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Chapter One


THE FORGE IN WINTER



The horse was patient, which Callen appreciated. Patient horses made for honest work, and honest work was the only kind he wanted to do anymore.

He stood with the gelding's left hind hoof cradled between his knees, the rasp moving in long even strokes across the wall of the foot. The horse's owner — a wiry man named Hess who ran trade between the settlement and the frontier holds two valleys west — leaned against the doorframe of the forge with his arms folded and a piece of dried apple in his teeth.

"Cold one," Hess said around the apple.

"Colder than yesterday. Snow's already down past the second ridge."

"Saw that coming up. Won't be long before the pass closes."

Callen ran the rasp twice more along the toe, then set the hoof down and straightened, one hand pressing into the small of his back. He moved around the gelding's flank, ran a palm along the warm hide, and lifted the right hind. The horse leaned obligingly into the work.

The forge breathed around him in its old familiar way. Coals settled. A chisel he'd finished an hour ago ticked as it cooled on the anvil. The smell of hot iron and horn mingled with the bite of pine smoke from the kindling stack by the door. Outside, somewhere over the eastern wall, a child shouted something to another child and was answered with laughter.

He fitted the new shoe cold against the trimmed hoof, eyed the seat, then took it back to the anvil for a quarter-turn of the heel. The hammer had a weight he had stopped noticing years ago and had begun, lately, to notice again — not because it was heavy, but because it was exactly the weight it had always been.

He set the shoe back to the foot. Drove the first nail. Clenched it. The gelding did not so much as flick an ear.

"Patient horse," Callen said.

"Best one I've had in ten years," Hess agreed. "Won't even spook at thunder. Walked through a rockslide last spring like it was a parade."

"Don't tell him that. He'll start charging you parade prices."

Hess huffed — the closest he came to a laugh — and went back to chewing his apple.

Outside the forge's open south wall — Callen had taken down the old shutters last month because the winter light was too good to give up — the settlement lay under its first proper snow of the season. Not heavy yet: the kind that settled in the angles of roofs and along bare orchard branches, picking out the shape of every made thing. The mountains beyond the valley wore a deeper coat, solid white from the high passes down to the treeline. Above them the sky was the pale washed blue this country only achieved in the cold months, when the air went thin and the sun forgot how to be warm.

He drove the second nail. The third. Clinched, and moved to the next hoof.

High on the limestone outcrop above the eastern wall, where the cliff jutted out over the valley like a watchtower carved by something larger than people, a long blue-black shape lay stretched along the warm stone with its wings half-folded and its great head pillowed on one foreleg. From the forge, all Callen could see of him was an outline against the sky — a curve of spine, the slow rise and fall of one flank. Kyraleth had eaten well that morning. An elk taken cleanly two days ago, dragged back to the cliff and shared down with the younger dragons, the bones already picked. He had retreated to the cliff for one of his slow winter dozes.

Not sleep, exactly. He had narrowed his attention to the things he cared most about — the warmth of the stone under his belly, the wind smelling for things that did not belong, the steady hum of the bond with the man at the forge — and let everything else recede.

Through the bond, faint as a distant heartbeat, Callen could feel him there. Content. Watchful.

Cold day, Callen sent, more for the touch of it than because he had anything to say.

Cold here, Kyraleth replied, after a moment. Not as cold as the stone wants me to think. Sun is on the rock.

Show off.

Always.

Callen smiled into the gelding's flank and drove the last nail.
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He finished the shoeing by the time the bell at the kitchen rang for the noon meal. Not the watchtower bell — the smaller iron one Thessa kept by the back door of the hall, the one she rang when there was bread coming out of the oven and she wanted everyone within hearing to know about it. Hess paid him in the agreed mix of coin and a half-bag of milled oats, with the promise of a second half-bag on his return trip in the spring. They clasped forearms, and the trader led the gelding out through the gate of the forge yard at the easy pace of a man who had nowhere he needed to be before nightfall.

The chisel had finished tempering. He wiped it down with an oil rag, set it on the rack with its brothers, then stood for a moment in the warm gloom with his hands resting on the cool edge of the anvil.

This was the part that surprised him still. Not the work — he had always known the work. The surprise was the quiet. He could stand here at the end of a morning's labor, iron under his fingernails, an ache in his shoulders, and feel settled. This was the shape of his days now, and the shape was good. Nothing was about to come through the door and demand he be something other than a man at his forge.

Three months since the glacier. Three months since he had crawled out of the ice with his hands bleeding and his people behind him. Three months since Solara had cracked her shell and tumbled out wet and golden into Nora's lap, and Nora had laughed the way Callen had not heard her laugh since before any of it began.

Long enough that the worst of the dreams from the journey north had faded — the corrupted wolves, the doubt-frost in his bones from Brother Cairn's strikes, the moment in the prison chamber when Vaelthrix had looked at him with a face that was almost human again and said — quietly, finally — that he had been wrong, and had asked Callen to find someone else to prove it. Long enough that his hands had stopped flinching at the wrong sounds. Long enough that he had begun, cautiously, to believe what every part of him wanted to believe.

The hard work was done.

He turned the thought over the way he sometimes turned a piece of iron in the fire, looking for the places where the color was wrong. He could not find any. The Baron sat in a stone cell in the capital and would die in one. The corruption was sealed in the deep with a dragon who had finally chosen his vigil. The Academy had a royal charter and a name spoken with respect rather than suspicion. Vaelindra had decided after Solara's hatching that the bond between the girl and the dragonet was acceptable — which from her was the warmest thing she would ever say about anything. The settlement was rebuilding the granary that had burned in the spring. A new well was being dug in the lower yard. Two of the older students had announced their intention to bond-train through the winter, and three new families had arrived from the south asking for shelter and offering work.

The ledgers of his life balanced. Not perfectly — he had killed thirty-seven people once, and that ledger had its own accounting no winter would ever settle — but enough. Enough that he could look at the long grey months ahead and see them not as a siege to be endured but as a gift: a season for rebuilding, for sitting at his own table and watching his daughter grow into the strange, bright, terrifying thing she was becoming. A season for being a father, in the way he had not allowed himself to be a father for most of the past year because the world had kept demanding he be something else first.

He had earned it. They had all earned it.

You are happy, Kyraleth observed from his cliff.

I am.

Then sit in it. Don't worry it like a loose tooth.

The bond went quiet again. Not closed — just easy.
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He was banking the forge fire and thinking, vaguely, about the chain links the upper stable wanted, when he heard the small fast feet in the snow outside.

He knew the rhythm before he knew the voice.

"Papa."

Nora came through the open south wall in a rush of cold air and red wool, her cheeks bright from running and her dark hair escaping the braid Amara had put in it that morning. She had a basket on one hip — wicker, lined with a folded cloth, steam coming up off the top of it in the cold air — and the other hand held out for balance against the doorframe as she skidded to a stop on the packed dirt.

"Papa," she said again, breathless with importance, "Mama says if you don't eat the soup while it's hot she's not bringing you any more soup ever, and also Solara fell off the wall again."

"Good morning to you too, Little Spark."

"It is morning, but it's almost not. Thessa says it's almost noon and you have to come inside, but I said I'd bring it." She set the basket down on the cool end of the anvil with the careful ceremony of someone delivering something more precious than its actual contents. She lifted the cloth, and steam rose off a covered crock and a half-loaf of dark bread and a small wedge of the hard cheese the south traders brought up in the autumn. "Soup. Bread. Cheese. And —" she dug under the cloth and produced, with a flourish, a baked apple wrapped in waxed parchment "— this. Thessa said you didn't have to share it."

"Generous of Thessa."

"I told her you would share it anyway."

"I might."

"You will." Nora's face was grave. "You always do."

He pulled the stool out from under the workbench and set it for her, then turned the wooden crate by the anvil on its end for himself. They sat down to eat in the warm gloom with the snow falling slow and intermittent past the open wall.

The soup was good. Thessa's winter soup, with the root vegetables and the smoked meat and a pinch of the southern spice that had become her signature ever since Hess had brought up a sack of it in trade. Nora ate her own portion — she had brought a smaller crock for herself, of course, because she had not come up here only on his behalf — with the focused attention of a child who had been outside all morning and earned her appetite. Beneath her coat, just visible at the collar, Callen could see the leather thong of the Pyrin focus-stone Elder Shendra had given her at the start of winter — a smoothed disc of fire-glass no bigger than a coin, meant for steadying the breath before flame-work. Nora did not really need it any longer; her control had outgrown that kind of crutch months ago. But Shendra had given it to her with both hands and the grave courtesy of a teacher honoring a student, and Nora wore it because that was the point. Beneath his own apron, against his chest, Callen could feel the answering weight of the anchor cord she had braided for him before he rode north — bronze and silver and iron, her braided gift, with a fire-glass strand from this same batch — and beside it, where he had not let himself think about it for three months, the colder, flatter weight of the Keeper tablet he had not yet told anyone about.

"How is she?" Callen asked.

Nora did not need to ask who.

"She's fine. She's just clumsy. She tried to fly from the top of the wall down to the courtyard and she got the angle wrong and went into the snowbank by the cooper's shed." Nora's face split in a grin. "She made a hole shaped like a dragon. Like, exactly shaped like a dragon. With wings. And then she climbed out and shook the snow off and stomped at me because I was laughing."

"Did you help her out?"

"I offered. She didn't want help. She wanted to do it herself." Nora rolled her eyes. "She always wants to do it herself. Then she gets mad when she can't."

"I wonder where she gets that from."

"Papa."

He smiled around a piece of bread.

Through the open wall he could see them now if he turned his head — a flash of amber-gold down by the lower yard, the dragonet picking her way along the top of a low stone wall with her wings half-extended for balance. She was small still, no larger than a big hunting dog, and her wings were too big for her body in the way young dragons' wings always were. She walked with the careful exaggerated dignity of a creature who had recently fallen off something and was determined that no one — least of all the universe — would ever catch her doing it again. She had not been clumsy inside her shell. The long weeks of pre-natal listening, of perceiving the world through Nora's senses, had given her a mind older than her body by the time she hatched. But minds and bodies were different things, and Solara was learning to fly the way every young dragon learned to fly — awkwardly, with many holes in many snowbanks.

He looked at his daughter, sitting on the stool in his forge with her boots dangling above the floor and a smear of soup on the corner of her mouth that she had not noticed yet, and felt the familiar thing happen in his chest. Gratitude was the closest word, and gratitude was too thin. He was holding a thing — a moment, a child, a winter morning, a basket of hot soup — that the world had not been obligated to give him.

It ached, a little.

"You have soup on your face," he said.

"Where?"

"Right corner. No — your right. There."

She wiped it with the back of her wrist and inspected the wrist with grave concern, as if soup might still be lurking there in ambush, then turned her serious dark eyes on him.

"Papa."

"Hmm?"

"Are you sleeping all right?"

The question landed like a thrown stone hitting still water.

He kept his face easy. Took another spoonful of soup. Chewed a piece of meat that did not, suddenly, have very much taste. "I'm sleeping fine, Little Spark. Why?"

"You make a noise sometimes. In the night. Mama says it's just dreams, but you do it more lately." Nora was watching him with the unflinching attention she gave to anything that interested her. "Two nights ago you said a word I didn't know. It sounded like counting, but you said it weird."

"I don't remember."

"That's because you were asleep." She said this with the patience of a child explaining the obvious to an adult who ought to have known better. "I just wanted to make sure you were all right."

"I'm all right. Truly."

She studied him a moment longer. Whatever she was looking for, she did not find it, or did not find enough of it. But she was nine, and polite by nature, and she had been raised to know when a conversation had reached the place where pushing further would be unkind. She nodded once, the way she had seen Amara nod when Amara was deciding to leave a thing for later, and went back to her soup.

The bond hummed.

Callen.

Quiet. Patient.

Not now, Callen sent back. Please.

Not now, Kyraleth agreed. Soon.

The bond softened again. But it did not entirely let go.
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Nora finished her soup, refused to share the baked apple ("It's yours, Papa, Thessa said"), accepted half of it anyway when he broke it in two and held the larger piece out to her, and gathered her empty crock and her cloth back into the basket with the brisk efficiency of someone who had been entrusted with an errand. At the doorway she paused and looked back over her shoulder, framed in the cold blue light of the open wall with snow drifting past behind her and her braid coming loose over the collar of her red wool coat.

"I'll tell Mama you ate it all."

"Tell her I said the spice was good."

"I'll tell her you said the spice was perfect."

"Don't oversell it. She'll know."

"Fine. Very good. But almost perfect."

"Better."

She grinned at him — the quick bright grin he had thought, more than once during the year just past, that he would never get to see again — and was gone, her boots crunching in the new snow, the basket bumping against her hip. Down by the lower yard the amber-gold shape on the wall lifted its head at the sound of her, and Callen heard, faint but unmistakable, the small ratcheting chirr Solara made when she was pleased about something. Nora called out — Sol! Sol, come on! — and the dragonet launched herself off the wall in a short ragged hop that was more falling than flying. She caught the air at the last moment with a frantic backbeat of those too-large wings, and made it perhaps ten feet before her front claws touched down in the snow with the graceful agility of a dropped sack of grain.

Nora's laugh — clear, unguarded, young — rang across the yard.

Callen stood in the doorway of his forge with the half-eaten baked apple in his hand and watched them go. His daughter and her dragon. The girl in the red coat and the bright thing in the snow beside her, fitting themselves together one ungainly hop at a time into a partnership the world had not seen the like of.

The ache in his chest came again. Stronger.

This, he thought, is what the rest of it was for.

Everything. The forge in the long-ago years. The Black Veil's hand on his shoulder when he had been too young to refuse it. The thirty-seven names. The flight from that life and the half-life after. Kyraleth's golden eye on him in a dark place when he had stopped expecting to be looked at by anything that wished him well. The Academy's first stone. Nora's small fingers learning to grip a hammer. The glacier. The white-haired Keeper's lowered hand. All of it had been for this. For a winter morning in a forge with a basket of soup and a child laughing at a dragon who could not yet fly properly.

He bit into the apple. It was good. Thessa had used the last of the autumn honey, and the skin had gone soft and sweet under the heat.

I am going to be a father this winter, he thought.

Not in the sense that he had not been one before. In the sense that he would be one only. The part of him which had spent a year holding the world up could finally set the world down and pick his daughter up instead. No more rides north. No more courtrooms. No more glaciers.

He believed it. Standing in the doorway of his forge with apple on his lips and snow on the air and Kyraleth's slow patient breathing humming through the bond from the cliff above, he believed it the way a man believes the ground will hold him.

He turned back inside, set the apple on the corner of the bench, and picked up his hammer. He went to the rack of cooled iron to choose a stock for the upper stable's chain.

His hand was on the third bar from the left when the bell rang.

Not Thessa's bell. Not the kitchen iron. The other one. The bronze bell mounted in the wooden cradle at the top of the watchtower above the eastern gate, the deep-voiced one Lysara's people rang only for the things that needed to be known by everyone in the valley at once.

One. Two. Three.

Clean. Unhurried. The kind of ringing that meant the man on the tower was not afraid yet, only certain.

A pause. Long enough for the sound to settle. Long enough for every head in the settlement to lift.

One. Two. Three.

Three more.

Approaching travelers.

Callen stood very still in the middle of his forge with the iron bar in his right hand and the hammer in his left and the warm glow of the banked coals at his back.

On the cliff above, Kyraleth raised his great head from his foreleg and opened both eyes.

Callen.

I heard.

He set the iron bar back in the rack. Set the hammer down on the anvil — gently, so it would not ring. There had been enough ringing. He wiped his hands on the leather of his apron.

The baked apple sat half-eaten on the corner of the workbench. Outside the open south wall the snow had thickened in the few minutes since Nora had left. He could no longer see her in the lower yard. She had gone in.

Three short. Pause. Three more, Kyraleth said, already gathering himself on the cliff, the great muscles along his shoulders shifting under the blue-black scales as he came up out of his doze into full waking. That is the count for visitors, not threat.

I know.

Then why are you standing as if it were both?

Callen did not answer at once. He was looking down at his own hand on the edge of the anvil — at the iron under his nails, at the healed scars across the knuckles, at the way the fingers had not quite uncurled from the shape they had taken around the hammer.

He had dreamed, the night before last, of walking through a landscape of black glass under a sky with no sun in it. The glass had cracked under his boots in the slow geometric way that ice cracks on a frozen lake. Somewhere ahead of him, just out of sight beyond a low rise, a voice he did not know had been counting his footsteps. Forty-one. Forty-two. Forty-three. Calm. Patient. The way a man counts coins he is sure of. He had woken with the count in his mouth and Amara's hand on his shoulder and the early grey of the bedroom around him, and he had told her it was nothing, and she had not pressed.

Because the dreams have started counting faster, he said to Kyraleth.

The bond went very quiet. Then —

Ah, said Kyraleth. And under the single syllable was the long, tired, fond patience of a creature who had been waiting for exactly this admission. He was already — Callen could feel it through the bond like a shift of weather — beginning to descend from the cliff.

Callen took his coat down from the peg and pulled it on over the leather apron. He banked the forge fire down to a sleeping red and set the iron screen across the front. Without thinking about it, he checked the worn knife at his hip.

Outside, somewhere across the settlement, a second bell answered the first — the smaller one at the lower gate, acknowledging. The day had taken on the focused stillness of a place where every adult had just stopped what they were doing and looked toward the eastern wall.

Callen stepped out of his forge into the snow.

Above him, on the cliff, the great blue-black shape of his dragon spread his wings against the pale winter sky and dropped from the stone in a long unhurried glide toward the eastern gate.

The hard work, Callen had told himself an hour ago, was done.

He walked toward the gate to find out what was wrong with that sentence.


Chapter Two


WHAT THE DEAD MAN SAID



The eastern gate stood open by the time Callen reached it, both leaves drawn back into their iron sockets. Lysara's people moved with the practiced choreography of a watch managing a situation, not fearing one. Two gate guards stood inside the threshold, hands resting on the pommels of their swords. Not drawn. A third had climbed the short ladder to the watch platform above and was leaning on the rail with a horn at his hip, looking out along the eastern road. The bell that had brought Callen running was already silent.

He came up the inside of the wall at his usual unhurried pace. Leather apron still belted. Coat not quite buttoned. Hands not quite clean. He had learned, a long time ago, that walking quickly toward a gate told everyone at the gate that you were afraid of what was outside it.

Above him, the long blue-black shadow of Kyraleth slid across the snow.

The dragon did not land. He banked once over the gate at the height of about three rooftops, low enough that the guards instinctively ducked, then came around in a wide unhurried circle and rose again to a holding altitude above the eastern stand of pines. From there he could see the road for a mile in either direction without making himself the centerpiece of whatever was about to walk through the gate.

Caravan, he sent. Six wagons. Two outriders ahead, three trailing. They are moving slowly. One of the wagons has its rear curtain laced shut and a man riding on the box beside the driver who is not the driver. The lead horse on the third wagon is favoring her left foreleg.

Colors? Standards?

None. Frontier hides and trade canvas. Common road gear.

Anything wrong with the way they're moving?

A pause. The pause was not for thought; Kyraleth had already finished thinking.

They are not afraid of being attacked. They are afraid of something they are bringing with them.

Callen reached the gate.

Lysara was already there. She had come down from the upper wall by the inside stair and was standing in the center of the open arch with her arms folded across the front of her leather and her braid pulled forward over her left shoulder — the way she always wore it when she expected the next hour of her life to involve strangers, weapons, and decisions she had not been given enough information to make.

"Trader caravan," she said before he could ask. "Six wagons. Donal up top recognized the lead driver — name of Halder, runs the southwest spur out of Varresford twice a year. He's stopped here twice before. Both times for a meal and a roof and out by sunup."

"And this time?"

"This time he sent his outrider ahead at a hard run with a request to enter under medical priority and to fetch you to the gate by name. The outrider used the word please, which Donal says he has not heard Halder use in eleven years of knowing him." An unamused twitch at the corner of her mouth. "So I rang the bell."

"Three short, pause, three more."

"Three short for visitors. Pause and three more for something the watch wants the master smith to see. Since the master smith is also the only Dragon Singer in three hundred miles, I figured the second three would carry."

"They carried."

"Good." She turned her head slightly toward the road. "Here he comes."

The lead wagon was a heavy four-wheeled trader's box of the kind that crossed the southwest territories in slow looping circuits between the frontier holds — boards weathered to the color of old bone, iron tires pitted with the salt and grit of long roads, the canvas top patched twice and re-patched a third time over the second patch. The two horses pulling it were broad-chested working animals with the patient ground-eating walk of beasts who knew exactly how much road was left between them and the next stable.

The man on the box was about Callen's age and nearly his weight — wide weathered face, beard going gray in irregular patches. Deep-set eyes catalogued the gate, the wall, the men on it, the dragon circling above the pines. All in the first three seconds. Nothing registered as surprise.

He brought the wagon to a halt ten paces short of the gate. Did not dismount. Did not call out. He set the brake, let the reins go slack in his lap, and waited.

That told Callen what kind of arrival this was. A man stopping ten paces short did not want to bring his cargo any closer until you agreed to take it from him.

Callen walked out through the gate. Lysara fell in half a step behind him on his left.

"Halder," Callen said when he was close enough not to have to raise his voice.

"Master Smith." The trader inclined his head a careful inch. He had the low slow voice of a man who had learned long ago that most arguments on the road were won by the person who spoke last and quietest. "I appreciate the quick answer."

"Donal said you used the word please."

"I did."

"Tell me why."

Halder's eyes went past Callen for a moment, to the curtained third wagon. Then back.

"Six days ago we were two days west of the last marked watering hole on the southwest spur. Past Varresford. Past the gypsum flats. The country out there is mostly nothing — scrub and stone and the kind of wind that takes the skin off your face if you turn the wrong way. We were on the return leg, light wagons, making good time. My forward outrider — boy named Kessa, sharp eyes, you'd like her — came back at a trot saying she'd seen a man on foot half a mile off the track, walking the wrong direction. Wrong direction meaning out of the empty, not into it. Meaning he was coming from somewhere there is nothing to come from."

Callen waited.

"We stopped. I sent Kessa and two others. They brought him in across a horse. He was not in good shape when we found him, and he was in worse shape by the time we got him into the wagon, and he was dead an hour before we came in sight of your watchtower." Halder's hands had been resting loose on his thighs the whole time. They did not move. "He spoke before he died. Twice. Once in a language none of us knew, which I will tell you about when you have looked at him. Once in common, which I will tell you now, because I will not have it weighing on me a second longer than it has already weighed."

"Tell me."

"He said The seed still sleeps." Halder's eyes did not leave Callen's face. "And then he said Tell the Singer who healed the ice."

The wind moved across the open road behind the caravan. Up the line, the lame mare on the third wagon shifted her weight off the bad foreleg with a small unhappy snort.

Callen kept his face still.

His left hand stayed at his side. His weight did not shift. He finished the breath he had been taking when Halder said the word ice. Underneath, everything rearranged.

"The Singer who healed the ice," he repeated. Flat. Conversational. The same tone he had used to ask Halder why he had said please.

"Those were his words."

"In broken common."

"In broken common. The first part — the seed still sleeps — was clean. The second part he had to try twice. He was holding onto the words by the end. He was not holding on for long."

"And the language you didn't recognize."

"I'll let you hear it from someone who heard it more than I did. Kessa was the one who held his head. I'll bring her to you in the cold room, if you'll let me bring the body inside."

"Bring him in," Callen said. "Through the eastern gate. Take the wagon to the back of the healers' yard, by the stone shed with the heavy door. Lysara will send someone to meet you and to find a place for the rest of your wagons. Your animals will be stabled and fed. Your people will be fed and given a place to sleep. We'll look at the body tonight. We'll talk to your outrider tonight. You won't be charged for any of this."

Halder absorbed this without expression. He inclined his head the second careful inch of the conversation, picked up the reins, released the brake, and clucked his horses into a slow walk.

As the wagon rolled past, Callen caught the smell that came off the curtained third wagon behind it — faint, beneath the honest road smells of horse and canvas and wood smoke. Not corruption. He had learned the smell of corruption in the deep ice and would have known it instantly. This was something else. Something dryer. Something almost mineral. The smell of a stone that had been kept out of the sun for a long time and recently brought into the cold air.

He filed it away.

Kyraleth.

I am here.

Stay up. Stay close. Watch the road behind them, not the wagons — for anything that has been following them, and waiting until they got somewhere they thought was safe.

A pause, this one a true pause. Then —

Yes, Kyraleth said. I felt that thought before you sent it.
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The cold room was at the back of the healers' yard, attached to the side of the stone shed where Amara and her people stored the things that needed to keep through the winter — preserved roots, jars of honey, a wheel or two of the harder cheeses, the dried herbs from the autumn cuttings hanging on their cords from the rafters. It was not, properly, a mortuary. The settlement did not have one — they were a young community in a high country, and most of their dead had been buried or burned within the day. The cold room got used for bodies only when there was a reason to look at one before the looking would not be possible anymore.

It got used tonight.

Halder's people brought the man in on a length of wagon canvas, four of them carrying — Halder himself at the head, the outrider Kessa at the feet, two others at the sides. They did it without ceremony and without any of the clumsy fumbling that men unused to handling the dead will sometimes do. Halder's caravan had clearly carried bodies before. The frontier was that kind of country.

They laid him out on the long pine table that ran down the middle of the cold room. Amara had cleared the herb cords from the rafters earlier and lit the four oil lamps. Beside the body she had laid out a folded sheet of clean linen, a basin of cold water, and a stack of cloths. She touched Callen's elbow once, stepped out, and closed the door behind her. The look she had given him as she closed it was not a question. It was an instruction: find out what this is, and then come and tell me, and then we will decide what we are going to do.

Pavel was already inside.

He had been outside on the perimeter when the bell rang and had come in with the second relief. Now he stood at the foot of the pine table with his arms folded across the dark leather of his scout's coat, his white-hot Pyrin fire banked so far down beneath the surface that you would not have known it was there if you hadn't seen it on a winter morning.

"You wanted me," he said when Callen came in.

"I wanted someone who could tell me what country this man's coat came from. And what kind of stones his boots had walked through. And whether the way he died was the way someone in that country would expect a man to die." Callen pulled the door closed behind him and crossed to the foot of the table opposite Pavel. "I have eyes for the body. You have eyes for the road he came in on."

Pavel nodded.

They worked in silence for the first long minute. The dead man was, as Halder had said, wiry — narrow at the hip and shoulder, with the lean ropy musculature of someone who had walked for a living rather than ridden, and skin weathered to the color and texture of harness leather across the parts of him that had been exposed to wind and sun. His age was hard to read. Forty, perhaps. Possibly fifty. The mouth and the lines at the corners of the eyes argued for older; the hands argued for younger.

The clothing was the first strange thing.

He wore four layers, which by itself was not unusual for cold-country travel. But the layers were not from anywhere Callen had seen before. The innermost was a tight-knit undertunic of fine pale wool, undyed, with bone toggles down the front in place of laces. The second layer was a thick felt shirt cut long in the sleeves and the body, with overlapping panels at the chest that fastened with a slanted seam Callen had never seen on any garment from the Kingdom or its neighbors. The third was a sleeveless leather vest cut from a dark hide he could not place — not deer, not goat, not any of the cattle hides he knew — and tooled along the front edge with a faint repeating pattern that looked, in the lamplight, like a row of overlapping crescents. The outermost was a long heavy coat of the same unfamiliar dark hide, lined with a coarse silvered fur that Pavel touched once with the back of two fingers and frowned at.

"Mountain hare," Pavel said. "Maybe. The undercoat is wrong for the hares we have here. The guard hairs are stiffer. From higher country than this, or colder, or both."

"Both, probably."

"The vest is interesting. The way the panels overlap on the chest — that's a southern pattern. Or what I would call southern, except I have never seen anyone south of the gypsum flats wear anything like it. It's a way of cutting a vest so that you can ride hard without the wind getting under it. Coastal people do something a little like it. But this is not coastal leather."

"And the boots?"

Pavel went around to the foot of the table and lifted one of the dead man's boots gently with both hands. They were tall — almost to the knee — and laced up the outside with a flat braided cord that did not match the boots, as if the original lacing had failed somewhere on the road and been replaced with whatever the wearer had on him. Pavel turned the sole toward the lamplight.

"He has been on stone for a long time," he said. "Hard stone. The wear on the heels is from rock, not road. There is a fine pale dust ground into the seam between the sole and the upper that I do not recognize at all — it is not chalk, not gypsum, not granite grit. It looks almost like ground bone but it is not bone. I'd want to wash a sample of it and look at it in better light." He set the boot down. "Wherever he came from, the last hundred miles of his walk were across country no map I have ever seen has marked."

Callen had been working his way up the body from the other end. He had checked the hands — the calluses said climber, walker, knot-tier, not a fighter — and was now at the throat.

He paused.

The collar of the felt shirt had been pulled aside slightly during transport. Beneath the angle of the dead man's jaw, just under the line where the beard ended and the soft skin of the throat began, there was a faint pattern of marks across the side of his neck. Callen lifted the lamp from the nearest sconce and brought it close.

The marks were small. Each one was about the size of a child's thumbnail. They were arranged in a loose curving cluster of nine or ten, fanning down from below the ear toward the hollow of the throat. They were not bruises and they were not scars and — he was certain of this from the first instant he saw them — they were not corruption scales.

He had seen corruption scales. On Kira's collar when she was bad. On the hybrid creatures in the Burning Valleys. On the dissolving body of a man eight centuries dead in a chamber under a glacier. They had a particular wrongness — a wet refractive quality, a sense of moving while you watched them, a smell. These marks had none of that.

These looked like the marks left behind by something that had once been there and was no longer.

The skin where they sat had taken on the faintest pearled thickness, the way a healed scar will sometimes thicken without changing color. Within that thickening you could see the ghost of a pattern — overlapping rounded shapes, each one a little larger than the one above it, fitted together with the precise economy of fish scales or roof tiles. Or dragon scales. Not on the surface. Under it, the way an old tattoo will show through the skin of an arm long after the ink has begun to fade — except no one had put these here from outside. They had grown out of the inside, stopped, and over time subsided back into the body as if it had decided to absorb them.

Callen lifted the cuff of the felt shirt at the right wrist.

The same pattern, smaller, fanned across the inside of the wrist where the skin was thin and pale.

He checked the left wrist. The same. He checked behind both ears. Behind the right ear, very faint, almost gone — the same.

"Pavel."

The Pyrin came around the table. Callen tilted the lamp so that the marks at the wrist were lit at the right angle.

Pavel looked for a long moment.

"That is not corruption," he said.

"No."

"What is it?"

"I don't know yet." Callen straightened. "But it is old. He was born with it, or it was put on him before he could remember, and his body has been quietly trying to reabsorb it for most of his life. Whatever it is, it's finished. It's not active. He didn't die of this. And he is not the only one who has it. A body does not invent this on its own. Whatever he was born with, he was born into a population who were all born with it. Somewhere west of the gypsum flats there are people who have been carrying this across generations — long enough that the bodies have learned to put the pattern down and then take it back up again the way skin learns a scar. Whatever the thing is, it is not new to them. It is what they are.”

"Then what did he die of?"

Callen had been looking for that, too. He found it now, when he opened the front of the felt shirt all the way and the lamplight fell across the dead man's chest.

A puncture wound, just below the collarbone on the left side. Small. Round. Edges clean. The kind of wound a narrow blade leaves when it is driven straight in by someone who knows where the lung is and how to get under the bone. The wound had been bandaged, and the bandage had been changed at least once on the road — Callen could see the second cleaner cloth packed against the skin under the first — but the wound itself had been unsurvivable from the moment it happened. Whoever had bandaged it had been buying the man time to walk, not time to live.

"Knife," Pavel said. "Long thin blade. Not a frontier knife."

"No. Not a frontier knife." Callen set the lamp down on the table beside the body. "He was stabbed by someone who knew exactly what they were doing, and then he walked. From wherever the empty country gives way to the gypsum flats — at minimum — to the place Halder's outrider found him. With a punctured lung and one purpose."

"To get the words to you."

"To get the words to the Singer who healed the ice. He didn't know who that was. He only knew the description."

Pavel was quiet a moment. "Pockets?"

They went through the pockets together. The coat had four. The vest had two. The felt shirt had a small inner pouch sewn in beside the heart. Most of what they found was unremarkable — a flint and steel in a leather sleeve, a folded packet of the hard waxy travel cake that frontier walkers carried, a length of braided cord with three knots tied in it at uneven intervals, a horn comb worn smooth at the teeth, a single iron ring threaded onto a thong and worn around the neck inside the undertunic — plain and unornamented, the kind of token a man might keep to remember a wife or a sister or an oath.

In the inner pouch sewn beside the heart, they found the stone.

It was about the size of a robin's egg, oval, smoothed by what had clearly been a great deal of handling. Black — not the dull black of basalt or the gray-black of slate, but a deep glossy black that drank the lamplight and gave back almost nothing. When Callen turned it in his fingers it had the cool weight of stone, but the surface was almost too smooth to be stone, as if it had been shaped by something other than tools.

It was etched.

The etching was shallow but precise, cut into one face of the stone in a pattern of angular marks that did not, at first glance, look like writing. They looked like the marks one might make to record a count of something, or the points of a star map, or the placement of stones on a board for a game whose rules had been forgotten. But the more Callen looked at them, the more they resolved into the deliberate economy of a script — characters with consistent proportions, with strokes that had been made in a specific order, by a hand that had been trained in this and only this.

He had never seen the script before in his life.

Through the bond, very quietly, Kyraleth said: Show me.

Callen lifted the stone closer to the lamp and turned his head slightly so that the dragon could see what he was seeing.

The bond went still. Not inattention — the stillness of a mind that had just looked at a thing it did not have a category for and set down its tools to look more carefully.

I do not know this, Kyraleth said at last. I have inherited memory of many languages from many ages, including some that no human now alive has ever heard spoken. This is none of them.

Could it be older than the inheritance?

Yes. Older than I have words for. Possibly older than the dragons who began the line that ends with me.

Callen lowered the stone slowly back to the table beside the dead man's hand.

He looked across the body at Pavel. Pavel was watching his face the way a man watches a friend who has just been told that someone he loves is sick.

"Get Finch," Callen said.

[image: ]


The scholar came in still buttoning the cuff of his shirt — he had been at his desk in the archive when the runner found him, and had not stopped to put on his outer robe, which for Finch was a measure of urgency more reliable than any number of running footsteps. His hair was a disorder of grey and brown around the round wire frames of his spectacles. His ink-stained fingers smelled, faintly, of the rare scholarly resin he used to fix his more important notes against smudging.

He came into the cold room, and he saw the body, and he stopped.

His eyes went first to the face. Then to the throat. Then, when Callen lifted the cuff of the felt shirt, to the pattern of pearled marks on the inside of the wrist. Then — and this was the moment Callen would later remember most clearly — to the black stone lying beside the dead man's curled hand.

The lenses of Finch's spectacles caught the lamplight and held it. They had been doing that all winter when he sat by the archive fire, a faint amber shimmer that meant nothing in particular. Now, as Finch's gaze settled on the stone, the shimmer in the lenses sharpened — went briefly, distinctly cold, the way a clear pool goes cold when something passes underneath it — and then it steadied again at a different brightness than it had been a moment before.

Finch noticed it himself. He had to. He lifted one ink-stained hand to the side of the right lens as if to be sure of what he had just felt against the small bones of his face.

"Oh," he said, very quietly.

Then the color went out of his face by stages.

"Where," he said, "did this man come from?"

"The southwest. Past Varresford. Past the gypsum flats. From country no one has mapped."

"And he died here?"

"He died an hour out from the watchtower. He spoke before he died. Twice. The first time was in a language no one in the caravan recognized. The second time was in broken common." Callen kept his voice level. "The phrase he spoke in common was The seed still sleeps. Tell the Singer who healed the ice."

Finch made a sound.

It was not a word. It was the sound a man makes when something he has been carrying alone in the back of his mind for a long time finally connects to something he has been afraid would arrive.

He took a half-step back from the table and set one ink-stained hand on the doorframe behind him as if he needed it to keep his balance, which perhaps he did. His other hand rose and adjusted his spectacles, a habitual gesture that for Finch was the equivalent of another man crossing himself. His face had gone the color of unfired clay.

Callen waited.

"Finch."

"I heard you."

"I need you to say something to me."

"I know what you need me to say." Finch's voice was steady, but only because he was holding it that way. "I have never heard those exact words spoken aloud before. But I have read them. Or I have read words very close to them. In the old Singer script. The pre-corruption forms — the ones I told you about in the north, the ones the surface tablets at the upper sanctuary used. I told you about those. I am not now talking about those."

A pause. He had to make himself say the next part.

"I am talking about a fragment. A piece of a larger tablet. About the size of my palm. I found it in a side alcove off the upper corridor when I was alone there for a quarter of an hour the night before we descended to face Theraxis. I picked it up. I put it in the inside pocket of my coat. I told myself I would translate it later, when I had time and reference material, and that until I could translate it there was no point in raising it with anyone — that I would only be adding noise to a conversation that already had too much noise in it. I looked at it for the third time this winter and put it back."

He stopped. He looked at Callen across the body of the dead man with the black stone beside its hand. His eyes behind the round lenses of his spectacles were the eyes of a man who had finished telling himself things.

His voice did not break. It went quiet and flat. "Callen. I have to show you something."

The cold room was very quiet.

The four oil lamps hissed faintly in their sconces. The body lay on the pine table between them, the unfamiliar layered clothing folded back from the unfamiliar marks. The black stone beside the curled right hand. A wound under the collarbone, made by a long thin blade in the hands of someone who knew exactly where to put it. Outside the door, Pavel had stepped quietly out and was speaking in a low voice to one of Lysara's people, beginning the practical work of finding food and shelter and stabling for six wagons' worth of frontier traders.

Through the bond, Kyraleth was a long steady presence above the eastern pines.

Callen looked at Finch.

He had walked down to the gate believing, still, that this was a small problem. A traveler. A message. A piece of news from a far country, perhaps, that would require a letter and a meeting and some careful management. The walk had taken about three minutes. The walk underneath had been going on longer — the slow rearrangement, and then the stone in his palm with its script older than dragons.

He set the dead man's hand gently back into the position it had been in when they had begun.

"All right," he said to Finch. "Show me."


Chapter Three


THE AMBER TABLET



He was halfway across the lower yard toward the library when a small shape detached itself from the shadow of the grain store and resolved into Kira.

She did not say his name. She did not need to. She tilted her chin up and pulled the collar of her dark practice leather down by half an inch with the cold deliberate motion of a woman showing a wound to the only person in the valley who would understand what it meant.

The scales at the line of her throat — the ones that had been still since the autumn — had moved.

Not spread. Moved. A half a thumbnail's worth of iridescent black sitting at a slightly different angle than it had been sitting at the last time Callen had looked at the collar, which had been three days ago at a training observation in the lower yard.

Xyrsanthe was on her shoulder. The bronze-copper head was pressed against the side of Kira's jaw harder than usual. The mismatched eyes were fixed on Callen.

"When," Callen said.

"About an hour ago. I felt it before I saw it. I came out here because I didn't want anyone to walk in on me while I was looking in a mirror trying to decide if I was imagining it. I wasn't. Xyrsanthe wasn't either."

"Does Amara know."

"Not yet. I'm going to her next. I came to you first because whatever is in me reacting, it's reacting at the same hour the man on the table in the cold room was dying with a phrase in his pocket, and I wanted you to know that the reaction and the phrase happened together before the council heard about either of them separately. If Amara walks into council tomorrow with the flare and Halden walks in with the phrase and the two things are presented as two things, the council will treat them as two things. They are not two things. They are one thing. I needed someone in this valley to hear that from me first, and the person who would hear it is you."

She let the collar settle back against her throat.

"Go," he said. "Amara. Now. I'll make sure the council hears it the way you just said it."

"Thank you."

She turned and went — the quick economical walk she used when she had made a decision and the decision did not need to be examined. Xyrsanthe's tail flicked once against Kira's collarbone as she moved. Callen stood in the cold yard for a moment with the small sharp fact in his chest: the corruption in Kira's blood had moved at the same hour a man had died in the empty country with a phrase about the sleeping seed.

Kira had known it was one thing before he had.

He went to the library.

The Academy library at the back of the main hall was the warmest room in the settlement after the kitchen, and on a winter night like this one it was the only room in the settlement where the conversation he was about to have could happen without it bleeding out of the walls. Finch had gone ahead to light the lamps. By the time Callen pulled the heavy oak door closed behind him and dropped the inside latch, the long reading table at the center of the room glowed in the soft amber halo of three brass oil lamps. The high shelves on the side walls had retreated into the dim where books became suggestions of books and breath fogged a little in the cold air above the lamplight.

Finch was already at the table.

He had taken off his outer robe and folded it over the back of the chair beside him with a precision that did not match the rest of his appearance. The cuffs of his shirt were still unbuttoned from when the runner had found him in the archive an hour ago. His hair stood up in the unconscious peaks his hands made of it when he was thinking with both hands at his temples. On the table in front of him, on a square of clean linen he had clearly laid down before he sat, was a single object.

The amber tablet.

It was about the size of Finch's palm — a flat oval of honey-colored stone, slightly translucent at the edges where the lamplight passed through and brightened the color to something nearer apricot. The face turned upward was carved with characters in two distinct hands. The first was the dense angular pre-corruption Singer script Finch had once described as "every character a compressed sentence." The second was a marginal commentary in a smaller, looser script that ran along the right edge of the tablet and curled at the bottom like a vine. Both scripts caught the lamplight in tiny shadowed grooves and held it.

Beside the tablet, three open notebooks. Two were Finch's road notebooks from the northern journey, recognizable by the salt-stained covers and the faintly warped pages from three months in a saddlebag. The third was newer — clean leather, fresh binding, only a quarter of the way filled. The translation in progress.

Callen pulled out the chair across from Finch and sat. He set his hands flat on the wood. He waited.

Finch did not look up at first. He looked at the tablet on its square of linen the way a man looks at a debt he has finally agreed to pay.

"I'm going to do this in the order it makes sense in," he said. His voice was low and steady. "Not in the order I want to do it in. The order I want to do it in begins with about fifteen minutes of explanation about why I kept the tablet, and that order is for me, not for you. So I'm going to do it in the other order."

"All right."

"First I will tell you what the tablet is. Then I will tell you what I have translated of it. Then I will tell you what is in it that I think you need to know to make a decision tonight. Then I will tell you what I do not yet understand about it, which is most of it. Then, if you still want to hear it, I will tell you why I kept it for three months." A pause. "I would prefer that you not interrupt me until I am through the first four. The fifth is the only one that is about me, and the fifth can wait."

Callen nodded once.

