, nine ranks of bench, five swords and a bookkeeper standing between me and a length of hemp. That was my problem for the next two minutes. Everything I broke, I broke to move.

The first four seconds decided the rest of it.

I shuttered my own lamp in one motion instead of blowing it out, and took the glass out of the door lamp with a thrown wedge of scrap.

The room went black.

That costs me nothing whatsoever and it costs a great deal to a man carrying a sword he did not make. I do not need light to read runework. The racks came up first, then the queue, then the ward on the frame and the alarm I had cut into it, and then five blades moving down the aisle in a line of small cold fires. All five Vellick armoury pattern. And a sixth at the door that did not move.

Then two steps left and down, behind the leg of the trestle, out of the place where a man had last seen me, and after that I did not move at all, because men who cannot see talk.

“Lamp’s out.”

“He’s in here. Ket, get the shutter.”

“Take him whole.” That was a voice I could have picked out of a cathedral. Hargen, unhurried, from the doorway. “Hands especially. His Lordship’s paying for the hands.”

“And the room?”

“Burn the bench when we have him. Not before. Bench-fires bring marshals.”

Take him whole.

Everything I did in the next minute was built on top of what those three words did to me.

My legs stopped.

My knees locked and my thighs went to wood exactly as they had in a vault with a collar at my throat and four syllables in the air, and for about three seconds I crouched behind a trestle leg in a dark workshop and could not have moved if the building had come down.

Take him whole. Not kill him. Take him.

Which means a cart. Which means a room somewhere with a door I do not open. Which means a band of grey oath-metal a finger wide, and a smith with a loupe, and another forty years, and I have been there and I know exactly, precisely, in detail what every hour of it is like.

I have been afraid of death twice in two lives and it was nothing like this.

What broke it was Tam Feld’s arm.

That is the truth and it is not noble. I crouched there in the dark drowning in a room that was not there anymore, and what came into my head was a nineteen-year-old sitting on the flags holding his wrist and saying you didn’t do anything, and the fact that this time everybody I liked was asleep two floors above and there were six men in the room with a plan involving fire.

My legs came back.

I reached up over my head, found the first thing on the rack by feel, and threw it down the far side of the aisle.

It was a hinge-block, and it hit the flags twelve feet away and rang like a bell.

“There.”

Four men went that way, fast, and the lead one went past my trestle at a distance of about a yard, and I read his sword as he came.

Vellick armoury issue. Forty-one runes. Hardening lattice, edge-keeper anchored at the crossguard, and the keystone a thumb’s width above the ricasso where the armoury has put it since I told them to put it there, in the same convention I had unmade in a vault last winter with a bookkeeper watching.

I came up out of the dark on his blind side with my chisel and I did not touch the man at all.

Two strokes on the keystone and the whole lattice let go down the length of his blade at once, guard to point, like a knot pulled out of a rope.

He felt it. A fighter feels a good lattice’s absence in the balance before he understands what happened.

“My sword’s gone soft, my sword’s,”

I put the chisel handle into the back of his knee and dropped him into the trestle, and fifty-three pieces of the academy’s finest gear came off the table on top of him in an avalanche of steel and paper tickets.

I was moving again, because that had bought me perhaps two seconds.

“He’s behind you!”

“Lamp! Get a lamp lit!”

A lamp got lit. That was the moment the fight became genuinely dangerous, because with light in the room I stopped being the only one who could see, and there were five of them left and one of me.

I lost ground twice in the next minute and I have no clever account of either.

The first time a man came over the trestle at me and I went backward into the file rack and took an elbow in the mouth, and only got out of it because the rack was mine and I knew that the third upright is not fixed and I could take it out with my heel and drop two hundred files across the aisle.

The second time I ran out of room at the forge end and a short man in leathers got a slash across the outside of my left forearm, and it was shallow and it bled like an argument and it hurt considerably more than I expected.

I got the quarterstave rack instead of getting killed.

There is a rack of forty ash staves by the forge door, standing on end, held by a single pin, and I have looked at that pin every day for two months, as I look at everything.

I pulled the pin.

Forty quarterstaves came down across the width of the hall, and there is nothing in this world harder to walk on than loose round wood on a flat stone floor. Two of them went down immediately. The whole aisle became an ankle-breaking mess, and the man who had cut me stood there swearing on one leg while I got behind the anvil.

And then the big one came.

He had been last down the aisle and he was carrying a two-hander, and he came over the staves like they were not there, and I understood in one very clear moment that this man was better at his trade than the other four and that I was going to die at the forge end of my own shop.

I did the thing Rhona had made me do four hundred times.

He came in with a full overhand commitment, and every instinct I own said go back, and I waited past that, and past it again, until the moment when he could not stop his own hips.

Then I stepped in and planted.

Late. Diagonal. Both feet. Shoulder to him.

The two-hander came down through the air where my collarbone had been and hit the anvil, and the sound was enormous, and the shock of it went up his arms and made his hands open.

And I was standing at his elbow with my chisel four inches from his armpit and a full second of his weapon’s weight between him and doing anything about it.

I did not put the chisel in him.

My reasons were not moral ones. A dead hired blade is a murder, and a murder brings a magistrate, and a magistrate brings names and files and a very careful look at a first-term Artificer.

So I put my boot on the back of his forward knee and shoved, and he went down onto the anvil face-first, and he stayed there, because a man who has just eaten an anvil is not an immediate problem.

“Enough of this,” said Hargen from the doorway. “Somebody get a lamp on him. He is one boy.”

The bell went.

I had spent two minutes and everything in that room trying to reach the rope and had not got within thirty feet of it, and in the end I did not have to, which is the only joke that night contained.

It went right over my head, loud enough to hurt, and it kept going, because Cobb Ferrant had come down his own stair in his nightshirt and had hauled that rope with both hands and then had not let go of it.

Then he came through the forge door with a twelve-pound forge hammer in his fist.

My knees very nearly went out from under me at the sight of him.

“OUT OF MY SHOP!”

He was sixty-something years old and built like a bollard, and he came down that aisle over the staves with the hammer up and murder in his face, and Garvan came out of the dark behind him without a word with the long forge tongs open in both fists, and used them precisely as he uses them at the hearth: he closed them on the nearest man’s sword wrist and did not open them again.

“Two more,” somebody said. “There’s two more of them.”

“Take them,” said Hargen.

That was his mistake, and it was a small one, and it was the only one he made all night.

The high window over bench three is eight inches wide, and the yard door is barred, and there is a third way into the Maintenance Annex that nobody uses: the coal hatch on the low path, which drops four feet onto the flags by the slack tub, and which is bolted on the inside with a bolt that a woman with an unbound soul-lattice can shear off by leaning on it.

The hatch came in.

Verena Rennick came through it in a shirt and unlaced boots with her father’s sword in her hand, and she was not shouting, and the first man she reached did not have time to turn around.

She hit him with the flat, once, across the back of the shoulders.

It sounded like a dropped plank and he went twelve feet and hit the slack tub and stopped being a combatant for the rest of the year.

The second one saw it happen.

He was the one who had cut my arm, and he had his blade up in a decent guard, and he was looking at a woman in a nightshirt who had just thrown a grown man the length of a room with a flat-side blow.

Verena stepped in and took his sword out of his hands.

It was more than a disarm. She caught the blade in a bind and rolled it, and her wrist turned, and the sword left him and went into the ceiling beam over the tong wall, where it stuck, quivering, four feet above everybody’s heads.

He sat down on the floor voluntarily.

“That’s enough,” said Hargen.

Everything stopped.

He was still standing in the doorway. He had not drawn. Through the whole of it, from the first bell to that moment, the man had not moved from his three feet of floor by the door frame, and it was the most frightening thing about him.

He looked around the room and counted the breakages, item by item, in the order they had happened: one man under a trestle with a broken sword, one face-down on the anvil, one in the slack tub, forty quarterstaves everywhere, an overseer with a hammer, a journeyman with tongs, a woman with a garrison sword and no armour, and me, bleeding, behind the anvil with a chisel.

“Bring them,” he said to the two still on their feet, meaning the three on the floor, and turned to go.

“You’ll stand where you are,” said Ferrant. “The marshals are coming.”

“They are,” Hargen agreed, “and they will find nobody they can put a name to, in a room with no forced door, and a work-study student who cut down forty staves.” He said it without any triumph at all, which is his whole method. “Good night, master overseer. Have the frame looked at. It is not a good frame.”

They went out through the door they had come in by, carrying two, dragging one.

I had been drifting up the aisle behind them from the moment Hargen turned, and it was never to fight. It was to get within arm’s length once, in a crowded doorway, in the dark, with five men moving and everybody looking at the two on the floor.

His sheath. Length, taper, the width of the throat, the two suspension rings, the worn patch where his thumb rides. I had measured it by eye in this room twelve days before and I had drawn it three times since from memory.

I put my hand out as he passed, in the press, and laid one hairline stroke into the leather two fingers below the throat.

A fade-rune. Etching grade, the smallest thing I know how to cut, invisible to anything but my own sight, and it does exactly one thing: it fades, on a schedule I set, and while it fades it is warm in my sight from a considerable distance.

It is a mark. Nothing more. Ten thousand smiths in Corvane cut them onto stock to track a batch.

He felt the touch. He turned his head, mildly, and looked at me, and I stood there with my bleeding arm and my chisel and let him see a young man who had been shoved in a doorway.

“Mind yourself,” said Hargen.

He was gone into the fog, and the Annex was very loud, and the marshals arrived a quarter of an hour later.

We stood in the wreck of the room after they had gone, the four of us, at the third hour of the morning.

The bench was scorched at the far end where somebody had knocked a lamp over, and it had gone out on the stone, and that was all the fire they had planned. Fifty-three repair tickets were on the floor. There were two hundred files in the aisle. My arm was wrapped in a strip of somebody’s shirt and my mouth was split.

Ferrant sat down on a stool with the hammer across his knees and looked at me for the better part of a minute.

“They said the smith,” he said. “Not the ledgers. Not the gear. The smith.”

“Yes.”

“Whole, they said.”

“Yes.”

He nodded slowly. He is not a stupid man. He has never been a stupid man, and I watched him decide, right there, on a stool at three in the morning, that he was not going to ask.

“Bell rings in my room and the loft,” he said. “Tomorrow it’s going to ring in the kitchen, the porter’s lodge and the marshals’ room, and I don’t care what it costs or who signs it. If the sponsor’s office wants a word about the expense they may come down here and have it standing in the mess.”

“I’ll cut the runs myself.”

“You will.” He turned the hammer over on his knees and looked at the head of it as though he had not seen it properly before. “Thirty-one years I’ve had this room. In all that time the worst thing that ever came down that stair was a drunk second-year wanting his sword back at midnight, and I put him in the slack tub and he thanked me in the morning.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t.” It came out flat and hard, and he did not look up. “Don’t you be sorry in my Annex. Five paid blades came down my stair and put a hand on my apprentice, and the only man in this academy who owes anybody an apology for that is whoever signed the bill for it.”

He set the hammer down against the stool leg, carefully, where his hand could find it again without looking.

“And Stroud.” He stood up with a grunt. “You’ll not work down here alone at night again. Not for a while.”

Garvan was already sweeping.

Verena was standing at the tong wall looking up at the sword sticking out of the beam.

“How long were you awake?” I asked her.

“All of it.” She did not look round. “I’ve been sleeping badly since the day they took the day-slips. I was sitting on my window ledge and I heard your bell across the court.”

“You came over the coal hatch in a nightshirt.”

“The yard door was barred,” she said reasonably.

She turned around, and her face was not reasonable at all.

“I could hear you in there,” she said. “From the low path. I could hear a man say take him whole.”

“Verena.”

“I want you to know something.” She crossed the room and took my face in both hands, and her hands were shaking, which hers do not do. “I have never in my life wanted to kill anybody. I have fought two hundred bouts and I have never once wanted it. Tonight I came through that hatch wanting it, and I am not sorry, and I want you to know that about me before you decide anything else about me.”

“I already knew it.”

“How?”

“Because you threw a man twelve feet with the flat,” I said. “Which is a mercy, and which cost you something, and which is exactly your father’s manners under a truly enormous amount of rage.”

Her hands came off my face and gripped my collar instead, and she put her forehead against mine.

“I turned the blade,” she said, into my shoulder. “Coming through the hatch. I had the edge on and I turned it in the dark before I swung, and I have been standing here for an hour trying to work out whether I turned it because I’m my father’s daughter or because I did the sums about a magistrate.”

“Does it matter?”

“It will one day.” She let go of my collar and looked at the blood drying on her own boots, and I watched a decision arrive in her and get made without any fuss at all. “Not tonight. Tonight I’m going to sit on that stool until somebody rings a bell for breakfast, and you are going to let me, and neither of us is going to say one wise thing about any of it.”

The last thing I did that night, when they had gone up and the room was swept, was fish a broken sword out from under the trestle.

It was the lead man’s, the one whose lattice I had unmade, snapped six inches above the guard when the trestle came down on him.

I was carrying it to the scrap bin when it told me who had made it, which is generally how the good ones arrive: I had not sat down to read anything, and I was three strides across a swept floor at three in the morning with a broken sword in one hand.

The blade was unmarked. Deliberately: the maker’s stamp ground off the ricasso and the fuller polished after, competently, by somebody who knew that a stamp is the thing people look for.

A stamp is a label. Anybody can grind off a label, and everybody who grinds one off believes that is the end of the matter, because everybody who grinds one off thinks of runework as decoration applied to a piece rather than the piece’s own bones.

Under the ground surface, down in the structure of the lattice where no grinder can reach, sat the armourer’s stroke.

I knew the hand. I sat down on the end of the trestle with the broken thing across my knees and stayed there while the fog went grey in the doorway.


Chapter 18: Closing Ranks

“Two hundred files,” said Head Marshal Drummond.

“Closer to two-twenty, sir.”

“And forty staves.”

“Thirty-nine, for the report. One of them was already cracked.”

He had come in at the eighth hour and planted himself in the middle of the aisle with his hands behind his back, and he had looked at the wreckage of a shop for a long time before he said anything at all.

His men had got there an hour ahead of him, with a clerk and a lamp, and they did everything correctly. That was the problem.

They measured the door frame. They counted the quarterstaves. They took the broken lamp away in a sack. A young marshal with a careful hand drew the Annex floor plan on a board and marked where each of the three wounded men had been found not being, because by the time anyone official arrived there were no men on the floor at all, only blood on the flags and a sword four feet up in the ceiling beam.

Two of them got a ladder and spent twenty minutes getting that sword down.

Nobody asked how it had gone in.

Drummond turned his head and looked at me. My mouth had split at the corner and swollen overnight into something that made talking a decision, and my left forearm was wrapped from wrist to elbow in a bandage Ferrant had put on with a docker’s competence and a docker’s opinion of my life choices.

“Give me the statement,” said Drummond. “Not to the clerk. To me. In your own words, in order, with the tool sizes.”

So I gave it to him, standing in the aisle, and I gave him nearly all of it.

Six men through a barred door. The lamps. The trestle. The staves. The two-hander and the anvil. What I left out was the unmade sword. A boy who takes a lattice off a blade in the dark is a boy with a name in a report, and what I left out was Hargen’s face, because a name I could not prove would have made me a liar in front of the one honest official in that academy.

I gave him everything else and I gave it to him in the flat voice of a man reciting an inventory, and he listened to all of it without moving.

“Who barred that door?” he said at the end.

“I did. At the tenth hour.”

“And it was not forced.”

“No, sir.”

“Which means either you are lying to me,” said Drummond, “or somebody in this academy has a key to the Maintenance Annex and gave it to six men with swords.”

Ferrant came down the aisle at that, carrying his hammer for no reason anybody could have defended, and stood beside me.

“Third one,” he said.

“Master overseer?”

“There’s a third possibility and you’ll have thought of it, so let’s not stand here being delicate.” Ferrant’s jaw was out. “Somebody in this academy didn’t give them a key. Somebody in this academy told them where the spare hangs: on a nail in the porter’s lodge under a chart of the tide tables, and it has hung there since before you were born.”

Drummond looked at the floor.

“Yes,” he said.

“So what happens?”

“I will interview the porters. I will find nothing, because the man who took that key has been paid enough to move to the country and has already gone.” He said it without any drama whatsoever, as though none of it were news to him. “I will write it up as an attempted burglary by persons unknown, because that is precisely what I can prove. And I will put two men on this door from dusk until dawn until the Trials are over.”

“That’s more than we asked.”

“You did not ask for anything. That is why I am giving it.” Drummond turned to go, and stopped. “Stroud.”

“Sir.”

“Six men come into a workshop for a work-study Artificer, at night, past a barred door, and leave carrying their wounded.” He looked at me with the scar through his eyebrow drawn up. “I have been a marshal for twenty-six years. That is not a burglary, and I would very much like you to tell me what it is.”

“So would I, sir.”

“Mm,” said Drummond, and went.

The Annex bell got its new runs that afternoon.

That was Ferrant’s answer to the whole business, and it is the best answer I have ever seen a man give to being frightened: he did not lecture anybody, he did not post a guard rota, he took the thing that had worked and made more of it.

The old bell rope ran up through the ceiling to his room and along a joist to the apprentice loft. In an emergency the Annex could wake exactly two rooms, and one of them contained Tam Feld.

I spent six hours that day cutting relay-runes into brass plates the size of a palm.

“What’s it do,” said Tam, at my elbow, where he had been for the entire six hours.

“It carries a strike.” I set the plate in the vise and laid the first stroke. “You can’t run a rope to the kitchen, the porter’s lodge and the marshals’ room without four hundred feet of rope and somebody tripping over all of it. So you don’t run rope. You run a sympathy.”

“A what?”

“Two plates cut from the same billet, with the same lattice, at the same hour. Hit one and the other one rings. It’s the cheapest trick in the trade and every fire watch in Grayvern uses it, and nine out of ten of them are cut badly.”

“Why badly?”

“Because people cut both plates at once and think that’s the whole job.” I turned the vise. “Watch this. Here’s the sympathy line, and here’s the damper. Without the damper, your kitchen plate rings every time somebody drops a hammer in the Annex, and after four days the cook takes it off the wall and puts it in a drawer, and then the one night you need it, it is in a drawer.”

Tam thought about that.

“So the damper is the whole thing.”

“The damper is the whole thing. Anybody can make a bell. The trade is making a bell that people don’t take down.”

He got that. Tam gets things visibly: his chin came up, he said “oh” once, quietly, to nobody in particular, and his hand was already going for the little book in his apron before he had finished nodding. Then he asked to cut one, and I let him ruin two plates and get the third one nearly right, and I cut the damper on his third one myself while narrating what I was doing at a level a first-year could follow, and none of the four bench-rats leaning in over his shoulder noticed that I was laying a nine-stroke calibration into a piece of brass while talking about how you hold a graver.

Four plates went up that week: kitchen, porter’s lodge, marshals’ room, and, at Ferrant’s specific and unexplained instruction, the weapons mistress’s office.

Orla Selkirk arrived straight off her last run of the afternoon and announced that she was now the Annex’s security consultant.

“Nobody appointed you,” said Ferrant.

“That’s the beauty of it, there’s no salary.” She had already vaulted up onto the end of the trestle and folded one knee against her chest. “Right. I have walked the perimeter.”

“You’ve what?”

“Walked the perimeter. This morning, twice, before drills. There are nine ways into this building and four of them are windows, and one of them is a coal hatch that a woman apparently came through in her nightdress. I have had that from three separate people and I intend to have it from the woman herself at the earliest opportunity.”

“It was a shirt,” I said.

“It gets better every time somebody tells it, bench-rat, don’t spoil it for me.” She pointed at the far end of the hall. “Also your yard door hinges are on the outside, which means a man with a screw-drift and four minutes doesn’t need your lock at all, and I know that because it is how I got into the sponsor’s store in my second year. I tell you so as a professional and not as a confession.”

Ferrant put his hands on his hips.

“Can it be fixed?”

“Weld the hinge pins,” said Garvan, from the forge end.

“Weld the hinge pins!” Orla flung an arm out. “Thank you. The journeyman has spoken. Four words, all of them load-bearing. Garvan, when I am rich you may come and work for me and say nothing.”

Garvan welded the pins.

And that was the comic performance, delivered at volume, in a room full of people, by a woman who had come in through a door I had watched her check twice before she crossed it.

She caught me looking at the end of it and gave me the full bright hazel-green stare, freckles bunching across her nose, daring me to say a word about any of it.

I said not a word about any of it.

She stayed until the lamps went down. When she left she stopped in the doorway and knocked twice on the post with her knuckles, hard, and then went out whistling.

Rhona Corrick sent for me on the Friday, and not to a drill court.

The weapons store is a long vaulted room behind the armoury where Vandermoor keeps everything that is not currently issued. Polearms standing in racks, sorted by length. Forty quarterstaves bundled upright in the corner like a stook of corn. Boar-spears from some previous century that nobody has the heart to burn and nobody has the nerve to carry. It smells of neatsfoot oil and cold iron and the fine grey dust that comes off old ash shafts when you disturb them.

One lamp on a chain, and no windows anywhere. That is why the academy keeps its steel in there, and it is why nobody goes in after dark.

She had left the door open two inches, which is a message. She was sitting on a powder crate under the lamp with both bracers off.

They lay on the bench beside her with the buckles hanging open. She had a rag and a tin of oil and she was working the leather of the left one in small circles with two fingers, the automatic handling of a thing handled ten thousand times while thinking about something else.

I had seen those bracers once, at forty feet, in sunlight, on her arms. This was three feet away, under a lamp, with the plates lying separate from the woman who wore them.

My sight went into them before I had any say in the matter.

Two intact strokes left in the left one. Two. On the small court in the second week there had been four, and one of those four was the original maker’s mark, and the maker’s mark was one of the two still standing.

That is what the end looks like. A lattice does not fade politely down to nothing. Once the load-bearing filaments go, what is left carries more than it was ever cut for, and the structure starts eating itself, and it accelerates. Twenty-two years had taken four strokes off her. One month had taken two more.

In a saucer at her elbow lay six flakes of oath-metal, saved.

“Sit down, Stroud.”

I sat down on the end of a spear rack.

“You have been reading my arms since the doorway,” she said, without looking up. “You did it on the small court as well. I let that go, because you were new and I assumed you were looking at me, which happens and is not a crime.” She turned the bracer over. “You were not looking at me. So say what you see.”

She had taken the plates off her own arms and put them on a bench and lifted her hands away from them, and sat there not looking at me. A man who has nothing to say to that has just said a great deal.

“Two strokes left in the left one,” I said. “One of them is the maker’s mark, which is no use to anybody. The impact-spread went first, then the bind-holds. What is carrying now is carrying about nine times what it was cut to carry. The right one is perhaps a season behind it.”

Rhona Corrick set the rag down.

“Nine times,” she said.

“About that.”

“The last man to put a loupe on these told me they were tired.” She tilted the saucer so the flakes slid. “Tired. Nine years ago, in a siege yard, being very sorry for me. A quarter-mark a stroke, he said, and there are about sixteen hundred strokes in a bracer of this pattern. Do that sum, Artificer. Then go and find out what this academy pays a weapons mistress in a term.”

“You would be four terms short.”

“Five.” She said the number the way you read out a delivery docket. “Older than you, both of us. Now say the next bit and get it over with.”

“I could look at them.”

“No.”

“Ma’am.”

“You are a first-term Artificer with a cut arm and a borrowed apron, and these are warfront siege bracers, and there are four men in this kingdom who could re-lay that lattice.” She was already reaching for the first buckle. “It was a decent offer and I will remember that you made it. Stop looking at my arms. In about a minute you are going to want your eyes for something else.”

She buckled them back on. Both of them, over dead metal, in an empty room, with nobody there to see it but me.

“You could leave them off in here,” I said.

“I could leave my spine off in here.” She stood, and the crate scraped. “You drill in your gear, or you learn to fight in gear you have not got. Take a stave.”

I took one off the bundle. Ash, seven foot, worn to a shine through the middle third by sixty years of hands.

She took one for herself. Then she reached up and turned the lamp down until it was a red bead in a glass, and every rack in that room stopped being an object and became a shape, and the place got very much bigger.

“Six men came through a barred door at you in the dark,” she said, out of it. “I have had a fortnight to be sensible about that and I have not managed it.”

“There were staves everywhere, mistress. Half of them fell over.”

“Yes. You pulled the pin on a rack you have walked past every day for two months and have never laid a hand on, which I know because I asked Ferrant.” Her voice moved along the wall. She was circling me. “Nobody survives five blades with bench tricks. A man survives five blades because at some point in his life he has stood in rooms working out how to make them fall on people, and I have met perhaps nine men like that, and every one of them was over fifty.”

I said nothing, which was itself an answer, and she let me hear it being one.

“Four of them went down,” she said.

Four. I let it stand.

Two of those four were mine. The other two were a woman in a borrowed shirt with a garrison sword, and Ferrant had told the marshals that the coal hatch bolt had sheared from rust, and nobody in that building had contradicted him, so the official account of the night raid quietly credited me with the best two seconds of Verena Rennick’s life.

It was a useful lie and it held, and I did not enjoy one minute of owning it.

“Cross with me,” said Rhona.

Her stave came out of the dark and found mine at the middle, and she leaned.

Forty years of my life have gone into learning what a material is doing from the pressure that comes back up a tool. You do not look at the metal, you feel what it wants, and you are already moving before it does anything about it.

Her weight rolled off her back foot, and it came up seven feet of ash into my hands like a shout, and I moved without deciding to.

The end of my stave arrived against her hip.

Everything in that room stopped. I stood in the dark with a weapons mistress on the end of a pole and understood, with total clarity, exactly how much that had just cost me and exactly how little of it I could take back.

“Do it again,” said Rhona.

“That was luck, mistress.”

“Do it again, Stroud.”

I did it again, because there was no version of the next ten seconds in which refusing was smaller than obeying.

She held very still afterward.

“On the small court you could not manage a marshal’s step without falling over your own feet,” she said. “That was three weeks ago. You have just read my hips through seven feet of wood in the dark, twice, and you were surprised both times, which means you were not doing it on purpose.”

“No, ma’am.”

“There it is, then.” Something in her voice had changed register. Not warmer. Cleaner: a line settling once the shouting is over and the work has started. “Your feet are a lie your file tells. Your hands have never lied about anything. Whatever you are, you are it in the hands, and the hands got taught somewhere that people die.”

“Are you going to ask me where?”

“No,” said Rhona Corrick. “I asked Cobb Ferrant about you once and he told me to mind my own shop, and that man has not told me to mind my own shop about anything in thirteen years.” The butt of her stave tapped the flags twice. “So we do it the other way. I ask nothing, I write nothing down, and there is a brass plate on the wall of my office that rings when somebody strikes a bell in your building, which Master Ferrant did not explain to me and which I did not require him to explain.”

“I cut that plate.”

“I know you cut that plate.” Tap, tap. “In exchange you train with me. Here, in this room, twice a week until the Trials are finished, and properly. Not the general rotation with ranked third-years. Whatever is standing behind you sent six. Next time it sends eight.”

“Then teach me what I just did,” I said, “because I do not know what I just did, and a thing a man cannot repeat on purpose is not worth anything to him.”

Rhona Corrick laughed in the dark, one short bark of it, and then gave me two hours that I have measured every hour of teaching against since.

“Everybody at this academy is taught to fight a bind,” she said, crossing with me again. “Every one of them is taught wrong. They are taught that a bind is an argument about the blade. A bind is a conversation about weight, and it is the most honest conversation you will ever have with a man who wants you dead.”

She leaned. I resisted.

“Left,” she said.

My left heel was loaded. I had not told her that with anything except four ounces of pressure down seven feet of ash.

“Again. Right. Right. Left. Left, and you are about to shift, and you are shifting now.”

I shifted. She was already there, and my back hit the flags with a stave across my collarbone.

“Up. His push has to come from somewhere, and it comes from the foot he is standing on, and a man cannot move a foot he is standing on. He has to unload it first. That is a beat. He will hand you that beat down the steel every time, for the whole of his life, and he will never once know he did it.”

“And the shoulders?”

“Shoulders lie. Faces lie. Feet lie best of all, because a good fighter false-steps on purpose.” She reset. “Steel does not lie. It cannot. Again.”

It went in slowly, the way anything worth having goes in. I was appalling, and then less appalling, and somewhere in the second hour I stopped translating the pressure into numbers in my head and simply knew where she was standing.

Somewhere in that hour, in the middle of a reset, something small hit the flagstones between us with the sound of a dropped coin.

Neither of us looked down.

“Again,” said Rhona.

We went again, and again, and when she finally called it and turned the lamp back up she bent and picked the flake off the stone and put it in her coat pocket with the others, and said nothing whatever about it, and I said nothing whatever about it.

“Tuesday and Friday,” she said. “Sixth hour. Bring the arm.”

I did not go to bed.

I went down to bench eleven with the lamp low and got the ink ledger out and priced it, because a number is the only honest way I have ever found to hold a thing I am not going to do.

Sixteen hundred strokes to a bracer. Two bracers. Sky-iron ground fine and cut at siege depth, which drinks three times the ink of academy work, because oath-metal that old takes what it wants. Four evenings, not two. I had been lying to myself about two since the small court.

Fourteen marks of sky-iron, if Osbern had that much of it on the shelf and I ground it myself. Four evenings of my hands. That was the entire cost, and I had it in a drawer.

I took a clean sheet and drew the left bracer’s lattice from memory anyway. All of it. Sixteen hundred strokes, the impact-spread whole, the bind-holds live, the way that plate had looked in the year a young siege-magus bought it with her own money and cut her company’s mark into the wrist with somebody else’s tool.

It took me until the third hour and it was the best drawing I did that term.

I carried it down the aisle and put it into the forge and stood there with the rake in my hand until the last corner of it had gone.

The page came back on the Monday.

It arrived by internal post, which at Vandermoor is a boy with a satchel who does two circuits a day and does not knock. He put a flat parcel on Ferrant’s desk, said “Annex,” and went away again, and Ferrant did not open it for an hour because he assumed it was requisition forms.

Then he opened it and stood there for so long that Garvan went and looked over his shoulder.

I came up the aisle with a rasp in my hand and Ferrant held it out to me without a word.

One leaf of foolscap. Cut close to the gutter with a very fine blade, in the same seam it had left by. Both sides covered in the hands of the Annex. A hundred and forty tickets across eleven days, sixteen of them mine and doctored.

No note. No cover letter. No stamp.

I turned it over in the lamplight and let my sight go into the ink, and got back a flat blank refusal. Paper carries no chisel-signature and a cut edge does not have a hand.

What it had was a hair.

It was pressed in the fold, single, a little over a foot long, and in the lamp it was not white and it was not blonde. It was silver, the flat cold silver of a coin, and I stood there holding it up between two fingers in a room full of my own family and did not say one word about where I had seen that colour before.

“Whoever took it,” said Ferrant slowly, “has sent it back.”

“Yes.”

“Without a name on it.”

“Yes.”

“Do you know what that means?”

“It means somebody up that hill decided the house shouldn’t have it,” I said, and put the page back in his hands, “and did not want to be thanked.”

Ferrant looked at the leaf. Then he went and got his paste pot and glued it back into the ledger himself, squarely, along the stub, pressing it down with the heel of his hand for a full minute like a man setting a bone.

“Thirty-one years,” he said. “Nobody’s ever put anything back.”

Verena came close to midnight with two bowls of Ferrant’s stew that she had commandeered off the stove upstairs and no apology for it.

She was in one of my shirts. She has not, to this day, admitted that she owns a single one of them. The sleeves were rolled to her elbows and the collar was open and it hung on her in a way that did considerably more to me than her half-armour ever has.

“Eat,” she said. “You look like a dropped pie.”

“Thank you.”

“Your mouth’s worse today than yesterday.”

“That’s how mouths work.”

I was not eating and I was not sitting down. Two hundred and twenty files had come off that rack in the dark and they had to go back on it in order, longest to shortest, in a shop that opens at the sixth hour, and I had got as far as the double-cuts.

So she set the bowls on the trestle, got down on the flags with the crate, and started handing them up to me one at a time, which is how the two of us discussed my own murder: standing on a stool, in the aisle, with my back to her.

Halfway through the crate she stopped handing.

“Emrys.”

“Mm.”

She had the broken sword out from under the trestle where I had left it, snapped six inches above the guard where two hundredweight of oak had come down on the man carrying it.

She was holding it up to the lamp with both hands, close, turning it slowly, and her face had the specific concentration of somebody trying to hear a language they have had four lessons in.

“You’ve been teaching me for a fortnight,” she said. “So don’t tell me. Let me try, and then tell me what I got wrong.”

I put the file I was holding back down on the rack and came off the stool.

“Go on.”

“The stamp’s been ground off.” She ran her thumb over the ricasso. “And the fuller’s been polished after, so it’s not damage, somebody did it on purpose and then tidied up.”

“Good. What’s that tell you?”

“That whoever sent them knows a stamp is the thing people look for.”

“And?”

She turned the piece over twice more, and I watched her run out of road, and I watched her get irritated about it, which with her is the same thing as concentrating harder.

“And I can see there’s runework in it,” she said, “and I can see it’s dead, because you killed it, and past that it’s a wall. I know it’s saying something. I can’t hear it.”

“You will. It took me eleven years.”

“Then hear it out loud for me.”

So I did it standing in the aisle with a file in one hand, because a bench-rat who stops working at midnight is a bench-rat somebody notices, and because the reading came out better in pieces than it would have come out whole.

“A stamp is on the surface.” I took the stub off her and held it at the angle she had been holding it, and hers was the right one. “A lattice is in the structure, and you cannot grind a structure. Forty-one runes. Vellick armoury pattern, second bench. I know it is the second bench because the second bench in that armoury has cut its edge-keepers a hair proud of the shoulder since the year I told them to.”

I gave it back to her and went up the stool with three files.

“Keep going,” she said.

“The hand that laid them is right-handed and closes his terminals a fraction short. Every vertical stroke stops just before it should.” Rack, hook, next. “It’s a tic. You get it from being trained by a man in a hurry and you never lose it. I complained about it in writing. Twice.”

“To who?”

“A foreman who put my complaints in a drawer and did nothing, because a foreman does not take corrections from a piece of house property, however good it is.”

Behind me the crate stopped scraping.

“So you know him,” she said.

“I know his hands. I’ve never seen his face and I don’t know his name.” I heard my own voice go quiet and did not stop hanging files, because the alternative was turning round. “But I could pick his work out of a thousand swords in the dark, and there are eight hundred blades in that armoury, and every single one of them is a signed document, and I am the only man alive who can read the signature.”

“Emrys, get off the stool.”

“There are forty files left.”

“Get off the stool.”

I got off the stool.

She was sitting on the flags with the crate between her boots and the broken sword across her knees like a woman holding somebody else’s dog, and she was working it through, and I could see her arriving.

“That’s evidence,” she said.

“It’s evidence that convinces one man in the kingdom, and he’s the accused.”

“Not in a courtroom.” She stood up. “I don’t care about a courtroom. In a courtroom my father’s death is a clerical error.” Her storm-grey eyes had that flat brightness they get. “You’ve just told me House Vellick’s entire armoury is a confession written in a language nobody can read.”

“Nobody living.”

“Except.”

“Except me.”

“Yes.” She picked her bowl back off the trestle and went on eating, calmly, and delivered the next sentence with her mouth half full. “Then it’s lucky you’re dead.”

I laughed.

I laughed out loud, once, hard, in a half-wrecked workshop with my split mouth cracking open again, and it went on for longer than it should have. She had picked my murder up off the floor where I had left it and turned it into an advantage, over supper, without asking anybody’s permission to do that.

“That’s not funny,” I said, when I could.

“It’s a bit funny.”

“It’s extremely funny. That’s the problem.”

“You’re bleeding again.” Verena reached over with her thumb and wiped the corner of my mouth, and left her hand along my jaw. “There. Now stop it, you’re upsetting the apprentice.”

Tam, three benches down, pretending with every limb he owned to be filing something.

Then the grey letters printed themselves across both our sights at once, and her thumb stopped moving, and I stood there for a beat trying to work out which part of the last ten minutes had done it.

[Soul-Attunement: 34%]

“That went up,” she said.

“Yes.”

“From what? We haven’t.” She gestured with the spoon. “You know.”

“From this,” I said. “It moves on trust and not on hours. I have just told you the worst thing that has ever happened to me for the second time, and you made a joke about it, and I laughed.”

Verena looked at me.

“I’ll make a lot of jokes about it,” she said.

“I know.”

“Terrible ones. For years.”

“I’m counting on it.”

She took the file out of my hand, climbed onto my stool herself, and hung the last forty on the rack in the wrong order out of pure malice, and made me stand there and watch her do it.


Chapter 19: The Night She Stayed

Her stool at Ferrant’s pot stayed empty on the Thursday, and it stayed empty on the Friday, and on the Friday I went looking.

Verena Rennick cleans her gear every night. It is a ritual out of her father and she does it whether the gear needs it or not: buckles, edge, oil, the two straps on the left pauldron that have needed replacing since the start of term. Fifteen minutes, in the same order, at the same hour, and she has done it since she was nine years old.

On the Thursday I passed the low path at dusk and saw her sitting on the step outside the west dormitory with a sword across her knees and a rag in her hand.

Maddoc’s. The garrison blade with the bright-worn pommel. It lives on two pegs above her bed and never goes near the yard.

She was working the ricasso with a tin of grease and she had been at it long enough that the rag was black, and the light was going, and she did not appear to have noticed either fact.

On the Friday she was there again.

That was the entire signal. A woman cleaned a sword twice that did not need cleaning once, and I put down the pauldron I was working on and washed my hands and went across the court. I nearly did not. There is a version of me that decides a person wants to be left alone and calls it respect when it is actually cowardice, and he very nearly won that afternoon.

The west dormitory is scholarship housing: four floors of narrow rooms over a laundry, with a stair that smells permanently of wet wool and lye, and the doors have numbers stencilled on them in a paint that has been touched up in three different shades of green by three different porters.

Her room is on the third floor at the north end, the cold end. That is what you get when the housing officer allocates by rank in the year you arrive and never revisits it.

I had not been inside it before that Friday.

She opened the door with the rag still in her hand and looked at me, and then stood back without a word. That is how Verena invites a person in.

It is nine feet by twelve. There is a bed under the window with a grey academy blanket squared off at the corners, a chair, a washstand with a chipped basin, a shelf, and a chest at the foot of the bed with her half-armour laid out on top of it in the exact order it goes on.

The window looks north over the kitchen roofs to the estuary, and it does not fit its frame, and there was a folded strip of leather wedged into the gap at the top where she had dealt with the draught herself instead of asking anybody.

Two things on the walls.

The first is a rank chart she drew herself in charcoal on the back of a requisition form, with sixty names down it, and small marks against the ones she has fought.

The second, above the bed, on two pegs she must have driven into the plaster with the pommel of something, is the empty scabbard of a garrison arming sword.

The sword itself was on her knees when I came in. She sat back down on the edge of the bed with it and I took the chair, and neither of us said anything at all for a few minutes, and the laundry below us hissed and clanked through the floor.

“It’s today,” she said eventually.

“I worked that out.”

“How?”

“You cleaned it twice.”

Verena looked down at the blade.

“Twelve years,” she said. “The fourteenth of this month. He died on the twelfth, but the letter’s dated the fourteenth, and the letter’s what we got, so that’s the day my mother kept. I have never worked out whether that’s sad or sensible.”

“Both, probably.”

“Yes.” Her thumb went along the flat of the blade and back, checking a piece she had already checked twice. “I’ve done it alone every year since I came here. I want you to know that isn’t a complaint. I’m quite good at it. I have a whole evening: I clean the sword, I read the letters, I don’t drink because he’d have thought that was cheap, and then I go to sleep and get up and go to the yard.”

“And this year?”

“This year,” said Verena, “I’ve been sitting on that step for two nights waiting for somebody to walk past.”

She put the rag down.

“So sit there,” she said, “and don’t fix anything. I want to talk about him and I want it to be to somebody who won’t make it better.”

So I sat in the chair in a nine-by-twelve room over a laundry and did not fix anything for two hours, and it was the hardest afternoon’s work I did that term, in the trade or out of it.

She talked about the sword first, because that is the safe end.

He taught her the way you teach a language rather than a trade: no forms for the first year, only the grip and the walking, up and down the yard behind the barracks at Tallow Ford with a stick, until she could carry it and turn and stop without thinking. He would not let her hit anything for eight months. She had hated him for it and had understood it at nineteen and had taught it, once, to a second-year, and watched him quit.

He had one joke, it was terrible, and it was about a duck. He wrote in a round, careful, laborious hand, because he had learned his letters at twenty-six and had never got over being proud of them.

She got to the letter, and her voice changed register, and she did not look up from the blade.

“It came in a bundle with three others. The company clerk’s, the paymaster’s, and one from a man in his line who had known him for six years and who wrote four lines and spelled our name wrong.” She turned the blade over. “The clerk’s is the one I’ve read a thousand times. It’s a form. There’s a printed part and then a hand-written part, and the printed part is very kind, and the hand-written part says the position was compromised by a lapse in ward renewal, and I asked my mother what that meant.”

“You told me. She said the magic wore out.”

“She said the magic wore out.” Verena nodded slowly. “And she believed it, and I cannot put that down anywhere. My mother believed it for the rest of her life and told the neighbours the magic wore out, and they nodded, because everybody in Corvane knows that magic wears out, because a house in the capital has spent two hundred years teaching everybody that magic wears out, and so nobody in that room ever once said the word invoice.”

“No.”

“A sergeant brought the sword.” She said it flatly. “Six weeks after. Big man, a bad limp, out of the same company. He came to the house and he stood in the doorway because my mother didn’t ask him in, and he gave her the sword and a bag with a razor and eleven marks in it, and he said, he was on the left of the line and it went from the right, ma’am, he wouldn’t have seen it coming, and that is a thing they say, and I have since learned that it is only ever a thing they say.”

She stopped.

“And?” I said.

“And he stood there for a bit longer, and then he said one more thing, and then he went.” Her thumb moved on the ricasso. “He said, the wards had been thin for a month, ma’am, we’d all put in about it.”

The laundry banged below us. Somebody on the stair went past the door and up.

“He knew,” she said. “A sergeant with a limp standing in my mother’s doorway knew that the wards had been thin for a month and that somebody had been told, and he told a widow, because he thought she ought to have it, and she nodded and thanked him and shut the door and put the sword on the table and went on believing the magic wore out.”

“Because those two facts don’t fit together unless somebody hands you the third one.”

“Yes.” She looked up at last, and her eyes were dry and very bright. “You handed me the third one on a wall in the fog. Twelve years, and it took a bench-rat forty seconds.”

I sat with that.

“He’d have liked you,” she said. “That’s not a compliment, before you get pleased with yourself. He liked anybody who could do a thing properly. He once spent an entire evening watching a man shoe a horse.”

“That’s a fine evening.”

“That is exactly what he said,” said Verena, and put her hand over her mouth.

She got up and went to the window and stood there with her back to me with the frame’s cold coming in around the leather strip.

“Now you,” she said, to the glass.

“Now me what?”

“Your dead. I’ve had two hours. I’ve had two hours of a man sitting in a chair not fixing anything, which is more than I’ve had since I was fourteen, and I am not going to sit in your debt over it.” She turned round. “Tell me who you’ve buried. Truth for truth. That’s the exchange rate.”

So I paid it.

“My mother died when I was five and I remember two things about her, and one of them is probably invented. My father went eighteen months after, of a cough, and the parish put me in the orphanage on Ropewalk Street in the capital, where I was clothed and fed and taught to read, and I have no complaint about it at all except that nobody in that building ever touched anybody kindly, and I did not know that was unusual until I was thirty.”

Verena kept her mouth shut. She had learned that in two hours, and she is a fast study.

“At nine I was apprenticed out to a runesmith called Ollam Bray, four doors up the same street, because I could copy a lattice off a wall from memory and the parish clerk thought that was worth four marks.” I looked at the burn scars across my knuckles. “Bray was a decent journeyman with a small shop and a big opinion of the trade. He taught me everything he had by the time I was thirteen and then spent six years being frightened of me. I did not understand it at the time and it was not his fault.”

“And?”

“And at nineteen a man from House Vellick came to Ropewalk Street with a contract and eight hundred marks, and Bray signed it, and he cried while he did it.” My voice had gone flat and I let it. “And here is the part that matters. He was not a villain. He was a man of fifty-eight with bad hands and no pension in a trade with no pensions, and he genuinely believed a Vellick contract was the making of me, and he told me so, weeping, with the money on the table. He thought he had done the best day’s work of his life.”

“Emrys.”

“They put the collar on me upstairs in that same building while somebody read out the terms,” I said. “Twenty minutes later. Bray was still in the room. He watched them do it and he understood what it was somewhere in the middle of it, because I saw his face change, and he did not say anything, because by then it was signed and he was fifty-eight and had bad hands.”

“Did you ever see him again?”

“He died four years later. I know because the house told me in one flat line when I asked why my letters had stopped.” I shrugged. “I mourned him. That is the thing I cannot explain to myself even now. I have wanted House Vellick under a hammer my whole adult life and I have never managed to hate Ollam Bray, and I have decided in this life that I am not going to try.”

Verena came away from the window.

Whatever she had ready, she put it down before it got as far as her mouth. No apology, no absolution, neither of the two things I had spent the last minute bracing for.

She took the sword off the bed, and hung it on the two pegs above the pillow in its scabbard, and then she stood in front of my chair and looked down at me.

“Stay tonight,” she said.

I did not answer immediately, and she saw the whole of what was going through me and waited it out. Verena does not wait for anything. She stood there over my chair with her hands open at her sides and let the whole silence run, and then she went and filled it herself.

“I’m asking you to sleep here. In that bed, and it is too narrow, in a room with a laundry under it, all night, and be here in the morning when I wake up.” Her hands stayed open at her sides and did not close. “I have not asked anybody that since I was twenty-two. I don’t do it. There are three men in this academy who could tell you what my ceiling looks like at midnight and not one of them could tell you what my room looks like at dawn, and that was deliberate, and I am done with it.”

I stood up out of that chair and put my boots side by side against the wall under the window, where a man’s boots go when he is not leaving, and she watched me do it and did not say one word.

Then I said it out loud anyway, because she had said hers out loud and she was owed the same coin back.

“Yes. All night, and I’ll be here in the morning. Verena, I have slept alone for forty years in two bodies, and every single one of those nights was in a room somebody else could open.”

She pressed her thumb hard into the meat of her own palm, once, the way she does at the marshal’s line before a bout.

“Right,” she said, and her voice was not entirely level.

And then I crossed the two feet of cold floor between us, because she had done the asking once already that evening and I was not going to make her do it twice.

Up to that night I had never once been the one who moved first. Every time before, she had come at me with her blood still up off the sand and taken what she wanted, and I had stood there like a man watching weather arrive, and I had let it happen that way because being wanted like that at all was still enough to take my legs out from under me.