He had not yet decided whether he was angry at Finch. The anger was there — available, the way in the old years a blade had been available — but he had not picked it up.

"Go on," he said.

Finch turned the tablet a quarter turn so that the grooves of the primary script caught the lamp on Callen's side of the table. His ink-stained finger hovered an inch above the surface and traced a slow line just above the carving.

"This was in a side alcove off the upper corridor of the sanctuary in the north."

"The alcove was a record station. Six tablets in it. Five were variations on what I would call standing orders — instructions to a watch-post network, distribution schedules, replacement protocols. Routine. The kind of document a long-running institution writes to keep itself running across centuries. I read the headings, made notes, and left them where I found them. They were not what we had come for, and the Keepers' hands had been on them more recently than ours."

"And the sixth."

"The sixth was this." Finch's finger lowered to the linen beside the amber stone, not touching the tablet itself. "The sixth was not a standing order. The sixth was a report. Not from the central authority that issued the standing orders down the network — to it. From a watch-post somewhere on the line, sending word inward."

"How do you know?"

"Because the primary script opens with three characters that are the standard pre-corruption acknowledgement formula — vessel of report, eyes outward, hand inward. It is the equivalent of a Kingdom field officer beginning a dispatch with to the Lord Regent, from. It tells you, before you read another word, who is speaking and to whom." A dry breath. "Those three characters are why I picked the tablet up in the first place. The other five were administrative. This one was a voice."

Callen looked at the tablet. The character grooves caught the lamplight and gave none of it back in any way he could read.

"What does the voice say?"

"That is the question I have been failing to answer for three months. I have most of a translation now. I do not have all of it. I do not yet trust the parts I have. But there are two things in it that I am certain of, and a third I am almost certain of, and those three things are why we are sitting in this room tonight."

He drew the newer notebook toward him and opened it to a page near the back, where pencil notes ran down the margin alongside sketched copies of individual characters with arrows and crosshatching. He did not read from it. He rested his hand on the page as if the page were the source of his certainty rather than the record of it.

"First. The tablet refers to a place by name. It calls it the Spine. The character compound for spine in pre-corruption Singer is the same compound used for the long bone of a dragon's back — not a metaphor, an architectural term. The Singers used it to describe any installation built along a single linear feature. A wall, a road, a chain of watch-posts. In this tablet the term is used with a definite article and a particular suffix that means the one that exists, the way you might say the Mountain in a country with only one mountain. There is, in the writer's mind, exactly one Spine."

"And it isn't the wards along the northern glacier."

"No. The wards along the northern glacier are referred to elsewhere in the standing orders by a different compound — the lattice. The Spine is something else. A distributed watch-post network, established somewhere the writer assumes the recipient already knows about. The tablet does not give a location, because the recipient does not need a location. The recipient of the tablet runs the place."

"So somewhere there is a chain of watch-posts that the Keepers are operating, or were operating, or were the inheritors of. And they call it the Spine."

"The tablet does not say the Keepers. The tablet predates the word. The institution that called itself the Spine was older than the institution that called itself the Keepers, and the Keepers may or may not be its descendants. I genuinely do not know. The standing orders in the alcove were Keeper-era. This tablet is from an earlier period entirely. The Keepers may have inherited it. They may have stolen it. They may have found it lying in the alcove the same way I did, three centuries ago, and not understood it any better than I have." Finch lifted his hand from the notebook. "This is the part I do not yet understand. I have to do more work on the road."

"Second thing."

"Second. The tablet contains a phrase, near the end of the text, that I have been unable to translate fully because the verb is in a tense I have only ever seen used in religious literature and once in a child's lullaby. The literal sense of it is something like the seed yet rests, or the seed remains in its sleeping." A pause. He had to make himself say the next part. "When Halder told you the phrase the dying man spoke in common — the seed still sleeps — I knew before you finished the sentence that I had read it before. I did not know I had read it on this tablet specifically. I knew I had read those words in that order in a context where they meant something." His finger came down to rest on the bottom edge of the tablet, where the amber deepened almost to rust in the lamplight. "The cold room is when the rest of it landed. The seed still sleeps is the same phrase in modern common as the phrase in pre-corruption Singer at the bottom of this stone. The rendering is exact. Not approximate. Exact. Whoever the dying man was, he was carrying — in his head, in broken common — a sentence that is also written on a tablet I have been working on since we came home."

Callen kept his hands flat on the table.

"Go on."

"Third thing. The thing I am almost certain of, but not entirely." Finch laid one finger on the marginal commentary running along the right edge of the tablet. "This commentary is in a different hand from the primary text. It was added later. Days later, at most. The ink is the same ink, which I can only say because the carving here is shallower, suggesting it was scored with a different tool by someone less practiced — possibly the same writer in haste, possibly a second hand the recipient asked for clarification from. The commentary glosses two of the primary text's characters with synonyms, the way an editor would, and adds three sentences of context."

"What three sentences?"

"The first sentence I have not been able to translate at all. The second sentence translates approximately as the word goes out along the line. The line is the same character as the long-bone-of-the-back, the Spine. The verb is a present continuous form — going out, not gone out, not planned to go out. Someone at the Spine, in the moment the marginal commentary was added, was sending the report along the watch-post chain in real time."

"And the third sentence."

Finch did not answer at once.

He lifted the lenses of his spectacles fractionally, tilted his head, and looked at the marginal script with the focused intensity of a man asking a question of a thing that had given him an answer he wished it had not.

"The third sentence is the one that brought me to your forge tonight in my shirtsleeves," he said. "I am not going to give you the rendering I have for it, because the rendering I have for it is provisional and I do not yet trust the verb. I will give you the certainty I have. The third sentence is a cause clause. It explains why the report had to be sent. The cause it gives is an event. The event it gives is something that happened in the north, in the recent past relative to the writing of the commentary, that the writer had not anticipated would happen and that changed the writer's understanding of what the seed was doing."

He looked up at Callen across the table.

"The character the writer uses for that event is a verb that means, in the cleanest available rendering, to mend what was torn, or to make whole what was broken. The same character appears in a single line of one of the upper sanctuary's surface tablets — the ones the Keepers left in the record-keeper's chamber, the ones we read together at the stone desk while Kira held the line at the entrance. You may not remember. I do. In that line, the verb is used to describe what a Singer of the old age did when she stood between her wounded dragon and the cold and refused to step aside. The rendering in that earlier text, in modern common, is to heal."

The library was very quiet.

The three lamps on the table burned at their three steady amplitudes. Outside the high narrow window on the west wall, a thin curl of wind moved across the snow on the upper roof of the main hall and left a clean sound behind it as it went.

"To heal," Callen said.

"To heal."

"In what context?"

"The context of to heal a thing made of ice. The phrase the dying man spoke in common, the second part of it. Tell the Singer who healed the ice. That is not a poetic flourish. That is the cause clause from this tablet, rendered into common across what may be eight hundred years, and used by someone in a country no map of mine has marked to identify, by deed, the only person on the continent the description fits."

Callen did not move.

He understood. Somewhere far enough away that the country between it and the Academy was not on any map he had ever been given, there was a place called the Spine. The Spine had a watch-post network. The network had been waiting for something that was not going to happen yet — the seed still sleeps — and three months ago, in the deep ice under the northern glacier, Callen had done something the network had not anticipated. The watch-post nearest to the heart of whatever the Spine was watching had drafted a report and sent it along the line the same day. Somewhere at the receiving end of that line someone had read the report and decided that the next thing to do about it was to send a man.

The man had walked out of the empty country alone and on foot. The man had been stabbed by someone who knew where to put a knife. The man had walked anyway, with a punctured lung and one purpose, and had gotten as far as the gypsum flats before Halder's outrider had found him. He had died on a wagon bench without ever knowing if his message would arrive.

The message had arrived.

The message was: the seed still sleeps. Tell the Singer who healed the ice.

Which, rendered out of the report-tense and into the plain sense, was: the thing you and we are both watching has not yet woken, and we are telling you so, because something you did has changed the conditions, and you need to know that we exist, and we need to know that you exist, and we are running out of time to find each other before the seed stops sleeping.

He felt the anger arrive. Clean and familiar — not hot, not loud. The interior rearrangement of a man who had just learned that someone he trusted had withheld information, and that the cost was being calculated, right now, by a body lying on a pine table in the cold room across the settlement.

He looked at Finch.

Finch was already looking at him. The scholar's face had not moved. The hands resting on the open notebook had not moved. He was waiting for it.

Callen held the anger for three breaths. The man in front of him was already broken on the inside in exactly the way the anger would have tried to break him on the outside. There was no work the anger could do here that the silence between two breaths could not.

He set the anger down. Not gone — set down on the inside surface of his ribs, like a tool he might pick up again later if he needed it for a different conversation.

"All right," he said.

Finch's eyes closed for a moment.

"You should be furious."

"I was. Briefly." Callen kept his voice flat and conversational. "I will be again, probably, when this is over. I am putting it down for now because if I pick it up I will spend the next hour relitigating a decision you made three months ago, and the next hour is the only hour I have to make a decision I have to make tonight."

"All right."

"Tell me what else is on the tablet that I do not need to decide tonight, but that I need to know exists, so I do not get blindsided by it on the road."

Finch was quiet for a moment. Then he said, "Four things, briefly."

"Briefly."

"One. The marginal commentary references, by what I think is a proper noun, a person or office at the Spine called the Listener at the seventh post. Whether this is a title that has survived to the present day or a name that died with the original writer, I do not know. The dying man we have in the cold room may be from the seventh post. He may be from a different post entirely. He may not be from any post and may be a courier the Spine network handed off to. I cannot tell yet. I will work on it on the road."

"Two."

"Two. The primary text uses, twice, a noun I have been rendering as the seed because nothing else fits, but the noun is plural. Seeds. There is more than one. The tablet does not say how many. The tablet treats this as something the recipient already knows, the way it treats the location of the Spine as something the recipient already knows. We are reading half of a conversation between two people for whom the other half was so well-established that they did not need to write it down."

"Three. The marginal commentary references the location of the seventh post — not by coordinate, but by relative bearing from two landmarks the writer assumed the recipient would know. I have identified one of the two landmarks on Lysara's maps. The other I believe corresponds to the black pillar in the central basin west of the glacier country, based on a Pyrin reference I cross-checked with Shendra this afternoon. If both identifications hold, the seventh post lies within a radius of approximately fifty miles, centered on a point about nine days' flight northwest of here. I do not have a point. I have a circle. But the circle is on a map."

"Four."

"Four." Finch hesitated. "The primary text contains a name. A single name, near the top, in the dedication position — the position where a Kingdom dispatch would name the officer being addressed. I cannot translate the name. The characters do not match any phonetic system I have a reference for. The closest thing I can say is that the proportions of the strokes resemble the proportions used in pre-Singer ritual scripts — the scripts that predate the Dragon Singer civilization itself. Which would mean that whoever wrote this tablet was addressing a recipient whose name could not be written in the standard script of the writer's own age. Which would mean —"

He didn’t finish the sentence.

He didn’t have to.

Callen finished it in his own head. The recipient was older than the writer. The institution called the Spine had been receiving reports from its watch-posts for longer than the Dragon Singer civilization had existed at all.

Callen sat with the scale of it for a moment.

“And the corruption,” he said. “Where does that fit.”

Finch lifted the lenses of his spectacles again. The drift-crystal caught the lamplight.

“The corruption is young. By the standards of this tablet, very young. Seraveth — the Singer who poisoned her bond with Keltharion and who taught Vaelthrix the method that became the corruption — was eight centuries ago, no more. Her work produced the lineage Stark was the latest visible expression of. The Baron funded the lineage. The Institute applied it. But the lineage is recent. The tablet in front of us predates her by a span I do not have numbers for, and the Spine predates the tablet. The corruption as we know it is a weapon a Singer made from materials that were already very old. The materials are what the Spine has been watching. The weapon is incidental to the watching.”

"Five. Briefly." Finch hesitated. "The word I have been rendering as seed is not neutral. In the pre-corruption texts, the same word is used for two distinct kinds of preserved thing. I have been reading it as the first kind. I have not been able to rule out the second. The grammar on the tablet is ambiguous in a way I think the writer intended, and I do not yet want to say the second kind aloud because I am not certain and the saying-aloud would commit us to believing it."

"When you're certain."

"I will tell you."

"And one more — small, but you should carry it west with you. The primary text uses, once, a collective noun I have not resolved. It is the form pre-corruption Singer used for small fixed-number groups — the equivalent of the three, the four, the seven, where the group was so well-established in the recipient's mind that the number itself was the name. I cannot tell you which number. I can only tell you that the construction is the collective form and that the context places the group at whatever event the tablet is the long echo of. The noun could also apply to bonded pairs rather than to people alone — the pre-corruption compound covered both. I raise it because if you encounter the idea of a group at the Spine, the tablet has already implied one."

"How many is the group?"

"I don't know. Somewhere between three and ten, from the form. Closer to the middle of that range is more common in the old texts. I'll keep working on it."

“And the seed.”

“The seed also predates Seraveth. By how much I cannot yet say. But the tablet treats the seed as a thing the Spine has been watching since before the Singer civilization existed, which means the seed was already old when Seraveth was young. The corruption is the newest layer of this. Everything else is older.”

In the bond, very quietly, Kyraleth said, This is what I felt from the cliff.

You felt this?

I felt something. Not this exactly. The shape of a thing coming that my line had never tasted, and that was old enough to register against the bond the way a cold front registers against a barometer. I said soon. I did not know how soon. I know now.

And what does your line say about what we are riding toward?

Nothing. My line has no memory of this. Which is itself the information. Whatever the Spine is watching is older than any dragon I inherit from has a word for, and that is a narrower category than you may be appreciating at this moment.

He reached out and pulled the third notebook — the translation in progress — across the table toward himself. He did not open it. He set his hand flat on the leather cover.

"How long," he said, "to finish a translation you would trust?"

"On the road, with the reference materials I can carry in a saddlebag — three weeks. Possibly four. If I had access to the fragments at the capital archive that I am not sure are still there, three days. They are not on the way to anywhere we are going."

"And the parts you trust now. The parts you have given me tonight."

"I trust them as far as a scholar trusts anything before the second pass. Which is to say: I would stake my reputation on them in a room of other scholars. I would not yet stake a child's life on them in a room of strangers."

"Would you stake mine?"

A pause.

"Yes."

Callen nodded slowly.

He was already, underneath the conversation, making the lists. Nora — where she would sleep, who would sit with her, what she would be told. Amara — the conversation he would have with her tonight, in their own room, by their own lamp. The road — who, what, how long, how fast. Pavel would have to come; he knew frontier ground and had seen a piece of the dead man's clothing he had not yet placed. Finch would have to stay; the translation was not finished, and Finch could not finish it on the back of a dragon over country no map covered. The library and the reference tablets in the archive were the tools the translation needed. Finch’s work would go forward with Callen on paper, not in person. Kira would not come this time — she had earned a winter at the Academy, and her blood had been quiet for three months. Korvain stayed. Minatha stayed. Lysara held the settlement. Elhan he would think about. Amara he would not think about until he had spoken to her, because thinking about it before the conversation would let him decide it before her, and that was the one thing he had promised himself, the long winter on the road back from the capital, that he would never do again.

He became aware that Finch had been speaking again, very quietly.

"…I am asking you to let me come," Finch was saying. "Not because I deserve to. Because I am the only one of us who can read this thing, and the road is the only place the reading will get done, and I have used up the right to ask you for kindness but I am still going to need to ask you for the work."

“You’re staying, Finch.”

Finch’s eyes closed for a moment. He had been expecting this. He had been hoping he was wrong to expect it.

“The reading will get done in the archive,” Callen said. “Not on a dragon’s back at altitude in a snowstorm over country you’ve never seen. You have eight hundred reference texts in the room behind this one, and I cannot carry eight hundred reference texts. You can. What you give me in writing before I leave is what I will have on the road. What you translate after I leave is what I will need when I come back.”

He left Finch at the table with the three lamps and the three notebooks and the honey-colored stone on the square of clean linen.

The corridor outside was dark and cold and smelled faintly of the pine resin Thessa burned in the kitchen hearth at the end of the day. Callen walked it slowly, because slowness was the only thing he had left to give the next thirty seconds before the next conversation began.

He went out the side door of the main hall. The snow on the courtyard had stopped falling in the hour they had been inside. The sky above the eastern wall had cleared to the hard high black of a winter night in the mountains, and the stars were the cold and impossible number that they only ever were on nights when the moisture had gone out of the air and left the heavens themselves available.

High above the limestone cliff to the east, the long shape of Kyraleth was outlined against the stars. Not lying on the cliff. Standing. Wings folded high along his shoulders, head turned toward the south by an angle Callen recognized — the angle of a dragon listening to a country he could not yet see.

The bond was open between them. Callen did not have to send. He turned his face up toward the cliff and let his attention rest there. The dragon felt it. The dragon answered.

I knew this day was coming.

The voice in Callen's head was the voice he had known for years now — the deep slow weight of it, the patience that was older than the body it lived in, the dry undercurrent that was the closest thing Kyraleth had to a sense of humor. But under all of those familiar things tonight, there was another thing. A thing Callen had felt in the bond exactly twice before in his life. Once in the deep ice. Once on the morning he had crawled out of the deep ice with Finch and Kira and Korvain and Minatha behind him and seen the white-haired Keeper lower her hand from a trigger she had been holding for eight hundred years.

It was the sound of a creature who had been preparing for something longer than a human life span, who had hoped the preparation would prove unnecessary, and who had just learned that it would not.

I did not know, Kyraleth said, that it would come so soon.

Callen stood in the courtyard with the snow under his boots and the stars above him and the steady weight of the bond resting in his chest like a second heartbeat.

He did not answer. There was no answer to give that the dragon had not already heard him think.

Above him, on the cliff, the great folded shape did not move. It only kept its head turned toward the south, listening to a country that had taken three months to send a single dying man across its emptiness with a sentence in his mouth and a stone in his pocket and the address of the Singer who healed the ice hand-carried out of a watch-post on a Spine no one alive had ever named.

After a long moment, Callen lowered his face from the cliff and started walking toward the upper rooms of the main hall, where Amara would be sitting on the edge of the bed by their own lamp, waiting to be told the thing she had been waiting all evening to be told.

He was already, as he walked, beginning the second list.


Chapter Four


THE COUNCIL AND THE COST



The council building was the long oak-beamed room with the high narrow windows and the char marks Lysara had refused to sand off the support post by the door. The Baron's people had left those marks the year before when they came in over the wall and burned what they could not carry. Lysara had explained her reasoning the morning after the attack and never explained it again. She wanted everyone who walked into the council to walk past them first.

Callen walked past them now.

It was an hour after sunrise. The night had been a long thing made of three rooms — the cold room, the library, and the upper bedroom where Amara had sat on the edge of the bed by the lamp and listened to him through to the end without interrupting once. Then she had said, I will think about it, and meant it, and slept beside him with her hand resting on his forearm. He had not slept. The lists had not gotten shorter.

The council had been called for the first hour of light. Lysara had sent the runners out at dawn.

When Callen pushed open the heavy door, the long oak table — the one Finch had assembled out of the remnants of old library shelves, the one whose surface still carried the inkstains of three years of Finch's marginal notes — was already set. Not at its full council width, just the inner leaf, with seven chairs drawn up close. No banners. No observers. No lamps on the side tables, only the cold winter daylight coming down through the high windows in slanted bars. Lysara had set the room as she set it when she meant the meeting to be the meeting and not a performance of one.

Lysara was already at the table.

She had taken the chair at Callen's left — the one she always took since the spring, since the trial and the charter had made him Royal Advisor and rearranged the geometry of who sat where in this room. The head of the table was empty, waiting for him. Lysara was sharpening a stub of charcoal against the edge of her own thumbnail with a folding blade. It was the closest she ever came to fidgeting.

Pavel was on Callen's right — Amara's usual chair, given over for the morning because Amara had asked for the seat two down so that her hands and Callen's would not be visible to each other across the table. Pavel sat in the dark scout's coat he had worn into the cold room the night before, his hands resting flat on the wood.

Across from him, Elder Shendra had taken the chair by the window. Beside her sat Elhan, the young Pyrin from Ashen Valley, who nodded once and went back to studying the grain of the table.

Finch was at the foot of the table, his road satchel by his ankle, his ink-stained hands folded around a cup of tea Thessa had pressed on him on the way over. He had not slept either.

Amara was two seats down on Callen's right, past Pavel, her hands folded one inside the other on the wood.

And in the back of the room, against the wall by the door he had just come in through, where the morning shadow still pooled in the angle between the doorframe and the post with the burn marks on it —

Wren.

He had not been at the table when Callen pushed the door open. He was standing now in the back with his weight on one heel and his hands tucked into the inside pockets of the elaborate dark coat he had worn in and out of every room Callen had ever seen him in for the last six years. The coat was newer than the one he had been wearing last spring — that one had been mended past the point of mending after the Ironvale run — but it had the impractical number of pockets and the hard outline of something that might have been a folded ledger over the right hip. His socks, where they showed above the boots, were one burgundy and one forest green. The lines at the corners of his eyes were a little deeper than they had been the last time Callen had seen him by daylight. The eyes were pale, calculating, absorbing every face in the room and every door, without moving more than the flicker of a lid.

Callen had not seen Wren in eight days. Wren had ridden in at some point in the dark hours of the night. No one had announced him.

Wren caught Callen's eyes across the room and dipped his chin half an inch, then settled back against the wall as if he had been part of it for an hour.

Callen took the chair at the head.

"All right," Lysara said from his left. "You called this. You speak."

He told it cleanly.

The bell at the eastern gate. The trader Halder, the outrider Kessa, the punctured lung, the wagon. The body in the cold room. The pearled marks at the throat and wrists that were not corruption. The black stone with the script Kyraleth had not been able to place anywhere in the inherited memory of his line. The phrase the dying man had spoken, in two languages — the one that none of them had recognized, and the broken common: The seed still sleeps. Tell the Singer who healed the ice.

Then, more carefully, with the lean version of the night's confession Finch had given him in the library: the amber tablet, the side alcove in the upper sanctuary, the standing-orders network the tablet had been a report into rather than from. The place the tablet called by name — the Spine — and the cause clause that had specified, in a verb older than any of them and using the same character a long-dead writer had once used to describe a Singer healing what was made of ice, that something Callen had done at the glacier had triggered the report.

Finch was sitting at the foot of the table holding a cup of tea with his face composed and his hands not quite steady. He named the lists.

"There are reasons we should not go," he said. "There are reasons we should. I want to hear all of them in this room before I commit to any of them. I'm asking the council, not telling it." He paused. "But I want everyone here to understand, before we begin, that the phrase the dying man brought is the closest thing to a name anyone has used for me in writing in eight hundred years. And whoever sent him spent a man's life to put that phrase in front of me."

The room was quiet.

Lysara let the quiet sit for the length of a slow breath. Then she said, in the flat operational voice she always used to start the work part of a council. "Two things are happening in this settlement that I am going to put on the table before anyone else speaks, because both of them are going to shape this conversation. I would rather have them out where we can see them than under it where they will trip us."

Her gaze went around the table once. No one objected.

"First. Theron's envoys are due within the month. The Lord Regent's office prefers to arrive early when they want to assess us and late when they want us to sweat, which is the only thing about the date I can tell you for certain. Either way, they will be here. They will be making notes. The second stage of our recognition is walking through men who do not yet know us, and the only thing that matters in that process is what they see when they see us." She did not look at Callen. "The Royal Advisor on Matters of Drift and Partnership is supposed to be in this valley when those envoys ride through the gate. If he is not, they will notice. They will not say so. They will note it, and take it back to the capital, and the next stage will be slower for it."

"Possibly much slower," Elhan said quietly from beside Shendra. "I sat in those rooms in the spring. They count absences like coin."

"Possibly much slower," Lysara agreed. "Or possibly only a little slower. I am not the one who can predict the difference. I am the one who has to plan for both."

She paused, and looked once at the chair on her right — Pavel's — and then away.

"Second thing. Two nights ago, Kira had a flare."

The word landed in the room with the weight it always landed with on the rare occasions someone needed to say it aloud about Kira. Amara's hands did not move. Pavel's did — an involuntary tightening against the table.

"It was minor," Lysara went on. "Amara was the one who found her. I will let Amara tell that part."

Amara lifted her eyes from her hands.

"She came to the healers' yard at dusk on her own," Amara said. "She did not say she was coming. She knew before she was sure of what she knew. I was finishing the evening rounds in the dispensary when she came in and asked me to look at her collar by lamplight. The scales at the line of her throat — the ones that have been still since the autumn — had moved. Not spread. Moved. The way a sleeping animal shifts its weight without waking. It was a half a thumbnail's worth, no more. By the time I got the lamp closer they had already settled back to where they had been. She was steady. Xyrsanthe was on her shoulder, watchful but not alarmed. We sat together in the dispensary for an hour and I checked her three times, and I do not know what caused it. Neither does she. I sat with her until she was ready to go back to her rooms, and I asked her, before she left, whether anything had happened that day that had felt different. She said no. She thought about it and said no again. She said one more thing before she went back to her rooms, and I want to pass it along in her words and not mine. She said she did not believe the flare on her throat and the phrase on the dead man's tongue were two things happening in the same week. She said she believed they were one thing, and that someone in the council should hear that from her before the council decided what to do about either." Amara's voice was steady. "She has not had a flare since the journey. Not one. Three months of stillness, and then a half a thumbnail's worth of movement, and then stillness again. I do not know what to make of it. I am telling you because the council has a right to know that the corruption that lives in one of our people moved for the first time in weeks two nights before a man walked out of the empty country to deliver a phrase that mentions a sleeping seed."

No one at the table looked up.

Lysara broke it.

"Neither thing is a crisis on its own," she said. "The envoys are routine. The flare was small and it stopped. If either were happening in isolation I would not be raising it. They are not. They are happening in the same week, in the same settlement, while our master smith is being asked to ride across country none of us has mapped to answer a phrase that names him by deed."

She set both hands flat on the table.

"That is the cost. I want it on the table."

Callen did not answer at once.

Then he said, quietly, "It's on the table. I see it. And I'm going to answer the part of it none of you has said aloud yet, which is why now. Not why at all — none of you is arguing that. Why in the next two weeks and not in the spring."

He looked at the map on the wall. Not at anyone at the table.

"Three reasons. The passes close in two weeks. If I leave after the envoys, I do not leave until the thaw — four months from now, minimum, and probably five. That is the first thing. The second is the phrase on the dead man's tongue. The seed is stirring. The Singer who healed the ice is still named on the rolls. The verb is stirring. The adverb is still. Both of those words are countdown words. Neither of them is spoken about things that will keep. A man who walked out of country none of us has mapped to deliver a countdown does not get ignored for four months on the assumption that the countdown will pause for our convenience. The third is the flare on Kira's collar two nights ago. I do not yet know what caused it. Amara does not yet know. Kira does not yet know. But the flare was in the same week the man arrived, and the dying man's phrase named the seed, and the seed moved in Kira two nights before the man reached our gate. Three things in the same week is not three things. Three things in the same week is one thing with three faces. I do not know what the thing is. I am telling you that I believe it is moving, and I am telling you that spring is too late."

He turned back to the table.

"If any of you can give me a reason any of those three is wrong, I'll listen. If you can't — then the cost Lysara has put on the table is the cost of going, and the cost of not going is the cost of waiting four months to find out what a countdown in the mouth of a dying man on our gate was counting down to. Those are the two costs. I want both of them on the table before we talk about who rides with me."

Pavel spoke first.

He had been waiting his turn. Callen had felt him waiting through the whole of Lysara's accounting, the way you feel a man behind you in a doorway who is holding his words because the room has not yet given him the half-second he is owed.

"I'll come with you."

He said it directly, without performance. His hands were still flat on the wood. His scarred fire-wielder's knuckles caught the cold light from the high windows.

“You shouldn’t go alone. Finch can’t go with you — the translation needs the archive, and the archive isn’t portable. So you’ll go with whatever Finch can put on paper before you leave, and whoever you take at the gate. You will need someone who can read frontier ground and ride hard and stand between you and a knife if it comes to that. I can do all three of those things. I have been the senior scout in this settlement since the Baron's last attack. My uncle is on his feet again, the scout teams will hold without me for the months you'll be gone, and Lysara has Sergeant Cora on the gate and Donal on the wall and the Blackwater twins running the perimeter rotations. The watch will not collapse without me." A breath. "And — for what it is worth — I would like to be there when the man who carved that stone into a robin's egg is found."

He did not look at Callen as he said it. He looked at the char marks on the post by the door.

Callen did not answer for a moment.

He looked at Pavel — the scarred knuckles flat on the wood, the weight of a man who had grown into the second most reliable pair of hands in this valley without being told so.

Callen drew a slow breath.

"No."

Pavel's eyes came up off the post.

"Hear me out before you argue," Callen said. "I am not refusing you because you are expendable. The opposite. I am refusing you because you are the one person in this settlement, other than me, who can hold this place together if either of the two things on Lysara's table — the flare or the envoys — gets worse while I am gone."

Pavel's mouth opened. He closed it again.

"Lysara runs the perimeter and the gates," Callen went on. "She runs the watch. She runs the discipline. She is the best operational commander I have ever served with. But the work she does keeps the walls standing. The work I am asking you to do is different. The flare in Kira's collar is going to need someone in this valley who can sit with Kira at night when she does not want anyone to see her afraid. Someone she has trusted, in fragments, since the spring. Someone who has no Black Veil reflex and no healer's distance and no scholarly hunger and no political angle, and who is the only Pyrin warrior in this valley besides Korvain who can stand close to a corruption she cannot fully control without the Pyrin in him flinching back from it. You. Korvain teaches now. Korvain has students at the early hours and the late hours and a fire that is still finding its way back. Korvain is necessary in his own work, and his work is not Kira's work. The work of being the steady second presence beside Kira if she falls again is yours."

He let the air out.

"And the envoys. The envoys will arrive expecting to see a Royal Advisor and they will not find him. They will find a settlement that was given a charter at the trial and that wants the next stage of the recognition. They will find Lysara, who they have been told to deal with as an operational commander and not as a face of the Academy. They will find Shendra, who they have been told to handle politely and condescendingly. They will find Finch's archive without Finch in it. They will find a council with one chair empty at the head — and they will find, if I make the right call this morning, a Pyrin warrior on Lysara's right hand who is empowered, in front of them, to speak for the Academy on any matter that touches the frontier, the scouts, the children we are training, and the question of what we are willing to give and what we are not. The envoys are political animals. They will read a Pyrin in that chair the way they read every other thing. They will read it as the Academy is holding even without its Singer. They will go back to the capital with that reading. The reading will buy us time."

He looked at Pavel directly now.

"I am not asking you to keep the walls standing while I am gone. Lysara will keep the walls standing. I am asking you to be the reason the inside of the walls is still a place worth coming back to. That is the harder work. I am giving it to you because you are the one person in this valley I trust to do it without flinching, without turning it into a performance, without letting it eat the part of you that you have spent the last eighteen months getting back."

A long silence.

Pavel did not look away. The muscles along his jaw moved once. The scarred fingers on the table flattened, unflattened, flattened again.

When he spoke, his voice was quiet, and the words were not the ones Callen had expected.

"You knew you were going to say no when you walked in here this morning."

"Yes. I did."

"You let me say it anyway."

"You needed to say it. And the council needed to hear you say it. So that when I said no, the no would mean what I meant by it instead of what they would have read into a quieter version of it."

Pavel was quiet for a long moment.

Then he said, "All right."

He did not look at anyone for the length of about three breaths. Then he put one of his hands flat over the other and held them there.

"I'll do the work," he said.

"I know you will."

Elder Shendra had been silent until then. She spoke now, in the smoke-roughened voice Callen had learned years ago to listen for whenever the loud voices in a room were about to drown out the quiet one with the answer.

"Then it falls to the rest of us to ask whether you should go at all."

Callen waited.

"I am not going to argue from the side of the cost," Shendra said. "Lysara has put the cost on the table and the cost is real. The settlement is in a tender season. We have a girl with permanent scales at the line of her throat who has just had the first reminder in weeks that the corruption inside her is patient. We have a delegation from a Lord Regent who buys his daughter ribbons in her favorite color while he tightens his grip with the other hand. Both of those are reasons to keep our master smith in this valley." She lifted her eyes. "But the question I want answered is not whether the cost is real. It is whether the call is real. Whether the man who walked across the empty country with a punctured lung was a true messenger or a piece of bait, and whether the phrase he carried is a hand reaching for ours or a noose being lowered over the head of the only Singer left on this continent. Finch."

Finch lifted his head from his cup.

"I am asking you," Shendra said. "Not as Callen's friend. As the scholar in this room. Could the tablet be a forgery? Could the dying man be a plant? Could someone — Baron's network through Corvus, the Keepers themselves, anyone we have not yet named — have constructed a chain of evidence designed specifically to put Callen on a horse riding west?"

Finch set the cup down.

"The tablet is not a forgery." He said it the way he said scholarly things when he had stopped pretending the room cared about his methods and started caring only about whether the room would believe his answer. "I know the carving styles of three forgery traditions and the materials of two more, and this stone is none of them. The amber itself is not a thing the forgery markets in the capital have access to — the closest analogue I have ever seen was a single fragment in the Kingdom's deep archive that had been logged but never put on display. The script in the marginal commentary uses a verb tense that has been out of academic circulation for nine generations. To forge that tense correctly, you would need to be the kind of scholar who would not waste the talent on a forgery." He paused. "The phrase. The phrase is harder. The phrase could in theory be a piece of intelligence Baron picked up three months ago from a source we do not know about, dressed up in old language, and put in a dying man's mouth. I cannot rule it out. I can tell you that the phrase, in the form the dying man spoke it, matches the form on the tablet exactly — including a verb-rendering that I myself only worked out in the last six weeks, and that I have not written down in any document outside the bottom of my desk drawer. If the phrase is a Baron forgery, the forger has been reading my desk drawer." A breath. "Which is not impossible. But it is improbable enough that I am willing to say, in this room and on the record, that I do not believe the phrase is a forgery. I believe the man who walked out of the empty country was a true messenger."

Shendra did not answer at once.

She laid both hands flat on the table in front of her, the way she did when she was about to say a thing she had been turning over for longer than the length of a meeting.

"There is one more thing I would like to put beside what Finch has just said. Not against it. Beside it."

Finch lifted his head.

"The cadence of the phrase, as Callen rendered it to us. And the verb tense Finch has just described — the one out of academic circulation for nine generations. The two of them together. They are not strangers to me."

She paused, the way she paused when she was choosing which of the older words to use.

"My grandmother used to speak of fire-readers in the south. She had no name for them. She had only the shape. The shape was that of men and women who did their work in stone cells by candlelight, who read the drift the way a scribe reads a line of text, and who kept their reckonings behind doors that did not open to outsiders. She said the knowledge had come north once, in pieces, by way of travelers who had seen only the edges of it. She said the fire-readers were not Pyrin and had never been, but that the first flame they had learned to read was a flame our people had carried to them in an older age, and that our people had never thought to ask back, afterward, what they had done with it in the keeping."

She was quiet for a breath.

"I have heard that fragment, in some form, three times in my life. Once from my grandmother. Once from a trader who came through Embarak before the razing, who had gone further south than any Pyrin I have known and had come back with more than the elders at the time were willing to credit. Once from the mother of a child brought to me in the second year of the occupation, whose own grandmother had told her the same thing, and whose grandmother had never met mine."

She lifted her eyes to Finch.

"I have no stone to put on the table. I have carried the fragment all my life as a curiosity, and I have never in my life heard anything in the waking world that matched the shape of it. The phrase the dying man carried, and the tense Finch has just described, are the first."

Pavel looked up.

He did not speak. His eyes went from Shendra to the grain of the table to the post by the door and back to Shendra, in the order of a man moving a thing behind his face and choosing not to show the moving. His left hand closed against the wood, opened, closed again.

Elhan said, very quietly, "My own grandmother had a version. She called them the men in the candle rooms. She thought it was a children's story."

The room held that for a moment.

"I am telling you," Shendra said, "because I would not have said it aloud in this room if I were not certain the shapes match. I am certain. I do not know what follows from it. I am putting it on the table."

Shendra nodded slowly.

"Then the call is real."

"I believe it is."

Shendra turned her head a quarter inch. "Amara."

Amara had been silent for the entire meeting.

She lifted her hands now — slowly, the way she lifted things in the dispensary when the thing she was about to touch was a thing that needed her not to startle it — and she opened her fingers and laid the palms flat on the table on either side of where they had been folded.

"He has to go."

She said it without preamble. She said it quietly. She said it in the voice of a healer who had finished triaging the room — the voice that had ended every important argument between her and Callen for the last four years.

"I have spent the last hour listening to all of you tell me the reasons he should not. They are good reasons. They are not the deciding reason. The deciding reason is sitting on the linen in the cold room with a knife wound in his chest and a stone in his pocket, and the deciding reason is the phrase the man carried to find us. The phrase does not name the Academy. The phrase does not name Lysara, who has held this settlement against everything that has been thrown at it. The phrase does not name Pavel, who has earned the trust of every Pyrin family in this valley. The phrase does not name me. The phrase does not even name Kyraleth, who is the largest and most visible thing in this valley by any measure that matters." She paused. "The phrase names the Singer who healed the ice. There is one of those. He is sitting at this table. The man who walked out of the empty country died for the right to put that phrase in front of him, and the people who sent that man have paid in advance for the right to be answered."

She drew a breath. She was not finished.

"The cost we are talking about is real, and I am not going to pretend it isn't. The Kingdom delegation will arrive and I will sit with them. I sat with worse rooms in the capital this spring and I will sit with this one. Pavel will hold what Pavel has been asked to hold. Lysara will hold what Lysara has always held. Shendra will teach our children, Korvain and Minatha will keep the fire-gifted students from burning down the dormitories, and Nora —" Her voice did not break, but it changed pitch by a half-step on her daughter's name. The rest of what she was saying was true. "Nora will be all right. She will be afraid. She will be angry. She will be both of those things at the same time and she will not always know which one she is. She will need her father to come back, and her father will come back, because the man I married is a man who comes back from places. That is one of the things I knew about him before I knew anything else."

She looked across the table at Callen.

"You have to go," she said. "Because the phrase says so. And because the work we have spent building this place is the kind of work that is only worth what we built it for if the people who built it are willing to answer when the work asks something of them."

She paused.

"And because if you do not go, you will be the man you used to be in two weeks, and I cannot live with that man in my house anymore."

The room held very still.

Lysara, after a long beat, lifted her head and looked at the seven faces around the table one at a time, ending on Callen.

"All right," she said. "I think we have our answer. I am going to ask one more thing on the record before we move to the practical questions, and I am going to ask it of myself rather than of any of you, because it is my call and I would rather you know I am making it than wonder later whose decision it was." She paused. "Theron is not to be told."

Elhan's head came up.

"Hear me," Lysara said. "The Royal Advisor on Matters of Drift and Partnership is a title given to Callen for the convenience of a Lord Regent who needed a trained drift-sensitive consultable in Kingdom crises. The title carries no obligation that I can find in the actual text of the charter — Finch and I went through it together in the spring — to inform the Lord Regent's office about Academy work that is not Kingdom-facing. This is Academy work. It is not Kingdom-facing. The man in our cold room did not come from a Kingdom border. The Spine is not a Kingdom holding. The phrase was not addressed to a Kingdom officer. The Lord Regent has no standing claim on any of this. If we tell Theron, Theron will tell three other people before the day is out — not because he is hostile, but because that is how Theron survives — and within a week the existence of the tablet will be known to the capital archives, the Baron's network through Corvus, Lady Vesren's gossip circle, and at least two foreign embassies who pay good silver for any drift-related anomaly that crosses their desks. The tablet will become political. Once it becomes political, the road Callen rides will be a road with eyes on it, and the people at the other end of the line will see those eyes and disappear, and the next dying messenger they send will not get past the gypsum flats." A short breath. "We tell the envoys what we always told them. The Academy is rebuilding for winter. The master smith is on the western frontier consulting on a trade question." Her gaze did not move. "I am taking responsibility for this lie. If it goes wrong, the responsibility stays with me. I would rather lie to a Lord Regent for ninety days than burn the only message anyone in the world has ever sent us in the language we needed to hear."

No one objected.

Finch closed his eyes for a moment.

"Agreed," Pavel said.

"Agreed," Elhan said. "The capital does not need to know."

Shendra said nothing, which from Shendra was a louder agreement than any of the others.

"Agreed," Amara said quietly.

Callen looked at Lysara.

"Agreed," he said.

The meeting broke up in the unhurried way meetings broke up when something heavy had been decided.

Pavel rose first. He came around the table, stopped in front of Callen, and put his right hand on Callen's shoulder for the length of a single firm grip. Then he took it away again without saying anything.

Shendra and Elhan went out together, talking quietly in the older Pyrin Callen had never learned more than ten words of.

Finch gathered his satchel, looked once at Callen, and went out behind them with the slow tired walk of a man who had just handed over work he had been carrying alone for a long time.

Amara stood. She came around the table and stopped at Callen's side and put her hand on the back of his neck for a moment in the private gesture she only ever used in rooms she had decided were safe. "I am going to find Nora," she said, and walked out toward the main hall.

Lysara stayed in her seat at Callen's left, finishing the notes she always made on the inside of her left wrist with a stub of charcoal at the end of a council meeting.

Callen pushed his chair back and stood.

He had taken two steps toward the door when the figure in the elaborate dark coat detached himself from the wall by the doorpost and came forward into the cold winter light from the high windows.

Wren stopped about three paces from Callen and tipped his head a fraction.

He had not spoken once during the meeting. He had not produced a flask, or a coded message from a sparrow, or a piece of intelligence the council should have heard before it voted. He had simply been against the wall in the back, inside the dark coat, with his pale eyes on every face in the room and his hands in the inside pockets, listening.

He spoke now in the conversational register he used when he was not being theatrical — the one he reserved for the moments when whatever he was saying was actually the thing he meant.

"I'd like to come, if you'll have me," he said. "I'm not doing anything here that can't wait."

He let it sit.

"You'll need a second pair of eyes who can read a road that is being watched," he went on, very evenly, "and you'll need someone who can ask questions in a country where no one has ever heard of you. You'll need a man who can disappear in a market square while another man in your party gets information out of someone who would not give it to you. I am all three of those things. I have been all three since I was younger than your daughter is now. The country you are riding into is a country I have not seen, which is — for me — a thing that has become harder and harder to find, and which I would like to see before the lines on my face get any deeper."

He almost smiled. He did not.

"And," he said more quietly, "I find myself wanting to see this place survive. Which is a sentence I never thought I would say in any room with witnesses. I would rather say it once, here, where the witnesses are people I trust, than have it sit unsaid in the back of my head for the rest of a winter I do not feel like spending in Ironvale."