Not in that room. I got both hands into her hair either side of her jaw and kissed her before she could take a breath to say anything else, and I did not do it gently, and I felt the small shocked jolt go through her when she worked out who had started it.

She came up into it hard enough to move me back a step, and then got a whole hand round the back of my neck and held me where she wanted me, and made a small furious approving noise against my mouth.

“About time,” she said.

“Shut up, Verena.”

“Make me stop.”

Then she undressed me, which is her way of conceding a point.

She did it slowly and with all of her attention, as she does everything, standing in the middle of that small cold room with the lamp turned down to a thumb of flame.

The sash first. She unwound it from my waist, two turns, and folded it and put it on the chair, and I felt absurdly and enormously exposed by that alone, because the grey sash is what everybody at Vandermoor sees instead of me.

The shirt next. She got it up over my head and my forearm complained, and she was careful of the bandage without making a performance of being careful, and she dropped the shirt on top of the sash and put both hands flat on my chest.

My hands came up off my sides.

On the bench, the first night, they had hung there with nowhere in the world to go, and she had watched them do it and had not said a word about it. They started to do it again. I stopped them, and put one flat between her shoulder blades and the other at her waist, and held on.

She looked down at where they had ended up, and then at me.

“There,” she said. “Four weeks.”

“I’m slow.”

She kissed the corner of my mouth, on the split, very lightly, and then not lightly at all, and got my belt open with her hands between us and shoved the rest of it down and off, and I got her out of the shirt she had stolen from me, and then the band, and then the trousers, and there was nothing in that room but the lamp and the cold coming off the window and the two of us.

“Sit on the bed,” she said.

“You’re giving a lot of orders tonight.”

“I’m going to give more. Sit.”

I sat, and she came and stood between my knees, and I ran both hands up the outsides of her thighs and around, and took hold of that magnificent ass with both palms and pulled her in, and put my mouth on her stomach.

She made a low sound and got her hands into my hair.

“Not fast,” she said. “Tonight I don’t want fast.”

“You won’t get fast.”

“Then tell me what you do want. You never do.”

I sat back and looked up at her: the long line of her from throat to hip, the firm high chest already flushed, the loose gold coming out of the braid over one shoulder, the faint dry warmth of the rune-lines under my palms where they ran across her hips.

“I want the whole night,” I said. “I want you to stop being quiet at some point in it, which you will do, because the walls in this building are every bit as thin as you think they are and I don’t care. And in the morning I want to still be here.”

“That’s a lot of wanting from a man who took eight seconds to say yes.”

“You asked.”

“Yes.” Her hands tightened in my hair. “Yes to all of it. But not in that order.”

I got a hand behind her knee to bring her up the bed where I wanted her, and she took hold of my wrist and put it back down on the blanket.

“No,” she said. “You have spent two hours in a chair not fixing anything. Lie down and let somebody do something for you for once.”

Then she leaned her whole weight on my shoulder and put me on my back with it, slowly, certain of her welcome in that bed, and that took the legs out from under me before her mouth ever got near me.

She took my cock in her mouth and took her time about it in her own way, and her way is nothing like mine.

Verena is competitive about this, and in a room that size she did it by ear. Her cheek stayed against the inside of my thigh between passes and her whole attention went into listening: every hitch in my breathing got catalogued and answered, and the small satisfied noise she made in her throat each time she scored was worse for me than anything she was doing with her mouth. When she finally had a sound out of me that I could not swallow she came up off me slow, breathing hard through her nose, and did not let go.

“That’s one,” she said.

“You’re keeping score.”

“I’m always keeping score.” She dropped her head and took me deep and hummed, and I lost the next thing I was going to say entirely.

I let her have a long time, and then I got a hand into the loose gold at the back of her head and eased her off before it ended, and she came up laughing at me.

“Up the bed,” I said, “and put your knee over my shoulder.”

“You are extremely bossy for a man who has spent ten minutes flat on his back.”

She did it anyway.

The bed is too narrow, and the mattress is a scholarship mattress, and there is not a comfortable way to do what I did next in a nine-by-twelve room, and we worked it out.

I got her back against the pillow with the plain sword hanging above her head in its scabbard, and I looked up at it once and said, “Do you want that moved?”

“Leave it,” said Verena. “He was a soldier, not a nun.”

I took a very long time.

I had built the next half hour around one idea. Teasing she can out-stubborn all day. Patience she cannot. I started at the inside of her knee and worked up, and I did not go where she wanted for a considerable while, and every time she tried to hurry me I slowed by exactly the amount she had sped up, until she worked out the terms of the trade and gave the argument up as unwinnable.

“You bastard,” she said, when she got there.

“You told me not fast.”

“I did tell you not fast.”

“Then lie back,” I said, “and let me be slow at you.”

I got my mouth on her pussy before I got anywhere near naming what I found there, and what I found was that she had been ready since about the moment she asked me to stay. Above me she stopped swearing softly at the ceiling and started swearing at me instead, and I settled in on my elbows with her strong thighs on either side of my head and did the only thing I am genuinely gifted at.

I listened to her instead of hurrying her, and there is no more to it than that. My mouth kept one rhythm and her breathing told me what to do with it. When it caught, I stopped where I was. When it steadied, I moved. Her hand came into my hair and she tried, once, to set the pace herself, and I put my forearm across her hips and held her down against the mattress, and the sound she made at that went straight down my spine.

She had the pillow in her other hand. She had dragged it over her face somewhere in the first minutes.

“Take that off your mouth.”

“There are people through that wall.”

“Yes.”

“Emrys.”

“Take it off, or I stop.”

There was a pause of about two seconds and then the pillow came off and went on the floor, and I rewarded that immediately and thoroughly, and Verena Rennick made a noise in a scholarship dormitory that I would not have believed she had in her.

I got both hands under her and hauled her hips up off the mattress, palms full of that heavy muscle, holding her where I wanted her and nowhere else while my tongue kept its rhythm, and everything in her started to unspool.

“Keep it,” she gasped. “Keep it exactly there, exactly that, exactly,”

I did not change anything.

She came with both palms slapped flat against the wall above her head and her heels planted and her back coming up off the bed in a long hard arch, and I felt the whole of her lock and let go and lock again against my mouth, wave after wave of it, and the lines went hot under my palms where I was holding her up, gold coming through the gaps of my own fingers.

I stayed with her through the aftershocks until she pushed at my head, boneless.

“Stop. Stop, I can’t.”

I came up her body and she caught my jaw in both hands and licked into my mouth, chasing her own taste off my tongue with no manners about it at all.

“Two,” she said, against my mouth, hoarse and enormously smug. “One each. That is a draw and I hate draws.”

“Turn over,” I said. “On your side. Facing away.”

“That’s new.”

“That’s the point.”

She turned. I got in behind her on that ridiculous narrow bed, and got one arm under her neck and the other over her hip, and pulled her back against my chest, and the long curve of her spine settled into me like a piece coming true in the vise.

Her back was against my chest, the deep hollow of her lumbar arch fitted into me, that heavy round ass pressed against my hips, and my mouth was at the back of her neck where the small hairs come out of the braid.

I pushed into her slowly from behind and she took every inch of it with a low sound and reached back to grip my thigh.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, that’s, that’s very deep.”

“Too much?”

“Slower. Like that. Stay exactly there.”

Slow was all there was. There is no room for anything else in that position and I would not have wanted it. I moved in long strokes with my hand mapping her, and that is the true account of the next twenty minutes: my palm went over every inch of the lattice I had cut into her, and every line of it was warm under my fingers, warmer where I lingered, and I said what I was finding as I found it.

“The load-spread at your hip.”

“Yes.”

“It’s grown. It’s a finger wider than I cut it. The lattice has been building itself since the rite and I can feel it under my hand.”

“Emrys.”

“Here. The ground-anchor on your thigh.” I ran my hand down and gripped that heavy muscle and she pushed back onto me hard. “This one’s hot. That’s the one you stand on.”

“More of that,” she said, half her voice gone. “Exactly that. Keep telling me what you can feel.”

“Hand,” I said.

She gave it to me. I took it, and brought it up, and spread my own palm flat over her sternum with her hand on top of mine, dead centre, where the bone is thin and everything underneath it is loud.

She understood immediately what I was doing. Her fingers went still on the back of my hand for a second, and then pressed down hard enough to grind my knuckles into her own breastbone.

“Feel that,” I said, against her ear.

“I feel it.”

“That’s what’s under my hand. Not the lattice. That.”

“Keep it there.”

“I’m not moving it.”

“Keep it there when I,”

“I know.”

I picked the pace up then, not fast, deeper, and got my other arm under her thigh and lifted it, and she was gone inside a minute. She reached back with her free hand, found my hair, and twisted it in her fingers hard enough to hurt, and held on.

“Deeper,” she said. “Deeper. I’m going, I’m,”

She came the second time with my palm flat under her breastbone and her hand crushing mine into it, and I felt every single thing it did to her: the heart going like a hammer under my fingers, the whole cage of her ribs seizing, the squeeze of her tightening on me in slow hard beats, and the gold ignited down her spine an inch from my chest and lit both of us and the ceiling and the frost on the inside of the window.

“That,” she said, when she could talk. She was breathing like a bellows and she had not let go of my hand. “That’s what you gave back to me. Feel it. That’s what you gave back.”

That finished me.

I got my arm around her hips and drove in and let go, and it came out of me in deep helpless jerks, every one of them as far inside her as I could reach, my mouth open against the nape of her neck and nothing coming through it that was language, and she held my hand flat against her chest through every one of them so I could feel her own heart hammering while my cum went into her.

Neither of us moved for a long while after that, tangled up in a bed built for one, sweating, with the window frozen and the laundry banging below and the lamp down to nothing.

“You’re going to have to move at some point,” she said.

“No.”

“There is one blanket and you are on top of me.”

“Yes.”

She made a small satisfied noise into my collarbone and did not move either.

We talked in the dark for a long time after that, and I would not have guessed in advance that the talking was what I would want to keep.

About the crown, mostly. About what she would say when she took it, which she had drafted at fifteen and admitted to having drafted at fifteen, and had rewritten four times since, and had got down to one sentence.

“Say it,” I said.

“No.”

“Verena.”

“No. It’s for the arena or it’s for nobody.” Her voice was thick with sleep. “Say it back to me after.”

“Deal.”

“He’d have been unbearable about it, you know.” She was almost gone. “He’d have stood at that rail with his arms folded telling everybody within thirty feet that he taught me. He’d have been the worst man in Corvane.”

“That’s the point of them.”

“Mm,” said Verena, and went to sleep on my arm with her hand still holding mine flat over her sternum.

I lay awake a while.

I have slept badly all my life. I sleep in a vault more nights than not, in a room with a stone stair and a lamp coming down it, and I wake with my hand at my throat.

I lay there a good while waiting for it to start, and it did not come. There was a laundry under the floor and a woman’s breath going in and out against my shoulder, and somewhere around the fourth hour I stopped bracing for the stair.

I woke at first light with her braid completely undone across my arm.

It had worked itself loose in the night and spread over both of us, waist-length, gold going pale in the grey window light, and she was face down and dead asleep with one leg thrown over mine and her mouth open against my shoulder in a way she would deny with her last breath.

I lay perfectly still and did not move my arm. It had gone numb an hour before, and I would have let it fall off first.

The light came up grey on the ceiling. The gulls started. Somewhere below, a laundry door banged.

[Soul-Attunement: 41%]

I read it twice and let it go.

Under the floor the laundry coppers went on with a thump that came up through the bed frame, and Verena, without opening her eyes or lifting her head off my shoulder, said, “Forty-one,” in the voice of a woman reading a scoreboard in her sleep, and went straight back under.


Chapter 20: The Ledger

The thing that forced it was a name on a stable list.

Ferrant keeps the stable list because the Annex maintains the tower’s cart fittings. It means he knows a week in advance every time House Vellick sends anybody anywhere, and he reads it out at supper in the same voice he uses for the weather.

“Guest stabling. Three stalls held from the twentieth. Capital tack.” He put his spoon down. “Named party: Master Adrec Ollisant, Registrar’s school, with two.”

I stopped chewing.

“Who’s that?” said Tam.

“Nobody good,” said Ferrant.

I knew who it was, and I could not say so, so I sat and ate Ferrant’s stew and had the worst four minutes of that month behind my face.

Adrec Ollisant is sixty-six years old and the best forensic smith in Corvane. He is not a house man. He does not care about anybody’s politics. He is hired by insurers and admiralty courts and once by a duke, and what he does is take a piece of runework or a book or a burned wagon and tell you, with terrible precision, who touched it and when.

I have met him twice. Both times he was on the other side of a bench from me in a capital vault, examining work I had made under another man’s mark, and both times he handed the piece back and said it was fine work, and both times he looked at the collar and then at my hands and then at nothing.

He is entirely honest. That is what makes him dangerous.

“Three days,” said Ferrant.

“I know.”

“Do it faster.”

The problem was not the ledger.

The ledger was safe. Sixteen entries in my hand, doctored down to boring in three hours with jarred vinegar, and any master would find them a bit clumsy and a bit sloppy and would move on.

He would move on because the ledger is a fair copy in three hands, and no forensic smith in the world hangs a case on a fair copy.

The problem was upstairs.

Hargen had taken the day-slips. The primary record. Forty-one slips in my own hand from my first weeks at that bench, written before I knew anybody was reading, with the tool sizes on every one and capital terminology all over them, including a slip for a re-laid node on the blade of the academy’s rank one.

The ledger says one thing. The slips say another. Put them side by side under a good lamp and the whole story tells itself in ninety seconds: a first-term Artificer wrote the truth in the primary record and then went back and lied in the copy.

Side by side, those two records prove concealment, and concealment is worse than anything I had actually concealed.

“So we go and get them,” said Verena.

“We can’t get them. If forty-one slips walk out of that tower, then the thing they prove is that they were worth stealing.” I put the beer down. “They have to stay there, and they have to say what the ledger says, and they have to have said it since the start of term.”

“You can do that?”

“I can do that with two hours and four inks. I’ve got forty minutes and I’ll need every one of them.”

Verena looked at me across the table in the back corner of a Grayvern beer shop.

Off duty, out of armour, back to the wall out of pure habit, one boot up on the bench opposite so the long line of that thigh took the lamplight. The room was hot and low-ceilinged and it had put a flush along her throat and down under the open collar of her shirt, and I sat there being fairly stupid about it for a moment while she thought.

Then she rolled her shoulders once, the way she does before a first exchange, and I watched her make a decision I had been careful not to ask her for.

“Then we need a night when the tower’s empty,” she said, “and a reason for every marshal on this hill to be looking somewhere else.”

“Yes.”

“Right.” She drained her cup. “I’ll hold the stair. You’ll want Selkirk for the other thing and you’ll have to tell her something true, because she’s not stupid and she’s had enough people lie to her about her own equipment.”

“How much true?”

“All the true you can afford,” said Verena. “She’s owed it more than most.”

I told Orla the next morning, on the lancing run, at the top end where the noise of the rail covers a conversation.

“The man who keeps the books for this academy’s gear,” I said, “keeps them in the tower. Not the requisition books. The other ones.”

She stopped mid-buckle.

“What other ones?”

“The ones that tell you why your rig was stamped grade four when you’re working at six.” I looked at her. “I can’t prove that to you yet. What I can tell you is that somebody made money off it, and money leaves a record, and the record is up there, and in three days a man is coming from the capital who will make it very hard for me to go and read it.”

Orla Selkirk stood on the cradle of a lance-rig with a strap in each hand and her ponytail going in the wind off the estuary, and finished buckling it before she answered, and got the buckle wrong twice.

“What do you need?” she said.

“A spectacle. Forty minutes, on the far side of this academy, involving as many marshals as you can attract, that is in character for you and gets you no worse than a fine.”

The grin arrived before the answer did.

“Bench-rat,” she said. “You have come to exactly the right woman.”

It happened on the Thursday at the seventh hour of the evening, in the last of the light, which is when the sponsors’ men have gone to their supper and the marshals are at shift change and Balthus Vellick dines with the faculty in the great hall, every week, for two hours, in a chair with his back to the door.

At twenty past the hour, a lance-rig came out of the sponsor’s shed on the far side of the drill court with nobody’s permission and Orla Selkirk in it.

She did not use the rail.

The story that went round the academy afterward was ridiculous, and the truth is better. She took the frame off the cradle, walked it forty yards across the drill court on its own boot-stirrups like a woman in stilts, set it on the flags of the great court, and fired the launch lattice down the length of the main concourse with the ward-targets nowhere in the world.

The noise was enormous.

She went past the refectory at something over forty miles an hour, upright, screaming with joy, and hit the fountain rail at the bottom and came off in a long flat arc into the ornamental water, and the whole west side of Vandermoor Academy converged on her at a dead run.

The last thing she shouted, from the fountain, at the top of her lungs, at four marshals and a groundsman, has entered the folklore of that place.

“IT SLIPPED!”

Verena and I were already at the tower stair.

The tower is a five-storey building on the high side of the great court with a slate roof and a stair up the outside of it, and the top two floors are Balthus Vellick’s workshop, and everybody at that academy calls it the tower the way everybody calls the Annex the Annex.

There is one stair. Verena sat down on the third step from the bottom in her half-armour with her father’s sword across her knees and a whetstone in her hand, in plain sight, in a lit court.

That was her plan, and it was better than any hiding place: the rank one of Vandermoor Academy sitting on a step in public sharpening a sword. Nobody in that academy would ask her what she was doing there. Two people did, that night, and she told them she liked the light, and both of them apologised to her.

I went up the outside of the building.

The door at the top has four wards on it and I read them from the landing below in twelve seconds.

Alarm-ward on the frame, Binding grade, competent, cut two years ago and renewed since. A load-ward in the lock body. A second alarm in the threshold stone that reports pressure rather than passage: a clever piece of work, and I would have been pleased with myself for it at thirty.

And a fourth, which was the good one: a fade-witness on the hinge pin. It does not stop you. It does not shout. It simply records the hour at which the door was last opened, and it cannot be lied to, because the record is the state of the rune itself.

I stood on that landing in the dark and smiled. Somebody had put real craft on that door. It was the first door at Vandermoor Academy anybody had bothered to cut properly, and my hands wanted to touch it.

I dealt with all four in under three minutes. I have been unpicking better locks than that since before Balthus Vellick could hold a chisel.

The alarms you do not break. Breaking an alarm is a message. You give the frame-ward a false threshold, which takes two strokes and lasts an hour and heals itself. The load-ward in the lock you leave entirely alone and pick the lock, because a lock is a lock. The pressure stone you step over.

And the fade-witness on the hinge you cannot fool at all.

So I did the only thing you can do with a fade-witness. You take the hinge pin out, you do your business, and you put a different pin in on the way out with a witness-rune cut to show the hour of that morning. I had made mine at my bench the night before out of a piece of scrap. It took two hours and I remain proud of it.

Then I was inside Balthus Vellick’s workshop.

I had three minutes of not being able to breathe properly, and it was nothing to do with fear.

It is a beautiful room.

Fifty feet long under the slates, with dormer windows down both sides and a bench running the length of the north wall, and every tool on that bench racked by size with its shadow painted on the board behind it. Six lamps on gimbals. A cabinet of inks with a hundred and twenty little drawers, every one of them labelled in a small precise script. Three vises. A jeweller’s lathe worth more than the Annex.

And the work.

Half-finished pieces down the whole bench, each with its ticket: a duke’s gorget, a river-lock ward, a set of eight matched focus-pieces for somebody’s private guard, and at the far end, in a padded cradle, a ceremonial mace with a lattice on it that I stood and read for a full minute like a man reading a poem.

It was excellent.

It is the thing that makes him what he is. Balthus Vellick is a genuinely superb runesmith. The mace in that cradle had a load-transfer through the head that I would have been happy to sign. The man could have spent his life making things like that.

And in a cabinet forty feet away he kept a ledger of the schedule on which he had arranged for other people’s equipment to fail.

I did the slips first. That was the discipline and it was the hardest thing in that room.

They were in the third press, in a bundle, tied with tape, and they had been read: the tape was retied wrong and the top nine were out of order. Forty-one slips in my own careless hand.

I laid them out on the clean end of the bench, took my four aged inks out of my roll, and went to work.

Ten minutes. Sixteen slips.

The tool sizes went under a thickened stroke of the same word. Re-laid at node became dressed and re-set on a slip two months old, in an ink two months old, in a hand that had been getting less careful all term because it belonged to a young man who had stopped trying to impress anybody.

The last one I did was Rennick, V., blade. I stood over that slip with the pen for six seconds longer than I needed, because it was the first thing I ever did for her and I was about to make it boring on purpose, and then I made it boring on purpose.

I tied the tape wrong, exactly as wrong as it had been when I found it, and put the bundle back in the press.

That left twenty-two minutes.

The archive is in the room beyond, behind a door with no ward on it at all, which tells you what the man thought about the security of his own house.

It is a small room with a table, a lamp bracket, and shelves on three walls, and on those shelves are the account books of the Vandermoor concession going back to the year the academy signed it.

I did not need to search. He is a bookkeeper’s son of a house of bookkeepers, and it was all labelled.

RENEWALS. TIERS. And on the bottom shelf, fourteen volumes, in a hand I had watched cut throttles into a whole academy’s gear in a fog.

LOSSES.

I took the top one down and opened it on the table and read it standing up.

Every piece of runework House Vellick sells is cut to fade. Everybody knows this; it is stated in the ceremony; it is called diligence. What is not stated is that the fade schedule is set by the counting house before the smith ever picks up a chisel, and that the schedule is not the same for everybody, and that the difference is the product.

Left-hand column: the consignment. Middle: the schedule, in months. Right-hand column, in a fine upright hand, the projected receipts.

Renewal at eleven months on a schoolboy’s gauntlet-strap yields four marks and a lesson in responsibility. Renewal at twenty-two months on a duke’s gorget yields ninety and a grateful duke. Both were on the same page.

And then the pages that were not renewals.

I found Orla in the fourth volume, on a fresh page, five weeks old.

TEST FRAME 9, GRADE 4 HOUSING, SCHOLARSHIP RIDER. And beside it, in the schedule column, a date four days after a chisel went across her governor’s third and fourth filaments, and in the receipts column, a figure, and a note: replacement frame at tier, sponsor’s account, plus demonstration value.

Demonstration value.

They had priced the public death of a twenty-four-year-old woman as an advertisement for the next grade of rig.

I found Verena in the same volume and in the three before it, running through the years as a line, an annuity in eleven-mark instalments, with a column that tracked the thinning of the blade so that the counting house would know when to expect the replacement sale.

And in the ninth volume, twelve years back, in the section marked WARFRONT CONSIGNMENTS, I found the other thing.

Second warfront company. A ward-set for a forward position, cut on an eighteen-month schedule. Renewal due in the spring quarter. Renewal not effected: the entry says, in the same unhurried clerkly script, held pending settlement of the third-quarter account.

Then a line drawn across, and a new entry in the same hand, dated six weeks after.

POSITION LOST. Consignment written down. Replacement ward-set supplied to reconstituted line at post-incident premium.

Post-incident premium.

They had let the wards on a forward position thin for four months because a payment had not cleared, and when the position went and the men on it went with it, they had sold the survivors a new set at a higher price, because a garrison that has just watched its wards fail is a garrison that will pay anything.

And underneath, in the losses column, because that is what the ledger was for, the list.

Eleven names. Written out properly, with ranks, because the clerk who wrote them was careful and because the loss had to be evidenced for the write-down.

RENNICK, M., ward-sgt.

I stood in that room with my thumb on a dead man’s name and did not move for some time.

Nobody hated Maddoc Rennick. Nobody in the capital had ever heard of him. A quarter went by, and an account did not settle, and a man in a good coat wrote held pending, and six weeks later another man in another good coat wrote post-incident premium and was pleased about the margin.

That is what killed her father. Not malice. Arithmetic, done well, by competent people, in a fine upright hand.

I put the volume back where I had found it and I copied the pages.

A page of a ledger is rows of shapes with rules, and shapes with rules do not leave my hands. Standing in that tower with a lamp shuttered to a slit, I was glad of that for the first time in fifty years.

I stood there and read the nine that mattered, twice each, at the speed of a man reading a menu, and I put them where the Everbright’s lattice had lived for five years, and I have them still.

Three pages before Maddoc’s, another consignment had been held pending through another spring, and the company it belonged to was the one that spent nine days in a breach the ballads still get wrong, and I noted the volume and the page number and did not have the minutes to read it properly.

Twenty-two minutes were nearly gone when I turned to go and saw the loose sheet on the table.

It had come in on a courier’s fold, and it was not in Balthus’s hand, and it had been read many times, and it carried the capital seal of the house at the bottom over four signatures.

Two lines in the body of it.

ASSET RECOVERY. Ser Joss Crane to attend the Vandermoor Crown Trials as the house’s champion, bearing Everbright. To resolve the Rennick anomaly in the finale, publicly, and to return.

I read it three times, and the third time the room went a long way away.

Bearing Everbright.

Five years of my life. Four hundred and six runes. Five years of my hands, made with a collar on my neck by lamplight, and finished on the night a bookkeeper opened my throat to make sure I would never make another.

They were putting it on a sand thirty feet from my bench, in seven weeks, to break a woman I had spent six hours inscribing on a basement floor.

I stood in that little room with both fists on the table edge and made myself breathe out.

I put the sheet back on the fold it had been lying on, and killed the lamp, and went out, and put the new hinge pin in on my way through with a witness-rune reading the seventh hour of that morning.

Verena was still on the stair.

She had a bright edge on the sword by then and she did not look up as I came down past her, and I did not look at her, and we walked out of that court separately by two different paths in the ordinary way of two people who had nothing to do with one another.

I wrote the pages out that night, alone, and it took until the sky went grey.

There was no version of it that could happen at a bench with her sitting opposite me. Copying is three hours of silence and cramp, and I was not going to have her stand over my shoulder watching her father arrive down a page one line at a time. So I barred the door and put Garvan on a stool at the far end of the aisle not asking, and I filled nine sheets, and when the gulls started I rolled them into my apron and went and found her.

She was already up. She is always already up. She was on the yard wall in the last of the fog with her boots hanging over the kitchen gardens and the estuary going from grey to tin behind her, doing her morning count under her breath as she has done since she was nine.

I sat down on the parapet and gave her the roll and did not say anything at all, because she can read.

She went through them in order, one sheet at a time, holding each one flat against the wind with both thumbs, and she put each finished sheet under her thigh so it would not go over the wall, and she did not ask me a single question for eleven minutes.

The renewals page. The tiers page. Orla’s, which she read twice and did not comment on, and I watched her thumbs go white against the paper.

The losses page last.

She read it once, and then again, and the quiet she read it in was worse than any noise she could have made. Her eyes stayed dry. Her boots stayed hanging over the kitchen gardens, perfectly still, for the length of it.

Below us the kitchen yard woke: a door, a bucket, somebody arguing with somebody about coal. The fog came over the parapet and went across us both without stopping.

“Post-incident premium,” she said, to the estuary.

“Yes.”

“They sold them another one.”

“At a better price. Because the survivors were frightened, and frightened men pay.”

“Eleven names.” Her voice was absolutely level. “My father is a write-down. He’s in the middle of a column, between a man called Ossery and a man called Pike, and he’s there so the loss can be evidenced, because you can’t write a thing down unless you can prove it’s gone.”

“Yes.”

“He’s in their books, Emrys.” She turned her head. “For twelve years. He’s been sitting on a shelf in that room being a piece of evidence for a write-down, and I have been four floors under him for four years, paying eleven marks a time for the privilege of not knowing.”

There was nothing in the world to say, so I did not try to find it.

She read it a third time. Then she folded that sheet in half along the crease and put it inside her shirt, against her ribs, and buttoned the shirt over it, and did not offer to give it back.

“There’s a ninth,” she said.

“Yes.”

“You’ve been sitting on it for eleven minutes.”

“I have.”

“Then hand it over and stop protecting me at dawn, it’s undignified for both of us.”

I gave her the sheet.

She read it twice, up there on the wall, with the wind trying to take it out of her hands.

“They’re bringing your sword,” she said.

“Yes.”

“To break me. In the finale. Publicly, and to return.” She said the last three words one at a time, flat, reading them back off a page nobody else could see. “That’s what I am to those men. An anomaly. Resolve the anomaly in the finale.”

“Verena.”

“No, it’s good.” She looked up, and I very nearly moved back along the parapet, because there was nothing in her eyes at all. “It’s very good. Do you understand? For four years I have been fighting a rumour. You cannot beat a rumour. There’s nothing on the sand to hit.”

She turned the sheet round in the grey light.

“You said advancement here is decided on sand, before crowds.”

“I did.”

“They’re sending a man,” said Verena. “With a sword. Onto sand. In front of ten thousand people.”

She stood up on the parapet, and the sun came off the water behind her, and she smiled her father’s daughter’s smile, and the hair went up on my arms.

“Good,” she said.


Chapter 21: Rules of the Arena

“You are Stroud.”

“Yes, sir.”

Adrec Ollisant had not looked up to say it, and he did not look up to hear the answer.

He had come down to the Annex on the second morning of his visit with a case under his arm and a house clerk trotting behind him, and he was smaller than I remembered and had gone entirely white, and he set up at the end of the trestle with his own lamp and his own loupe and worked for six hours without speaking to anybody.

He read the ledger. He read the day-slips. He put them side by side on the elm and went down them with a rule, entry by entry, forty-one of them, and every so often he made a short note in a book.

I filed a rack of drifts eight feet away for the whole six hours, and served him tea twice, and did not offer him one word he had not asked for.

Ferrant had given me the rule at the door that morning, in fourteen words, without breaking stride. “Don’t leave. Don’t hover. Do a dull job badly where he can see you.” A man who has vanished for the day is a fact. A man filing drifts is furniture.

At the fifth hour he called me over.

“Your entries.” He turned the ledger round on the bench with one finger. “You have written second bind, no note, here, and here, and fourteen other places.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Why?”

“Because I do a second bind, sir.”

“Everybody does a second bind,” said Ollisant. “Nobody writes it down. Why do you write it down?”

I looked at the entry.

“Because when the piece comes back in, sir, I want to know what I did the first time.” I shrugged. “Half the queue in this room is work that’s been through here three times. If nobody writes down what was done, everybody does the cheapest thing again and the piece gets thinner.”

He looked at me over the top of the loupe with pale watery eyes.

“That,” he said, “is a better answer than I get from most journeymen, and it is a very odd answer from a first-term.”

“Ferrant shouts a lot, sir.”

“Mm.” He turned the book back round. “It is untidy work. It is not dishonest work. There is nothing in this book, boy, and you may tell your overseer I said so, since he has been standing at that door for four hours pretending to sort tickets.”

He packed his case at the sixth hour.

And on his way past bench eleven he stopped, and looked down at my hands where they were resting on the elm.

It was two seconds. Perhaps three.

He may have been looking at the ink under the nails, or the burn scars, or the way the calluses sit, all of which are wrong for twenty-four. He may equally have been doing no such thing, because a man of sixty-six who has spent fifty years reading craft looks at everybody’s hands, and I look at everybody’s doors.

“Good day,” he said, and went, and that was the end of Balthus Vellick’s case against me, and it cost me a night in a tower and every nerve I had.

Ferrant came and stood beside me after the door shut.

“Nothing in the book,” he said.

“So he says.”

“Never thought I’d be glad of a man from the capital,” said Ferrant, “and I intend to forget I was.” He picked up the ledger and hung it back on its hook by the counter, in plain sight, where anybody could read it. “There. Where it lives.”

Magister Hale did null-fields on the Wednesday, and it is the reason a crown sits where it sits.

The lecture hall had four times its usual population that morning. The Trials were on the notice board, and every ranked competitor in the academy had suddenly discovered an interest in rune-theory. Hale was delighted. Hale is always delighted, and it makes him impossible to dislike and slightly dangerous to be near.

“The null-field,” he announced, chalk in hand, “is the reason the Crown Trials are worth attending, and the reason nobody has ever invited me to the sponsors’ box.”

He drew a circle on the board. Then a smaller circle inside it.

“Here is an arena. Here is the sand. And here, at the boundary, is a screen of suppression runework. Every Trials arena in Corvane has carried one by law, and had to prove it in front of the crowd on the morning of the meeting, since the Blackmoor scandal of a hundred and six years ago, when a young man of family competed in a coat with nine charms sewn into the lining and killed a better fighter.”

He tapped the outer circle twice.

“Which is a fact about the law, gentlemen and ladies, and not a fact about the band. Ours predates the scandal by three centuries. Somebody laid it in the footings of this arena when Grayvern was still a wool town, and the trade has been copying that pattern ever since without improving on it once, which is the most honest compliment my profession has ever paid anybody.”

He rapped the board.

“The law of the field is one line long. Foreign runework does not function inside it. There is no blunting in it and no reduction: the work simply stops. Charms, wards, blessings, edge-tricks, the lot. It reads as suppressed the moment it crosses the line, and it stays suppressed until it leaves.”

A hand went up somewhere in the middle.

“Then how does anybody fight, sir? Everyone in the bracket carries an issued sigil.”

“Excellent. Master Bree, you have been listening. It is a novelty for both of us.” Hale beamed. “Registered issue is exempt. The field is cut with a whitelist: every sponsor-issued focus-piece in the kingdom carries a registry mark, the field is instructed to recognise it, and it passes. That is the compact. The house arms every competitor equally, the field kills everything else, and what is left on the sand is skill.”

I sat at the back with my pen not moving and did the arithmetic, and it went through me like cold water.

Verena’s lattice is foreign runework.

It is cut by an unregistered smith, in a class no registry has recorded, carrying no mark of anything at all, and it is anchored in her skin.

She would walk to the gate of the Crown Trials arena carrying Crown-tier work in her spine and cross the line and be, for the length of the bracket, a woman with an inert belt ornament and four years of hedged technique.

The field would do to her, in public, on the day it mattered, what Balthus Vellick had done to her in private for four years.

“Sir,” I said.

Hale peered over his lenses with genuine pleasure. “Master Stroud. The room braces itself.”

“Is the whitelist by mark or by grade?”

“By mark. Registered issue only.”

“Then the field doesn’t test what a piece is. It tests whether it’s on a list.”

“Which is a scandal, and I have said so in print, and nobody read it.” Hale spread his hands. “Yes. The field is a doorman with a guest list, not a philosopher.”

“So what does it do with runework that isn’t carried?”

The hall went quiet in the specific way a hall goes quiet when somebody has asked a question the class did not know was available.

Hale’s chalk stopped.

“Repeat that,” he said.

I made myself sound like a first-term Artificer who had read too much and understood a third of it. It took some doing.

“Carried is the word in the statute, sir. A charm in a coat is carried. A ring is carried. A gauntlet is carried.” I turned my pen over. “What does the field do with something that isn’t on the man?”

“Ha,” said Hale.

He put the chalk down. He came round the front of his own desk and sat on the edge of it, a thing I had never seen him do, and forty ranked competitors watched a rune-theory lecturer become entirely happy.

“There is a doctrine,” he said. “It is older than the arena it protects, and it exists because the men who cut the first suppression screens were frightened of a specific thing, and the specific thing has not existed since before my great-grandfather. Do you all know the anchor grades?”

“Object, living, soul,” said half the hall, in the singsong of people reciting.

“Soul.” Hale held up one finger. “The third grade. A rune anchored not in a thing but in a person, requiring no matter, fading never, needing no renewal. The old texts call it crown-grade work, and the reason none of you have seen one is that nobody has cut one in something over three hundred years, and the reason the screens have a doctrine about it is that the men who cut them assumed the craft would come back.”

“What does the doctrine say, sir?”

“It says this.” He recited it, and his voice changed the way a man’s voice changes when he is quoting something he loves. “That which is anchored in the soul is not carried, and shall not be suppressed, for the field cannot distinguish it from the person, and a field which suppresses the person is a field which kills.”

Nobody in that room said anything.

“Do you see?” said Hale, delighted, to a hall of duelists who were already thinking about lunch. “The field asks one question of everything that crosses the line: are you the man, or are you something the man brought? And a soul-anchored rune answers, correctly and unanswerably, I am the man. So it passes. Not because the compact permits it. Because the field cannot see it as anything else.”

“That’s convenient,” said somebody.

“It is not convenient, it is terrifying,” said Hale happily, “which is why it is a footnote and not a chapter. If anyone in this kingdom could still do the work, the entire compact of the ladder would be a piece of paper. Fortunately for the Crown Trials and unfortunately for scholarship, nobody can.”

He got up and picked his chalk back up.

“Master Stroud, that was the best question I have had in twenty years and I shall be thinking about it at supper. Master Bree, stop writing, none of this will be examined.”

I walked out of that hall with a footnote burning a hole in my pocket. The receipt on the morning of that lecture said forty-one.

I told her that night, in the undercroft, with a slate on my knee.

“Ninety,” I said. “That is the number. The old work calls Crown grade at ninety and above, and I have no way to test it and no one to ask, and the finale is in six weeks.”

Verena sat on the stone rim with her elbows on her knees and looked at the slate for a long moment.

“And if we get to eighty-nine?”

“Then you walk onto that sand as the best duelist in Corvane and the field takes it all off you at the gate, and you fight Joss Crane and the Everbright hedged, at the tempo you spent four years building out of a flinch.” I made myself say the rest. “And every person in that arena watches Rennick get to the fourth round and come apart, and the lore is true forever.”

“Now the good version.”

“At ninety, the screen looks at you and sees a woman, and lets you through, and you meet the house’s champion at Crown-tier with nothing on your belt that they own.”

“Then it’s ninety,” said Verena.

“It isn’t a thing you can decide.”

“No. It’s a thing we can work at, which is better.” She stood up and brushed her hands off. “How does it move?”

“You already know how. Every jump we have had came off something true happening between us, and not one of them came off a pell.”

“Then that’s the training,” said Verena, “and it is the least convenient regime any duelist in this kingdom has ever been handed, because I could put in eight hours a day on a pell and get precisely nowhere.”

“Yes.”

“Fine.” She picked up my chalk and wrote the number ninety on the slate herself, in her own square careless hand, and left it there.

Three weeks ran together after that, and the only honest way to tell them is by what each part of a day turned into.

Mornings were Rhona’s.

She had us both, separately, and neither of us told her, and she knew, and enjoyed it. Verena got the bind-reading on the general advanced rotation, in front of a dozen ranked competitors, and was better at it in one session than I was in eight, because she has had a blade in her hand since she was nine and I have not.

I got it on the private floor with a nine-pound wooden sword and no sympathy.

“Weight,” said Rhona, over and over, blade to blade in the middle of that sanded room. “Where is my weight. Not where are my shoulders. Where is my weight.”

“Back foot.”

“Wrong. Again.”

“Front.”

“It was front a quarter-beat ago and you told me a quarter-beat late, which on the day means you will be telling a dead man where his feet were.” She rolled the bind and put me on my back in the sand for the ninth time that hour. “Get up. Again.”

Afternoons were the count.

Verena worked her way from a two to a three and back down again a thousand times on the small court in the one hour of the day when nobody at Vandermoor is anywhere. An unbound duelist’s time goes almost all of it into this, and there is nothing glamorous in it: she spends six weeks learning to be exactly as strong as she has decided to be, so that no marshal ever calls a halt on her for taking a boy’s arm off.

She got good at it. She got good at it in a way that frightened me. Control is a skill and skill compounds, and by the second week she could sit at a two through an entire ranked bout and put it down on the board as a workmanlike three-touch win, and walk off the sand with the yard saying she had looked a little flat.

“Flat,” she said, at supper, with her spoon in the air. “Ferrant, I have been described as looking a little flat.”

“Eat your stew.”

“I could throw that man through the armoury door.”

“Eat your stew,” said Ferrant, “and don’t.”

The evenings I kept for myself, which meant bench eleven, the queue, the lamp, and whoever turned up and sat on my trestle without being invited. That is where it happened.

An ordinary Tuesday. She was sitting on the trestle with one heel hooked over the cross-brace, arguing with Orla about whether a lance counts as a sword, and her hand was resting on the back of my neck in a room full of people, in the open, where anybody could see it.

[Soul-Attunement: 47%]

That is what moved it. She stopped hiding it in front of the Annex.

Nobody said anything about that either. Tam looked at the floor and went scarlet. Garvan said, “Well. About time,” which is three words, and went on grinding.

Sunday, at dusk, in the small court, in the last of the light.

We had been at it two hours. She was tired and had gone past the useful part of tired, and I had said so twice, and she had told me to be quiet, and she was running the marshal’s step against a pell with a practice blade at a hard three.

“Last one,” she said.

She came out of the step and planted on the arch of her back foot to throw the cut.

And then the small court did a thing I have no honest word for.

Every grain of sand inside fifteen feet stood straight up off the ground at once and hung there. My ears went flat and dead, as they go at the bottom of a dive. And where Verena Rennick had been standing there was a hole in the evening with no shape to it whatsoever, and the light had not yet decided what to do about it.

It lasted half a second. Perhaps less.

When it stopped she was standing eight feet from where she had been, with the practice blade in a low guard, and the pell she had been drilling was in three pieces, and so were the two beside it, and she had never touched either of them.

The sand came down out of the air all together, like the end of a hailstorm, and the court was quiet.

“What,” said Verena.

Then the receipts arrived, and there were two of them, and they came in a row like a pair of hammer blows.

[Soul-Attunement: 50%]

[Signature manifest: STORMBREAK]

I sat down on the rack bench because standing had stopped being one of the things available to me.

“Emrys.”

“I’m here.”

“What was that.”

“That was yours,” I said. “That’s what the fifty is. It’s the signature skill, and it comes out of you, and I could not have told you what it was going to be because it was never mine to know.”

“It came out of my foot.”

“It came out of the arch of your back foot, off a plant, at the end of a marshal’s step,” I said, “which is what you have been drilling four hundred times a day since the small court, because that is the piece of you that is most yours. It doesn’t invent anything. It takes the thing you are best at and lets go of it all at once.”

She looked at the three broken pells.

She looked at her own hand.

Then Verena Rennick, rank one of Vandermoor Academy, whose composure is a trained thing and whose father taught her to win clean, said a word I will not put on this page, followed by nine more, at the top of her voice, in an empty court at dusk.

“Again,” she said. “I want it again.”

“You will not get it again tonight.”

“Watch me.”

I watched her, and not the way a smith watches a lattice. She had come out of that half-second with her braid half undone and her blacks stuck to her from the small of her back down and her nipples hard through the front of them, boots planted wide, chest going, the flush all the way up her throat into her hairline. An empty court at dusk, and a woman standing in the wreckage of three pells with more adrenaline in her than she had anywhere to put, and a young body under my apron that had opinions about all of it before I did.

There is a limit to what a man can decline to notice.

Verena caught it. She catches everything.

“Later,” she said, flatly, and turned back to the pell.

She did not get it again that night. She got it twice the following week, and by the week after that she could do it about one time in three, and by the finale she could do it when she chose, once, and then not again for an hour, because whatever it takes out of her it takes out of somewhere that fills up slowly.

Half a second of everything she has, delivered at the end of a step she has drilled ten thousand times, and then a woman who has to fight the rest of the bout on her own legs.

Mine took another forty minutes to find me, and when it came I had a piece of broken pell under each arm and one boot in the scrap heap.

[Echo acquired: Stormbreak, fraction]

I stood there in the dark with the oak digging into my ribs.

“You’ve gone a funny colour,” said Verena.

“It’s arrived.”

“What has?”

“My end of it.”

She put her blade down. “Do it, then.”

“Somewhere with a wall I can fall over,” I said.

“Emrys, if you think I am going to bed tonight without seeing it, you have not been paying attention to a single thing about me.”

So we went to the far end of the small court, where the sand is deep, and I stood there and looked at the thing sitting behind my sternum like a coal in a bank and worked out how to reach it.

There is nothing to say and nothing to draw. It is a shape sitting in the same place the alarm-ward’s cold pressure sits, and you close your hand on it knowing precisely what it is going to cost you, which is what a man does with a hot bar.

I reached, and I took hold of it, and the world slowed down.

I have thought about that half second more than almost anything else that has ever happened to me.

The sand stopped moving. Verena stopped moving, sixty feet away, in the middle of folding her arms. A moth crossing the lamplight above the rack hung there with its wings apart. And I ran, at the speed a woman with a soul-lattice and seventeen years of blade work runs, across sixty feet of deep sand, and I know exactly what that felt like because it felt like nothing at all until it stopped.

It stopped a yard short of her.

I went into the wall.

Nothing about it was gentle. I hit the courtyard wall with my shoulder and my left hip and came off it into the sand, and lay there while my legs told me what they thought.

Verena got me up.

“Well,” she said.

“Don’t.”

“I’ve said nothing.”

“You’ve said it with your face.”

“You covered sixty feet in about a heartbeat and then hit a wall like a thrown bucket,” she said, hauling my arm across her shoulders, “and I am going to be laughing about that for the rest of my life, which you should have factored in.”

I could not walk properly for two days.

The cost is real and nobody should think it came free. Seconds of her speed in a body with none of her strength: every fibre from my hips to my ankles tore a little, and it hurt for two days, and the coal behind my sternum was cold and dead for a full day and would not be reached at all.

Seconds, at the price of hours. Once, and then nothing.

I wrote it on the slate in the undercroft under the number ninety.

ECHO: 3-4 SECONDS. ONE USE. COOLDOWN ALL DAY. COSTS THE LEGS.

“Spend it stupidly,” said Verena, reading over my shoulder, “and I will be furious.”

“You said that in this room the night we started.”

“And I’ll say it again this time next year.” She took the chalk out of my hand and put a circle round the word ONE. “There. Now the other business.”

The other business was the bracket, and it went up on the great court board at the end of that stretch.

The Crown Trials at Vandermoor run three days. Opening rounds on the first, the gauntlet and the exhibitions on the second, the finale on the third, and the city comes up the hill for the last of it.

Orla’s exhibition slot was confirmed on the same posting. She read it three times with her finger on the line, and then announced to the entire great court that she would be requiring a bigger crowd than the one presently available in Grayvern.

“Second day,” she said, jabbing the board. “Between the quarters and the semis. That’s the slot they give the thing people actually want to watch, bench-rat, that’s the eating-your-pie slot, that is thousands of people with nothing else to look at.”

“Congratulations.”

“I’m going to be sick.”

“Yes.”

“You’re supposed to say I won’t be.”

“You’ll be sick,” I said, “and then you’ll get in the frame and be the best rider in this kingdom for ninety seconds, and I will have gone over every filament of that rig myself the night before. Both things are true.”

Orla Selkirk looked at the board and not at me for a good five seconds, and then hit me in the arm hard enough to bruise and went off across the court telling everyone she passed about the eating-your-pie slot.

Verena read the bracket last.

She stood in front of it with her arms folded while the crowd came and went behind her twice, and she followed her own line down it with her eyes: three bouts on the first day, three back to back on the second, and then the top half of the draw with the house’s champion sitting on the other side of it like a stone in a field.

She counted the boxes down her line twice, and then a third time, and she does not do that.

“They chalked top seed against my name at the re-ranking,” she said. “In front of the whole yard. Top seed buys you the shade. One bout on the second day and a chair to watch the rest of them bleed from.”

“It does.”

“So who put the lots in the cup?”

“The sponsor’s grandmaster draws the Trials,” I said, and I did not need to look at the chalk to know whose hand had held it. Balthus Vellick, a board, an afternoon, and nobody in Grayvern who could tell him no. “Sponsors’ privilege. It was his privilege before either of us stood in this court and it will be after.”

She breathed out through her nose, once, and that was all the temper she spent on it.

“He wants me tired.”

“He wants you empty before you ever reach the third day.”

“Then I’ll turn up full.” She put one finger on the last box on the chalk, at the bottom of the page, and left it there. “Six bouts in two days. Build me the legs for it, starting tomorrow, and don’t be kind about it.”

“I wasn’t going to be.”

Her finger did not move. “That’s a long way down a page.”

“It is.”

“Three weeks.” She dropped her hand and turned her back on the board, which is what she does to a beaten opponent. “Ninety by the finale, or he takes it off me at the gate and I fight him with one hand tied to a rumour.”

“Yes.”

“Then we’d better get on with being honest with each other,” she said, “at a truly punishing rate.”

She got two steps toward the dormitories, then came back and put two fingers on the bottom box of that bracket, the one with the champion’s name chalked in it, and tapped it twice, lightly, on the rim, exactly the way a grandmaster taps a thing he does not intend to mention.

“Sleep,” said Verena. “You are no use to me grey.”


Chapter 22: The Sunderer

You could hear them on the Grayvern road before you could see them, and by the time they came up the hill the academy had stopped what it was doing to watch, because that is what an occasion of state is for.

Eight outriders in Vellick grey and gold, two abreast, with the house pennant on a short lance and the horses matched to a hand’s breadth. Behind them a baggage wagon under a grey tarpaulin, and behind that four armsmen, and behind those, alone, on a plain roan with no caparison at all, the champion.

The staging was excellent, and it deserves the credit. The plainness of the man in the middle of all that gilt was the entire point of it, and it worked. Every eye on that concourse went past eight beautiful horses and landed on a tired-looking soldier in a travelling coat.

Ser Joss Crane is thirty-four years old and looks like the last man out of a hard year. Tall, iron-blond, sun-burnt over old weather-burn, with a scar under his left eye and another taking a piece out of his hairline. He rode with his reins in one hand and his other resting flat on his thigh, and he looked at the academy the way you look at a room you will be working in.

Across his back, on a plain harness, in a scabbard of black leather with no ornament of any kind, was my sword.

I knew it at three hundred feet.

Not by the shape, though I made the shape, and not by the length of the grip or the taper of the scabbard.

It was the light.

The Everbright has a mirror-polish on the last eleven inches of the blade that I put there because I needed a witness surface for the Crown-grade work, and the scabbard mouth is cut a hair proud so that the top inch of the polish sits above the leather, and on a bright day, at a distance, when the bearer’s horse moves, that inch throws a signal like a heliograph.

I had built that. On purpose. On a Wednesday in the capital, when I was fifty-six years old, with a collar on my neck, whistling.

Orla was up on the fountain rail beside me with a pastry in her hand and a full commentary running.

“Look at the horses, that’s a small manor’s worth of horse, that’s nothing but horse, and the pennant boy is about twelve, and, oh, that’s him. That’s the Sunderer. He looks like a man who’s slept in a hedge. Bench-rat, he looks like.”

She stopped.

I did not know what my face was doing. I still do not.

“Emrys,” said Orla Selkirk, in a completely different voice, and put her hand on my shoulder.

“I’m all right.”

“You are extremely not.”

“I’m all right,” I said, “and if you ask me anything at all right now I am going to say something I can’t take back, so tell me about the horses.”

She looked at me for one more second.

Then she said, “Right. Well. The second one on the left has a splint starting and the boy holding the pennant is going to drop it inside a minute, watch, watch, there he goes,” and she talked absolute nonsense loudly into my ear for four minutes without stopping, with her hand still on my shoulder, and I have never told her what that was worth.

I was working.

Three hundred feet is a long way for detail, and a moving horse is worse than a moving man, and I had perhaps ninety seconds of clear line while the column came up the concourse from three hundred feet to forty, and I spent every one of them reading my own life go past at a walk.

The trunk lattice first, because it is the one you cannot hide: four hundred and six runes laid in nine interlocking families through the spine of the blade, and every family answering to the next, and all of it sitting in the steel with that settled rightness that you only get when a lattice has been in a piece long enough to stop being an argument.

Five years of my life. Two hundred and forty of the runes are in the last eleven inches.

And under the trunk, in the deep structure where a grinder cannot reach and a polisher cannot see, the seven.

I did the thing I do and I counted them, and they were all there, and none of them had been touched.

A keystone is the rune that closes a family. Cut it out and everything downstream of it lets go. Every lattice has at least one, and any competent smith can find a keystone in an hour with a loupe and a strong lamp.

The Everbright has seven, and they are not where anybody would look, and four of them sit dead in the steel until you take out one of the other three.

I did that deliberately, over about eight months, in the fifty-seventh year of my life. I distrusted the house, certainly. Underneath that, I was a man who owned nothing in the world, making the last and finest thing I would ever make, and I wanted one piece of it to be mine.

So I made the sword impossible to unmake by anybody who was not me.

I stood on a fountain rail in a grey sash with a lancer talking rubbish in my ear, and I counted all seven, and every one of them answered, and my eyes stung, and I let them.

All of that came in the first thirty seconds.

The rest of it I did not have until the last of the ninety, when the roan came past the fountain at forty feet and the scabbard was near enough to read the deep structure honestly.

It made me put my hand flat on the fountain rail to keep it still.

There was something else in my sword.

It sat under the third family, four inches above the guard, in the thickest part of the blade where the steel can carry a load: a lattice about the size of my thumb, dense as a knot in oak, laid at a different depth from everything around it and cut with a different tool.

I knew what it was before I had finished reading it. I have made three of them.

A war-lattice.

They go into siege-blades and gate-breakers: a stored charge, held inert, released all at once through the edge on a command word. What comes off the steel is not a cut. It is a bar of force the length of the blade, and it will take a shield wall’s front rank off its feet, and it is why a siege-blade is carried by four men and used twice a year.

You do not put one in a duel-blade. There is no version of a duel in which such a thing is legal, or survivable, or sane.

And this one had not been made with the sword. It had been grafted in afterward, by an armoury hand, at some point in the last year, into the middle of the finest lattice in the kingdom.

I read the graft, and it read like a bad weld halfway up a beautiful gate.

The strokes were rushed. The terminals closed a fraction short: the same right-handed journeyman’s tic I had complained about twice in writing to a foreman who filed my complaints, and whose work I had held in my hand a week ago as a broken sword under a lamp in the Annex.

They had opened my masterwork.

And they had keyed it. A war-lattice does nothing until it is told to, and the trigger is a command word held by whoever is meant to hold it.

I found the trigger-rune where the graft met the third family, and I looked at it until my eyes ached.

“Bench-rat,” said Orla. “The horses have gone.”

“Yes.”

“You’ve been staring at the empty road for a bit.”

“Yes.”

She hopped down off the rail and stood in front of me with her arms folded.

“When you can,” she said, “tell me. Not now. When you can.”

She went off to her rig, and I stood there and made myself say the important sentence out loud in my head until it was flat.

The graft has a keystone of its own. It is four inches above the guard, on the left face, at the junction of the second and third strokes. Two cuts kill it.

They have put a bomb in my sword and they have put it somewhere I can reach.

The exhibition was on the Friday, and every soul at Vandermoor stood at that rail.

The house does it every time, and it is advertising with a sword in it. The champion arrives, the champion fights the local best in a friendly, and the local best is beaten in a way that everybody remembers, and for the rest of the term the sponsor’s armoury sells tier.

They gave him Sarn Belloc, rank three, twenty-eight years old, six foot two, a wall of a man who had beaten Verena once when she threw a bout on purpose and had never let anybody forget it.

Belloc was not a joke. He had been on that board for four years.

Crane came out in Vellick colours with the Everbright across his back and stopped at the marshal’s line, and did something no champion in that kingdom had any reason to do.

He took the scabbard off, and handed it to the marshal, and drew a plain academy practice sword out of the rack instead.

Somewhere in the north gallery one man began to applaud on his own, and stopped, embarrassed by the sound of himself, and then the court took it up for him.

“Friendly bout,” said Crane. His voice carried without effort. “Academy steel for both, if the house permits.”

The house permitted. The house had nothing to gain by arguing with a crowd that was already on his side, and the exhibition began with the champion of House Vellick carrying the same four-mark blade as his opponent.

It took forty seconds.

From the wrong side of a bench, for forty years, I watched men fight. What Joss Crane did to Sarn Belloc was the best sword work I have ever seen done by a human being, and it contained no tricks whatsoever.

He never once feinted. He barely moved his feet. He let Belloc come at him three times, and each time he was somewhere fractionally different from where Belloc’s cut needed him to be, and on the fourth exchange he took the bind, walked Belloc’s own weight three steps sideways, and put the flat of a practice sword against his throat.

Belloc stood there with his mouth open.

The crowd did not cheer. That is the detail I remember. It made a low uncertain noise instead, packed shoulder to shoulder along the rail and the roofs, because it had come to see a champion and been shown a craftsman, and it takes a yard a while to understand that it has just seen something very old and very plain done perfectly.

“Again?” said Crane, courteously.

Belloc, to his eternal credit, said yes, and got twenty-two seconds the second time.

They shook hands. Crane said something to him that nobody else heard, and Belloc laughed, shakily, and went off the sand with his ears red and his head up, and that is a thing you cannot buy.

Then the marshal handed the champion his own scabbard back.

And I watched Ser Joss Crane take my sword in both hands and look at it.

He did not put it on his back. He held it across his palms for a moment, both hands, the way you hold something in a church, and he turned it a quarter and looked down the mirror-polish at the last eleven inches, and whatever went through him at that moment pulled his mouth flat and put a crease between his brows, and he held the turn a beat longer than a man holds a thing he owns.

Then he shouldered it and turned to the crowd.

He handled it like a man who suspects his sword is better at the trade than he is.

The public part came next, and it was arranged, and it worked anyway.

Balthus Vellick came down from the gallery with his hands folded and his small kind smile on, and stood at the rail, and the crowd opened for him without anybody appearing to move.

“Our champion has been generous with his time,” he said, in that soft carrying voice. “And since so much of the academy is here, perhaps we might mark the occasion. Miss Rennick, are you at the rail?”

She was. She had been on the armoury steps for the whole exhibition with her arms folded and her half-armour on, and every head in that court turned to look for her before he finished the sentence.

She came down the steps and out to the rail at her own pace, and did not hurry a step of it.

“Grandmaster.”

“Ser Joss,” said Balthus, “the academy’s rank one.”

Crane came over the sand and stopped at a proper distance and inclined his head, and he did it seriously, which was the first thing about him I liked.

“Miss Rennick. I’ve read your card.” He had a plain northern voice, no polish on it anywhere. “Three finals. Gear failures.”

The crowd went very quiet. You do not say that to Verena Rennick.

“Yes,” said Verena.

“That is a filthy piece of luck,” said Crane, “and I hope this year it holds, because I would rather beat you than beat your equipment. The house sends its regards to the finale, and I intend to be there.”

I misread it for half a second and my hand went to my belt. Then I heard it properly: a man saying the true thing plainly to a fighter he expected to meet, which is a courtesy. Balthus’s smile beside him did not move at all, because Balthus had staged a humiliation and been handed a compliment.

Verena let a beat go by.

“Then bring the sword,” she said.

“Miss Rennick?”

“They’ve had it on your back for three days and every person in this yard has looked at it,” said Verena, clearly, in the flat carrying alto she uses on the sand. “Bring it to the finale. Don’t leave it in a case out of politeness. I would hate to beat the house at half its strength.”

The court came apart.

All of it at once, off the armoury steps and the roofs and the rail, and Tam Feld screaming somewhere on my left, and somebody’s cap in the air, and Sarn Belloc, of all people, banging the timber with the flat of his hand.

Crane laughed. Genuinely, with his head back.

“Aye,” he said, when he could be heard. “You’ll have it.”

And Balthus Vellick stood at the rail with his hands folded and smiled his small smile, and got the thing he had come down the steps for: a finale that the entire city would now attend.

I asked her about it at the bench that evening, while she was cleaning sand out of her gorget straps and pretending she had not just filled an arena.

She had come off the court without changing. The training blacks under her half-armour had gone dark with sweat down the small of her back and across the tops of those thighs, and she had one boot up on the trestle rail with the gorget in her lap, which put the whole line of her from heel to hip about a foot and a half from my elbow.

I made myself look at the strap she was cleaning instead. That cost me more than the drawing cost me later.

She knew exactly how much. She shifted her weight onto the other boot and did not say one word about it.

“Did you know you were doing that?”

“Doing what?”

“Selling him his own finale.”

“Of course I knew.” She did not look up. “A duel nobody watches is a private victory, and a private victory rescues nobody’s name. I have spent four years being pitied in public, Emrys. I intend to be beaten or crowned the same way.”

I drew the sword over the next three nights, and I did it at bench eleven in the middle of the working day’s wreckage, which is not how a man is supposed to put down five years of his life.

Nobody in the Maintenance Annex looks twice at a bench-rat covering the backs of spoiled repair tickets in charcoal at the tenth hour. Half the shop does it. Tam draws horses, badly, and has done since he was fifteen. So I did it in pieces, on ticket-backs, family by family, in the ordinary noise of the room, with Ferrant’s pot going and Garvan grinding and the queue going down, and every night I put the finished pieces in my apron and took them upstairs.

On the fourth night I laid them out on my own floor.

My room above the Annex is ten feet by fourteen, and the ceiling comes down under the slates on both sides, so the floor a man can lay anything out on is a strip four feet wide running from the door to the gable window. I got the first seven families down that strip end to end and still had to put the last two up on the chest and the sill. It looked absurd. Four hundred and six runes in nine families, on thirty-one dirty ticket-backs held flat with a chisel roll, a boot, a candle, and a tin cup, in a room whose entire furniture I had been given on the first day and had not added one thing to since.

Verena came up the outside stair at midnight with her father’s sword and the grease tin, because she had not cleaned it yet that day and she is not capable of sitting still, and she sat on the edge of the cot with her boots either side of the third family and worked the ricasso and looked.

She stayed quiet for the length of the low path. She is very good at that now.

“That’s the whole of it,” she said eventually.

“That’s the whole of it.”

“You made that.”

“I made that.”

She set the sword and the tin down on the sill, and knelt on the boards at the corner of it, and went down the third family with her finger an inch above the paper without touching anything, exactly as I had taught her.

“Where’s the bad thing?” she said.

I put my finger four inches above the guard.

“Here.”

“That’s small.”

“It’s the size of my thumb and it will take the front rank off a shield wall.” I traced the graft’s outline for her. “It’s inert until somebody says the word, and it goes off through the edge, once, and everything within about fifteen feet of the point goes down.”

“On sand.”

“On sand, in a duel, in front of ten thousand people, and the man carrying it does not know it is there.”

Verena’s head came up. “You’re sure of that?”

“He handed his own scabbard to a marshal so he could fight a friendly with academy steel,” I said. “That is not a man who knows there is a siege engine in his blade. That is a man who thinks his sword is a very good sword and has begun to suspect it is a great deal better than he is.”

She sat back on her heels.

Then she came forward again and put one finger down on the paper an inch from where mine had been, and left it there.

“Fifteen feet,” she said.

“About that. The spread is wide because it was cut for a shield wall.”

“Emrys.” She did not look up. “A duel ends inside four feet. Three, on a bind, and three is where I intend to be, because that is where I am better than he is.” Now she looked up. “If that thing goes off through the edge with his fist on the grip, where is he standing?”

I sat on the cot with the lamp between us and did not have an answer ready, which does not happen to me often and had not happened once in the two days I had spent on that drawing.

I had read the graft as runework. That is what I am. Stroke depth, keystone, spread, trigger convention. I had never once put the man holding it into the arithmetic, because in forty years at a Vellick bench nobody had ever asked me to.

“Inside it,” I said.

“Inside it.” She sat back down on the edge of the cot and picked her father’s sword up off the sill and held it across her knees without cleaning it. “So they have not sent a champion to beat me. They have sent a champion to be standing next to me when it happens.”

“He’d survive it. He’s in Vellick plate at Ascension tier and the spread goes forward off the edge.”

“He’d survive it,” Verena agreed. “How much of him?”

I did not answer that either.

“They will bill him for the plate,” she said, “afterward. Won’t they.”

“Renewal on damaged Ascension issue is charged at post-incident premium.”

“Say that again.”

“They will bill him for it,” I said, “and he will pay, and he will thank them for the diligence.”

“So they’re going to trigger it.”

“They will trigger it when you are winning,” I said, “which they know you might be, or they would not have needed it.”

“And then?”

“And then a duel-blade does something in front of the whole city that no duel-blade has ever done, and the marshals halt the bout ten seconds too late.

“And the girl who cracks in finals is carried off that sand with her ribs in her lungs.

“And House Vellick expresses its very great regret, and sells a thousand sets of Ascension-tier plate to frightened nobles by the spring.”

Verena had stopped moving somewhere in the middle of that.

“Then take it out of him,” she said. “Before. In the armoury, the night before. You can get at anything in this academy.”

“I can’t.”

“Emrys.”

“Hear it out before you argue, because I have been chewing it for three days.” I sat back. “If I go into the competitors’ armoury the night before the finale and kill that graft, the man who put it there will find it dead within the hour, because he will check it, because it is the only reason he came. And then he does not shrug and go home. He puts something else in something else, somewhere I am not looking, on a day I do not know about, and the next thing that goes wrong at this academy will be a surprise.”

“So we let it go into the arena.”

“We let it go into the arena,” I said, “where it is one thing, in one place, that I can see, that I know the keystone of. I would rather fight a bomb I have read than a threat I have not.”

She looked at the charcoal until I started to be uncomfortable about it.

“There’s a piece you haven’t given me,” she said. “Your jaw’s doing the thing.”

I put my finger back on the graft’s keystone.

“Two cuts,” I said. “Here, at the junction of the second and third strokes, on the left face. It kills the graft and nothing else.”

“And the sword?”

“Seven keystones. In the deep families. Nobody in Corvane can find them, because I put them where nobody would look, in the sixth month of the second year, on purpose, because I wanted one thing in my life that was mine.” I heard my voice go flat. “Four cuts, in the right order, and the Everbright is a very well-made piece of steel and nothing else, forever. It cannot be put back. Not by me, not by anybody.”

She looked away from the charcoal for the first time in an hour.

“You’d do that.”

“I don’t know,” I said.

She did not tell me it was only a sword. She has never said anything that stupid to me.

She sat down on the boards beside me instead and put her shoulder against mine and left it there, taking some of my weight without making anything of it, while I looked at thirty-one repair tickets laid end to end down the boards between the door and the window.

“Can you do it under a null-field?” she said. “Mid-duel. On sand. With a man swinging it.”

“The field doesn’t touch me. It suppresses runework, and I’m not runework, I’m a man with a chisel.”

“That is not what I asked.”

I looked at the graft, and at the seven, and at the nine families, and costed the job honestly, as I would for a customer.

“Four inches above the guard, on the left face, on a blade in motion, held by the best swordsman I have ever seen,” I said. “In sand, in armour, under lattice-fire, with marshals on me.”

“Yes.”

“Ask me in three weeks,” I said.

She got up off the boards, stepped over the fourth family without disturbing a single ticket, and put her palm flat on the sill beside her father’s sword.

“Three weeks,” she said, and went down the outside stair to clean it somewhere else.

I stayed on the boards with the door open and the lamp burning and thirty-one repair tickets laid out around me in the shape of a sword I had cut in another life.

Then I went up onto my knees over the fourth family, and moved one ticket four inches to the left, where the graft goes in.


Chapter 23: Armour Cracks

Three weeks out, Vandermoor Academy stopped being a school and became a machine for producing anxiety.

You could see it in the queue at my bench. Twenty-six pieces in my first week at that bench, ninety-one that week, and every ticket urgent, and every third one a piece of perfectly serviceable gear brought in by a competitor who wanted somebody to tell him it was all right. I told nine men that week their gear was all right. Six of them came back the next day.

You could see it in the refectory, gone quiet in the evenings. You could see it in the small court in the hour before supper, which had three people in it now instead of one.

And I could see it in her. That is a different kind of seeing, and it took me four days too long.

Verena’s version of pressure does not look like pressure. It looks like discipline. She trained harder. She got up earlier. She added an hour to the count and another hour to the pells and cut her suppers to twenty minutes because eating with people takes time.

On the Wednesday she went twelve hours with a blade in her hand.

On the Thursday she made a mistake in the marshal’s step and hit the pell wrong and stood there shaking out her wrist and counting the reset under her breath, too fast, and did it again immediately, and got it wrong again.

And on the Friday she took a piece out of Orla.

It happened in the Annex at supper, between one spoonful and the next. Orla was telling a story about the exhibition slot and the pie-eating hour and whether she could get a second rig on the concourse, going at her usual speed, and she reached across and took the last of the bread off Verena’s plate without looking. She does that to everybody. It is her way of saying you are family.

“Do you ever stop,” said Verena.

The Annex went silent.

Orla Selkirk has been shouted at by dockside brothers and sponsor men and marshals and does not care in the slightest, and this was different. It was said flatly, into a bowl, by a woman she liked, in a room she had adopted.

Her grin arrived half a beat late and a shade too wide, and her voice came out about a third louder than the room needed.

“Right,” she said, brightly. “Well. I’ll take that as a request.”

She got down off the trestle, put her plate on the counter, said “Ferrant, that was lovely, you’re a wizard,” and went out the door into the dark, talking all the way, which is the loudest anybody has ever left a room.

Verena sat there for three seconds.

Then she went after her and I heard the two of them out in the court, and it did not go well, because what Verena said was, “I apologise for the way I spoke to you,” which is not an apology, it is a treaty, and Orla, who was hurt, said “Fine!” with enormous cheer, and they both came back in and the supper was ruined.

I gave it a day.

On the Saturday I found Verena in the small court long after the terrace lamps had gone out, drilling alone in the dark. She had been out there long enough to have done four hundred of that one step, which is twice what she does when she is angry.

“Don’t,” she said, before I got within ten feet.

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t come out here and be reasonable at me.” She did not stop moving. “I know. I know what I did and I know what I said and I know what I look like out here at this hour, and if you stand there and say one gentle word about rest I am going to throw this blade at your head.”

“Understood,” I said, and went away.

I came back forty minutes later with a lantern, a bottle of Kellsmoor red off Osbern’s shelf, which is where a pawnbroker’s stock goes to die, and a lockpick, and I stood at the edge of the sand until she noticed me.

“What’s that?”

“That’s a bottle.”

“And the other thing?”

“That,” I said, “is a pick, and we are going to the bathhouse.”

Verena stopped with her blade halfway through a step.

“The bathhouse closes at the eighth hour.”

“Yes.”

“There’s a lock on the yard door.”

“There is a lock on the yard door,” I agreed, “and I have looked at it every single day for three months on my way to the coal store, and it is a Grayvern four-lever that was old when I was young, and it will take me about ninety seconds and it will not know I was there.”

She stood in the dark with her chest heaving and half the braid hanging out of itself, and I watched the whole argument go across her face: the training, the ninety, the bracket, the bread on Orla’s plate.

“Ninety seconds,” she said.

“Perhaps eighty.”

“Bring the bottle,” said Verena.

The Vandermoor bathhouse is older than the school by a century and is the only genuinely luxurious thing at that academy, and it is luxurious by accident, because it was built by the monks who had the hill before the school did and nobody has ever had the money to modernise it.

It is a long vaulted room in grey stone with a barrel roof, and the floor is a single sunken pool the size of a cart yard, fed at the north end by four bronze spouts that run day and night from the hot spring under the hill.

The whole of it is an accident. The academy did not build a bathhouse. The academy built a room around a hot spring, and the water arrives at the temperature it arrives at, all year, forever, whether anybody is there or not.

At night, with the lamps out and the shutters closed, it is the warmest place in Grayvern and the steam has nowhere to go.

We came in through the yard door and I got it shut behind us and put the lantern down on the ledge, and the room came up out of the dark in one breath: the steam standing waist-deep over the water, the wet stone shining, the four spouts making their endless quiet noise at the far end, and the barrel roof going up into a blackness that ate the lamplight entirely.

The air on your face after a cold court is a physical greeting.

“Oh,” said Verena.

“Yes.”

“I have been in this room a thousand times. It’s a lot of shouting girls and somebody’s soap.”

“It’s a hot spring in a stone box,” I said. “The shouting is a later addition.”

There are benches around the pool’s edge, worn into shallow dishes by generations of monastic backsides, and a shelf of green tile along the wall at the shallow end where the water comes in warmest, and the whole place smells of wet rock and old cedar and a faint mineral sharpness like a struck flint.

We drank the Kellsmoor out of the bottle sitting on the edge with our boots off and our feet in the water, and for a quarter of an hour she was quiet.

Then, because she is what she is, she tried to make it a contest.

“Right,” said Verena, standing up and pulling her shirt over her head. “First to flinch. Down the far end. The third spout runs about ten degrees hotter than the others and everybody in this academy knows it, and I have never met a man who could sit under it for a hundred count.”

“No.”

“What?”

“No.” I took the bottle out of her hand and set it on the ledge. “We’re not doing that.”

She stood there half undressed with her hands still in the air.

“It’s a game.”

“It’s a bout,” I said. “You have had a blade in your hand for twelve hours a day for six days, you have not slept properly since the bracket went up, and you took a piece out of a woman who would walk into a fire for you because she took a bit of bread off your plate. And your answer to being brought to the one warm room in this city is to find something in it to win.”

Both her feet came flat on the tiles and squared up, the way they do at the gate post. “That’s not fair.”

“It’s completely fair and you know it, or you wouldn’t have gone that colour.” I stood up. “So we are not competing tonight. Not for the spout, not for the wine, not for anything at all. Take the rest of it off and get in the water.”

She gave me the measuring stare she gives a man across the sand in a first exchange, and I watched her decide not to fight it, and something went out of her shoulders that had been in them since the notice went up on the board.

“That’s an order, is it,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Then give it to me as one.”

“Take your clothes off, Verena,” I said, “and get in the water, and stop.”

She took her clothes off.

She did it slowly, and she did it while looking at me, and by the end of it she was breathing in a way that had nothing to do with the heat: the blacks pushed down over those heavy thighs and kicked off, the band unhooked and dropped on the bench, and the braid, which she pulled over her shoulder and undid herself, finger by finger, until all of it came loose down her back to her waist in the lamplight and the steam.

A bathhouse at midnight does something to that woman that no bedroom does. The steam had put a sheen on every inch of her. The lantern was low and behind her and it lit the wet along the whole of that long spine, down the deep hollow at the small of her back, over the heavy round swell of her ass and the strong sweep of her thighs, and her skin was pink from the heat from her collarbones to her belly, and her tits were beaded with steam and her nipples were hard in the warm air, in a room at ninety degrees, which I have never been able to account for.

“You’ve stopped talking,” she said.

“I’m going to be some time about this.”

“Get in the water, then, and do it from closer.”

I got in the water.

We were in that pool for a long time before anything happened, and that was the point of it. She floated on her back with her hair fanned out and her eyes shut and did not say anything for twenty minutes, and I sat on the underwater ledge with my arms along the stone and let her.

When she finally came over she came over slowly, walking through chest-deep water, and stood in between my knees with both hands on my shoulders, close enough that I had to tip my head back to look at her.

“Thank you,” she said.

“For the lock?”

“For not saying rest.” Her thumbs moved on my shoulders. “Everybody says rest. My mother said rest. Rhona said rest on Friday. Rest is a thing people say instead of doing anything, and you picked a lock.”

“I’m better at locks than advice.”

“I’ve noticed.” She kissed me, once, slow and thorough, and then again, and the second one went on. “Emrys.”

“Say it.”

“I want you to take over.” Her voice had dropped rough. “All of it. I don’t want to decide anything for an hour. I want you to tell me exactly what to do and I want to not have a single opinion about it, and asking for that has cost me more than losing a final ever did.”

“Then here are my terms, since you have stated yours.” I got a hand round the back of her neck and held her where she was. “I take it. I keep it until I hand it back. And the moment you want it back you say the word, and it is yours inside a heartbeat, and there is no argument attached to it. Agree to that and you can stop deciding things tonight.”

“Agreed.” Her breath had gone unsteady. “Agreed. Start.”

“Get out of the water and stand at the tile.”

She got out of the water.

The shallow end wall is green tile, warmed from behind by the spring itself, and she went and braced both forearms against it and stood there dripping in the lamplight with her hair down her back, and I came up behind her and did not touch her for a moment, and watched the goosepimples come up across her shoulders in a room at ninety degrees.

I set both hands on her, spread wide, and ran them all the way down her.

That is where the first sound came from, and it was not a word.

I took a long time. I mapped her as I had in her narrow bed, from her shoulders to her hips, and everywhere my hands went the rune-lines came up warm under them, and I said what I found because saying it out loud undoes her faster than anything I do with my hands.

“Your spine’s hotter than it was the night I cut it.”

“Is it.”

“The whole trunk. From the keystone down.” I traced it. “It’s grown into you. There’s more of it than I cut.”

“Emrys.”

“Turn round.”

She turned round, and I put my mouth on her throat and worked down, and got a hand between her thighs, and her pussy was slick with a lot more than the water, and she was already so far past pride that when I got two fingers into her she said please on the third stroke, quietly, without noticing that she had.

She noticed a second later.

I felt it go through her: the small jolt, the breath catching for the wrong reason.

“Say it again,” I said.

“I didn’t.”

“You did. Say it again.”

“No.”

So I stopped.

I took my hand away and braced both forearms on the tile either side of her head, close enough that the steam between us was warmer than the room, and did nothing at all, and watched her entire architecture come down in about forty seconds.

“That’s cruel,” she said.

“It’s leverage.”

“You,” she started, and I kissed her instead of letting her finish, and she made a furious noise into my mouth and grabbed at my hips and pulled me against her.

“Lift your leg,” I said. “The left. Over my arm.”

She lifted it, and I got my forearm under that heavy thigh and took her weight against the warm tile, one foot on the ledge and the other leg wrapped round me, and I lined my cock up and pushed into her slowly.

She said something with no shape to it and her head went back against the wall.

I set a pace and it was not the pace she wanted.

Long, deep, and in no hurry at all, taking all of her weight against the tile, and she tried three times to get her heel into the small of my back and force it faster, and three times I stopped dead until the heel came off me again.

“You absolute bastard,” she said, wrecked, on the third one.

“Ask me.”

“No.”

“Then we can be here all night. I’m very comfortable.”

“You are not comfortable, you’re shaking.”

“I am extremely uncomfortable,” I agreed, “and I can do this for another hour, and you can’t.”

She caught my jaw in one hand and pulled my head back and looked at me from about two inches away with her storm-grey eyes gone completely molten and her mouth open, and I watched the last of it go.

“Please,” said Verena Rennick.

The room did something. It was the steam and the water and the lantern, but the sound of it has stayed with me since: the yard’s untouchable rank one, the woman who has never once in her life asked anybody for anything, saying please in a bathhouse in a cracked voice.

She heard it too.

She made a small stunned noise, half a laugh and half something else, and then said it again immediately, faster, as if she had found a door.

“Please. Emrys. Please, harder, I want it harder, I want, please.”

“Better,” I said. “That was very precise. You get exactly what you asked for.”

And I gave it to her.

Hard, and deep, and steadily, with her thigh over my arm and her back sliding on the wet tile and her whole weight on me, and after that she did not stop talking for a single second.

“That. That’s the one. Don’t let up, please, more, I’ll,”

“Say what you’ll do.”

“Anything. Anything. Emrys, please, I’m,”

“I know. I can feel it.”

“Please, please, please,”

She came against that wall with her nails in my shoulders and her leg locked round my hips, clamping down on me in slow deep contractions that dragged at every stroke, and everything in her went rigid and then let go of itself in long shuddering pieces, and the gold lit up under her skin from the small of her back all the way to her shoulders. The steam standing between us caught it and turned the colour of a lamp, and for three or four seconds the wet green tile either side of her face ran gold and then quietly stopped.

It went on. I held her through all of it with her forehead down on my shoulder and her breath breaking against my neck, and when it finally let her go her leg came off my arm and she slid down the tile and sat on the edge of the pool with her feet in the water and laughed.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, that’s not fair.”

“You’re all right.”

“I begged,” said Verena, with wonder, to the steam. “I have never. I don’t do that.”

“You do now,” I said. “With me.”

She looked up at me from the tile with her hair plastered down her back and her chest heaving and her flush gone all the way to her navel.

“With you,” she agreed.

And while she was sitting there dripping on the tile with her breath still coming in pieces, the thing behind my eyes wrote itself, and I watched her read it about half a second after I did.

[Soul-Attunement: 63%]

“That’s a jump,” said Verena, to the ceiling.

“That’s the biggest one there’s been.”

“From that.” She started to laugh and had to give it up, because her chest was not ready. “From me saying please in a bathhouse.”

“From what it cost you to say it. It’s an instrument.”

“Fifty to sixty-three.” She dragged the wet hair back off her face with the flat of her wrist and looked at me from under it. “That thing has a very embarrassing sense of humour.”

“It does.”

“Good.” She got a hand round the back of my thigh. “Then it can watch this bit too.”

She reached up and took hold of my hips and pulled me toward her.

“Sit on the bench,” she said. “I’m giving something back and I want it my way, and yes, you can take it as an order.”

I sat on the worn stone bench in the shallow end with the water at my waist.

She climbed into my lap facing me with her knees on either side of my hips and her hands on my shoulders, and she sank down onto me in one long push and stopped with her forehead against mine, and neither of us moved for a second.

“There,” she said unsteadily.

“Yes.”

“Now don’t help.”

She rode me at her own pace in a foot of hot spring water with her arms locked round my neck and the steam standing off both of us, and it was nothing like a contest. She was slow. She was greedy and slow and had nowhere in the world to be, and she kept her eyes open throughout, and every time she came down the water slapped between us and ran off her shoulders.

Neither of us had looked away since she got into my lap. There was nothing left to ask for on that account and she knew it, so she asked for the other thing.

“Say it,” she said. “The thing you say.”

“You are the best-made thing I have ever had my hands on,” I said, “and I have read you like a lattice since the first night you put a sword on my counter and I still can’t finish the survey.”

She kissed me hard enough to bruise and lost her rhythm entirely, and I got both hands under that heavy ass and took her weight and drove up into her, and she came a second time with a shocked broken sound, arching back over my arm with the gold igniting all down her spine and her hair in the water behind her.

That finished me, and I got about two seconds’ warning of it.

“Off,” I said.

She made an outraged noise and did it anyway, coming up off me with the water sheeting away down her thighs, and I got a fist round myself and she got her hand over the top of it and neither of us was in charge after that. I came across her stomach and her chest in long hard pulls, hot on wet skin, spurting up over her ribs and running back down between us into the water, and she watched every second of it with her mouth open and her eyes as bright as they get when she is scoring a bout.

“Filthy,” she said, with enormous approval, and dragged two fingers through it, and looked at them.

“Habit,” I said. “Forty years of not making a mess anybody would have to explain.”

“Mm.” She rinsed her hand in the steam-warm water and put it back on my chest. “One of these days I’m going to want you to finish where you started.”

She said it lightly.

Floated is the correct verb for the half hour that followed. We got off the bench into the deep end and lay back in that water with our heads on the stone rim, side by side, hands loosely together, and let the ceiling be a long way off.

“Emrys.”

“Mm.”

“Sixty-three is going to look ridiculous on the way up.” Her voice had gone slow and unbothered. “Ninety by the finale. That is twenty-seven in three weeks, and I have already given you the thing I was keeping back.”

“Thirteen points arrived on a bathhouse bench tonight,” I said. “The rest is not going to be harder than that was.”

Her hand tightened round mine under the water and stayed there. She thought about it with her eyes shut for a good while, floating, the ends of her hair drifting out past her shoulders.

“Tell me it again.”

“Tell you what?”

“The thing you said at the wall.”

“You do now. With me.”

“Yes,” said Verena, and let her hand drift out and find mine under the water.

We walked back through the dark yard at the second hour of the morning with our hair wet and the cold coming off the sea, and somewhere between the bathhouse door and the west dormitory she told me the true thing, because that woman has never told me a true thing in a warm room.

“I’m not frightened of Crane,” she said.

“I know.”

“Don’t get gentle about the wrong thing.” Her boots crunched on the frost. “He is better than me on his worst day and I might well lose, and that’s a bout, and I’ve lost bouts. That is not what wakes me up at the fourth hour.”

“Then what does?”

She walked eight or nine paces.

“That it was true,” she said.

I let her walk.

“There’s a version where the sigil was real and the shunt was real and every single thing you showed me on that wall was real,” she said, “and I also crack. Where they’re both true. Where they held me down for four years and I would have folded anyway, and the gear was a coincidence, and I get to that fourth round with a lattice in my spine and no excuse left in the world, and I find out that the yard was right about me all along.”

The frost, and the fog, and the kitchens burning something.

“Give me your hand,” I said.

She gave it to me. I did not stop walking.

“Three finals,” I said. “The first year the blade snapped across the fuller in the fourth round. The second year the sigil-strap went mid-exchange. The third year the blade again, fourth round again.”

“Yes.”

“I have had two of those pieces in my own hands. Your blade is in my queue every third week and I have read every repair on it back to the year you arrived, and I can tell you the exact hour of your career when each of those cracks started, because metal keeps its own diary and it does not care what anybody in that yard thinks about you.”

“Emrys.”

“You did not crack. Your gear was cut to fail at your peak output, and your peak output happens in the fourth round of a final, because that is where you stop managing and start fighting.” I stopped walking and made her stop too. “There is no version where it was you. That is not comfort. I have not got any comfort. It is a reading, off the metal, by a man who can do it and nobody else can, and I would put it in front of Ollisant tomorrow if it did not cost you everything.”

She stood in the dark court holding my hand.

“Short version,” she said.

“You have never once been the thing that broke,” I said. “You have been the thing they broke against.”

Verena Rennick put both hands flat over her own face and stood in the middle of that frozen court like that until the fog had wet through both our shirts.

Then she said, “Right,” and took her hand back, and walked the rest of the way to the west dormitory without saying anything at all, and slept for fourteen hours.


Chapter 24: Rigged Sand

She slept the whole of Sunday and went down to the lancing run on the Monday, before drills, and stood at the barrier with her arms folded until Orla Selkirk finished a pass and came out of the frame and saw who was waiting for her.

I was not there for it. Orla gave it to me in pieces over the following week, out of order, with editorial improvements, and she would never give me more than the last line of it.

The last line was: “You took the bread because it’s yours. Take it again.”

After that the pair of them were worse than they had ever been, which is how those two do repair work.

The challenge was posted nine days before the Trials. That is legal. It was posted for the secondary arena, which is unusual, and it was posted by a man who had not fought a ranked bout in five months, and that is where you start.

Halvard Brenner, rank four. Twenty-nine, heavy, competent, three years of Ascension-tier gear paid for by a shipping family that owns half the Grayvern quay. He is not a bad fighter and he is not a bad man. He has never climbed above four and he will never climb above four, and everybody including Brenner knows it.

Every ranked competitor in Corvane has the right to challenge one rung above himself and to have the bout inside a fortnight. It is the oldest and most honest rule on the ladder. It is the rule that lets a scholarship fighter with a four-mark blade go up the board without asking anybody’s permission, and I would defend it in front of a magistrate.

You can also use it to make the top seed fight a heavyweight seven days before the Crown Trials.

“He’s challenging up three,” said Tam, at the board. “Four to one. That’s mad, that’s not even, you can’t.”

“He can,” said Ferrant. “One rung is a right. Three rungs is a request, and the marshals grant it if the higher fighter accepts.”

“Then she’ll refuse.”

“She will not refuse,” I said.

She took it. She read the posting in the great court with the yard watching her read it, and said “Fine,” in a bored voice, and went to breakfast.

A top seed who declines a challenge nine days out is a top seed who is protecting herself, and by that afternoon the yard would have been saying the word finals again, and the entire machinery of what had been done to her for four years would have started up again with no one having to lift a finger.

She knew that. Brenner probably did not. Whoever put the idea into Brenner’s head certainly did.

The secondary arena sits below the main yard on the seaward side: a stone bowl about half the size of the Trials arena, with six tiers of benches, a plain sand floor, and a marshal’s box. It is where the academy holds bouts that will draw more than a rail’s worth of crowd and less than a city’s.

It had been closed for twelve days for renovation.

That word went round the Annex with a requisition attached, since we service the arena’s gate fittings, and Ferrant read it out at supper with his eyebrows up.

“Drainage,” he said. “Contractors. Sand renewal and drainage. Twelve days.”

“Whose contractors?”

“Whose do you think,” said Ferrant.

I went and looked on the Friday, two days before the bout, in the morning, with a bag of gate hinges over my shoulder and a work order in my pocket that entitled me to be exactly nowhere near the sand.

You could not see anything at all from the floor. It was very good work.

The sand was fresh and raked. The drain grilles at the four low corners were new brass, correctly set, with a proper fall on the floor beneath. There was a smell of wet stone and cut timber. Two men were still working on the north gate and neither of them looked at me.

I climbed to the ninth row of the benches and sat down with my bag and had my breakfast, and let my sight go down into the floor.

And there it was, lit up under four inches of clean sand like a city seen from a hill at night.

I got it wrong.

I would like that written down, because a man who spends an account telling you what his eyes can do owes you the other list as well. What I read in the first ten seconds was a suppression net: a private null-field laid under the sand, cut low, keyed to hold her at her old ceiling in front of a crowd with nothing on her belt for anybody to point at afterward. It was an elegant piece of villainy and I had a counter for it inside a minute, and I sat in the ninth row of an empty arena being quietly pleased with myself about a plan aimed at nothing that existed.

Then I looked at the direction of the filaments.

A suppression net pushes. This one pulled.

Nothing I have ever read out of a piece of metal frightened me the way that floor did once I had that, and the reason was not that it was cruel. It was that it was good.

It was a drain, and not for water: the brass grilles were honest and did nothing but take rain. Under them, cut into the arena’s original footing stones in a lace of connected filaments covering the entire floor, was a collection lattice.

I have made two collection lattices in my life, both for foundry work, and they exist for one honest reason.

When you are annealing something enormous, you have surplus heat you cannot dump into the air. So you cut a lattice into the floor around it that takes the surplus, and you give the lattice a fall, exactly as you would fall a drain, and it runs the surplus off somewhere you want it.

This one was not keyed to heat.

It was keyed to output. Any output, from any bearer, at any point on that floor, above a threshold. Below the threshold, nothing at all. Above it, the whole floor opens underneath the bearer and takes the surplus away.

And a duelist standing on that sand at full extension would feel it as a slight heaviness at the top of the swing.

“Oi,” said one of the men on the north gate, without much interest. “You waiting on the hinges or eating your breakfast?”

“Both.”

“Leave them at the box.”

“Right you are.”

I took my time getting the bag off my shoulder, and by the time I had straightened up he had gone back to his gate and I had my sight back in the floor, and this time it gave me the whole of what the first pass had only frightened me with.

I understood precisely what I was looking at, and hurting her was no part of it.

They had built an instrument.

The whole floor was a sample dish. Whatever it is that lets her beat the yard with a dead sigil on her belt, Balthus Vellick wanted a measurement of it. He did not want a rumour or a loupe reading at forty feet; he wanted a quantity, in a vessel, that he could take upstairs and put under a lamp.

He had not raged. He had designed an experiment.

I traced the fall.

I will not forget the next minute of that morning as long as I live. Every filament in that floor ran to the north-west corner, and out under the wall through the old monastic sluice channel, and away downhill in a single main line, and I sat there and followed it with my sight as far as I could see, about two hundred feet, until it went under the high court.

Toward the tower.

And under the tower, in the dark, at the end of that line, something was already drinking.

I cannot prove what I felt at that distance, and it was not a reading. It was in how the far end of that lattice was drawing. A lattice at rest is inert, and that one had a pull on it, faint and continuous, the way a chimney pulls when there is a fire somewhere below.

Something at the bottom of that pipe was thirsty.

I went to Verena that afternoon and put all of it in front of her. Bonded women get the truth, and she would have known inside ten seconds if I had held any of it back.

“Can it be cut?” she said.

“Yes. There’s a keystone. Every collection lattice has one and it has to be reachable, because contractors have to be able to shut it down to service it.”

“Where?”

“North-west corner. The inspection port at the base of the wall, under the marshal’s box.”

“So do it tonight.”

“There are two men on the north gate at night and they aren’t carpenters.” I had watched them for an hour. “They are watching that corner, and the moment the lattice dies before the bout, the bout is postponed for repairs and it all happens again somewhere I haven’t found.”

Verena thought about that.

“Then we fight on it,” she said.

“Verena.”

“No, work it through with me.” She turned her stool to face me square on. “It takes surplus. Above a threshold. What’s the threshold?”

“About what you’d throw at a two, in your count.”

“Then I fight Brenner at a two.” She shrugged. “I have spent four years fighting at less than that. Halvard Brenner is rank four because he is strong and slow, and I can beat him at a two on technique with my eyes shut, and their beautiful dish gets four inches of sand and nothing else.”

I sat with it and could not find the hole in it.

The bout was at the second hour of the afternoon and the arena was full.

Twelve hundred people. For a rank-defence in the secondary bowl that is unheard of, and they had come because the Trials were seven days out and the city had decided that Verena Rennick was interesting. The sponsor’s men had a table on the concourse selling nothing anybody needed. Balthus Vellick was in the arena’s small gallery with his hands folded.

I could not get to the floor.

That is the hinge of the whole afternoon. I had a bag of hinges and a work order and twelve hundred people between me and the north-west corner, and by the time I had got round to the low path the marshals had closed the gates for the bout, because you do not let a workman across an arena floor with a marshal’s flag already up.

So I went up into the benches on the west side, five rows from the front, with a clear line down onto the sand and thirty feet of stone between me and the inspection port.

Brenner came out to a decent noise. He fights out of a Grayvern school with a heavy blade and a big shoulder and he looked, that afternoon, like a man who had been told he was doing somebody a favour.

Verena came out in the same half-armour she has worn all term.

The marshal dropped his hand.

She fought him at a two.

It was beautiful, technically, and it was dull, and dull was what it needed to be. She let him have the tempo. She parried on the true edge and gave ground in a controlled way and took two touches off him in the first ninety seconds with nothing on them at all, and the crowd, which had come to see something, began to make the low restless noise a crowd makes.