He stopped.

He stood there in the cold light from the high windows, in the dark coat with the impractical pockets and the burgundy and forest-green socks above the boots, and waited.

Callen looked at him for a long moment.

He did not answer.

He held the silence the way he had held the anger in the library the night before — neither picking it up nor putting it down — and let his face do what his face had done all his life, when a thing he was being offered needed turning over twice before he was willing to commit either direction.

Wren had known him long enough to read the silence for what it was. He inclined his head a fraction and stepped back to the wall by the doorpost, tucked his hands into the inside pockets of the coat again, and waited.

Callen went out through the door past the burn marks on the post.

Above the eastern cliff, Kyraleth had come down from his perch and was waiting in the courtyard. He had felt the council end through the bond — felt, earlier, the moment Pavel had said all right and the moment Amara had said he has to go, and the silence around Wren. He was waiting now the way he waited when there was a thing to be done that did not yet have a shape. He was not going to ask for the shape until Callen was ready to tell him what it was.

Callen walked out into the cold and the new light, toward his dragon, and toward the long second list that had been waiting in the back of his head all morning to be made.


Chapter Five


THE INTERVAL



The provision stores were at the back of the lower yard, in the long stone-walled outbuilding Lysara had pulled up to its current shape over the course of two summers. The roof was good. The shelves were good. The smell, when Callen pushed the door open in the cold morning hour after the council, was oiled leather and dry oats and the faint clean astringent of the cedar planks the bottom shelf was lined with to keep the grain weevils out. Halden, the quartermaster who counted everything in threes, had arranged the place by his own private grammar three years ago and had not yet allowed anyone to rearrange so much as a peg.

Wren was already inside.

He had let himself in. There had been no runner sent. There had been no permission asked. The door had been latched when Callen walked up to it and was unlatched now. The inside of the storehouse was warmer than the outside — not because anyone had lit a brazier (Halden did not allow braziers anywhere near the dry stores) but because a man had been moving inside it long enough to put the heat of his own body into the air.

Wren stood at the long pine bench under the eastern window in the cold pale light of the second hour of morning, with two of Halden’s standard frontier travel packs unrolled in front of him and the contents of the third shelf laid out in a precise grid along the bench. He had not turned around when the door opened. He had identified Callen by gait inside the first second, and then gone back to his work.

Callen did not announce himself. He pulled the door closed against the cold, hooked the inside latch, and went and stood with his back to the south wall, at the angle where he could see Wren, the door, and the high shuttered window above the salt bin all at the same time. He watched.

Wren had taken his elaborate dark coat off. It was folded over the corner of the bench at his right elbow, the burgundy lining showing where the sleeve had turned in. Beneath the coat he wore a heavy wool undershirt and a leather vest with a row of inside pockets along the front edge. His hands moved in the unhurried rhythm of a man who has done a thing five hundred times.

He was packing for two.

He had not asked.

Callen registered this and did not say anything about it.

The first pack already contained — Callen could see, from the angle of the south wall — the hard waxed travel cake the frontier walkers carried, but not the grain version. The grain version was lighter, went stale faster, and was the one most people picked because they did not think past the first three days. Wren had taken the meat-and-fat version from the deeper shelf, the one Halden kept for the longer western runs, and he had counted out exactly the number of cakes a man eating once a day for the first four days and twice on the fifth and sixth would need, with one extra wrapped separately. The extra had a use beyond food — it was the cake you gave to a horse who had come up lame, or to a man you found at the side of a road. Halden had been the one who taught Callen about the extra cake. Wren had not been taught it by Halden.

Wren was on the water now.

He had laid out four leather skins on the bench. He picked each one up, ran his hand along the seam where the neck met the body, set three of them in the yes pile and the fourth aside in the no pile without comment. Callen knew without looking why the fourth one had failed: the seam had a darkening at the lower edge, meaning the leather had been improperly cured and would weep slowly through a long cold day. Wren had caught the darkening with the side of his thumb, not with his eyes.

He moved to the dried foods.

He selected the strips of smoked goat over the strips of smoked beef. The goat was tougher and chewier and most of the settlement’s frontier traders considered it a poor second to the beef. Wren took the goat because it held its salt longer in cold air and because the chewing of it kept a man’s jaw working against the slow numbness that started in the face on the second day of riding into wind. He took the dark hard cheese in preference to the lighter pale cheese from the upper shelf for the same reason — the dark cheese kept its fat better in altitude.

He took two of the small flat tins of the southern spice Hess had brought up the year before. Two. Not one. The second tin was not for taste. The second tin was a trade item, the kind of thing you handed across a frontier table to a man whose name you did not know and whose hospitality you needed for one night. Wren had not asked Callen whether they were going through any country where a man might need to buy a roof without explaining his business. Wren had assumed.

He was on the leather now.

Two pairs of riding gloves. He took both off the peg, turned them inside out at the wrist, and ran the pad of his forefinger along the inner seam of the right thumb of each pair. He set one pair aside. He kept the other. Callen did not have to ask why; the rejected pair had a puckering where the stitch had pulled.

Wren reached past the gloves to the clay pot of saddle-grease that Halden kept on the upper shelf for the long-distance riders, opened it, dipped a fingertip into the mixture, smelled it, set it down. He picked up the pot beside it instead — a pot Callen had not even known was there — opened it, smelled it, nodded once to himself, set it on the bench beside the gloves.

He moved to the salt.

Salt was the part Callen finally had to ask about. The frontier traders carried salt for the obvious reasons — for food, for preserving meat in the field, for the rituals certain country people demanded before they would shake your hand. Wren took none of those things. He took, instead, a flat oilskin pouch from the drawer under the salt bin and weighed out exactly what Callen recognized, after a moment, as enough finely ground salt to treat a four-day rotation of leather goods against the slow corrosive damage that frontier dust did to harness. Callen knew about it because Pavel had taught him, the autumn after Pavel had come down from Greenvale and taken over the settlement’s scout teams. Almost no one in the settlement other than Pavel knew it. Pavel had learned it from a leather-worker in a Pyrin mining town that did not exist on any map anymore, and the technique had not made it into any book.

Wren tucked the oilskin pouch into the second pack and went on to the next thing.

Callen finally spoke.

“Where did you learn to treat leather against salt?”

Wren did not turn around. He picked up a length of braided cord from a hook above the bench, eyed it, set it down, picked up a different length.

“Out west, last year.”

“West where?”

“Past the western salt flats. Through the hill country south of the gypsum line. Down into the river-mouth villages where they speak the old common with the long vowels. Then back up through the high passes.” A pause. “Quiet errands. For Lysara.”

Callen kept his face still.

“How many quiet errands?”

“Six. Over fourteen weeks.”

“For Lysara.”

“For Lysara.”

It was the first Callen had heard of any of it. He had been at the Academy through that whole stretch — fourteen weeks somewhere in the spring and early summer of the year just past, when he had been teaching the second cohort of the bonded students and rebuilding the eastern wall and watching Nora grow. Fourteen weeks during which the information broker who lived in his settlement had apparently been six hundred miles away on six separate journeys at the standing request of the woman who ran the gates, and neither of them had thought it worth mentioning to the master smith.

Lysara had reasons. Lysara had reasons for everything. He was not angry — he had used up his anger budget in the library the night before. What he was feeling now was the recognition of a thing he should have already known and had not bothered to know because he had been too busy being the master smith and the father.

He watched Wren for another minute.

Wren took down the smaller of the two tinder kits — the one made for use in cold wet wind, the one Halden only sold to people he had personally vetted — and added it to the second pack. He took down two of the folding lock-knives instead of the single longer skinning knife most travelers preferred. Two folding lock-knives could do anything a skinning knife could, plus a number of things it couldn’t — and they could be carried in places it couldn’t. He added a dark glass bottle of the bitter resin he used to fix his journal pages against smudging — even though the journal pages he was thinking of belonged to Finch and not to himself — because he had clearly already decided that Finch’s marginal notes were going to need protecting on a wet road, and Finch had not yet been organized enough to think about it himself.

He worked through the rest of the bench in the same unhurried rhythm.

Callen watched him do it for the full minute he had told himself he would. Then he watched him do it for an additional thirty seconds because thirty seconds was the length of time he needed to be honest with himself about what he was already feeling. Then he pushed off the south wall.

“Yes,” he said. “Come.”

Wren did not turn around.

He nodded once — a private nod, the kind a man gives to a calculation that has resolved exactly the way he had expected it to resolve — and reached for the second water skin.

“I’ll be at the eastern stable at the third hour,” he said.

That was all. No flourish. No theatrical sigh. No cycling through the names — no Nightshade, no Master Nasinth, no Professor. Just the third hour at the eastern stable, in the conversational register of a man who had been hired and was now beginning the work he had been hired for.

The Wren who had sighed dramatically and cycled through names and called Ironvale a cesspit with theatrical relish — the broker Callen had known for years — had been a costume for the people who paid him in coin. Callen was not paying him in coin. The costume was not needed this morning.

Callen left him to it.
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The library at the back of the main hall in the second hour of full daylight was a different room than it had been in the cold blue lamp-glow of the night before. The high narrow windows along the western wall were letting in the hard pale winter sun in long bars across the reading table. The three brass oil lamps that had burned through Finch’s confession were extinguished and set to the side.

Finch was at the long reading table.

He had not slept yet. The skin under his eyes had taken on the grey-violet tint that scholars’ faces took on after the second night of working through, and the wild grey-brown peaks his hair always made when he had been thinking with both hands at his temples were an unkempt forest above the round wire frames of his spectacles. The drift-sensitive crystal of the lenses was still doing its faint amber shimmer in the cold daylight.

Finch had spread three things across the table in a careful row. He stood up when Callen came in — slowly, the way a man stands up after his back has been against a chair for too long — and pushed the three things across the table with his fingertips.

“Take these,” he said. “Three things. The finished work. I’ll keep working on the rest while you’re gone.”

Callen came around the table.

The first object was a folded sheet of the heavier oilskin Finch used for field documents — the kind that took ink without smearing and could be unfolded in light rain without falling apart. Finch unfolded it. It was a hand-copied map, built from at least four different sources stitched together at the seams. The eastern half was the country Callen knew — the valley, the road to the gypsum flats, the western salt flats and the trader spurs out of Varresford. The western half was country Callen did not know at all, and which Finch had drawn in lighter strokes, with question marks at the edges of the empty spaces and short notations in his cramped hand: third-hand from a Bestrian wool merchant, 2 years. single source, drunk. the Halder spur, recent, reliable. The half of the map past Varresford was a field of unconnected fragments held together by Finch’s honest acknowledgement of his own ignorance.

In the lower right corner of the western half, in slightly darker ink, Finch had drawn a mark — a curved line bisecting a closed circle — and beside it, in the smallest hand, the words waystation, possible. From the tablet. Approximate.

“That’s the only mark of its kind on the map,” Finch said quietly. “I’m not sure what the wards are. I’m not sure they’re still there. The tablet references a place by that symbol three times in the marginal commentary, and the third reference uses a verb-form I’m ninety percent sure means the wards examine all who approach. I’ll know more by the time you come back, and I’ll send what I know with any messenger Lysara can spare. For now I want you to know that the mark exists, and that walking up to it openly may not be safe. Whatever the wards are, they were built to look at people before they let them in.”

“Examine how?”

“I do not know. The verb-form is not used in any other Singer text I have a reference for. It’s used twice in pre-Singer ritual literature, where it means something between to weigh and to taste. As if the wards are tasting your intentions before they decide whether you are allowed past.” A pause. “I’m telling you this so that you do not walk up to that mark in the dark without thinking about it. Approach in daylight, slowly, with your hands empty.”

The second object was a thin packet bound in waxed string. Finch did not open it.

“Partial translations. The two things from the tablet I’m most certain of, the three things I’m almost certain of, and a glossary of the seven character compounds I’ve been working on that you may need to recognize on the road if you encounter other inscriptions in the same script. There are also six pages of dead ends — the readings I tried and discarded and decided I did not believe — because if you find something in the field that contradicts what I believe, the dead ends will tell you which direction I was wrong in. They may save you a day’s argument with me when you come back.”

“Dead ends in writing.”

“Dead ends in writing. A scholar who only writes down what he believes is a scholar who has nothing to teach.”

The third object was the smallest. It was a folded square of plain paper, sealed once with a drop of red wax. Finch slid it across the table without comment.

Callen looked at him.

“Open it on the road,” Finch said. “Not now. When you have a quiet hour at a fire and you are wondering whether what you’re doing is the right thing, open it and read it then. I wrote it last night after you left the library. It is not part of the work. It is the other thing.”

Callen took the three objects together — the map, the packet, the folded square — and tucked them into the inside pocket of his coat against the place where the anchor cord and the Keeper tablet had been resting against his ribs since the autumn. The folded square fit between them like a third weight settling into a place that had been waiting for it.

“Keep working, Finch.”

“Travel safe, Callen.”
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Kira was in the courtyard.

He found her by the stone bench under the bare apple tree at the eastern edge, where the path to the dormitories met the path to the training hall. She was in the dark practice leather she had taken to wearing in the winter months — the leather Korvain had cut and stitched for her at his own forge across the autumn, because no leather Lysara’s people produced would lie correctly across the line of permanent scales at her collar and her jaw without chafing. Xyrsanthe was coiled around the back of Kira’s neck as she almost always was, the bronze-copper shape with her head resting against the line of Kira’s jaw on the side where the permanent scales were thickest. The dragonet’s mismatched eyes — silver and gold — were half-lidded but tracking everything in the courtyard with the unblinking discipline of a dragon who had decided long ago that the woman beneath her was not going to be left unguarded for any second of any waking hour.

The dragonet’s eyes came to Callen first.

She did not lift her head from Kira’s jaw. The tip of her tail flicked once against Kira’s collarbone. Singer. Not a word. Not even a sending. Just an acknowledgment.

Callen inclined his head a half inch. Xyrsanthe.

Kira looked up.

She had cropped her hair shorter again — the shorter cut she favored when she did not want her hair touching the line of her collar, where the iridescent black scales caught the morning light with the same hard gleam they had held for the better part of a year. The scales had not moved since the night Amara had described in council. Callen could see that without having to ask.

Callen sat down on the bench beside her. Not too close. The space he left between them was the space he had learned over the course of a year to leave, the space that meant I am here and I am not crowding you.

Xyrsanthe did not move.

“You’re going west,” Kira said.

“Yes.”

“I am not coming with you.”

“No.”

“I want to be very clear about why.”

“I know why.”

“Tell me anyway.” She was looking straight ahead, not at him. The cold morning sun was on her face. “I want to hear you say it. I want to know that when you ride out of that gate today you are riding out for the right reason and not because you are protecting me from a job I am willing to do.”

Callen took a moment.

“You’re staying because the corruption inside you reacted two nights ago for the first time in three months, and we don’t yet know what it reacted to. Pavel and Amara and Lysara are going to need a person in this valley who understands from the inside what that reaction feels like — not a healer’s understanding, not a commander’s understanding, not a father’s understanding, but the understanding of the only other person here who has been on the wrong side of a transformation she did not consent to. And because Nora is going to need an adult in the valley who has seen what the worst version of what is in Nora’s blood looks like, and who has chosen not to be the worst version, and who is willing to sit with a nine-year-old at the edge of a courtyard and not look away when the nine-year-old asks the questions a nine-year-old asks. You are staying because Nora needs you. And because the road I am riding is a road I cannot take you on without putting you in front of whatever called your blood two nights ago, and the second time it calls you it may not be a half a thumbnail’s worth and back.”

A long quiet.

“All right,” Kira said.

She turned her head then. She looked at him directly.

The hand that was not resting on Xyrsanthe’s flank came up and closed around Callen’s right forearm, just below the elbow, in the exact place where his coat ended and the cuff of his undershirt began. Her grip was hard — harder than she meant it to be. He felt the pressure of each of her fingers along the line of the muscle, and he knew there would be dark prints in the morning by the time he undressed for the night.

“Come back,” she said.

Just that. Two words.

He covered her hand with his own and held it there for the length of two breaths. Then he eased her grip open and laid her hand flat against the stone of the bench between them, and he stood.

Xyrsanthe lifted her head from Kira’s jaw.

The dragonet’s mismatched eyes met Callen’s directly for the first time in the entire conversation. What was in them was not the dragonet who had once been the size of a house cat curled around Kira’s neck like a living scarf, but the larger and more deliberate creature she had become — the bronze-copper guardian who had survived the journey north and the corruption’s call and the deep ice, and had chosen, every day since, to stand between the woman she rode and the thing inside the woman she rode that wanted to take her away.

She will be here when you return, Xyrsanthe said. The voice in Callen’s head was warm and absolute. I will see to it.

Callen inclined his head a full inch this time.

Thank you.

He walked away across the courtyard without looking back.
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A runner found Callen at the southern edge of the courtyard. The runner was one of Lysara’s — a wiry sixteen-year-old named Hens who had been on the gate teams since the autumn and who did not waste words on anything.

“Eastern wall. Sergeant Cora has one.”

“Alive?”

“For now.”

Callen nodded once and started walking.

He did not go at a run. Running toward a captured man told the captured man how important he was. Callen walked at the long unhurried pace he had walked to the eastern gate the day Halder’s caravan had arrived, and the walking was a discipline.

Wren was already ahead of him on the path.

Callen did not know how Wren had known. Wren had apparently been on the path from the storehouse to the eastern wall before the runner had reached Callen, which meant Wren had either heard something Callen had not heard or had guessed something Callen had not guessed. Either was possible. Wren did not look back.

The wall was cold in the way the eastern wall always went cold in the hour before the sun cleared the cliff. Sergeant Cora and two of her people were in the shadow of the northern bastion, standing in a loose triangle around a man on his knees in the trampled snow with his wrists bound behind him and a strip of wool pulled across his mouth. A fourth guard — Jens, one of the Blackwater twins — was ten paces off with his bow strung and an arrow nocked but not drawn, watching the empty ground to the north.

Callen came up. He did not look at the kneeling man first. He looked at Cora.

“Where?”

“Under the rock shelf by the old lightning tree. North of the wall, about a hundred paces out. The Blackwaters worked the ridge this morning on a hunch. He had a sightline on the eastern gate and a wax tablet with tally marks on it.” She held up a flat wax-and-wood tablet the size of her palm. The marks were small and orderly. “He’s been counting. Who goes in, who comes out, and when.”

“How long?”

“Four days, by the tally. Maybe five. The shelf is set up — he had a bedroll and a cold cache and a charcoal brazier he was not using because he didn’t want the smoke.”

“Alone?”

“That’s what I wanted you for.”

Callen looked at the kneeling man now.

He was thin. Thirty, maybe a year or two either side. He wore plain frontier hides — nothing that marked him — and his boots had been chosen to walk on cold ground for a week without making noise. His eyes, above the wool strip, were not the eyes of a frightened man. They were the eyes of a man who was calculating, in the way informers calculated, how much of what he knew was going to be extracted from him and in what order.

Callen had seen those eyes on his own face in a mirror a great many years ago.

He crouched down so that his face was at the man’s face’s level. He did not touch the wool strip. He spoke to Cora without taking his eyes off the kneeling man.

“Pull the strip.”

Cora pulled it.

The man worked his jaw once, tasting the cold air. He did not speak.

“You’ve been counting,” Callen said, conversationally. “I want to know three things. Who you send the count to. How often. And whether there’s a second set of eyes on this wall I haven’t found yet.”

The man smiled a little. It was a small tired professional smile — the smile of a man who had been in custody before and who had decided a long time ago that the first thirty seconds of any interrogation were free.

“I’m a hunter,” he said. “Trapping along the ridge. My lines got tangled.”

“Your lines.”

“My lines.”

Callen held the man’s gaze for a moment longer. Then he stood up — slowly, the way a smith stands up from a forge at the end of a long task — and turned half a step toward Cora to say something about moving the man inside the walls.

He caught the flicker at the edge of his vision a quarter of a second before anyone else in the triangle caught it.

The kneeling man had been working his right wrist against the bindings since before Callen had come up. Not sawing — shifting. The patient shift of a man with a thumb joint he had dislocated years ago on purpose for exactly this kind of morning. The rope had not cut. The rope had slid.

His right hand came free.

There was a blade in it.

A flat dark thing, no longer than a thumb — thin enough to sew into a seam and carry for a year without a pat-down finding it. He came up off his knees fast — faster than a man bound for five minutes had any right to come up — and the blade went not for Callen, who was half-turned, but for Cora, who was closest and who had the wax tablet in her hand.

Callen moved.

He did not think about moving. He moved, and the thinking caught up about two heartbeats later, the way it had always happened in the old years. His left hand caught the informant’s wrist a finger’s breadth from Cora’s throat. His right came up under the informant’s jaw, heel open, elbow locked. He drove the man’s head back and sideways — not to break the neck, to break the balance. The informant went over backwards into the trampled snow. Callen’s knee came down on his chest before his shoulders had hit the ground.

The blade was still in the informant’s right hand.

Callen took it out.

He did not pry the fingers. He did not twist. He set the edge of his own right thumb against the nerve on the back of the informant’s hand — the place the Nightshade had been taught to find before his voice had broken. He pressed. The hand opened. The blade came free into Callen’s palm.

He held it up. The edge caught the cold morning light. Poisoned along the flat, not the edge. The flat was the giveaway; the edge was for cutting, the flat was for dragging across skin you did not need to cut deeply. Slow acting. Meant to leave a man walking for six hours thinking he had a scratch, and then not walking.

Callen set the blade on the snow beside the informant’s head.

“Second,” he said. To Cora.

Cora had not moved. None of them had. The whole exchange had taken about three seconds.

“Second what?”

“Second watcher. He’s telling me there isn’t one by the way he just tried to reach you with a blade instead of signaling. If there were a second man in the trees, this one would have tried to delay us. He went for the kill because the kill was his last option.” Callen did not take his eyes off the informant’s face. The informant was breathing through his teeth, hard. “But check the ridge. Jens — go. Take one of the twins. Sweep it twice.”

Jens went.

Callen stayed on the informant’s chest for another five heartbeats. Then he lifted his knee — slowly, so that the informant could feel the lifting and not be confused about whether it was a mercy or a transition — and stood.

He looked at the blade on the snow.

The Nightshade inside him, the one he had been telling himself for the better part of a year was a man who had gone quiet, had just taken a poisoned blade out of a man’s hand using a nerve hold he had not used in eleven years. The hand that had done it was Callen’s hand. He looked at his own right thumb. There was no blood on it. There was nothing on it at all.

He made himself lower the hand.

“Cora.”

“Yes.”

“Bind him again. Both wrists. Ankles too. And pull his boots — there’s a second blade in one of them. Usually the left.”

Cora pulled the left boot. There was a second blade in it.

“Take him to the stone shed behind the healers’ yard,” Callen said. “Not the cold room — the other one. The one with the iron rings on the wall. Post two on the door and one inside. He does not speak to anyone but me or Lysara until we have had a full conversation about who he sends his count to and how. If he starts talking on the way in, listen, but do not answer. Information goes one direction until I say otherwise.”

“Understood.”

Callen turned.

Wren was standing about twelve paces back, against the outside face of the wall, in the place the long shadow of the watchtower fell across the snow at this hour. He had not moved during the exchange. He had not come forward to help and he had not stepped back to get clear. He had simply stood there, with his hands tucked into the inside pockets of the elaborate dark coat and his pale eyes on Callen’s face, and he had watched.

Callen walked across the snow to him.

Wren tipped his chin a fraction.

“You didn’t move,” Callen said.

“No.”

“I’d like to know why.”

“Because Cora had three people on him and the geometry was covered. Because you were the closest to his blade hand the moment he came off his knees, and any second hand in the circle would have made your work harder, not easier. Because I wanted to see whether you still had the interval.” Wren paused. “You have the interval.”

“The interval.”

“The quarter-second between the body knowing and the man authorizing. You have it. I wasn’t sure. I am now.” Wren’s voice was the conversational register he had used in the storehouse. “I did not know whether I was riding out this morning with the master smith or with the Nightshade, and I did not want to know from a conversation. I wanted to know from a wall. Now I know.”

“And?”

“And I am still riding out with you. Which I am telling you because you are going to be asking yourself, for the next hour, whether what you just did means anything about the man you are trying to be, and I would like you to have, as part of your thinking, the data point that the person who watched you do it and who has known both versions of you for a long time is not troubled by what he saw.” A pause. “I will add that I am also not untroubled. I am the other thing. I am a man who is making a note.”

Callen looked at him for a long moment.

Then he turned and walked back toward the gate, because Cora’s people were already lifting the informant to his feet and he did not want the informant to be walked past him while he was standing still.

Lysara met him at the gate.

She had come down from the council building at a pace that was not quite a run, and she had the slate under her arm still, and her braid had come partly loose from the walk. Sergeant Cora had sent a second runner the moment she had the informant on the ground, and the second runner had been faster than the first. Lysara took in the scene in the snow — Cora, the guards, the man being bound a second time, the two blades laid out on the wax tablet beside him — in the first second, and in the second second she looked at Callen’s face and adjusted whatever she had been about to say.

“Are you hurt?”

“No.”

“Is anyone hurt?”

“No.”

“Good.” She stepped past him and walked ten paces out into the trampled snow and looked at the blades and the wax tablet and the informant in quick succession. Then she came back.

“Four days of tally,” she said, low.

“Cora said five.”

“Five. And I’ve had two other things cross my table in the last week that I did not connect until now. A peddler at the southern gate yesterday with paperwork that didn’t match the route he claimed to be on. A woman who said she was asking about enrollment for a nephew and whose questions were about the rotation of the watch. I turned both of them away politely and I did not write them down because I did not have the pattern yet. I have the pattern now.”

“The network.”

“The Baron’s remnants. Corvus, or whoever’s picked up Corvus’s book. They have been quiet since the autumn. They have been not-quiet this week. Three sets of eyes on this settlement in seven days — that I have found, which means probably more I have not found — and the week they are not-quiet is the week a man walks out of the empty country with a phrase in his mouth about a sleeping seed.” Lysara’s voice had gone flat and operational. “Someone has told them that something is happening. Someone on their side knows that something has changed, and they have put watchers on us, and they are counting.”

“They knew before we did.”

“They knew at least four days before we did. The tally on the tablet starts four days ago. The tally started before Halder’s wagon came in sight of the eastern watchtower.”

Callen let that sit for a moment.

“Then they are not watching because of Halder’s wagon.”

“No. They are watching because of whatever Halder’s wagon was the consequence of. They are watching the same thing the Spine is watching. They are not the same people as the Spine — they cannot be — but they are listening in the same direction, and this week is the week the listening got loud on both sides at once.”

The cold air between them was very still.

“Lysara.”

“I know.”

“The contingency.”

“I am already moving on it. I moved on it while I was walking down here. I will have three people on the storehouse, two on the healers’ yard, and a second rotation on the south and western walls by the end of the hour. I am pulling Donal off leave. I am asking Pavel to walk the children’s quarters personally tonight and every night until further notice. I will write to you on the road when I have more. You will write to me when you have more.” She looked at him directly. “And Callen — the fact that they are watching us now means whatever you are riding toward is a thing they also want. Which means the road you are taking is a road they will try to put their own eyes on.”

“I know.”

“Good.”

She turned and walked back toward the council building without another word, and this time she did look back — once, briefly, to check that the informant was being walked the right direction — and then she was gone.

Callen stood in the snow by the gate with his hands at his sides and the cold morning wind coming down off the cliff.

The Nightshade had not gone quiet. The Nightshade had been sleeping, in the same patient way the seed on the tablet had been sleeping, and this morning something had touched him and he had opened one eye. The eye had done exactly what it had always been trained to do, and Callen had not had to ask it to.

He looked down at his right hand.

It was still clean.

He put it in his coat pocket, where the anchor cord and the Keeper tablet and Finch’s folded square were, and he felt the three objects against his palm.
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The interrogation had run into the afternoon and had not produced more than Cora already had. Callen had eaten with Lysara and Pavel in the council building, and then he had gone up.

Their bedroom was at the top of the small staircase off the kitchen at the back of the main hall — the room with the eastern window and the wide bed Amara had bargained out of a Varresford trader the spring after the trial.

Solara was not in the room with them. The dragonet — six weeks old now, the size of a big hunting dog and growing fast, with wings still too large for her body — slept in the lined nest of folded blankets Nora had built for her in the corner of Nora’s own room two doors down the upper corridor. The arrangement had been Solara’s choice as much as Nora’s; the dragonet had spent the first week after hatching trying to sleep in Nora’s actual bed and had decided, after several nights of catching her own wings on the bedposts and rolling onto Nora’s hair, that the floor nest was the more dignified solution. Nora had carved a wooden disk with both their names on it and hung it from the bedpost above the nest, the way the older Pyrin families hung name-charms above the cradles of children whose first journeys had not yet ended. The disk was the first thing Solara saw every morning when she opened her eyes.

The bed Callen and Amara were in still smelled, very faintly, of the dragonet.

Amara was already in the bed when Callen came up the stairs. She had her back against the headboard and her knees drawn up under the blankets and a shawl around her shoulders against the draft from the eastern window, which Lysara’s carpenter had been promising to fix since the autumn and had not yet fixed. The single oil lamp on the table beside the bed was burning low. The kitchen sounds had stopped an hour before. The settlement was as quiet, outside the window, as it ever got in winter — only the far cracking sound of the cooper’s stove still going at the bottom of the lower yard, and the distant shift of one of the watchhorses in the eastern stable, and somewhere up on the cliff the long quiet breathing of a dragon who was not asleep.

Callen pulled off his boots at the door, the way he always did, and came across the floor and sat down on the edge of the bed.

He did not undress yet.

Amara’s hand came out from under the blankets and found his on the coverlet between them. She did not say anything for a long time. Her fingers were warm. The silver ring her mother had left her — the one that had gone into the first failed anchor the year before, the one she had asked him to retrieve from the wall fragments — was cool against his palm. She had put it back on her own finger because the failure had not unmade what the ring meant to her.

“I said in the council that I would not ask you to promise anything,” she said, after a while.

“I know.”

“I want you to know that I meant it. I am not going to ask you to promise me you will come back. I am not going to ask you to promise me that no harm will come to you. I am not going to ask you to promise me anything you would have to lie to give me.” A steady breath. “I know what it costs you to be asked for promises you cannot keep. I have watched you carry the cost of the ones you carried out of Emberdale. I am not going to add to that pile.”

Callen was quiet for a moment.

“I love you,” he said.

Amara turned her face toward him. The lamp on the table caught the side of her cheek and the line at the corner of her mouth that had not been there before the trial in the spring. He had seen it for the first time on the road back from the capital, and he had decided, the first night they were home, that it was beautiful.

“I know,” she said.

“I wanted to say it. Out loud. In this room. Tonight. Before.”

“I know.”

She lifted his hand to her mouth and pressed her lips against the back of his knuckles for the length of one slow breath. Then she put his hand back on the coverlet between them and held it there. They sat together in the low light of the lamp without speaking, for what turned out to be a long time.

Eventually he undressed and lay down beside her and turned the lamp out, and her hand stayed in his under the blankets, and neither of them slept much.
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He slept perhaps two hours. When he got up in the cold dark, Amara’s hand was still in his. He eased it out from under his own without waking her and dressed in the dark and went out of the room with his boots in his hand.

He stopped at Nora’s door on the way down the corridor. The door was open a crack — Nora always left it open so she could hear the dragonet if Solara called in the night — and he pushed it a little wider with the backs of his knuckles and looked in.

Nora’s bed was empty. The blankets had been turned back at the corner in the neat unhurried way she turned them back when she had gotten up on her own and was not going to come back to them. In the corner of the room Solara was still asleep in the blanket nest — the long amber-gold tail curled around her own nose the way she had started doing when she slept cold, the wings folded properly against her sides for the first time in a week. Nora’s carved wooden disk hung above her in the low lamp-light of the corridor.

Nora had gotten up in the dark and dressed herself and slipped out without waking her partner. She had left the disk where it was. She had left the door open so that if Solara woke while she was gone the dragonet would not be alone in a closed room in the dark. She had done the part of the farewell that involved Solara without requiring Solara to be there for it, which was the form of the farewell Solara could bear.

Callen watched the sleeping dragonet for the length of three slow breaths and then pulled the door closed again as quietly as a man who had learned over the last six weeks not to startle a young dragon out of sleep could pull a door closed.

Nora was at the eastern gate.

She had come down by herself in the dark hour before the first grey of morning, in the heavy red wool coat and the wool mittens she did not really need anymore. (Her hands ran warm enough that the mittens were a courtesy to other people who had to touch her.) She had taken up a position by the foot of the watch ladder at the eastern wall and waited there with the fierce patient discipline of a child who had decided that a thing was going to happen and that she was going to be in the right place when it did.

Solara was not with her. Callen had known that before he came down the path from the upper hall. He had seen the sleeping dragonet in the nest, and he had seen the empty bed, and he had worked out the rest on the stairs.

Solara would have come down to the gate if Nora had asked. Solara would have wanted to. But Solara was six weeks old and growing fast and tired easily and slept hard at the end of a long day that had been full of falling off walls and small frustrated discoveries about how her wings worked. Nora — at nine years old, in the cold pre-dawn of a winter morning — had decided that her partner needed the sleep more than she needed the witness.

It was not a decision Callen had been making at nine. It was not one he had been making at twenty-nine either.

He came up to her and stopped about a pace away.

“Little Spark.”

“I knew you would come down this way. I waited here because if I waited in the courtyard you would have to walk past me on the way to Kyraleth, and you would have stopped, and the stopping would have made it harder. If I wait at the gate, you stop because you want to and not because you have to.”

Callen looked at her.

She had thought about this the way her mother thought about things — by working out, in advance, which version of an interaction would do the least harm to the person she loved. She was nine years old. He looked down at her in the cold grey pre-dawn and felt the ache in his chest that he had been feeling more and more often this winter.

He went down on one knee in the snow in front of her so that his face was at her face’s level.

“All right.”

“All right.”

She did not throw her arms around his neck. She had been a child who had thrown her arms around his neck for most of her childhood, and she had decided very recently — in the last month or so — that she was going to grow out of it. She had been enforcing the decision on herself with the grim discipline of a child who thought growing up was a job she was responsible for.

What she did instead was put her right hand into the inside pocket of her red wool coat and bring it out closed around something small.

“I have a thing for you.”

“All right.”

She opened her hand.

In her palm was a smooth grey river pebble, about the size of a hazelnut, one of the ones the children of the settlement spent the whole summer collecting from the bed of the stream that ran along the southern wall. This particular pebble was a darker grey than most of them, with a fine pale line running across it — quartz, probably, frozen into the rock when the rock was made — and the pale line caught the cold pre-dawn light and held it.

“I was going to give you a fire-glass,” Nora said. “Like Shendra’s. But fire-glass is for me. It’s a Pyrin thing, and you’re not a Pyrin, and giving you a Pyrin thing felt like I was telling you to be something you’re not. So I picked a stone instead. The stone is from the stream. The stream is here. You take it with you.”

She put the pebble in his hand and closed his fingers around it.

“So you don’t forget the way home.”

He looked down at his daughter’s hand resting on the back of his and at the stone she had put in his palm and at the cold pale line of quartz in the stone, and he felt his throat do the thing it had been doing all winter. He did not let his face do anything that the thing in his throat was telling it to do. Nora was nine years old and had cropped her child-self into a smaller shape this morning to make this farewell easier on him, and he was not going to undo her work.

“Little Spark.”

“Don’t say anything. If you say anything I will start crying and then I will be embarrassed all morning and then I will be cross with myself for being embarrassed and the day will be a bad day.”

“All right.”

“You can hug me. Just once. Then go.”

He hugged her once.

It was a short fierce hug. Her arms went around his neck after all, despite the decision, and her face went into the side of his throat where the cold of the morning had not yet reached. She held on for the length of three breaths, then let go and stepped back and put her hands in her coat pockets and lifted her chin and did not cry.

He stood up.

He put the river pebble into the inside pocket of his coat against the place where the anchor cord and the Keeper tablet and Finch’s folded square already lived. The four objects together pressed against his ribs in a compact weight that was the weight of everything he was carrying out of this valley with him.

He walked to the gate.

Kyraleth was waiting in the open space inside the eastern gate.

He had come down from the cliff in the last quarter hour of the dark and was crouched in the snow with his wings half-folded and his head lowered, and the breath from his nostrils was making slow steady plumes in the cold. The harness Callen had forged for him in the autumn — light, clean, almost invisible against the blue-black scales — was already in place across his shoulders. Wren had done it. Wren had been the first one at the gate, in the elaborate dark coat with the pockets and the burgundy-and-forest-green socks above the boots, with the two travel packs balanced one on each shoulder and his pale eyes already cataloguing the wind off the eastern ridge.

Wren did not greet Callen when he came up. He simply held out one of the two packs.

Callen took it.

Lysara was at the gate. She had walked down from the council building in the last hour of the dark with a slate in one hand and a list in the other. She did not say goodbye. She said, “Three messages a week if you can. Two if the country is bad. One if the country is worse than that. If we lose all three for two weeks running I will assume the worst and I will move on the contingency we agreed on this morning, and you will not like the contingency, and the contingency will keep this settlement standing.” Then she tucked the slate under her arm and clasped Callen’s forearm once, hard, in the way she clasped forearms with people she had decided to send into hard country, and she turned and walked back up to the council building without looking back.

Pavel was somewhere up on the eastern wall watching the gate from the high angle. Callen did not look up to find him. He knew he was there.

Amara was not at the gate.

They had agreed last night, in the low lamp-light, that she would not be. She had told him then, with the simple authority she always used for the things that mattered, that she did not want to spend her morning watching her husband ride out across the country and managing what her face did. She would say her goodbye in the bedroom, and she had said it. She was at this hour back in the bedroom with the blankets pulled up and the eastern window letting in the first thin grey of the dawn, and she was not crying because she had decided this morning was not a morning for crying.

He fastened the pack to the harness behind Kyraleth’s shoulder and swung up.

Kyraleth’s body shifted under him as the dragon settled himself for the launch. Wren came up behind Callen with the practiced economy of a man who had ridden a great many strange animals in his life and had learned that the trick was to not look afraid. He settled himself into the second seat and clipped the safety strap across his lap with the pragmatic neatness of a man for whom this was just another mode of transit.

Ready, Kyraleth said.

Ready.

The dragon gathered himself.

For one held second the great body crouched lower in the snow, the muscles along the shoulders tightening, the wings beginning to unfold to their full enormous span — and then he launched.

The world dropped.

The eastern gate fell away beneath them in the long dropping rush that was always the first ten heartbeats of any flight from a standing launch — the snow beneath the dragon’s claws scattering in a white plume, the wall and the watchtower and the cliff all suddenly the wrong size — and then the wings caught and the world steadied. They were rising. Over the eastern wall, over the cliff, over the long grey stretch of dawn-light pooling in the valley below.

Callen looked back once.

The settlement spread beneath them in the blue-grey of the new morning. The main hall with the kitchen smoke beginning to rise from the chimney. The upper window of the family quarters where Solara was still asleep in her blanket nest in the corner of Nora’s room. The eastern gate where Nora — he could see her, a red figure barely the size of a thumbnail at this height — was still standing exactly where he had left her, with her chin lifted and her hands in her coat pockets and her face turned up toward him. The lower yard. The forge with the south wall that he had not gotten around to putting shutters back on. The stone shed at the back of the healers’ yard where a man from a country none of them had mapped was lying on a pine table with a phrase in his pocket and a black stone beside his hand. The cliff. The empty space on the cliff where Kyraleth had been lying yesterday in the warm winter sun.

He looked back once, and held the look for the length of three slow breaths. Then he turned his face forward into the cold morning wind and did not look back again.

Behind him, Wren said nothing.

Above them, the sky was the hard pale blue of a winter morning in the mountains. The long blue-black shape of Kyraleth banked once into the western wind and began to climb.


Chapter Six


THE FIRST DAY'S SKY



The first hour of any long flight was the hour the body had to make its peace with what it was being asked to do, and Callen knew it. Wren — surprisingly — knew it too.

Callen's legs braced into the harness at the angle that did not lock the knees. His hands stayed light on the front strap. His eyes fixed on the horizon ahead, because the ground below was the one direction the body could not safely contemplate for the first hour without trying to throw itself off. His body had learned all of it on previous journeys and did it now without being asked.

Wren had ridden, in his life, every conveyance the continent had ever invented. A dragon was just one more, and the principles of not falling off a moving thing were the same in every climate.

He had asked one question before the launch — Which way is the wind off your shoulder, Kyraleth? — spoken out loud at Callen’s back, clearly enough that Kyraleth, inside the bond with Callen, overheard the asking. Kyraleth had answered him through Callen without surprise. Kyraleth had answered him without surprise: Off my left, this hour. It will shift south by midday. Wren had nodded once and adjusted his seat by perhaps half an inch — enough to put the prevailing crosswind on the side of his body where the heavier panel of his coat would absorb it — and then he had not asked another question.

The first hour passed.

The settlement, when Callen had let himself look back during the climb, had become a grey-and-brown cluster of roofs in the bowl of the valley below. Then the cluster went behind the shoulder of the eastern ridge. The eastern ridge went behind the next one beyond it. The country he knew was passing under Kyraleth's wings at the slow steady speed long-distance dragon flight always made of any country.

Slow because the wings were unhurried. Steady because Kyraleth was not in any rush.

The cold, by the second hour, had settled into the aching cold of altitude that no layering really fixed — not at the skin but through the bones of the face and the joints of the fingers, a dull pressure behind the cheekbones that a man learned, after the first few hours, to stop thinking about because thinking about it did not change it.

Wren had pulled the high collar of the dark coat up around his ears in the second quarter of the first hour, and had then produced, without comment, a folded square of waxed wool from one of the inside pockets. He unfolded it into a long thin scarf and wound it twice around the lower half of his face. Callen had never seen the scarf before. Wren had not bought it from Halden this morning. He had been carrying it in the inside pocket of the coat for an unknown number of years against the eventuality of needing it on the back of a dragon.

By the middle of the second hour Kyraleth had begun to do something Callen recognized at once and almost laughed at.

The dragon had been holding a steady westerly course at the altitude of about four hundred wing-spans above the highest peaks beneath them — the standard cruising altitude for long-distance work, the height that put the wind reliably at his shoulder and the thermals reliably under his wings and the country reliably small enough below them that any predator on the ground could see him without having time to do anything about it. He had been holding this altitude and this course since the first half-hour of the flight.

Now he banked slightly south.

Not enough to change the heading in any meaningful way. Just enough — about a degree — to bring a particular feature of the landscape into Wren's line of sight on the right side of Callen's shoulder. The feature was a long high cirque in the side of the southern range, where a glacier had once carved the rock into a vast cupped amphitheater of white limestone and grey shadow. The morning sun was now hitting the western wall of the cirque at exactly the angle that made the limestone glow the pale gold-pink color it only ever achieved for about twenty minutes a day in the winter months when the sun was low enough to come in sideways under the cloud cover.

Callen had seen the cirque before, dozens of times, on dozens of flights. He had not, the previous times, been on a dragon that was deliberately rotating his axis a single degree south to make sure his passenger had the best possible view of it.

Kyraleth, you are showing off.

The light is good this morning.

The light is the same light it always is at this hour.

Is it? I hadn't noticed.

The non-answer hung in the bond between them for another half a heartbeat. Callen kept his face turned forward into the wind so that the smile happening at the corner of his mouth would not be visible to the man behind him.

Behind Callen, Wren made a sound — barely audible against the wind, the kind of involuntary sound a man makes when he sees a thing he was not expecting to see and has not yet decided what to call it.

Then he said, in his conversational register, with no theatrical flourish:

"I have ridden a great many things in my life, Singer. I have not previously been shown anything like that."

The Singer, Callen noted, was the new register. Not Callen, not Master Nasinth, not Nightshade. Wren had cycled through the names yesterday in the council building and the provision stores — the last of the old theatrics, almost an affectionate inventory of everything Callen had been since they met — and had landed, for the road, on Singer. It was the working name.

"Kyraleth is responsible," Callen said mildly. "He has decided he likes you."

"Has he?"

"He has rotated his axis a degree south to put the cirque in your line of sight. He is not in the habit of rotating his axis for passengers."

Another pause. Then Wren said, very quietly, "I am honored, then."

That was all he said. He did not turn the moment into a thing. He did not produce a flask or a coded observation about cirques. He simply looked at the gold-pink limestone of the southern wall for as long as Kyraleth's degree of southern bank held it in the line of sight. When Kyraleth, without comment, eased back to the original heading and the cirque slid away behind them, Wren resumed the steady forward-attention that had been his posture all morning.

In the bond, Kyraleth's mental voice had the dry undercurrent that almost no one but Callen ever heard.

He did not flinch.

No.

Most of them flinch.

I know they do.

He has been thrown off the backs of more things than I have carried.

Probably.

The undercurrent was not warmth, exactly — Kyraleth did not give warmth to strangers — but in the long economy of how Kyraleth assigned his attention, reserved judgment was the closest he came to early approval.
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By the middle of the morning the country beneath them had begun to thin.

The southern valleys had given way to a long rolling stretch of hill country that Callen had been across exactly twice in his life and that he knew, from those two crossings, well enough to recognize the major features but not well enough to feel at home with them. There were ridges he could name. There were others he could not. The major rivers ran in the right directions but changed course at the wrong intervals; what he remembered as a single broad bend in the western fork of the Halder spur turned out, when seen from above, to be three smaller bends with a long flat marsh between them that he had not known about. The country was familiar in the way a face glimpsed twice across a market square is familiar — recognizable in outline, mysterious in detail.

By a little past midday, even the outlines began to give out.

He felt the moment when it happened. The topographic instinct that had been running quietly in the back of his head for hours — the constant comparison between what I am seeing and what I expect to see next — went quiet. There was no longer a what I expect to see next.

He was past the edge of the country he knew.

He had been past the edge of countries he knew before — the empty north in the autumn just past, the streets of the capital after eleven years, the gypsum flats on a Black Veil contract he did not let himself think about in any detail. But the previous crossings had all been toward something specific: a cell, a courtroom, a glacier, a target. This one was toward a place he could not yet name, with a phrase from a dying man as the only directional instruction he had.

He breathed once, slowly, into the wind.

Behind him, after a few minutes of his quiet, Wren said, "We're off your map."

"Yes."

"How are you navigating?"

"Two things." Callen turned his head a half inch so that the wind would carry his voice back along the line of the harness. "Finch's map fragments. He stitched together what he could from four sources and was honest about which parts of the stitching he did not trust. I have the map in the inside pocket of my coat. We'll use it as a reference but I do not intend to make any decisions on it without a second confirmation."

"And the second?"

"Kyraleth."

A pause from the back. "Explain."

"Dragons can read drift-currents the way water-walkers in the southern marshes can read the changes in the surface tension of standing water — patterns under the surface of the air that mean something to dragons and nothing to anyone else. The drift runs in long slow pathways across any country. Some of the pathways are old. Some of them follow features in the land — rivers, fault lines, the slow movement of cold air through high passes — and some of them follow features that are not in the land at all and that no one but a dragon can see. Kyraleth knows the local pattern around the Academy from the long years he has spent on the cliff there. He learned the northern pattern on the journey to the glacier. He has never been across this stretch of country before, but the pattern of the drift here is — he tells me — the same kind of pattern, and he can read it the way I read iron in a forge fire."

"He knows where the road goes."

"He knows where the currents go. The currents are not necessarily a road. But the man who walked out of the empty country with a phrase in his mouth was walking out of somewhere, and the somewhere he was walking out of had to be near the kind of place a Spine and a watch-post network would build itself — which is where the drift currents pool. We follow the currents to the pools. The pools are where we look for the post."

Wren was quiet for a long moment.

"That is a thinner thread to navigate by than I had hoped."

"It is the only thread we have."

He did not push the point. He had asked the question and received the answer and was now folding the answer into the running calculation that was always happening behind his pale eyes.

In the bond, Kyraleth said: I will not lose the line. Tell him so if it would settle him.

He does not need settling. He is already calculating.

Good.

Kyraleth tilted his wings into a long slow westerly thermal, and the mountains slid away beneath them, and the unknown country opened up in front.
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They flew until an hour before sunset.

The ravine was Kyraleth's choice. He had been watching the country below for the last hour with the patient attention of a dragon picking a place to land, and he had passed over two reasonable candidates and one unreasonable one before he banked into a long descending spiral above a narrow cleft in the eastern face of a low hill range. A clear stream had carved a sheltered cup into the rock there, and a half-grown stand of dark scrub-pine had taken hold along the southern lip. The cleft was deep enough to break the wind, narrow enough to be invisible from any direction except directly overhead, and oriented north-to-south so that the rising sun in the morning would not come into a sleeper's face. By Kyraleth's preferences, it was an excellent ravine.

He set down at the southern lip with the soft landing that always surprised people who had not seen him land before — the great body folding down out of the sky into a moment of perfect stillness, claws barely whispering against the loose stone.

Callen and Wren dismounted.

Callen's legs did the usual thing they did at the end of a flight — the slow remembering of what walking was supposed to feel like. He took a few steps along the lip of the ravine and back to work the stiffness out. Wren swung the second pack down from the harness, set it on a flat slab of rock by the fire-circle Kyraleth's settling had cleared in the loose dust, and began unrolling the contents with the quiet competence Callen had watched him pack with that morning at the storehouse.

He had a fire going inside ten minutes.

It was an efficient fire built on the lee side of the slab of rock where the wind would not catch it, fed with the dry scrub-pine deadwood Wren had collected on the way down to the bottom of the ravine without seeming to deviate from the path he had been walking for any other reason. By the time the fire was going, there were also four flat stones arranged at the edges of it in the positions where they would heat through evenly and could be used as cooking surfaces, and a folding tripod of dark iron that Wren had carried inside the second pack for reasons Callen had not asked about. Wren had now positioned it over the central coals at the exact height for the dark cooking pan that came out of the pack next.

Callen settled himself on the upwind side of the fire and watched Wren work.

Wren produced from the pack two of the strips of smoked goat from the deeper shelf at Halden's storehouse, one of the flat tins of southern spice, the dark hard cheese, half an onion that Callen had not seen him pack and that had clearly come from somewhere in his coat, a fold of waxed paper containing what turned out, when Wren unfolded it, to be three dried mushroom caps of a variety Callen did not recognize, and a clay pot of pale yellow fat that smelled, when Wren took the lid off, of something Callen had not smelled in a great many years.

Goose fat. Rendered properly. The kind a man could only get from a particular species of grey-feathered upland goose that nested in three specific valleys in the western reach of the continent, and that had to be rendered slowly over four days at a precise low heat by someone who knew how to do it. Almost no one knew how to do it.

Wren set the pot of goose fat at the edge of the heat, dropped a fingertip-sized lump of it into the pan, let it melt, and started the cooking.

The smell that came up off the pan inside thirty seconds was the best smell Callen had encountered on a frontier road in eleven years.

Wren cooked without speaking. He sliced the half-onion thin with one of the folding lock-knives from the pack and dropped the slices into the goose fat in the order they would brown in. He chopped the smoked goat into even pieces and added them on top of the onions when the onions had reached the precise color that meant the next thing in the pan would not burn. He crumbled the dark cheese over the top in the last thirty seconds, just enough heat to soften the crumbs but not enough to make them weep. He tilted the pan once at the end to let the goose fat reach the rim and pick up the browned bits the spatula would otherwise have missed.

He divided the contents of the pan between two flat tin plates from the bottom of the pack. He did not give Callen the larger portion. He gave him exactly half. He handed the second plate across the fire.

"It's hot."

"I'll wait."

Callen took a careful first bite.

It was the best meal he had eaten on a road in eleven years. That was not an exaggeration.

Callen did not say anything for the length of about four bites.

"Wren."

Wren didn’t look up from his plate.

"Where did you learn to cook like this?"

Wren lifted his own first bite to his mouth, chewed slowly, swallowed, looked across the fire at Callen with the flat pale eyes that held, for a moment, an expression Callen had not seen on him before — not theatrical, not calculating, not even particularly guarded. Just the direct expression of a man who was about to give a true answer to a question and was not going to elaborate on it.

"The last time I cooked for someone," he said, "was in a cabin in the western hills, in the spring before I came south to Ironvale. It was a long winter and we had a small kitchen, and the goose fat was a gift from a neighbor whose daughter I had once done a small kindness for. I cooked every night that winter. I had not cooked for anyone before, and I have not cooked for anyone since."

A pause.

"Who?" Callen said.

"No one you know."

It was not a deflection. It was a closing of the subject. The flat pale eyes did not break from his and the voice did not rise or fall, and the no one you know was the entire answer the question was going to receive. Callen had asked, and Wren had given him as much as Wren was going to give. The part Wren had given was already more than Callen had expected.

Callen nodded once.

For the first time since they had left the eastern gate, he saw the man inside the elaborate dark coat — not the information broker, not the Black Veil survivor. The man under the man.

Callen didn’t press. He said, instead, "It's very good food. Thank you."

Wren's mouth moved at one corner — the smallest possible acknowledgment, almost not a smile.

"You're welcome, Singer."

They finished the meal in companionable quiet.
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Kyraleth had curled himself around the upper half of the ravine.

It was the position he always took at a camp on a cold night — the long blue-black body laid in a wide loose arc with the head and the tail meeting at the upwind end, the wings half-spread along the inside of the curve so that the body of the dragon became a windbreak and a heat-source and a sleeping wall all at once. Callen had slept inside the curve of Kyraleth's body on nights cold enough to kill an unprotected man, and had woken with the warm air-pocket Kyraleth's breathing made of the inside of the curve still holding the heat. He had learned over the years that the best way to thank a dragon for this kind of shelter was not to say anything about it.

Wren took the warmer side of the fire — the side closest to the curve of Kyraleth's body — without comment, and Callen took the side with the better line of sight to the mouth of the ravine. They both bedded down on the thin sleeping rolls Wren had brought from the storehouse, and Wren was asleep inside the span of about two minutes, in the way men who had slept in difficult places for most of their lives slept when the place was not difficult.

He slept on his side. One hand under his cheek. The pale eyes closed. The lines at the corners smoothed out by the relaxation that only ever showed on Wren's face when no one was looking.

Callen lay on his back with his hands folded across his chest and looked up.

The stars above the ravine were not the stars he knew.

He had not, until that moment, fully realized he was going to lose the stars. He had thought of all the things he was going to lose by going west — Nora, Amara, the forge, the routine of the settlement, the shape of the day — and he had not thought, until he was looking up at it, of the cumulative thing the night sky he had been looking at for four years in the same valley had become to him without his noticing.

The constellations he knew were still there. Most of them. But they were in slightly the wrong places, rotated a few degrees off from where his memory said they should be, and the bright ones at the western edge that he had used as a reference for the rim of the eastern ridge above the Academy were no longer near any rim of any ridge. The eastern ridge above the Academy was three days behind him now, and the rim under these stars was a different rim he had not yet learned to read.

There were also stars he did not recognize. Not many. A small scatter of them along the western horizon, low and pale, the first edges of constellations that belonged to the country he was riding into and that had been below his horizon for the entire four years of his life at the Academy. He picked out three of them. He did not name them. He did not have the right to name them yet; they were not his to name.

He lay there a while longer.

And the unexpected thing happened.

For the first time in months — perhaps since the morning the Lord Regent's envoy had ridden into the settlement last spring with a summons folded in her glove — there was no one within reach who needed him to be anything in particular. Nora was three days behind him. Amara was three days behind him. The Academy was three days behind him. The man the titles had been written about was lying on a sleeping roll in a ravine under unknown stars with goose fat still on his fingers and a man asleep beside the fire who knew exactly how cold the air was at altitude.

He was, for the length of about five minutes, looking up at unfamiliar stars from the inside of a curve made by a sleeping dragon — a man on a road. Just that. A man, on a road, with a job to do and the people he loved at his back and the cold of a winter sky on his face and the goose fat still on his fingers. The feeling in his chest was the feeling a man only ever got once or twice in a lifetime if he was lucky and that he never got at all if he was not.

It was not happiness. Happiness had been the morning at the forge with Nora and the soup. This was the absolute relief of being, for the length of one held breath of one cold winter night under one foreign sky, no one in particular.

He held the breath.

He held it as long as he could.

Then he let it out, watched it rise as a slow plume of white into the cold air above his face, and turned his head sideways toward the curve of Kyraleth's flank, and slept.
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The dream came in the dark hour before the false dawn.

It came the way the dream always came — without warning, without any of the descending stages that dreams usually had, the way a man falls into the dream rather than entering it. One moment he was in the ravine with the stars above his face and the warmth of Kyraleth's body curving along his right side. The next moment he was standing on a flat plain of black glass under a sky that had no sun in it.

The black glass was a detail the dream had always had and that Callen had never been able to describe satisfactorily to himself when he was awake. It was not obsidian. Obsidian would have caught light somehow, would have shown a faint refraction at the edges of where his boots came down. This was black — the absolute black of a thing that had been polished past the point where polish could go any further, and that gave back nothing of the not-light of the not-sky above it. Each time he set his boot down on the surface it cracked beneath the weight of him in the slow geometric way ice cracks on a frozen lake — a fine line at first, and then the lines branching, and then the branches branching again, until the region of the surface around his boot was a web of pale fractures that did not propagate further but did not heal.

He had been counting. Or rather, the dream had been counting. The counting was the part of the dream that he had been telling no one about, and that had been quietly accelerating for weeks.

This time the counting was different.

It was not numbers.

He stood very still on the black glass and listened, and the cold absolute quiet of the not-sky and the not-light was broken only by the steady sound of a voice coming from somewhere ahead of him — beyond a low rise in the surface of the glass, just out of sight. The voice was the voice that had always been doing the counting in this dream. He had never seen the speaker. He had never gotten close enough to see the speaker. The dream did not let him close that distance; whenever he walked toward the rise, the rise stayed at the same distance, the way the horizon stays at the same distance from a man walking on a flat plain.

The voice was patient. The voice was careful. The voice was the voice of someone going through a list of things in the deliberate tone of a clerk reading from a ledger, or a priest reading from a list of the dead.

The voice was reading names.

Names.

Callen heard the first name and did not recognize it. Tessen of the high pass, of the line of Vael. The voice paused after the name for the length of about half a breath, the way a man pauses after each entry in a list, and then continued. Maerith the keeper of the seventh post, of the line of Anra. Pause. Holvar son of the bellringer, of the line that has no name. Pause. Sera of the four winds, of the line of Vael. Pause. Oven the cook, of the line that has no name.

The names went on.

Callen stood on the black glass and listened. He did not recognize any of the names. Not one. They were not Kingdom names. They were not Pyrin names. They were not the names of anyone from the Academy or the Ashen Oath or the capital or the western frontier or any of the trader settlements he had ever passed through. They were the names of people he had never met, from a place he had never been. The language sat somewhere between common and the older form of common the dying man in the cold room had spoken his last sentence in.

But the names were recognizable to the voice.

That was the thing that made his hands cold inside his gloves. The voice was not making the names up. The voice was speaking each name with the careful weight of a man speaking the name of someone he had personally known — or whose name he had been given by another man who had personally known them. The way a witness in a trial reads the name of a victim from a sworn affidavit. Each name had a weight in the voice's mouth. Each name was a real person.

And the voice was counting them.

Drevith of the long road, of the line of Anra.

Pause.

Beska the keeper of the fourth post, of the line of Vael.

Pause.

Holvar's daughter, whose name was not given, of the line that has no name.

The voice did not stop. The voice was going to keep going until it had reached the end of the list. Callen did not know how long the list was. He had the distinct impression, standing on the cracking black glass under the sunless sky, that the list was very long. Long enough that the voice had been reading it for some time before the dream had let him hear it — long enough that the reading was the steady ongoing work of a person who had decided this was the work that was going to be done now, every night, until it was done — and long enough that the work was not going to be finished tonight.

He could feel the names hitting some part of him that was not the conscious part of him. Each name was being recorded, somewhere in him, in a place he did not have access to. He would not, when he woke, remember the names. He would remember that there had been names. The names themselves would be in the locked place.

He took a step toward the rise.

The black glass cracked under his boot in the slow geometric way it always cracked.

The voice ahead of him paused — not in alarm, just in the natural pause of a man who has heard something behind him and is making note of it without looking up from his work.

Then the voice said, in a tone that did not change at all from the tone it had been using to read the names —

And the Singer who healed the ice, of no line we have on the rolls.
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Callen woke without moving.

That had been the Black Veil training, in the long-ago years — the discipline of waking from a startle without the body's surface signal of having woken, so that the watcher in the next room would not know you were now listening. He had not used the discipline in years. His body had remembered it for him in the dark of the ravine without his having to ask.

He lay flat on his back on the sleeping roll with his hands still folded across his chest where he had folded them before sleep, and he stared up at the cold winter sky above the ravine and waited for the physical signs of the dream to pass.

His hands were cold inside his gloves. The cold inside the gloves was the cold of the dream and not the cold of the ravine, which he had been managing all night against the curve of Kyraleth's body.

His mouth tasted faintly of metal. The way a man's mouth tastes when he has bitten the inside of his cheek in his sleep.

The breath in his chest was shallow and even. He made it deeper. He held the deeper breath for a count of four and let it out for a count of six, the way Elder Shendra had taught Nora to breathe when Nora had been six and the small fires inside her had been waking up and taking her by surprise. The breathing was older than Shendra. It was a thing the Black Veil had taught him too, in a slightly different form. He had not made the connection until the morning he had watched Shendra teach it to his daughter, and he had decided not to mention the connection to anyone.

He breathed for a while.

The cold in the hands did not go away.

He turned his head sideways without moving the rest of his body and looked at the curve of Kyraleth's flank rising in the dark above the banked coals of the fire. By the faint reflection of a star in the membrane of the half-folded near wing, he saw that one of Kyraleth's eyes was open. Not the whole eye. The slow lid had risen part-way the way it did when the dragon had been awake for some time and had been waiting for the man on the sleeping roll to come back from wherever the man on the sleeping roll had gone.

The bond was already open between them. It had been open for some unknown number of minutes.

You are awake, Kyraleth said. Quietly. Without inflection.

A dream?

Yes.

A pause.

You should tell me about it.

Callen did not answer immediately.

He looked up at the strip of cold sky above the ravine. The strip of sky had the unfamiliar low stars in it that he had picked out before sleep. The unfamiliar stars had moved in the hours he had been asleep, the way stars moved across any sky at any latitude, and they were now in slightly different places than they had been when he had laid his head down. He found the irrational comfort of that — the simple fact that the stars had done what stars were supposed to do, and that the world was still operating on the rules he understood — and he held on to it for a moment before he answered.

Not yet.

Why not?

Because I do not know what I would say.

A pause.

I am asking what you have. Not what it means.

I have a flat plain of black glass under a sky with no sun. I have a voice ahead of me that I never see. I have the voice counting things — for weeks it was counting my footsteps, last night it was counting names. The names are the names of people I do not know in a language that is not common but is close enough to common that I understood the names when I heard them. He paused. And at the end — last night — the voice added a name to the list that I did know.

Whose?

Mine. By the deed. The Singer who healed the ice, of no line we have on the rolls.

The bond went very quiet.

Then Kyraleth said, Ah.

The same syllable he had said in the forge the morning of the council, when Callen had first told him about the cold dreams. The same patient ancient tired ah of a creature who had been waiting for a particular thing to be confirmed and who had now had it confirmed. There was no surprise in the syllable. There was only the sound of a dragon adjusting an internal calculation that he had been making for some time.

Kyraleth — what do you know about this?

Less than I would like. More than I have wanted to say. I will tell you on the road. Not tonight. You have not slept enough and the road is long, and there is a thing I want to look at first before I say what I think I see — because I do not want to put a shape on a thing for you that you cannot then unsee, in case the shape is the wrong shape.

Callen lay quiet for a moment.

All right. Thank you for being awake, Kyraleth.

I am always awake when you are dreaming the dreams. I have been awake for weeks. You did not need to know.

The bond went soft and warm and patient between them, the way it always went when Kyraleth had finished saying a thing he was prepared to say. Callen lay on his back on the sleeping roll under the cold sky of the ravine and listened to the steady sound of Wren's even breathing on the other side of the banked fire. He watched the unfamiliar stars finish their slow rotation across the strip of sky above him until the first thin grey of the false dawn began to come up at the eastern edge.

He did not go back to sleep.

He could not remember any of the names.

That was what the dream did — left the names in the locked place, returned him with the memory of having heard them.

But the phrase came back.

Of the line of Vael. Three times he had heard it before waking, attached to three different names. Other lines had appeared — of the line of Anra, of the line that has no name — but of the line of Vael was the phrase his head had pulled out of the list and was not returning to the list. He did not know who Vael was. He did not know why this line was the one the dream had let him keep.

He only knew the phrase had surfaced, and that he was not going to be able to put it back.

He thought, I should tell Finch about the names when Finch catches up. Finch will want to write them down, and will be furious that I cannot remember them. I should not tell Wren. I should ask Kyraleth what he is waiting to look at.

When the false dawn brightened into the true dawn and the night-cold lifted enough that he could feel his fingers again inside his gloves, he got up quietly from the sleeping roll without waking Wren, and went down the ravine to the clear stream at the bottom, and washed his face in the cold water until the cold water had taken the metal taste out of his mouth.

When he climbed back up the ravine to the camp, Wren was sitting up by the fire stirring the coals back to life with the unhurried economy of a man who had also been awake for some time and who had decided not to say so.

Wren did not look up.

"Bad night, Singer?"

Callen sat down on the upwind side of the fire and held his hands out to the new heat.

"A long one."

Wren fed three dry sticks to the new flame and watched the flame find them, and then he reached into the second pack and brought out the black tin of the bitter travel-tea he had packed at the storehouse. He began the patient business of making the morning hot drink that would carry the two of them through the first hour of flight.

Above them, on the southern lip of the ravine, the long blue-black shape of Kyraleth was lifting his head against the brightening eastern sky, and his golden eyes were watching the road ahead.


Chapter Seven


THE SALT-WIND WALK



Kyraleth tasted it before any of them saw it.

They had been in the air for perhaps two hours of the second day's flight, working westward into a country flatter than the one they had left — a country that had begun, in the unobtrusive way these things began, to smell wrong. The wrongness was not a thing Callen could have named for someone who had not flown with a dragon for a long time. A dryness at the back of the throat. A thinness in the way the wind moved across the membranes inside the nostrils. The kind of thing a man only ever noticed when he was sharing the perception with a creature whose senses were larger than his own. Kyraleth had stopped in the middle of a long slow westerly glide to taste the air with the deliberate care of a vintner sampling a wine.

Kyraleth.

I am tasting it.

What?

Salt.

The bond went quiet for a moment.

Salt in the air is not unusual, Kyraleth said at last. Coastal countries have it. The southern marshes have it in the wet seasons. The trader caravans use a kind of salt for curing meat that hangs in the air for half a mile around any caravan camp. None of these are what I am tasting now.

What are you tasting now?

Crystalline. Suspended. The kind that forms when a great body of salt water has been evaporating for a very long time in a place with no rivers running into it. The dust gets into the wind and stays there — the country is too dry for it to settle and too windy for it to pool. Small and hard. The edges do not soften, because the conditions that would soften the edges do not exist where the dust came from.

A pause.

And it is on the wind ahead of us.

How far ahead?

An hour, perhaps. Two at most. I can't tell yet. I'll know by the color of the western sky in another quarter hour.

Callen turned his head a half inch to the left and looked west into the long blue distance under the morning sun. The sky was the same hard pale blue it had been all morning. He could not see what Kyraleth was telling him to look for, because what Kyraleth was telling him to look for lived in the blue at the edge of the visible spectrum where dragon eyes worked and human eyes did not.

He waited.

The quarter hour passed. Then Kyraleth said, very quietly, There.

Callen looked.

The western sky had changed. Not in any way a man would have noticed if he had not been told to look for it. The blue had taken on, at the lower edge of the horizon, the faintest possible pale-pink discoloration — not a sunrise pink, not a cloud-tinted pink, but the dry chalky pink of mineral suspended in air. It ran across the western horizon in a long thin band that did not move and did not belong to any cloud he could see.

A hundred miles?

Yes. Probably more. I can taste it now without trying. The leading edge will reach us in about forty minutes if we hold this heading.

And if we go around?

A long pause.

There is no around. The band runs north past the curve of my sight and south past the curve of my sight. The country it covers is wider than I can fly across in one day even at full speed. We could turn north and follow the leading edge for perhaps three days before it began to thin. Or we could turn south for a similar number of days. Either way we lose the line of the drift currents I've been following, and I don't yet trust my reading of those currents enough to pick them up again on the other side of a three-day deviation.

Through it, then.

Through it.

And the wings?

The bond went the quiet that meant Kyraleth was not going to lie to him about the answer.

The wings cannot fly through it.

Tell me why.

The membranes between the wing-bones are the thinnest tissue on my body. They are tougher than they look — they have to be — but they are tough the way good leather is tough, not the way stone is tough. A few minutes in the leading edge would not be a problem. The dust would settle on the membranes and I would shake it off in the next thermal. An hour would be a problem. The hard crystals would begin to find the soft places in the surface and begin to score it, and I would have to work harder to hold each beat. A full crossing — eight to ten hours in the heart of the band — would shred the membranes. By the third or fourth hour I would no longer be able to maintain altitude. By the sixth I would no longer be able to fly at all. By the eighth the membranes would be beyond healing for the rest of this winter, and possibly the next.

Callen took a slow breath.

I'm sorry.

Don't be sorry. The country is what the country is.

I'm sorry because of what I have to ask you to do next.

Tell me.

We descend. We walk.

Callen sat with that for a moment on the back of the dragon who had not, in the four years Callen had been flying with him, ever asked to walk through any stretch of country longer than the distance from a landing site to a sleeping ledge.

How far?

Nine miles, maybe ten. I can find a thinning at the western edge that I can launch from on the far side, if you and Wren can get me to it on foot. If we walk steadily and the country stays passable, we'll be through by dusk.

All right. Let's do it.

A pause.

Callen — I would prefer that you not draw the man behind you's attention to the part where I am about to walk.

The mental voice was the tone Kyraleth used when he was being entirely serious about something any reasonable creature would have considered absurd. Callen — sitting in the cold air at four hundred wing-spans above the curving land below, with a hundred-mile salt-dust band drifting toward them from the west — felt an impulse he had not felt in the entire flight — the impulse to laugh out loud.

He did not laugh. Laughing would have been the wrong response.

I'll be discreet, he said.
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They came down on a long flat shelf of pale stone at the eastern edge of the band, where the country dropped away in a gentle slope toward the wide white floor of the country beyond. The floor was the bed of an ancient sea — Callen could see it now, from a thousand feet, the way the eye recognizes a basin once it knows what it is looking at. The salt-dust was the wind picking up the dry crust of the sea-bed in the places where the sun had been at it for centuries and carrying the dust east on the prevailing wind.

Kyraleth set down on the shelf with the soft economy of a landing he had been planning since the moment he had tasted the salt.

Callen swung down off the harness. Wren swung down behind him with the same quick economy, and they both walked a few paces away from the dragon to give him room to do whatever the dragon needed to do next — which Callen had already half-guessed and which he was politely not going to watch.

Kyraleth folded his wings.

He folded them all the way — the long blue-black structures coming in against the body in the careful way wings folded only when their owner had decided they would not be needed for an extended period. The folding took longer than Callen had ever seen it take. Kyraleth was being careful with each motion.

Kyraleth lowered his great head and began the unhappy adjustments a dragon had to make to his posture before travelling on four legs across a long stretch of bad country.

He took the first step. It was fine. The second and third were also fine. The fourth step was the one where the loose salt crystals on the surface of the pale stone shelf began to catch in the underside of the foreleg scales — not deeply, not painfully, just the hard skritching sound of mineral on mineral that announced to everyone within hearing that the dragon was, for the foreseeable future, going to be making this sound with every step he took.

Kyraleth stopped.

He looked back at Callen over his shoulder. The gold eye on the side facing Callen was, for a single brief moment, the eye of a creature who had been promised something by the universe and not been given it.

Callen kept his face entirely still.

I am not laughing, he said into the bond.

I can hear that you are not laughing.

I'm committed to not laughing.

I appreciate your commitment.

He turned his great head forward and took the next step, and the step also made the skritching sound, and they began to walk.

For the first half hour Wren said nothing.

This was not because Wren had not noticed. Wren noticed everything. He had simply chosen, with the practiced restraint of a man who had spent a lifetime learning when not to make jokes, to wait until enough time had passed that the joke would be a kindness instead of an injury.

Callen walked beside the dragon's left foreleg. Wren walked on the dragon's right side, slightly ahead of the foreleg, where his own pale eyes could read the ground in front of them and choose the path of least resistance. The path of least resistance turned out to be a thin curving line along the high points of the pale stone, where the loose crystals had been blown clear by the wind. Wren found this line within about three minutes of starting and never deviated from it for more than a few steps at a time.

The country opened out in front of them.

It was a wide white country. The bed of the ancient sea ran flat to the horizon in every direction, broken only by the occasional low hummock where some long-eroded rock had refused to be eroded all the way down. The white was not the white of snow — it was the hard mineral white of evaporated salt, with veins of pale grey and pale pink running through it. The wind moved across the white in long slow eddies, picking up the smaller particles and carrying them in dry plumes that drifted east at about waist height before settling again. The plumes were the salt-dust Kyraleth had been tasting from the air, made visible at ground level.

The salt-dust got into everything.

Inside the first ten minutes Callen could feel it on the exposed skin at the back of his neck. Inside the first twenty minutes he could feel it inside his nostrils when he breathed, on the fronts of his teeth when his lips parted, in the fold of skin at the corner of his eye. The dust announced itself as a dry presence everywhere on him.

Wren had pulled the waxed wool scarf up around his face again and was breathing through the wool.

Kyraleth walked. The skritching sound went on with each step. After the first half mile he had fallen into a gait that was not really walking and was not really shuffling but was the precise compromise gait a dragon adopted when he had decided that his dignity was lost for the duration and that his only remaining responsibility was to cover the necessary distance.
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At about the half-hour mark, Wren said — apparently to no one, in the conversational register he used when he was thinking out loud —

"I've been thinking."

Callen glanced sideways at him. "About what?"

"About what I would have put on my tombstone, if I had been the kind of man who got a tombstone."

"And what would you have put on it?"

Wren took three more steps along the smooth line at the high point of the salt-bed. He pretended to consider.

"I think it should say," he said, "He walked when the dragon made him."

There was a beat.

Then Callen laughed.

It was not the dry exhale-through-the-nose he had been issuing in place of laughter for most of the past year. It was an actual laugh — surprised, half-helpless, the kind of laugh that came up out of a man's chest when a joke had hit him at the exact angle it had been designed to hit him at. He laughed for about three full seconds. The sound carried across the wide white country and bounced off no surfaces and faded into the dust.

Beside him, Kyraleth's great body did not break its rhythm. The skritching of the foreleg scales went on. But through the bond, the dragon sent a wordless impression that arrived in Callen's head as the precise emotional equivalent of a long-suffering sigh — the sigh of a creature who had been waiting for exactly this and was prepared to be exactly this much annoyed about it. The impression contained two distinct simultaneous components: a flicker of I am not amused and an equally unmistakable flicker of I am, however, also a little amused.

Wren — who could not hear any of this, because Wren was not bonded to a dragon — saw Callen's expression and read it.

"Is he sulking?" Wren asked.

"Catastrophically."

"Good." Wren walked another two steps. "Misery loves company."

Callen laughed again. Beside him, Kyraleth's great head turned a half inch to the right, looked at Wren for the length of about half a stride, and then turned forward again. The wordless impression in the bond shifted by a degree — the smallest possible permission, the way a parent pretending to be cross at a child for a joke finally allows the corner of his mouth to move and the child sees it.
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They saw the first one at the edge of the northern plume.

It was Wren who saw it. Callen was walking with his head down against the dust, and Kyraleth was walking with his gold eyes half-lidded against the wind, and Wren was the one who had been reading the country ahead without pause. He saw the shape come out of the northern dust-plume about a hundred paces off the line.

He stopped walking.

He did not speak. He raised his right hand — open palm, held still at the level of his waist, the frontier signal for stop and look where I am looking. Callen saw the hand in his peripheral vision and stopped. Kyraleth stopped a half-pace later.

Callen looked where Wren was looking.

The shape in the plume was about the size of a large dog. It moved low to the salt-bed on six legs, the legs bending outward at the joints the way the legs of a spider bent outward rather than the way the legs of a mammal bent inward. Its body was flat and plated and the color of the white country around it — not by accident. The plating was ridged along the back in dorsal scallops that caught the dust and held it, and the dust had been holding on the plating long enough that the plates and the country had become the same color. Callen had nearly walked past the thing without seeing it at all, and had been looking directly at it for a quarter of a second before he realized it.

It had a mouth.

The mouth was on the front of the flat head, and it was long and horizontal and lined with backward-hooking teeth, and the teeth were the color of old bone. The creature's eyes — if the two dark pits at the top of the flat head were eyes — did not face forward. They faced up.

It did not hunt by sight.

"Singer," Wren said, very quietly. "There will be more than one."

"How do you know?"

"Because the one I'm looking at has stopped moving. It's listening for something. If it were alone and hungry it would already be coming. It's waiting for a signal."

Callen looked slowly along the northern dust-plume.

Wren was right. There were three more. One at about eighty paces, crouched low in the lee of a hummock. One at perhaps a hundred and twenty, half-hidden in the plume itself. One further out — maybe a hundred and fifty paces — that Callen could see only because it had shifted its position in the dust. Four of them. Four that he could see. There were probably more he could not see.

Kyraleth — how long have you had them?

Since the first one. I was waiting to see if Wren would see them before I spoke. He saw them.

What are they?

Salt-ridgers. The old name. They were a thing in the inherited memory of my line from before the corruption, which means they have been in this country for at least eight centuries. They are scavengers that have learned to hunt. They follow the leading edge of salt-dust bands and they wait for things that have come into the bands and cannot get out again. Flying things are the best prey for them. Flying things come in above the dust and lose their wings to it and come down and then cannot leave, and the ridgers find them a day or two later and eat them in pieces over the course of a week.

The bond went tight and cold for a moment.

They know what I am.

They know what you were at altitude. They watched me come down at the eastern edge and fold the wings. They have been following for most of the morning.

Most of the morning.

Yes.

Callen did not look back at the dragon.

Why didn't you tell me?

Because I was hoping they would lose interest. A full-grown Drift-bonded dragon is not the prey they usually hunt. I was hoping they would see that I was walking under my own power and would decide I was not worth the investment. They did not decide that.

They decided the opposite.

They decided that I am a larger version of their usual prey and therefore more food, and that the walking means my wings are unavailable — which is the only condition under which they will commit.

The nearest ridger shifted its weight. It was the shift of a scavenger settling itself for a longer wait. The signal had not come yet. Callen did not know what the signal would be. He thought about this briefly and decided the signal was going to be one of three things: a scent, a sound, or a fifth ridger closing the circle from the south.

He turned his head a quarter inch to the right.

There was a fifth ridger. Eighty paces off the south side of the line. Not moving.

"Wren."

"I see it."

"How many weapons do you have on you right now?"

"The short crossbow under the coat. Six bolts. One of the folding lock-knives on my left hip. The other folding lock-knife in the right boot, which I can't reach without bending down in a way they'll read as an opening." A beat. "The crossbow bolts are the dark ones. Pavel's recipe."

Pavel's recipe meant the heads had been dipped in the bitter resin Pavel brewed for his scouts out of something that grew in the high meadows above the settlement and that killed small warm-blooded things in about thirty seconds and larger things in about three minutes. Callen had not known Wren carried them.

"How quickly can you put a bolt in the nearest one?"

"Four seconds. I can do it from inside the coat without taking the crossbow fully out. They won't see the motion until the bolt is in the air."

"Do it on my signal. Not before."

"Understood."

Callen drew his own knife from the inside of his coat.

It was the worn blade he had carried for eleven years — the one that had been at his hip since before the Black Veil trial, the one Amara had sharpened for him herself in the spring before the northern journey. It was not a fighting knife. It was a working knife. The blade was the length of his palm and the edge was held, and that was going to have to be enough.

He stepped away from Kyraleth's left foreleg. He did it slowly. He did not want the ridgers to read the step as a commitment. He wanted them to read it as a man getting clear of his mount because the mount was about to move. Scavengers understood that. They watched prey animals all day.

The ridgers read it. The nearest one shifted its weight again — this time a forward shift, the quarter-motion of a thing deciding to commit.

Kyraleth — ready?

I am.

When they move, the one in the south comes first. He is the signal man. The others are waiting for him.

I see him.

I take the two closest on the north. You take the south and the far north. Wren takes the one in the middle — the one at a hundred and twenty, the one in the plume that is least visible from the ground. That one is the dangerous one. He thinks he is hidden.

Understood. Tell Wren.

"Wren. The one at a hundred and twenty in the plume. Not the nearest. The middle one."

"I see him. Why him?"

"Because he's the one who thinks he's hidden, and a scavenger who thinks he's hidden is the one who commits last and hardest."

"All right."

The southern ridger moved.

It came out of its crouch in a long scuttling rush across the salt-bed, low and fast and sideways, its six legs moving in the strange alternating pattern that had not been designed for forward motion but that achieved forward motion by a kind of side-to-side whip of the whole plated body. Callen had never seen anything move that way. He did not have time to appreciate it. The moment the southern ridger committed, the four in the north committed too.

Callen moved.

The nearest northern ridger was on him in about two seconds. He did not try to meet the creature head-on. The flat head with the up-facing eyes and the horizontal mouth and the backward-hooking teeth was the wrong place to meet it. The underbelly was the place. He dropped to one knee as the creature came in at him and let the flat body go over his shoulder at about shoulder height — felt the rasp of the dust-crusted plating drag across the top of his coat as it passed — and came up underneath with the working knife in an upward sweep that caught the soft seam where the ventral plates met the leg sockets. He opened the seam for about four inches along the line of the nearest joint.

The creature came down behind him in a tangle of its own legs. It was not dead, but it was bleeding from the seam in a slow thick way that meant he had cut something structural. It was not coming back at him in the next ten seconds. He turned.

The second ridger was on him already.

This one he took at the mouth. He had no choice; it had come in faster than the first and at a worse angle. He drove the heel of his left hand into the flat head above the eye-pits and felt the head give sideways and the horizontal mouth snap shut on empty air a finger's breadth from his wrist. He brought the knife across the top of the head in a short fast diagonal stroke that did not reach anything vital but that carved a long gouge through the plating into whatever was underneath. The creature screamed — a high dry scream that sounded almost like wind — and reared back and came at him again.

He heard the crossbow.

It was a dry sound, almost nothing, a short flat snap like a twig breaking. The middle ridger in the northern plume folded over on itself in the dust and did not rise again. Pavel's recipe. Three seconds, Pavel had said once. It looked like three seconds.

Callen.

Kyraleth.

The dragon had moved.

He had not flown — the wings were still folded — but he had moved in the hard fast shove-forward way a dragon could move when the body was committed to a single direction and did not care what the movement cost the body. He had taken the southern ridger across the top of the head with the full weight of his right foreleg coming down, and the southern ridger was a smear on the salt-bed. He was now turning into the fourth and fifth ridgers with his teeth bared and his head low and the careful walking-gait of the morning entirely forgotten.

The two remaining northern ridgers saw the dragon and hesitated.

Hesitation was the wrong thing for a pack hunter to do. Callen used the hesitation. He took three quick steps sideways to put the second ridger — the one with the gouge across its head — between him and the remaining two. The first ridger, the one whose leg-seam he had opened at the start, had finished bleeding out in the thirty seconds the fight had taken and lay still on the salt-bed behind him. He came up on its blind side at the flank and drove the working knife into the soft place behind the front leg joint where he had cut the first one, and worked the blade in a short hard lever-motion until the seam opened and the creature went down for good.

Wren fired again.

The fourth ridger took the bolt in the eye-pit and dropped.

The fifth ridger ran.

It did not run well. It ran in the same sideways whip-gait the others had used, but without the committed forward direction, and it ran back into the northern plume and into the dust and was gone inside about five seconds. Callen let it go. Kyraleth did not pursue. The ridger would tell the rest of the pack, if there was a rest of the pack, what had happened here.

The silence came back.

Callen stood in the salt-bed with the working knife dripping and his breath coming hard and the second ridger's long dry scream still in the back of his head, and he looked across the bodies at Wren.

Wren had the crossbow out of the coat now. He was already fitting a new bolt into the slot. His face above the waxed wool scarf was the same pale calm face it had been on the walk, but Callen could see, in the fast working of the fingers, that Wren was also coming down from the thing.

"Four of them dead," Callen said. "One gone."

"The one I took in the plume was the one that would have gotten behind you."

"I know."

"The angle he was coming on would have brought him into your left shoulder from the blind side while you were committed to the one at your front. Your dragon had too many of them on the south to cover it."

"I know, Wren."

A pause. "I was telling you," Wren said, "because I want you to know I saw it. So that if the next time is worse I'll say shoulder and you'll move without asking which shoulder."

Callen looked at him across the white country for a long moment.

"All right."