Two exchanges later Halvard Brenner did the thing nobody had planned for, and there is no blame in me for it anywhere.

He got angry.

He was rank four, in front of twelve hundred people, being handled politely, and he could feel it, and he did what every fighter in the world does when he can feel it: he stopped fighting his bout and started fighting hers. He came in with everything he had, four times running, a big man’s overhand series with every pound of him behind it, and he backed her up a dozen feet across the sand.

And Verena, being backed toward the barrier in front of twelve hundred people by a man swinging at her head, did what her body has done since she was nine years old.

She met it.

The count went out of her all at once. She caught the fourth of those cuts on a rising bind at full commitment and turned her hip through and put him on his back, and the sound off her steel was the sound the yard had heard at the re-ranking, and the crowd came up out of its seats.

And under her feet, the whole floor came alight.

To twelve hundred people, nothing happened. Sand, and a big man going down, and a marshal’s arm up.

To me, five rows back on the west side, the entire arena floor came alive in a web of gold from wall to wall, and the fall took it, and it all began to run north-west toward the sluice.

I was up and out of my row and going down the steps two at a time before the sound of the crowd had finished arriving.

I got four rows down and stopped, because Head Marshal Drummond was standing at the bottom of the west stair with his hands behind his back, facing the wrong way.

Not at the sand. At the benches. At me.

He had been there the entire bout. I had walked past him coming in and had not registered him, because a marshal’s coat in an arena is furniture, and because he had picked the one place in that bowl from which a man can watch a work-study Artificer instead of a duel.

“Sit down, Stroud.”

“Sir, I need two seconds at that rail and then you can do anything you like with me.”

“Sit down.”

“Ten feet from your own box there is an inspection grille at the base of the wall.” I was speaking very fast and very quietly and I could hear myself doing it. “Behind it there is a keystone. That is all I want and I do not have time to sell it to you.”

Drummond did not move his hands from behind his back.

“Is the Rennick girl in danger?”

“No.”

“Is anybody on that sand in danger?”

“No,” I said, because bonded women and head marshals get the same answer, and because it was true.

“Then you will sit down.”

Here is what I had, in the time I had it: four seconds of a lattice already running, a man in front of me who was right, and no version of the next minute in which I explained a collection lattice to him in the aisle of a full arena.

So I went round him.

Not past. Round. I put my hand on the rail-post at the end of the fourth row and swung down over the front of the benches onto the walkway, dropping the eight feet onto the boards in front of twelve hundred people, and I landed like a sack of rivets and both knees told me about it on the way up.

Drummond did not raise the flag.

That decision took him less than half a second. A head marshal watching a grey sash go over the front of the benches at a witnessed bout has one correct action, which is to put his arm up and stop the bout, and the bout would then have been void, and the arena would have been closed for inspection, and everything under that floor would have been quietly re-cut somewhere I would never find it.

He did not raise the flag. He came down off the stair after me himself, alone, without shouting for the two floor marshals who were already turning, and he took the back of my collar in his fist and put me chest-first into the barrier rail hard enough to empty me out.

Which put me exactly where I had been trying to get to.

Whether the man meant to do that I could not tell you. His face, four inches from mine, belonged to somebody who had not finished deciding.

Past his shoulder, down on the sand, Verena had disengaged and stepped back and was looking up into the west benches for the source of the noise.

Ten feet to my left and four feet below, at the base of the wall under the marshal’s box, there was a brass grille the size of a hand.

Behind it, lit up in my sight, the keystone of that entire floor: a Binding-grade anchor cut into the footing stone, four inches across, seated where the contractors could reach it with a rod.

I could not reach it with a rod. I had one arm free, a marshal’s fist in my collar, and about a second and a half.

So I did the only thing available, and it cost me more than any throw has ever cost me.

I got my free hand into the bag on my shoulder and came out with a two-pound hinge drift, and I threw it.

I did not throw at the grille. I threw through it. A hand-span of brass louvres at four feet of range with a marshal crushing my ribs into a rail, and I put forty years of hammer work into my shoulder and let it go.

The drift went through the third and fourth louvres, hit the keystone dead centre, and knocked it out of the footing stone.

The lattice died with a sound.

Nobody else in that arena heard it. It was not a noise in the air; it was the sound a lattice makes going out, arriving somewhere behind the ears of the only man present who can hear such things, and it sounded like a hawser going slack under a load.

The gold under that sand went dark from the north-west corner outward in about half a second, wall to wall, and stopped.

And two hundred feet away, at the bottom of a pipe under the high court, something that had been drinking stopped drinking.

I felt that too. Not a lattice: an interruption. Something had been taking a long swallow and had it pulled out of its mouth, and for about two seconds the far end of that main line was not inert at all.

Drummond had me flat on the timber by then with my arm behind my back.

He did not ask me what I had thrown, or at what, or why. He got me on my feet with one heave, turned me round, and walked me up the west stair and out through the concourse gate with his fist in my collar and his face blank, and he did not say one word to me on the way, which I found considerably worse than being shouted at.

Behind us the marshal called the reset.

Halvard Brenner got up, and Verena took the bout off him in nine seconds, because she had seen enough of the west benches to know what was happening in them. She did not bother with a disarm. She came through his guard on a straight lunge and set the point flat on the centre of his breastplate hard enough to rock him back a pace, and she was already turning away before the marshal’s arm was properly up. There was no unkindness in it and no interest either. She did not look up at the gallery at all.

The crowd got its money. The instruments got four inches of clean sand.

Drummond took me to the marshals’ room: a low stone room off the great court with a table, a rack of staves, and a window with bars in it. He shut the door and put his back against it.

“You crossed a live barrier at a witnessed bout,” he said. “In front of twelve hundred people and a grandmaster. Say it back to me.”

“I crossed a live barrier at a witnessed bout, sir.”

“You know what that is.”

“A caning offence.”

“I told you on the clay at the lancing run what happened the next time, and I told you in front of my own men, and you will notice that I have not once asked you tonight what you saw.” He was already unfastening his coat cuffs. “That is deliberate. What you saw is not the price. Crossing the line is the price, and it is the same price for you as it would be for a duke’s son, and that is the entire reason the line means anything at all.”

“Yes, sir.”

“It is six strokes and a note on your file, and if I do not give you the six strokes then every man in that arena learns today that the barrier line is a matter of opinion, and the next time somebody goes over it there will be a knife in his hand.” He took a rattan out of the rack. “Coat off. Hands on the table.”

I took my coat off and put my hands on the table.

He gave me six, properly, across the back, with the weight a man his size can put into it, and he did not hurry any of them and he did not say anything between them.

I have been beaten by professionals. He was one, and he was fair, and that is a distinction which means nothing to your back at the time and everything afterward.

Then he put the rattan back in the rack, sat down on the corner of the table, and took a folded paper out of his coat.

I knew it by the fold. It was my own statement from the lancing run, three months old, in his clerk’s hand and my words, with the tool sizes in it.

“I have read this eleven times,” said Drummond. “I keep it in that box. And this afternoon a boy who has not been wrong in my hearing once since he wrote it went over the front of my benches at a witnessed bout, in daylight, having first stopped to ask my permission, which is not a thing a lunatic does.”

I stood with my hands still on the table and my back going up like a stove and did not say a word, because there was nothing in front of me that needed a defence.

“So I am not going to make you prove anything to me,” he said. “Twelve days of contractors. A drainage requisition. Sponsor’s own men on the north gate at night, and I know they are there at night because I put a man on the gate rota to find out three days ago.” He looked at the paper rather than at me. “I had already got that far on my own, Stroud, and I did not enjoy the walk. Two questions, and neither of them is the one you have braced for.”

“Sir.”

“Was it aimed at her?”

“No.”

“Then what is it for?”

“It gives them a sample,” I said. “In a vessel, at the other end of a pipe. That is what a collection lattice is for. It is not a weapon. It is a bucket.”

“And where is the other end of the pipe?”

“North-west, out through the old monastic sluice, downhill under the high court.”

Something happened in the man’s face at that, and it was the first time I ever saw it move. He knows what is under the high court. Every marshal knows what is under the high court, in the sense that every marshal knows there is a tower on top of it.

“Then here is my half of it, and it is smaller than you would like,” said Drummond. “I cannot close that arena. I cannot summon a grandmaster to a stone room and ask him about his drains. I have twenty-six men, half of them boys, and a rulebook that was written by people who assumed the danger would come from outside the walls.” He folded the statement along its old crease. “You will write this down.”

“Sir, if I write that down it goes into a file, and the file goes up the hill, and the man it goes to is the man who signed the renovation.”

“I know exactly where it goes,” said Drummond. “Write it down anyway, with the tool sizes, and give it to me, and it goes in the box with the other one, and if the day ever comes when somebody in this kingdom asks me what I knew and when I knew it, I will have a piece of paper in a dead boy’s hand with a date on it.”

He opened the door.

“Get your coat,” he said. “And Stroud. The next barrier you cross had better be the last one.”

Verena was waiting at my bench with a jar of grease and an expression.

She had come straight off the sand and had not changed out of anything. Cuirass unlaced down one side and hanging, blacks stuck to her from hip to knee and doing nothing whatsoever to disguise the shape underneath, braid half out of itself, the flush still up her throat from the sand and from whatever she had been carrying since somebody told her where I had been taken.

“Shirt,” she said.

“It’s fine.”

“Emrys.” She set the jar down hard enough to make the tools jump. “Shirt.”

I got the shirt off. She came round behind the stool and said nothing at all, and then she started at the top and worked down, and her hands were not gentle and they were not rough. They were exact. It is how she does everything.

What she said about Head Marshal Drummond while she did it went on for some while and covered his profession, his rulebook, his parentage, and one anatomical suggestion I had last heard on a capital dock.

“He was right,” I said.

“I know he was right.” Her hand settled over the small of my back where the last stroke had landed and stayed there, warm through the grease, and the warmth went somewhere the welts had no share in. “That is the only reason I am discussing his mother instead of going and finding him.”

I sat still with that hand on me and the coals going down at the far end of the shop, and did not move a muscle, because my whole chest had gone tight around it, as it still does every single time.

“Turn round,” she said.

I turned round on the stool. She looked down at me with her chin low and her eyes doing the thing they do when the measuring stops, and then she took a fistful of my hair, tipped my head back, and kissed me until my back lit up like a stove. She knew it would. She did it anyway.

“That’s for the drift,” she said against my mouth. “There is a considerable amount more of it available on a night when you have not been caned. Eat something.”

The summons came at the tenth hour that night, delivered by a house clerk to the Annex door, and it was addressed to Stroud, E., work-study, and it was very polite.

Balthus Vellick’s parlour is one floor below the workshop and it is nothing like it.

The workshop smells of scale and hot iron and the sourness of quenching oil. The parlour smells of beeswax, applewood smoke, and underneath both the faint sweetness of the dressing they put on old book-boards, a smell you have to pay a man every year to maintain. The carpet is deep enough to take the sound out of the room. The fire is laid small and correct in a marble surround, and the two chairs are turned three-quarters toward it, and the table between them carries a decanter and no water.

Then there is the case: waist-high, glass-fronted, lit from inside by a lamp-rune cut so evenly that I looked at it twice and then wanted to meet whoever had done it.

A set of gravers with ivory handles, cased, unused, and worth eleven months of a scholarship stipend. A pocket-loupe in a shagreen box. A silver fish the length of my finger that swims in the air when you wind it, made by a hand whose signature I know, by a man who died in a rented room. A ring of oath-metal on a velvet cushion, no wider than a wedding band, with a Crown-grade lattice in it and no fade schedule anywhere in the work, which is to say a thing the house does not sell to anybody.

No tool in that room had ever been used for anything. It is a room built to receive people in, and I stood on the carpet in a grey sash with six welts across my back and understood exactly how much of it was for me.

“Sit,” said Balthus.

“I’ll stand, grandmaster.”

“You will sit, because your back is in a bad way and I am not a savage.”

There was a decanter at his elbow and two glasses already standing full beside it, which told me the appointment had been in his diary a good while before it was in mine. He did not hand me one. He did not stand up, and he did not wait for me, and he had not gone to a single one of the small courtesies Verena had described to me on a wall in the fog, and that told me the rest.

I sat.

Up close he is a big man gone soft, with white hair brushed flat and the loupe on its chain, and hands that never once shake. He never raises his voice, so the room lowers itself to meet him.

“Master Ollisant found nothing in your ledger,” he said.

“So I heard, grandmaster.”

“Nothing in the ledger. Nothing in the day-slips. Nothing in a book that has had one page cut out of it and put back.” He turned his glass. “There is no better forensic smith working. I have used him for nineteen years and he has never once given me an empty answer, and he gave me one five weeks ago, and I have been thinking about it since.”

I let him get to the end of it.

“You are twenty-four,” said Balthus Vellick. “You corrected Loram Hale’s board in your first week. You read a sabotage cut on a lance-rig at thirty-five feet, which no man on my staff can do at ten. You put four hired blades on the floor of a workshop. And this afternoon you threw a drift through a grille and killed a piece of runework that cost the house four hundred marks and twelve days.”

“That was a hinge drift, grandmaster. It slipped.”

He smiled. It reached about half his face.

“I am going to make you an offer,” he said, “and I want you to understand before I make it that it is a real one, because I do not waste offers on people I intend to break.”

“Grandmaster.”

“There is a bench in the capital vaults that has been empty the best part of a year,” said Balthus Vellick.

The fire moved in the grate.

I have been dead. I have had my throat opened by a bookkeeper on a stone floor. I do not believe anything in either of my lives has ever gone through me the way that sentence did, sitting in a carpeted room with a glass of somebody’s good brandy in my hand.

“A year,” I said.

“The man who worked it was very old and very fine and had been with the house all his life,” he said, “and he died last winter, and nothing that has come off that bench since has been worth carrying upstairs. Do you know what the house paid him?”

“No, grandmaster.”

“Nothing at all.” Balthus took a sip. “He was maintained. Housed, fed, clothed, his materials without limit, his hours his own, and no man in Corvane ever told him what to make. There are four smiths alive who would take that bargain tomorrow without asking a single question, and I have met all four, and every one of them is a worse craftsman than you were at nineteen.”

“You’re offering me a place in the capital.”

“I am offering you a life at a bench where the work is worth doing, at the disposal of a house that has never let a great man go hungry, with the Registrar’s library at your elbow and a forge that has not gone out since the reign of the fourth Alder.” He set his glass down. “A bench is a bench, boy. Ours pays.”

I looked into the fire.

What happened in me during those seconds is not flattering.

Part of me wanted it.

It was never the money and never the house. The library. The forge. Materials without limit. I spent four decades making treasures out of whatever scraps they handed me, and here was a soft-voiced man offering me the whole cabinet, and some small ancient piece of me that has never been anything but a craftsman leaned toward it before the rest of me got its hand on the back of its collar.

Then I thought about the phrase his hours his own.

I have had my hours my own. It is a phrase that lives in a house’s mouth in a room upstairs while somebody reads out the terms, and it is a beautiful phrase, and I know exactly what it weighs, because I wore it round my throat for the whole of the first life and they billed the household for the upkeep.

“And if I don’t want it?” I said.

Balthus Vellick looked at me pleasantly.

“Then I will be disappointed, and the offer will not be repeated,” he said, “and you will stay here and sharpen swords for four marks, and your Annex will go on having its unfortunate accidents, and at some point in the next year somebody in this kingdom is going to work out what you are. And I want you to think carefully about what happens to a smith like you when a house finds him and he has nobody standing over him.” He turned the glass in his manicured fingers. “You will wear what he wore, boy. In the end they all do.”

The fire ticked.

“What who wore?” I said.

“Whoever held the bench before you,” said Balthus. “Every one of them.”

And there it was. He did not know. He genuinely did not know: he had been handed a bench in a capital vault as an inheritance, the way you are handed a mill or a shipping line, and he had never thought about the man in it or the band of grey oath-metal round his neck, because a tool is not a person and the arithmetic is the same either way.

I put the glass down on the table without drinking any of it.

“I’ve seen your ledger,” I said.

I should not have said it. It bought me nothing and it cost me every advantage of being underestimated, and I said it anyway, in a carpeted room, quietly, because a man was sitting six feet from me offering me my own collar as a kindness and I found that I could not stay silent in front of it.

Balthus Vellick’s thumb, which had been turning the glass on its stem a quarter-turn at a time since he sat down, completed the quarter-turn it was in the middle of and did not begin another.

No question. No what ledger, boy.

“Which one?” he said.

“The one with the losses in it.”

“Ah,” said Balthus Vellick. “Yes. That one is not very interesting. It is simply the column where the ones we could not save are written down, so that the account balances.” He set his glass on the table and stood up, which meant that I stood up. “You have my offer. It stands until the finale and not one hour past it. Good night, Master Stroud. Have somebody put grease on your back, you will not sleep otherwise.”

I got to the door.

“Boy,” he said, behind me.

I turned round.

“The girl is a very good duelist,” said Balthus Vellick, “and she is going to be broken in nine days in front of ten thousand people, and it will not be by me, and it will not be a surprise to anyone in this kingdom, because the whole city already knows what Rennick does in a final.” The small kind smile did not move. “That is not a threat. That is a market forecast. Nothing I have to do.”

I went down the outside stair into the cold with my back on fire, working out on the way what he had actually told me: that the finale would take care of itself.

And two hundred feet away, at the bottom of a dead pipe under that high court, something that had been drinking for twelve days had stopped.


Chapter 25: The Trials Open

Grayvern came up the hill on the first morning of the Crown Trials and did not go back down for three days.

I had been told about it all term and I had not understood it. I had thought: a tournament, at a school, with a crowd. What actually happens is that a trade city of forty thousand people shuts its counting houses, and the estuary ferrymen run all night, and the road from the west gate to the academy is a solid column of carts and hawkers and families with folding stools from the fifth hour of the morning.

The concourse below the arena was a fair by dawn. Pie stalls, a man selling painted wooden swords, two rival bookmakers with slates, a woman with a barrel of cider on a handcart, and a preacher nobody was listening to.

And along the north side of it, under grey and gold awnings, the sponsor armouries.

There were four of them. House Vellick’s was the length of the other three put together, and it was not selling. That is the thing you have to see once to understand the business: they were not selling anything at the Trials. They were fitting. Any competitor in the bracket could walk into that awning and be equipped at his tier without paying one mark, and the house would carry the account, and if the man won, the whole kingdom would see what he had been wearing when he did it.

I stood at the corner of it with a crate of gate-fittings and watched a boy from Ostwick get strapped into nine hundred marks of Ascension-tier plate by four armourers while his father cried.

The boy was seventeen. He was in the opening rounds and he would be out of the bracket by the fourth hour and everybody under that awning knew it, including him, and it did not matter in the slightest, because for one morning of his life a Vellick armourer knelt on the flags in front of him and adjusted a cuisse and called him sir.

That is the product. Not the plate. The kneeling.

Behind the fitting benches, out of the sun, four clerks sat at a trestle with the account books open, and every set of straps that went onto a boy’s leg got a line and a figure and a term, and none of the families out front ever saw the trestle at all.

The Trials arena is a stone bowl big enough to swallow the academy twice, and I had never been inside it.

It is an oval bowl of grey stone dug into the hill, with the sand floor forty feet below the lowest bench, and it holds ten thousand people sitting and more standing along the top wall. The competitors’ gates are at the north and south ends, the marshals’ box is at the west, and the sponsors’ gallery is a covered stand at the east with its own stair.

The floor is not sand all the way down. That was the first thing I looked at, on the first morning, and it is four inches of clean sand over slabs of a pale hard stone I did not recognise, laid without mortar, each one about the size of a cart.

There is nothing cut into them at all.

I checked. I spent a quarter of an hour of my first morning on my knees at the edge of that floor with a work order in my pocket, reading the footings for a collection lattice or a drain or anything else, and there was nothing. Whoever built that arena four hundred years ago laid that floor in a stone that takes runework very badly on purpose, and I would like to shake his hand.

The null-field is in the wall.

It runs in a single continuous band around the entire bowl at the level of the lowest bench, in the original stone, and it is the largest single piece of runework I have ever seen with my own eyes.

I stood on the concourse stair on the first morning and looked at it for as long as I dared, and it was like standing in front of a waterfall. It has no ornament. It does one thing, in a line nine hundred feet long, without a single wasted stroke anywhere, and it has done it since before House Vellick existed as a name worth writing down.

Whoever cut that band had no equal in his own century, and nobody now alive knows his name.

They demonstrate the field at the gate, every morning, in front of the queue, because a crowd that has paid to come in wants to see the trick.

A marshal stands at the competitors’ gate with a tray. Anybody entering the floor puts his gear on it. And at the eighth hour on the first morning, with the lower benches already filling and the smell of hot fat coming off the concourse, a marshal walked to the null-line with a young man’s charm-ring held up between finger and thumb.

It was a good piece. A steadiness charm, the sort a nervous noble’s mother buys before a tournament, cut competently, worth about forty marks.

He held it out over the line.

It went dead in his fingers like a candle in a jar.

The crowd made the noise crowds make. The boy who owned it went white, and the marshal handed it back and said, kindly, “You’ll have it again on the concourse, sir, it’s only asleep,” which is exactly true and which they say a dozen times a morning.

Head Marshal Drummond read the gate rules out to the assembled competitors afterward from a board, in a parade-ground bellow, as they have done at that arena since it opened.

“Registered issue passes. It is marked and the field knows it. Anything else is suppressed at the line and stays suppressed. There is no exception for family pieces, for physicians’ charms, for luck, or for rank.”

He let that sit.

“You may compete unequipped. It is recorded as unarmed of issue. It is legal, it is stupid, and the last competitor to do it at this arena was in the fourth Alder’s reign and he is dead.”

Somebody laughed.

“You are welcome to be the second,” said Drummond, and put the board down.

Beside me, at the rail, Verena Rennick filed that away with no expression whatsoever.

Ferrant’s crew held the Trials repair contract. It is worth more to the Annex than the whole rest of the year, and it is why the plan was possible at all.

The competitors’ bench sits in a vaulted room under the north stand with two forges, four benches, a rack for the queue and a door onto the floor tunnel, and for three days it belongs to whoever has the contract. We moved in the day before with two carts of tools, and by the first morning it looked like the Annex with a better roof.

Ferrant ran the queue. Garvan ran the forges. Tam ran messages and got so far above himself by the second hour that Ferrant threatened to send him home twice.

I had the far bench: nearest the tunnel, and the tunnel is nearest the floor.

That was deliberate, and it was Ferrant’s doing, and he did it without ever saying a word to me about why.

“Far bench,” he said, on the first morning, dropping a ticket spike on it. “Blade work and edge. You’ll get the ranked ones. Don’t go on the floor.”

“No.”

“I mean it, lad. There’s marshals on that tunnel and I’ve a contract.”

Then he went off to shout at somebody about a strap, and I set out my tools with my back to the tunnel, and I could see the floor through it at a distance of about twelve feet, framed in an arch, like a picture of a war.

Fenna Roke had the bench beside mine, on straps and buckles, because Ferrant puts his two best pairs of hands where the queue is worst and has never explained himself about it to anybody.

She earned it inside the first morning. A garrison duelist off a border school brought a gorget in with nothing whatever wrong with it, and Fenna took the ticket, and turned the piece over twice, and then went out and found the man and made him take his cuirass off in front of forty people.

“Your gorget’s fine,” she said. “Somebody’s shortened your left shoulder strap by two holes to make the plate sit prettier, and you have been fighting with your arm two inches out of line for a week. Who dressed you?”

“The sponsor’s fitter.”

“Then don’t let the sponsor’s fitter dress you again.”

She re-punched the strap while he stood there, and charged him nothing, and went back to her spike without waiting to be thanked.

I said not one word about it. There are two people in that Annex who can read a fighter off his own gear, and I had spent all term being careful not to be the one anybody noticed.

Orla was sick twice on the first morning.

She would not have thanked me for noticing, so I did not.

Her exhibition was on the second day, in the midday slot between the quarterfinals and the semifinals, in front of the largest crowd she would ever ride for, and on the first morning she came into the competitors’ bench with her rig on a hand-cart at the seventh hour, four hours before her rig had any business being anywhere.

“Right,” she said. “Check it.”

“I checked it last night.”

“Check it again.”

I checked it again.

She stood over me with her arms wrapped round herself and talked without stopping for a solid quarter of an hour about the crowd and the wind off the estuary and the state of the concourse rail and a rigger called Bricken and the price of pies, and I went through her frame filament by filament with my sight open while she did.

The governor was clean. The launch lattice was clean. The work I had done on it back at the start of term had settled in and stopped being visible, which is what good work does, and the whole frame read as one piece now instead of a housing and an argument.

“It’s right,” I said. “It’s better than right. It is tuned better than anything on that concourse and it is rated at what you actually put out, which nothing you have ever ridden has been. There is not one filament in that frame doing anything other than what it says it is doing, and I will say that sentence to you as many times as you need it.”

“Yes.” She nodded fast. “Yes. Good. Check the boot stirrups.”

I checked the boot stirrups.

She came back two hours later, with the queue four blades deep on my spike and the first crowd noise coming down the tunnel, and asked me to check it again.

I took the bench glass out of Ferrant’s roll and put it in her hand instead. I have never owned a loupe in either life and I never will, but there was one lying eighteen inches from my elbow that morning, and there is more than one way to be told a thing.

“Governor housing,” I said. “Third and fourth filaments, off the anchor seam, two thirds along. You have seen a bad one. Go and look at a good one.”

“I don’t read lattices.”

“You read that one from the inside at ninety miles an hour for two years and told a rigger it was singing. Go on.”

She went and knelt by the frame with Ferrant’s glass screwed into her eye and her tongue between her teeth, and she was down there four minutes, and when she stood up she handed the glass back and said, “It’s boring.”

“It is.”

“Nothing’s happening in it at all.”

“That,” I said, “is what an honest lattice looks like.”

She wiped her palms down her thighs, and her shoulders came down about an inch, and she did not ask me to check it again after that.

She came once more, at the second hour of the afternoon, and that time she did not ask.

She hitched herself up onto the end of my bench, and for once her heels stayed where she put them, and she watched me put an edge on somebody’s competition blade for a while.

“Bench-rat.”

“Selkirk.”

“If it goes,” she said, in a completely ordinary voice, “will it be quick?”

I put the stone down.

Her eyes had gone somewhere else entirely. The freckles across her nose were standing out hard against skin gone the colour of paper, and those bright hazel-green eyes, that normally arrive in a room half a second ahead of the rest of her, were fixed on a rivet six feet up the far wall.

“It isn’t going to go.”

“That’s not what I asked. I know it isn’t going. You’ve said. I’ve heard you say it and I believe you, which is the maddest sentence I have ever said about a piece of equipment.” She was looking at the far wall. “I want to know the other thing. Because I’ve been not thinking about it since the day you put a chisel through my launch rune, and it turns out that if you don’t think about a thing for three months it just waits.”

I thought about lying to her, and did not.

“If a launch lattice lets go at speed,” I said, “it is faster than you can be frightened. That is not a comfort, it is mechanics. It’s why nobody who has had it happen has ever described it.”

“Right,” said Orla Selkirk. “Right. Good. That’s actually much better than what I had, which was made up.”

“It isn’t going to go.”

“You said.” She hopped off the bench and squared her shoulders and was three-quarters of the way to being herself again by the time she reached the door. “Right. I’m going to go and be enormous at people. Don’t tell Rennick I was in here.”

“She’d only say something unbearable.”

“She’d say something unbearable and then check my straps herself,” said Orla, “which is worse.”

Verena had three bouts on the first day. That is what an open bracket costs before it turns into a proper draw: two qualifying rounds to winnow the field, and then the round of thirty-two.

She fought all three at a two, and she was, by the honest judgment of every person at that arena, unremarkable.

Being unremarkable was the entire plan, and it cost her more than anything else that week.

Bout one was a big slow third-year from an Ostwick school who came in hard and got taken apart on technique in ninety seconds with three touches and no drama at all. Bout two was a wiry left-hander who gave her genuine trouble and made her work for five minutes, and she beat him with the marshal’s step and a wrist-roll and nothing else.

Bout three was over inside two minutes and did not raise the crowd above a murmur.

I stood in the mouth of the tunnel between tickets and watched, and what I saw was a woman doing a thing I had no right whatsoever to ask of anybody: standing on the biggest sand in the kingdom with the whole of herself available and putting out a fifth of it, on purpose, three times, in front of the people who had made up a rhyme about her.

I heard it twice on the concourse that evening.

“Rennick’s through, but she’s flat.”

“She’s saving it.”

“She’s not saving it, she looks exactly like she looked last year, and we all know what happened last year.”

She came into the competitors’ bench with the concourse still emptying overhead, her helm under her arm and her face perfectly composed, and she put her blade on my bench, and she said, quietly, “Edge,” and I took it and worked on it for ten minutes and did not say anything.

She had come straight off the third bout and had not loosened a single buckle. The cuirass sat high and tight, her blacks were dark with sweat all down the spine and clinging to those heavy thighs everywhere they touched her, and the flush had not gone out of her throat yet. There was a shine on her collarbone in the lamplight that I had a very specific and entirely unhelpful set of memories about, and I put my eyes back down on the stone.

She caught me anyway. She always does.

She said nothing about it. She reached past me for her own blade, and on the way her knuckles went down the inside of my forearm from elbow to wrist, once, slowly, in a room with four other people in it, and my whole evening rearranged itself around three inches of contact.

“Is that three?” she said.

“That’s three.”

Verena did not pick the sword up yet. “Marchbank?”

“Out this afternoon. Second round, to a garrison duelist off a border school. Thirty-four years old, plain sword, three touches to one in four minutes.” I set the stone down. “The Ascension gear did everything it is sold to do. It was not the thing that was missing.”

She turned that over.

“How did she come off the sand?”

“Without looking at the gallery.”

“She got that from me.” There was nothing pleased anywhere in her voice. “She has about two more years left of believing it was the sword. After that she either puts it down or she finds out what she actually is underneath nine hundred marks of it, and I would like it to be the second one, and I am not going to be the person who tells her.”

Then she picked her sword up and went to eat.

Ferrant fed nine people at that bench on the first night, on a fire meant for annealing, out of a pot he had brought up the hill on a hand-cart, and the fact that half the ranked competitors in the bracket came and stood around outside the door smelling it is the single greatest triumph of Cobb Ferrant’s life and he has mentioned it every year since.

Balthus Vellick came down onto the concourse twice on the first day.

Once at the opening, in grey and gold, to declare the Trials in that soft carrying voice, and once after the noon bouts, walking the sponsor armouries with two clerks, stopping to speak to competitors’ families.

I watched him from the tunnel mouth both times.

What put a cold weight in my stomach had nothing to do with the grey and gold.

He was calm, which was the wrong thing for him to be. He stopped under a sponsor’s awning and asked a boy from Ostwick how his pauldron sat, and listened to the answer, and moved on down the row in the sunshine.

He had stopped improvising seven days ago.

Which meant that everything he had done since the start of term, the seizure, the raid, the arena floor, the offer, had been the improvising, and the real thing had been sitting somewhere all along, finished, waiting for the day.

Isbeth Vellick came to the competitors’ bench at the ninth hour of that first evening, when the arena above us had emptied and the only people in that vaulted room were me and a banked forge.

I did not hear her come in. I have never once heard her come in.

“Master Stroud.”

I turned round with a file in my hand.

She was travelling, and I had not seen that before. Spire silver, still, but plain, with a hood back off her shoulders and no ornament anywhere, and her gloves on, and her long straight silver hair pushed back behind one shoulder. There was frost on the shoulders of her cloak. She had been somewhere outside the walls in the cold and had come here on the way back.

“My lady.”

“Two sentences,” said Isbeth Vellick, “and then I was not here.”

“All right.”

“Count the cores missing from the Spire’s audit.”

I did not move.

“Then be somewhere else for the finale,” she said.

She turned to go.

“My lady.”

She stopped, which she did not have to do.

“How many?” I said.

Isbeth Vellick stood with her back to me in the doorway of a vaulted room under a stone arena for the space of four seconds.

“Two hundred and nine,” she said.

And then she did not go.

She turned round and stood there in the plain grey coat with the frost still on the shoulders of it, and watched me get all the way there on my own, and said nothing whatever.

Behind me the banked forge shifted and settled once.

I broke first. I turned back to the bench and picked up the file, because there was nothing left in me to ask her that she had any intention of answering.

When I looked up again the doorway was empty, and I had not heard her cross a single flag of it.

Two hundred and nine.

I said the number out loud to an empty room, and then I picked up a file and drew it down a piece of scrap eleven times, at the same pressure, at the same angle, until my hands would take instruction again.

Two hundred and nine cores.

A core is what is left of a piece of runework when the work itself has been taken out of it: the anchor stone, the seat, the little dense heart of a lattice. Every confiscated charm at that academy has one. Every failed piece, every broken gauntlet, every wrecked focus, every ward that comes out of a wall goes to the Spire’s stores and gets counted, and the audit exists because oath-metal is expensive and clerks steal.

Two hundred and nine of them were not where the book said they were.

That is not theft. Nobody fences a drained core; there is no money in them at all. They are the empty shells of other people’s work.

Somebody had been collecting them for years.

And something at the bottom of that pipe had stopped swallowing seven days ago.

I found Verena an hour later in the warm-up court under the south stand, alone, going through her count against a post by lamplight, because three bouts at a fifth of herself had left her with a day’s worth of unspent everything.

I told her all of it. The cores, the audit, the number, the warning, word for word, including the part where an enemy heir had told me to be somewhere else on the day of her final.

She listened to all of it without stopping her drill.

“Two sentences,” she said, at the end.

“Two.”

“That woman has told you three things this term, and every one of them has been a thing that cost her something.” Verena rolled her shoulders. “Do you know why she does it?”

“No.”

“Neither do I, and I have decided I don’t care today.” She turned and looked at me. “You’re not going to be somewhere else.”

“No.”

“Then give me the rest of it.”

“There is something under this hill,” I said, “at the end of a pipe I killed seven days ago, that has been fed on drained runework for a long time, and Balthus Vellick has been calm for seven days, and the finale is the day after tomorrow.”

Verena planted her blade point-down in the sand and stacked both hands on the pommel. She has picked that up off Rhona Corrick without ever noticing she did it, and I have kept it to myself.

“Then we finish the thing tonight,” she said.

“Verena.”

“Sixty-three is not ninety.” She was perfectly level. “You told me on the wall of that court that at Crown grade the field looks at me and sees a woman. I am not walking into that arena at sixty-three and finding out what a suppression screen does to a lattice in my spine, and I am not doing it with a champion in front of me and a thing under the floor.”

“I know.”

“So it happens before that gate,” she said, “and I don’t care what it takes or how long the inscription runs.”

“Not tonight. You have three bouts back to back tomorrow and I am not sending you into a gauntlet with six hours of fresh ink in your spine.”

She thought about that, and hated it, and accepted it, all in about three seconds.

“After the gauntlet, then,” she said.

She picked her blade up off the sand.

“Tomorrow night. In the undercroft, and I do not care what hour it starts. Get your inks ready.”

Then she stopped at the gate with her hand flat on it. Over the wall, on the arena side, the night crew were still hammering the sponsors’ awnings into the stone, one stroke at a time, hours after everybody else had gone to bed.

“Listen to that,” said Verena. “They’re still building it.”

“They are.”

She banged the gate shut behind her, and I stood in the dark court and listened to the crew keep going, driving the house’s canvas into somebody else’s wall.


Chapter 26: Eve

The receipt came on the walk up the hill from the arena, in the dark, between the concourse gate and the kitchen stair.
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I stopped in the middle of the path.

“What?” said Verena.

“Seventy-five.”

She stopped too. I watched the number land behind her eyes, and then I watched her run the numbers, and it took her about as long as it takes her to decide on a bind.

“From when?”

“From the warm-up court, I think. An hour ago.”

“From you telling me the frightening thing.” She started walking again. “From you telling me the frightening thing immediately, at the door, without deciding first whether I could hear it.”

“That would do it.”

“Then it has better judgment than most people,” said Verena.

We were quiet the rest of the way up. There were lamps out all along the great court, the city still up on the hill drinking, and somebody in the dark by the fountain was singing a Grayvern dock song badly, and the academy smelled of pie fat and horses.

At her door she stopped with her hand on the latch.

“Fifteen to go,” she said.

“Yes.”

“And it can’t be trained.”

“It can’t be trained.”

Verena pushed the door open, went in, and barred it behind us with the length of ash she keeps behind the frame for that one purpose. I had never seen her use it before.

“Then we had better talk about things we haven’t talked about,” she said. “Take your boots off.”

The candle in that room is a stub in a tin dish and it gives about as much light as a good idea.

She lit it, and sat down cross-legged on the bed with her back against the wall under her father’s scabbard, and I took the chair, and neither of us said anything for a good minute, because we were both aware that we had just agreed to have a conversation on purpose, which is the least natural thing two people like us can do.

“Right,” she said. “I’ll go first, because you’ll be terrible at it.”

“That’s fair.”

“When this is finished.” She pulled her knees up. “Say the Trials go the way we want. Say I take it. What happens on the fourth day?”

“You go on the national circuit.”

“Yes. Go on. The rest.”

“The circuit is twelve cities and a year,” I said. “First bout is the spring meeting in the capital. The academy champion’s slot is always the capital, and the capital is where House Vellick lives. You’d go from being a scholarship fighter in a trade city to being a name in the same street as a family that has just watched you take their crown.”

“And you’d come.”

I did not answer immediately, and she saw it, and the amusement went out of her mouth.

“Emrys.”

“I would come,” I said. “I want to say the difficulty out loud, because I have been carrying it for a month and it is not a small one. The capital is the city where I was killed. Hargen is there. The vault is there. The men who bought me are there, and there is a bench in a stone room under a counting house with my hands’ wear on the edge of it, and the second I walk through the west gate I am standing in the one square mile of Corvane where a set of chisel-strokes might be recognised.”

“And you’d come anyway.”

“I would go tomorrow if you asked,” I said. “It is not the city that frightens me about that sentence.”

Verena sat with that.

“I’m not going to ask,” she said. “I am going to state my intention and let you make your own arrangements, because you are a grown man of sixty-one and I am not going to manage you.”

“Thank you.”

“But I want the thing said properly, so I’ll say it.” She looked at me steadily across three feet of candlelight. “I intend to take the crown and go to the capital circuit and be the best duelist in this kingdom, and I intend to do it with you at the bench, in whatever room the bench is in, for as long as you want to be there. That is my plan. It is not a request and it is not a proposal, it is a statement of aim, and you can say what you like about it.”

“That’s the most romantic thing anybody has ever said to me and it was structured like a battle order.”

“Yes, well,” said Verena, going faintly pink, “I’ve not had much practice.”

I laughed. She threw a boot at me.

“Now you,” she said.

“Now me what?”

“What do you want. Not what you’re going to do about the house, I know all of that, I have the whole plan by heart and I helped write it.” She rested her chin on her knees. “When it’s finished. When Balthus is in a hole and the ledger’s out and you have got every single thing you have been quietly building toward since you woke up in that garret. What does Emrys Stroud actually want?”

I sat in a chair in a nine-by-twelve room and could not answer.

Nobody had asked me that question in forty years, and I discovered, sitting there with a boot on the floor beside me, that I did not have a prepared answer and had never needed one.

House property is not asked what it wants. It is told what is required, and if it is very good at its trade it is occasionally asked what it would prefer to be given to work with.

“Work that’s mine,” I said at last. “That’s the first one. Not a shop, not a fortune. A bench where the piece I finish has my mark on it and nobody’s name over the door. I have made four hundred things people would kill for and not one of them has ever had my hand on it in the record. I want one thing in the world signed.”

“And?”

“You,” I said. “That’s the other one.”

Verena had nothing to say to that.

“In that order on the bad days,” I said. “The other order on the good ones. And the good ones have been getting a lot more frequent since about the second week of term.”

She put her face in her knees and made a noise.

“That is unbearable,” she said, muffled.

“You asked.”

“I did ask.” She looked up, and her eyes were bright, and she was grinning in a way that had gone entirely past composure. “Come here.”

“That’s the whole conversation, is it?”

“That’s the whole conversation, we’ve been extremely mature, come here.”

I came there.

She caught me by the wrist and pulled, and I came down onto that bed on top of her, and I got my hands into her hair and she got her legs round my hips and for the next minute or two there was no conversation at all.

Then she pushed me back by the shoulders and kept me there with two fingers hooked in the neck of my shirt, and said, in a completely different voice, “Wait. One thing. And it’s a real one, so don’t be clever.”

“All right.”

She sat up and pushed the hair out of her face and reached down to the waist of her trousers.

“Do you know what this is?”

There was a small charm on a cord round her hips, low, sitting against the point of her hipbone: a flat disc of pale metal about the size of a coin, on a cord, with the rune cut on one face and nothing on the other.

I have been reading runework since I was nine years old, and in fifty years of it I had never looked properly at the one that every woman in Corvane wears, because there is nowhere to see it and it is not mine to look at.

I looked at it now.

“It’s a timing-charm.”

“Do you know how it works?”

“I know the theory. It’s a fertility governor. It’s cut to the bearer and it’s a Binding grade, and it holds the cycle closed while it’s live, and the fade is set by the bearer, and it has to be renewed.”

“It’s the first piece of runework any woman in this kingdom is given,” said Verena, “and it is the only one nobody bills you for, and my mother put mine on me at fifteen, and I have renewed it every year at the physic hall on the same week without thinking about it since. It is the most boring object I own.”

“Yes.”

“I want to talk about it,” she said, “and I want to talk about it now, tonight, before the gauntlet, because I have been thinking about it for a fortnight and I am not going to be the sort of woman who thinks about a thing for a fortnight and never says it.”

She had her chin up. She had gone rose from the collarbones, and she had both hands wrapped round one knee with the knuckles standing out white, and I understood that this was costing her more than the bathhouse had.

“Say it, then.”

“It’s live,” she said. “I renewed it two months ago, at the physic hall, same week as always. It runs for a year. Nothing that happens in this room can do anything at all, and I want you to know that I know that, and that I checked, and that this is not one of those conversations.”

“All right.”

“But I have spent four years being an object other people made arrangements about,” said Verena. “My gear, my ceiling, my career, my father’s death, my whole body, arranged by men in a tower with a ledger, and not one of them ever asked me a single question.” Her fingers had closed round the little disc at her hip. “So there is one thing in my life that has always been mine to set, and it is this, and I am telling you that it is mine, and that I set it, and that when I decide otherwise it will be because I decided and not because anything happened to me.”

“Verena.”

“I’m not finished.” She took a breath, and when it came back out her voice had dropped out of the register she uses on the sand. “One day I am going to take this off. Not tonight, and not this year. And when it happens it will not be because a house decided my competing days were done, and it will not be because something got arranged about me in a room I was not standing in. It will be because I decided. With you. Out loud, like this.”

The candle guttered.

“I have never said that to anybody in my life,” she said. “And I am saying it the night before three bouts that were put on the board to take me apart, in a building I do not trust, with something living under the floor of it. If tomorrow goes badly I would rather have said it than not.”

She turned her head and looked at me straight.

“Now say yours. And if you are about to be careful at me I will put you through that wall.”

“It’s yours,” I said. “The setting of it, the ending of it, the hour and the year and the reason. There is no version of this where that changes and no version where I get a vote.” I put my hand over hers, over the charm at her hip, and left it there. “You tell me the day. Whether the day is in one year or ten or never comes at all, you will not find one mark against it in me, and you will not have to argue me into it, and you will not have to ask twice.”

She turned her hand over under mine and closed it.

“And tonight?”

“Tonight is a different question,” I said, “and you’re the one who says.”

“In the bathhouse,” said Verena, to the candle rather than to me, “I told you that one of these days I was going to want you to finish where you started.”

“You did. I have thought about it roughly hourly since.”

“Good.” Her mouth went crooked, and the storm-grey came round onto me and stopped there. “It’s tonight. Ask me properly later, when I have got you where I want you, and you will get an answer with no manners in it whatsoever.”

Everything braced in her let go at once, hip and shoulder and jaw, and she put a hand on the bedpost to have somewhere to put it.

“Get your shirt off, then,” she said unsteadily. “And mind your back.”

My back still had the six of them across it, gone the colour of an old bruise and about halfway to nothing. She had seen them the night it happened and had said a number of things I will not put on paper, and had put grease on them herself while giving her opinion of Head Marshal Drummond in some detail.

Tonight she traced them with two fingers, once, in the candlelight, and did not say anything at all, and that was both worse and better.

Then she backed me down onto the edge of the narrow bed with two fingers against my breastbone, and took her own clothes off standing up in the middle of that little room, in no hurry whatsoever, watching me watch her and enjoying every second of it with her whole face.

The shirt over her head. The band unhooked at the front and dropped. The trousers pushed down off those heavy thighs and kicked away, until there was nothing on her at all except the cord round her hips and the coin of pale metal at the point of her hipbone.

She left it on.

“Go on, then,” she said.

“No.”

Her head tipped a fraction to one side, the way it does when a bout opens differently than she planned for.

“You have had that one twice and it is not big enough for tonight.” I stayed where I was on the edge of the bed with my hands on my knees. “So here is the other thing I know. Everything I have ever made was built to outlast the man who owned it, and I built every one of them in a room I fully intended to leave. I am not leaving this one. Not tonight, not in ten years, not when you are faster than half the kingdom and I am no use to anybody at a bench.”

Verena stood in the middle of that little room with nothing on her but a cord and a coin of pale metal, and for about a second she had no face ready for it at all.

“Say the last part again,” she said.

“I am not leaving.”

“Better,” said Verena.

And it came then, with her standing on a cold floor with nothing on her at all and me sitting on the edge of her bed with my boots still on and not one hand laid on anybody.
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She looked at it for a long moment. Then she started to laugh, and stopped, because it was not entirely a laugh.

“Six,” she said. “Six, for talking.”

“For saying the true thing beforehand instead of afterward.” I stayed exactly where I was. “It’s been listening.”

“Nine to go, and about eighteen hours to find them in.” She wiped one eye with the back of her wrist and was not remotely embarrassed about it. “Which means none of what happens next has to earn anything. Note that. Tonight is not a training regime.”

Then she reached back and pulled the tie out of her braid and shook it loose, and waist-length gold came down over both her shoulders.

She put one hand flat in the middle of my chest and pushed, and then caught me halfway down with the other hand spread behind my shoulder and lowered me onto that scholarship mattress slowly, on my back, because of the six of them.

“Tell me if that’s wrong.”

“It isn’t.”

“Good,” said Verena, and came up over me. “Like this. Where I can watch your face while I do it.”

She swung one heavy thigh across my hips and settled down on top of me with all of her, and the frame of that bed had an opinion about it, and neither of us gave the frame any attention at all.

Then she took hold of both my wrists and moved my hands where she wanted them, out onto the flare of those hips, and closed her own fingers down over the backs of them and left them there.

“And they stay there,” she said. “You do not get to set one single thing tonight.”