Callen felt the pain in his back a half-second later.

It had not been there during the fight. It had been there and the body had been pretending it was not there. He reached back with his left hand and brought the hand forward and looked at the fingers. They were red.

The first ridger. The rasp of the dust-crusted plating across his shoulder. One of the dorsal scallops had caught on the wool of his coat, and the scallop had a ridge of salt-crystal on it, and the salt-crystal had gone through the wool and the undershirt and an inch of the long muscle along the outside of his left shoulder blade as the creature had gone over him. He had not felt it go in because the body had been doing the forward work of the knife. He felt it now.

"Wren."

"I see it."

"How bad?"

"I'll need to look. Take the coat off."

Callen took the coat off. He did it slowly, because the motion of the left arm pulling out of the sleeve woke the cut in a way the still left arm had not. The undershirt underneath had a slow widening red mark across the shoulder blade and a matching crusted line where the salt had gotten into the cut immediately and begun its work. Wren came around behind him and lifted the back of the undershirt with two fingers and looked.

"It's not deep. Three inches long, maybe a quarter-inch at the worst point. Didn't reach anything I'm worried about. But the salt is in it and the salt is going to be in it for the rest of the walk, and you're going to feel it every step."

"Clean it now."

"I can't clean it properly until the camp. I can get the surface salt out. I can't get the salt that's already in the tissue out without the salve and the clean water, and the salve and the clean water are in the pack, and the pack is on the dragon, and the dragon has just taken the weight of the foreleg on a creature that was trying to eat his face and isn't going to want to be climbed on for the next ten minutes."

"Surface salt, then. Now."

Wren produced a clean square of cloth from an inside pocket of the coat, wet it from his own water-skin, and worked it carefully across the cut in short light passes. Callen held still and breathed through his teeth and did not say anything. The cloth came away red and pink and white. Wren dropped it on the salt-bed beside the nearest dead ridger, produced a second square, and did the same thing a second time.

"That's the best I can do here."

Callen put the undershirt back down. Put the coat back on. Fastened it.

He turned to the dragon.

Kyraleth was standing in the middle of the small field of dead ridgers with his gold eyes on Callen's shoulder and his head low and his breathing a little faster than it had been before the fight. The right foreleg that had been hitched all morning was now wet along the inside with a new thin line of dark red where the force of the forward shove had torn open some of the older scoring from the morning.

Are you all right?

Yes. The shoulder is worse than it was. The wing is still intact.

The ridgers?

They were what I said they were. They won’t come back tonight. The one that ran will tell the others that the walking thing kills, and the others will decide that five dead is not worth another attempt. They’re scavengers first. They don’t commit to a second round once the first round has cost them.

You're sure?

I am as sure as I can be about a thing like this. Which is not entirely sure. Which is why we're going to finish the walk in the next hour and not in the next two hours.

Callen nodded once.

He looked around at the five dead ridgers and at Wren, who had already re-slung the crossbow under the coat and was checking the set of his salt-cracked right boot with the attention of a man who had just been fighting while limping and who now had to pay the bill on the limping. He looked at the long blue-black shape of the dragon who had just killed two creatures at foot-weight and who was standing with the right foreleg held a little off the ground. This is the company I'll ride with from here on, he thought. A dragon humiliated by walking who fights anyway. A broker with a cracked boot who saw the one I would have missed. A working knife and a short crossbow and a set of folded wings. I have never counted one I trusted more.

He took a slow breath. The breath pulled at the cut in his shoulder.

"All right," he said aloud. "Let's finish the walk."
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The middle of the walk was the worst part.

The first hour had been bad in the way a thing was bad when you had not yet learned the full shape of the badness. By the middle of the second hour, Callen had learned the full shape. The salt-dust was getting into the cuts on his hands that he had not known he had — the invisible cuts every working man's hands had, the cuts left by the day-to-day handling of leather and metal and rope — and the salt was waking those cuts up.

His hands began to burn.

It was not the burn of an injury. It was the burn of a dozen tiny chemical attacks on a dozen old wounds the body had filed away as healed. He stopped in the middle of one of his strides and pulled the riding glove off his right hand and looked at the back of it in the white sun. The skin had a faint pink mottling across the knuckles where the cuts of the past week had been quietly weeping into the leather. He pulled the glove back on. He kept walking.

Beside him, Kyraleth was walking with a new hitch in the right foreleg. Callen looked carefully and saw, along the inside of the foreleg where the scales joined the soft underbelly, a fresh wet line of dark red — not from the foreleg itself but from the underside of the shoulder, where the wing-membrane joined the body and where the salt-dust had gotten under the folded wing despite Kyraleth's care.

Kyraleth.

I know.

How bad?

Bearable. The wing itself is intact. The soft skin at the joining will heal in three days if I can rest it. If I can't rest it, it will heal in seven.

Tell me if it gets worse.

I will tell you.

He didn’t believe Kyraleth would tell him. Kyraleth, when he was hurt, told him what he was sure of and kept back what he was hoping would heal on its own. Callen made a private note to check the joining at the camp tonight by lamplight.

He looked over at Wren.

Wren was limping. It was a small limp — the kind a man developed when something inside his boot had started to rub against the side of his foot and had gotten worse over the course of the last half hour and had not yet been bad enough for the man to stop and deal with it. Wren's gait was otherwise unchanged. He was still finding the smooth line. He was still picking the path of least resistance for all three of them. The limp was the only sign.

"Wren, what's wrong with your foot?"

"A small fold in the lining of the right boot. I packed the wrong pair this morning. The other pair has been broken in for two seasons; this pair has been broken in for one. The fold is where the inside of the heel meets the back of the arch, and it's been complaining since the first hour. It's fine."

"Take the boot off when we stop."

"I will."

"Wren, why did you pack the wrong pair?"

A pause. Wren did not look at him.

"I packed at four hours of sleep on a morning when I'd spent the previous evening flying on the back of a dragon for the first time in my life. I'm not infallible, Singer. I'm only inconvenient to kill."

Callen almost laughed again. He did not, this time, because the grimace at the corner of Wren's mouth as he said it was a thing Wren had not meant to let show.

He kept walking.
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The last hour was the hour the bleeding got serious.

Callen's hands had gone from a pink mottling to a slow steady red in the seams of the gloves. His back was a dull throb that moved with each step. Wren's limp had become a shorter stride on the right side. The cloth wrapping the lower half of his face had a wet darkening at the line where the cloth met the bridge of his nose — not sweat, but a fine slow trickle of blood from where the salt had finally found the thin skin of the inside of his nostril.

Kyraleth was bleeding from the joining at his right shoulder. From a long shallow scoring along the underside of the left foreleg where a half-buried piece of crystallized salt had caught a single scale at the wrong angle. From the new tear along the inside of the right foreleg where the shove-forward into the ridger had opened the morning's scoring. From a wound on the upper lip where he had, at some point earlier in the walk, lowered his head to sniff a needle of rock-salt the size of a man's thumb that he had not seen until it scored the soft tissue of the muzzle.

None of the wounds were serious individually. All of them together were the cumulative cost of nine miles of bad country and one fight in the middle of it.

The thinning at the western edge announced itself in the way a band of salt-dust always announced its end — not by becoming less but by becoming intermittent. The long plumes of dust at waist height began to skip patches of clean air, and the patches of clean air finally coalesced into a long stretch of country where the dust was a memory rather than a presence. Beyond the thinning, the white floor of the ancient sea-bed gave way to a long low slope of normal pale stone, and half a mile further on, an irregular outcrop of darker rock rose from the country in the precise way Kyraleth had been describing it for the last hour.

They reached the outcrop an hour before sunset.

Callen had seen Kyraleth tired before. He had not seen Kyraleth tired in this particular way. The dragon walked the last fifty paces to the lee side of the outcrop in the careful gait of a creature who had decided that the skritching sound was the only thing keeping him moving. He went around to the lee side of the rock. He laid himself down. He stretched the right foreleg out flat. He tucked the head against the foreleg. He closed his eyes.

He did not say anything in the bond. The bond went the soft warm quiet of a creature who had taken himself off the air for the first hour of the night and who would be back when the body had stopped reminding him about the body.
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Callen and Wren made the camp in the lee of the outcrop with the unhurried economy that was now the way the two of them did things together when they were tired.

Wren got the fire going. He moved more slowly than he had the night before. The limp was visible now that he was in the camp and not on the trail, and he favored the right leg even when sitting down. He did not complain. When the fire was steady, he sat down on the upwind side of it, pulled his right boot off, and looked at his foot.

The heel was a wreck.

Callen could see it across the fire. The fold in the boot lining had been working at the back of Wren's heel for nine miles. The heel was a flat raw circle of skin where the lining had pressed and pressed, with a fine line of salt crusted along the edge of the rawness.

Wren produced from the second pack a dark glass jar of the same sort of healing salve Amara packed for the Ashen Oath scouts when they went out for long patrols. He uncapped it. He spread a careful layer across the heel with two fingertips. He recapped the jar. He pulled a clean sock out of the pack — he had packed three pairs, all of them mismatched, and the pair he chose now had one navy and one rust — and pulled it on over the salve, then pulled the boot back on more loosely than before.

He set the boot aside.

"Your back next," Wren said.

Callen took the coat off again and peeled the back of the undershirt up and held still. Wren came around behind him with the salve jar and the clean water and worked for the better part of a quarter hour at the cut in the shoulder blade.

When he was finished, he said only, "It will hold. Don't lift anything heavy with the left arm for two days."

"All right," Callen said, and put the undershirt and the coat back on.

Wren cooked the second night's meal with the same quiet competence he had used the first night, but with less embellishment. The salt in the air had gotten into the spice tin and the goose fat in the ways the salt got into everything. Wren cooked around the contamination by reducing the meal to the simplest version of itself: the smoked goat, hot, with the dark cheese melted across the top and the southern spice held back entirely. The simple version was, Callen thought, almost as good as the embellished version.

They ate in silence.

Wren went to his sleeping roll the moment the meal was finished. He lay down on his side with the right leg straightened to give the heel air, and he was asleep inside about the same two minutes as the previous nights.

Callen sat by the fire for a while longer with his hands resting open in his lap. They stung. Amara would have a tincture for them. For now they stung, and the stinging was bearable, and there was a more important thing to do.

He picked up the small lamp Wren had set on the flat stone at the edge of the camp and carried it around to the lee side of the outcrop where Kyraleth was lying.

Kyraleth had not moved.

Callen knelt beside the right shoulder and held the lamp close.

The joining where the wing met the body was the wound he had been worrying about all afternoon. It was — when the lamp came in close enough to read it — better than he had feared and worse than he had hoped. The soft skin at the joining had been scored by the salt in a half a dozen long shallow lines, none of them deep enough to bleed seriously now that the day was over but all of them weeping the clear fluid that any wound wept in the first hours of healing. The fluid had crusted over with a faint white crystalline residue where the salt had gotten into it, and the residue was the part Callen wanted to clean off before it got into the new tissue under the wound.

He took out the folded cloth he kept in the inside pocket of his coat for exactly this purpose, wet it from his own water-skin, and began to clean the salt off.

He worked slowly. He did not say anything in the bond. The bond was open between them in the soft warm quiet way it had been open all evening, and the cleaning was a thing that did not need to be discussed. He lifted each scale at the edge of the joining and ran the wet cloth gently into the space beneath. He let the salt come out into the cloth. He rinsed the cloth in his hand and wet it again from the water-skin. He moved on to the next scale.

It took the better part of an hour.

He moved from the joining to the long shallow scoring along the underside of the left foreleg, then to the new tear along the inside of the right foreleg, then to the wound on the muzzle where the rock-salt needle had caught Kyraleth's lip earlier in the day. He cleaned each one. He spread a small amount of the same salve Wren had used on his own heel — the salve had come from Amara's stores, and Amara had developed it for the dragons of the Academy as well as for the people of the Ashen Oath — and he rubbed the salve in carefully with the pad of his thumb until the sting of the salt under the wound had been replaced by the cool faint numbness that meant the salve was doing its work.

When he finished, he sat back on his heels with the lamp in his lap and looked at the long sleeping shape of the dragon in the cold night.

In the bond, very quietly, Kyraleth said:

Thank you.

You're welcome.

That was a hard day.

It was. You did well.

I walked. I did not do well. I survived.

You killed two ridgers at foot-weight with your wings folded. That's better than doing well. That's doing a thing no ridger in this country has seen done in centuries.

A pause. Then, in the same quiet register. I would not have managed that without him.

Callen looked over the curve of Kyraleth's flank toward the flicker of the fire on the far side of the outcrop where Wren was asleep with the right leg straightened.

The walk?

The walk. The walking. The whole of the walk. I would have managed the distance, eventually. I would have managed the wounds. What I would not have managed — and what I would not have been able to ask anyone in the settlement to help me manage — was the dignity of it. The fact of being a dragon being made to walk. I would have spent the whole nine miles defending against the indignity in my own head, and the defending would have cost me more than the walking did. The man at the fire — at the third hour of the walk, when I had almost forgotten why I was still walking — made a joke. The joke was at my expense and it was the kindness I needed exactly when I needed it. The joke turned the indignity into a thing the three of us were doing together, and once it was a thing the three of us were doing together it was no longer an indignity at all. It was just a road.

A pause.

He made it bearable. I had forgotten that company can do that. And in the fight he saw the one I could not cover and took it before it reached you.

Callen sat very still with the lamp in his lap. He had been expecting thank you for the cleaning, possibly the foreleg is feeling better, possibly nothing at all. He had not been expecting the careful gift of a dragon's interior assessment of a stranger after one day on the road.

He chose his next words carefully.

You like him.

The bond went quiet for a long moment. It was the longest of the Kyraleth pauses Callen had been collecting since the morning of the council. Callen waited.

Then Kyraleth said. I have decided I will permit him.

Callen smiled slowly into the dark.

It was, in the economy of how Kyraleth assigned approval to things, the highest possible compliment. I will permit was what dragons of the old age had said, in the inherited memories Kyraleth carried, when they had decided to allow another creature into the close circle of their own attention. Permission was active — a gift the dragon decided to give. It was the gift Callen himself had received four years ago, on the cliff above the broken sanctuary.

I'll tell him you said so.

Don't.

Why not?

Because if you tell him, he will cycle the names again — he will go back to Master Nasinth and the Singer and the private theater of distance. The private theater of distance is the thing he uses to keep from being wanted. I don't want to be the thing that drives him back into the theater. Let him discover it on his own. He is the kind of man who needs to discover.

The bond went soft and warm again. Callen sat by the side of the great sleeping body for a few more minutes. Then he stood up slowly — the walking having found new aches in his knees that he had not expected — and carried the lamp back around the lee side of the outcrop to the camp.

Wren was still asleep. The lines at the corners of his eyes were smoothed all the way out. The pale face above the elaborate dark coat was younger in sleep than it ever was in waking. Callen set the lamp on the flat stone, turned the wick down low, and laid himself out on his own sleeping roll.

He did not dream tonight.

The dream came when it came, and tonight the dream did not come, and he slept the heavy dreamless sleep of a man whose body had been used hard in a hard country and who had earned, by the steady accumulation of one walked mile after another, the right to a few hours of nothing at all.


Chapter Eight


THE HOLLOWCATS



The third day's flight took them out of the salt country and into a long stretch of high stony grassland that had, at some point in the recent past — recent meaning the last twenty years or so, the way Kyraleth measured these things from the air — been used for sheep. Callen could see the remnant signs of it as they passed over: the long low courses of dry-stone wall running across the slopes in the patterns shepherds built for moving flocks between summer and winter pasture, the wider rings of dark earth where the night-folds had been, the pale ruins of what had once been a shepherd's stone hut at the head of a watercourse.

None of it was being used now. The walls had been intact when Kyraleth first picked them out from a thousand feet, and Callen had felt the lift of people, finally in his chest before Kyraleth's voice in the bond had said, very quietly, No. Empty. The roofs are gone. They have been gone for years.

Callen looked again as they came lower and saw it the way Kyraleth had seen it the first time: every hut on the long slope was open to the sky.

Whatever had emptied the country, it had done the emptying a while ago.

They flew on through the afternoon. The high grassland gave way, by the late part of the day, to a more broken terrain — the low hills crumpling slowly into a series of shallow dry valleys with dark scrub-juniper down the slopes and pale gravel at the bottoms. Kyraleth, who had been tasting the air at intervals all day in the careful way he had taken to tasting it after the salt-wind business, banked at the western end of one of the dry valleys and brought them down on a flat shelf of gravel about a hundred paces upslope from a dry stream-bed.

He was favoring the right shoulder.

Callen had seen it from the harness in the last hour of the flight — the drag in the upbeat of the right wing that meant the joining at the wing-and-body was still tender from the salt-walk. The ten minutes of cleaning by lamplight last night had done what they could do, but the joining was the kind of wound that wanted three days of rest, and three days of rest was the one thing the road was not going to allow.

Callen swung down off the harness and walked a few paces to the edge of the shelf with the stiffness that a third consecutive day of flying always put into his hips. Wren swung down behind him, except this morning the right boot was clearly still hurting him, and the limp from the salt-walk had not gone away in the night. He landed on the gravel, took two careful steps, and stopped.

"How is it?" Callen said.

"Manageable. The salve is doing its work. I won't be running any races for the next few days, but I can walk a perimeter."

"You don't have to walk a perimeter."

"Singer." Wren's pale eyes went over the shelf and the dry stream-bed and the slopes above them in the unhurried sweep he gave any new piece of country. "We're camping at the edge of an empty shepherd country. Empty shepherd countries are empty for reasons. I'm going to walk a perimeter."

Callen let him.
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Wren came back from the perimeter walk in the last grey of the day with the tightness across the bridge of his nose he got when something was wrong.

"Tracks," he said. "Three different sets, all the same animal, all from the last two days. Long stride. Four toes per print, not five. The stride length is wrong for any wolf I've ever read tracks for. It's wrong for any cat I've ever read tracks for either, which is what concerns me. The toes are spread too wide, and the depth of the print is too light for the stride length, which means the animal is — I want to say it carefully — less weight than it should be for its size. The animal that left those prints is carrying about half the body mass that an animal that long-strided should be carrying."

"Hungry."

"Hungry, or built wrong. Or both."

"Where?"

"Three hundred paces upslope, on the edge of the dry stream-bed where the gravel turns to the harder ground. The most recent set is from this morning. The animal stopped at the lip of the watercourse, looked down into our valley, and went back the way it came." A pause. "Not a chase posture. An assessment posture. The kind of posture an animal takes when it's trying to decide whether the thing in the valley below it is worth the cost."

Callen looked at the ridges on either side of the shelf in the long blue dusk that was beginning to come down across them.

Kyraleth.

I have been smelling them since we landed.

Why didn't you say so?

Because I was not yet sure what they were. I am still not sure what they are. They are not a thing my line has tasted before. But they have been around the edges of the shelf since before we set down, and there are eight of them, and they are very thin in the air — the way a hungry thing is thin in the air. The air around them carries the faint sour note of an animal whose body has been eating itself for some time. They were holding back because of me. Now that the light is going, they are deciding that I am only one of me and there are eight of them, and the holding-back is becoming a more difficult calculation for them to maintain.

How long do we have?

Until the dark is full. Perhaps half an hour. They are starving, Callen. Starving things make the wrong choices.

Callen looked at Wren.

"Eight of them," he said. "Up around the lip of the valley. Kyraleth has been smelling them since we landed. He thinks they'll come in when the light fails."

Wren did not change his expression. He absorbed the number — eight — and the time — half an hour — and began the mental rearrangement of the camp that any operative made when an animal threat had been confirmed.

"The fire higher and brighter," he said. "The packs against the rock face on the upwind side, where they can't be circled. You against the rock with the open ground in front of you. Me at the corner where the firelight ends, with the second pack. Kyraleth —" He hesitated, then nodded. "Kyraleth across the open ground. He's the wall. We're the keep behind the wall. If they come in, they have to come past him to get to us, and if they come past him they get the second wall, which is you and me and the fire."

"Yes."

"Anything else I should know about them?"

"Kyraleth hasn't seen this kind before. He says they smell hungry in a way that's more than ordinary hunger. He has the impression that they're also built hungry — like an animal that doesn't store fat the way most animals do, that has to keep killing to keep moving."

"Wonderful."

Wren turned away and began the work of moving the camp.
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They did not have time to eat. They built up the fire, fed it the dry juniper and the dead scrub Wren had collected on his perimeter walk, and arranged the packs against the rock face. Callen put on the heavier coat from the pack and took his sword out of the harness sheath. The blade was the one he had carried for the last four years — the steel he had folded himself in the forge at the Academy in the second autumn, with the drift-resonance worked into the cross of the hilt that let him channel his connection with Kyraleth into the metal when he needed to. He did not channel anything yet. Channeling was for the moment of the strike. He held the blade loose at his right hip and stood at the rock face with the firelight in front of him and the open ground beyond the firelight, and he waited.

Wren took the second pack to the corner of the camp where the firelight ran out into the dark on the south side. He produced from one of the inside pockets of the elaborate dark coat a dark crossbow no longer than his forearm, with a steel prod and a quick-draw lever and a small leather quiver of bolts that he hooked onto his belt with the practiced motion of a man who had hooked that quiver onto that belt a great many times before.

Kyraleth moved out across the open ground on the western side of the shelf. The great body went into the low ready posture of a dragon about to defend a position — the head lowered, the wings tight against the back so that they would not be a target, the long blue-black tail laid out behind him in a loose arc that could move very fast in any direction it needed to go. The gold eyes were on the upper edge of the shelf where the light from the fire began to fail.

The shelf went quiet.

For about three minutes, nothing.

Then the first creature came over the lip of the slope on the north side.

It came slow.

That was the first thing Callen registered. Not a charge. A walk — the unhurried prowling walk of a thing that had decided where it was going and was not going to be hurried about getting there.

The body of the cat was wrong.

It was about the length of a large hunting dog from nose to base of tail, but the proportions were not the proportions of any cat Callen had ever seen. The legs were too long for the body. The shoulders were too high. The head was the right size but the neck was too thin to carry the head — the neck was long and thin and ropy, and the head moved on the end of it with a slight extra second of independent motion, the way a thing on a stalk moves separately from the stalk in a wind. The skin across the rib cage was the worst part. It was pale and stretched tight enough that the ribs showed through it not as ridges but as outlines, the precise outlines of the bone beneath, and the skin between the ribs had a faint translucent quality in the firelight that should not exist on a living animal at all. The cat's eyes caught the firelight and threw it back in a color Callen had no name for — pale, off-yellow, but with a faint shifting underneath the yellow, a slow rotation through colors that did not stay still between heartbeats. One moment the eyes were yellow, the next almost green, the moment after almost a pale rust-red, and the cycle repeated at about the rate of a slow heartbeat, and was not stopping.

The cat looked at Kyraleth.

Kyraleth looked at the cat.

The cat made a sound Callen had not been expecting — not a hiss, not a growl, but a soft dry exhale, the sound a thing makes when it has been holding its breath for some time and has decided to release the breath in a controlled way. The exhale carried a smell across the firelight a moment later. The smell was the same smell Callen had registered off the curtained third wagon of Halder's caravan in the eastern gate yard at the start of all this. Stone kept out of the sun for a long time. Mineral. Dryer than any living thing should smell.

A second cat came over the lip on the north side. A third on the east. A fourth and fifth on the west, where the fire's light failed quickest.

The first cat lowered itself by an inch and took a step forward.

What happened next happened fast.

The first cat charged Kyraleth straight on.

The obvious move. Kyraleth had been waiting for it. His head moved a foot to the left, the long jaws opened — but the killing breath did not come. At this distance it would scorch the rock face and the camp with it. Instead the right foreclaw came up in a short precise sweep and caught the cat at the base of the throat. Neck broken against the gravel.

The second and third cats came in on either side of the first.

Kyraleth's tail moved.

A low sweep along the gravel — the way the tails of his line had moved for as long as there had been dragons of his line. It caught the second cat at the hind legs at the exact speed and angle to break both legs. The cat went down. It was still dragging itself forward on its forelegs when Kyraleth's left foreclaw came down on its skull.

The third cat got past Kyraleth on the inside.

It was the fastest of them. Past the dragon's right shoulder in a low fluid run that ate the distance in two heartbeats. Coming at Callen.

Callen was ready.

He had been ready since the first cat came over the lip. The Nightshade in him was reading the angles — the integration that happened underneath conscious thought, the thing he had stopped fighting years ago because the Nightshade was, however he felt about it, what kept him alive when the world was trying to take the people behind him.

He let the cat come.

The cat was committed to the line of the charge, and that line had a point in it — three feet in front of his chest — where the cat would commit its weight onto the front legs for the leap. Committed weight meant no more change of direction. The Nightshade waited for the moment. The moment came. The blade came up from his right hip in the clean arc it had been built for and caught the cat at the base of the jaw on the underside. The drift in the cross of the hilt sang for one held heartbeat. The blade went through the throat and out the back of the neck. The cat was dead before its front feet touched the ground.

Callen stepped sideways out of the line of the falling body. Brought the blade back into the guard.

A fourth cat was on him from the left.

He had not seen it coming. It had come up the dry stream-bed in the shadow the firelight did not reach, and it was within striking distance of his left side before he registered it.

He had time to turn. He did not have time for the blade. The blade was on the wrong side.

He turned anyway. Dropped his weight. Brought the small folding knife from his left hip up into the underside of the cat's jaw the way the Nightshade had been trained to bring small knives up into the undersides of jaws.

The knife went in.

The cat's eyes cycled through yellow and green and rust-red, once, and the cycle stopped on a flat blank pale, and the body collapsed across his left forearm and slid down his side to the gravel.

A long shallow score down the side of his left forearm where one of the cat's claws had caught him in the turn. He had not felt it at the time. He felt it now.

"Behind you!"

Wren's voice from the south corner of the camp.

Callen did not turn. He trusted the warning — trusted it the way he had spent four years learning to trust Kyraleth's warnings in the bond. He moved forward instead. Two steps into the open ground, putting the dead fourth cat behind him as an obstacle for whatever was coming up the stream-bed at his back.

Kyraleth's tail came across the dry stream-bed in the same low sweep it had taken the second cat with.

This time the cat was at full speed.

The tail caught the flanker, the one Wren had seen and Callen had not — at the front shoulders, and lifted it off the gravel and carried it sideways into the rock face about ten feet up. The cat hit the rock with a sound Callen would not soon forget. It did not get back up.

Kyraleth’s head was already coming around. A fifth cat had broken from the western lip during the tail’s sweep, going for the soft skin of the joining at the right shoulder where the salt had scored him yesterday — but it saw the tail’s arc and the flanker hitting the rock face, and the math changed for it in the air. It skidded sideways on the gravel and broke for the lip without closing the last five feet.

The remaining three stopped.

It was the precise stopping of starving predators recalculating. Five of their pack were down. The dragon was bleeding from the right shoulder but was not slowed. The thing on the rock face had killed two more in the time it had taken the dragon to kill three. The math had changed. The whole calculation had taken about forty seconds.

The three remaining cats backed away.

They did not turn and run. They backed — the long-legged thin-necked bodies retreating in the controlled way starving predators retreat when the hunger is not going to get fed here. The eyes did not stop cycling. The pale ribs showed through the translucent skin. They reached the lip, paused once to look back, and were gone.

Callen did not move for the length of about three breaths.

The blade was still out. The drift in the cross of the hilt was still humming faintly from the channel he had put through it. The Nightshade was still up in his chest — the cold pressure behind the sternum that was the Nightshade's working state, the one that came in when the blade came out and that did not come back down on its own.

The Nightshade was not finished.

The Nightshade had been a creature, in the long-ago years, who finished things. The calculus of the Nightshade's old work was that an engagement was finished when the threat was eliminated and not when the threat had merely walked away. The Nightshade was very near the surface now. Callen could feel the shape of the impulse rising in him — the clean cold follow them that was almost not a thought but a reflex.

He took a step toward the lip of the dry valley where the three cats had gone over.

He took a second step.

The bond opened.

Callen.

Kyraleth was choosing exactly when to step in. Not to argue. Not to forbid. Just to step in, the way he had stepped in three times before in the four years they had been bonded.

Let them go.

Callen took a third step.

Kyraleth. There were eight. There are three left. Three is the number that comes back in the dark before dawn. Three is the number that follows us for the next four days and waits for the moment one of us is alone at the perimeter.

Three is also the number that does not come back, because the math has already been done in their heads and they know they cannot win. The math will hold for the next three or four days at least, by which time we will be over the western horizon and they will have starved on something else.

And if the math does not hold?

Then the math does not hold and we deal with the math then. But Callen.

A pause.

They hunted us because they were hungry. We are not hungry. There is a difference.

Callen stood very still on the gravel of the shelf with the blade in his right hand and the folding knife wet on his belt and the cold winter wind from the western lip touching the side of his face. The Nightshade had spent eleven years finishing engagements because the Nightshade had been paid to finish engagements. The Nightshade had never, in those eleven years, been on the side of the engagement that was not hungry.

He was not on a contract. He was on a road.

He took the third step back.

He brought the blade up across his front and lowered it slowly to his side, and the drift in the cross of the hilt went quiet under his hand, and the cold pressure behind his sternum receded by an inch — not all the way, because the Nightshade did not go all the way back down in any short space of time once it was up, but by an inch, and the inch was the thing that mattered.

He turned away from the lip of the dry valley.

It was the hardest turn he had made in months. The morning at the forge with Nora and the soup had been the easy version. This was the test — the cold gravel of an unknown valley with the dead bodies of starving predators across the open ground and the Nightshade humming in his chest and three living things over the western lip that would have been five minutes' work and a clean accounting at the end of it. Instead of doing the five minutes' work, he was turning away.

He turned all the way away.

He walked back to the rock face. He sheathed the blade.

In the bond, Kyraleth said quietly, Thank you.

Wren came out of the south corner slowly, the short crossbow held at the low ready in his right hand, the pale eyes scanning the open ground and the lip of the dry valley and the rock face and the dead bodies on the gravel. He stopped about three paces from Callen.

"All down?"

"All down. Three over the lip. Kyraleth says the math is on our side and they won't come back."

"I trust the dragon's math."

"Good."

Wren crossed to the nearest body and crouched beside it without touching it. He studied the rib cage in the firelight for a moment — the pale skin stretched tight enough that the ribs showed through as clean outlines, the faint translucent quality that should not have belonged to a living animal.

“Hollow,” he said. “Nothing inside the skin. The cat is a bag around the bones.”

“Hollowcats.”

“If you like.”

Wren tucked the crossbow into the inside pocket of the elaborate dark coat. Then he turned his right forearm over and looked at the underside of it.

There was a bite.

It was a shallow bite — a half-circle of punctures across the meat of the inside forearm, just below the elbow, where one of the cats had caught him in passing during the corner work he had been doing while Callen had been killing the third and fourth cats. The punctures were already beginning to weep slow dark blood, and the skin around them had the pale puffiness of a wound the body had not yet decided what to do about.

Wren examined the wound with the flat clinical detachment of a man who had been bitten before, by other animals, in other countries. Was the wound deep? No. Was the bleeding the right kind of bleeding? Yes — slow, dark, no spurting. Was there anything left of the animal in the wound? He pushed at the edge of one of the punctures with the pad of his thumb and watched. Nothing came out. Good.

"Well," he said in the conversational register he had been using on the road. "That's one way to find out if I'm allergic to anything out here."

Callen came over to him.

"Sit down."

"I'm fine."

"Sit down. Let me clean it. We don't know what's in their saliva and we're four days from a healer."

Wren sat down on the flat slab of rock by the fire that had been their cooking surface for the night they had not gotten to eat. He laid the right forearm across his thigh and turned the underside up. Callen brought over the dark glass jar of the same salve Amara had packed for both of them and the clean cloth from his own coat pocket. He wet the cloth from his water-skin and began the slow careful business of cleaning the punctures.

Wren did not flinch.

It was the second thing about Wren that Callen catalogued during the cleaning. The first was that Wren had been bitten before. The second was that Wren had been bitten enough times that the part of his nervous system which would have flinched at a wound being cleaned by another man's hand had been trained out of him at some point in the past.

"Are these cats poisonous?" Wren asked while Callen worked.

"No idea."

Wren considered this.

"I love this trip."

Across the open ground, the long blue-black shape of Kyraleth — who had been standing very still by the rock face since the engagement ended — made a sound. It was not a sound any of them had heard the dragon make before. It was a low quiet rumble in the deep part of the chest, the kind of sound a creature makes when something has happened that the creature finds genuinely funny and that the creature is not going to acknowledge in any other way. It lasted about two seconds. Then it stopped. Kyraleth's gold eyes did not move.

In the bond, very dryly, Kyraleth said, He is not wrong.

Callen kept his own face still. He went on cleaning the punctures.

He got the salve in. He bound the wound with the clean strip of bandage from the pack. He sat back on his heels and looked at his work.

"It won't get worse if we keep it covered. We'll check it every morning. If it goes red around the edges or you start to feel hot, we'll know we have a different problem and we'll deal with the different problem when it presents itself."

"Understood."

"How does the rest of you feel?"

"The rest of me feels like a man who's been on the road for three days with a bad boot and has just been bitten by something he didn't have a name for. I've felt better. I've felt worse. Singer." Wren shifted his weight on the slab of rock. The line at the corner of his mouth moved by a fraction. "I'm going to be honest with you about a thing. I'd rather you noticed it now than in the morning when it's the kind of thing that becomes a question."

"All right."

Wren held up his right hand.

It was trembling.

It was the steady tremor of a hand that had been doing fine work for the last three minutes — bandaging a wound, holding a cloth steady, lifting a jar — and that was now, in the absence of the work, doing the thing hands do when the body has been pumping the cocktail of fight chemicals through the bloodstream for the length of a hard engagement and the chemicals are now leaving the bloodstream the way they always left it, in the slow uneven decay that announced itself in the smallest joints of the body first.

Callen recognized the tremor.

He had seen it in his own hands a great many times. It was not fear. It was the tremor of a body that had been through this exact chemical cycle so many times in its life that the cycle had worn itself a private channel.

Wren caught Callen looking at his hand.

He did not lower the hand. He let Callen look. Then he said, very quietly, in the voice he had used in the ravine on the first night when he had told Callen about the cabin in the western hills:

"It's been a while. I'm rustier than I thought."

He did not elaborate.

Callen did not ask. He looked at the trembling hand for the length of time that was the appropriate length of time to look at a thing a man had just trusted you to see, and then he looked away.

But he filed it. He filed it next to the cabin in the western hills, and the goose fat, and the dark crossbow that had come out of the inside pocket of the coat as if it had been waiting there for years, and the six quiet errands across fourteen weeks for Lysara. The file Callen was building on Wren was getting longer by the day.

"Eat something," he said after a moment. "We didn't have dinner. Whatever you can manage cold from the pack. Sleep early. I'll take the first watch."

"You're wounded."

"I have a scratch on my left forearm. I've had worse from a bad shoeing job."

"Singer."

"Wren."

A pause. Then Wren let it go. He nodded once and got up from the slab of rock with the new stiffness of a man whose forearm had begun to throb. He went to the pack and got out a piece of the dark cheese and a strip of the smoked goat and ate them sitting by the fire with the trembling hand resting flat on his thigh, where the flatness of the thigh slowly absorbed the tremor and turned it back into a steady hand by degrees over the course of about ten minutes.

He went to his sleeping roll. He was asleep inside the same two minutes as the previous nights.
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Callen did not lie down.

He took the small lamp and walked across the open ground to where Kyraleth had moved back to the lee side of the rock face. He sat down on the gravel beside the great blue-black flank the way he had sat the night before, and he leaned his back against the warm scales, and he did not bother with the lamp this time because the moon was up and the moonlight on the gravel was enough to see by.

In the bond, Kyraleth was already waiting.

He sat there for a long time.

The Nightshade had not gone all the way down in his chest. He could still feel the cold pressure behind the sternum. The pressure would take a few hours to fade.

In the bond, Kyraleth was the slow steady warm presence he was at the end of any engagement they had survived together. He did not say anything for a long time.

The turn was the hardest one yet. You are different from the man who walked out of Emberdale. He would have followed them.

He would have been over the western lip of this valley already.

And the man on the gravel beside me right now is the man who chose not to be that man. I want you to know that I saw him choose, and that I am — in the particular way a dragon is proud of his bonded — proud of him.

Callen sat very still.

He had been told a great many things about himself in his life. Proud was not in the top hundred of them. He held the word in his head for a moment with the careful attention of a man holding a thing he had not been expecting to be given.

He did not say anything in response. He did not need to. The bond carried the wordless impression of received across the warm soft connection between them, and Kyraleth registered it. The two of them sat in the cold dry winter night beside the dead bodies of five hollowcats, the bandaged sleeping man at the fire, and the long dark valley with the three survivors over the western lip. The night was very quiet. The fire burned low.


Chapter Nine


TESKA'S FIRE



The fourth day's flight took them out of the dry valleys with the hollowcat country in them and over a long high plain that fell away gradually toward the west. The ground lost altitude in slow easy steps. The air picked up a faint different smell that Kyraleth registered, in the bond, as people. Old people. Very few of them. They have lived here a long time.

By the middle of the afternoon they could see the smoke.

It was a thin column — thinner than a single hearthfire and steadier than any cooking fire Callen had ever seen — rising from a fold in the western edge of the plain where the long high country gave way to a sheltered cup of land between two low ridges. The cup had the look of a place that had been chosen by people who understood country: a clear spring at the upslope end, a flat run of ground for grazing, a low natural windbreak on the northwest side where the prevailing wind would not get in, and the fold itself deep enough that the smoke from a single managed fire could rise to about thirty feet before it began to disperse.

Thirty, Kyraleth said. Maybe thirty-two. I am counting heart-rates from above. The number is not exact at this distance.

Animals?

Goats. Perhaps sixty. A few thin chickens. No horses.

Defenses?

A pause.

None worth speaking of. There is a low stone wall at the eastern entry to the fold. Two men with shepherd's staves at the wall. They have seen me already. They are not running.

Not running is not the same as not afraid.

No. But they are not running.

Callen took the small lamp out of the second pack and set it on the front of the harness in the place that meant we are coming in friendly — although the gesture was almost certainly going to be lost on people who had never seen a dragon close enough to have learned which lamp positions meant what. Then he and Wren both held still on the harness and let Kyraleth come down very slowly — much more slowly than the dragon usually came in, in a long descending spiral that gave the people in the fold a quarter of an hour to watch him approach and decide what they were going to feel about it.

Kyraleth landed on the flat run of ground at the lower end of the cup, about a hundred paces from the wall.

He crouched. He folded his wings. He lowered his head all the way to the ground in the long careful posture of submission that the great dragons of his line had used in the old age when approaching settlements of people who had never seen them. I am here. I am not standing tall. I am asking permission to be in your country.

Then he laid his great body flat against the earth and waited.
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The two men at the wall did not run.

They did not move at all for the first long minute. Then one of them — older, the weathered seventy that frontier life produced, with grey hair tied back in a single thin braid — turned and called something over his shoulder in a language Callen did not understand. It was not common. It was not Pyrin. It was not any of the trader pidgins Callen had picked up in the long-ago years. It was an older language, one a small isolated people kept to themselves across many generations because no one came in often enough to make them learn anything else.

The call brought a third figure to the wall.

She was small. She came from the largest of the stone huts at the upper end of the cup, walking with the deliberate pace of a woman whose joints did not love walking but who had decided that walking was the necessary thing today. She crossed the open ground between the hut and the wall without hurrying and without looking back at the people watching her from the doorways of the other huts. She wore a long dark wool overdress with the cuffs turned up and a thin shawl of pale grey wool around her shoulders, and her hair — what was left of it — was the color of clean iron, pulled back into a tight knot at the nape of her neck. Her face was the color and texture of harness leather worked for a great many years.

She came to the wall. She put her hands flat on the top of the wall and looked across the open ground at Kyraleth.

She looked at him for a long time.

Not the look of a woman seeing something for the first time. The look of a woman seeing, with her own eyes, a thing she had heard described in stories all her life and had begun, somewhere around her fourth decade, to suspect the stories had made up. She was not afraid. She was not amazed. She was adjusting her understanding of the world to make room for one specific confirmation.

Callen and Wren both dismounted slowly.

They walked the hundred paces to the wall at the same unhurried pace Kyraleth had used to land. Callen kept his hands visible at his sides. The blade was on his right hip but the blade was sheathed, and he did not put a hand near the sheath. Wren walked half a step behind Callen on his left, in the position that announced to anyone who knew the old courtesies that he was a companion and not a guard.

They stopped about three paces from the wall.

The old woman looked up at them. Her eyes were the pale grey-blue of a winter sky. They were sharp.

"Dragon Singer," she said.

She said it in common — flat, careful common, the kind a person speaks who learned the language as a child from a grandmother who had learned it as a girl from a trader, and who had not spoken it more than five times a year since.

Callen inclined his head.

"My name is Callen Nasinth. I'm from the eastern Academy. We're travelers. We've come a long way and we mean no harm to your people. The dragon's name is Kyraleth. He's lain down in your pasture in the way the dragons of the old age would lie down to ask for the right to come into a settlement. If your people would prefer that we not come in, we'll leave. We have water and food enough to make the next day's flight."

The old woman watched his mouth as he spoke. When he finished, she did not answer at once. She looked past him at Kyraleth — still flat against the earth, still in the long careful posture — and then back at Callen, and then, with an unhurried turn of her head, at Wren.

Wren had not spoken. Wren had not moved. He had been standing in the half-step-behind-and-to-the-left position for about ninety seconds with the still attention of a man waiting to be acknowledged and willing to wait as long as the acknowledgment took.

The old woman looked at him.

Then she did a thing Callen would not have expected. She raised her right hand from the top of the wall and made, in the air between her and Wren, a precise gesture: three fingers extended, palm down, the hand rotating at the wrist by a quarter turn and then back. The gesture was nothing Callen had ever seen.

Wren saw it.

He raised his own right hand without looking at Callen, and in the air between him and the old woman he made a return gesture: two fingers extended, palm up, the hand rotating in the opposite direction by a quarter turn. The motion was a precise mirror of hers — not a copy, a response, the way one half of a learned greeting answers the other half.

The old woman's face changed.

It was not a smile. It was something smaller and warmer — the interior shift of a woman who had made a test in the air between two strangers and received the correct answer.

"Not a guard," she said in common, looking at Callen.

"No."

"He knows the long-road sign."

"I didn't know he did."

She looked back at Wren. Her eyes had something in them now that had not been in them when she had looked at Callen — not warmth, exactly, but the faint pleasure of recognition.

"Where?" she said.

"South of the gypsum line," Wren answered, in the same flat careful common she had used. "Three winters ago. A woman called Erish at a goat camp two days west of the salt pans taught me the gesture and the answer. She told me it was the way the long-road clans recognized each other and that I would never be one of them, but that if I was ever in her country and used the gesture without trying to claim something I was not, the people I gave it to would not turn me away."

The old woman looked at him. "Erish," she said.

Wren nodded.

"Erish is my second cousin's daughter."

"I'm sorry to hear it."

There was a long pause. Then the old woman did smile — a dry crack at the corner of her mouth — and Callen saw that a thing he had half-understood when he'd said Yes. Come in the storehouse three days ago had just been confirmed in front of him.

"Erish is impossible," the old woman said. "She's been impossible since she was eight. If you traveled with her for any length of time and she did not throw you down a well, you are either very polite or very useful. I am Teska. Come into the fold. Both of you. The dragon may stay where he is or come closer. He is welcome here either way. We have not had a dragon in this country in my lifetime, or my mother's, and his coming is the kind of thing my grandmother used to say only happened when the country was about to change."

She turned without waiting for an answer and walked back across the open ground toward the largest of the stone huts.

Callen watched her go. Then he looked sideways at Wren. "Erish," he said.

"You didn't ask."

"I didn't know I should ask."

"I gathered."

Wren looked across the wall at the cluster of stone huts in the cup. His pale eyes had a new expression in them — not theatrical, not calculating, just the unfamiliar attention of a man who had not been expecting to find a piece of his own past at the bottom of someone else's valley.

"I'll tell you about Erish another time," he said. "If you want to hear it."

"I want to hear it."

"Another time."

He went on through the gap in the wall where the two shepherds with the staves had stepped aside, and Callen followed. Behind them on the open ground Kyraleth lifted his great head from the earth, stretched his neck once, and settled again into the long flat resting posture. He watched the cup with the patient gold attention of a dragon who had decided this was the kind of place he was going to permit to stay welcoming for as long as the visit lasted.
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Teska's hut was the largest in the fold and the warmest. The inside of it smelled of the things the inside of a frontier hut always smelled of: woodsmoke from a fire that had been burning at low heat for several days continuously, dry herbs hung from the rafters on hemp cords, the warm slow smell of goat-stew that had been simmering since morning, and the faint dusty smell of the woven floor mats.

There were six of them in the hut by the time the food was ready: Teska, Callen, Wren, Teska's youngest grandson — a boy of perhaps fourteen named Erro who spoke no common at all and who watched the visitors with the wide unblinking attention of a child who had never met anyone from outside the cup — and two of the older shepherds, a man named Adren and a woman named Selne who was Teska's daughter-in-law.

Teska served the stew herself.

She did not let the daughter-in-law do the serving. She got up from her low stool by the fire with the slow careful motion of a body that had been getting up from low stools for seventy years. She ladled the stew into wooden bowls one at a time. She handed each bowl to its recipient in a particular order. Callen first — the Singer first, by the old courtesy — and then Wren, and then her grandson, and then Adren, and then Selne, and only last herself. Wren accepted his bowl with both hands held in a slightly different position than Callen had used to take his — palms cupping the wood from underneath rather than gripping the rim — and Teska's eyes flicked once at the position of Wren's hands and registered it without comment.

She sat back down on the low stool by the fire.

"Eat," she said. "Talk after."

The stew was the best stew Callen had eaten on a frontier road since the goose fat at the first camp — different from that, not as fine, but rich in a way that the salt-walk and the hollowcats had not allowed him to feel at any meal between then and now. The goat had been slow-cooked in something that tasted faintly of wild thyme and a dried mushroom Callen did not know. There was barley in it, and a handful of pale beans, and the broth had a depth that suggested bones had been simmering since before dawn. He ate slowly.

Wren ate with the courtesies of a man who had eaten in a great many isolated frontier homes and had learned, somewhere along the way, that the way you ate in a place you were a guest in was the second sentence you spoke to the people who lived there. He held the bowl in both hands. He did not pick the meat out and leave the broth. He took even spoonfuls of broth and barley and meat and bean together. When he had finished about two-thirds of the bowl, he set it carefully on the floor mat in front of him at the precise moment when Teska, watching with the attention of a host, was preparing to suggest a second helping. He held up one hand to forestall the suggestion, inclined his head a quarter inch, and said in his flat careful common —

"Teska. The stew is the best thing I've eaten in three years on the road. I'm refusing the second bowl because I want to remember the first one, and a second bowl always blurs the first."

Teska looked at him for a moment. Then she did the dry crack at the corner of the mouth again. "You learned that from Erish too."

"I did."

"Erish is the only person in three valleys who knows that compliment. She invented it when she was twelve. I was the first person she ever used it on."

"She told me that. She said it had worked the first time."

"It always works. It works because it is true. The second bowl always blurs the first. I will not offer it. But you will eat a third thing later that I will choose for you, and you will not refuse that one, because the third thing is a piece of cheese my own grandmother taught me to make, and it does not blur anything."

"I would be honored."

The conversation that followed was the slow careful conversation of strangers admitted to a hearth and allowed to ask the questions strangers were allowed to ask in this country, in the order the questions were allowed to be asked.

Teska asked first.

She asked about the Academy. Word of it had reached even this far out, by the slow circuitous route by which words traveled through the long-road clans — not as direct news but as the accumulated rumors of half a dozen passing traders, each adding a fragment to a story that no single trader had ever told all of. She had heard, she said, that there was a place in the eastern mountains where children with the old gifts could go and learn to use them without being taken away from their families. She had heard that the Lord Regent's people had at first hunted the place and then decided not to. She had heard that a Dragon Singer had been seen in the capital in the spring at a great trial and had testified against the man who had been hunting children. She had heard, more recently — the rumor was perhaps two weeks old in her ears — that the trial had ended and that the man had been put in a cell for the rest of his life.

She had not been sure, until this morning, that any of it was real.

Callen confirmed each piece. He kept the confirmations short and factual — not the Black Veil, not the corruption, not the journey to the glacier, not the dying man in the eastern gate yard or the amber tablet or the Spine. He told her there was an Academy. That children with gifts could come to it. That the Baron was in a stone cell in the capital and would die in one. That his daughter was nine years old and bonded to a young dragon named Solara who had hatched in the autumn. That his wife was a healer. He named Lysara and Pavel and Shendra and Thessa — homely names that grounded a story in the truth of real people live there — and Teska listened to each of them with the careful attention of a woman building a picture in her head from the few brushstrokes she was being offered.

She did not ask him why he had come west.

That was the kindness of the long-road clans, Callen thought later. They asked the questions you were free to answer and they did not ask the questions that would force you to lie.

Wren spoke when invited and not before.

He did, however, get invited often. Teska kept turning to him with the follow-up questions that she did not turn to Callen with — and how long have you been on the long road, and what was the country like through the high passes north of Erish's camp, and is the well at Lirell's still running freely. The questions were the indirect means by which a clan elder confirmed that the visitor sitting opposite her was telling the truth about where he had been and that the where-he-had-been was a thing she could place on a map of her own people's country. Wren answered each one with the precise economy of a man who had walked the country in question and who knew which details would be the right details to confirm. He did not perform the answers. He gave them the way a man passes a tool across a workbench.

By the second hour, Teska was treating Wren the way she treated her own grandson at the fire on her left side.

Callen watched it happen and understood, slowly, that the morning at the storehouse had been the right call for reasons he had not at the time fully grasped. He had brought Wren because Wren could read frontier ground and pack a road bag and disappear in a market square. He had not known he was bringing the only person on the road who could be loved by a clan elder he had never met, in a fold of land he had never seen, on the basis of a hand-gesture learned three winters ago from a goat-camp woman whose name turned out to be the second cousin of his host's daughter.

The world was small in places. He had not known how small.
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The sun went down, the fire in the central pit burned higher, the goat-stew bowls were cleared away, and the hard sheep-cheese Teska had promised was brought out and sliced into thin pieces with the careful attention of a ritual. They ate the cheese in silence for the length of about three slow chews. Callen agreed: it was a small perfect thing that did not blur anything.

Then Teska began the stories.

She told them in common, slowly, with the pauses a storyteller takes when she is translating in her head from the language she usually thinks in to the language her audience will understand. Some of the stories were funny — clan stories about goats that had outsmarted shepherds, about a long-ago marriage between two people from different folds that had produced seventeen children of whom only the youngest had grown up to be ordinary. Some were sad — a winter forty years ago when half the goats had died and three of the families had had to walk west to a different country. Some were old in the way only the stories of small isolated peoples were old, stories that had been told for so many generations that the original details had worn smooth and only the shape of the story remained.

She told the story of the One Who Counts third or fourth in.

She told it in the offhand way she had been telling all the others — without preamble, without warning, the way a person tells a story she has been telling at hearths since she was a girl and that she does not herself consider remarkable.

"There is a thing that walks the edge of firelight on dark nights in this country," she said. "Not often. My mother saw it once, when she was a girl. I have seen it twice. My grandson here has not seen it yet, and may never; some people go their whole lives without seeing it, and some people see it three or four times, and there is no rule we have ever worked out about who sees it or when. We call it the One Who Counts."

Callen had been holding his piece of cheese halfway to his mouth.

He set it down.

"It does not come into the light," Teska said. "It walks at the edge — at the place where you can almost see it but not quite, where you turn your head and it is gone, where you turn your head back and you can almost see it again. It is tall. Taller than a man, but not much taller. Thin. The clothes it wears are like clothes from no country we know — long, dark, the cloth catching no firelight. It carries something in one hand. We have never been close enough to see what. It does not approach us. It does not speak to us. It does not, in the long memory of my people, do harm to anyone. It walks at the edge of the firelight for a few minutes, perhaps half an hour at the longest, and then it is no longer there."

"Why do you call it the One Who Counts?" Callen said, very quietly.

Teska looked at him across the fire.

"Because of what my mother heard the time she saw it. She was eleven. She was sitting at a fire with her own grandmother, in this same hut, and the One Who Counts came to the edge of the firelight at the doorway. My mother was the only one who saw it — her grandmother had her back to the door. My mother said the figure stood at the edge of the firelight for a long time, and then it raised its free hand to its mouth, and it began to speak. Very quietly. Not in any language my mother knew. But she could hear, even in the language she did not know, that what the figure was doing was counting. Names, perhaps. Or numbers. She was not sure. The counting went on for the length of one slow soft minute, and then the figure lowered the hand, and turned, and was no longer there. My mother told her grandmother that night what she had seen, and her grandmother told her not to be afraid — that the One Who Counts was a thing that had been walking the edges of the fires of our people for as long as the stories went back, and that it had never harmed anyone, and that the counting was the kind of work some things did, and that the right thing to do when you saw it was simply to go on with your evening and let it do its work."

She paused.

"My mother lived to be eighty-three. She died in this hut. She never saw the figure again. But she told me that story when I was nine, and she said that if I ever saw it I should not be afraid, and I should not call attention to it, and I should let it count whatever it was counting and walk on. I have seen it twice. Both times I let it count and walk on. Both times it walked on. That is all I know. The clan considers it benign. It is the kind of thing you learn to live with in this country."

She looked at Callen carefully. The pale grey-blue eyes were on his face in a way they had not been before.

She did not ask. She had decided the question would not be asked tonight.

She moved on to the next story.

Callen barely heard the next story.

He sat with the piece of cheese on the woven mat in front of him and let his face do the careful neutral work it had been trained, in the long-ago years, to do when he needed not to broadcast what was happening underneath. Tall. Taller than a man, but not much taller. Thin. The clothes catching no firelight. Counting in a language she did not know. The hairs on the back of his neck were standing up underneath the collar of his coat.

The figure in his dream was the figure Teska had just described. Same shape, same height, same long dark cloth that caught no firelight, same posture of carrying-something-in-one-hand, same business of counting. He had assumed, for the weeks his dreams had been counting, that the counting was a private dream-thing his own head had invented. He had not assumed the figure was a real thing that other people in other countries saw at the edges of their fires.

He had been keeping the figure to himself because he had been assuming the figure was an interior strange thing. He was now revising the assumption.

He sat at Teska's fire while the next story went on around him — something about a goat that had escaped its fold for a winter and come back in the spring with kids of an unfamiliar color — and he made the careful interior list he made when a thing in his understanding of his own situation had just shifted. Tell Kyraleth tonight. Tell Finch when Finch caught up. Do not tell Wren until he had decided what to tell Wren. Do not tell Teska tonight. Do not, under any circumstances, tell Teska that the figure she had been describing as a benign clan-spirit was a figure he had been seeing in his dreams every night for the past three weeks, because telling Teska that would change the figure for her in some way he could not predict.

He nodded at the next of Teska's stories at the right places. He even managed, when the story called for it, a dry laugh at the punchline about the goat.

Across the space of the woven mat, he felt Wren's pale eyes register the interior shift in him without naming it.

Wren did not name it. Wren finished his piece of cheese, complimented Teska on it in the precise terms a long-road clan elder appreciated, and continued to be the visitor he had been being all evening.

Callen made another item for the file he was building on Wren. Notices when I am holding something and does not press.

The fire burned low.

Teska's grandson was nodding off against the wall. Adren and Selne had left an hour ago. Teska herself had begun the yawning of an old woman who had decided that the visit had reached its proper end.

Callen and Wren stood. They thanked Teska in the careful terms that the courtesies of the long-road clans required. Teska offered them the use of the empty hut at the western end of the fold for the night, and they accepted, and they walked together across the cold dark open ground of the cup with the stars overhead and the long flat shape of Kyraleth visible in the lower pasture as a darker blackness against the dark.

Wren went into the hut.

Callen went to Kyraleth first.

He sat down on the gravel beside the right shoulder of the great body the way he had sat the night before, and he leaned his back against the warm scales, and he did not bother with the lamp this time because the moon was up and the moonlight on the gravel was enough to see by.

In the bond, Kyraleth was already waiting.

You are going to tell me about the dreams now. Because of the story the old woman told.

Yes.

Tell me.

He told him.

He told him about the flat plain of black glass under the sky that had no sun in it. About the figure ahead of him that never turned around. About the counting that had been numbers for the first weeks and had become names two nights ago. About the names being in a language somewhere between common and the older common of the dying messenger. About the weight each name had in the voice's mouth. About the closing line the voice had added to the list two nights ago: And the Singer who healed the ice, of no line we have on the rolls.

And then he told him what Teska had told them. The figure at the edge of the firelight. The clothes catching no firelight. The carrying-something-in-one-hand. The counting in a language Teska's mother had not known. The benignity. The fact that her people had been seeing it for ten generations without harm.

He stopped.

The bond was very quiet.

It was not the ready quiet of a dragon waiting his turn in a conversation. It was the longer quiet of a creature who had just been given a piece of information that did not fit anywhere in any inherited memory in the long line behind him.

After a long while, Kyraleth spoke. I don't know what this is.

I want to be very careful in what I say next, because what I say next will become part of how you think about this thing for the next week, and I don't want to put a wrong shape on it before either of us has the right shape.

I know.

But I don't think it is hostile.

Tell me why.

Two reasons. The first is the easy one and the second is the harder one. The easy one is that the old woman's people have been seeing this thing for ten generations and it has not hurt any of them, and that is a long time for a hostile thing to hold off. Hostile things do not hold off for ten generations. They hold off for one generation, sometimes two, and then the hunger or the impatience or whatever else they are made of overwhelms the holding-off and they take what they came for. Ten generations is the rhythm of a thing that has work to do and that is doing the work, and the work is not us.

And the second reason.

A pause.

The figure in your dream — if it is the same figure, and I am willing to act for the next several days as if it is — has been counting in a way the old woman's mother described as not in any language she knew. The names you heard two nights ago were in a language somewhere between common and the older common of the dying man in your cold room. Two different witnesses, in two different countries, at two different times, hearing the figure speak — both of them describing the speech as a counting in a language that was almost a language they could understand and not quite. That is not the signature of a thing trying to deceive anyone. A thing trying to deceive anyone speaks in the language of the person it is deceiving. A thing that speaks in a language no listener can fully understand is a thing that is not speaking to the listeners. It is doing its work in the open and is letting the listeners overhear as much of the work as the listeners are able to overhear, and it is doing the work in its own language because the work is the work and the listeners are not the audience.

The work is not for us.

The work is not for us.

Then what is the work?

I don't know. But your grandmother in the hut — the old woman, Teska — has been telling us something important without knowing it. The figure is not new. It has been walking the edges of the fires of these people for ten generations. The figure was already here before any of this — before the cold dreams started visiting you, before the dying man walked out of the empty country, before the report on the amber tablet went out along the Spine, before the Singer healed the ice. The figure was already here. The figure was already counting. The figure has been counting for a very long time, and only recently — perhaps very recently — added a name to the list that the rest of the names on the list belong with.

My name.

By the deed. The Singer who healed the ice, of no line we have on the rolls. The figure had the work in progress already, and you have just been added to the work. You are not the work's reason. You are the work's most recent entry.

Callen sat with his back against the warm scales of his dragon and considered the enormous distinction between the reason and the most recent entry, and the way the distinction did not actually make him feel safer but did make him feel, for the first time since the dreams had started counting, that the dreams were not entirely about him.

Kyraleth. Thank you for hearing it.

I should have asked harder, sooner.

You asked when I needed to be asked. The sooner would not have helped because I did not have Teska yet.

A long warm soft pause.

Sleep, Kyraleth said. I will be here. If the dream comes again tonight I will be in it with you.

Can you do that?

I don't know. I haven't tried. I have decided I am willing to try.

Callen sat against the warm flank for another minute. Then he stood up slowly and walked across the open ground of the cup to the empty hut at the western end of the fold, where Wren was already asleep on a pallet of the heavy wool the long-road clans wove from their own sheep's coats. Callen lay down on the second pallet with his coat on and his blade by his right hand and his face turned toward the low coal in the fire pit at the center of the hut, and the cold moonlight came in through the high window and lay across the woven floor in a thin pale bar.
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The dream came in the dark hour before false dawn.

It came the way it always came. Callen was on the flat plain of black glass under the sky that had no sun. The figure was ahead of him in the same place it had always been. The voice of the figure was already speaking in the slow patient careful tone of a clerk reading a list.

But this time the names were not in the language of the previous nights.

This time the names were in the older common, the common that Teska's mother had not understood and that was almost a language Callen could hear as a language but not entirely. He caught a syllable here and there. Estren of the third stone. Mar of the cold pasture. Vell, who counts the goats at the long fold. The names hit him with the same weight they had hit him with two nights ago. He did not recognize any of them. He did not recognize them and he heard them anyway, and he understood, in the clear way you understand things in dreams, that the names belonged to a different country, a country where people kept goats in long folds and counted them and named the stones in a way that the long-road clans had been doing for ten generations.

The voice ahead of him reached the end of one passage in its list.

It paused.

And then, very slightly — not enough to show any face, not enough to give Callen any information about what the figure looked like — the figure ahead of him turned. Turned by perhaps a quarter of an angle. Turned the way a man turns when he becomes aware that something behind him is also listening and he is acknowledging the listening without giving the listener his full attention.

In the bond — and this was a thing that should not have been possible, because the bond did not run in dreams, because the bond was a thing of the waking world and Kyraleth was three hundred paces away in the lower pasture of Teska's cup — Callen heard Kyraleth's slow careful warm presence join the dream beside him. I am here. I am hearing what you are hearing. He turned. I saw him turn.

The figure spoke.

It spoke in a voice like stone. Not stone in the sense of hardness — stone in the sense of the slow patient sound a stone would make if a stone had decided, after a great many centuries, to speak, the sound of the rock at the bottom of a well that has been standing in the same place for a very long time and has only now had reason to use a voice. The voice came in not through the air but through the same channel the rest of the dream was coming through.

The voice said, Not yet. Not for you.

That was all.

The figure turned back to its work — turned the quarter of an angle back, returned to the position it had always held in the dream — and resumed the counting in the older common, and the counting went on as if the interruption had never happened, and the names continued to fall in their slow patient rhythm onto the cracked black glass at Callen's feet.

Callen woke.

He woke without moving, the way he had woken from the dream in the ravine on the first night. The cold winter pre-dawn was coming in through the high window of Teska's empty hut. Wren was asleep on the other pallet, his pale face relaxed in the way it was only ever relaxed in sleep. The coal in the fire pit had gone almost all the way out.

In the bond, Kyraleth was awake.

I was there. I heard him speak.

Yes.

Callen. The mental voice was very quiet. I have not, in any of the inherited memory of my line, heard a voice like that. Not in any of the dragon-dreams of my ancestors. Not in the corruption-dreams. Not in any of the singing of the old age. The voice in your dream is not a voice my line has ever heard. This is not a thing the dragons of my world have a category for.

All right.

But — not yet. Not for you. That is not the sentence of a hostile thing. That is the sentence of a thing that has work to do that has not yet brought that work to you. You are on the list now — your name is on the list — but you are not at the part of the list that the figure has reached, and the figure was, in the tone of the speaking, telling you so, the way a clerk tells a man waiting at the desk that the clerk will get to him in his proper turn.

A clerk.

The closest analogy I have. I don't know what it is. I know that whatever it is, it is doing work, and you are part of the work, and the work has its own pace, and the pace does not include hurting you yet — and the yet in that sentence is the part that should worry both of us, because yet means there is a time at which the work will reach you, and that time exists somewhere in the list ahead of where the figure has so far counted.

How long do we have?

I don't know. I don't know how long the list is. I don't know how fast the figure is reading. I don't know what happens at any given name. But the figure has been counting on Teska's fire for ten generations and has not yet reached anyone in Teska's clan, and ten generations is a long enough rhythm that I am willing to say to you, tonight, that whatever it is, it is not going to reach the part of the list with your name on it before we have done the work you came west to do.

A pause.

Probably.

Callen lay quiet on the pallet for a long time.

The dream had not, this time, left the cold inside his gloves the way it had at the ravine. It had left a different residue — the feeling of having been acknowledged, of having been turned a quarter-angle toward by a thing that had not previously seemed to know he was there. Not yet. Not for you.

It could be read as a threat. It could be read as a courtesy. He did not know which, and Kyraleth did not know which, and the only reasonable thing to do was to file it next to the rest of the things he had been filing, and to get up before the first grey of the dawn and go down to the central well in Teska's cup and wash his face in the cold water.

He got up. He went down to the well.


Chapter Ten


THE CROSSING BEGINS



Teska was awake before either of them.

Callen came out of the hut at the western end of the fold in the cold grey hour before sunrise and found her sitting on the low stone bench outside her own door at the upper end of the cup, with a fire going in the open hearth beside the bench and a clay pot of water heating over the coals. She had a thin grey blanket across her shoulders against the cold. Her hands were folded loosely in her lap. She did not turn her head when he came out of the hut. She had heard him come out before he had taken the first step into the open.

"Sit," she said.

He crossed the open ground to the upper end and sat on the second of the two low stones she had set out beside the bench. The morning was very still. The only sound was the hiss of the water beginning to come up to the boil in the clay pot. Somewhere in the lower pasture, the slow patient breath of Kyraleth, who had been awake for some hours and was watching the eastern lip of the cup for the first thin grey of the dawn.

"Your friend will sleep another quarter hour," Teska said. "I can hear the way he's breathing from here. He has the breath of a man who learned to sleep when sleep was offered. He'll be a useful companion in the country you're going into."

"He has been useful so far."

"He will be more so." She looked at him sideways. "Callen Singer. I'm going to do three things this morning, and the third is the one I don't entirely understand and that I'm going to do anyway. The first is to give you water. The second is to give you food. Both will be ready when your friend joins us, and they'll be packed in your bags before you climb back onto your dragon. The third is the thing I want to give you now, before he comes out, because I want it to be a private thing between you and me — not because I'm hiding it from him, but because I don't yet know what to tell him about it and I don't want to fumble in front of a stranger."

She reached into a leather pouch at her belt.

She brought out a carved object, about the size of a man's thumb. It had been carved out of a pale honey-colored wood that Callen did not recognize from any tree he had ever seen, the wood polished smooth by what was clearly a very long time of being held in someone's palm. The shape was simple — a flattened oval, not quite a pebble, with a single flowing line carved across one face that branched at the lower end into three smaller lines, the way a stream branches into three smaller streams at the bottom of a valley. The branching looked like writing. It was not writing Callen had ever seen. It looked like the handwriting of someone who had been writing the same single character for so many years that the character had worn smooth.

Teska held the token in the flat of her palm and looked at it for a moment as if she were saying goodbye to it. Then she put it in Callen's hand.

"This is a thing my mother gave me when she was dying," she said. "She told me it was a thing that her own mother had given her when she was young, and that her mother had been given it by an old man who came once to this fold when no one was expecting him and stayed for two days and left at sunrise and was never seen again. She said the man told her grandmother that it was a token from a country none of our clan had ever been to, and that the people of that country were a quiet people who did not make trouble and who did not want to be made trouble, and that anyone in the deep country who saw this token in the hand of a traveler would understand that the traveler was not their enemy. Not their friend — that is a different thing, and it is not given to most strangers. But not their enemy. That is the thing the token says."

Callen looked at the carved oval in his palm.

"And you've carried it since your mother died."

"I have carried it for forty-one years. I have not had use for it. I am a woman who has stayed in this cup. The token has been waiting in the leather pouch at my belt for the day someone came through this fold who looked like they were going where the token would be needed." A pause. "I didn't know, until last night, what the token was for. I knew only that my mother had told me to keep it and give it to the right traveler when the right traveler came, and that I would know who the right traveler was by the way the room felt when they walked into it. The room felt that way last night when you walked into my hut, Callen Singer. I didn't make the connection until I was lying down to sleep."

"Teska, I don't know what to say."

"Don't say anything. Take it. Carry it in the pocket against your skin where you carry the things you cannot lose. Don't show it to anyone you don't need to show it to. If the day comes in the deep country when you are about to be made an enemy of, by something that has the patience to wait for you to make a wrong move, take the token out of the pocket and hold it in the open hand and let the thing see it. My mother said the people who carved tokens like this one were a quiet people who had been making the same mark for a very long time, and that the mark was older than most of the trouble in the world, and that almost any old enough, patient enough thing in the deep country would recognize the mark even if it had never been told what the mark meant."

"Be seen for what we are."

She looked at him sharply.

"Yes. That is the phrase. How did you know I was going to use that phrase?"

"I didn't. You used it as you were going to use it. My body is recognizing some of what you're saying without my conscious mind getting there first, this morning. I'm going to assume the recognition is real even though I can't yet explain it to myself."

"Mm. That is a useful habit. You're right to keep it."

She closed his fingers gently over the carved oval. Then she took her hands back and folded them in her lap and looked away across the cup at the eastern lip where the first thin grey of the dawn was now beginning to show.

"I don't know what is in the deep country," she said quietly. "My people haven't gone there in any generation I know of. The ones who have gone have not come back. But I don't think the not-coming-back was always violence. Some of it was what happens when a country changes a person enough that the person no longer fits in the place she came from, and stays where she went instead. I am old enough now to hope that some of those people are alive in some other fold, in some other cup, with different fires in front of them. I am not old enough to be sure of it."

"I'll try to come back."

"Try is a good word. Don't promise more."

She did not look at him again. She turned her face toward the eastern lip of the cup and waited for the dawn. Callen sat beside her with the piece of pale honey-wood pressed into the meat of his palm. After a long quiet minute he tucked it into the inside pocket of his coat against the place where the anchor cord and the Keeper tablet and Finch's folded square and Nora's river pebble already lived. Five was the number of things he was carrying out of countries that were not his own now. He had not been counting until this morning.

Wren came out of the hut at the moment Teska had said he would.

He crossed the open ground of the cup to the upper end and stopped at the bench and inclined his head a quarter inch to Teska in the bow he had learned somewhere in the long-road country and that Callen had not seen him use yet.

"Good morning, mother of the cup."

"Good morning, traveler of the long road. The water is hot. I've wrapped meat for you in the cloth on the table inside, and a bag of the hard cheese to last you the next two days, and a skin of the spring water filled to the neck. Take all of it. The dragon doesn't need food from me — there is nothing in this fold large enough to feed him — but I've left a piece of the cheese for him on the flat stone by where he is lying. He'll know it is for him. The old stories say dragons always knew."

"Thank you."

She made a dismissive motion with her hand.

"Thank me by living. Both of you." Her eyes flicked once at Callen and then back at Wren. "And by taking care of him."

She meant Callen.

Wren did not answer. He inclined his head the second quarter inch and went into the hut to gather the food.

Teska did not say anything else to either of them. She stayed on the bench by the fire with her grey blanket across her shoulders and her hands folded loosely in her lap. She watched the eastern lip of the cup. The first thin grey of the dawn brightened slowly into the first thin pink. The fire in the open hearth burned at low heat beside her. The only thing that moved in the whole of the upper cup was the steady plume of her breath in the cold air.

When Callen and Wren walked down across the open ground toward Kyraleth's resting place at the lower end of the cup, Teska did not turn her head to watch them go. She had said her goodbye and did not want to say it twice.

They climbed onto the harness without looking back. Kyraleth gathered himself slowly — easing the right shoulder, the salt-walk wound still tender — and pushed up off the gravel of the lower pasture with one careful unhurried beat of the great wings. The cup of Teska's fold dropped away beneath them in the blue-grey of the early morning.

Callen looked back exactly once, when they were perhaps a thousand feet up.

The fire by the upper hut was still going. Teska was still sitting on the bench beside it. The grey blanket was still across her shoulders. She was very small from a thousand feet, almost a single grey-and-pale-blue mark against the brown of the upper end of the cup. Even at that distance Callen could see that she had not yet turned her face away from the eastern lip.

He turned forward into the wind and did not look back again.
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The country west of Teska's fold was different from the country they had been crossing for the last two days.

It was not, at first, dramatically different. The dry valleys with the hollowcat country in them had given way to a long sparse stretch of low scrub — not quite desert, not quite pasture, the kind of thinly furnished land that could sustain a thing like a goat or a hare but not very many things larger. By the end of the first hour even the individual stunted bushes had begun to give out, and bare gravel had begun to be the dominant feature of the country below.

The gravel was the wrong color.

Callen noticed it about ninety minutes into the flight. He had registered, somewhere in the back of his mind, that the gravel was not the pale brown-grey it had been at the upper end of the country but was now a darker grey with a faint tinge of something underneath. The tinge was difficult to name. It was not red. It was not green. It was the color iron took on when left out in a particular kind of rain for a long time, the color of stains around old well-rims.

He pointed it out to Kyraleth in the bond.

Yes, Kyraleth said. I've been watching the color shift since the first half hour. It is getting more pronounced. The ground beneath us is taking on the residue of what is in the deeper part of the basin we are flying toward. You can see it on the rocks because the wind has been carrying it east in invisible amounts for a long time and depositing it on the upwind faces of the gravel. By the time we are over the heart of the basin the gravel will have stopped being gravel.

What will it have become?

I don't know yet. I haven't seen this country before. I am working from the inherited memory of my line, and there is an old fragment in the memory about a country far to the west that the dragons of the old age called the wound that did not close. This country is matching the memory closely enough that I am willing to use the name in my own head. But the memory is fragmentary and I don't trust the details.

The wound that did not close.

The closest rendering. The original phrase was in a tense the old singers used for things that had been damaged so long ago that the damage had become the place's identity rather than an injury to the place. I'll tell you more of the memory if more of it comes back to me.

Do that.

By the middle of the morning they had passed over the last of the bare gravel and were over a long stretch of country that did not have a name.

The transition was slow. The gravel had begun, in patches, to be replaced by something else — a darker substance that lay in long flat sheets across the lower ground, the way standing water would lie in a country with very little drainage. At first Callen thought it was water. The patches caught the morning sun. Then he looked more carefully and saw that the gleam was wrong.

Water did not gleam like that.

Water gleamed with a white-yellow flash that moved as the angle moved. The substance below them gleamed with a slow dark sheen that did not flash and did not move with the angle — the gleam a piece of black glass would make if you held it at the right angle in a strong sun. Reflecting and absorbing at the same time, in some proportion it had decided on and was now holding steady regardless of how the sun moved.

The patches grew. Inside another hour they had merged into long continuous sheets, and the sheets into a single vast surface — the floor of a depression that ran westward to the limit of Callen's eye in every direction except the one they had come from.

It was the basin.

Finch's map fragment, in the inside pocket of his coat, marked it with a single phrase scrawled across the relevant section in the smallest of Finch's careful hands: impassable — do not descend. That was all. No name. No characterization. Finch had heard of it from a Bestrian wool merchant whose journey notes had been hand-copied by a third party. The wool merchant had not descended, had not flown over it, had only known that the country existed and that one did not enter it.

It was — Callen estimated, by the careful eye-work he had been trained to do in the long-ago years — perhaps a hundred and fifty miles across at the widest point. Perhaps wider. The far edge was not visible. The basin ran so far west that the curvature of the land carried it down below his horizon.

The dark surface moved.

That was the part he had not been expecting. He had been expecting standing fluid — the kind that lies in a basin and does not do anything. Organized movement was a different category.

The movement was very slow.

He had been watching the surface for several minutes before he recognized that it was doing anything at all. Then he saw a long thin line travel across the surface in a slow curve from north to south, the way the leading edge of a slow current moves across a still pond when something upstream has changed the inflow. The line ran from the north edge of his visible distance to the south edge in perhaps thirty seconds. The wind, today, was blowing east. The line moved south. Against the wind — which meant the line was not being moved by the wind at all.

A second line crossed the first at right angles, going the other way.

A third line — finer, fainter — radiated outward from a point in the middle distance like the slow pulse of a very large heart that had decided to pulse once every minute or so.

The patterns were not random. Not wind. They were the slow movements of a system working down there beneath the surface, the way the breathing of a sleeping animal produces the slow rise and fall of its flank.

Callen looked sideways at the harness. Wren was looking down too.

Wren had been quiet for the last half hour — quieter than usual. He had been watching the country below them with the pale steady eyes that did not miss anything, and the line at the corner of his mouth had gone from its usual position to the slightly different position it took when Wren was holding his face entirely still on purpose.

"Singer — what is that?"

"I don't know."

"Finch's map?"

"Marks it as impassable. Do not descend. That's all."

A pause. Wren did not move his eyes from the surface below them.

"What does Kyraleth say?"

In the bond, Kyraleth answered before Callen had to relay the question — the dragon had been listening with the careful attention he gave any conversation about things underneath them.

Tell him I have been climbing for the last quarter hour. He may have noticed.

Callen had not noticed. He looked at the horizon and recognized, when he looked, that the horizon was now lower than it had been forty minutes ago. They had gained altitude, slowly and continuously, since the first appearance of the dark substance below.

"He's been climbing," Callen said to Wren. "Steadily. Since the first sheets. He hasn't said why yet, but I trust the climb."

"How high?"

Tell him as high as my wings will permit without losing efficiency. I am at the upper edge of comfortable cruising altitude. I won't go higher without paying for it in stamina, but I will pay for it in stamina if the country below us asks me to.

"He says he's at the upper edge of comfortable cruising altitude. He'll go higher if the country below us asks him to."

"Has the country asked him to?"

A pause in the bond.

Tell him the country has not asked me to, in any clear way. The country is suggesting that I stay as far from the surface as my wings can keep me. My drift-sense reads the suggestion as a low constant pressure, the way a man feels a low constant pressure in his ears when he stands at the bottom of a deep well even before he understands that the pressure is the depth of the well. The basin is exerting pressure on my drift-sense from below. The pressure is not directed at me. The pressure is simply the basin doing what the basin does, and what the basin does is the kind of doing that a creature with a drift-sense will instinctively want to be a long way away from. So I am putting as much distance as I can between us and it.

Callen relayed this.

Wren was quiet for a moment. "I haven't been afraid of anything I've seen in the four years I've been working with you, Singer. I want you to know that I'm not afraid of this either. What I am is uneasy, in a way I haven't been uneasy in some years. The two things are not the same. I'm telling you the difference because the difference is going to matter if either of us has to make a decision in the next few hours."

"I understand."

"Good."

He did not say anything else for the next hour.
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By the middle of the afternoon they were over what Callen thought of, without having any reason for the thought, as the deep of the basin.

The dark substance ran flat to the horizon on every side except behind them. The slow patterns on the surface had grown larger and more elaborate — long curving lines now, and concentric rings, and a shape Callen was not willing to look directly at because it was almost the shape of an enormous slow eye opening and closing at the rate of about once every two minutes. He could see it in his peripheral vision when he looked elsewhere. He could not see it when he looked at it.

This was not a dream.

The air had a taste in it now. It had been thickening for the last hour without his fully registering it: a metallic taste, faint but definite, the taste a man's mouth had after running hard in cold weather and breaking a small blood vessel inside his lip. It was on the back of his tongue and on the surface of his teeth and inside the folds of his nostrils. He tried to spit. It didn't help.

He looked sideways at Wren. Wren had wrapped the waxed wool scarf tighter around the lower half of his face. The pale eyes above the scarf had gone still, the way Wren's eyes went still when he had decided that the thing he was looking at would not yield more information by being looked at harder. It was the same posture Wren took when he sat at the back of a council meeting for an hour without speaking. His waiting posture. He had brought it onto a dragon's back, into the air above a country no map had a name for, and was holding it.

Callen watched him for a moment and was, unexpectedly, comforted.

The bond opened.

Callen — a ripple. Below us. About four hundred yards behind, matching our shadow.

The mental voice was the tight voice Kyraleth used when he had just registered a thing he wanted to share without alarming the man on his back.

Matching how?

Matching as in it is the same length as our shadow, it is moving at the same speed as our shadow, and it has been there for at least a minute. Possibly longer. I noticed it a minute ago. I have been confirming. I am confirmed.

A reflection?

No. I've looked at the angle. The sun is in the wrong place for our shadow to be falling on the surface from where the ripple is. The ripple is following our shadow the way a thing in a deep river follows a boat on the surface — staying just under the boat, at the depth at which the thing prefers to be, matching the boat's pace because the boat has become a thing the thing is interested in.

How big?

I'm working that out. The ripple I can see is the surface disturbance only. The thing making the ripple is below the surface. I don't know how far below. The ripple itself is about the length of my body. So whatever is making the ripple is at least my size, probably larger, possibly considerably larger. I have not yet seen any part of the thing itself. I am not sure I want to.

Climb higher.

I am already at the top of comfortable. If I climb higher I will lose stamina at a rate I can't afford this far from the western edge.

Stay where you are. Hold the heading. Don't give the thing any indication that we've noticed it.

The bond went quiet.

Callen did not turn to look at the ripple. He had Kyraleth's eyes on it through the bond, and Kyraleth's eyes were better at this kind of looking than his own. He kept his face forward into the metallic wind. The carved oval of honey-wood in the inside pocket of his coat pressed against his ribs where the other four objects lived, and the four pressed back.

Behind him, Wren had not turned around either.

He was going to have to tell Wren about the ripple in words sometime in the next quarter hour, because Wren had earned the right to know. Not telling Wren would be the wrong kind of lie to tell a man like him.

He turned his head a half inch.

"Wren — Kyraleth has been watching a ripple beneath the surface for the last few minutes. It's matching our shadow. He thinks it's following us."

"How big?"

"At least his size. Possibly larger."

"Has it done anything?"

"No. It's just there. He's watching it. We're not changing course or altitude. He says doing anything else is the worst available option in a country where we don't know the rules."

Wren did not turn around to look. He was correct not to. They flew on into the metallic wind with the vast thing under the surface keeping pace below them at the depth at which it preferred to be. The not-quite-an-eye that was almost-not-there continued its slow opening and closing in the middle distance ahead. The basin held them in the slow patience of a country that had been waiting for visitors for a very long time and was, in its own way, deciding what to do with the ones it had finally been given.

The far edge of the basin was not yet visible.


Chapter Eleven


THE THING BENEATH



The first hour was the easiest, and Callen would think later that this was probably by the thing's design.

Kyraleth held the original heading and the original altitude for the full first hour after the ripple appeared. He did not deviate. He did not look down at the surface in any way Wren or Callen would have been able to detect from the harness, though the bond carried the careful continuous attention he was paying to the four hundred yards of dark sheen behind and below them where the ripple was holding station. The ripple did not gain on them. It did not fall behind. It moved at exactly their speed and kept exactly the distance it had been keeping when Kyraleth had first seen it.

Still there, Kyraleth said every few minutes, in the flat tone he used when he was reporting a thing rather than commenting on it. Still the same depth. Still the same length. Still the same speed.

He did not turn around to look. He kept his face forward into the metallic wind. The slow patterns continued ahead of them.

Behind him, Wren had not spoken in nearly forty minutes.

At the start of the second hour Kyraleth said, very quietly, I'm going to climb. Slowly. I want to see what the ripple does.

Slowly is good.

The climb began in the unhurried way Kyraleth's climbs always began — a half-degree adjustment in the angle of the wings, the kind of thing a passenger would not have noticed without being told. They went up perhaps three hundred feet over the course of the first quarter of an hour. The dark surface below them did not change in any way Callen could see. The metallic taste did not change. The wind did not change.

The ripple is climbing too, Kyraleth said.

Climbing how? It's in the fluid.

The thing under the surface is rising. The ripple is the surface signature. The ripple is broader now and shallower than it was when we were lower — which is what a surface signature does when the thing making it is closer to the surface. It is rising at exactly the rate I am climbing, keeping exactly the same vertical distance between itself and us. It is matching me.

Matching means it is paying attention.

It has been paying attention since the first ripple. It is now paying the kind of attention that does not need to be hidden. I'm going to stop climbing.

He stopped climbing.

The ripple, by the time Callen risked a single turn of his head to look, had broadened from a thin line into a slow elongated swelling. The kind of disturbance an enormous body makes just below the surface of a fluid when it is no longer trying to disguise its presence.

The swelling held its position behind them.

All right, Kyraleth said. I'm going down. Same test. Same slow pace.

The descent was the same kind of unhurried adjustment in the opposite direction. The air around them got noticeably warmer as they came down, because the cold air at altitude had been doing some of the work of holding the metallic taste back from his mouth.

The ripple is descending, Kyraleth said. It is matching the rate of my descent and the depth at which it has been holding station.

So the thing tracks us in three dimensions. It has decided where it wants to be in relation to us and it's staying there.

Yes.

Why?

A pause. Kyraleth was not the kind of dragon who answered why questions before he had spent at least half a minute considering them.

Callen. I'm going to tell you something I am not yet sure of, and I'm going to tell you that I am not yet sure of it before I tell you the thing, because the thing is the kind of thing that can sound much more confident than it is when a man hears it the first time.

All right.

I have been opening the part of my drift-sense that reads other minds. I was not going to. The basin pressure is too high to do it cleanly, and the pieces of myself I've been putting out into that part of my sense have been coming back tasting of the metal and the basin. I don't like the taste. But the thing under us is the kind of presence that I cannot, in conscience, pretend I can't read at all. So I have been reading it, in careful increments, for the last quarter of an hour.