That instruction went through me like a struck bell, and I did not trust my own voice for a second afterward.

The rune-lines came up warm under my palms straight away, all along the load-spread over both hips, hot enough to feel through the skin. Where my thumb came to rest on the point of her hipbone, the timing-charm sat cool as a coin in the middle of all that heat.

The candle was down at the foot of the bed in its tin dish, low and off to one side, and it spent everything it had on her and left me in the dark to look. Gold hair down over both shoulders and into her lap. The sword-shoulders squared. Those thighs spread across mine, taking her own weight without noticing it. The heavy round of her sitting warm on the tops of my legs. She had gone rose from the collarbones up, and when she breathed I could watch the flush move.

Then she reached down between us and took hold of my cock and put it exactly where she wanted it herself, and sank down onto me slowly, all the way, in one long unbroken drop.

We both stopped breathing.

“Oh,” she said.

And then, when she could: “Don’t move. Give me a minute. I want to feel it.”

I gave her a minute. She sat there with all of me inside her and both my hands pinned under hers and her eyes shut, and I lay under that and thought about absolutely nothing.

“Right,” she said, opening them. “That’s how tonight works. Those hands are ballast. I set the length of every stroke and I set the speed of it, and it is going to be slow, and if you get impatient with me I stop entirely.”

“Understood.”

“You say that now.”

She started to move.

It was slow. It was the slowest she has ever been with me, and every stroke of it was hers: taking me to the root and staying down there while she breathed, then lifting almost clear of me again, deliberate as a woman laying a line of stitches, nothing hurried anywhere in her.

And on every downstroke her back went hollow. The whole deep sovereign curve of it, chin coming up, throat bared to the candle, that heavy ass grinding down flush against the tops of my thighs.

“You’re shaking,” she said.

“Yes.”

“That’s the idea.”

“Verena.”

“No. Not yet.” She rolled her hips down and made a low sound at what it did to her. “You get it when I give it to you. That’s tonight. That’s the whole arrangement.”

I left my hands exactly where she had put them and let her do it.

I lead in that room and both of us prefer it that way, and on this one night I did not, and it was hers to give and she gave it: twenty minutes of a woman setting the length of every single stroke of it, taking as long as she wanted, with my hands trapped under hers where she could feel me not moving them.

Twice in that twenty minutes she nearly lost it and hauled herself back. I felt it happen both times, straight up through my palms: the rhythm going ragged, her thighs starting to shake, her weight coming down harder than she had meant it to. Then a slow deliberate breath, and the tempo back to where she had set it. The second time she said, “No,” out loud, to the ceiling, and I have never in my life heard anything filthier than a woman telling her own body to wait.

“You’re doing that on purpose.”

“I’m doing all of it on purpose. That’s the entire point of tonight.”

Then she stopped, sitting all the way down on me with her hands locked over mine, and stayed there.

“Now,” she said. “Off. And get down on that floor.”

She came up off me and lay back across the narrow bed with her thighs open at the edge of it and her hair everywhere, and put her heel on my shoulder while I knelt on the boards.

“Down you go.”

“That’s an order?”

“That is very much an order.”

I went down.

“I am an absolute state,” she said above me, unbothered about it. “Twenty minutes of doing that to myself at my own speed. You should be flattered.”

She was a state. Twenty minutes of setting her own tempo had left her wet to the knee down the inside of both thighs, and the smell and the taste of her landed at the back of my throat and stayed there for a day, and I took hold of that heavy ass in both hands and lifted her into my mouth and did not hurry about any of it.

My mouth and my chin and half my jaw were slick with her inside a minute and I did not care, and neither did she. She got a hand into my hair and held me where she wanted me and told me so in short flat sentences, and I obeyed every one of them, because tonight was hers and because obeying her when she is that specific is its own considerable pleasure.

She was already too far gone to be quiet. I got about three minutes into it before she was swearing steadily at the ceiling, and when she went the first time it was with one heel driving into my back and the flat of her hand slapping out against the wall beside the bed for something to hold on to. The little room lit up around the pair of us. That candle in its tin dish stopped being the brightest thing in it by a considerable margin, and for a few seconds every object on the floor had two shadows going opposite ways.

She pulled me up by the hair and back onto that mattress and put me down flat on my back and put her mouth on me, and paid it back with all of her attention, watching my face down the length of me the entire time, and it was very nearly the end of the evening.

“Back up here,” I said, when I could. “Now.”

Her eyebrows went up, and something hugely pleased came into her face at hearing that voice turn up in the middle of her own evening.

“Look who’s arrived,” said Verena, delighted, and swung her leg back across me and took me in her hand and sat down to the root in one motion, and this time it was not slow.

The bed was making a noise. Somebody through the wall banged on it, once, and neither of us stopped, and she put her hand over her own mouth and laughed into it and kept going.

“Tell me,” she said. “Tell me what you’re going to do.”

“You first. What do you want.”

“Your cum in me.” She got a hand into my hair and hauled me up off the mattress by it until I was sitting under her with my mouth at her ear and her arm locked round the back of my neck, a thing she could do now and we both knew it. “All of it. Every drop of it. That’s mine tonight. Say it back.”

“It’s yours.”

“And the rest.”

“I’m going to come inside you,” I said, “and you are going to take my seed and feel every pulse of it, and you’re going to hold still for it and keep looking at me.”

“Yes.”

“And when it’s done you’ll still be exactly what you were before, which is the whole point of it. Your charm, your year, your say. Nothing about you gets decided by what I do.”

“Mine to keep,” she said, ragged.

“Then keep all of it.”

She went over the second time about a minute after that, and what arrived first was the noise. A long open sound with my name somewhere in the middle of it and nothing composed left in it anywhere. Then everything in her seizing on top of me, that gorgeous back going hollow to its limit, her weight coming down through her hips, her hands crushing mine into her own bones hard enough to leave me marks I found the next afternoon.

The light came up behind her while she did it. Along the spine first and then out through the load-spread under my palms, warm to hot to scalding inside the length of one breath, and with all that loose gold hanging between the glow and me what I got was Verena’s face lit from underneath by her own back: mouth open, throat working, the edges of her gone the colour of a coal at temperature.

And she kept her word. She got her eyes open in the middle of it, and put them on mine, and did not take them off me again.

That finished me. I got both hands off her hips and up into the muscle of that ass with everything I had, thumbs buried in it, and pulled her down onto me and let go, and I came inside her in long deep pulses, emptying every drop of it into her while she was still clenching around me, and I said her name, and then I said several other things I have no clear memory of.

She took it sitting all the way down. She ground herself onto every single pulse of it and kept me in as deep as I would go until the last one had gone through and I was shaking underneath her.

She found my right hand where it was still buried in her, and took it, and moved it herself, forward and down, and pressed my palm flat over the little coin of metal at the point of her hip.

“My choice,” said Verena, with her breath still coming apart in her chest. “Every part of it. Say you heard me.”

“I heard you.”

“Remember it,” she said, “when you’re being noble at me. Which you will be.”

“Probably before breakfast.”

“Almost certainly before breakfast,” she agreed, and lifted off me and came down onto the blanket alongside, and got herself arranged along my chest, and neither of us moved for a long time.

Somewhere in the middle of that, through a curtain of her hair, she checked. I felt her do it, the small pause a person makes when they look behind their own eyes for a number.

“Still eighty-one,” she said, into my collarbone, and sounded entirely delighted about it.

“Still eighty-one.”

“Good. It has no opinion whatsoever about the last half hour, and the last half hour was the best thing that has happened to me all year.” She propped her chin on my sternum and looked at me with her hair in complete disorder. “Which means we shall have to be extremely honest with each other tomorrow instead, a horrible prospect.”

“You said that at the wall.”

“I’ll say it again after the crown.”

We talked for another hour, tangled up in a bed built for one, and it was all futures and none of it was about the house.

Where she wanted to be based between circuit meetings. Whether a bench in the capital could be rented on a champion’s stipend, and what a champion’s stipend actually is, which neither of us knew. Whether Orla would follow the circuit, and we both knew that answer. What she would do about her mother’s house at Tallow Ford, shut for six years now.

Whether I could ever put my own mark on a piece and sell it in Corvane without a house finding me, which is a serious question with no answer yet. She treated it as a problem to be solved rather than a fact to be endured, and that is the single most useful thing anybody has ever done for me.

She fell asleep first, on her front, with one arm across my chest and the weight of that undone braid spread over both of us.

I lay there in the dark under a dead soldier’s scabbard and went over the day as I have gone over every day since the vault.

Two hundred and nine cores gone out of a Spire audit. And a competitors’ armoury a few hundred yards away, full of sponsor gear, with a marshals’ watch on the door and four thousand marks of other people’s equipment inside it, and my own bench standing empty in the room next to it.

I got up at the second hour of the morning.

She woke halfway when I moved, which she always does, and got one hand into the front of my shirt without opening her eyes.

“Where.”

“Down the hill. I’m not leaving that bench unwatched two nights running.”

“Mm.” Her grip did not loosen. “Take the lantern. And Emrys.”

“Yes?”

“Wake me,” she said, into the pillow, and let go, and was asleep again before I had the door open.


Chapter 27: The Armoury Fight

Ferrant put Tam on the count at the fourth hour of the afternoon on the first day of the Trials. It is a strange hour to count anything, and it is the reason a woman still has a shoulder.

“Bracket’s down to sixteen,” he said. “Sixteen means half that room goes home tonight and the other half wants its gear at dawn, and I will not have my crew guessing in the morning. Feld. Board. Count it twice.”

“Twice,” said Tam, who would have counted it nine times if anybody had asked him to, and went off down the tunnel holding the inventory board against his chest like a commission from a duke.

I went with him. The alternative was sitting at the far bench listening to the round of sixteen through a wall and thinking about the day after tomorrow.

The competitors’ armoury at that arena is a long vaulted room under the east stand, forty feet by a hundred, and it is a warehouse with racks in it and has never pretended otherwise: nine standing aisles, harness on the top rails, plate on the pegs below, blades in the vertical slots at the ends. Two hundred and eleven items on the first day of that meeting, which I know because a nineteen-year-old told me the number four separate times before we reached the door.

What that room has, and what the Annex has never had in its life, is the noise.

The floor of the arena is directly overhead. Not near it. Over it. The crown of the vault comes up under the east stand at about the ninth row of benches, and when a Grayvern crowd gets to its feet up there all at once you feel it through the soles of your boots before you hear it. The lamp flames lean. A fine grey dust comes down off the vault ribs and settles on every polished thing in the room.

That evening we had four lamps at the north end and a hundred feet of dark beyond them, and above us the last two bouts of the first day were running, and the crowd came and went over our heads in long rolling waves like a sea working at a harbour wall.

You cannot shout in that room.

That shape decided everything that followed. Two marshals stood on the main door at the south end, a hundred feet away behind nine ranks of standing racks, and one more sat on a stool at the service door in the north-east corner with a lamp and a sheet and a list of names. Above my head, through four feet of stone, a whole city sat with its mouth open. I have never in my life been anywhere with so many human beings within reach of a shout and no shout that could reach them: a man screaming in that vault would have gone up into the roar and been nothing at all.

Rhona Corrick was down at the south end when we came in.

She walks the competitors’ armoury every evening of every meeting she has ever worked, alone, with a lantern and a slate. A weapons mistress who signs off a rack has put her name on somebody’s life. Nobody had asked her to do it. Nobody at that academy had ever thought to.

“Feld,” she said, without looking up from the slate. “Start at the north end and work down to me. I have taken nine up to six.”

“Yes, mistress.”

“Stroud.”

“Mistress.”

“You are not on this list.”

“No, mistress.”

“Mm,” said Rhona Corrick, and went back to her rack, and nothing else passed between us, and it is the reason nobody had to be fetched from anywhere twenty minutes later.

Tam found it at the sixth hour, and he found it with a piece of paper.

My sight was shut. A man reads a hundred lattices in an afternoon and pays for it behind the eyes, and I was hoarding mine for the third day, and I was sitting on a trestle at the north end with the crowd going over my head, doing absolutely nothing.

Tam came back up the aisle with his board and a frown on him. He had gone past four lamps and six strangers on the way and thought nothing whatever about it, because the strangers had papers and a marshal had signed them in and a boy of nineteen does not audit a house seal.

“The count’s wrong.”

“How wrong?”

“Two hundred and twelve.” He turned the board round as though I could read anything on it from six feet, and I could not. “It was two hundred and eleven this morning and Master Ferrant signed the sheet and I have counted it twice since, and now it is two hundred and twelve. And the only people who have come in are the sponsor’s crew down at four, and the marshal signed them through on his own list, so it cannot be them, so I have counted wrong, except that I have not counted wrong.”

“What is the extra?”

“That’s the thing.” His frown got deeper, and it was not fear yet, it was a craftsman being personally offended. “It’s a cuirass. There’s a cuirass on the trestles at rack four that isn’t hanging on any rail, and it’s Rennick’s, and Rennick’s is supposed to be on rack four, and it still is. It’s still hanging there. I can see it from where I’m standing.”

I got off the trestle.

“Say that last part again.”

“There are two of them,” said Tam Feld.

I opened my sight in the dark of that room and looked down the length of it, and everything in the aisles came up at once: two hundred and twelve lattices hanging in the black, low and patient and mostly identical, and four lamps burning down at rack four, in the middle of the room, where no lamps had any business burning at all, and six men standing under them.

And on the belt of the one who was not working, forty feet away through two ranks of hanging plate, a small warm thread of a thing running out its schedule in a piece of leather.

An Etching-grade fade-rune, two fingers below the throat of a sheath, cut into a crowded doorway in the Maintenance Annex on a night of broken files and quarterstaves.

“Tam,” I said. “Go to Mistress Corrick, walk, do not run, and tell her the count is wrong by one and that I said the word Annex.”

“Emrys.”

“Walk.”

He walked. He got about thirty feet.

They had papers, and that matters before anything else does. There was a boarded sheet propped on the rack beside them with a house seal on it and the words RECALIBRATION OF SPONSOR ISSUE and a schedule of names under it, and the marshal on the service-door stool had read all of it by lamplight and signed them through, and I have never blamed that man for one minute of it.

What the paper did not say was that they had carried a cuirass in with them.

The whole of the operation is elegant, and I have been in this trade long enough to admire a thing while I am trying to break it. You do not tamper with a competitor’s armour in a sealed room at a Crown Trials. You bring a second suit, cut at leisure somewhere with good light, and you hang it on the rail and carry the honest one out, and the seal is unbroken, and the count is right, and the marshals sign the sheet in the morning.

The count was right. It was right at the start of the evening and it would have been right at the end of it.

It was wrong in the middle, for about forty minutes, because they had brought their suit in before they carried hers out, and an apprentice with a board had walked down the aisle in between.

I was ten feet into the fourth aisle before anybody saw me, and I spent every one of those feet reading what was lying on the trestle in front of the lamps.

Her cuirass, or a thing built to be taken for it: same pattern, same maker’s stamp, same three years of honest wear faked into the finish by somebody very good with a rouge cloth.

And in the left pauldron strap seat, finished, dry, an hour old at most, a shear-lattice.

A shear is a piece of work you cut into a fastening so that it holds under normal load and releases all at once when the load goes past a set figure, and there is nothing whatsoever wrong with one. Every crane on the Grayvern quay has half a dozen, so that a chain parts before a jib comes down.

This one had its threshold set at about the load Verena puts through her shoulder in a full-commitment cut.

And under it, in the sponsor-issue belt-piece hung on the same trestle, a fresh throttle, cut over the top of the dead one, deeper than issue and keyed harder.

Both of them. Same kit, same hand, same night.

If the null-field took her lattice at the gate, the throttle would have her at half strength and the lore would come true on schedule. If the field let her through whole, she would reach for the other half of herself in the fourth round of the biggest final of her life and her armour would open across her shoulder like a split seam in front of the whole city.

Either way, Rennick fails in a final, in her own gear, and the house expresses its very great regret.

I have been angry a great many times in two lives, and never once that quiet inside while it was happening.

“Oi,” said somebody.

I counted what I had in the time it took to breathe out once, which is what forty years of standing in other men’s rooms buys you.

Five men who could fight and one who did not have to. A hundred feet of vault with a marshals’ door at the south end of it that might as well have been in another county, and a service door behind them with a marshal on it who had already decided they belonged here. A boy with an inventory board thirty feet behind me. A weapons mistress somewhere past rack six with a lantern and a slate and no idea yet. No bell, no rope, no plate, and nothing above me but four feet of stone and a crowd that could not have heard a cathedral fall.

And two hundred and twelve pieces of the finest runework House Vellick sells, hanging on racks in the dark, all around every one of us.

I did not have a weapon in that room. I had an inventory.

“Tam!” I did not turn round. “Racks. Numbers. Which of them are Ascension-tier?”

There was a pause of about a heartbeat. A nineteen-year-old with armed men coming up an aisle at him is entitled to run, and Tam Feld looked at his board instead.

“Seven and eight!” he shouted. “Seven’s Marchbank and the Bellocs, eight’s the Ostwick lot, all of it’s tier, all of it’s kinetic-return, there’s nine harness on seven alone!”

“Good boy.”

I went sideways into the mouth of aisle seven and got both hands up onto the first hanging harness, and let my sight down into it, and there it was: the same beautiful, expensive, dishonest work I had read off Liselle Marchbank in the yard on a bright morning at the start of that term.

A kinetic-return takes every impact its wearer receives, holds it, and gives it back as speed on the next exchange. It is genuinely fine engineering. It has to have somewhere to put what it does not use, so every one of them carries a vent path, and the vent path is the only humble thing in the entire lattice, and nobody looks at it twice, because nobody has ever been sold a vent.

Three strokes takes a vent path out.

I did nine harnesses in about forty seconds, working down the rack in the dark with my thumb finding each seam by feel, and I did not touch one rune of the return lattice itself, because I did not want it broken. I wanted it full.

A kinetic-return with no vent does not fail. It fills. It sits there holding everything it is given with nowhere on earth to send it, and it goes on holding, and it is entirely inert and entirely safe right up until somebody strikes it.

The first man came round the end of rack seven at a run and put his shoulder into a hanging cuirass to shove it out of his way.

The cuirass gave him back every foot-pound of it at once.

It came off the peg like a door in a gale and took him into the opposite rack with a noise that I felt through the flags, and the harness beside it, swinging, hit the harness beside that, and for about four seconds the whole mouth of aisle seven was nine hundred marks of noble plate throwing itself around a four-foot corridor with nobody wearing any of it.

The second man walked into the middle of that trying to reach me and got a pauldron in the face from a suit of armour that was not there.

“THE RACK IS LIVE,” I shouted, at the top of my voice, into a room where nobody more than fifteen feet away could hear a word of it. “STAY OUT OF SEVEN.”

They stayed out of seven.

Staying out of seven was the entire point, and it took me about a second to understand what I had actually bought. I had not won anything. I had built a wall, forty feet of vault that no sensible man would walk into, and a wall works both ways: it also meant I could not get to the trestles, and behind me a man in a leather apron had picked his chisel back up and gone on cutting.

“Leave it,” said Hargen, from the lamps, in the flat unhurried voice of a man reading a list. “Kell, Ordan, take the fourth aisle. He has spent his trick.”

They took the fourth aisle.

And the next three minutes were bad work done badly, because two men with swords holding a four-foot corridor is a thing a man with a chisel cannot argue with, and I went backward down that aisle giving up ten feet at a time, and every foot of it took me further from the trestles.

A point came across my chest twice, close enough both times to open the shirt and not the man inside it, and both times I got a rack rail between us and both times it cost me another eight feet of aisle. I put a hanging greave into the side of a man’s head from a rack that was not live, and got a boot into my ribs for it, and went into the stone.

And then, being nineteen, and knowing I was in there, Tam Feld came back.

He came up the fourth aisle behind them with the inventory board in both hands, shouting my name, and one of the two turned and pulled a knife off his belt as he came, because a sword is no use whatsoever at that distance.

Tam got the board up. That is what saved his life and he did it entirely by instinct, and the knife went through the board and across his left forearm and opened it from the wrist halfway to the elbow.

He screamed, and the crowd twenty feet above us screamed at the same moment about something entirely different, and his went into theirs and was gone.

He hit the man in the face with the ruined board and sat down hard against the rack.

I do not have a clear account of the next part. I know I came up that aisle without any regard at all for what was behind me. I know I got a rack rail in both hands and put that man over a foot rail with it, and that he did not get up on his own.

And I know that Tam, sitting on the flags with his arm across his lap and his sleeve going dark, said, in a perfectly conversational voice, “Rack five’s tier as well. I forgot five.”

I said something to him that I am not going to write down.

I went and did rack five, nine feet of it, six harnesses, thirty seconds, with a boy bleeding behind me and the crowd going over my head. The other man holding that aisle came through it at a run about a minute later, and the rack gave him back his own run, and he did not get up either.

That is what a count is for. Ferrant put a nineteen-year-old on an inventory board at four in the afternoon out of pure dislike of a crew that guesses, and two hours later that inventory was the only weapon in a room of two hundred and twelve, and the boy who carried it read out the rack numbers with his arm opened to the bone.

I got the apron string off my waist and had it round his upper arm and pulled it tight in about six seconds.

“Hold that. Both hands. Squeeze, and do not lie down.”

“I forgot five,” said Tam.

“You remembered five.”

“I was supposed to walk.”

“Yes,” I said. “We will discuss it.”

Then, down the length of that vault, past rack six, a lantern was coming.

Rhona Corrick did not run. She has never run in her life. She came up the centre of the competitors’ armoury at a steady walk with the lantern in her left hand and a bare polearm out of the display rail in her right, in a drill coat over a nightshirt with the tails of it hanging out, and her voice arrived a good three seconds before she did.

“MARSHALS ON THE SOUTH DOOR. RACKS TO THE WALL. YOU IN THE APRON, PUT IT DOWN.”

Three hired men still on their feet had spent four minutes running a fight against one Artificer in a dark room and had been enjoying most of it. A woman came up an aisle and told them where to stand, in a voice that had been used on a collapsing line at a breach, and two of them did it before the thought arrived.

The one who did not, she went through.

She was not fast. She has never been fast. She took his cut on the polearm’s shaft a hand’s width below the head, where you take it if you want a blade to stop dead, and then she put the butt of the shaft into his stomach and stepped through him, and he folded into rack three and stayed there.

“STROUD.” She did not look at me. “Say what is on that trestle. Loudly. Now, while there are marshals in the doorway to hear it.”

So I said it, kneeling on a stone floor with a tourniquet in my fist and my sight wide open, at the top of my voice, into a vaulted room with four lanterns coming up it.

“LEFT PAULDRON STRAP SEAT. THERE IS A SHEAR-LATTICE CUT INTO IT, FINISHED, LESS THAN AN HOUR OLD. FOUR STROKES ACROSS THE LOAD PATH WITH AN INCREASING PITCH, AND THERE IS NO OTHER REASON IN THE WORLD TO CUT THOSE FOUR STROKES INTO A STRAP SEAT. IT IS BUILT TO RELEASE AT ONE LOAD AND THE LOAD IS A FULL-COMMITMENT CUT.”

“And the small piece?”

“THE BELT-PIECE IS A THROTTLE CUT OVER THE TOP OF A THROTTLE. THE INK IS NOT FOUR HOURS OLD.”

“Marshals,” said Rhona Corrick, in an entirely conversational voice. “You have heard that. Write down that you heard it.”

“Out,” said Hargen.

They went. The ones still standing got two more off the flags between them and took them out through the service door in about ten seconds, into the dark under the east stand where nobody follows anybody at speed, and they left the man Rhona had folded into rack three exactly where he lay.

And I got Hargen.

That is luck, and dressing it up as anything else would be a lie. He came past the end of aisle seven with his coat over one arm, unhurried in a room full of running men, and made the single mistake of assuming that a live rack was a spent one, and had to check his stride for it, and in that half-second I came off the floor and put him into the stone with my forearm across his chest and a chisel under his jaw.

He did not struggle. He looked at me from about six inches with mild professional interest, precisely as he had looked at the wreckage of the Annex, and his pulse under the edge of my chisel did not alter at all.

I have watched that man in a vault, in a wrecked shop, and now with an edge under his jaw, and he has never been in a hurry in any of them.

I had a second and a half, and I know the length of it to the fraction.

What I wanted was my name in his mouth. The vault. The eleventh of Twelfthmonth. The Everbright. The four syllables he said that took my legs away from me. I wanted him to know exactly who was standing over him with an edge under his jaw, because a debt the debtor cannot read is not a debt, it is an accident.

I said nothing at all, because the moment he knew, everything I had built at that academy would go up the hill in a report, and in two days Verena would step up to that null-line in front of ten thousand people with a house behind her that knew exactly what she was.

“Sir,” said a marshal, arriving. “Step off him, sir.”

I stepped off him.

Hargen straightened his coat. Then he looked down the ruined length of aisle seven, at nine hundred marks of noble plate lying in a heap on the flags, and at the boy against the rack with an apron string round his arm, and he did the only thing I have ever seen that man do which resembled a feeling.

He sighed. Briefly. At the mess.

Then he looked at Tam against the rack, and at the apron string knotted above the cut, and said it to nobody in particular, the way a man remarks on the weather to a room.

“Above the heart. It stops faster.”

Then he walked out of the competitors’ armoury, not through the service door his men had taken and not past the marshals on the south one, but up the competitors’ tunnel, toward the noise: a lit stone archway a hundred feet long with the last bout of the first day still going at the top of it and a sound like weather on the other side of the arch.

Nobody stopped him. Nobody at that arena had the authority to hold a Vellick steward with a house seal under his arm on the say-so of an Artificer, and he knew the precise size of that fact. He walked up into the light and the noise and stopped existing.

I stood in the wreck of aisle seven and watched a small warm thread go up that tunnel and out into the city, steady as a coal being carried away in the dark.

I have never regretted anything more, and it was still correct.

Drummond arrived with the last of the crowd still going out over our heads, in his day coat, with the noise of a whole city walking down stone steps coming through the vault like surf.

He did not say one word to anybody for a full minute.

He walked aisle seven first, past nine hundred marks of noble plate lying on the flags where it had thrown itself, and then aisle four, past the man Rhona had folded into rack three with two marshals standing over him, and then he stood over the smear where a nineteen-year-old had sat down.

Rhona Corrick gave him the report in about forty words, standing at attention in a nightshirt with a polearm in her hand, and then said: “Every word of that was spoken aloud in this room in front of four of your men while it was still happening, Head Marshal. Two of them wrote it down.”

“So I am told.” Drummond turned to me. “Then do not tell me again. Show me the thing nobody has said yet.”

I walked him to rack four.

“That is Rennick’s cuirass, sir. It has been hanging on that rail since the seal went on.”

I walked him twelve feet to the trestles, where four lamps were still burning, and a fine flat chisel lay where somebody had dropped it.

“And that,” I said, “is Rennick’s cuirass.”

Head Marshal Drummond looked at one, and then at the other, and I watched twenty-six years of the rulebook arrive at the answer on its own.

“They were not tampering with her armour,” he said slowly.

“No, sir. You cannot tamper with a sealed kit. They were replacing it. Same pattern, same maker’s stamp, three years of honest wear faked into the finish with a rouge cloth by somebody very good indeed. That one goes on the rail and hers goes out under a coat, and in the morning the seal is unbroken, and the count is right, and your men sign the sheet with a clear conscience.”

“And the count was right.”

“The count was right at the start of this evening and it would have been right at the end of it,” I said. “It was wrong for about forty minutes in the middle, because they carried theirs in before they carried hers out, and Apprentice Feld walked down that aisle with a board in his hands in between.”

Drummond set his knuckles on the trestle either side of the false cuirass and leaned his whole weight onto them.

“Say what would have happened on the sand.”

“She fights at half of herself, because the belt-piece throttles her, and then in the fourth round she reaches for the other half and the strap seat lets go and the whole left side of her armour opens in front of the city.” I set the belt-piece down beside it. “And every person in this city says the thing they have been saying about her for four years, and not one of them is lying, because they will all have watched it happen.”

Nobody in that vault said anything.

Rhona Corrick, in a nightshirt with a polearm in her hand, spoke first, and her voice was the one from the breach.

“That is what happened to my company,” she said.

Drummond turned his head.

“Repeat that, mistress.”

“Nothing,” said Rhona. “It was a long time ago and I have no evidence at all, and that is exactly what I have been saying about it for fourteen years.” She set the polearm butt-down on the flags. “Head Marshal, I have taught at this academy for thirteen years and I have never once asked you for a thing. I am asking now. Seal that kit.”

Drummond stood there in his unlaced boots.

He is a man made entirely out of the rulebook, and what he had in front of him was a house seal on a boarded requisition, a sponsor’s contractual right of access, two marshals who had let the crew in by the book, and a work-study Artificer telling him what was inside a piece of metal.

“Sergeant,” he said. “That cuirass, the belt-piece, and every item on this trestle goes into the west stand strong room. My lock. My key. Nobody’s hands on it but mine, not the sponsor’s men, not the armourers, not the grandmaster’s clerks. If anyone objects, they may come and object to me on the floor in front of the city.”

“Sir.”

“Second. Four of my own men on this armoury from now until the bracket closes, in pairs, awake, and no paper gets anybody through that door tonight, tomorrow, or ever again while I hold this post.” He turned. “Third. Somebody take that boy to the physicians before he bleeds into my floor.”

Tam said, from the wall, “I’m all right, sir.”

“You are not all right, you have been opened up like a letter,” said Drummond, “and you found it with an inventory board, which is more than the two men I had on that door managed with a lantern and a sheet. What is your name?”

“Tam Feld, sir. Apprentice.”

“Feld.” Drummond looked at him. “The academy will pay for your stitching, and if anybody tells you otherwise send them to me.”

Then he came and stood in front of me while they carried Tam out, and dropped his voice so that only I could hear it.

“You knew they were in here,” he said.

“Yes, sir.”

“How?”

“The boy counted, sir.”

“Mm,” said Drummond. He looked at the wreck of nine aisles for a moment. “I am not going to ask you again, because I have worked out that I do not want to know, and that is the first time in twenty-six years I have said that sentence to myself.”

“Sir.”

“The third day.” He put his thumbs in his belt. “On the third day that arena holds ten thousand people, a champion, a fortune in sponsor’s awning, and whatever else is coming, because I am not a fool and something is coming, and I have men on the gates who will see nothing at all when it does.”

“Yes, sir.”

“So this is the arrangement, and it is not a favour, and you will not thank me for it.” Head Marshal Drummond looked me in the eye. “At the finale, I watch the sand. You watch what I cannot see.”

Verena came down the hill an hour later, and she had run the whole way.

She came into the competitors’ bench with her boots unlaced and no coat and the sergeant’s sword bare in her fist, and she stopped in the middle of that room and looked at the three of us: me on a stool in a shirt with a sword’s worth of daylight cut across the front of it and nothing underneath it worth a dressing, Ferrant with his hammer across his knees, Garvan sweeping.

Her hair was down. I had seen that braid come apart in an undercroft and a bathhouse and her own narrow bed, and never in a room with Cobb Ferrant standing in it, and it hung to her waist in loose gold with a shirt shoved into her belt in whatever order her hands had managed on the way out of a door.

The shirt was mine. She has yet to admit that any of them are.

I noticed the whole of that a full second before I noticed the bare sword, which tells you something about me that I do not intend to argue with.

“Where’s Tam?”

“Physicians. Forearm, a hand’s length, clean cut. He’ll have a scar he can dine out on for fifty years.”

“And you?”

“Not a mark on me,” I said, and had to make myself say it out loud, because the boy is nineteen and I am not, and I would have swapped the two facts in a heartbeat.

Verena Rennick stood there breathing hard, and then said, in a voice I had not heard from her before, “You were supposed to send for me.”

“There wasn’t a minute in it.”

“I know that.” Her jaw was working. “I know that. I worked it out for myself coming down that hill, all of it, in order, and I want you to hear me say the thing anyway, because if I swallow it now I will say it worse tomorrow.”

“Go on.”

“There were six men in a room with my armour,” said Verena, “and my smith, and a boy I like, and I was four hundred yards up a hill with a plate of beef in front of me, being extremely well rested for my gauntlet.”

Ferrant got up and took his hammer and went off down the tunnel to find something to shout at, which was tactful of him.

“Yes,” I said.

“That is going to keep happening.”

“Yes. That is precisely what it is going to be like, and it is going to get worse, because after tomorrow they will not be sending men to armouries.”

She came and sat down on the bench beside me and put her forehead on my shoulder for about five seconds. That is her whole vocabulary for that particular emotion.

She straightened up off the crate. “Show me my kit.”

“Drummond has it. Sealed, in the west stand, under his own lock.”

“Show me what was in it.”

So I showed her the drawing I had made while the marshals were still counting bodies: the shear in the strap seat, the fresh throttle in the belt-piece, both of them finished, both of them in a suit of armour that was not hers and had been built to be mistaken for it.

She read it the way she reads a bracket.

“If I’d worn that.”

“You would have buckled on a suit you have worn for three years, and it would not have been the suit, and you would have gone out at half strength, and then your shoulder would have come off in the fourth round.”

“With the whole city watching,” she said.

“With the whole city watching.”

She sat with the drawing in her hands for a while.

“Then I’ll fight the gauntlet in academy issue out of the general store,” she said, “and the finale in nothing of theirs at all.”

I looked up.

“Run that past me again.”

“You heard me perfectly well,” said Verena, and stood up, and put her hand on the back of my neck for a second on her way past. “Sleep properly. In a bed, not under a bench. Somebody came up that hill tonight and told me there was blood on an armoury floor and did not say whose, and it took me four minutes to get back down it, and I counted every one of them.” She stopped at the tunnel mouth without turning round. “I have three bouts tomorrow.”

Then she was gone up the arch, and the lamps went with her one at a time as the night crew came down the row snuffing them, and the last thing I saw before the dark took the aisle was Tam’s blood, dried black on the flags between the fourth rack and the fifth, in a line about the length of a man’s forearm.


Chapter 28: The Gauntlet

“That’s not a bracket,” said Ferrant. “That’s a butcher’s order.”

He had it off the arena board before breakfast, and by then the concourse was reading it out loud to itself.

Ser Joss Crane, on the house’s side of the draw, had one bout: a semifinal at the second hour of the afternoon, and then the rest of the day in the shade.

Verena had three.

Round of sixteen at the ninth hour. Quarterfinal at the eleventh. Semifinal at the third hour of the afternoon, with the exhibition slot in between.

Three bouts in six hours against the three fighters who had come through the hardest quarter of the draw, and then a night’s sleep, and then the champion of House Vellick fresh as a Sunday.

“It’s legal,” I said.

“It’s legal the way a bad weld’s legal.”

The crowd worked it out too. That is the thing the house did not price.

That arena had spent a day and a half being sold Ascension-tier plate on a concourse and watching the sponsors’ boys go through in nice armour, and on the second morning they stood in front of a chalked board and did the sums in about four seconds, and by the ninth hour the north side of the bowl had decided, in the way a crowd decides, that Rennick was being stitched up.

There is nothing in the world that makes a Grayvern crowd louder.

I had the far bench and the mouth of the tunnel and a dozen feet of arch, and I saw all three of those bouts framed in stone like a picture.

Bout one, the round of sixteen, took five minutes and cost her nothing.

He was a good technical duelist out of a Kestrick school, quick, precise, and completely predictable after ninety seconds, and she fought him at a controlled two and beat him three touches to one on the marshal’s step and the bind, and the crowd, which wanted a storm, made a polite noise and started talking about the next one.

Bout two nearly ended everything.

His name was Aldous Perrin, rank two at Ostwick, twenty-nine years old, six feet four, and he fought out of a warfront tradition that has nothing to do with sport: he came forward in a straight line all day, took what he had to take, and hit you until you were on the floor.

He was also wearing a full Ascension-tier harness fitted on the concourse the day before, and I read it through the arch and did not like a single thing about it.

She was wearing academy plate drawn off a rack in the general store that morning, with the shoulder buckles a size wrong and her own kit still sealed in a strong room under a head marshal’s lock. The only thing to recommend it was that nobody had spent a night alone with it.

She fought him at a three because she had to.

The first two minutes were the best fencing I have ever watched. She could not slip him, because he did not commit; she could not out-tempo him, because his kinetic-return fed off every parry she made. So she went to the bind, and read his weight through it four times running, and stole a step each time, and put two clean touches on him.

He stopped fencing and simply walked into her.

She met it. She had no room to do anything else, and she was carrying nothing on her belt that would help her, and Verena planted her boots and took a shoulder charge from a man five stone heavier and did not go backward.

The north bowl came off its benches. A bottle went over the front rail and burst on the barrier timber and not one person looked down at it.

What she could not stop was the elbow. His forward arm came up inside the bind on the way through and caught her under the left arm on the short ribs, with the whole of his weight behind it, and it was legal, and it was well done, and I heard it from thirty feet inside the tunnel.

She went down on one knee.

I got two strides up the tunnel before I made my feet stop, and the stopping cost me more than the two strides had.

And in the four seconds that the marshal’s arm was up, with the north side of the bowl on its feet and a woman on one knee in the middle of them, I did the job I had actually come to do and looked at the sponsors’ gallery.

Balthus Vellick was not looking at the sand.

He had his loupe down and his hands folded and he was watching the north bowl: the whole roaring side of it, the bottle on the barrier timber, the men standing on the benches, all of it, with the mild interested attention of a man counting a room. He looked at the crowd the way I look at a lattice, and he did not once look at the woman on her knee.

He had already stopped needing to watch her.

The marshal’s arm went up. She waved him off before he had finished the gesture, and got up, and put her point down and rolled her boot in the sand and nodded to Perrin, who nodded back, because he is a decent man in a hard trade.

She killed the bout in forty seconds at a hard three, and Aldous Perrin, who fights out of a tradition that knows precisely when a thing is finished, set his point down in the sand and said the yield himself before the marshal’s arm was halfway up. Nobody was disarmed. Nobody was humiliated. Two professionals agreed out loud about the state of the ground and walked off it together.

She came off the sand and up the tunnel and past my bench walking upright, and got six feet past the arch before her hand went out and found the rack.

“Ribs,” she said.

“Sit down. All the way down, on the stool, don’t hold your breath.”

I got the side lacing open and got my hands on her.

Two short ribs on the left, both of them gone, and the area already coming up hot and dark under the skin. Not broken through: I have felt broken through, and this was the other thing: the crack that holds together as long as you do not do anything ambitious with it.

“Give me it,” she said.

“Two cracked. Not displaced. You will be able to breathe and fight and it will hurt every single time you turn your hip through, which is every attack you own.”

“Can I fight the semifinal?”

“Yes.”

“Can I fight tomorrow?”

“Yes,” I said, “and by tomorrow it will be worse, not better, and there is nothing in this room or any room that will fix a rib in twenty-eight hours. Strapping, and a numbing charm which you cannot wear on that sand, and that is as far as the physician’s art goes.”

Verena sat on a stool in a vaulted room with her cuirass open and her hair stuck to her forehead and weighed one rib against a crown.

“Strap it,” she said.

I strapped it. Ferrant fetched the linen and Garvan held the roll and nobody said anything unhelpful, and when it was done she stood up and breathed in as far as she could, and as far as she could was about two thirds.

“How long until Selkirk?” she said.

“Forty minutes.”

“Then find me a rail. I want to watch.”

Orla Selkirk’s exhibition ran in the long midday gap before the semifinals, in the eating-your-pie slot, in front of a bowl full of people who had been sitting in the sun for four hours and were ready to be delighted by anything.

They had laid the rail down the long axis of the arena floor: two hundred paces of steel with the ward-targets stacked at the south end, and the marshals cleared the sand, and the announcer read her name off a board and got it slightly wrong.

She came out of the north gate on foot with her rig on a hand-cart, pushing it herself, and stopped in the middle of that arena and looked up at the packed bowl of it.

I was in the tunnel mouth with my arms folded and I have rarely been so frightened on somebody else’s behalf.

Then Orla put both fists in the air and turned all the way round on the spot, and the entire bowl, which had never heard of her, roared, because a crowd will always take a person who asks it for something.

She got into the frame.

I had gone over it five times. The governor was clean and rated at what she actually puts out, which no rig she had ever ridden in her life had been. The launch lattice was tuned to the frame instead of fighting it. There was not one filament in that machine that was doing anything other than what it said it was doing.

She came down the rail on the first pass at three quarters and hit the target stack, and the crack of it went round the bowl and came back.

Second pass she went to full.

It does not look fast. That is the strange thing. It looks like the world has decided to move a woman from one end of a building to the other and has done it in one motion, and there is a sound like a sheet being torn, and the air comes off the rail in a wave you feel on your face at forty feet, and by the time your eye has followed her she has already hit.

The target stack ceased to exist. Not just the top ward. The whole stack. Nine layers of laminated ward-board, the standard for a full pass and supposed to stop a rig, went into the wall behind it in pieces.

The arena stood up.

Third pass she went full again, and did the thing she had told me the day before she was absolutely not going to do, which was to take both hands off the lance at the moment of impact.

The noise came down through the stands and up through the flags into my boots.

She got out of the frame at the end of it and did a lap of the sand with her ponytail wrecked and both arms up, and I could hear the announcer trying to say her name over the noise and failing, and along the east rail two hundred people were chanting SEL-KIRK on the beat, which is the first time in the history of that academy that anybody has chanted for a test-lancer.

And in the third row of the sponsors’ gallery, a man in a capital coat who had been writing nothing all afternoon opened his book and wrote for about a minute.

His name I got later. I knew the coat, because it is the same one the Trials circuit’s men wear at every meeting in Corvane, and I knew what a scout writing for a minute means.

She came up the tunnel afterward and went straight past me and into the wall, and stood with her forearms braced on the stone and her head down, shaking from her boots to her shoulders.

“They stood up,” she said. “Emrys. All of them. They stood up.”

“Not the man in the fourth row with the pie.”

“Don’t.” She laughed, wildly, still with her forehead on the wall. “Don’t be accurate at me, I’ll fall over.”

“You were the best rider in this kingdom for ninety seconds.”

Orla Selkirk turned round.

For about two seconds she was completely quiet, which she had been once before in front of me, in a doorway at dusk on the evening I broke her launch rune. Her chin came up and stayed up. Her eyes were enormous and very bright, hazel going green in the tunnel light, and the freckles stood out across her nose and both shoulders where the rig straps had rubbed the leathers open.

“Again,” she said.

“You were the best rider in this kingdom,” I said, “and everything under you was rated at what you actually are, for the first time in your life, and that is all it took. That is all it ever needed to be.”

She hit me in the arm hard enough to hurt.

“Right!” she announced, at a volume that turned four heads down the tunnel. “Well! Obviously! Where’s Rennick, I want to be insufferable at her while it’s fresh.”

Her semifinal began at the third hour of the afternoon, and she went into it with two cracked ribs and four hours of gauntlet in her legs.

Her opponent was a woman called Sera Brackwell, rank one at Kestrick, twenty-seven, and the second-best duelist I saw at that arena in three days.

Brackwell had come through the other half of the hard quarter and had done it economically, and she was fresh, and she knew what Verena was carrying, because everybody in that bowl had heard the elbow land.

She went for the ribs.

To be fair to her: it is what any competitor would do, it is legal, and she did it cleanly. She fought the left side all day, high and short, forcing the turn, making Verena take her guard across her own body a dozen times in the first two minutes, and on every one of those turns I could see the half-beat where she breathed in through her teeth before she reset.

At three minutes Brackwell was two touches up.

At four minutes she was three up and Verena had not landed one, and the whole north side of the arena had gone quiet in the specific way a crowd goes quiet when it thinks it knows how something ends.

I heard the word from somewhere above the tunnel, in an ordinary voice, from a man eating a pie.

“Fourth round again.”

Verena walked back to the mark with her chest going and her left arm held tight in against her side.

I had both hands on the stone of the arch, and I did not have a count for this. There was no count. We had never agreed a signal for the whole of it, because you do not plan to spend everything you have in a semifinal, and there is no number of fingers you can lay on a rail that means all of it.

She did not look into the tunnel.

Four minutes down, three touches down, a city going quiet over her head and a man in the tenth row saying fourth round again with his mouth full, and she did not look for me once. She rolled her boots into the sand, got her guard up on the wrong side of her own ribs, and made the decision on her own count in front of ten thousand people.

Sera Brackwell came in on the high line to force the turn one more time, and Verena Rennick stepped, planted on the arch of her back foot, and let go of every last thing she had.

The air came apart.

Ten thousand people saw a woman disappear and a sword arrive.

That is all of it from a bench forty feet up: half a heartbeat of white, a noise like sailcloth going in a gale, and then Sera Brackwell’s blade is thirty feet away up the sand and there is not one person in that bowl who can tell you how it got there. The men on the north side were still turning their heads to follow something that had already finished happening.

Her helm came off. She went backward six feet and sat down hard, unhurt and entirely disarmed, and the sand rained down on both of them, and Verena was standing over her with her blade in a low guard and her braid still coming down out of the air.

Nobody in that bowl made a sound.

Then the whole bowl came out of its seats and the arena stopped being a building.

They were shouting AGAIN.

Verena put her point down and offered Brackwell her hand, and Brackwell took it, and got up, and said something to her with a very odd expression, and went and fetched her own sword out of the sand.

The marshal called it and the board went up.

RENNICK, V. Semifinal. Won.

And in the sponsors’ gallery, four rows up, a heavy man in grey and gold got out of his chair and left before the noise had stopped. He did not stay for the board. He said one sentence to the clerk beside him and went up the gallery stair and out through the east arch, and I marked which way he turned at the top of it and put the fact in my pocket.

She came off the sand and up the tunnel with the noise still going behind her, and she did not stop at my bench.

She hooked two fingers through my belt as she went past, without breaking stride and without looking at me, and I went with her.

There is a service corridor that runs off the competitors’ tunnel behind the north stand: eight feet wide, unlit, stacked with hurdles and awning poles and the spare timber for the marshals’ barriers, with an alcove at the far end where the drainage from the upper concourse comes down inside the wall.

She had me in that alcove with my back against the stone before I had entirely worked out where we were going.

“Fifteen minutes,” she said.

“You have two cracked ribs.”

“I have two cracked ribs and I have just put a semifinalist thirty feet up the sand,” said Verena, breathing hard, with her mouth an inch off mine and the entire crowd of the Crown Trials audible through a foot of stone, “and it is the tradition, and I want it, and I want it here, now, in their building, so say yes.”

“That is the worst idea anybody has had in this building all week,” I said.

“It is.”

“The whole of Grayvern through that wall, and four marshals on the door.”

“Yes.” Her hand was already at my belt. “Say no, then.”

I did not say no. I said the other thing, and I said it plainly, because we do not do this on a nod. “I want you. Here, standing, with your back on that wall and nothing of you taken off. And you are going to tell me the instant that rib says stop, and when you tell me we stop, and there is no argument attached to it.”