And?

And it is not hostile.

The words landed in Callen's head the way any reassurance lands in the head of a man who has been assuming the worst for an hour and a half — not as relief, because the body had committed itself to the worst-case posture and was not going to release the posture on the strength of one sentence.

Tell me how you know.

The shape of the attention. Hostile attention has a shape my line knows the way a horse knows the smell of a wolf. The attention from below us is the wrong shape for hostile. It is the shape of interest. The thing wants something from us, but the thing it wants is not our death and it is not our pain. The thing it wants is the sort of thing that can be received by the thing watching us as long as we keep doing what we are doing — which is to fly across the country it lives in.

What does it want?

I'm not yet sure. But. Another pause. I think it wants to see us.

See us?

Not in the sense that the eye sees a thing it has been looking for. In the older sense. The sense of being present in the same place at the same time as the watched thing, and registering the watched thing into the watcher's accounting of the world. The thing under us has not seen a dragon in a very long time, and it wants to remember what dragons look like before we pass out of its territory.

How long is a very long time?

A pause that was long even by Kyraleth's standards.

I don't know. I'm going to keep reading it. The reading is hard. The reading is also the most interesting thing I have done since I came out of the egg. I'm going to keep doing it for the rest of the crossing if you will permit me to.

I permit you.

The third hour was the worst, because the thing began to come up.

Not all the way. Kyraleth made that clear in the bond the moment the rising started — it is coming up to about the depth at which the surface signature will become visible from the air, not higher — but the rising itself was the kind of thing the body registered as bad regardless of the assurance, the way a man in a small boat on a deep lake registers the rising of a large dark shape underneath as bad even when the shape stays well below his hull. The dark surface beneath them, which had been carrying its slow patterns in the same patient way for the last two hours, began to develop a new feature beneath the patterns: a broad slow swell that stayed about a hundred yards behind their flight line. It was now visible from above as a long faint distortion of the surface — the length of a thing about half again as long as Kyraleth himself, perhaps slightly more, the shape of a body that was neither serpentine nor whale-like nor any other shape that lined up with anything in the natural world Callen knew.

He looked down at the swell despite himself.

The swell was the dim outline of a back. He understood that almost immediately. Whatever was under there was facing forward, trailed in its hindquarters by some kind of taper that disappeared under the surface twenty or thirty yards behind the broad part of the back. The broad part was wider than a wagon was long. It might have been wider than two wagons. He could not tell because the surface above the back was not clean flat surface — it was the slow patterned dark fluid of the basin, distorted by what was beneath it but not made transparent.

Beside him on the harness, Wren made a sound.

It was the exhale a man makes when his body has just registered the size of a thing and his mind has not yet caught up to the registering. Then Wren's hands closed on Callen's waist where the back of the harness met the front of Wren's seat. The grip was not the grip of a man trying to brace himself; it was the involuntary thing any human body does when the body has decided that the only thing in the immediate world it trusts is the body of another person.

Callen did not look back at him.

He didn’t need to. He covered Wren's right hand with his own left hand for the length of about three breaths and then took the hand back to the front of the harness.

Callen, Kyraleth said. It is going to come up further. I'm sorry. I have been reading the shape of its attention and it is the shape of an animal whose curiosity has reached the point at which the animal has decided to confirm what it is looking at. It is not going to attack us. It is going to look at us.

How?

Properly. With the part of itself that was built for looking. I'm going to ask you to stay very still on the harness for the next sixty seconds and to not turn your head and to not try to see the thing it raises with your own eyes. I am going to see it for both of us, and I'm going to tell you what I saw afterward, because if you see it with your own eyes the seeing will go into a part of you that will not let it out again, and I don't want to put that thing into you.

Kyraleth.

Trust me.

He did not turn his head. He held his eyes on the horizon directly in front of Kyraleth's neck, where the cold pale blue of the high winter sky met the long flat dark line of the basin's distant western edge — an edge that was now, finally, visible at the limit of his sight as the faintest possible thinning at the very edge of the dark surface. He stared at the thinning. He counted slowly to fifteen and back to one. He felt Wren behind him also looking forward, also not turning, and was grateful for it.

The bond opened the way it opened when Kyraleth was about to share something through the visual channel. Then it did not. Kyraleth, after a half second of opening the channel, closed it again, and Callen understood at once that the dragon had decided not to share what he was seeing — that he had decided to absorb it for both of them rather than transmit it.

But he could not entirely block the ambient impression of something rising that came across the bond despite Kyraleth's attempt to keep it contained — the slow vast lifting of a thing that had to displace an enormous quantity of the dark fluid above it, the slow patient tilting of a body that had been horizontal in the deep and was now coming up to the surface at an angle, the pause when the thing reached the point at which it would, if it continued the lift, break the surface into the air —

Now, Kyraleth said.

The bond opened all the way for the length of about one half-second, and Callen — looking at the horizon, holding his discipline, refusing his eyes — felt through Kyraleth's drift-sense the precise moment a portion of the thing's back broke the surface of the basin behind and below them. Felt the slow heavy parting of the dark fluid. Felt the basin admitting that something had risen out of itself. Felt — very briefly — the sense of eye. An enormous slow eye the rough size of a watchtower opening upward toward them and meeting Kyraleth's downward look for the length of one half second of cold winter afternoon, and then closing again, and the back sinking, and the eye going back to the deep where the eye had come from, and the surface healing itself over the place where the parting had been.

The bond closed.

The dragon's wings did not falter. Kyraleth's flight pattern did not change. The horizon ahead of Callen remained the same horizon. The cold winter wind continued to come past his face at the same speed. None of the physical reference points of the flight changed.

But the ambient texture of the bond between him and the dragon had changed by some new degree, in the way the texture of a room changes after a person who has been quietly working in the corner walks out, and the room realizes — too late to do anything about it — that the person had been there all along and had been making the room mean something that it no longer means.

Kyraleth. Are you all right?

A long pause.

I am the dragon I was an hour ago. I have not been changed in any way the bond can detect. But I have just been looked at by a thing that I don't have a name for and that I don't have an inherited memory for, and I am — at the moment — the only dragon in any of the lines I know of whose direct sensory experience contains the experience of being looked at by that thing. The experience is going to need some careful sorting out when the day is over. I am all right. I am — as you would say it — processing. I'll be ready to talk about what I saw in some hours. Not yet. Tell Wren not to look down for the next twenty minutes. The thing is sinking. The surface is going to do some unusual things as the body of it descends. He should not see those either.

Callen turned his head a half inch.

"Wren. Don't look down for the next twenty minutes. Kyraleth says the surface is going to be doing things you shouldn't see."

Wren did not answer in words. He simply turned his face up toward the cold pale sky above the western edge of the basin and did not move his eyes for the length of the twenty minutes.

In the middle of the fourth hour, with the basin still running unbroken to the western limit of his sight, Kyraleth said:

Callen, I'm going to tell you the thing I've been working out about the mind below us, because I have worked it out as far as I can alone and now I want to put it into words.

Tell me.

The mind has the wrong shape for any animal I have ever encountered or have inherited memory of. I want to be careful with my categories here. There are three kinds of large minds my line knows about. The first is the mind of an animal — built for the immediate, organized around hunger and territory and social bonds, a mind that lives in the present moment because the present moment is what an animal has been built for. The thing under us is not that.

The second is the mind of a person — human or dragon or other, built for more than the immediate, capable of looking back and forward, of holding stories about itself, of carrying grief and intention and the kind of thing that can be wronged and can wrong others. The thing under us is not that either, and it is not that in the most surprising way possible: it has the long memory of a person but not the part that wants to be talked to. It is not lonely the way persons are lonely. It has the long memory and the patient attention of a person without any of the warm holes a person tries to fill by making contact with other persons.

And the third?

The third is the mind of the very old. There are things in the inherited memory of my line that lived a long time, and became, over the long living, something other than the persons they had been, and came out the other side as a new kind of mind. The dragons of the old age had a name for them. The name doesn't translate cleanly into common. The closest rendering I can give you is the long-attentive. Minds that have been doing the same kind of work for so many thousands of years that the work has become the entirety of what the mind is. Not animals. Not persons. Something else — the shape a mind takes when it has been pointed at one task for longer than any tradition of any race has been alive.

The thing under us is one of those.

I think so. But — and this is the part that has been pressing against my chest for the last hour — the thing under us is not a dragon, and it never was. It is not a person who became one of the long-attentive. It is not anything my line has any record of as having ever existed.

A pause.

The Singer traditions don't have a name for it. The Ember Court doesn't. The old Council doesn't. I have been searching the inherited memory for the last hour, including the parts I almost never go into. I have not found a single mention. The thing has been alive in this basin for long enough to have become one of the long-attentive — and the dragons of my line have not known about it.

Kyraleth. What is the Ember Court?

A southern Singer tradition. My line has the name in inherited memory and not much else. The dragons I descend from never flew south of the gypsum flats after the wars of the corruption, and the Court kept to the south, and the two sides lost contact within a generation. I have the name. I have the impression of a rival that did not become an enemy because neither side wanted to spend the effort. I have nothing about what they do now or what they have become.

So they may or may not matter to us.

They may or may not matter to us. I raised the name because the thing under us is old enough that even a tradition we know nothing about would be a tradition that might have heard of it, and the Ember Court is one of those. It has not. That is the piece of information.

And the old Council?

A pre-corruption Singer institution. Dissolved in the wars. My line has more about them than about the Court, but nothing that matters to what we are flying over now. Another time.

Another time.

The world has more in it than the singers ever wrote down and more in it than the dragons ever inherited. The thing under us has been somewhere doing something for longer than my entire line has been keeping track of the world, and neither side of the war that ended us ever noticed.

Callen was very quiet on the harness. He held the cold pale blue of the high winter sky in front of his eyes and let the words Kyraleth had just put into his head settle into the place inside him where his understanding of the world was kept.

Both sides missed it, he said, very slowly, just to hear himself put it in words.

Both sides missed it.

The Singer civilization in its prime, the Ember Court in its prime, the old Council, the Keepers who came after — none of them knew about this.

None of them. And there is one more thing, Callen. I don't want to say this thing because I am not sure I am saying it correctly. But I am going to say it because the not-saying would be worse.

Tell me.

The thing under us has the same kind of mind as Theraxis.

The bond went very still.

Not in the sense that they are the same creature. They are not. Theraxis is a dragon and this is not, and the difference between a dragon and not-a-dragon is the kind of difference no drift-sense can blur. But the mind of the thing under us has the same texture as Theraxis's mind. The slow patient attention. The way the thinking moves across decades and centuries the way our thinking moves across days and weeks. The way a memory of something that happened in the year one matters to it just as much as a memory of something that happened in the year eight hundred. The mind of the thing below us was made by the same long pressure that made Theraxis. It did not get there by being a dragon. It got there by being whatever it has been for whatever long time it has been being it. The long pressure that made both of them is something that has been happening in the drift itself, across all of recorded history, in places no tradition has been looking. The singers and the courts and the councils have all missed the long pressure entirely because none of them were the kind of creature that would notice it.

The drift has been doing something.

The drift has been doing something. For a very long time. To creatures we don't know about, in places we have never gone. The corruption was not the only thing that lived in the deep places the dragons forgot. The corruption was a poisoned thing that grew where Vaelthrix put it. The thing under us is something else — something already there when Vaelthrix put the corruption in the deep places, that has been there ever since, quietly doing whatever the drift has been making it do. We did not know.

The drift has been making it do something.

Yes.

That changes everything I think I understood about the corruption.

I know.

And about Theraxis.

And about Theraxis.

And about the One Who Counts.

Yes. Especially about the One Who Counts. We're going to have to go back over Teska's stories with new eyes when we have a quiet hour. The figure she described and the thing under us are not the same thing — I want to be clear about that — but they are the same kind of thing, and I think the kind of thing they are is what the drift has been making for a very long time without anyone noticing.

A long pause.

I'm going to stop talking now, Kyraleth said quietly. I need to fly the rest of this basin. I need the surface of my mind for the flying. The deeper part of my mind has been doing the reading and the deeper part is tired in a way that is going to take some hours to fix. I'm sorry to give you this much in one piece and then stop. I'll tell you the rest when we are on hard ground.

The thing under them stayed for the rest of the fourth hour and all of the fifth.

It did not rise again. It did not let any other portion of itself break the surface. It held the same depth and the same speed and the same hundred-yard offset behind their flight line.

The far western edge of the basin came slowly up over the long curve of the visible distance. It had been a thinning at the limit of his sight for hours; it had then become a faint dark line; it had then become a clearer line with a lighter color above it that was the color of normal land seen at distance. Now, as the fifth hour entered its last quarter, the line had become a low dark rim that ran across the western horizon from north to south, with the unmistakable shape of the basin ends here about it. Beyond the rim, the country opened back up into what was almost certainly broken stone country.

The rim came slowly closer.

It came slowly because Kyraleth, in the second half of the fifth hour, had begun to feel the tiredness in his wings — not as exhaustion, not yet, but as the accumulating cost of nearly six hours of high-altitude cruising in the metallic air over a country that had been pressing on his drift-sense from below the entire time.

The rim was a quarter of a mile out.

Callen. The thing has stopped.

Stopped how?

The ripple has stopped advancing. We have continued to fly forward and the ripple has stayed in the place it was when we crossed an imaginary line about a hundred yards behind us. It is holding station on the line. It is not following us across.

Callen risked the turn of the head this time.

The dark surface behind them stretched eastward to the limit of his vision. On the surface, perhaps a hundred yards back, there was a single faint elongated swelling that did not move. It was the ripple. It was, even as he watched it for the length of about ten seconds, beginning to soften — the swelling slowly settling back toward the flat patterned surface of the basin.

It is going down, Kyraleth said. It is going down and the attention is fading. I am losing the texture of its mind in my drift-sense. It is letting me lose it. I think it is going back to whatever depth it normally lives at, and I don't think it is going to follow us out of the basin.

Why?

I don't know. Maybe it can't. Maybe it is bound to the basin in some way I don't have the language for. Or maybe it has decided that its work with us is finished — it has seen us, it has been seen by us, the encounter is in its accounting, and there is no further work to be done. Either way, the result is the same. We are about to clear the rim and the thing is letting us go.

Acknowledged.

The rim came up under them.

The transition was not dramatic. The dark flat surface of the basin gave way, very suddenly, to a long stretch of cracked dry gravel that was almost the color of the gravel they had crossed on the eastern side at the start of the basin two days ago. Beyond the gravel a long low rise of broken stone country with the uplifted shapes of low hills on the horizon. The metallic taste in the air did not vanish all at once, but it began to thin. By the time Kyraleth was a mile beyond the rim the taste was a memory in Callen's mouth and not a presence on the back of his tongue.

In the bond, the slow pressure that had been pressing on Kyraleth's drift-sense from below for nearly six hours released.

The release was the most palpable thing Callen had felt in the bond all day.

Kyraleth came down on the first reasonable patch of hard stone he could find — a long flat shelf of pale rock at the foot of one of the low hills, with a small overhanging outcrop on the western side that would shelter a fire from the prevailing wind, and a thin trickle of clear water running out of a crack at the base of the outcrop into a natural basin in the rock about the size of a wagon-wheel.

He set down with the careful folding of the wings that meant I am committing to this landing, do not ask me to take off again for some hours.

Callen and Wren both swung off the harness.

Wren landed wrong on his right boot — the same boot that had been complaining since the salt-walk, the same heel that had been raw under the salve — and went down on one knee on the gravel. He did not say anything about it. He stood up again slowly, walked four paces to the nearest piece of the outcrop, put his back against it, and slid down the rock to a sitting position with his legs out straight in front of him. The pale eyes were closed before he was all the way down.

Callen turned to Kyraleth.

The dragon had not yet folded all the way down. He was lowering himself in the slow careful three-stage way that very tired dragons used — first the front legs, then the belly, then the hind quarters and the long tail. As Callen watched, the great body finished the third stage. The wings, which had been held half-spread for landing, came in tight against the back. Then they trembled.

It was not a large tremble. It was the fine tremor of an enormous body whose muscles had been under continuous high-load tension for nearly six hours. Callen had not seen the wings of his dragon tremble in any of the four years he had known him.

He went over to Kyraleth.

He sat down in the gravel beside the right shoulder, where the salt-walk wound was still under its dressing of Amara's salve, and he leaned his back against the warm scales the way he had done in Teska's cup. The trembling at the wings was already subsiding into the slow steady deep breathing of a dragon who had committed himself to rest.

The bond opened.

It did not open the way it usually opened. It opened slowly, the way a door opens when the person on the other side is not sure whether they want to come in.

Callen. I'm going to tell you a thing I have not said to you in our times together. I'm going to tell it to you because I think saying it out loud — putting it across the bond between us so that another mind hears it and acknowledges it — is the only way I am going to be able to put the thing down where it belongs, instead of carrying it around in the back of myself for the next three weeks.

Tell me.

I am frightened.

The bond went very quiet around the word.

Not of what would have happened if it had attacked us. I have been close to things that wanted to attack me before. The fear of a thing that wants to attack you is a clean fear. The body knows what to do with it. That fear and I are old friends.

I am frightened of the fact that it could have, and did not. The thing under us could have come up at any moment in the last six hours and done anything it wanted to. There was nothing I could have done about it. There was nothing you could have done about it. Wren was the best of us in any specific situation we have faced on this road and Wren would also have been able to do nothing. We were three small things on a thin string of wings over the back of a creature whose mind I could read well enough to know that it was old and patient and entirely capable of deciding to crush us, and it did not crush us, and I don't know why. The not-knowing-why is the thing that is frightening me. Because if I don't know the rules of why it did not crush us, then I don't know the rules of any future encounter with anything like it, and the world has just turned out to contain at least one thing like it that no tradition I belong to had any record of, and I am no longer sure how many other things like it the world contains, and I am no longer sure how to plan for a country that has things like it in it.

I am also frightened.

I know. I have been feeling it through the bond for the last hour. I didn't say so because saying so would not have helped while we were still in the air. Now we are on the ground and saying so is the only thing I can do for either of us.

The bond did not close. It stayed in the soft warm wide-open way it stayed when neither of them needed to say anything more for a while and the staying-open was the work.

He turned his head sideways against the warm scales of Kyraleth's shoulder and looked across the gravel at Wren.

Wren was still sitting against the rock with his back to the outcrop and his legs out in front of him and his eyes closed. The right leg, with the bad boot, was extended slightly differently from the left. He had not moved in the five or six minutes since he had sat down. His chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm that was not the rhythm of sleep — it was the rhythm of a man who was conscious and who had decided not to acknowledge being conscious for a little while longer.

Callen got up slowly from beside the dragon's shoulder and walked over to him. He sat down in the gravel about three paces away — close enough that Wren would know he was there, far enough that he was not going to make Wren do any of the social work of having a person sit too close.

"Wren, how are you?"

Wren did not open his eyes. "I'm going to need a minute."

"Take all of them."

He did not say anything else. Callen sat in the gravel three paces from Wren and watched the long blue-black shape of his dragon breathing in the slow recovery rhythm against the lee side of the outcrop. The cold winter sun lowered itself toward the western horizon past the low hills on the other side of the broken stone country. The trickle of water in the basin at the foot of the outcrop made the steady sound that clear water made running into stone.

They did not move for an hour.

Wren did not open his eyes for the first half of the hour. When he did open them, he did not look at Callen and did not say anything. He simply looked at the cold sun on the broken stone country in front of him and let his face remember how to look at ordinary things in ordinary daylight again. Callen recognized the work. He had done it himself, in his life, after a number of nights he was not going to think about now. He let Wren do it.

Kyraleth slept the heavy sleep of a dragon who had decided that the next thing he was going to do was nothing at all for as long as the body needed.

Above them, the cold pale blue of the high winter sky began to shade, very slowly, toward the first thin gold of late afternoon.


Chapter Twelve


THE GLASS-WALKERS



The country west of the basin was the country a man would have invented for himself if he had been asked to design a place that did not look like anywhere he had ever been.

It rose toward them in a long slow climb from the gravel shelves where they had spent the long quiet hour after the basin crossing. The climb was not steep at any single point; it asked the wings to do an extra unit of work for every mile. It announced itself in the bond as an accumulating drag in Kyraleth's right shoulder where the salt-walk wound was still under its bandage and the recovery from the basin had not yet finished. Callen could feel the drag through the bond, and could feel Kyraleth's refusal to acknowledge it as something that was going to slow them down.

By the middle of the morning of the next day they had crossed the first low ridge of the broken country and dropped into a long shallow valley between two darker slopes. The slopes were not the slopes of any country Callen had ever seen.

They were black.

Not the black of dark stone or dark earth or any of the shades a normal slope took on when it had been weathered for a long time. These slopes were the polished black of a thing that had once been molten and cooled in air — obsidian. Long scree-fields of fractured black glass running down from the ridges in the slow patient angles of a country that had been built by fire and had not finished cooling for very long. The morning sun caught it the way the morning sun caught any glass. Where the slope faced east, it gleamed. Where the slope was in shadow, it was the absolute black that swallowed light back into itself the way the basin had swallowed light.

Above the slopes, on the ridges, Callen could see thin wisp-plumes of sulfur venting from cracks in the rock. Pale yellow against the cold blue of the morning sky. They rose for perhaps twenty feet and dispersed.

The air smelled of sulfur. It smelled of cold stone. It did not smell, this morning, of anything alive.

The Spine, Kyraleth said, very quietly in the bond. We are getting close. I am tasting the drift currents converging now in the way Finch's tablet described — not at any single point yet, but along a line that runs from the southwest to the northeast through this country. The convergence is what we have been following for the last week. We are in the country it pools in.

How close is close?

Two days. Possibly three. The pooling is strongest at a point I can't yet see, somewhere ahead and slightly to the north. I am navigating us toward it in the careful way I navigate when I don't yet trust the local pattern of the drift. If I am right about the direction we will know in two days. If I am wrong I will know sooner than that and I will tell you.

All right.

Kyraleth had been recovering across the rest of the previous day and the night and was, this morning, able to fly without the fine tremor that had been at his wing tips when they had first landed beyond the basin. He was not back to the dragon he had been on the first day's flight.

By the end of the morning the long shallow valley narrowed.

It narrowed in the way valleys narrow when the country is choosing a path for travelers without asking the travelers' opinion. The two black-glass slopes drew closer together, the floor became by degrees a smaller corridor, and the corridor began to take on the character of a pass — not the kind a road would have run through, because the floor of this pass was loose obsidian gravel no road could have been laid on, but a pass a flying creature would naturally use — the slopes rose too high and too steep to bother climbing over.

Kyraleth came down the corridor at low altitude, the wings half-spread, the head lowered, the gold eyes scanning ahead.

Callen had time to register that the obsidian on the slopes was not entirely uniform. There were bands of paler material running through it in long horizontal lines — pumice, perhaps, or some lighter volcanic stone — at heights that suggested the slopes had been built up out of many separate eruptions across many years.

Then Kyraleth stopped.

He did not land. He pulled up out of his low forward glide into a hovering check. The great wings beat once and held. The head turned slightly to the right so that one gold eye was on the slope above them and the other was on the corridor ahead.

Callen — don't turn your head. Don't move. There are three of them on the slope to my right at about your two o'clock.

Three of what?

I'm working it out. I can't see them clearly. I can see them only by the way they are not entirely letting through what is behind them. They are tall. They are thin. They are the height of a man. I think there are more of them and that I am only seeing the closest three because the closest three are between me and the slope and are catching the light against the slope rather than against the sky. Hold still.

Callen held still.

The Nightshade was already up in his chest. His right hand had moved to the front of the harness and was within four inches of the hilt without his having asked it to move. His weight had shifted onto the balls of his feet. His breathing had slowed and deepened the way the Black Veil had taught him.

The body had already committed. The mind had not been consulted.

Stop. Don't draw. Don't even let your hand sit on the hilt. Your tension is feeding them. They respond to emotional tone. I can feel it in my drift-sense the way I felt the basin pressure — not as strongly, but the same kind of texture. They are reading you right now. Whatever you are, they are reading. If what they read is threat, what they do next will be a thing neither of us wants.

They're predators.

I don't know what they are. I am telling you what I can read in the texture of their attention, and the texture is the texture of a thing that gets sharper when it senses sharpness in its environment and softer when it senses softness. Stop. Pull the Nightshade back. Do it now.

Callen pulled the Nightshade back.

It was not the smooth motion it had been on the gravel shelf the night of the hollowcats. The hollowcats had been finished. This was during. The Nightshade did not like being told to come back down during. It had been trained, in the long-ago years, to come up only when the engagement was about to begin and to stay up for the whole of the engagement and to come down only after it was decisively over. During was the moment a man got himself killed by losing the cold pressure at the precise instant the cold pressure was the only thing keeping him alive.

He pulled it back anyway.

He pulled it back the way he had been training himself to pull it back, in the private exercises he had been doing with Shendra in the year just past when no one was watching — the patient retraction of the readiness through the same interior channel the readiness had risen through, the deliberate releasing of the breath that had been held for combat, the conscious return of the weight from the balls of the feet to the heels.

The Nightshade did not go all the way down. The cold pressure behind his sternum thinned by half. The hand at the front of the harness uncurled from where it had been within four inches of the hilt and went flat against the leather.

Better, Kyraleth said.

Tell me what to do.

I'm going to land. In the middle of the corridor at the place where the floor is widest. I'm going to lower us to the ground and you and Wren are going to dismount and you are going to sit down on the gravel — sit, don't stand, sit cross-legged the way the children sit in Shendra's classroom — and you are going to close your eyes and do the breathing she taught Nora the year before last, the count of four in and the count of six out. You are going to do the breathing for as long as it takes you to slow yourself down to the point where the cold pressure behind your sternum is gone entirely. I am going to project from my drift-sense outward the deliberate calm of a creature who has decided that this country is not the country where it is going to fight, and I am going to project the calm as a tone the things on the slope can read, and I am going to ask you to also be the source of that tone in the way that a partner in a bond is the second source of any signal his dragon sends. Do you understand?

Yes.

Tell Wren what to do without telling Wren why.

Callen turned his head a half inch — the smallest possible motion the harness would allow.

"Wren."

“Yes?” The voice from behind him was very quiet. Wren had registered the change of posture in the dragon and in Callen, and was holding the still attention he held when he had decided to wait for instructions.

"I'm going to ask you to do something in about fifteen seconds and I won't be able to explain it before I ask. When Kyraleth lands I'm going to dismount and sit cross-legged on the gravel and close my eyes. I'm going to ask you to do exactly the same thing about three feet from me and to keep doing it until I tell you to stop. Don't draw any weapons. Don't look around. Don't speak."

A pause from behind him. Then —

"Understood."

That was all Wren said. The trust in the single word was a thing Callen filed away in the back of his head for later, because there was no time to feel it now.

Kyraleth landed in the middle of the corridor at the place where the floor was widest.

The landing was the careful three-stage landing of a dragon who was not committing himself to the ground for any longer than the situation required — front legs first, then the belly settling slowly onto the loose obsidian gravel, the wings half-folded in case they were needed quickly. The great body did not lower its head all the way down. The gold eyes stayed up. The drift-sense was open, Callen could feel through the bond, in the careful broadcasting tone of a dragon deliberately putting out a signal he wanted to be read.

Callen swung off the harness slowly.

He moved consciously, every motion considered, the way a man moves through a darkened room he has just been told contains his own sleeping daughter. He landed on the gravel without crunching any of the loose obsidian pieces under his boots. He took two slow steps away from Kyraleth's flank. He did not look at the slope to his right. He sat down on the gravel cross-legged the way Shendra had taught Nora to sit, and he laid his hands palm-down on his knees, and he closed his eyes.

Behind him, he heard Wren swing off the harness with the same careful slowness, walk three slow paces to a position about three feet to Callen's left side, and sit down. The sound of Wren settling onto the obsidian gravel was barely audible.

Callen began the breathing.

Four in. Six out.

He did three cycles. The Nightshade did not let go. The cold pressure behind his sternum was still at half its earlier level and was not falling further. He registered the failure without alarm. He had been doing this exercise with Shendra for a year now and he knew that the first three cycles sometimes did nothing, the way the first three pulls on a stuck door sometimes did nothing. The work was not in the first three cycles but in the patience of doing the fourth and fifth when the first three had not produced any visible result.

He did the fourth cycle. He did the fifth.

On the sixth cycle, the Nightshade began to come down.

The cold pressure behind his sternum thinned from a half to a quarter. The readiness in the muscles of his shoulders, the tension in the back of his neck, the weight on the balls of his feet — all began to ease. He felt the breathing become a thing the body was doing without his having to count it.

In the bond, Kyraleth said:

Good. I'm projecting now. I'm going to ask you to project with me. Find the warm soft place where I have been since you cleared the basin, and put yourself there with me, and let the two of us be the same warm soft place for the next minute or so. I will reach outward from us to the things on the slope.

Callen found the warm soft place in the bond.

It was the place the bond went when neither of them needed to say anything for a while and the staying-together was the work. It was the place he had been in beside Kyraleth's flank in the moonlight of Teska's cup. It was the place he had been in on the cliff above the eastern wall of the Academy on countless evenings of the four years they had been bonded.

He put himself there with Kyraleth and held still.

And because he was, for the first time in a week, extending the bond outward with Kyraleth rather than folding it inward, he felt what he had been not-quite-feeling for some days now — a small steady presence at the shoulder of the man sitting three feet to his left. Not a bond. Not a Singer's signature. Something thinner. The drift-equivalent of a weak pulse at a wrist — detectable only if a man was listening for it with the right kind of attention, which Callen had not been. He filed it away. It was the kind of thing that would matter later or would not matter at all, and either way was not the work of this minute.

The tone reached out for the slope. It reached the slope. It touched the edges of the things Callen had not seen and was now, through the bond, beginning to register the shape of.

There were not three of them. There were eleven.

The original three had been the closest — the ones Kyraleth had made out by the way they did not entirely let through what was behind them. The other eight had been higher up the slope, more diffuse, harder to see. Eleven thin tall figures spread along the slope on Callen's right. All of them at the height of a man. All of them very still. All of them watching.

The tone Kyraleth was projecting touched them.

They responded.

The response was a slow easing of the accumulating sharpness Callen could feel through the bond at the edges of where the things on the slope were standing. Kyraleth had been right. They responded to emotional tone. They had been gathering their attention into a precise edge against the new arrivals in their corridor — tightening toward whatever they did when their attention was tight — and now, as the warm tone from the bond reached them, the tightness began to ease.

Slowly. Not fully. But it began.

Callen held the breathing and held the warm soft place in the bond and held his eyes closed. The careful work of being deliberately at peace in the middle of a corridor ringed by creatures that could kill him before he drew became, for the length of about two minutes, the entirety of his job.

And in the middle of those two minutes, the thing he had not been expecting began to happen.

It began to happen slowly, the way things sometimes began to happen at the back of a man's head when the front of his head was occupied with something else.

He had been thinking, for the last week, of this whole journey as a hunt.

He had not been using the word out loud. But the shape of his thinking had been the shape of a hunt — the shape of a man riding west to find a thing, to take hold of the thing once it had been found, to bring it back. The dying messenger had been the prey-spoor; the phrase the seed still sleeps, tell the Singer who healed the ice had been the trail; the amber tablet had been the blood on the rock that confirmed the trail was real. He had been a hunter for eleven years in the Black Veil and the hunter-shape was the shape his mind defaulted to when it was given a thing to look for.

He had been planning, without ever quite admitting it to himself, to capture the truth at the Spine. To take it. To lay claim to it. To bring it back to the Academy and lay it out on the long table Finch had assembled from old library shelves, and to study it, and to integrate it into the body of knowledge the Academy had been building, and to use it.

Use it.

That was the part the warm soft place in the bond was now showing him very clearly. The Nightshade always wanted to use things. The Royal Advisor on Matters of Drift and Partnership wanted to use things. The master smith of the Academy wanted to use things. All of the names he had been carrying for the last four years wanted to use the truth at the Spine, in slightly different ways, for slightly different reasons, but all of them in the same fundamental shape: find it, take it, bring it back, deploy it.

And the truth at the Spine was the kind of truth that would not survive being used.

That was the piece of understanding arriving in him now. He could not have explained it in words. But the warm soft place in the bond and the patient watching of the eleven thin figures on the slope and Teska's stories and the basin and the One Who Counts and the report on the amber tablet that had been a report and not an order had all been pointing at it.

The truth at the Spine was something he was going to have to protect.

Not capture. Not bring back. Not lay out on the long table. Protect — from the Ember Court who would weaponize it the moment they understood what it was. From the inheritors of Seraveth — the lineage the Baron had been the latest expression of, the chain of careful hands that had carried the weaponization of the bond through eight centuries without being mapped by any institution that had tried to map them — who had been weaponizing things in the deep places for eight hundred years. From the Lord Regent’s people who would absorb it into the Kingdom’s quiet machinery of statecraft. From Theron specifically who would do it kindly and would think he was being reasonable. From the remnants of the Black Veil that had not quite died with Stark's death. And from his own hand. Especially from his own hand. Because his own hand was the hand of a man whose first instinct, on being given a thing of importance, had always been to make a use of it, and the truth at the Spine was the kind of thing whose only safe use was not yet.

Not yet.

The phrase was the phrase the figure in his cold dream had said to him from the edge of the black-glass plain in Teska's hut. Not yet. Not for you. He had taken it then as a sentence about himself. He had been wrong. The phrase had been about the truth. The truth at the Spine was not yet for him. It was not yet for anyone. It had been waiting for ten generations or for a hundred or for a thousand, and the waiting was the work, and his job — his real job, the job the road had been quietly preparing him for since the morning at the forge with Nora and the soup — was to not end the waiting.

His job was to find the truth and to know what it was, and then to do nothing with it.

To let it go on waiting.

To make sure no one else ended the waiting either.

The realization was not a thought in any normal sense. It was the slow arrival of a shape in the back of his head, the way a shape arrives in a piece of metal at the forge when the metal has been heated and folded enough times that the shape it has been wanting to take all along finally becomes the shape it is. He did not have words for it. But the shape was there now, and the shape was the opposite of the shape he had been carrying west under the shape of a hunt.

In the bond, Kyraleth was suddenly very still.

Callen — something just changed. I felt it as the texture of you shifting from one shape to another shape.

I'll try to put it in words later. I don't have them yet. The shape is the shape I am supposed to be, I think. It's going to take me a few hours to know how to say it.

But Kyraleth — take whatever the shape is and keep it. Don't let me lose it.

All right.

The bond carried, very softly, the wordless assent of a dragon who had just been given a piece of his bonded partner to hold for him.

When Callen opened his eyes, the things on the slope were gone.

The slope to his right was empty obsidian, the long pale bands of pumice running through the black glass at their old heights, the morning sun catching the eastern face the way it had been catching it when he had first registered the slope from the harness. There was no sign that the eleven thin tall figures had ever been there. They had ceased to be present in the corridor, the way Teska's mother had described the One Who Counts ceasing to be present at the edge of the firelight.

He looked sideways at Wren.

Wren was sitting cross-legged on the obsidian gravel three feet away with his hands palm-down on his knees and his eyes still closed, doing the breathing he had not been told the count of and that he had clearly been figuring out by himself in the manner of a man who had decided that whatever the count was, the count was best learned by listening to the rhythm of the person at the next sleeping roll. The breathing Wren was doing was, in fact, very close to the count of four-in and six-out that Shendra had taught Nora.

"Wren."

Wren opened his eyes.

He did not say anything for a moment. He looked across the gravel at the empty slope and the empty corridor and the long blue-black shape of Kyraleth still in the three-stage settled posture beside them. He turned his head slowly back toward Callen.

"Are they gone?"

"They're gone."

"What were they?"

Callen tried to put it into words. He could not. He tried again. He still could not. He gave up and said, very slowly:

"I don't know. Kyraleth knows more than I do. I think — I think they were the kind of thing that decides what to do with you on the basis of what you are putting out, and we put out a thing they decided to walk away from. I don't have a better explanation than that yet."

Wren considered this for a long moment.

He was a man who had spent a lifetime asking for better explanations than that. Callen watched the moment in which Wren made the decision, today, on the obsidian gravel of a corridor in a country no map of his had a name for, not to ask for the better explanation. The decision was visible at the corner of his pale mouth.

"So some things aren't killed," Wren said quietly. "They're passed."

Callen looked at him.

"Yes."

"I think I like that better than most of the alternatives."

"I have spent thirty-some years killing the things in my way. I've been good at it. I don't regret most of it. But I am old enough now to be tired of it, and the idea that some things are the things you sit down for instead of cutting through is — Singer." A dry pause. "It is the kind of idea I'm going to have to think about for a while."

"Take your time. We're sitting on obsidian gravel in the middle of a corridor in a country we don't have names for. We have nothing but time."

Wren almost laughed. He did not. The corner of his mouth did the thing it did when he was almost laughing and not quite. He stood up slowly with the new stiffness of a man who had been sitting cross-legged on stone for some minutes longer than the body wanted, and he walked over to Kyraleth and put one hand flat against the warm scales of the dragon's left shoulder. The hand did not say anything. Kyraleth did not need to be told what the hand was for. The hand stayed there for the length of about two breaths and then it withdrew. Wren came back to where Callen was still sitting, held his hand down, and Callen took it and let Wren help him up. The two of them stood in the middle of the corridor for a long quiet moment in the cold sulfur-smelling air.

Then they got back on the dragon and flew on.
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They camped that night in the lee of a tall volcanic pillar at the head of a small dead valley about three hours' flight beyond the corridor, in a place of the kind Kyraleth had been picking now for nearly a week — sheltered from wind, defensible if defending became necessary, with a trickle of clean water running down the side of the pillar from somewhere higher up.

The fire was Wren's again. He built it in the efficient way he had built every previous fire on this road. The cooking was simpler than usual; the spice tin was running low and the goose fat had been stretched across six nights and was at the bottom of the clay pot. Wren made do with what was left and produced a meal less impressive than the first night's that was, in its quiet competent way, exactly enough.

They ate by the fire with their backs against the warm flank of the volcanic pillar.

Kyraleth was curled around the upper end of the small dead valley in the same protective windbreak posture he had been taking every night.

Wren was quiet for a long time after the meal.

He was the kind of quiet a man got when there was something he was deciding whether to say. Callen recognized the quiet from his own life and did not push.

After a while, Wren spoke. "Singer."

Callen waited.

"I want to tell you a thing that I haven't told anyone at the settlement. I want to tell you because of what you said in the corridor about some things being passed instead of killed, and because the thing I'm about to tell you is one of the things I've been trying to figure out how to kill for the last year and that I'm beginning to wonder whether I should have been trying to pass instead."

Callen did not turn his head. He kept his eyes on the flame.

"All right."

"I had a brother. He was younger. Six years younger. He came up after I had already left the family, after I had already gone, and he didn't have the temperament for what I had become and I didn't have the patience for what he was going to become. The two of us got along the way two brothers six years apart with very different temperaments always get along, which is to say not very well but with an underlying loyalty neither of us would have admitted to. He stayed in the country we were both born in. He worked the land. He married a woman in the next valley over. He had two children, a boy and a girl, who are now eight and ten and who don't know me beyond the thin handful of times I've come back through the country in any given decade." A careful breath. "Last winter he wrote me a letter. He told me he'd found work he wanted to take up north of the family land, in a country where the road was a road I had walked once and knew was bad. The work would have paid him three years' worth of what he was making on the family land. He wanted me to tell him whether to take it. I wrote him back and told him not to take it. I told him very specifically that the road north of the family land was not a road his cart should be on, and that the work was not worth what the road would cost him, and that he should stay where he was. I was very direct. I used the kind of language I used when I needed someone to listen the first time."

A pause.

"He took the work. He told his wife about my letter and his wife said she trusted my judgment more than the recruiter's, but he had decided. He went up the road I had told him not to take. He died on it, the way I had told him he would. I had been right about the road. I had been right about the work. I had been right about everything in the letter except for the one thing the letter was supposed to do, which was to keep him alive, and the letter had failed to do that thing. The failure has been in my chest since the morning his wife's letter reached me last spring, and I have not put it down. I came on this trip because I needed to be somewhere my brother had never been. I needed to be in a country where my brother's name was not the name of a thing that had not been listened to. I haven't — until tonight — spoken about him to anyone in the settlement. Not Lysara. Not Finch. Not Amara. Not even my own self in the private monologue most men keep going in the back of their head. I have been carrying it the way the Veil taught us to carry things, which is to say, in a sealed compartment that doesn't get opened until the day the body finally lets the compartment go and the man dies of it."

He stopped.

The fire crackled in the cold dead valley.

Callen did not speak for a long moment. "What was his name?"

"Timond," Wren said. "Timond Buttenick. He was thirty-one when he went up that road. He was a better man than I have ever been. He was the kind of person who would have built something like your Academy if he'd been born to a different family in a different country, and he ended up working a piece of stony land for thirty-one years instead. The worst thing about losing him is not the losing — it is knowing that the world had a Timond in it for thirty-one years and used him up on a road that paid better than the family land."

Callen turned his head slowly to look at Wren in the flame-light.

The pale eyes were dry. But the lines at the corners of his eyes were doing a thing they did not normally do — an easing, the way a face eases when something held in a particular position for a long time is finally allowed to rest in a different position. He looked, in the flame-light, like a man who had taken something out of his coat and put it on the gravel between them and was now waiting to see whether Callen was going to pick it up or whether the thing would simply stay there as a thing that had been said.

Callen did not pick it up.

He did not try to fix it. He did not say I am sorry. He did not say it was not your fault, because Wren had not asked for that absolution and would not have wanted it from a man who had thirty-seven names of his own on his accounting.

"Thank you for telling me about Timond. I'll remember the name. And Wren?”

"Yes?"

"You were right about the road."

A pause.

"You were right about it the first time. You wrote a letter that was correct in every particular. The letter didn't fail. Your brother failed to read it correctly and chose to take the road anyway, and he died on the road, and his death is on the road and on the recruiter and on the choices he made that night at his own fire when he was deciding whether to listen to his older brother. His death is not on the letter. The letter was the right letter. I'm not telling you this to absolve you, because you haven't asked for absolution and I'm not the man to give it. I am telling you this because I spent eleven years in the Veil and another eleven years out of it and I know what a correct letter looks like, and I know what a failed letter looks like, and the letter you describe is the first kind. You shouldn't let yourself remember it as the second kind. The first kind matters. The first kind is the only one a man can write."

Wren did not answer for a long while.

When he did, he said:

"That is — that is a thing I'm going to have to think about for a while too."

"Take your time."

"We have nothing but time."