“Agreed.” She was grinning like something feral. “Now hurry up, my smith, before I have to be gracious at somebody.”

I got her half-armour loose at the two hip buckles that matter and shoved the blacks down her thighs, and put her back flat against the stone with both her wrists in one of my hands over her head, because with a cracked rib on the left the wall was going to do half the work and I wanted her face where I could read it.

My fingers went into her with no resistance at all, and the wet sound they made doing it came back off that little vaulted ceiling loud enough that we both went still for a second and listened to the corridor. She had come off that sand soaked, exactly as she always does. She got her teeth into her own bottom lip.

“Quiet,” I said, an inch from her mouth.

“You be quiet.”

“There are four marshals on the tunnel.”

“Then be quick,” said Verena, and rolled her hips down onto my hand and made a sound that was audible in the next county.

I got my belt open, and she got her right boot up and hooked the heel of it behind my knee and pulled, which took the whole decision out of my hands, and I went into her standing with her back on the stone and both of us stopped dead.

The corridor was hot and it smelled of dust and old timber and her, and through the wall the arena was still going, and there was a bar of daylight down from a gap somewhere overhead that lay across her open throat and the top of her chest.

“The rib,” I said.

“The rib means slow.”

“The rib means I carry you.” I got my forearm under her right thigh and lifted, and took her weight off the left side of her body entirely, so that she was hung between the wall and me with not one limb left to brace on. “Now stop trying to help.”

She could not have helped if she had wanted to, and the discovery went through her face like weather.

I set a fast hard pace and she went to pieces almost immediately.

Her free hand came off the stone and clamped over her own mouth, and it did nothing whatsoever. Every stroke drove a noise out of her. So we took turns: my palm over her mouth until she bit it, then hers over mine when I made the mistake of saying her name out loud, and the two of us stood in an unlit alcove passing a hand back and forth like a lamp.

“Verena,” I said, when I had my mouth free, and nothing else, because in that corridor her own name at that volume was the most dangerous thing either of us had said all week.

Her eyes came off the ceiling and onto me and stayed there. Storm-grey, an inch away, blown wide, with the thin daylight off the tunnel lying across her throat.

“Harder,” she said. “Please.”

Somebody’s footsteps came down the tunnel behind us and stopped.

I felt Verena go rigid: not stopping, going tight everywhere at once in a way that nearly finished me on the spot, and neither of us moved a hair in that unlit alcove, my hand over her mouth and every muscle she owns clenched around me.

The footsteps came round the corner.

“Oh, THANK the sea,” said Orla Selkirk.

The following happened in this order.

She froze in the mouth of the corridor with her rig leathers half unbuckled and her ponytail still wrecked from the exhibition. Her eyes went from Verena, up against the stone with her armour half off and one boot hooked behind my knee, to me, and back again, and got extremely wide.

Then Orla Selkirk grinned like a sunrise, and mouthed, silently, with enormous emphasis, the word FINALLY.

And then, without one further sound, she turned round, walked four paces back up the corridor, planted her boots astride the mouth of it with her back to us and her arms folded, and began humming a Grayvern dock song at a volume that would have covered artillery.

Verena made a noise into my palm that was pure helpless laughter.

“Don’t,” I said.

“I can’t.”

“Yes, you can.”

“She’s humming,” said Verena, shaking against me with nothing left in her voice at all, “she’s humming the one about the harbourmaster’s wife, Emrys, that’s a filthy song, she’s guarding us with a filthy,”

And I took hold of her hips and gave her the whole of what she had asked for, and the sentence ended in the middle.

She came about forty seconds later with my hand back over her mouth and her eyes still locked on mine. Everything in her clenched down and dragged at every stroke. The heavy thigh over my arm shook once from hip to knee and then stopped taking any of her weight at all, and her spine came off the stone in an arch so deep that her shoulder blades lifted clear of it, and that was when the gold arrived: up through her and out into the gap between her back and the wall, so that for two or three seconds four hundred years of mortar joints stood lit behind her shoulders in a corridor nobody has ever bothered to put a lamp in.

She was still going when it took me, and she felt it coming before I said anything, and she got her mouth to my ear.

“Not tonight,” she breathed, laughing at me even then. “I have to walk out past four marshals in these.”

So I pulled out of her and finished in my own fist against the inside of that strong thigh, three hard pulls of it, spilling hot down over the bare skin above her boot-top and onto the stone, with my forehead against her collarbone and her hand clamped in my hair holding me exactly there.

“That,” said Verena, to the ceiling, “is going to be extremely obvious.”

“Then stand still.”

I got a rag out of my apron pocket, because I am always carrying a rag, and cleaned her thigh and the top of her boot with the same care I would give a finished piece, and she leaned back on the stone with all her weight and watched me do it and did not say one word until it was done.

For a while after that neither of us was fit for anything at all: two people thoroughly undone, still upright, in a corridor in the middle of the Crown Trials of Vandermoor.

Down the way, Orla went from the harbourmaster’s wife into something even worse without missing a beat.

“You are going to have to say something to her,” I said.

“I am going to have to say a great deal to her,” said Verena, hauling her blacks up and starting on the two buckles I had opened, “and none of it now, because if I open my mouth I will laugh and my rib will,” and she stopped dead with the second buckle half done, because it had arrived in the middle of her own sentence.

[Soul-Attunement: 86%]

“Eighty-six,” she said. Then she started laughing after all, silently, with her hand pressed hard against her side. “Ow. Oh, that hurts. It went up for that?”

“It went up for the whole afternoon.”

“It went up for a corridor.”

“It went up,” I said, “for you dragging me into your enemy’s building by the apron strap in front of a friend, when at the start of term you would not let me carry your sword across a yard.”

Verena considered that.

“Yes, all right,” she said. “That’s fair.”

We walked out past Orla, who did not stop humming, but who fell in beside us and took Verena’s right arm through hers, and the three of us went up the tunnel together like conspirators.

“Terrible form,” said Orla, when we were clear.

“Selkirk.”

“No dismount at all. I’ve seen better technique at the docks.”

“Selkirk.”

“I’m only saying that as a professional,” said Orla Selkirk, “and for the avoidance of doubt, I have known since about the third week of term, nobody in that Annex tells me anything, and I intend to be unbearable about all of it for a year.”

“You’re going to be unbearable about it for a decade,” I said.

“At least a decade,” she agreed happily, and then, without any change of tone at all, “Rennick, you were robbed of half a day’s rest and you put a rank one thirty feet up the sand with a broken rib and I have never seen anything like it in my life.”

Verena stopped walking.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Yes, well.” Orla stared hard at the wall. “Anyway. Your smith’s got blood on his sleeve and I’ve got a scout to be found by, so.”

She got two strides of the exit before Verena took a fistful of the back of her rig leathers and stopped her dead.

“No,” said Verena.

“What?”

“You do that every single time.” She did not let go. “Somebody says a true thing at you and off you go up a corridor at four hundred yards an hour shouting about pastries. Not this one. Stand there and take it.”

Orla stood there. Her ears went red under the freckles, and for once in her life she did not fill the gap.

“It was the best thing I have ever seen anybody do on a sand floor,” she said eventually, to the wall, at about a third of her ordinary volume, “and I got to watch it from the good end.”

“There,” said Verena. “Not fatal.”

“It was extremely fatal. I am going to need a pie and a lie down.”

So she stayed, and finished the walk with us, arm still hooked through Verena’s, complaining the entire length of that tunnel about how much she was going to have to eat to recover from being thanked.

I came back down to the mouth of the tunnel afterward on my own and looked out at the sand, where the marshals were raking the circle Verena’s storm had made and the crowd was still going home slowly.

Balthus Vellick had turned left at the top of the gallery stair.

Left is not the tower. Left along the east concourse takes you to the service road behind the sponsors’ awnings, and the service road goes up the hill past the high court, and under the high court, in the dark, is the far end of a pipe I killed with a thrown drift eight days ago.

I stood there until the rake had gone over the last of it.

Then I went to find the weapons mistress and ask her whether anybody at Vandermoor Academy had a key to the under-halls.


Chapter 29: What the Dark Drinks

Rhona Corrick came down to the competitors’ bench that evening with a ring of keys in her hand and her drill coat buttoned to the throat.

“Head Marshal Drummond has doubled the guard on the arena floor,” she said, “and put four men on the armoury and two on the strong room, and he told me all of it in the marshals’ room without being asked, which is not a thing Drummond does.”

“No, ma’am.”

“He also said, apropos of a conversation nobody was having, that he watches the sand and cannot see everything.” She looked at me steadily. “And then he went away and left his own keys on the table for a quarter of an hour.”

She put the ring down on my bench.

“Armoury, service gates, and the under-halls,” said Rhona Corrick. “Which are the tunnels beneath this arena and the high court, which have been sealed since I came to this academy, and about which I know two things: they run further than anybody says, and the drains off this hill go into them.”

I looked at the keys.

“Ma’am, I will not insult you by pretending I do not know what you are offering.”

“Good, because I am forty minutes past pretending anything.” She sat down on the end of the bench, putting herself at my eye level, and I have never seen her sit down in a room she was working in. “Stroud. Yesterday morning I stood in an armoury in a nightshirt and watched you tell a head marshal what was cut into a piece of steel, in a language that no man of your age and training possesses, and I have spent a day and a half deciding what to do about it.”

“And?”

“And I have decided that I do not care,” said Rhona. “There is a young man at this academy who reads runework better than the grandmaster, and there is a piece of runework at this academy that was designed to break a woman’s shoulder in front of the whole city, and I have already lost one line of people to men in good coats who were very sorry afterward. I am not going to lose another one while I am busy being curious about a file.”

She stood up.

“So I am going down those tunnels tonight with a lantern and a drill polearm off my own rack, because Drummond took your statement about that arena floor out of his locked box and read it to me twice, and something in this hill drank out of that pipe for twelve days before you killed it, and whatever did the drinking is still down there. I want to see it before it sees me. You may come or not.”

She said the second part of that in the flat voice of a woman reading back a conclusion she had reached some hours earlier. A drill haft carries no work in it at all: no keep-rune, no impact-spread, nothing but ash and steel and the sharpening. It is the worst weapon in her armoury and she was taking it on purpose.

“Somebody else is coming,” said Verena, from the doorway.

She had been standing there for at least a minute. She was in her half-armour with the side lacing let out over the strapping, and she had the plain sword in her hand instead of the academy blade, and she came into the room and stood in front of both of us.

“You have three cracked ribs,” said Rhona.

“Two.”

“You have a final in seventeen hours.”

“I have a final in seventeen hours,” Verena agreed, “and I refuse to spend twelve of them lying in a dormitory bed listening for a bell while the two of you go down a hole. I would rather be tired. Being tired is a thing I know how to do.”

Rhona looked at her.

“Yes,” she said. “All right.”

And that was the end of that argument.

The under-halls are older than the arena.

You understand that at the bottom of the service stair and not before, and nobody at that academy will tell you, because nobody at that academy has been down there since the drains were last dug out.

The stair comes down forty steps behind the west stand into a barrel-vaulted passage ten feet high, cut in the same pale hard stone as the arena floor, with a channel down the middle and a walkway on either side. The channel is dry. The walls are dry. There is no rubbish, no rat sign, no fallen masonry: centuries of undisturbed cold, and the air moving steadily from somewhere ahead toward somewhere behind us.

Our three lanterns made a sphere of light about fifteen feet across and the dark took everything else.

“Monastic,” said Rhona quietly. “This is the old work. They had a house on this hill before the academy.”

“They had a house on this hill before the city,” I said.

I was reading as I walked, because I cannot help it, and what I got from that stone was almost nothing, precisely as I had got almost nothing from the arena floor and from the null-field band.

Almost.

There were runes down there, and they were not cut lattices. Single strokes, one every forty paces or so, at shoulder height on the left-hand wall, so worn that they were shadows of shadows.

I stopped at the third one and put my thumb in it.

“Way-marks,” said Rhona.

“No, ma’am.”

They were not way-marks. A way-mark is a symbol; a rune is a piece of structure. These were structure, and every one of them was the same stroke, and I could not read a single thing about what it was for, and it was cut with a tool I could not identify by a hand that is in no register in the kingdom.

I had felt that once before, standing in front of a bed of coals in an undercroft that has never gone out.

“Emrys,” said Verena.

“I’m coming.”

We went two hundred yards under the hill, following the fall of the channel and the map I had made in my head from the arena footings, and at the junction where the sluice from the secondary arena comes in, I stopped and laid the backs of my fingers against the wall.

“It goes that way,” I said. “The line I killed runs in here and turns north-east. We are under the high court.”

“And?”

“And the pull is still there.”

The fear arrived properly at that moment, and it was not the fear of a thing in a tunnel.

A lattice at rest is inert. The main line at my feet was a dead pipe with its keystone knocked out eight days ago and there should have been nothing in it at all.

It was drawing.

Not much. About as much as a chimney draws in summer. But it was drawing, which meant that whatever sat at the end of that pipe was no longer being fed by it and had begun to pull on its own, and that it was strong enough to make two hundred yards of dead runework breathe.

“Lanterns down to a thread,” I said. “From here I don’t need them.”

The harvest vault is under the north-east corner of the high court, and it was a cistern once.

That is what it is built as: a domed chamber sixty feet across with a stone rim and a sunken floor, fed by four channels, with a shaft going up somewhere in the roof that has been bricked at the top for two centuries.

They had racked it out like a warehouse.

Timber racks, fourteen of them, in rows, floor to spring of the dome, and on every shelf of every rack, in wooden trays, in their hundreds, the cores.

I stood at the top of the entrance steps and looked at decades of other people’s work.

A core is what is left when the runework is gone. It is the anchor stone at the heart of a lattice, the dense little seat that the whole structure hangs from, and when a piece is drained or broken or confiscated the core is what survives, and it goes into a store and gets counted, and it is worth less than the box it sits in.

There were thousands.

The Spire’s missing two hundred and nine were on the near racks, in Spire trays, with the audit tags still on them.

The rest were older. Confiscated charms in a tray labelled with a year I was alive for. A shelf of drained ward-seats out of a garrison, still on their frames. Focus-pieces by the hundred, three generations of scholarship students’ issued sigils, each one with the throttle still legible in it. A tray of surgeons’ charms. A tray of children’s luck-tokens.

And down the middle of that floor, running from the mouth of the main line to the sunken centre of the cistern, cut into the stone in a hand I know as well as my own, a feed lattice.

Somebody had built a nursery.

“Emrys,” said Verena, very quietly. “The floor.”

The floor of the cistern was moving.

It was not the stone. About four inches above it, over an area the size of a cart, the air was full of drifting script.

Imagine every rune ever cut into a piece of runework in this vault, flayed off its metal and left floating: individual strokes, whole families, fragments of lattices, thousands upon thousands of them, turning slowly in a bank like weed in a slack tide.

And in the middle of it, the thing they were turning around.

It stood up.

That is the only verb. There was no shape and then there was a shape: the script gathered inward and folded and layered itself, six feet, then seven, then a little more, and what was standing in the middle of that floor was the absence of a man, drawn in stolen writing.

No face. No eyes. Where the head should have been, three overlapping families of runes from a Kestrick ward-set rotated slowly around nothing.

It had arms.

There was a great deal of fear available in that room and I took my share of it. It took me two seconds to identify the other thing under it, and when I did I nearly sat down on the steps.

I was reading it.

It was made of work. Every line in it was somebody’s craft, and every line carried its maker’s signature, and I stood on a stone stair and read the flayed body of two generations of the runework of Corvane turning slowly in front of me.

There was a Kestrick ward-cutter’s hand in the left shoulder. There was a garrison armourer’s in the hip. There were three hundred of Balthus Vellick’s throttles woven through the trunk like reinforcing rod.

And in the chest and the forearms, layered thick where the load would go, the shape of the work was mine.

My own strokes were nowhere in it. I know my hand: the closing pass laid freehand in a single motion at a tool angle I have not changed since I was thirty, and there was not one of those anywhere in that body. What was in it was my design language, off two generations of stolen focus-pieces, stripped and rewoven into the structural core of a thing standing in a cistern under the high court of Vandermoor Academy.

“That’s me,” I said.

“What?”

“The load-bearing families are mine.” My voice came out somewhere else. “That is my throttle geometry. They fed it every broken thing this kingdom has thrown away since before I was collared, and it built itself out of the strongest thing it was given, and the strongest thing it was given was my work.”

The Runewraith turned its head-that-was-not-a-head toward the sound of my voice.

And then it came up the steps.

Rhona Corrick put her shoulder into me and knocked me a dozen feet sideways.

“BACK!” she bellowed, in the voice from the breach, and stepped into the gap with the polearm level. “Rennick, left. Stroud, get behind me.”

She met it at the top of the steps with a hard thrust to the centre of mass, because that is what twenty years of soldiering tells you to do, and the polearm head went into the script and came out the other side with nothing on it.

Then the thing put its hand out.

It did not touch her. It got within about two feet of her forearm, and every lattice in that radius let go at once.

Her bracers came apart.

I had read them on her small court in my first weeks and again on the private floor and I had known what was left in them, and the answer was lace and habit. The oath-metal plates went from armour to shale in half a second: the decayed lattices that had been holding twenty-two years past their renewal simply ceased, and the metal did what metal does when there is no work left in it, and remembered that it was thin and old and had been hit too often.

The left one came off her arm in pieces.

The right one held for another half second and then the plate cracked from the wrist to the elbow, and the edge of it went into her forearm.

Rhona did not make a sound. She got the polearm across her body and gave ground three steps, correctly, and I could see the blood coming out of the wreck of that bracer and running off her fingers onto the stone.

“It drinks runework,” I shouted. “Anything with work in it. Get the keys away from her, get anything cut off her,”

Verena went past me.

She was carrying Maddoc Rennick’s steel, the plainest piece of metal in that academy, with no lattice on it worth the name, and she had two cracked ribs, and she went straight up those steps into a seven-foot absence made of stolen writing.

She cut it twice. The blade went through the script and did nothing, and I saw her face change as she understood.

Then she planted on the arch of her back foot.

“NOT IN HERE,” I shouted. “Verena, the dome,”

She did it anyway, and she was right to, because there was a woman bleeding on the stone behind her.

In a stone box forty feet under the high court, she let go of everything she had.

Under a low stone dome, in a room you could cross in six strides, [Stormbreak] is not the same animal it is on an open sand floor. The pressure of it went through that chamber like a shot in a barrel, and three of the timber racks went over, and half the racked cores came off their shelves in a landslide, and my ears rang for two days.

And it worked.

The Runewraith broke open, though nowhere near far enough. About a third of the drifting script in its upper body was torn off it and thrown across the vault, and the shape staggered and lost its arms and went down to one knee that was not a knee.

And it took nothing off her.

I checked that before I checked anything else, because she had stood inside two feet of the thing to do it. Every scrap that vault had eaten so far was work sitting in matter: bracers, keys, door plates, the racked cores. Carried work, cut into a thing and riding along on it.

The lattice down Verena’s spine is cut into nothing at all. It lives in her rather than on her, and the thing stood two feet from all of it and found nothing there it could get a hand around.

Verena was already moving back with Rhona’s coat in her fist, hauling her toward the passage.

I stayed where I was for four more seconds, because I had to see what it did.

It reached out with what was left of its right side, and took hold of the script that had been torn off it, and put it back.

It put itself back together in front of me.

The second thing is worse, and it is the reason I did not sleep in the hour I had for sleeping. As it drew that torn material back in, the strokes changed. The families that had failed at the edge of the blast were re-laid at a different angle, tighter, with a load-spread that had not been there four seconds earlier.

I know a repair when I see one. That was not a repair. That was a revision.

It had been hit with a thing it had never been hit with before, and it had taken the hit apart and improved itself.

“It learns,” I said, to nobody. “Oh, that is not fair at all.”

And then, because I am what I am, I spent the last two seconds reading the centre of it.

The keystone of that entire structure sits in the middle of the chest cavity, about where a heart goes, and it is no part of the script at all: a physical object, a warded core the size of a fist, blacker than the dark around it, with an entire binding lattice cut into its surface holding the whole flayed body of the thing together.

The binding strokes are short, with a fractional lift at the terminus of every vertical.

Which is my geometry, cut by a hand that learned it from my work and never quite got the calibration right, in the chisel-signature of the man who re-cuts every throttle at Vandermoor Academy with his own hands on renewal day.

I stood in a cistern under the high court and looked at a signed confession that eats people.

“EMRYS,” Verena roared, from the passage.

I ran.

We got two hundred yards back down that tunnel with a woman bleeding between us and a thing behind us that did not hurry.

It did not charge. It came along the passage at a walking pace, at the exact speed of a man following somebody home, and every lantern-lit inch of the way I could feel the pull of it on my own sight like a draught under a door.

Rhona was on her feet for every step of it. Her right forearm was opened along the line the broken plate had taken, with rune-scorch the length of it, a burn without heat that goes wherever the drained work was, and she walked out of there under her own power giving instructions.

“Left at the junction, not right. Right goes up into the tower cellars.” She was grey. “Left is the arena service gate, and it is oak, and it is four inches thick.”

“That won’t hold it.”

“No. But there is a smith with us,” said Rhona Corrick, “and if I have understood anything at all about the last three months, he can do something to a door in ninety seconds that no man in this kingdom can do.”

I did the door.

Ninety seconds is generous. It took me about seventy, and it was the crudest piece of work I have ever put my name to: I welded that oak into its own frame with a Binding-grade seam laid all the way round the jamb, over the hinges, through the lock plate, into the stone.

It is a fast weld and nothing better than that, and a fast weld holds for a while and then goes.

“How long?” said Verena.

“Hours. Not days.”

We got up the service stair and out into the open air behind the west stand at the tenth hour of the night, and the three of us stood in the cold with the lanterns out and the lights of Grayvern going down the hill below us, and the crowd noise from the concourse taverns coming up.

And nothing came up that stair.

“It stopped,” said Verena.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

I looked back down the black opening of that stairwell until Rhona said my name twice.

“It has stopped hunting,” I said. “It has just met three people. It has tasted a soul-lattice at full output, and a woman’s war-gear, and whatever I am, and it went back down to the racks with all three of us written down in it somewhere.”

“Why does that stop it?”

“Because it is not chasing its supper. It is being fed.”

Rhona said nothing for a moment. Then: “Why?”

“Because its master has an appointment tomorrow afternoon,” I said, “in a stone bowl, with ten thousand people in it, where every competitor in the bracket is wearing that house’s very best work.”

Rhona Corrick sat down on the stone step. It was the only concession she made all night. She let Verena start cutting the ruined bracer off her arm.

“Give me that in soldier’s words,” she said.

“He has built a thing that eats runework, and tomorrow he is going to release it into a building containing more runework than anywhere in this kingdom outside a capital vault,” I said. “And a full house.”

The war council happened on a stone step in the cold, and nobody sat down for it.

“We cancel it,” said Rhona.

“We can’t,” said Verena.

“I am aware that you want that crown, Rennick, and I would want it too, and it is a piece of gilt.”

“That is not why.” Verena had the bracer wreckage in her lap and her hands were absolutely steady. “Say the arena is cancelled tomorrow. Say Drummond stands up in front of the city and calls the Crown Trials off. What happens to that thing under the hill?”

Nobody said anything.

“It goes on being fed,” said Verena, “and Balthus Vellick is a patient man who has already sat out one dead pipe without blinking, and he uses it somewhere else, on a day nobody chooses, in a street or a dormitory or a drill court, and we do not get to pick the ground. And every one of us is asleep when it happens.”

“So we make the ground,” said Rhona slowly.

“We make the ground. Tomorrow, at the hour he has chosen, in the one building in Corvane where the entire runework of the thing is standing on a floor that cannot carry a lattice, with every marshal in Grayvern and ten thousand witnesses and a null-field band round the walls.” Verena looked up. “That is not his trap. That is the best killing ground any of us will ever be offered, and he built it and paid for it and put his own name over the gate.”

“Can it be told?” said Rhona. “Properly. To Drummond, to the sponsors, to the city.”

“Tell them what?” I said. “That an Artificer went down a sealed tunnel with the head marshal’s stolen keys and saw a monster in a cistern. There is no evidence that anybody but me can read, and the moment I explain how I read it, I am a thing that House Vellick collects, and everything Verena has bought stops being hers.”

“Then Drummond gets it without you in it,” said Rhona.

She was right, and that is what we did.

She wrote it herself, at the competitors’ bench, one-handed, with her arm in a physician’s sling, and it said: on information I judge reliable, there is a cavity beneath the north-east high court holding the academy’s confiscated cores, and there is something living in it, and the under-hall service door is sealed and will not hold past tomorrow evening. Signed, R. Corrick, weapons mistress.

No source. No smith. A veteran officer’s report with her own name at the bottom of it and nothing else.

Drummond read it at midnight in the marshals’ room and did not ask her one single question about where the information came from.

What he did was put twenty more men on the arena floor for the finale, close the concourse service road, post two pairs on the under-hall stair with orders to withdraw and not engage, and cancel every marshal’s leave in Grayvern.

Then he said, to Rhona, in front of two sergeants: “Mistress, you will be on that floor tomorrow with the officials.”

“I am not an official.”

“You are the academy’s weapons mistress and you have one arm in a sling,” said Drummond, “and I would rather have you standing at my elbow with one arm than any two men I command. Bring a polearm.”

That is the whole of the plan we had. Take the crown, in front of the city. Then kill the thing when it comes, on the ground we did not have to choose, with everything we had planted for months.

We came up out of the marshals’ room at half past midnight, the three of us, and stood in the great court in the dark.

“Say it back to me,” said Verena, “so I have it straight.”

“Tomorrow at the second hour of the afternoon you fight a man nobody has beaten in three years, carrying my sword, with a bomb in it, in front of the whole of Grayvern,” I said. “And then, at some point after that, the thing under the hill comes up through the floor.”

“Both,” said Verena.

“Both.”

Rhona had gone on to her own stair by then, and the great court at half past midnight is the emptiest place in Grayvern.

Verena stood in front of me with her breath showing white and took the front of my apron in both fists and put her forehead against mine.

There was dried blood under her nails and rune-scorch in her hair and she was humming like a strut under load, all the way down, and I could feel it through two layers of leather. Fourteen hours from the biggest bout of her life, and not much longer than that from a thing coming up through a floor, and she stood in the dark in an empty court with her thumbs moving slowly against my chest and her mouth an inch off mine, and I knew exactly what she was going to ask for before she got anywhere near asking it.

“Not here,” I said.

“I know it’s not here.” Her voice had dropped into the register she keeps for the undercroft, low and rough and slowed right down, which is what she does instead of being frightened. “I wanted you to know I considered it. Marshals and all.”

“I could tell.”

“You have a very stupid look on your face, bench-rat.”

“I’ve seen yours.”

She rolled her shoulders, once, and winced, and planted both boots square under her.

“Then take me down to the undercroft,” she said. “There is one more piece of this I do not intend to walk out there without, and you have got until noon.”

We crossed the great court to the Annex with the fog coming up off the estuary, and behind us, two hundred yards away under the hill, the weld I had laid across that under-hall door was already three hours old and cooling on a schedule I had set myself, and I knew to the quarter-hour when it would stop meaning anything at all.


Chapter 30: Sovereign

The undercroft was warm, as it always is, and I had the pattern on the wall before she had finished coming down the stairs.

I had drawn it in the fourth week after the bond and finished it in the eighth and had not shown it to anybody, because there was no point in showing a woman a thing she might never need. Four sheets of foolscap pasted at the seams, and on them the extension: everything the first lattice was, in ghost lines, and everything it could become, in black.

Verena stopped three steps from the bottom and looked at it.

“That’s more than we did the first time.”

“It’s about a third more, and none of it is new work.” I set the last ink jar down. “That is the only reason it can be done in a night. The growth junction is already in you. It’s the one on your left shoulder blade, the station where you said yes and I said this is where it can extend later without recutting what exists. Everything on that wall hangs off that junction.”

“And it goes where?”

“Up over the hip-crown, out along the sword-arm to the wrist, and then here.” I put my finger on the last run of the drawing, which comes over the shoulder and down the front of the chest and ends dead centre. “Sternum. That’s the keystone of the whole Crown grade and it does not go anywhere else. It has to sit over the breastbone because that is the one flat plate of you that does not move when you turn.”

She finished the stair and went straight past me to the wall and stood in front of the drawing with her arms folded.

“Six hours?”

“Five, if you can hold still with two cracked ribs, which you cannot, so six.” I looked at her. “And you have a final at the second hour of the afternoon, and the ink will still be raw, and every line of it will hurt in the morning worse than it hurts tonight.”

“Yes.”

“I want that said out loud before we start, because it is the actual cost, and you are not finding it out at the gate.”

“Say the rest of the cost,” said Verena.

“It might not work.”

She turned round.

“There is one soul-lattice in the world and I made it up in a basement out of theory and nerve,” I said. “Everything above ninety in the old texts is three sentences and a footnote. If we get to the top of this and the receipt says Crown grade, then the field at that gate reads you as a woman and lets you through whole. If we get to the top of it and it says anything else, then you have spent your last night before the biggest bout of your life having needles put in you for nothing, and you will fight Joss Crane exhausted.”

“Understood,” she said. “Where do you want me?”

“Sit down first. There’s a thing we have to do before I open a jar.”

She sat down on the stone rim with her back to the coals.

“Eighty-six,” I said.

“Eighty-six.”

“It moves on trust, and we have spent two months feeding it, and in the last four days we have fed it everything I know how to feed it. It went up for the corridor. It went up for the warning. It is not going to go up four more points on ordinary honesty tonight, because we have already been ordinarily honest about everything.”

“So.”

“So there is a room in you with the door shut,” I said, “and I have known where it is since the bathhouse, and it is not mine to open. But I will not cut Crown-grade work into somebody who is carrying an unopened room either, because the lattice will find it, and I do not know what it does when it does.”

Verena sat by the coals of a fire nobody has ever lit with her hands hanging between her knees, and drew breath to start.

I did not let her get to it. If she went first she would make it small and clever and I would let her get away with it, because I always let her get away with it, and then we would both feel we had done something.

So I gave her mine instead, unasked, sitting on a stone rim in a four-hundred-year-old room at one in the morning, thirteen hours before the finale.

“I am never going to stop being property in my own head.”

She did not move.

“That is the thing,” I said. “Not the collar. The collar is off and the man who put it on me is dead in a certain sense and I am not frightened of a piece of oath-metal. It is that forty years of being a thing taught me a set of reflexes that I do not think can be untaught.”

“Give me an example.”

“I count the exits in every room I walk into and I did it in your bedroom.” My voice was going flat and I let it. “When Ferrant praises a piece of my work my first feeling is relief, which is the feeling of a man who is not going to be beaten. When Balthus offered me a bench in the capital, some ancient part of me leaned toward it, because the terms were generous and I have been trained since nineteen to be grateful for generous terms.”

“Emrys.”

“And when you tell me you want me at the bench for the circuit,” I said, “there is a piece of me that hears an assignment. Not from you. From the world. It hears: you have been allocated. And I hate that piece of me more than I hate Renward Vellick.”

The coals ticked.

“That is what I have got,” I said. “I do not think it goes away. I think I am going to be a man who feels like somebody’s tool at odd hours for the rest of my life, and that you are going to be married to that, whatever we end up calling it.”

Verena sat with that, and sitting with it was what I needed her to do. A quick answer would have been worthless.

She got up and walked four paces and stood with her back to me, facing the drawing on the wall.

“I am not afraid of losing tomorrow,” she said. “I told you that in the dark on the way back from the bathhouse and it was true, and you have been thinking ever since that the real thing is that I am afraid the lore was true, and that you fixed it with a piece of metal and a reading.”

“That is exactly what I have been thinking.”

“You didn’t fix it. You cracked it and it fell out.” Her voice was perfectly level. “The thing underneath is this. If I win tomorrow. If I stand up in that arena and take the crown and say his name in front of the whole city.”

She stopped.

“He still won’t be there,” said Verena.

I kept my mouth shut.

“Twelve years I have been carrying this thing,” she said, “and the entire time, in the back of my head, has been a picture of him standing at that rail being insufferable at strangers about whose daughter I am. And there is no version of tomorrow that has that in it. There is no arrangement of my life in which I get the one thing all of it has been for.”

She turned round and her face was wet and absolutely composed.

“So I win it,” she said, “and then it is over, and then he is dead again. That’s the room. Every time I have got close to that crown, something in me has understood that the day I take it is the day I lose him for the second time, and I would rather you knew that before you put a rune in my sternum.”

The undercroft was quiet. The coals moved.

“Yes,” I said.

“That’s it? Yes?”

“You didn’t ask me a question,” I said. “You told me a true thing that nobody can fix, and if I try to fix it I will be lying to you thirteen hours before you go out there. So: yes. Tomorrow, if you win, you will lose him again, and it will be the worst hour inside the best day, and I will be at the tunnel mouth when it happens.”

She came across the floor and put her forehead against mine and stood there breathing for a long moment.

Nothing arrived.

We both waited for it. I could feel her waiting in the set of her shoulders, and after a while she let out a breath that had a laugh somewhere in the middle of it.

“Eighty-six,” she said. “Still.”

“Still.”

“So all that was for nothing.”

“No.” I had been thinking about it for six weeks and I gave her what I had. “The last of it isn’t bought with confession. We have been paying in truth since the night of the first rite and the instrument has taken every coin of it, and there are four points left, and they are not going to come off anything either of us says.”

“Then what pays for them?”

“The seal,” I said. “Everything up to ninety is trust. Ninety is the thing that trust was for.”

She looked at me. Then she reached back and started working the side lacing of her cuirass loose, one-handed, without any expression at all.

“Sit on the rim. Face away. We start with the shoulder junction and we do not stop for six hours.”

She stripped to the waist without being asked and sat down on the stone rim with her back to me and pulled her braid over her shoulder out of the way and said, “Right. Talk to me about the work.”

So I talked about the work for six hours, and this time she asked questions, and half of them were good.

The pain was worse. The extension runs over the hip-crown where the skin is thin over bone, and up the sword-arm on the inside of the forearm, which is one of the worst places on a body to take a needle, and she had two cracked ribs on the left side which meant she could not lean, could not slump, and had to hold a straight back for six hours.

At the third hour I made her stop and drink water and eat half a loaf and she was furious about the ten minutes.

At the fourth hour, working the forearm spiral, I said, “Out. All of it. Stay there,” for the four hundredth time and she said, without any warning, “He’d have liked you enormously and he would never once have said so,” and I had to put the needle down and wait for my hand.

When I picked it up again I had started thinking about a plain garrison sword hanging on a wall in a dormitory two hundred yards over our heads, and about what it would take to anchor a blade to a lattice like this one instead of to the steel it was cut in. I turned it over for the rest of that hour and said nothing whatever about it. It was a bad night to hand a woman a fifth thing to hope for.

At the fifth hour her breathing changed and I looked round and she had gone the colour of a candle.

“Enough.”

“No.”

“You have been sitting upright with cracked ribs for five hours.”

“Emrys.” She turned her head and looked at me, and her eyes were glassy and there was nothing in her voice but flat certainty. “There is a thing under this hill that is going to come up through that floor tomorrow. Cut the runes.”

The stations came through those hours in ones and twos, and this time she did not simply give me the word and let me get on.

The hip-crown she took without any discussion at all, because she had read it off the wall an hour before I got anywhere near it. The delivery spiral, extended from elbow to wrist so that her sword-arm runs unbroken from shoulder to fingertip, she took while telling me in detail what she intended to do with it. The ground-anchor she made me lay out twice on her own thigh with the dry brush first, because she wanted to know exactly how far down into the boot it went and whether it would still be hers if she lost the leg.

And on the shoulder-crossing, which is the ugliest thing on that wall and which I had rebuilt five times, she stopped me with the needle already down on her skin.

“Not over the collarbone,” said Verena. “Under it.”

“It is a longer run under it and it will hurt considerably more.”

“I know what it will do to me tonight. I have had a buckle sitting on that collarbone every day for four years and I want that piece of me left out of this.” She turned her head as far as she could without moving her shoulders. “Can you do it under?”

I sat back on my heels and looked at the drawing for the better part of a minute, and took the junction apart in my head for the sixth time, and found that it worked under the bone and that it was, if anything, slightly better there.

“It’s better under.”

“Then yes,” she said. “Under.”

The first time, I had built every line of it and she had agreed to it. This one she was amending on a basement floor at four in the morning with six hours of ink in her spine, and every single change she made to it was correct.

“And the release?”

She asked it with her back to me, in the level voice she keeps for the questions that matter.

“Untouched. I have not been within four inches of it all night.” I wiped the needle. “Everything I laid tonight hangs off it. Say your word and all of this goes with the rest, in four heartbeats, whether I want it to or not.”

She let out a breath she had been sitting on for some minutes, and that was that.

At the sixth hour and some minutes, I sat back and my hands would not open.

She turned round on the stone rim, and the firelight went over the new work: gold-black ink from the nape of her neck down her spine, out over both hips, spiralling the length of her right arm to the wrist, crossing under her collarbone where she had told me to put it, and stopping.

Stopping in a bare patch the size of my palm, dead centre over her breastbone.

“One rune,” she said.

“One rune. The keystone.”

“Then cut it.”

“Not yet,” I said, “and this is the last thing I have to explain to you and it is the strangest thing in the design.”

I got up off my knees, which took some doing.

“The first lattice closed when you said yes. That is how a soul anchor seals: the script witnesses consent and the keystone takes. It is the same here, except that at Crown grade the anchor does not seal on a word.”

“On what, then?”

“On the person. All of her. The old texts have three sentences about it and the middle one is: the crown is not spoken but given.” I tapped the drawing twice with two fingers, at the keystone. “I have thought about that for six weeks and this is my best reading of it, and I want you to know it is a reading and not a fact. Below Crown grade a lattice is a thing I cut into you. At Crown grade it stops being cut into you and becomes yours, and a thing does not become yours because you agreed to it in a sentence. It has to be taken.”

“So I cut the keystone,” she said slowly, “and it sits there unsealed.”

“It sits there live and unsealed and waiting, and you take it, and it closes.”

“How?”

I looked at her.

“I think you already know how,” I said, “because you have been looking at me like that for about ten minutes.”

Verena started to laugh, and put her hand against her side, and stopped laughing.

“Cut the rune,” she said.

I cut the rune.

It went in over her sternum in nineteen strokes and it took twenty minutes, and I did it with her sitting upright in the firelight with her hands braced on the stone behind her and her eyes on my face the entire time.

On the last stroke the whole lattice woke.

I expected light. What happened was that every line I had laid in six hours went warm at once under my hands, from her nape to her wrist to the middle of her chest, and stayed warm, and the room got very quiet in the way a shop goes quiet when a big piece comes up to temperature.

“Oh,” said Verena.

I set the needle down on the cloth and did not trust myself to pick it up again.

“It’s waiting.”

“It’s waiting.”

She reached up and took the needle out of my hand and set it down on the cloth.

“Then get your shirt off, smith,” said Verena, “and take my boots off, because I cannot bend.”

I had looked at that woman more times than I could count by then, and never in firelight with the new work standing on her.

In the hour after an inscription you get the ghost of it, and only in that hour: the skin faintly raised along every line, the oil-suspended sky-iron sitting a hair under the surface, and firelight at a low angle finding all of it. By noon there would be nothing on her that anybody alive could see. Just then the whole design stood on her like frost on a window.

She stood in the middle of the undercroft floor and let me take her boots and her trousers off, and then she stood up straight, which cost her, and let me look.

Gold-dark lines down the long groove of her spine. Out over the flare of both hips and around the crown of them in a band. The whole of her right arm wrapped in a spiral from the shoulder to the wrist. Under the collarbone, down between her tits, and the keystone dead centre over her sternum, twenty minutes old, the skin around it still angry.

And under all of it, Verena: sweat-damp, exhausted, strapped across the ribs, flushed rose from her throat to her navel, with her braid coming down over one shoulder and her chin up, refusing to be looked away from.

“Verdict,” she said.

“No.”

Her chin came up.

“You have had a verdict off me twice and both times it was a smith talking about a piece of work.” I had to go slowly, because my hands were not steady and neither was the rest of me. “I am not surveying you tonight. There is nothing left in you for me to appraise. You are standing in a basement at three in the morning with two cracked ribs and six hours of needles in you, and your back is still straight, and I have not managed to look anywhere else since you stood up, and I have run clean out of trade words for what that is.”

“Then use the other kind.”

“You’re beautiful and you’re terrifying and I want you so badly my hands have stopped working,” I said, “which is inconvenient, because I have to hold a chisel in eight hours.”

Verena made a small unsteady noise.

“Good. Then mine first,” she said, “because the lattice wants it said out loud and because I am not having you ask me for it in this room, of all the rooms there have ever been.”

She did not wait to be prompted, and she did not soften a word of it.

“Tonight. Here. With the thing live in my skin, knowing that when I take it, it closes, and there is no version of the rest of my life where I am not Crown grade.” She stepped in against me and put her hand flat on my chest, exactly where she had put it the first time. “Yes. All of it, with my eyes open, and nobody in this kingdom made me. Now yours.”

“I want you,” I said. “Not the rank and not the crown and not the proof of anything. You. Forty years I was useful to men who owned me and not one of them ever asked what I wanted after. Tonight I want to watch you take the thing I made and make it yours, and I want to still be here in the morning when you wake up and find out what you are.”

“Then sit down by the fire,” said Verena, “and let me.”

That is a short sentence and it took me a long time.

I have been useful my entire life. Being handed a thing with nothing owed on it is the one piece of work I have never learned how to do, and she knew it, because I had sat on that same stone rim four hours earlier and told her so out loud with my own mouth.

So I sat down on my spread work-coat by the rim of the hearth, and I let her take my shirt off me, and I put both hands flat on the stone either side of my hips and left them there while she did it. That cost me more than any six hours of needles has ever cost her, and she watched every second of the price being paid.

“There you are,” she said, very quietly. “Look at you. Not one single thing to do.”

“No.”

“Then don’t do it.”

She got the rest of my clothes off with no ceremony whatever, put one palm in the middle of my chest, and pushed me flat onto the coat.

She came up over me on her knees with one hand braced on the hearth rim to keep the weight off her ribs, and looked down the length of me, and gave the only order she has ever given in that room that I did not have to be talked into.

“Six hours on your knees for it,” said Verena. “Open your mouth.”

I got both hands spread wide over that big round ass and pulled her down onto my mouth, and the first sound she made went up into the vault of that room and came back.

Six hours of my hands on her with nothing at all allowed to come of it, and the whole live lattice sitting hot in her skin, and she had been running down the inside of her own thigh before I ever touched her. I took my time. I always take my time, and that night I took more of it than usual, because from where I was lying I could see the entire crown of her work above me, the spiral on her arm, the band across her hips, the keystone over her sternum, all of it faintly raised and firelit and moving with her breathing, and I would have stayed there until the Trials started.

She stopped being quiet almost immediately. There was nobody within two hundred feet of that room and both of us knew it.

“Don’t stop,” she said. “Do not stop, do not slow down, do not be clever,”

I got two fingers into her and curled them and kept my mouth where it was, and she broke open above me with her fist in my hair and her thighs shaking either side of my head, and every line on her went from warm to hot in the space of that one long clenching pull, and I felt it happen under my hands.

She came down off me eventually and sat back on my hips with her breath tearing in and out of her and both hands flat on my chest to stay upright.

“That,” she said, unsteadily, “was you doing exactly as you were told. I want it in the record.”

“Noted.”

“Do it again after.”

I set both hands on the flare of her hips and held her there.

The lattice was hot. Past warm and well into hot, all along the hip-crown under my palms, hotter than it had ever been, and I felt the whole live unsealed structure of it lying under her skin waiting like a forge at temperature.

“You can feel it,” she said.

“Every line.”

“Say them.”

So I said them.

“Trunk. Hot from top to bottom.” My hands went up her back and she arched into them. “Hip-crown, both sides, hotter than the trunk. That’s the one that carries everything.”

“More.”

“Delivery.” I took her right arm and ran my hand from her shoulder to her wrist along the spiral, and she shivered from the elbow down. “That one’s alive. That is the one that is going to put a man on his back tomorrow.”

“Emrys.”

“And this,” I said, and spread my hand over the keystone in the middle of her chest until the heel of it sat on her breastbone.

She made a sound and her hips came down against me hard.

“It’s the only cold one,” I said.

“I know.”

“That’s because it’s not yours yet.”

“Then let me take it,” she said, and reached down between us and lined my cock up and took me into her, slowly, holding my eyes all the way down, until she was sitting on my hips with her hands on my shoulders and both of us shaking.

The lattice lit.

This was something before the ignition, and lower: every line on her went from hot to burning under my hands, and the gold came up under her skin in a low steady glow, not flaring, not fading, just there, all along the spine and the hips and the arm and the shoulder-crossing, throwing a soft light up her throat and across the underside of her jaw.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, that’s.”

“Don’t move yet.”

“I have no intention of moving yet.”

Neither of us moved for a long moment. Her forehead against mine, my hands full of her hips, all of her weight down on me, and the whole lattice glowing gold in a room older than the city while the coals went slowly higher behind her.

Then she began to move.

Slow at first, as she had been in her own bed, and then not slow, because there was no possibility of slow. Every time she came down the lines burned brighter under my palms and she made a sound she had never made before, and the strength of her, the whole unbound strength that could put a semifinalist thirty feet up a sand floor, was in her thighs and her hands and it was all held under control an inch from doing me harm.

That is what undid me.

The trembling was mine. She was riding me with a lattice burning gold under her skin, holding herself back from crushing me by pure trained discipline, and I was the one shaking.

“Look at you,” she said, breathless and delighted, finding it. “You’re shaking. My smith is shaking.”

“Yes.”

“Say it.”

“You could break me in half,” I said, “and you’re holding it, and you have been holding it since the night I cut the first line into you, and nothing in this world has ever done to me what that does.”

She put both hands on my chest and pushed me flat on my back on that coat, and rode me hard, and the sound in that room was the two of us and the coals and nothing else.

Then she stopped.

She stopped with her hands braced on my chest and her hair everywhere and the gold burning under her skin, and she said, in a voice that had nothing left of the yard in it at all:

“Now you. Get me on my back. That’s an order, and you’d better follow it, because I can’t hold this much longer.”

I rolled her.

I did it carefully, because of the ribs, and I put her on the coat with the coals throwing light along the length of her, and I got a hand under her left side to take the weight off it and moved over her.

“Again,” I said.

“Get inside me and don’t stop.”

I got my cock into her in one long push and she cried out, and I set a pace, and this time I did not give it back to her.

The whole shape of it was hers: she took command of the rite and rode me until she could not carry it any longer, and then she handed it over out loud, and I took it, and she went to pieces underneath me with her hands locked on my shoulders and the whole of her unbound strength in them.

“Yes,” she said. “Yes. That. Hold it right there and don’t move a thing.”

“Look at me.”

“I’m looking.”

“When it goes,” I said, “you take it. That’s all it is. It’s yours, you take it.”

“Yes.”

“Say the yes.”

“Yes,” said Verena, “yes, mine, all of it, yes, I take it, I,”

And she took it.

The lattice went off under her skin, and it was nothing I had a word for: not the running light of the first rite, not the flare down her spine that I had watched a dozen times. It ignited all at once, everywhere, the whole crown of it, spine and hips and arm and collarbone and the keystone dead centre over her breastbone, until there was nothing dark left anywhere on her at all.

I felt her clench around me in long deep rolling pulls, and everything in her seize and lift under my hands, shoulders and hips together, clean off the coat, and I went with her.

I drove in as deep as I could get and let go, and came inside her in long hard pulses, every spurt of cum going as deep into her as I could put it, with the light of her own soul burning under my hands and her name coming out of me in pieces, and she held on and took every part of it and did not stop looking at me.

And the coals did not move at all.

The floor did. The light came up through the hearthstone itself, and through the seams of the ancient masonry, and through the flags under the small of my back, and up out of the packed earth in a hundred gold hairlines that had not been there one breath earlier, as if something a very long way down had opened its hand. The whole round room lit from the ground upward. Every shadow in it went the wrong way and kept going.

The air went dry as a kiln in the space of a heartbeat. The sweat on both of us stopped being sweat. And there was a sound under all of it, too low to hear properly, felt in the flagstones and in my teeth: the note a big fire makes when it finally gets enough air.

Then it sank down and was a hearth again.

The receipts came in the middle of the afterglow, and there were three of them.

[Soul-Attunement: 90%]

[SOVEREIGN SIGIL: Crown-tier. The rune is hers.]

And then, a moment later, on my side of it, in the same clean grey letters:

[Echo deepened: Stormbreak II]

We lay on a work-coat on a stone floor and read them off the insides of our own eyes.

“The rune is hers,” said Verena.

“That’s what it says.”

“It didn’t say bonded. It didn’t say anchored.” She was very quiet. “Hers.”

“Yes.”

“Emrys, that thing does not use a word it does not mean.”

“No,” I said. “It doesn’t.”

She lay there with her hand over the keystone in the middle of her own chest.

“It’s warm,” she said. “It was cold two hours ago and I have been trying to work out how to tell you what the difference feels like from in here, and I have got one sentence and it’s stupid.”

“Then give me the stupid one.”

“It’s like being believed,” she said.

And she would not explain it, then or ever, and I have stopped asking.

Her issued sigil was lying on the flags six feet away where she had unclipped it six hours earlier and dropped it without looking.

I sat up eventually and picked it up and turned it over in the firelight, and my sight went through it out of pure habit.

It has not changed. It will never change. The focus is intact, the governor is intact, the ceiling and the scaling curve and the shunt path are all exactly as they were, freshly renewed by a grandmaster’s own hands, functioning perfectly, doing nothing whatever.

“What is it?” she said, from the coat.

“Archaeology,” I said, and put it down.

I went up at the eighth hour to fetch bread and water and to look at the sky, and the sky over Grayvern was the colour of a knife, and the city was already awake.

There were people on the hill road already. Carts. Families. A man selling flags with nothing on them.

I stood at the top of the undercroft stair with two loaves under my arm and understood that in six hours a whole city was going to sit down in a stone bowl to watch a woman fight, and that before that day was out, something under that bowl was going to be told to come up.

When I got back down she was asleep by the coals with my coat over her and her braid across her chest and the new lattice invisible again under her skin.

I set the bread down on the flags beside her head.

Without opening her eyes, and without moving anything else, she said, “Did you get the seeded one?”

“I got the seeded one.”

“Good,” said Verena, and went straight back to sleep.


Chapter 31: Maker’s Mark

Ten thousand in the benches. Then the top wall four deep, and then the roofs of the sponsor awnings, and then people out on the hill above the arena, where you cannot see the sand at all and can only hear it, and several hundred citizens of Grayvern paid a boy with a ladder for the privilege of doing exactly that.

They stopped selling tickets long before the gate protocol, because there was nowhere left on that hill to put anybody.

The concourse had run out of pies by noon.

I spent the morning at the far bench doing the two things I had left to do.

The first was her armour.

She had said it in the competitors’ bench at dawn on the day before, and she had not changed her mind, and I had spent every spare minute since thinking about how to give it to her.

Nothing of theirs.

Drummond brought it down to the bench himself.

He brought it himself, unannounced, on his own arm, because he had stood in a wrecked armoury the previous morning and said my lock, my key, nobody’s hands on it but mine, and Head Marshal Drummond is a man who means the whole of a sentence when he says it. He came up the tunnel with her cuirass under one arm and the pauldrons hanging off two fingers of the same hand, four hours before the gate, at an hour when the head marshal of the Crown Trials has about nine hundred other things to be doing.

He set it down on my bench.

“The belt-piece stays with me,” he said. “That one is going to be looked at by men who can read it, and I intend to be the one holding it when they do.”

“Sir.”

“The rest of it is hers.” He glanced once at my chisel roll and asked me not one question about it, which cost him something. “Do whatever it is you are going to do to it.”

He went back up the tunnel to run a final.

So I took the academy plate she has fought in since her first term, and I stripped it.

That is a strange sentence for a runesmith to write and it was a stranger morning. There was not much in it: academy issue carries a light impact-spread across the pauldrons and a keep-rune on the buckles and a service lattice in the cuirass that does nothing but resist rust. Cheap work, all of it Vellick-cut, all of it renewed at that man’s table with those steady hands.

There was also a third of a shear-lattice in the left strap seat, where a man in a leather apron had run out of night. That one came out first, and I took my time over it.

I took every stroke of it out, and I did not replace any of it, and what she carried onto that sand was four pounds of shaped steel with no runework in it at all.

“It’ll dent,” I said, handing it to her.

“Good,” said Verena.

The second thing was the sword.

Her father’s blade had been on my bench since the fourth hour. I had dressed the edge, straightened a hair of set in the last eight inches, tightened the grip wrap, and put four hours of stone and oil into a piece of garrison steel that a left-handed armourer with a quota had ground out a lifetime ago.

I did not cut one rune into it. She did not ask me to.

“It’s a plain sword,” she said, testing the balance in the tunnel mouth.

“It’s a very good plain sword.”

“Against the Everbright.”

“Against the Everbright,” I agreed. “The blade was never going to be the argument today.”

The gate protocol at the Crown Trials is older than the arena’s own roof and it takes about a minute.

The competitor comes up the tunnel to the null-line, where a marshal stands with a tray. She puts her issued focus-piece on the tray. The marshal holds it out over the line, and every soul in that arena watches whether it goes dead, and if it does not go dead it is registered issue and the marshal hands it back and she clips it on and walks out.

That is the compact. The house arms everybody, the field kills everything else, and the sand is honest.

Crane went first, because the challenger’s side goes first.

He came up the south tunnel in Vellick colours with the Everbright on his back and put his own sponsor sigil on the tray. It passed. The marshal handed it back and Ser Joss Crane clipped it to his belt and walked out onto the sand of the Crown Trials arena, and the bowl made the noise a crowd makes for a man it has decided to be afraid of.

Nobody put the sword on the tray. Nobody has ever put a sword on that tray. A sponsor house’s weapon crosses under the house’s registry mark, punched into the scabbard throat where a marshal can find it in the dark, and the field reads the mark and not the steel. Four hundred and six runes in nine families, and a piece of armoury graft the size of my thumb buried in the third of them, all of it Vellick-marked, all of it on the list.

So I stood in a stone tunnel and watched the best thing I ever made walk through a suppression screen without being asked one question, because the house that stole it owns the guest list.

Verena went to the line at the north tunnel with me twelve feet behind her at the bench, and twelve feet was as far as I was allowed to be.

The marshal held out the tray.

She unclipped the Vellick-issued sigil from her belt and looked at it for the length of two breaths.

It is a disc of oath-metal the size of a palm with the house mark on the rim. She has worn it since she was twenty-two. She has had it renewed eight times by a man with a loupe and a small kind smile, and it has held her at half of herself for four years, and it has shunted the other half into her own steel and billed her for the repairs, and her father’s ward-set was written down in the same house’s ledger as a loss to be evidenced.

She put it on the marshal’s tray face down.

“Keep it,” she said.

The marshal blinked. “Miss?”

“I said keep it.” Her voice carried up the tunnel and out through the arch, which she intended. “I’m not competing in theirs.”

“Miss Rennick, that is your registered issue. If you cross without it you go on the board as unarmed of issue and I cannot lend you anything.”

“I know what I go on the board as.”

The marshal began on the rule about exceptions. He did not get anywhere near the end of it.

“There is no exception,” she agreed. “And I am not asking for one. Write it down.”

The marshal wrote it down.

Somewhere above us the announcer had heard, because the announcer at that arena has ears like a bat and no sense of occasion whatsoever, and the bowl of the Crown Trials was told, at volume, that the academy champion had entered the finale unarmed of issue.

The noise that came back off that was not a cheer. It went up ragged and confused and then found itself halfway, the way a crowd does when it has not understood what it was just told and has decided to be excited about it anyway.

In the sponsors’ gallery, four rows up in grey and gold, a heavy man in a grandmaster’s robes came forward in his seat.

Verena walked to the null-line and stopped, because you have to stop, and put her hand out over it.

Four strides, a stone arch, and four marshals between me and the only thing that mattered, and a rule I did not build and could not read.

She held her hand over the line.

Nothing happened.

Nothing whatsoever happened, and I have never loved a footnote so much in my life. There was no flare, no resistance, no cold, no drag. To my sight, the great band in the wall did what it has done for four hundred years without one exception: it looked at the thing crossing it and asked one question, and the whole Crown-tier lattice under her skin answered, correctly and unanswerably, I am the woman.

And it let her through.

Verena walked out onto the sand with her father’s sword in her hand and her plain steel on, and did not look back.

Up in the gallery, Balthus Vellick put the loupe to his eye for about two seconds and then lowered it very slowly, and I was looking directly at him when he understood.

I have waited two lives for that and it lasted less than a heartbeat.

There was no fright in it anywhere. He watched the woman crossing that line with the expression of a man who has spent thirty years selling a service, watching somebody carry the thing his entire business exists to prevent through a door he built, in public, at the top of the ladder he owns.

Then his eyes came off her and went along the north tunnel arch, and found me.

We looked at each other across a hundred and ten feet of the Crown Trials arena, and neither of us was in any hurry to stop.

The marshals called the bout.

Ser Joss Crane drew the Everbright, and the bowl made a sound with no shape to it, and I stood in the mouth of a stone tunnel and watched my own work come out of a scabbard for the first time since the night I died.

There is a thing that happens with the polish on the last eleven inches. In full daylight, out of the shadow of a stand, the mirror surface takes the sky and holds it, and the blade looks like it has water running down it.

I built that on purpose, for this, so that a champion drawing it in an arena would stop a crowd.

It stopped a crowd.

They fought for twelve minutes, and everything that happened afterward hangs off those twelve minutes.

The first two minutes were Crane’s.

He is a plain, terrible, economical fighter with no theatre in him at all. He came forward at a walk and put the point where she had to answer it, three times, and each time she answered it he was fractionally somewhere else, and the third time he took a touch on her forearm.

One to nothing.

She did not chase it. That is the discipline of a woman who has spent six weeks counting: she reset, and rolled her boots, and went to the bind.

That is where the bout actually happened, and nobody in that arena knew it but me and a weapons mistress standing at Drummond’s elbow with her arm in a sling.

They bound a dozen times in the next four minutes. Every single one of those binds was a conversation about weight, and both of them were reading, and Rhona Corrick had taught one of them in a general rotation in front of a dozen ranked competitors and the other one on a private floor with a nine-pound wooden sword.

Verena stole a step off him on the fourth bind and put a touch on his hip.

One to one.

And Joss Crane laughed out loud, in the middle of a Crown Trials final, with a whole city standing up around him.

Of those twelve minutes, that laugh is the beat I keep. He was thirty-four years old, the finest swordsman in Corvane, carrying a legend on the end of his arm, and he had spent three years going through provincial champions in forty seconds, and somebody across the sand had just read his back foot through four feet of steel and taken a point off him for it.

He was having the time of his life.

Her ribs cost her the fifth and sixth minutes.

Every attack she owns turns her hip through, and every turn of her hip put a cracked rib against a strap, and I watched her fight through that from the bench with both fists closed on the edge of the trestle.

He found it. Of course he found it; he is a professional. He started working her left side, high and short, the same way Brackwell had, and he took a second touch off her at six minutes and a third at seven, and the crowd went quiet.

Two to one. Then three to one.

The fourth round of a final.

Somebody in the west benches shouted something I could not hear, and about two hundred people laughed, and I hold it against that man less than I should, because he did not know what he was watching.

Verena stepped back to the marshal’s line with her chest heaving, three touches down, in the fourth round of a Crown Trials final, and looked into the tunnel arch.

I put four fingers on the stone.

She went to four.

What happened over the next ninety seconds re-wrote the noise of that arena.

She did not use the storm. She used all of herself, at four, in a way that nobody in Corvane had seen her do since she was fourteen years old on a barracks yard at Tallow Ford, and Crown-tier at four is a thing I do not have good words for.

She took his opening cut on the true edge, and the sound that came off two pieces of steel was not a duelling sound at all. It belonged on a siege wall.

She came forward.

She put a touch on his shoulder in the first exchange, and one on the outside of his thigh in the third, and Joss Crane gave ground for the first time in three years, and the arena came up out of its seats.

Three to two. Three to three.

And in the twelfth minute, with the crowd making a noise you could feel through the soles of your boots, she set her weight down through the back foot as she has ten thousand times on a drill court, and let a fraction of it go.

Not the whole storm. A fraction, measured, a quarter of what she had put into Brackwell, delivered as a single cut.

The Everbright met it.

This is the only compliment I will ever pay the thing that came next, so I will be precise about it. My sword took a quarter of a Crown-tier signature strike on its edge and did not chip, did not bend, and did not lose temper, and Joss Crane went eight feet backward on his heels with his boots ploughing sand and stayed on his feet.

Then he set himself, and grinned at her, and said something that the front rows heard and repeated for a year.

“Again,” said Crane.

That is when Hargen said the word.

I did not hear it. Nobody heard it. It is four syllables in the old trade cant and it is not shouted; a command word is spoken at conversational volume by a man who has been told exactly what to say, and there were fourteen people in the sponsors’ box and one of them was a ledger-thin steward in an expensive grey coat.

What I saw was the graft go live.

Four inches above the guard, on the left face, in the middle of the third family of my life’s work, a piece of armoury work the size of my thumb came out of its inert state and began to charge.

I was already moving when it fired.

A war-lattice does not explode. It delivers, through the edge, on the next stroke, and what comes off the blade is a bar of force the length of the sword and about a foot deep, and it goes wherever the point goes.

Crane’s next stroke was a level cut at her middle, thrown at half his speed, because he was setting up a bind.

The bar of force came off the Everbright with a sound like a building coming down.

It took her across the front of her armour and threw her a dozen feet sideways into the sand and kept going, and forty feet behind her the corner of the marshals’ timber barrier went into splinters.

The whole bowl screamed at once.

Joss Crane stood in the middle of that arena with his own sword in his hands, staring at it, with his mouth open.

The man did not know. He held the weapon out away from his own body, the way you hold a tool that has just turned and cut you, and then he took one hand off the grip entirely.

“HALT!” Drummond’s voice came off the walls of that bowl like a shot. “MARSHALS. HALT THE BOUT.”

And the field-marshal in the sponsors’ box, who is the official who actually stops a Trials bout, and who is appointed by the sponsor, did not raise his flag.

He stood there with the flag in his hand and looked at Balthus Vellick, and Balthus Vellick did not move at all.

Sixteen seconds between the first discharge and the moment I got to her.

She was up in two. She came off the sand with her left arm hanging and her breastplate caved along the ribs, and the second bar of force came at her while she was still rising and she was not there for it. Crane had not aimed it. He was trying to throw the sword away and it was still going off every time the blade came round, and the third one went into the sand at her feet and the fourth took the top foot off the marshal’s post.

She got past it on footwork. On the marshal’s step, four hundred repetitions a day since the small court, into the arc instead of away from it, with a plain garrison sword in her hand and nothing on her that anybody had sold her.

And then she went down on one knee with her ribs gone and the sand boiling.

I went over the barrier.

Three times in one life.

The first marshal did not get near me. The second one, on the rail, got a hand on my apron.

And Head Marshal Drummond, who had put six strokes across my back with his own hand nine days earlier for this same offence, stepped into my path with his arms out.

He looked me in the face for about half a second.

Then he stepped aside.

“LET HIM,” Drummond roared, at his own men, “AND CLEAR THE FLOOR.”

I went across ninety feet of open sand with a war-lattice discharging into it, and I did it in six seconds, and it cost me a fortnight of walking properly.

I reached in for the echo where it lives, under the breastbone, banked and waiting, and closed my hand on it, and it cost what it always costs.

The world slowed.

[Stormbreak II] is not what I had in the small court. It is nearly twice as long and it turns, and that is the only difference, and it is the difference between reaching her and being a wet stain on the wall of a stone bowl, because a straight line across that floor would have taken me through the fourth discharge.

I went out to the left instead of straight, at the speed of a woman with a Crown-tier lattice, and cut back in behind the swing of the blade, and every fibre in both my legs tore a little more with each step, and the whole roar of that arena went down to a low hum like a shop three rooms away.

Crane saw me coming and did the finest thing anybody did in that arena all day.

He tried to hold the sword still.

He had both hands on the grip and he was hauling it down against its own discharge cycle, shaking, with his boots braced, trying to keep the point in the sand so that the next bar of force would go into the floor instead of into the woman on her knees. He had worked out in about four seconds what was happening and he had decided, with a crowd screaming and his own weapon killing his opponent, that his job was to be a post.

I came out of the echo four feet from him and my legs stopped being mine and I went down onto one knee in the sand with my hand already out.

And I put my palm flat on the blade of the Everbright.

Five years. Nine families of runes, laid one on another in order. Every hour of it in a stone room with a collar on my neck and other men’s names going out the door on my work. The last thing my hands touched before a bookkeeper opened my throat.

The steel was hot and shaking and trying to fire.

“Hold it,” I said.

The marshal on the north post got out two words of an order.

“HOLD IT.”

Joss Crane held it.

Two cuts. That is all the graft would have taken, if the blade had been on a bench, in a vise, still, with a lamp.

Four inches above the guard, at the junction of the second and third strokes. I had the chisel out and I had my hand on the place and I had, by my own count, the better part of two seconds before the next discharge.

A graft-keystone is the size of a grain of barley and the blade was shaking.

I had one good line available and it was not the graft’s.

I set the chisel and I cut four times.

Sixth family, three fingers up the forte. Second family, an inch below the polish line. Then the ninth, which is the one that holds the whole edge geometry together. Then the first, the keystone of keystones, under the maker’s mark.

There is no mark on the Everbright. There is a blank oval on the ricasso where a mark should be, because a house does not put a slave’s stamp on a masterwork, and I cut the last stroke straight through the middle of the empty place where my name never went.

And the Everbright went out.

It is the only word for it and everybody at that arena used it afterward. The light in the polish died. The water running down the blade stopped running. Four hundred and six runes let go in nine families in a cascade you could hear if you knew what you were listening for, which nobody in that bowl did but me, and the whole live cycling structure of the war-lattice fell out of the third family and stopped in the middle of a charge.

The blade in Joss Crane’s hands became a very well made piece of steel.

A whole stone bowl of people sat in the sudden quiet with nothing whatever to say.

Crane stood there holding it. He turned it over, once, in both hands, and looked down the dead polish, and then he looked at me kneeling in the sand at his feet with a chisel in my hand and my legs shaking under me.

“Who are you?” he said.

“I’m the maintenance bench,” I said.

“That was four strokes.”

“Yes.”

“On a blade nobody in the capital can read.” He was not shouting. In the middle of all that noise, Ser Joss Crane was speaking to me in an ordinary voice, and there was something happening in his face that I did not understand at all. “There are three men alive who could find a keystone on that sword and it would take them a week, and you did it under discharge, on your knees, in four cuts.”

“Ser Joss.”

“You knew where they were.” He said it slowly. “You did not find them. You knew.”

Then he laid the dead Everbright down on the sand, point away, and stepped back from it, and turned to face the woman getting up a dozen feet behind him.

The field-marshal in the sponsors’ box finally raised his flag.

Drummond’s marshals were coming across the floor. Somebody was shouting for physicians. Up in the gallery, half the sponsors’ box was standing and the other half had gone.

And in the middle of the sand, Verena got up.

She had a caved breastplate and two cracked ribs that were considerably worse than cracked by then and a left arm she could not raise above her shoulder, and she got up out of that sand with her father’s plain sword still in her hand.

“Marshal,” she said.

“Miss Rennick, the bout is halted.” He did not sound as though he believed it either. “On the sponsor box’s instruction.”

“On what grounds?”

“Equipment failure of the challenger’s weapon.”

“Then the challenger’s weapon has failed,” said Verena, “and his equipment failing is not my loss to eat. Ask him if he yields.”

There was a pause you could have driven a cart through.

Joss Crane picked up a marshal’s plain practice blade off the rack at the barrier and walked back to the line.

“I don’t yield,” he said. “Not standing. Ask me again in a minute.”

“Ser Joss,”

“On academy steel,” said Crane, to the marshal, without taking his eyes off her. “Both of us. Call the bout.”

The marshal looked at Drummond. Drummond looked at the sand for about one second.

“Call it,” said the head marshal.

They fought for forty more seconds.

She was three touches to three and hurt worse than he was, and he was fresh and unhurt and had a practice sword and hands nobody in that bowl could match.

She beat him on the bind.

Two exchanges to feel his weight through the steel, and then she read his back foot unloading a quarter-beat before he moved, and stepped inside the arc he had bought, and rolled her wrist, and took the sword out of Ser Joss Crane’s hands and sent it end over end into the sand behind him.

Clean disarm. No touch. She could have had the touch and she took the sword instead, which is what her father taught her, and which cost her the easier ending and bought her something else.

The Sunderer stood there with his empty hands open in front of him.

Then he laughed, once, and put his hand out, and she shook it, and the arena came apart at the seams.

The sound came off the far wall and met itself in the middle of the bowl and stopped being sound. It was pressure behind the eardrums. It was grit jumping on the sand a foot in front of my knees, and a fine buzz in the flat of the chisel still in my hand, and the flags of the tunnel arch shivering where they met the wall. It went on and on and on, and I knelt in the middle of it with two ruined legs and let all of it go over me.

They brought the crown out on a cushion because that is the way it is done, and the sponsor’s herald began the formula.

He got a fair way into it. Ninety-one years of Crown Trials on that hill under House Vellick’s sponsorship, he told the bowl, and the roll of champions is a roll of houses, Marchbank and Kestrick and Belloc and four Vellicks, and in ninety-one years not one name on that roll had ever come up the hill on a scholarship, and it was the house’s very great honour today to,

Verena took the crown off the cushion halfway through his sentence, which is not the way it is done.

She put it on herself.

She walked to the centre of the sand with her caved armour and her plain sword and held up one hand, and that entire packed bowl went quiet in about four seconds, which I did not know a crowd could do.

“My name is Verena Rennick,” she said. “I’m a scholarship fighter.”

The noise came up and she put her hand up again and it went down.

“My father was Ward-Sergeant Maddoc Rennick, second warfront company,” said Verena, “and he was killed twelve years ago when the wards on his position lapsed.”

The whole bowl heard it. They built that arena to carry a voice from the middle of the floor to the top wall, and it carries.

“He taught me the sword like a language,” she said, “and he never got to see me speak it, and I have been carrying that up this hill for twelve years.”

She lifted her father’s plain sword, and turned it so the light took the old garrison steel, and the bowl of them worked out simultaneously what she was holding.

“The ward didn’t hold,” said Verena Rennick.

She let that sit for one heartbeat.

“I did.”


Chapter 32: What the House Built

It came up through the floor nine minutes after the crowning.

He waited until the crown was on her head and the herald had said the words and the board had been chalked, because until that moment there was still a version of the afternoon in which the house won. After it there was a scoreboard with a scholarship name on it, taken by a woman wearing nothing his house had sold her, and a whole kingdom about to spend the winter asking the same question.

The arena was still half full. A crowd does not leave when the thing is over; it leaves over about forty minutes, and there were still five thousand people in those benches drinking and shouting and refusing to go home.

The under-hall service gate is at the north-east corner of the floor, below the barrier, behind a grille that a marshal opens twice a year.

It is not the door I welded. That door was two turns of the stair below, and when the marshals went down afterward they found my seam still in its frame, untouched, and that tells you what the thing had done with the seventeen hours I bought us. It had not spent them pushing on oak. It had spent them finding another way up.

The two pairs Drummond posted on that stair were down at the sealed door, a hundred and forty feet below the grille and around two turns of stone, watching the wrong oak with their lanterns hooded. That is why there are four marshals alive in Grayvern today who ought not to be.

The grille came off its hinges.

Nothing about it was blown outward. It came off inward-out, folded, the way sheet metal folds, and went across a dozen feet of sand, and afterward I found the hinge pins in the timber of the barrier forty feet away.

Then the Runewraith came up onto the sand of the Crown Trials arena in front of all of them.

It had grown.

Twelve days of a drain-lattice and a generation of confiscated cores had built the thing I saw in the cistern. Whatever had gone down that pipe since, and whatever had come off the racks when Verena’s storm brought half of them down onto the floor, had gone into it too, and what came up that ramp was nine feet of drifting flayed script in the shape of a man, and it was brighter, and the bank of stolen runes turning slowly around it went out from its body six feet in every direction like a shoal.

And the band in the wall did nothing about it at all.

I got one thought in about that before the screaming started, and it was Hale’s, in Hale’s voice, out of a crowded lecture hall on a Wednesday. A doorman with a guest list, not a philosopher. The field asks its one question of everything that crosses the line, and it had been asking it honestly all week: of a young man’s charm-ring on the opening morning, of a champion’s sponsor sigil on a tray, of a woman with a crown-grade lattice in her spine.

Nothing had crossed the line.

The thing came up through the floor inside the ring, out of the house’s own cellars, and a doorman does not stand at the cellar hatch. Nobody carried it in. There was no question in the world for the field to ask it.

The benches made a sound I hope never to hear again.

There is no fighting a crowd in a stone bowl. It goes up the stairs, all of it, at once, and people fall, and people go over the front rail onto the sand because the sand looks empty.

What saved that arena in the first ninety seconds was Head Marshal Drummond, who had cancelled every marshal’s leave in Grayvern the night before because a weapons mistress had written him an unsourced note.

He had eighty men in that building.

“WEST AND SOUTH GATES. OPEN THEM. OPEN THEM AND HOLD THE LINE ON THE STAIRS.” His voice came off the walls. “NOBODY GOES DOWN. UP AND OUT. SERGEANT, GET THOSE PEOPLE OFF THE FRONT RAIL.”

And a panicking crowd turned, in about six minutes, into an unpleasant but survivable evacuation, because a man with a scar through his eyebrow stood in the middle of it and told everybody where to walk.

Every unkind thing I had ever thought about Head Marshal Drummond and his rulebook, I had thought from inside a room somebody else was holding.

And in the middle of all that, against the whole weight of a crowd going up, I saw pink hair going down.

Orla Selkirk had watched the final from the eighth row of the south stand with a bag of pastries and a running commentary nobody near her had asked for. Her rig was in the frame store under that stand, still on the hand-cart she had pushed it out on the day before, because a competitor’s frame stays in the building until the closing day and nobody had come down to sign it out. Three competition lances were racked along the side of the cart, because Orla Selkirk has never in her life gone anywhere with one of anything.

She went down that stairway two steps at a time with her elbows out.

I had no breath to shout with, no chance of being heard over the bowl, and a nine-foot absence coming across the sand at me. So I put it out of my head and went back to the thing crossing the sand.

I was on the sand with my ruined legs, sitting against the barrier where two marshals had dragged me, when the thing came up.

Verena reached me at a dead run with the crown still on her head.

“Can you stand?”

“No.”

“Then talk,” said Verena, and put herself between me and the floor with the bare blade low in her fist.

“Get me a dozen feet forward and put my back against the barrier post where I can see that floor. And Verena.” I got her wrist. “It cannot take what is in your spine. It could not get a hand round it under the hill and it will not get one here, and there is not a stroke of work left on your gear because I took it all off you this morning. You are the only body on this floor it cannot strip.”

“Then I am the one who goes in.”

“You are the one who goes in, which is not the same as safe. It is nine feet of it, it learns, and it has had your taste since the cistern.” I did not let go of her wrist. “In and out. Never the same line twice. And do not pick anything up off this sand.”

“Understood.”

“I mean it. It came up here for you.”

“I said understood,” she said, and hauled me a dozen feet forward by the front of my apron, and set me against the post, and went out onto the sand.

Rhona Corrick was there before her.

She had come down onto the floor from the officials’ rail with her arm in a physician’s sling and a marshal’s polearm in her left hand, and she had put herself square in front of the north tunnel mouth, where a few hundred students and townspeople were still trying to get out.

Bracerless. Nothing on her arms at all but a sling and twenty-two years of decayed lattice ground into dust in that cistern the night before.

“CORRICK,” Drummond bellowed from the barrier. “OFF THAT FLOOR.”

“There are children in that tunnel, Head Marshal,” said Rhona, without turning round.

The wraith came across the sand at a walking pace.

It never hurried. Not in the cistern and not in that arena, and nothing anybody did on that floor made it go faster or slower by a single step. It came in at the pace of a tide over a flat. A tide has never needed to hurry either.

Rhona met it with a thrust to the centre of mass, and the polearm head went through the shoal and came out the other side with nothing on it, exactly as it had under the hill, and then she was in its radius.

The polearm’s head died in her hands.

It had a keep-rune and an impact-spread in it like every marshal’s weapon in Corvane, and both of those lattices let go at once, and old steel remembered that it was thin, and the head snapped off the haft.

She hit it with the haft.

Verena arrived at the run and put a full-commitment cut through the thing’s shoulder, and the blade went through drifting script and found no purchase anywhere in it, and she was inside the radius for about half a second and got out of it with a piece of the shoal peeling off the body and coming after her the way a swarm goes after a hand that has just robbed the hive.

“THE SWORD DOES NOTHING,” she shouted.

“I know. Get back. Both of you get back.”

I was reading.

It took me about nine seconds, sitting against a barrier post on the floor of the Crown Trials arena with my legs full of torn muscle and my sight wide open.

The thing was a lattice. Not a body: a structure, nine feet of it, built out of forty years of other people’s craft, and every structure has load paths and every load path has a junction and every junction can be told to stop.

It had nine of them.

And the whole flayed body of it hung off one physical object in the centre of the chest cavity: the core. Fist-sized, unlit, drinking the arena lamps and giving nothing back, and wearing a binding lattice cut in a hand I had read across a trestle table in the fog.

The keystone. Two feet inside a thing that eats runework at a radius of six feet.

And it had no anchor under it.

A structure that size wants to be tied to the ground. The cistern floor gave it one. Old brick takes an etching like butter, and under the hill the thing had stood on its own footing and been immovable. Four hundred years ago somebody laid this arena in a hard grey stone out of the Kestrick quarries that will not hold a lattice for a single hour, and had done it on purpose, and every runesmith in Corvane since has grumbled about it.

The wraith was standing on a floor it could not hold on to. Nine feet of stolen script and nothing whatsoever to brace against, and it did not know that yet.

“HOW DO WE HURT IT?” Verena, thirty feet away, backing.

“You already did. In the cistern. Storm it.”

The hour rule had been written at fifty per cent, and she had spent a quarter of a storm on Crane less than half an hour ago. Crown-tier had widened the well since. Neither of us knew by how much, and there was no better afternoon to find out.

She planted, and let go.

Half a second of everything Verena has, off a plant, in an open stone bowl, and the sand came up in a wave and the air tore, and the entire upper left quarter of that thing came off it and went across the floor in a blizzard of loose script.

The wraith staggered and went down onto one knee that was not a knee.

Drummond’s marshals cheered.

Then it put its hand out and drew the torn material back in, and re-laid it at a different angle, and stood up.

“It fixed itself,” said Rhona, from somewhere.

“It didn’t fix itself. It improved.” I was already reading the revision. “It has moved the load off the left shoulder junction entirely. It will not fail there again. Verena, that trick is spent, do not throw the storm at the same place twice.”

“I have got about one more of those in me in the next hour.”

“Then we make it count.”

The thing came on, and it went through a squad.

If I could take one minute of that afternoon out of the world, it would be this one. Six of Drummond’s men had formed across the north tunnel mouth in front of Rhona with their staves and their swords out, because they are marshals and that is the trade, and the wraith walked into them.

It did not strike anybody. It did not have to.

Every keep-rune, every impact-spread, every buckle-lattice and boot-charm and helm-band those six men carried let go inside two seconds. Their armour came apart. Their staves broke in their hands. One man’s belt fell off him and his breastplate went with it.

And the shoal took every stroke of it in, and the thing got brighter, and it grew about eight inches.

Two of those men were carried out. All six lived, and I did not expect that at the time.

“GET YOUR MEN BACK,” I roared, and my voice went clear across that floor because there was nobody left in the benches to absorb it. “DRUMMOND. EVERY MAN OUT OF SIX FEET OF IT. IT IS NOT KILLING THEM, IT IS EATING THEIR GEAR AND IT IS GETTING BIGGER.”

“MARSHALS. BACK TO THE RAIL.”

They went back to the rail. Eighty men who had just watched six of their own stripped to their shirts stood at a rail and did what they were told, and that is discipline, and it is the only reason the next four minutes worked.

Which left three people on the sand and one of them could not stand up.

“Right,” said Verena, arriving beside me, breathing hard, with the crown crooked on her head. “Talk.”

“There’s a core in the middle of its chest. Fist-sized, physical, and the binding lattice on its surface is holding the entire structure together. Cut two strokes across that binding and the structure lets go.”

“How far in?”

“Two feet.”

“And the radius is six.”

“Yes.”

Verena looked at that thing walking slowly along the barrier rail eating the fittings out of the timber.

“So somebody has to be inside it with a chisel,” she said.

“Yes.”

“With hands.”

“Yes.”

“Emrys.” She crouched down in front of me. “You cannot stand up.”

“No,” I said, “and there is nobody else breathing who can read that binding, and we are not going to have this argument, because we do not have time and because you already know both of those sentences are true.”

Her face did not argue. It emptied out, as it does across a sand floor when she has three seconds and a problem, and then it started solving.

“Then we make a hole,” said Verena, “and I carry you into it.”

That is what we did, and it took four minutes, and in all of it I did not have to say one thing twice.

Every time the thing saved itself it moved the load off the junction that had failed and onto the others, which meant that every save made it more brittle somewhere else.

So you never hit it twice in the same place. You hit it in a new one, every time, chosen by somebody who can see where the load has just gone.

That was my job. I sat against a barrier post at the north end of the Crown Trials arena and called strike-points aloud, and the woman who had just won the crown put them where I said.

“Right hip junction. Now.”

She was there in a heartbeat, blade into the shoal at the hip, and the whole right side of the thing dimmed and it went down two feet and re-laid itself, and the load went up into the ribs.

“Under the left arm, six inches in. Go.”

She went, and got out of the radius with the shoal a hand’s width behind her, and the thing turned after her, and the load went into the shoulders.

“Base of the spine. Low. NOW.”

“That thing is faster than it was,” she shouted, coming past me.

“It is not faster, it is anticipating, which means it is reading you. Change your approach line. Come at it off the wrong foot.”

“Off the wrong foot.”

“You will lose speed and it will lose its read. Do it.”

She did it, and she was slower, and it missed her by a foot and a half instead of an inch.

And in the middle of that, out of nowhere, from the concourse rail seventy feet above the sand at the south end of the arena, a lance came down.

I will describe the sound because there is nothing else like it: a sheet being torn, from above.

Orla Selkirk had gone up the outside of the south stand in her rig with the frame’s boot-stirrups on stone stairs, a thing nobody has ever done, and had braced the whole frame against the concourse rail and fired the launch lattice down at an angle of about forty degrees with a competition lance couched.

She hit that thing in the middle of the back at full pass output.

The lance went into the shoal, and went through it, and hit the core.

It did not land squarely. It glanced off, and the lance shattered down the length of the shaft, and the recoil of it threw her backward into the concourse rail hard enough that I heard the frame hit the stone from the floor.

But the Runewraith folded forward around the impact, and for about a second and a half, the flayed script over its chest cavity opened.

I saw the core. Everybody who could see anything saw it: a fist of black stone hanging inside a man-shaped absence, with light crawling on it.

It closed up and re-laid and stood up straight.

“AGAIN!” I shouted. “ORLA. ONE MORE. CAN YOU?”

Very faintly, from seventy feet up, in a voice with pain all the way through it and no doubt whatsoever, came: “GIVE ME EIGHTY SECONDS, BENCH-RAT.”

“Verena.” She was already beside me. “Eighty seconds. Then it opens again for a breath and a half, and I need it standing still, and I need to be two feet from that core with a chisel.”

“Then get on my back,” said Verena.

“You have two cracked ribs and a caved breastplate.”

“I have a Crown-tier lattice, a crown, and about ninety seconds,” she said, “and you weigh twelve stone. Get on.”

I got on.

Rhona Corrick came out of the north tunnel mouth at a walk with a fresh polearm in her one good hand, stripped bare: the head had been unshipped and the keep-rune ground off the haft on a marshal’s whetstone in about forty seconds, which had been Drummond’s idea and which is the only piece of runesmithing that man will ever do.

Eight feet of plain ash. Nothing in it to eat.

She had taken a chisel out of my roll on her way to that whetstone, without asking me and without explaining herself, and she had put it on the stone with the haft.

She handed it to me as she came past. Handle first, one-armed, without slowing down.

Nobody had told her that a marked tool goes into the shoal the instant I do.

“Mistress,” said Verena.

“Rennick.” Rhona did not look at either of us. “I have held a line before. Tell me where to stand.”

“Its right foot,” I said. “When the lance lands, it will step back onto the right to catch itself, because I have taken every other junction off it and that is the only place its weight can go. Put that haft across the back of that ankle and pin it and do not let go.”

“That is a great deal of confidence about a thing made of nothing.”

“It is a structure, ma’am,” I said. “Everything is.”

Rhona Corrick laughed out loud, on the floor of the Crown Trials arena, in front of a burning barrier, with one arm in a sling.

“Ha,” she said. “Right.”

The rest of it happened faster than anybody on that floor could shout about it.

Orla’s second lance came down out of the sky and hit the thing between the shoulders.

The wraith folded forward and stepped back onto its right, having nothing else left to step onto, and eight feet of plain ash came across the back of that ankle and Rhona Corrick put every pound of her weight and fourteen years of the wrong kind of grief onto it.

The thing’s stance locked, and it had nothing under it. A construct with a ground-anchor rides that out and resets. This one had four hundred years of Kestrick grey under its feet and not one stroke of purchase in it, and eight feet of unmarked ash took the ankle out from under nine feet of script that had nowhere to put its weight.

The chest cavity opened.

And Verena went into a six-foot radius that eats runework carrying the man who made half of it, at a speed nobody in that arena could follow.

In the last two feet my apron burned off me, and there was no fire in it. Every rune I had on my body went at once: the alarm-ward chalk in my pocket, the little fade-marks on my tool roll, the keep-runes on two chisels, and then the stitching of the roll itself let go and every piece of it went up into the shoal.

And then she got her arm out from under my legs and threw me the last six feet, on purpose. Rhona could hold that stance for the length of two heartbeats at the absolute outside. A woman carrying a man does not come back out of a closing chest cavity in two heartbeats, and Verena had worked that out somewhere in the last four strides.

So she threw me in and stayed out, which is the harder half of it. We have never discussed it.

I hit the sand inside the chest cavity with a plain steel chisel in my hand, the one Rhona had put on the whetstone beside her haft, and the black core hung a foot from my face with the whole binding lattice cut into its surface.

Short strokes. A fractional lift at the terminus of every vertical.

Thirty years of a grandmaster’s hand, the same hand that had renewed an academy’s throttles at a trestle table in the fog, cut into the heart of the thing that had just stripped six marshals to their shirts in front of a city.

I cut across it twice.

The Runewraith came apart.

There was no explosion. What happened was that nine feet of stolen work stopped being a structure and became what it had always been, four decades of other people’s runes with nothing holding them together, and all of it fell.

It came down over that whole end of the arena in a slow rain of flayed script: thousands upon thousands of individual strokes and families and fragments, drifting, turning, going out one by one as they touched the sand, and every one of them for the four or five seconds it took to fall was legible.

I lay on my back in the middle of it and read them going past.

A Kestrick ward-cutter’s terminals. A garrison armourer’s bind-holds. Three hundred of my own governor-strokes, degraded, mass-produced, cut for children’s belt-pieces. A surgeon’s charm from a shop in Grayvern. A luck-token in a child’s hand.

And through all of it, holding every piece to every other piece, in a fractional-lift short-stroke technique that any master in Corvane could have identified from a doorway, the binding work of Balthus Vellick.

It fell on the sand of his own arena in front of eighty marshals and a head marshal and every one of the benches that had not emptied.

A confession, unravelling, signed on every bone.

They took him on the gallery stair.

He was not running. It would be an easier story to tell if he had been. Balthus Vellick had come down out of the sponsors’ box while his beast was still walking, and he had stopped on the gallery stair with his hands folded and watched it work, and he was still standing there when it fell.

Drummond went up that stair himself.

“Grandmaster Balthus Vellick.” His voice carried across that floor. “In the presence of eighty marshals and the survivors of this arena, you are taken for assault upon this ground by construct.”

Balthus began a sentence about the sponsors.

“You will not finish that in my building,” said Drummond, and put his fist in the front of a grandmaster’s robes and brought him down the stair.

They put him on the sand.

I was sitting up by then, at the barrier post, with Verena beside me and my hands beginning to hurt in the way that meant they were going to hurt for a long time.

“Bring him here,” she said.

“Miss Rennick,”

“Head Marshal,” said Verena Rennick, “there are four hundred people in these benches who have just watched that thing walk. In one hour, every one of them will go down that hill and tell the city that the Crown Trials were attacked by a monster, and House Vellick’s men will be at every tavern door explaining that it was a Kestrick plot, or a scholarship prank, or an accident with confiscated stock, and by the spring nobody will be sure of anything.”

She stood up.

“Unless they see the other thing,” she said. “Bring him here.”

They brought him.

I got my legs under me with two marshals hauling on my arms, and I stood up on the sand of the Crown Trials arena, and it took three attempts.

Balthus Vellick looked at me.

The noise had not stopped: the evacuation on the stairs, the physicians in the north tunnel, somebody’s horse. In the middle of all of it he looked at me with his hands held by a marshal and his robes torn at the collar, and he was not frightened, and he was pricing me.

“Your issued sigil,” I said. “Grandmaster.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You wear one. Every man on that trestle wears one, it is the house pattern, it is at your belt under the robe, and you have renewed it yourself every term for thirty years.” I put my hand out. “Take it off and give it to me.”

“I will do no such thing.”

Drummond took it off him and put it in my hand.

It is a very fine piece. That should be said. Master-grade focus, cut by his own hand, no throttle in it anywhere, and a vent path so clean that a man could learn the trade off it.

I laid it on the flat top of the barrier post, and I took the plain chisel out of my hand, and I bent over it.

The whole floor watched me do it. The ones who had stayed, standing along the rail of the north side. Eighty marshals. A weapons mistress with one arm in a sling. Ser Joss Crane, in his shirtsleeves, standing a dozen feet away with a dead sword in his hand. A head marshal. A woman in a crown.

It took eleven minutes and I did it with hands that were shaking from torn muscle and the last of the echo.

I cut a throttle into it.

Not a good one. I did not give him the elegant version, the scaling ceiling, the invisible slow strangulation that never lets the bearer feel a wall. That is a beautiful piece of design and it belongs to the man I was at twenty-nine, and I was not going to spend it on him.

I gave him the degraded one. The mass-production version, the one they cut into scholarship gear by the crate, with the two calibration strokes dropped because they cost time and the difference is invisible on a schoolchild.

His own product. Off his own table. In his own house’s pattern.

And then I anchored it to him.

Nobody standing on that sand understood the next part, and the craft of it is not going onto paper. A living-bond anchor, second grade: the grade the trade keeps for hunting hawks, for the reason I gave Verena by the coals on the night I told her everything. Nobody has ever had to ask a hawk. I was not going to give this man anything finer than that. The difference between a living bond and a lattice in a piece of gear is that the gear is no longer optional. He can take that sigil off his belt and throw it in the estuary and it will make no difference at all to what it is doing to him.

I put it back in his hand.

“There,” I said.

Balthus Vellick looked at the disc in his palm. Then he closed his fist on it and looked up, and for the first time since I had met the man the pleasantness came off him entirely, and what was underneath it was a bookkeeper watching a column come out wrong.

He got three words of a question out and could not find the end of it.

“Into you,” I said. “Yes. It’ll hold you at about the output of a competent apprentice. You will be able to work. You will be able to cut a lattice into a spear-haft, and dress a fade-tick, and do very careful, very slow, very small pieces of runework for the rest of your life, which is a great deal more than you left anybody in your ledger.”

The arena was quiet enough by then that a good many people heard it.

“It fades,” I said. “That is the nature of matter and only diligence stands between a man and a failure. It’ll want renewing.”

He said nothing.

“Ask me when,” I said.

“When?”

“Renewal’s due when I say it’s due,” I said, “grandmaster.”

Then I put the chisel in my apron pocket, and remembered that my apron had gone into a monster, and stood there with it in my hand.

Everything else I have cut into a living person, I asked for first, out loud, at nine stations, and would not have laid a stroke without it. I have not finished thinking about it. I would do it again.

And because a man with nothing left to do with his hands will do the one thing he is best at, I opened my sight and went looking for the other one.

The place at the box rail where a ledger-thin man in an expensive grey coat had stood and said four syllables was empty. So was the rest of that end of the gallery.

The fade-rune was still warm.

Two fingers below the throat of a sheath, cut in a crowded Annex doorway on a night of broken files, running its schedule out patiently in a piece of leather its owner has never thought to look at. Small. Steady. Better than a mile out already, and moving.

North-east, on the capital road, at the pace of a man who has hired a good horse and does not intend to stop at the first posting house.

I watched him go until he was a spark at the edge of what I can see, and then a direction, and then a fact I could put down and pick up later.

Some other road, then, and some other night.

They took the grandmaster up the tunnel between two marshals.

And a dozen feet from the mouth of it, with his hands held and his robes torn and his own product hanging off his belt, Balthus Vellick began to laugh.

It was a small laugh, private and genuinely amused, and he turned his head and looked back at me down the length of that ruined floor.

“You have robbed a ledger, boy,” he said.

I did not answer him.

He was still smiling. “Do you imagine I am the top of anything?”

“No,” I said. “I’ve read your ledger. Your name is halfway down every page of it, and the order that sent Crane here came in on a courier’s fold with four signatures over a capital seal, and not one of them was yours.”

That got him. For about half a second, it got him.

“Then you know,” said Balthus Vellick, “and you will not enjoy the rest of this at all. Because until this afternoon you were a peculiarity in a repair log, and now you are a man who unmade the Everbright in front of ten thousand witnesses.”

He let that sit.

“He will hear about it before the week is out,” he said, “and he does not care about ledgers or crowns or anything else. He will want to know one thing only, and I confess I want to know it too, and I have been looking at your hands for three months.”

“Take him up,” said Drummond.

“He knows your strokes now, boy,” said Balthus Vellick pleasantly, over his shoulder, as they walked him into the dark of the tunnel. “Renward has always known them. He has been signing his name to them for forty years.”


Chapter 33: What Winning Feels Like

Cobb Ferrant closed the Maintenance Annex on the Thursday. He had never once done it before.

He put a board across the counter with NO TICKETS written on it in his own hand, and his hand looks like a man hitting something, and he sent Garvan down to the market at the sixth hour with four marks and instructions, and by the second hour of the afternoon there was a pot on that forge the size of a cart wheel.

Grayvern had been drunk for two days.

Grayvern did something that week I have no precedent for. The Crown Trials had been attacked by a monster, and the grandmaster of House Vellick had been walked up a tunnel between two marshals, and a scholarship fighter had taken the crown carrying her dead father’s garrison sword, and all of it had happened in front of a stone bowl full of witnesses who all told it slightly differently.

By the Wednesday there were four versions in the taverns and three of them were wrong, and by the Thursday somebody had written a song, and the song was about Verena.

The bells on the estuary side rang every evening at dusk for no reason anybody could name.

The Annex feast started before the light was off the yard wall and ran until the third hour of the morning.

I got down the stairs to it on two sticks Garvan had cut me out of ash on the Wednesday without being asked and without saying anything about it. Torn muscle does not tear cleanly; it tears in a hundred places and heals at a hundred different rates, and two days after the finale I could stand, could not turn, and could get across a room in about the time it takes to boil a kettle. The physicians said a fortnight. It was a fortnight, near enough, and I was insufferable for every day of it.

Ferrant’s pot went in at one end of the trestle and did not come out, and nineteen people ate out of it, and by the end of the night the story of that pot had grown to the point where Tam was telling second-years that half the ranked competitors in Corvane had stood outside the door smelling it. That is not true. It is nearly true.

Tam had his arm in a proper physician’s dressing and had told the story of the armoury a dozen times, and it had improved considerably.

“And I hit him,” he said, to two riggers and a kitchen girl, “with the board. Which had a knife through it. So it was, effectively, a weapon at that point.”

“You rang a bell,” said Garvan.

“I rang the bell and then I hit a man with a weaponised board.”

“He did, actually,” said Orla, from the top of the trestle where she had installed herself with her boots on a barrel and a bandage round her ribs from the concourse rail. “I’ve had it from a marshal. Feld, you’re a menace, I’m having you on my crew.”

“You don’t have a crew.”

“I’m going to have a crew, Feld, do keep up.”

Ferrant came down the aisle when the pot came off its hook and thumped a piece of oath-metal down on the trestle in front of Tam without any ceremony at all.

It was a journeyman’s mark.

They are not much to look at: a flat lozenge the length of a thumb with the shop’s stamp on one face and the man’s own mark on the other, and you wear it on your apron strap for the rest of your working life.

“Emrys cut it,” said Ferrant. “I’ve signed it. Don’t lose it.”

The Annex went very loud. Fenna Roke, who had spent the term two benches down being right about things nobody had asked her about, put two fingers in her mouth and produced a whistle that took the conversation out of the far end of the room.

Tam Feld looked at that piece of metal the way a man looks at a letter he has read twice already, and then he looked up, and his face came apart, and he said, “But I’ve got another year.”

“You have got a knife scar on your forearm and you rang a bell relay forty times while a man was cutting you,” said Ferrant, “which is either the stupidest or the best thing anybody has done in this shop in my time, and I have decided it is the second one. Take the mark, boy, and put your arm up, you are bleeding into my supper.”

Tam did not say anything else for about a minute, and a minute is the longest he has ever gone in his life.

Then he cried, and then he made a speech, and the speech was terrible, and Orla heckled all of it.

Rhona Corrick came in halfway through the speech, with her right arm in a sling and her hair down.

The hair is the detail I noticed and did not mention, because the weapons mistress of Vandermoor Academy has hers pinned up hard for work and nobody in that room had ever seen it otherwise, and she came into the Annex with it loose over her shoulders and sat down on a stool by the forge like a woman off duty for the first time in thirteen years.

The arm underneath the sling is why I cannot enjoy the memory of that night without a stone in it.

Rune-scorch does not scar as a burn scars. It goes wherever the drained work was, and in her case that was the forearm under a siege bracer she had carried out of a nine-day breach, and it had come up in a pattern that anybody with sight could read as the ghost of a lattice that had been dying quietly for twenty-two years.

“How is it, ma’am?”

“It is a nuisance,” said Rhona. “The physicians say six weeks and I say four.”

“And the bracers?”

She turned her cup around on the trestle a half-turn, and then back.

“There were about nine pieces left of the left one,” she said, “and I picked them up off the floor of that cistern because I am a sentimental old fool, and they are in a box in my quarters, and I do not expect to look at them again.”

I did not say a word, and this time it was not cowardice.

There was nothing left at that academy that could have touched me for re-laying a decades-dead siege lattice, and there was a sling on her arm, and a man does not walk up to a woman four days after her gear killed itself and offer to rebuild it while the arm is still in it. That is not a gift, it is a bill for her grief.

What stayed with me was the way she looked into that forge with her hair down, saying not one word, until the coals had shifted twice.

“Stroud,” she said at last.

“Ma’am.”

“On the sand you told me where to stand and I stood there.” She turned her head. “You will tell me, one day, how you knew that thing would step back onto its right foot.”

“It was a structure, ma’am.”

“Mm,” said Rhona Corrick, and took a bowl of Ferrant’s pepper stew off Garvan, and said nothing further about it, and I understood that I had been given the same treatment she gives a student who is nearly right: an again, that was nearly it, held in reserve.

Verena arrived with the lamps already down to two, barefoot, with the crown in her hand.

She had spent two days being the champion of the Crown Trials of Vandermoor, a post that involves a great deal of standing about with sponsors, and she came down the Annex aisle in one of my shirts and a pair of soft trousers with her hair loose to her waist and her ribs strapped, and she put the crown down on the trestle next to the stew pot.

“Move up,” she said to Orla.

“You’ve brought the crown to supper.”

“I have brought the crown to supper because if I leave it in my room somebody will steal it, and because Ferrant has never seen one.”

Ferrant picked it up and turned it over with two thick fingers and looked at the workmanship for a good ten seconds with an expression of total professional contempt.

“That’s cast,” he said. “That’s a cast crown. There’s a seam in it.”

“Cobb,” said Rhona.

“There’s a seam in it,” said Ferrant, to the room, holding it up so the seam caught the forge light, in the voice of a man reporting a death.

“I like it,” said Verena, and put it back on her head at an angle, and put her bare feet up on the rung of a stool with a bowl of stew balanced on her knee, and ate her supper in it.

I stayed on my stool at the end of the row and let all of it happen in front of me.

That is what I did for most of that night. I could not remember the last evening with no work in it, and I am fairly sure there has never been one.

A Thursday, in a warm workshop, with a bad song about somebody I love coming up from the city through the shutters, and a nineteen-year-old boy showing everybody his journeyman’s mark for the fourth time, and a lancer with cracked ribs standing on a trestle table reenacting the last four seconds of the finale with a soup ladle.

“And Rennick THREW him,” said Orla, arms out. “The bench-rat. Threw him. Underarm. At a monster.”

“It was not underarm.”

“It was completely underarm.”

“Selkirk, I have two cracked ribs.”

“You had two cracked ribs on Tuesday and you threw a man six feet with them, which is the single most disgraceful thing I have ever seen at an athletic event and I have been to the docks.”

Garvan, who had said nothing for three hours, put his spoon down.

“Knew,” he said. “Since day one.”

The whole trestle turned round.

“Knew what?” said Tam.

Garvan looked at me. Then he picked his spoon back up.

“That he wasn’t a first-term,” he said.

Four words, and then five more, and he went back to his stew, and that is the largest speech Garvan has made in the time I have known him.

Ser Joss Crane came to the Annex on the Friday morning, alone, in plain clothes.

No colours. No outriders. A travelling coat, a hat in his hand, and a plain black scabbard under his arm.

The shop went silent from the door inward. Tam actually stood up.

“Master Ferrant,” said Crane. “I’d like a word with your bench, if I may.”

“Which bench?”

“The one who came across the sand.”

Ferrant looked at me for about a second, and then said, “Everybody out. Yard. Now,” and a dozen people went out into the yard, including Orla, who went with enormous reluctance and an expression that promised interrogation.

Crane came down the aisle to bench eleven and laid the scabbard on the elm.

Then he drew the Everbright and put it down beside it.

It is dead. A dead lattice in a fine blade is a specific and terrible sight. The polish on the last eleven inches is still a mirror and it holds nothing. There is no light in the steel. Four hundred and six runes are in there and every one of them is a cut in a piece of metal and nothing else.

I put my hand on it. I had promised myself I would not do that in front of anybody.

“It won’t take another lattice,” said Crane. “I had it to two smiths in Grayvern on Wednesday. The best of them said the steel is the finest he has ever handled and there is nothing in it to build on, and that whatever was done to it was done by a man who knew where every rune in it lived.”

“That’s true.”

“He said four cuts.”

“That’s true too.”

Joss Crane stood on the other side of my bench with his hat in his hand.

“I have carried that sword since last winter,” he said. “I was given it at a Midwinter dinner. There was a speech. I was told it was the finest weapon House Vellick has produced in two centuries and that I was to carry it in the house’s name, and I did, and I have won four meetings with it, and men have gone down in front of me and looked at it rather than at me.”

“Yes.”

“On Tuesday, on that sand, it tried to kill a woman while I was holding it.” His jaw worked once. “And a work-study Artificer came across ninety feet of open floor under discharge and put his palm on it and did in four cuts what three of the finest men in the capital could not do in a week.”

I waited.

“I have one question,” said Ser Joss Crane, “and I have come here without my colours on to ask it, and whatever you answer I will not repeat it in the capital or anywhere else, and you may take that on the word of a man who has just found out he does not know what his own word has been used for.”

“Ask it.”

“Whose strokes?”

The Annex was very quiet. Out in the yard somebody laughed, and Orla told them to shut up.

I could have lied. It would have been easy and it would have been sensible, and I had built three months of careful, boring, prepared cover for exactly this kind of moment.

I put my hand flat on my own work.

“Mine,” I said.

Joss Crane stood there without moving for the better part of a minute.

I watched a man do a piece of accounting that took his life apart. He is not a fool. He had known since Tuesday afternoon; he had known, I think, since he first held that blade and understood it was better at his trade than he was; and what happened in that shop was not the discovery, it was the confirmation, which is always worse.

“How old are you?” he said.

“Older than I look.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It’s the only one you’re getting today,” I said, “and you have already worked out that you should not want the rest of it, because the moment you can say it out loud in the capital, you become a man who knows something the house would rather he did not.”

Crane laughed. It was not a happy sound.

“Aye,” he said.

He put his hat on the bench and looked down at the dead sword.

“Then the house’s whole armoury is a lie,” he said. “That is what you have told me. Every blade in that vault with a Vellick mark on it, every piece I have seen presented at a dinner with a speech, every man I have beaten who was told he was outmatched by two hundred years of the greatest craft in Corvane.”

“Not a lie. The craft is real.” I turned the Everbright a quarter with one finger. “It is only that the name on it belongs to the men who owned the bench, and not to the man who sat at it.”

“I carried it proudly,” said Crane.

“I know. I watched you carry it. You handled it like a man in a church and it is the only decent thing that ever happened to that sword.”

He picked up his hat.

“I will want words about this,” he said. “Not today, and not this month either. I have a contract to finish and some things to look at that I have not wanted to look at, and when I have done that I am going to want hours of your time, and I do not think either of us will enjoy it.”

“You’ll know where I am.”

“Aye,” said Ser Joss Crane. “Behind a counter, sharpening the elite’s swords for four marks.”

He left the Everbright on my bench.

It took me a few seconds to notice, and then I got out into the yard after him, and he was already at the gate.

“Ser Joss.”

“It was never mine,” he said, without turning round.

I re-forged Maddoc Rennick’s sword on the Saturday night, in the undercroft, with the coals high and the door shut.

It took six hours and it is the best piece of work I have done in this life, and it cost me about twice what it should have.

The legs were the least of it by then. It was the hands. Burning an echo through them on the sand had done something to the small muscles that run between the bones, and they had stiffened as they cooled, and every twenty minutes or so the grip would simply stop being there: not pain, just a chisel going loose against my palm in the middle of a stroke, which is the single most frightening thing that can happen to a man doing that work.

So I cut in short runs and stopped when the fingers started to go, and laid them on the cold stone until they came back, and cut again. Six hours of work at four hours’ worth of cutting. Ferrant came down twice and looked at me and did not offer to help, because there was no help to offer, and did not tell me to stop, because he knew what the piece was.

There has never been one of these before, and it needs describing properly.

Every enchanted blade in Corvane carries its lattice in the steel. That is object anchor, first grade, and everything that follows from it follows from that one fact: it fades, so it must be renewed; it can be read, so it can be unmade; and it belongs to whoever is holding it.

I did not put the lattice in the steel.

I anchored the design in her.

The blade carries the strokes, and the strokes carry no charge whatsoever until she has her hand on the grip, and then the entire lattice runs off the ground-anchor in her thigh and the delivery spiral in her arm, and it is not a sword with runework in it. It is a piece of her Crown-tier lattice with a blade on the end.

It does not fade, because there is no matter in it to erode.

And no man in this kingdom will ever cut a renewal into it, because there is no seat to put a fade-tick in, and no address to send the notice to.

It will pass any null-field in this kingdom, because it is not carried work, it is hers, and the field will look at her walking through the gate with it in her hand and ask its one question and get the answer it always gets.

And if any other man in Corvane picks it up, it is a forty-year-old garrison arming sword, a quarter-inch narrower than pattern, with an honest edge.

She came down at the third hour of the morning and I put it in her hands.

She held it without saying anything, turning it once, finding the balance. Then she closed her hand round the grip as her father had taught her to hold it, thumb along the flat, and twelve years came off her between one breath and the next. Her whole arm changed. I watched the thing come alive off her own body and light the lines under her sleeve as it went.

“It’s warm,” she said.

“That’s you.”

“Emrys.”

“There is nothing in that blade,” I said. “Not one rune of it is in the steel. That is a plain sword out of a garrison forge at Tallow Ford, ground by a left-handed man with a quota, and everything it does now comes out of you and goes back into you. The only thing I put in the metal is a road.”

Verena Rennick stood in the undercroft holding her father’s sword.

“The last part again.”

“It is his sword and your lattice,” I said. “That’s all it is. I have not improved his work. I have connected it to you.”

She cried then, properly, for the first time since I have known her.

Not three tears. She sat down on the stone rim of that hearth with a plain sword across her knees and put her forehead against the flat of it and cried the way people cry when they have been carrying something for twelve years, and I sat down beside her and did not say a single word or try to fix any part of it.

It took a while.

“Right,” she said eventually, wiping her face with the heel of her hand. “That is the second time you have made me do that in this basement and I would like it noted that I am going to get you back.”

“Noted.”

She got a hand on the stone rim to push herself up, and I said it before she was all the way to her feet.

“The ward didn’t hold. You did.”

Verena stopped where she was, half standing, her father’s sword hanging from her other hand.

“You have been sitting on that,” she said.

“You told me to say it back to you after. In your room, on the death-day, about a minute before you fell asleep on my arm.” I looked up at her. “I said deal.”

She sat back down on the rim. She did not say anything, and then she leaned in until her shoulder was taking a share of my weight, and left it there.

“Paid, then,” said Verena.

“Paid.”

“Fireworks tonight,” she said, standing up again. “The guilds are paying for them. Off the harbour wall, from the tenth hour.”

“So I heard.”

“You have a window,” she said, “and I have a crown, and there is a tradition.”

My room above the Annex is ten feet by fourteen with a sloped ceiling under the slates, a bed, a chair, a chest, and one window in the gable end that looks north over the roofs of Grayvern to the estuary.

Sixty-one years, and it is the first room that has ever been mine.

She came up the stair wearing my second shirt and the crown and a grin with nothing formal about it anywhere.

“Do I have to say it?” she said.

“No.”

That stopped her with her hand still on the door frame.

“No?”

“You have said it after every win since the loft,” I said, “and every one of those times you arrived with your blood still up off a floor somewhere and took what you wanted, and I stood there and let you, and I would do the whole lot again tomorrow.” I put down the file I had not been using for ten minutes. “There is no bout in the morning. There is nothing to be up for and nobody to hide from and no adrenaline in either of us that has not been there since noon. So come in and shut the door and let somebody else start it for once.”

Verena Rennick shut the door with her heel and put her back against it.

“That,” she said, “is the filthiest sentence anybody has ever said to me, and you did it holding a file.”

I crossed the room and took a fistful of the stolen shirt and kissed her with the crown still crooked on her head, unhurried, one hand flat on the door beside her ear, until her fingers came up and closed in the front of mine and stayed there.

“Say it in words anyway,” I said against her mouth. “We are both in the habit.”

“Yes.” Her voice had already dropped a register. “Yes, all of it, all night. Emrys Stroud, I have won the Crown Trials of Vandermoor Academy, I have two cracked ribs, a bad temper and a cast crown with a seam in it, and I want you to take me to bed and take your time about it.”

“Yes,” I said. “And the other thing.”

“Which other thing?”

“That you’ll tell me when your ribs have had enough, and that I’ll believe you, and that neither of us is going to be brave about it.”

“Agreed,” said Verena, “and the same to you and your legs, which have been shaking since you came up that stair, and do not think I have not noticed.”

There was no hurry in any of it, and that is the entire character of that night.

Every other time I have taken this woman’s clothes off there has been something driving it: rage, or a rite, or grief, or the fact that there were four marshals down a tunnel. That night the city was setting fire to the sky over the harbour and neither of us had anywhere to be for a day and a half, and I undressed her by inches on the edge of my own bed and stopped whenever I felt like it to look at her.

The shirt over her head, carefully, because of the ribs. The strapping, which I unwound myself, two minutes of it, and she made a filthy joke about halfway through.

The crown stayed on.

She lay back on my bed in the dark with the window unshuttered and the first of the fireworks going up over the estuary, and every time one of them broke, the room went white and gold and then dark again, and the light came across her from the left: the long line of her, the flare of her hips, the strong sweep of those thighs, the strapping-marks across her ribs, and the fading rose flush already climbing out of her collarbones.

“You’re staring,” she said.

“I’ve got all night.”

“You have got all night,” she agreed, “and I intend to make you use it. Get up here.”

She did not mean anything patient by it.

She got up onto the bed, put one knee on either side of my hips, and turned around.

I made a sound.

She reached back and took hold of my cock and sat straight down on it, facing away, taking me in three greedy rolls of her hips until there was nothing left of me to take, and then she laughed out loud at the ceiling, delighted with herself and with the whole ridiculous night.

What I had was the whole of her from behind: the long groove of her spine with the trunk-line running down it, the flare of that trim waist out into those hips, her hair loose to the small of her back, and that big round ass filling my lap and rising and falling in the dark.

And every time a firework broke over the harbour, the window went white, and the whole picture came up out of the dark in one flash: her back arched, her head tipped, the crown crooked on her head, the gold rune-lines glowing under her skin against the light.

I put my hands on her hips and let her ride me.

“Talk to me,” she said, over her shoulder, breathless.

“I have got nothing. Every word I own is in the wrong trade for this.”

“That’s something.” She rolled her hips and made a low noise. “Say more of it.”

“You are lit up from the inside,” I said, “and there is a crown falling off your head, and you are the strongest woman in this kingdom, and you are sitting on my cock in an attic over a maintenance shop because you wanted to be.”

“Yes.” Her voice cracked in the middle of it. “Yes, I did, I do, harder.”

“Then take it. It’s yours.”

She took it.

She rode me hard and greedily for a long time with her palms braced on my thighs, and I got both hands spread over that big round ass and dug my fingers in and pushed up into her rhythm, and the room was fireworks and the sound of the two of us and the whole city celebrating something it did not fully understand down the hill below the window.

She wanted it harder. She said so twice, and the second time she said it like an order off a sand floor.

So I gave her exactly that, all of it, precisely as asked: both hands clamped on those hips, heels planted, every pound of me coming up off the mattress into her at her pace and then past it, and I did not ease when the rhythm got greedy and I did not ease when it started coming apart.

It took her about ninety seconds to find out that she had asked for more than she could sit on top of.

The arms went first. She came forward off her braced palms with a noise that was not a word in any language, and her thighs quit taking her weight, and she got one hand flat on my chest and could not do a single useful thing with it.

“Emrys,”

“You said harder.”

“I did say harder.” She was laughing and shaking at the same time, which is a thing she only does in that room. “I would like to formally,”

“Off,” I said. “Lie down, sovereign.”

She went down like a dropped coat.

I gave her my mouth, and there was nothing careful about it anywhere.

She noticed inside two seconds. Every other time I have had my mouth on that woman I have made her wait for it, because making her wait is the best thing I do and she has learned to expect the toll. Not that night. I went up the inside of her thigh with no ceremony at all, straight over the ground-anchor line without stopping on it, and had my mouth on her pussy while she was still saying my name about the last thing.

“You’re not,” she said, and then, “oh. Oh, you’re not.”

“No.”

“Don’t you dare start being patient now.”

I got both arms up under those heavy thighs and hauled her down onto my face, and I ate her like a man who had spent four months being extremely well-mannered about it and had finished with all of that.

She was loud. I have never been so pleased about a fireworks display in my life.

It was greedy and it was messy and I was wet to the ears with her inside a minute, and there was not another soul awake in that whole building to hear one second of it. She got both fists into my hair and held on and did not try once to slow me down, and every time I looked up the length of her she was watching me do it with her mouth open and the crown sitting crooked over one eye.

And when she started to climb I went faster instead of easing off, which is not a thing I do to that woman, and slid two fingers up into her and curled them, and gave her all of it at once.

“Stay,” she said, “stay, stay, I’ve got it, I’ve,”

She came with one heel driven hard into my shoulder blade and her body folding up over the top of me, and what arrived first was the noise: long, unguarded, nothing careful anywhere in it, going up over the fireworks instead of hiding under them. The arch came second. The gold I did not notice at all until the light in that room stopped making sense, white coming in off the harbour and gold coming up out of her at the same moment, from the crown of her hips to the keystone in the middle of her chest, and for two or three heartbeats I could not have told anybody which of them was lighting my hands.

I stayed with her through the aftershocks and only came up when she pushed at my head.

“Come here,” she said, flat on her back and gasping at the ceiling. “Up. Now. My turn, and I have been thinking about it since the arena, and I should probably be ashamed of that.”

She shoved me flat on my own bed, hooked a knee over my thigh to pin it, and went down on me with no preamble whatsoever: one long wet swallow of a thing that took my shoulders off the mattress and most of the air out of the room.

She settled in and took her time about it, because for once in four months neither of us had anywhere on earth to be in the morning. The crown was still on her head. It kept sliding forward and getting in the way, and twice she had to stop and shove it back with the heel of her wrist, and the second time she laughed with her mouth full and had to put her forehead down on my hip for a moment to recover from herself, and out of the whole of that night that is the piece I would take with me if I were only allowed one.

She got me to the point where I had to put my hand on her shoulder.

“Verena.”

She pulled off, wet, and grinned up the length of me. “That’s one.”

“One,” I agreed. “Do you want the number, or shall we stop keeping it?”

She opened her mouth to say something about the number.

Then I watched her not say it. Verena Rennick, who has kept a tally of every exchange of her life since she was nine years old, sat back on her heels on my own bed with her hand still round me and thought about it properly for about four seconds, which from her is a geological age.

“I count everything,” she said.

“I know.”

“Exchanges. Touches. Bouts. What I owe people and what people owe me. I could give you the running total on you off the top of my head right now and it would be accurate to the day.” She was looking at the window rather than at me. “I have not once stopped to wonder why. It’s because I have never had one single thing I was allowed to assume would still be there in the morning. You only keep score when you’re frightened of losing something.”

I did not say a word. That one was hers, and I was not going to put my hands anywhere near it.

“Yes,” I said, when she finally looked up.

“That is a filthy thing to work out about yourself with a man’s cock in your hand.”

“You told me to talk.”

“I did not tell you to be quiet and make me do it myself, which is worse.” She wiped her mouth on the back of her wrist and came up the bed on her knees, and there was nothing competitive left anywhere in her face. “Then no score tonight. I want you inside me and I want it there when you finish, and that isn’t a point, it’s just what I want.”

Before she settled she reached up and took the crown off her own head and put it on mine.

“Tradition says the victor takes a prize,” said Verena, deadpan.

I laughed so hard I nearly lost the whole enterprise.

“Don’t you dare,” she said. “I have been extremely close for about a quarter of an hour and I am not going to be laughed off it now.”

Then she settled down onto me facing me, and took my face in both hands, and we did the last of it like that: face to face, slow as we liked, close enough to be breathing each other’s air, all of the command-and-surrender we play with left downstairs for the night in favour of something much plainer and considerably filthier.

Neither of us looked anywhere else. Nobody asked anybody to. Her thumbs stayed at my jaw and her eyes stayed exactly where they were, and every time the harbour went off outside the window I watched the light cross her face and I did not use the time to look at anything but her.

“Don’t stop. Don’t stop. I’m,”

She went over in my arms with the crown falling off my head onto the floor. She was already tight around me and getting tighter, in quick greedy waves that had no rhythm left in them at all, and she did not take her hands off my face for one second of it. Her thighs locked. Her spine hollowed out under my palms into that deep arch I will never in my life get used to, and the lattice came up gold from her hips to the keystone in her chest and lit the underside of my own jaw. Out over the harbour the sky went off again at the same instant, through the open window, straight across her back, and lost the argument entirely.

And I went with her.

I got one hand in the small of her back and the other at the nape of her neck and held her where she was, and finished inside her in one long shuddering rush that emptied me from the spine out, pumping into her while she was still going, and I did not look away and neither did she, and the noise that came out of me was nearer a laugh than anything I have a proper word for.

Nobody moved for a long time after that, with the window open and the fireworks thinning out over the harbour and neither of us fit for anything at all.

“Your legs are shaking,” she said eventually.

“Yes.”

“Was that me or the arena?”

“Both. Mostly you.”

“Good,” she said, with enormous satisfaction, and lay down against my chest.

I put my hand in her hair. The crown was on the floor by the bed where it had fallen off my head, and the word came up out of me as it had in the undercroft, without being decided on first.

“My sovereign,” I said.

Her breathing changed against my ribs and did not change back.

Then her hand came up and went flat over my sternum, in the place she had taught me to put mine on the night she kept me, and she pressed down until she could feel exactly what my heart was doing about it, and left it there.

“Say it again in the morning,” she said, into my chest. “Don’t make a thing of it, and I’ll deny I asked.”

It had been sitting there for some while before either of us bothered to read it. Nobody was watching for it any more. The fireworks thinned out over the harbour, and the room went cold and neither of us did anything about it, and somewhere in the small hours Verena squinted at the inside of her own eyelids and made a noise.

[Soul-Attunement: 94%]

“Ninety-four,” she said, to the ceiling, in the voice of a woman checking a scoreboard she has already memorised. She sounded almost offended. “How long has that been up there? It’s still going up.”

“It’s still going up.”

“I thought ninety was the top of it. Crown grade. The rune is hers, all of that.”

“So did I.”

She pushed herself up on one elbow and looked down at me in the dark.

“What’s at a hundred?”

“I have no idea,” I said. “Nobody’s alive to ask.”

She was quiet for a beat.

“You said that in a basement,” she said.

“It’s still true.”

Verena put her head back down on my chest and settled in with her arm across me.

I felt her smile against my ribs.


Chapter 34: Or We Collect

I could not sleep, and there was a dead sword lying on my bench, so I went down to it in the dark.

What I had never done until that morning is stand in the door of the Annex and take it in the order it arrives.

Wet stone first, off the flags. The fog was in off the estuary and the hill was breathing it back up. Then coal. Then the quench-oil, which never leaves a shop once it has got into the timber. Iron dust last, and only if you put your face down close to the trestles. I put mine down. There was nobody in the building to see me do it.

The forge muttered red behind its screen and held the heat at bench height, whether there was anybody in the room to be warmed by it or not.

Two lamps. Mine, and the one over the door.

I lit the good lamp, the one I only use for close work, and put the Everbright on the elm in front of me, and did the survey.

A reclamation survey is what you do to a piece that has been unmade. It is not a repair; there is no repairing a lattice that has been let go through its own keystones. It is an inventory: you go through the corpse family by family and you write down what the metal has left in it, so that whoever comes after you knows what he is holding.

I did it because it was mine to do. Nobody else in Corvane could have done it, and the man who made that sword was entitled to write its last page.

It took four hours.

The steel is extraordinary. That is the first line of it and it will be the first line of anything anybody ever writes about that blade: nine hundred and twenty folds, quenched in the third bath, with a grain like watered silk under the lamp, and the temper is exactly where I left it on the eleventh of Twelfthmonth in a vault in the capital.

The families came out clean, and a clean parting is the mark of a good unmaking, and I say it without vanity, because it was the last competent thing I did with those hands before they stopped working properly: every one of the seven keystones let go in the correct order, and every family downstream of it went with it, and there is no tearing anywhere in the structure.

I got to the seventh keystone as the fog in the doorway started going grey.

The seventh sits in the tang, under the shoulder, where the blade goes into the grip. It is the deepest of them and the only one I ever cut blind, working by feel through the throat of the guard with a bent graver, and it is the last thing on that sword that I laid a hand to.

I put the lamp on it and opened my sight all the way.

And there was a rune under it that I did not cut.

The order of what happened next matters.

First, I assumed I was wrong. That is what fifty years at a bench gives you: the certainty that you are the likeliest error in the room. So I closed my sight and rested my eyes for a hundred count and did it again from a different angle with the lamp moved.

It was still there.

Second, I assumed it was a repair. Somebody in the capital, at some point in the last year, opening the tang to get at the war-graft, and leaving a fixing-rune behind.

It was not a fixing-rune. It was not the same kind of object at all.

Third, and this is where my hands went cold, I read the strokes.

Every smith leaves a chisel-signature. Every apprentice learns it in his first week and my trade stands on it: the stroke-style is mechanical, it is habit, it is how a man’s wrist has learned to move, and it cannot be disguised any more than a walk can. I have read four thousand hands. I can tell you which of the Vellick armoury’s benches cut a given edge-keeper from across a room.

The strokes on that rune were not made by a chisel.

I do not know what made them. There is no burr, no lead-in, no lift at the terminus, no evidence of a tool being set down and picked up. Each stroke is complete, at a depth that varies along its length in a way that no hand-driven edge produces, and the rune sits in the steel as though the steel had been made around it.

Which it was not. I made that steel.

And the shape of it is nothing. I mean that precisely: it is not a rune in any family I know, and I know all of them, including four that exist only in a burned book in the Registrar’s hall which I read at fifty-one under supervision. It has no relatives. It does not appear to do anything. It sits under the seventh keystone in the tang of the finest sword in Corvane, doing nothing at all, in a hand that is in no register in this kingdom.

I sat at bench eleven with my sight aching and the lamp burning and one thought going round.

I have seen this hand twice before.

Once, on the eleventh of Twelfthmonth, in a vault, when a rune flared on the Everbright that I had not cut, in the last two seconds of my first life.

And once every day since, in the underside of a bed of coals that has never gone out, in a room four hundred years old under this floor, in the way that fire behaves when there is nothing to burn.

Verena came down with two cups of tea and found me sitting perfectly still.

“You’ve been down here five hours.”

“Yes.”

“Show me.”

So I showed her.

I put the lamp where she could see nothing at all, since nothing at all was what she would see, and I traced it for her with a needle-point a hair above the metal, and I told her what my sight was giving me: the depth variance, the absent lead-in, the terminus with no lift in it, the shape that has no family.

“It’s the same hand,” I said. “The one on the sword the night I died. And whatever put me in a twenty-four-year-old body in a garret in Grayvern with my levels restored and a class no registry records did not use anything I recognise either.”

She was quiet.

“Is it dangerous?”

“I have no idea, and that is the honest answer. It is not connected to anything. It does nothing that I can measure. It has been sitting in that tang for at least five years, because it is under a keystone I cut myself. Which puts it there before I finished the sword.”

“Before.”

“Before,” I said. “Which means it was in the billet.”

Verena sat down on the stool opposite me and put both hands round her cup.

“Somebody put a rune inside a bar of steel in a vault in the capital,” she said, “before the best smith in the kingdom started working it.”

“Or the steel came out of the ground with it in.”

“Emrys.”

“I will not pretend that sentence is more frightening than the other one,” I said. “I have thought about it all night and I do not know which of them I would prefer.”

She put one finger on the dead blade’s ricasso and left it there while she thought.

“House Vellick has been in the runework trade for two hundred years,” she said. “This kingdom’s whole ladder runs off their grades and their tithes and their renewals, and every single thing in it fades, because that is the nature of matter, because a man in a tower says so in a nice voice on renewal day.”

“Yes.”

“And there is something older than all of it that cuts runes with no tool and does not fade at all.” She turned the cup in her hands. “Working what?”

“A forge of its own,” I said. “Somewhere. That is everything I have got, and I have got it from four pieces of evidence since the morning I woke up in Grayvern, and none of them will stand up in front of anybody.”

“Four.”

“This rune in the tang. Whatever re-forged me. The coals downstairs.” I turned the cup round. “And the single strokes on the wall of that tunnel under the hill, one every forty paces, cut with a tool that does not exist, by nobody the Registrar’s hall has ever heard of. I put my thumb in one of them on the way to the cistern and it felt exactly like standing in front of that hearth.”

“Then it needs a name,” said Verena, “because we are going to be talking about it for years and I refuse to keep calling it that thing.”

And that is how it got named, in a maintenance shop, over tea, at the tenth hour of a Monday morning by two people with cracked ribs and torn legs.

“The first forge,” I said. “Whatever it is. It was working before the house was, and before the academy, and I think before the arena.”

“The First Forge,” said Verena Rennick.

We went down to the undercroft afterward, both of us, and stood by the ancient hearth for a quarter of an hour.

The coals sat there.

They did not brighten, they did not stand up, they did not go gold from underneath. They lay in their worn dish and put out as much heat as a hearth should put out and no more, and my sight got nothing off them at all, the same nothing it has always got.

“Well,” said Verena.

“Yes.”

We told nobody else. That was the only decision either of us made about it that morning, and half of it was hers.

Isbeth Vellick left Grayvern on the Tuesday.

I know the hour because she stopped at the Annex on the way to the gate. She did not have to do that. It cost her something, and it was the fourth thing she did for me that year.

She came up the low path with the fog still lying in it, alone, on foot, with a groom leading two horses forty paces behind her.

Travelling plain. No Spire silver: a dark cloak, a plain grey riding coat, gloves, boots, her long straight silver hair braided back off her face for the road. In the coat she looked less like winter light and more like a woman going somewhere in weather.

I was in the doorway with a crate of stock on my hip, which is where I have spent most of my life.

“Master Stroud.”

“My lady.”

“I am recalled,” said Isbeth Vellick. “The house requires my report on the Vandermoor concession in person, and my report is nine pages long and contains not one usable fact, and it will be read by men who will not like it.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Do not be. It is a house matter and it is mine.” She looked past me down the aisle of the Annex, at the racks, the trestles, the queue, Tam sweeping at the far end with his arm still bandaged. “I audited this room at the start of term. It was the worst-kept working record I had seen in four years.”

“Ferrant does it his way, my lady.”

“It was also the one ledger in this academy,” she said, “in which somebody had written down what he had actually done.”

There was a silence of about three seconds, which in that woman’s company is an afternoon.

I had a dozen things I wanted to ask. The page. The hair in the fold. The two hundred and nine cores. The cold morning at a competitors’ bench with frost on her cloak and two sentences that saved everybody in an arena.

“My lady,” I said. “Why?”

Isbeth Vellick looked at me with those pale violet-grey eyes and did not answer the question.

What she did instead was reach up, with one gloved hand, and touch the high collar of her riding coat at the left side, just above the collarbone.

It is a small gesture. She does it perhaps once a month and I have seen it three times, and I had not once looked at it properly, because a man does not read a woman’s throat as though it were a lattice.

I looked at it now.

There is a scar-line under that collar. A hair’s width, three inches long, at the collarbone, and it is old: twelve years at least, laid clean by an extremely fine blade, the sort of cut a smith makes when he is setting an anchor and knows exactly where he is putting it.

I got a moment of it before her hand came down and the collar was where it had been.

“You fix broken runework,” said Isbeth Vellick.

“Yes.”

“Some cuts are load-bearing, bench-rat.” Her voice did not change at all. “Mind which is which, when you get to mine.”

Then she turned and walked down the low path to her horses and did not look back, and by the eighth hour the Vellick party was through the north gate on the capital road, and I was still standing in that doorway with a crate on my hip when the fog closed over the top of the low path.

The box came on the Wednesday.

It came by capital courier, meaning a man on a fast horse in a house livery, and he came into the Annex in the middle of the afternoon with it under his arm and asked for the smith.

Ferrant pointed at me without a word.

It was a flat case about the length of my forearm, in black leather over wood, with the house seal in wax on the clasp and a card slipped under the strap.

The card said, in a house clerk’s copperplate: THE SMITH. MAINTENANCE ANNEX. VANDERMOOR.

“Signature,” said the courier.

I signed for it. My hand was steady and I have never been prouder of anything.

Then he went out and got on his horse and rode away down the hill, and I stood at bench eleven with the case in front of me and the whole shop watching, because everybody in that room had worked out from the seal what house it came from.

“Out,” said Ferrant.

“Master Ferrant,”

“Out, the lot of you, yard, now.”

They went. Ferrant did not. Neither did Garvan, who came and stood at the end of the trestle with his arms folded, and neither did Verena, who had come in at the first hour and had not said anything at all since the courier walked through the door.

I opened it.

There is a smell that comes out of a case like that: leather, and beeswax, and the particular oil the capital armouries use, which I had not smelled in a year and which put me back on a stone floor between one breath and the next.

Inside, on a bed of dark green velvet, cut to fit, was my collar.

I have described this object once in this account, at the beginning, and I will not describe it in detail again.

It is a band of grey oath-metal, a finger wide, hinged at the back, with a seam at the front you cannot see and a lock you cannot reach. It weighs ten ounces. I wore it for forty years, and once a year a Vellick smith put a loupe to it with his knuckles resting on my windpipe and charged the household for the service, and the leash-lattice in it is a Vellick throttle-and-leash, four command words, one of which stops a man’s legs.

They had polished it.

The polish is what did the work. I looked at it and understood the whole of what was being said to me. It had been cleaned and buffed to a mirror, the way you finish a piece before you put it back into service, and every scratch it had ever taken off my own neck was gone.

And the lattice had been restored.

I read it lying in the case. It had been recut at the end of the summer, competently, by a right-handed journeyman with a habit of closing his terminals a fraction short, and given a fresh eleven-month fade schedule.

Eleven months. The same tick it had carried for forty years, so that once a year a man with a loupe would have to stand over me and charge the household ledger for the privilege. Somebody had renewed my collar in the same month I woke up, and booked next year’s renewal of my throat while they were at it.

Under it, on a folded card with a black seal, in a hand I had not seen in the best part of a year and which I would know at forty feet in a fog, five words.

Come home. Or we collect.

I have no idea how long I stood there.

What I remember is my legs. The fear did not start in my head at all; it arrived in the thighs and the backs of my knees, in the same order it had in a vault, and again in a dark Annex full of hired blades, and for about four seconds I was a piece of house property standing in front of an open case.

Then Verena put her hand flat between my shoulder blades.

She did not say anything. She did not take the case away or shut the lid or tell me to breathe. She stood there for as long as it took, and it took a while, and I came back up out of it and my legs were mine.

“Renward Vellick,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Say what it means. All of it, out loud, in this room, and then we will decide what to do about it.”

“It means he has known where I am since the month I woke up.” My voice came out level. “You do not send a man’s collar unless you know he will recognise it, and there is one man in Corvane who would recognise this piece, and he has been dead since the eleventh of Twelfthmonth.”

“So he knows you’re alive.”

“He knows something is alive that unmade the Everbright on the biggest sand in the kingdom with four cuts, and he had my collar taken out of storage and renewed four months ago, so he had a use in mind for it long before Tuesday.” I put my hands on the elm. “Balthus was right on the sand. I was a peculiarity in a repair log and now I am a maker’s mark.”

“And the note?”

“The note is a price,” I said. “Come home is the offer. Or we collect is the other column. He is a patriarch of a counting house and that is how he writes: two options, one line, no adjectives.”

Garvan spoke from the end of the trestle.

“Recoverable,” he said.

We all looked at him.

“Craftsman hire,” said Garvan. “Goods and chattels of the house. They come and take them back.”

That is a paragraph, out of Garvan, and it was the most useful thing anybody said that week.

I picked the collar up out of the velvet.

Everybody in that room went still, including me. Ten ounces. It is lighter than people expect, and it is warm from the case, and the inside of it is polished smooth because a rough band takes the skin off a man’s throat inside a month and a damaged piece of property works badly.

I carried it down the aisle to the anvil at the forge end, and I put it down on the face of it.

I went back and got the Everbright off my bench, and laid the dead sword on the anvil beside it.

“There,” I said.

“What’s that for?” said Ferrant.

“Evidence.” I looked at the two of them lying together on that black iron: ten ounces of grey oath-metal and four hundred and six dead runes, the entire sum of the man I used to be, and both of them now belonging to me. “One of them is what they made me carry and one of them is what they made me make. They can sit there and be looked at.”

Verena came and stood beside me.

“And when they come?” she said.

“Let them come,” I said.

Orla Selkirk came through the Annex door that evening, with the supper pot barely down on the trestle, at a dead run, holding a letter over her head, and knocked over the same stool she knocks over every time.

“CIRCUIT,” she bellowed.

The whole supper table turned round.

“Capital circuit. National meeting. Lance exhibition, opening card, and it says.” She flattened the letter on the trestle between the bowls and read off it, jabbing with her finger. “It says on the strength of the Vandermoor exhibition, a rating fight, with a placement in the circuit’s opening card, subject to trial. A rating fight, Ferrant. They rate you and then you’re on the card and then you’re in the book, forever, with a number that isn’t a stamp on a housing.”

“Sit down and eat,” said Ferrant.

“I am not going to eat, I am going to talk about this for two hours.” She got up on the trestle. “Right! Everyone! The capital circuit opens in the spring. Rennick is qualified by the crown, so she is going anyway. I am going because a man in a coat wrote in a book about me. Who else is coming?”

“You’ve been given a trial,” said Verena, “not a place.”

“I will take the trial and I will eat it.”

“You will take the trial with a rig that is rated at what you actually put out,” I said, “because I am going to be rebuilding it in this room between now and the spring, and I want you in here twice a week and I want you to stop lying to me about the buckles.”

Orla went completely quiet, standing on a trestle table in a room full of people, for the better part of three seconds.

Then she doubled the volume, which is what she does with it.

“Right! Well. Obviously. Twice a week, everybody heard him, and I have never lied about a buckle in my life.”

Rhona Corrick, at the end of the bench with her arm in its sling and a bowl on her knee, spoke without looking up.

“The circuit meets in the capital in the first week of the spring,” she said. “The lance card is on the second day. The siege-yards are on the third.”

Everybody looked at her.

“The what?” said Tam.

“The siege-yards.” She turned her bowl. “The old war grounds south of the capital wall. They run war-game exhibitions there for the circuit now: breach-and-hold, with teams. I have not been down there in fourteen years.”

She ate a spoonful of stew.

“There will be men there who were on my line,” said Rhona Corrick, “and I have some questions for them about a payment calendar.”

Nobody said anything.

“Right,” said Orla, into the silence, at half volume for once. “Well. That’s the third day sorted.”

There is a chart of Corvane on the wall of Ferrant’s little office, and it has been there since before the war, and it is out of date by two provinces.

Somebody dragged it out and pinned it up on the end of the rack that night, and a dozen people stood around it with bowls in their hands arguing about roads.

Grayvern here, on the estuary. The capital four days north-east by the coast road, six by the river. Kestrick and Ostwick, where the circuit’s other meetings are. The war grounds south of the capital wall, which Rhona put her finger on without saying anything else about it. Tallow Ford, where a garrison forge ground out a plain arming sword a lifetime ago: Verena found that one and did not mention it, and I noticed her not mentioning it.

I stood at the back with my tea and watched my family plan a campaign against a chart with two provinces missing.

Forty years in a stone room with one door in it, and four months on a bench in a trade city.

I said very little. My hands wanted a tool, and there was nothing on that wall to fix.

The Annex opened at the seventh hour on the Thursday after. There were sixty-eight pieces in the queue and a city full of people who had broken their gear celebrating.

Tam swept the aisle with one arm.

Garvan ground an edge at the far end, with that slow steady sound a wheel makes when the man on it knows exactly how much he is taking off.

Ferrant shouted at somebody about the tong rack.

Below us, in the undercroft, the coals sat in their dish and warmed the flags over them, patient as an old dog, and did nothing else at all.

And I sat down at bench eleven, and picked up a ticket, and read it.

It was a commission, and not a repair: the first private commission I have ever taken in either of my lives under my own name, from a Grayvern shipping family who had watched a monster come up through the floor of an arena and had decided that their harbour warehouse could do with a better ward.

At the bottom, where the smith’s name goes, the clerk had written STROUD, E.

I set the billet in the vise and picked up a chisel and put the point where it needed to go.

The grip held. It is a thing I have to check for now, first thing, every morning, before I trust either hand with anything, and that morning it was there.

The door of the Annex opened behind me and Verena Rennick came in out of the fog with her father’s sword on her hip and stood there watching me work.

The wet had got all through that heavy braid and darkened her blacks across the thighs, and she leaned in the door frame with one boot crossed over the other and let me take my time about looking, because she knows what she is doing when she stands like that.

The strongest runesmith in Corvane died in a vault with no name on anything he ever made, and the one at this bench is better.

I cut the first stroke.


Thanks for reading.

Leo Thornvale here. A couple of ways to get more:

	Visit my website. Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow me on Amazon. The simplest way to keep up with new releases.



On Kindle Unlimited, every page you read is what keeps me writing them.

Hope you enjoyed the story.

Leo Thornvale
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