The dry crack at the corner of Wren's mouth came back, almost a smile. The two of them sat in the lee of the volcanic pillar with their backs against the warm stone and the fire between them and the long blue-black shape of Kyraleth curling around the upper end of the dead valley. The cold winter sky overhead was full of stars Callen had not yet learned the names of.

In the bond, Kyraleth was very quiet and very warm.

The shape you asked me to keep, he said after a long while.

Yes.

I am still keeping it.

Thank you.

The fire burned low. Wren leaned his head back against the warm stone of the volcanic pillar and closed his eyes. He was not yet asleep but was on his way there. Callen sat up beside him with the new shape in the back of his head — the shape he did not yet have words for, the shape that was the opposite of a hunt. He watched the fire until it was almost gone. He did not move from the warm stone of the volcanic pillar all night.


Chapter Thirteen


THE APPROACH



The seventh morning came up cold and clear over the volcanic pillar where they had camped. Callen woke to the first thin grey of the false dawn with the new shape from the corridor still in the back of his head, the cold air on his face, and the slow patient breathing of his dragon along the upper end of the dead valley above him.

He had not moved from the warm stone of the pillar all night.

He had meant to. He had meant, after the fire had burned down to coals and Wren had gone to his sleeping roll, to lie down on his own roll and sleep for some hours. He had not. The new shape in the back of his head had been too large and too quiet to put a body to sleep underneath, and he had stayed up to keep it company.

He was not tired. That was the strange part. He felt the alert clarity of a man whose body had decided that some hours of holding-still had paid him back in a different currency than sleep would have.

Wren came awake about a quarter hour after the first grey.

He sat up on his sleeping roll without speaking and looked across the cold ash of the fire-pit at Callen, then at the eastern lip of the valley where the false dawn was beginning to brighten into the true, then back at Callen.

"You didn't sleep. Are you all right?"

"Yes. I think today is the day."

Wren did not ask which day. He had been on this road for seven days and he had registered the new thing that had arrived in Callen on the obsidian gravel of the corridor yesterday morning, and he understood without being told that today was the day the country was going to give them whatever the country had been waiting to give them.

"All right," he said.

He got up and did the precise morning work of breaking the camp — fire-pit cleaned, packs reloaded, the dark crossbow checked and returned to the inside pocket of the coat, the bandage on the bad heel adjusted by half an inch. He did all of it without speaking.

Kyraleth came down the side of the pillar from the upper end of the dead valley with the slow careful gait of a dragon whose right shoulder was still favoring him and whose stamina had not entirely come back from the basin. This morning, he had nevertheless decided the body was going to do whatever the body needed to do.

He did not speak in the bond either. The bond was the slow warm wide-open quiet it had been since the fire had burned down last night. Callen could feel — more than hear — that Kyraleth was listening to something that was not his bonded partner, the interior listening of a creature who had been receiving, all night, a very faint signal from somewhere ahead and to the north, and who was holding his attention carefully on the signal because the signal was the kind of thing that would not survive being looked at hard.

Callen did not ask. He was learning, this week, when not to ask.

They climbed onto the harness in the cold pale grey of the not-yet-dawn. Kyraleth gathered himself on the gravel at the base of the pillar in the unhurried way he gathered himself when he was about to launch into a flight he had been waiting for. The great wings opened to their full span for the first time in two days. He pushed up off the gravel into the cold thin air over the dead valley and began to climb.
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The Spine appeared on the horizon in the second hour of the flight.

It did not appear all at once. It appeared the way distant mountains appear from very far away — first as a faint dark suggestion at the western limit of the visible distance, growing firmer over the slow accumulation of minutes. The country between the volcanic pillar and the Spine was high broken stone, the kind of country a dragon could see across for very long distances on a clear morning. The far western horizon was a hard blue line, and on the line, by the middle of the second hour, the dark suggestion began to resolve.

It resolved into pillars.

Six of them.

They rose from a long flat shelf of dark stone at the western edge of the broken country — six tall narrow shapes at different heights, the way fingers on a hand are at different heights. The shortest of the six was perhaps a thousand feet from base to peak. The tallest, the central one, was perhaps half again as tall as the shortest. The other four ranged in between. The six together formed a ragged irregular line that ran from south to north along the western edge of the broken country and stretched, by Callen's eye, about three miles end to end.

They were the clearest geological feature he had ever seen at distance. The clearest because they were deliberate in a way mountains are not deliberate. They were narrow at the base in proportion to their height, almost slender, the way deliberately built towers were narrow at the base in proportion to their height. They had been designed, even if the designing had been done by something larger than people.

And on the central pillar, at the peak, was the structure.

He could not see it clearly at this distance. He could only see, on the very top of the central pillar, that the natural rock terminated about a hundred feet below where it should have terminated, and that the last hundred feet was not the dark grey-black of the volcanic basalt but a slightly different color — a paler, more weathered grey, with the horizontal banding of carved courses, and at the very top a darker shape that was clearly not a thing the volcanic processes of the country had produced.

The Spine.

He had been looking at the word in his head for two weeks, ever since Finch had first put it on the long table at the back of the library on the night of the amber tablet. Now the word was a place. The still place that the warm soft place in the bond had become for him on the obsidian gravel of the corridor yesterday morning was looking at the Spine now the way a man looks at a thing he has been sent to protect, not the way a man looks at a thing he has been sent to take.

He turned his head a half inch.

"Wren."

"I see it."

In the bond, Kyraleth had still not spoken.

The not-speaking had become, by now, a thing Callen could feel as a presence rather than as an absence. The dragon was busy with something inside himself in a way Callen had not previously felt him be busy. The bond was open between them, the way the bond was always open when neither of them needed to send a sentence, but the open channel was carrying a very faint signal from the dragon's end that was not being directed at Callen — the overflow of an interior process Kyraleth was running on the deeper part of himself, the process he had been running since some hour in the night.

Callen made a careful inquiry into the bond.

Kyraleth.

A pause.

Yes. I am here.

The Spine.

Yes.

You've been quiet since the fire last night. Are you all right?

A longer pause.

I don't know how to answer the question. Let me try. I am not in any pain. My body is at the same place it was at sunrise. The flight is going well and I am not going to need to land for some hours. None of those things are wrong. But Callen, I am listening to something. I have been listening to it since the middle of the night. It is not a sound. It is not a voice. It is the kind of thing that the deepest part of my inherited memory does when something in the present day brushes against something in that memory, and the memory begins to wake up. I have had inherited memories surface before. That kind of surfacing happens quickly — a phrase or an image or a piece of information arriving at the front of my head from somewhere very deep, the way a man remembers a song he has not heard in years when someone hums two bars of it.

Yes.

This is different. This is the slow patient surfacing of an entire piece of the deeper memory, in response to a place that the deeper memory recognizes from the inside. I have not had this happen before. None of the dragons in any of the lines I know of have written about it happening to them. I am working out, in the back of myself, what to do with it.

Take your time.

I am taking my time. But I want you to know what is happening, even before I have words for it, because I am about to start having pieces of memory rise into the front of my head whether I want them to or not. I am going to be distracted, for a few seconds at a time, in the way a man is distracted when a piece of his own past suddenly becomes vivid in front of his eyes. I won't lose the flight. I won't drop us. I will be present for the work of the wings the entire time. But there will be moments when my attention is in two places at once, and you may feel one of those moments through the bond and not know what it is.

All right. Tell me when one is happening, if you can.

I will tell you when I can.

A pause.

Kyraleth.

Yes?

The recognizing — what does it feel like?

The bond went quiet as the dragon looked for the right words.

It feels, he said at last, like the place inside your chest that recognizes a song you knew as a child. Not the song itself. The place that recognized the song. The place exists before the song begins playing, and when the song begins playing the place fills up with the song the way a hollow fills with water in a quiet rain. I don't yet have the song. I have only the place. The place has been there all along inside me — since the egg, perhaps since before the egg. But the place has been empty until this morning. The Spine on the horizon is filling it. I don't know what the song is going to sound like when it arrives, but I know that the place is the right shape for the song, and I know — Callen, I want you to hear this part very carefully — I know that one of my ancestors was here.

Callen sat very still on the harness. One of your ancestors was here.

One of the dragons in the line that produced me was at this place at some hour of some day in the long-ago years, and the dragon's experience of being at this place went into his inherited memory the way every dragon's experiences go into his inherited memory. The dragon passed the memory down through the line. The memory has been sitting in the deeper place in me for the entire time I have been alive, and it is now waking up because I am about to be where my ancestor was, and the memory recognizes the place.

Which ancestor?

I don't know yet. I think — I think I am going to find out. I think the memory is the kind that comes with a name attached, because the place is the kind of place that mattered enough to the dragon at the time that he wanted to be remembered as the one who had been there. But I don't have the name yet.

And?

A very long pause.

And one more thing that I am only just now putting words to. The structure on the central pillar at the peak. The carved courses I can see in the rock at this distance, that are not the rock of the rest of the pillar but were laid on top of the rock by something that was building. I haven't yet seen the structure clearly. We are still too far away. But the place in me that is filling with the song is telling me that the structure was — that one of my ancestors helped to build it.

The bond went very still.

Helped to build it.

I can't say more than that yet. I don't know which ancestor. I don't know what the helping consisted of. I don't know what the structure is for. But the place in me is telling me that one of the dragons in the line behind me was present when the structure was being made, and that the dragon's presence was useful to the people doing the making, and that the dragon — or whoever the dragon was working with — wanted the fact of that helping to be remembered. The remembering has been sitting in me since I was an egg, and it is now waking up because I am about to fly to where the helping happened.

Callen did not say anything for a long moment.

He looked at the central pillar on the horizon — closer now, the dark shape at the peak more visible than it had been twenty minutes ago — and he held the words one of my ancestors helped to build it in the front of his head and let them settle.

In all of the four years he had been bonded to Kyraleth, the dragon had never said anything like this to him. The inherited memories had come up before, but they had always come up as information, the way a man pulled information out of a book he had read in his childhood. They had never come up as recognition. They had never come up as one of mine helped do this.

The Spine was not just a place on Finch's stitched-together map, then.

The Spine was the kind of place that had a dragon's name on it from the inside, and the dragon was a dragon in the line that had produced Kyraleth. The line had been carrying the place that was the right shape for this song since before any of the dragons in the line had been hatched. The song had been waiting for someone to come back to the place so that the place could fill the hollow.

The Spine had been waiting for Kyraleth.
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The approach took the rest of the morning.

By the middle of the third hour the Spine had become large enough on the horizon that Callen could see the carved structure on the central pillar's peak with his own eyes. The structure was a building — built by people who knew how to put stone on stone in a way that would last a thousand years, with clean horizontal courses of cut blocks rising in a long slow taper from the peak of the natural pillar up to a flat roof at the very top. A single broad doorway at the base of the carved portion faced east. A long flat platform of cut stone at the base of the doorway, where the carved courses met the natural rock of the pillar, was the size of the eastern gate yard at the Academy and was clearly the place a flying creature was meant to set down.

The doorway had carved figures around it. He could not yet make out what the figures were, but the carving was deliberate.

Then the air went wrong.

It went wrong in a way Callen had no name for. It was not wind. It was not pressure. It was a slow disorganized hum under the skin of the world, arriving through the bones of his skull before it arrived through his ears. By the time his ears registered it, the body was already registering it as a thing that made the inside of the head want to tilt.

Beneath him, Kyraleth's wings faltered.

It was the first time Callen had felt the wings of his dragon falter in four years. A single beat that came in at the wrong angle, then a second beat that over-corrected, and then Kyraleth's voice in the bond, urgent and clipped.

Resonator. Old work. It is reading me.

What do I do?

Nothing. I am going down. Not crashing. Putting us on the gravel at the base of the pillars. Hold on.

He was descending with wings no longer entirely under his control. The hum under Callen's skull was growing louder with every hundred feet of altitude they lost. Kyraleth was compensating with the precise micro-adjustments of a creature who had decided that the thing to do was not to fight the bad air but to get below it as fast as possible without losing the men on his back. The long flat gravel shelf at the base of the pillar complex came up fast.

Kyraleth landed hard.

Not a crash. A hard landing. The great body hit the gravel with a jolt that rattled the harness, the wings half-extended and trembling, the head shaking once in a sharp involuntary motion Callen had not seen his dragon make before.

The hum cut out.

It cut out the moment the wings stopped beating. Callen understood: the resonator was tuned to flight. It read the wingbeat as the drift-signature it was designed to detect, and a dragon standing still on the gravel was invisible to it.

In the bond, Kyraleth was breathing hard. I'm all right.

You are not all right.

I am on the ground. That is a different kind of all right. The resonator won't fire on me as long as I'm not in the air. I can't come with you across this shelf. If I take off again it will down me harder, and the second downing won't be a landing. I will hold here. You and Wren will walk.

How far?

Two hundred paces to the base of the central pillar. I can see the base from here. You will walk.

Callen swung off the harness.

Wren was already off. The dark crossbow had come out of the inside pocket of the elaborate coat without Callen having seen Wren reach for it, the quick-draw lever already set, a bolt already seated. Wren did not raise the crossbow. He held it at the low ready in his right hand and stood at Callen's left shoulder.

"I see the next problem," Wren said.

"Where?"

"The line of stakes. Pale metal. Fifty paces out, running across the approach in a single row. I count eleven of them. Some are broken off at the base. Some are still upright."

Callen saw them. They were the same pale metal as the bands on the doorway — silvery, not silver, catching the morning sun in the cold way the doorway had caught it from the air. Each upright stake was about the height of a man. Each was topped with a carved head that Callen could not make out at this distance.

A flash of pale light.

It came from one of the middle stakes — a thin lash of blue-white drift-energy about the length of a man's arm, whipping out from the carved head into the empty air in front of the stake and then withdrawing. The lash took perhaps a half-second.

Nothing was there to be struck.

A second flash, from a different stake, four positions to the right. Same length. Same half-second. Then a long pause. Then a third flash, from the first stake again.

"They're firing on a cycle," Wren said quietly.

"Yes."

"The cycle is wrong. A working defensive line of stakes like that would fire in a continuous sweep — every stake in sequence, nothing but the sequence, no dead gaps between the flashes. This is firing in a cycle that has drifted out of phase with itself. Watch the first stake."

Callen watched. The first stake fired again. Then there was a long silence in which none of the other stakes fired. Then the first stake again. Then a flash from somewhere near the end of the line. Then the first stake for a third time in a row. Then another long silence.

"The first stake is working," Wren said. "The others are partially working. The sequence the whole line was supposed to be running has degraded to the point where only the first stake is running it correctly. The others are firing on whatever internal timing they still have, which is none of the original timing. If we cross the line, the thing that will probably hit us is the first stake. The others will probably miss."

"Probably."

"I'm telling you what I see. I'm not telling you it's a promise."

Kyraleth.

The answer came in distant and thin.

I hear you. I see the stakes through your eyes. Wren is right. The first one is the functional one. I don't know the rules of the old work well enough to tell you the rest.

Can you feel the first stake from where you are?

No. The work is Singer. It is not dragon. It is in a language my line doesn't speak.

Callen looked at the first stake. It fired again as he looked at it. He counted seconds between flashes. Four. The first stake fired again. Four. The first stake fired a third time.

Then, on the fourth count, the first stake did not fire. A different stake fired. Then the first stake came back in on the fifth count, out of phase with itself by a full second.

"It's not a clean four-count," Wren said.

"No."

"It's a four-count most of the time and a five-count sometimes. I'm going to assume the five-counts are the places the cycle is going to kill us if we try to time a run across the line."

"Then we don't time a run."

"No. We time a crossing at the end of a four-count, and we cross at the spot where the stakes on either side of the first stake are the most broken, and we take the risk that the five-count won't fall on the pass we take."

Callen looked at the line. There were two stakes at the northern end where the metal was visibly corroded at the base, one of them leaning by about ten degrees. If they crossed there, the first stake was forty feet away from their crossing point, and the corroded stakes were what would be firing at them directly.

"North end."

"North end. On your mark."

They moved toward the north end of the line, slow, watching the first stake's rhythm. It fired. Four seconds. It fired. Four seconds. It fired.

"Now."

They ran.

It was twelve paces of hard running across the loose gravel of the shelf, and Callen's heel came down wrong on a flat piece of obsidian that wanted to slide. The moment he felt the slide he committed his next step hard into the gravel past it and kept going. Wren was two steps behind him on his left. Callen heard, in the last second of the crossing, one of the corroded stakes at the north end fire.

The lash came out. It came out late. It came out at the wrong height — too low, aimed at about ankle level — and the pale flash touched nothing.

They were across.

Wren pulled up hard, breathing once through his teeth, the crossbow still at the low ready. Callen stopped two steps past him and turned back to look at the line.

The first stake fired.

It fired into empty air behind them — the precise spot where they had been standing ninety seconds ago, at the precise count, on the precise cycle. The timing of it, if the timing had caught them, would have ended the crossing.

"Four-count," Wren said. "We got the four-count."

"Yes."

"Your heel?"

"My heel is fine."

Keep moving, Kyraleth said in the bond. There is one more. At the base of the pillar. I can see it from here.

A hundred and fifty paces ahead, at the foot of the central pillar where the gravel shelf met the carved base, a single figure stood in the shadow of the pillar. Man-shaped. Larger than a man — perhaps eight feet tall. Carved from the same pale stone as the platform high above them, with the same fine weathering at the edges of the carving. It was not moving.

"Sentinel," Wren said.

"Yes."

"It hasn't activated."

"Not yet."

They walked the hundred and fifty paces slowly. The sentinel did not move. They came within thirty paces of it, and the sentinel did not move. They came within twenty paces, and still nothing.

At fifteen paces, the sentinel turned its head.

The turn was very slow. Stone grinding against stone. The carved face came around toward them with the imprecise movement of a mechanism that had worn at the joints across eight centuries. The eyes of the sentinel were carved but empty — no drift-light, no glow, no sign of what it was using to see them.

And yet it had turned.

Callen stopped.

Wren stopped half a step behind him. "It tracked us. But it didn't track us at twenty paces. It tracked us at fifteen. Which means it's not tracking us by sight. Sight would have caught us at a hundred. It's tracking us by something else. Something that has a fifteen-pace range."

"Drift-signature," Callen said. "It's reading drift. My bond with Kyraleth. Fifteen paces might be the range at which the bond-signature becomes detectable to it. I am bright to it. You are dimmer but not dark — you have a little, I've been thinking so for a week, and you are just enough for it to have picked up at fifteen paces along with me."

"How do we get past it?"

"We go dark."

The sentinel took a step forward.

It was a slow step, the kind a mechanism made when the mechanism had decided the thing in front of it was a threat and was committing to the committing. Callen did not have long.

He reached into the bond. He did not close it. Closing the bond would have been the wrong move — Kyraleth would have felt the closing as an abandonment at the exact moment the dragon was most interiorly vulnerable. Instead, Callen thinned the bond. He made it as narrow as he had ever made it — a single thin thread between himself and his dragon.

In the same motion, he turned his head a quarter inch toward Wren.

"Whatever drift-sense you have — damp it. Think of the warm soft place. Hold it still. Don't let it out."

Wren did not ask how. He closed his pale eyes for a half-second — the same half-second he had closed them on the obsidian gravel of the corridor yesterday morning — and when he opened them again, the line at the corner of his mouth had moved into the position it took when he was holding his face entirely still on purpose. Callen could feel, in the thinned bond, the accompanying damping of something at Wren's shoulder.

The sentinel paused in the middle of its second step.

The carved head turned by another degree, slower this time, searching. The stone face moved left, then right, then stopped. It held the position for the length of about three breaths.

Then the sentinel lifted its foot back the way it had come, and the great weight of the sentinel's body shifted back into its original position, and the head ground slowly around to face forward again, and the sentinel became once more the unmoving figure it had been when they had first seen it from the stakes.

It had lost them.

"Walk," Callen said, very quietly. "Slow. Don't let the thread loose."

They walked. They walked past the sentinel at a distance of perhaps six paces, the thinned bond held at the threshold of nothing, Wren's own drift-signature damped to zero beside him. The sentinel did not turn. The sentinel did not move. The sentinel did not know they had passed.

When they were twenty paces past it, Callen let the thread of the bond widen again, by a careful amount.

Kyraleth's voice came back up into the bond, warmer, closer, still carrying the thing it was carrying underneath.

That was well done. Both of you.

They walked the rest of the way across the gravel shelf to the foot of the central pillar. Above them, the carved courses of the Singer-built structure began to rise up out of the natural rock toward the platform and the doorway. Behind them on the shelf, the sentinel stood unmoving and did not turn to watch them go.

The old work had been built by a civilization that had wanted this place protected, and had protected it in the way a civilization protected a place when it did not know how long the protection would need to last. Some of the protecting had failed — the resonator misreading the wingbeats of every kind of dragon instead of only the ones it had been tuned to reject, the ward-stakes drifting out of phase, the sentinel's tracking range reduced to a fifteen-pace circle. Some still worked. The partial failure was the thing that had let them through. A Singer defense at full working order would have stopped any visitor who came with the wrong bond-signature regardless of intention. The degradation had opened a gap in the defenses that only the right kind of visitor could find the way through.

By the time they reached the base of the central pillar, Kyraleth had lifted off the gravel shelf again — carefully, a short test-beat first, then a second, the edge of the resonator's field detectable at his wings but no longer building into the full downing pressure of the approach. The reason became clear to Callen through the bond: the resonator had been built to defend a perimeter, and its field projected outward from the line of stakes the way lamplight projected outward from a glass. Kyraleth was now inside the ring. The field was behind him. He climbed in the slow unhurried spiral he used for approaches to unfamiliar ground, the field thinning further with every hundred feet.

There were dragons in the carving above them. Callen counted three around the upper arch of the doorway now visible from the base, the long blue-black shapes of dragons of an old age rendered in the flowing proportions that pre-corruption Singer art had used for dragons — heads slightly larger than they would have been in life, eyes slightly wider, the curves of the bodies more flowing than the actual bodies of dragons usually were. There were also figures of people in the carving. He could count perhaps a dozen of them, smaller than the dragons, arranged in the space below the dragons in postures that looked like the postures of people who had been working with the dragons rather than ruling them or being ruled by them. The figures of the people had their hands raised toward the figures of the dragons, but the raising was not supplication; it was the gesture of partners reaching toward partners, the same gesture Nora made when she put her hand against Solara's flank in the warm mornings at the Academy.

It was Singer work. Pre-corruption Singer work. Of a kind that had not been made on this continent for eight hundred years.

I am not going to be entirely the dragon you are used to for the next several minutes. I am going to be here for the flight. But the deeper part of me is filling now. The song is arriving. I don't have it all yet, but I am beginning to have pieces of it, and the pieces are — Callen, the pieces are bigger than I expected.

Bigger how?

The dragon whose memory is rising in me had a name. I have the name now. He was called Vael.

A pause.

Vael. Tessen of the high pass, of the line of Vael. The name from your dream.

Callen felt the cold pre-dawn air of the ravine on the first day of the flight come back into his face for half a second.

The name from my dream.

Yes. I don't yet know what the connection is. I have a name, and you have heard the name in your sleep, and the name is the same name, and the same name in two places that have never been connected before is not a coincidence, and we are about to fly to the place where the name lives, and I — Callen, I am going to ask you to trust me for the next hour to fly the rest of the approach and to land on the platform, and I am going to ask you not to push for more answers from me until I am on the ground and the wings are folded and the body is at rest, because the deeper memory is rising at a rate I am only just managing, and I don't want to drop any of it.

I trust you.

The bond closed by a degree — not all the way, but by enough that Callen understood the dragon was now using the deep part of himself for the deep work and was leaving only the surface of his attention for the flying. Callen stood very still at the base of the pillar with the words the line of Vael sitting in the front of his head.

Kyraleth came down on the platform at the base of the doorway in the slow careful descending spiral he used for landings on unfamiliar ground, arriving ahead of them at the height of the carved structure while they climbed the long cut-stone stairs that ran up the eastern face of the pillar from the gravel shelf to the platform above.

The platform turned out, when they reached it, to be made of cut stone blocks the size of small wagons, fitted together so closely that the seams between them were the kind of seams a man could only see if he was looking for them. The platform was perhaps a hundred and fifty feet across in each direction. It was perfectly flat. It had been swept of debris by wind for so long that the surface of each block had a fine smoothness to it. There was no dust. There was no growth of any kind.

Kyraleth had set down at the eastern edge of the platform — the edge facing the doorway, with the doorway perhaps thirty paces away — in the soft economy of a landing he had been planning since the start of the final ascent.

For a long moment, the dragon did not move.

Then the head came back up, and Kyraleth turned the great gold eyes toward the doorway, and Callen felt through the bond the thing that happened in the back of the dragon's head when a piece of his deeper memory finished surfacing and snapped into the position it had been waiting all his life to be in. The bond filled, very briefly, with the warmth of a song that had been waiting in a place inside the dragon for a very long time and was now being heard by the place that had been the right shape for it.

Vael was here, Kyraleth said quietly. He flew this approach. He set down on this platform. He folded his wings the way I am folding mine. The doorway opened for him because he had brought a man with him whose bond with him was the kind of bond the doorway recognized. The man with him was the second of the seven who were present when the structure was made. I don't yet have the names of the seven. I have only the position — the second of the seven. Vael was the dragon of the second of the seven. And the doorway is going to recognize us, Callen, because the bond between you and me is the same kind of bond as the bond between Vael and the second of the seven, and the doorway was built to recognize that kind of bond and to open for it.

How are you doing?

I am all right. I am better than I expected to be, in the way it is sometimes a relief to finally feel a thing you have been carrying without knowing you were carrying it. I am also tired. The surfacing has cost me something. I am going to need to lie on this platform for the next several hours and not move while I let the rest of the song finish coming up. I can't come inside with you. I wouldn't fit through the doorway in any case — the doorway was built for the smaller flying creatures of the old age, the ones the seven flew in the years before the great wars, and I am the size of the dragons that came after — but even if I would fit, I am going to need to be very still here for a long while. I am going to keep watch from outside. I am going to keep the bond open with you the entire time you are inside. I am not going to leave you.

Kyraleth. Are you sure you're all right?

I am sure I am where I am supposed to be. That is the truest answer I can give you. I am sure I am where I am supposed to be, and I am sure I am with the man I am supposed to be with, and I am sure that whatever is on the other side of the doorway is the thing I have been bringing you to since the morning of the council and the morning of the launch and the morning of the corridor. I am where I am supposed to be. I have not always been able to say that. I can say it now.

Callen did not have words for the answer.

He and Wren had, by now, finished the long climb up the cut stairs and stepped onto the swept stone of the platform. The two of them stood together in the cold thin sulfur-smelling air at the peak of the central pillar of the Spine, with the long broken-stone country of the basin behind them and the carved doorway ahead of them, and the great blue-black shape of Kyraleth settling himself onto the platform with the long slow exhalation of a creature who had finally arrived at the place his entire interior life had been pointing toward.

Callen turned and put his hand flat against the warm scales of Kyraleth's right shoulder where the salt-walk wound was still under its dressing.

The contact lasted for the length of about three breaths.

They walked across the platform to the doorway.

Callen counted the paces. There were twenty-eight. Each pace took him across one of the swept stone blocks and over one of the fine seams between the blocks.

The doorway, when they reached it, was perhaps fifteen feet high and ten feet wide. The carved figures around the upper arch were dragons of the old age and people of the old age, and the people raised their hands toward the dragons in the partner-gesture, and the gesture was the same gesture Nora made.

The doors themselves were not stone. They were a dark wood Callen did not recognize, polished by long centuries of cold sulfur air to a deep slow gleam, with bands of pale metal across them that looked like silver but were not silver. There was no handle. There was no latch. There was no visible mechanism.

He put his palm flat against the wood of the right-hand door at about the height of his own chest.

The door did not move.

He held his palm there. He held it for the length of about two slow breaths. And then, very slowly, he reached out through the bond to Kyraleth at his back on the platform — the bond was open, the bond had been open the entire time, but now he reached along the bond in the way he had been learning to reach along the bond in the year just past, in the private exercises with Shendra that no one else at the Academy had known about. She had begun them the spring after the charter, when she had said — only once, in a voice pitched for him alone — that the oldest Singer work in the foundation-courses of the Academy's lower wall responded to his passing in a way it did not respond to hers, or to Finch's, or to anyone else she had ever walked those stones with. She had not drawn a conclusion for him. She had only told him the fact and left the conclusion where it was. He had carried the fact in the back of his head for a year and had been refusing, quietly, to name what it meant. Now, with his palm flat against the wood of the door, he let the kind of bond that he and Kyraleth had built together over the four years of their partnership flow into the palm of his hand against the wood of the door.

He was not channeling drift through the cross of a hilt the way he channeled it through his blade. He was doing a different thing. He was being recognized. He was offering to the door, through the honest channel of his palm, the precise texture of the partnership the door had been built to recognize.

The door read the texture for the length of about fifteen seconds.

Then it began to grind open.

It was the sound of stone moving against stone — slow, deliberate, with the weight of a very large mass beginning to move after a very long time of being still. The two doors swung inward together, the dark wood and the pale metal bands moving in the same synchronized arc, and the cold thin sulfur-smelling air of the platform was met by air of a different kind coming out from the inside of the structure — air that had been held still for a very long time, neither warm nor cold, neither dry nor moist, the absolutely neutral air of a sealed place that had been holding its own conditions against the world for eight centuries.

The doors opened all the way.

Beyond the doorway was a long high hall of carved stone, with a vaulted ceiling that ran upward into the dark and a long flat floor of polished pale stone running away from the doorway into the deeper interior. Along the walls of the hall — set into the stone at intervals of about ten paces, on both sides — were carved alcoves with something inside them that was glowing.

The glow was the soft blue-white of drift-light.

It was the same kind of light Finch could call up out of his fingertips when he was reading a manuscript at the long table in the back of the library, the same kind of light Shendra could call up to warm a sick child's face in the cold of the dormitory wing on a winter night, the same kind of light Callen had himself been able to make in the private way he had been learning to make it in the year just past. But the light in the alcoves was not being made by anyone present. The light had been made by someone, in the way Singer drift-work made light, and then set into the alcoves with whatever working allowed Singer light to persist after the maker had gone. It had been persisting for eight centuries.

The light had been burning in those alcoves since before any of the wars of the corruption. The light was still burning.

It was very faint — the faintness of a thing that had been giving out the same steady amount of itself for a very long time. The combined glow of all the alcoves on both sides of the hall was perhaps the brightness of a single oil lamp at twenty paces. It was enough to see by. Barely. The far end of the hall was lost in the deeper dim.

Callen and Wren stood at the threshold for a long moment.

The silence inside the hall was not the silence of an empty room. It was the silence of a room that had been waiting.

Callen took the first step over the threshold.

The pale stone of the floor was cool beneath his boot. The drift-light in the nearest alcove brightened by a fraction as he passed it — not by very much, the way an old fire brightens by a fraction when a new piece of dry wood is laid on the coals, but by enough that he registered the brightening in his peripheral vision and understood that the light responded to him, in the way old Singer work had been built to respond to the descendants of the Singers who had made it.

He was a descendant.

He had not, until that moment in the hall, fully understood that he was a descendant. He had been the master smith. He had been the Royal Advisor. He had been the man who had healed the ice. He had been a great many things. He had not, until the drift-light in the nearest alcove brightened at his passing, understood that the work itself recognized him as what he was — a descendant of the Singers who had built this hall.

He took the second step.

Wren stepped over the threshold behind him.

The drift-light did not brighten for Wren. It did not need to. Wren was not a Singer. The hall was not built to recognize Wren, and Wren simply walked over the threshold at his own pace and stopped just inside the doorway and looked at the long high hall and the blue-white alcove lights and the deeper dim at the far end and did not say anything.

Behind them, the doors began to grind closed.

Just before the doors met in the middle, Callen caught one last glimpse of the platform behind them — the long blue-black shape of Kyraleth lying with his great head turned toward the doorway, the gold eyes watching, the wings folded — and then the seam closed and the doors met and the grinding stopped.

The hall was sealed.

In the bond, Kyraleth's mental voice came in clearly, undimmed by the stone of the doors.

I am here. I am keeping watch. The bond is open. Walk slowly. Whatever you find in there has been waiting for a very long time, and it is not going to be in a hurry, and you shouldn't be either.

I will walk slowly.

Callen turned his head a half inch.

"Wren."

"Yes?"

"We walk slowly."

"All right."

They walked.

The pale stone floor was cool under their boots. The blue-white drift-light in the nearest alcove brightened a fraction as Callen passed it, and then the next alcove ahead, and the next, the way a path of lights brightens for the foot that is approaching them. The vaulted ceiling rose above them into the dark. The neutral air of the inside of the hall had already replaced the sulfur smell from outside, and the silence was the silence of a place that had been waiting eight hundred years for the right kind of visitor.

Ancient light on ancient stone. They walked.


Chapter Fourteen


THE DRIFT-WARDS



The first chamber of the waystation opened up about thirty paces in from the doorway, where the long high hall came to an end at a broad arched threshold and the floor stepped up by a single low course of pale stone into a wider room.

Callen and Wren reached the threshold at the slow walking pace Kyraleth had asked for, and they stopped at the step.

The chamber beyond was perhaps fifty paces across in each direction, with a vaulted ceiling that rose into the same dark dim the long hall's ceiling had risen into, and the same alcoves of blue-white drift-light at intervals along the walls. But here the alcoves were larger, the lights inside them were brighter, and the stones of the chamber had something on them that the stones of the hall had not had.

The stones were carved.

Not the simple horizontal courses of the long hall. These stones were worked — every block inlaid with a long flowing pattern of pale silver-grey lines that ran across the surface in a way that did not stop at the seams between the blocks. The lines crossed the seams as if the seams were not there. As if the lines had been laid down first, on a stone that did not yet have any seams, and the seams had been made later by some other working that did not interrupt them.

Callen took a step forward into the chamber.

The lines on the stones brightened by a fraction in his peripheral vision. He stopped at the second step. The lines held their new brightness for the length of about two breaths and then settled.

He turned slowly, in place, to take in the whole of the chamber.

The patterns ran along all four walls. They ran across the floor. They ran across the lower portion of the vaulted ceiling. They were not random. He could see, even at first looking, that the patterns formed themselves into longer sequences — small repeating elements grouped into larger phrases, the way the inlay on the hilt of a fine sword grouped itself into the patterns the smith had chosen for the hilt's signature. The patterns on the stones of the first chamber were not decoration. They were meaning — someone had been writing a long careful sentence into the stones for the purpose of having the sentence still be there, and still readable, after the writer had been dead for many centuries.

He thought of Finch.

Finch would weep.

He thought it without irony. Finch would actually weep, in the way Finch sometimes wept at the extraordinary survivals of the pre-corruption Singer civilization he had spent his life chasing in fragments. Callen had seen Finch weep three times in five years, and all three times had been over fragments of less than a hundred carved characters. Finch had never seen this. No one in the Academy had ever seen this. The patterns on the walls of this single chamber contained thousands of characters arranged into long phrases that ran along the walls and across the floor and into the ceiling, and the whole of them was a single coherent thing written by people who had known what they were doing.

He turned and looked at Wren.

Wren had not moved past the threshold.

He was standing at the step at the edge of the chamber with his right hand resting against the cold stone of the doorframe. The pale eyes were on the patterns on the walls. The line at the corner of his mouth was in a position Callen had not seen on his face in any of the seven days of the road or in any of the four years before — neither held nor relaxed nor tight nor amused, just open.

Wren did not say anything for a long moment.

"Singer."

"Yes?"

"I have seen — in thirty-six years of work — a number of places where the people who built them had been very careful. A number of places where the work was the work of professionals at the top of their craft. A few places where the work was the work of professionals at the top of their craft and the craft itself was a craft I had never seen practiced before. I'm telling you all of this because I want you to understand that I am not the kind of man who is easily surprised by what good work can look like. I have a vocabulary for it. I have a calibration for it. I don't have a vocabulary for what is in this room. The work in this room is a kind of work my calibration was not made to measure. I wouldn't have known how to ask whether work like this was possible. I don't know what to do with my face right now and I'm sorry that you have to watch me figure it out."

"Take your time."

He took a long slow breath. He stepped over the threshold. He took two careful steps forward into the chamber and stopped, and the lines on the stones around him did not brighten, because Wren was not a Singer. He simply stood inside the threshold and looked at the patterns on the walls and let his face do whatever it needed to do.

After perhaps a minute Wren said, It's the writing, isn't it. The patterns. They are writing."

"Yes."

"What does it say?"

"I don't know. I can see that it's writing because I've spent four years around Finch and I've learned what carved Singer characters look like, and these are carved Singer characters of a kind older than any Finch has ever seen, in a configuration much larger than anything Finch has ever seen. But I can't read them. Finch could possibly read fragments. I think what is in this room would take Finch the rest of his life to read fully."

"How much of his life is left?"

"Twenty years if he's lucky. Less if he keeps forgetting to eat."

Wren made the dry crack at the corner of his mouth that was almost a smile. Then it faded back to the open looking-at-the-walls expression he had been wearing since he first stepped through the threshold.

He walked slowly along the eastern wall of the chamber, keeping perhaps three feet of space between himself and the carved stone, in the careful way a man walks past a thing that is not his to touch. He looked up where the patterns climbed into the dim of the ceiling. He looked down where they ran into the floor. He stopped, once, in front of a section where the patterns curved into the suggestion of a face — not a face exactly, the way the patterns the wind makes in a snowdrift sometimes suggest a face — and he stood in front of the not-quite-face for the length of about three slow breaths, and then he moved on.

Callen, in the middle of the chamber, watched him.

Then the wards activated.

It happened without any visible signal. Callen had been standing still in the middle of the chamber. The drift-energy in the chamber had been at the same low steady level since he had walked in. Callen had been registering the background presence with the partial attention a man with drift-sense always paid to a place he had walked into for the first time.

The background presence shifted.

It shifted in the way the air shifts in a room when a door has been opened somewhere a man cannot see — the change of pressure that the body registers before the mind catches up to the registering.

Then the something arrived.

He felt it as a slow careful pressure rising around him from the floor and the walls and the ceiling all at once — not a pressure on his body, but on the part of him that had drift-sense, the way a man feels the pressure on his ears when he descends into a deep cellar. The pressure rose until it had filled the air of the chamber to about the height of his shoulders. Then it began to probe.

There was no other word for it.

The pressure was extending careful filaments into him — through his skin, through the cloth of his coat, through the bones of his face, through the channel inside him where the bond with Kyraleth lived. The filaments were not painful. They were not even uncomfortable. They were the precise touch of something that knew exactly what it was looking for and was prepared to take as long as it needed to look for it.

Callen held very still.

He had been told, by Finch, in the first conversation about the amber tablet, that the wards on the waystation examined people. He had not fully imagined what examining would feel like. He had imagined something like a guard at a gate looking at his papers. What was happening now was nothing like a guard at a gate. It was more like the interior process of a healer with a deep kind of drift-sight reading the inside of a patient's body.

The wards were reading him.

They started with the bond.

He felt the filaments find the channel in his chest where the bond with Kyraleth lived. The filaments did not enter the bond. They examined it from the outside, the way a master craftsman might examine a piece of fine leatherwork by holding it up to the light without ever opening its seams. They read the texture of it: the slow patient quality, the absence of any forcing in either direction, the shape that came of two creatures who had chosen each other freely and who had chosen each other again every day for four years.

The reading took perhaps fifteen seconds.

Then the filaments moved. They moved deeper. They moved into the part of him where his intentions lived — the slow accumulating shape of what a man wanted out of his next hour, his next day, his next year. The wards were looking, Callen understood with a clear certainty he had not known he was capable of, for the answer to the question what is this man going to do with what he finds in here.

He held very still.

He could not have spoken to the wards if he had wanted to. They did not have a mouth he could have addressed. They were a pattern of carved Singer characters on the walls of a chamber, and the working of the characters had been laid down in stone eight centuries ago, and the characters did not need anyone to explain anything to them. Anything he said in the moment would have been a lie or an attempt at a lie, and the characters would have read the lie as a lie, and the lie would have been the answer.

He let the wards read him.

He let them read the new shape in the back of his head from the corridor of the glass-walkers yesterday morning — the shape that was the opposite of a hunt, the shape that said find the truth and know what it is and then do nothing with it, let it go on waiting, make sure no one else ends the waiting either. He let them read the understanding that had arrived in him when the eleven thin tall figures had been on the slope. He let them read the Royal Advisor and the master smith and the Nightshade who had all been the wrong shape for this work, and the new shape that was none of those things. He let them read the moment in the council building when Amara had said if you do not go, you will be the man you used to be in two weeks. He let them read the river pebble in his pocket that Nora had given him at the gate. He let them read Teska's honey-wood token. He let them read the tally of objects against his ribs that he was no longer sure had been an accident in any of its parts.

The wards read all of it.

It took the better part of a minute.

It was the strangest minute Callen had ever spent in his life — standing very still in a stone chamber under the peak of a volcanic pillar in a country none of his maps had a name for, with his face turned forward and his hands at his sides and his eyes on the carved stones of the eastern wall, and having every interior part of himself read by something that did not have a body.

He did not hide anything from it.

Hiding was not one of the available options. He had understood that within the first three seconds of the examination. The wards were the kind of thing a man could only either be what he was or not be what he was, and Callen had decided some hours ago what he was.

The wards did not tell him which one they were finding. They simply read him.

After the better part of the minute, the pressure lifted.

It lifted in the slow way it had risen — the filaments withdrawing through his skin and the bones of his face and the channel in his chest, the pressure on the part of him that had drift-sense receding back into the floor and the walls and the ceiling.

Then, from the western wall of the chamber where the carved patterns flowed into a large alcove Callen had not previously paid attention to, a passage opened.

It opened the same way the doors had opened on the platform outside — with a slow grinding of stone moving against stone. The alcove was not, it turned out, an alcove. It was a sealed doorway disguised as one. The pale stone of the back wall slid downward into a hidden recess in the floor, the way a portcullis slides upward into a recess in a ceiling. The grinding went on for the length of about thirty seconds, and at the end the alcove had become an open doorway leading into a long descending corridor that ran back into the body of the volcanic pillar.

The corridor was lit by more of the blue-white drift-light.

Callen let out a long slow breath.

He had not, until the breath came out, realized that he had been holding it for the better part of the last minute.

In the bond, very faintly through the stone, Kyraleth said:

You are still in there.

Still in here.

The bond is intact. I felt the wards from the outside. They are very old and very careful, and they did not feel hostile to me.

They were not hostile — they were examining. A passage just opened at the back of the first chamber. I am taking that as a yes.

Kyraleth's interior listening to the rising memory of Vael came back to the front of his attention, and Callen turned slowly to face Wren.

Wren had not moved during the examination.

He had not, Callen realized, felt anything of the wards directly. The wards were a Singer working, and Wren was not a Singer, and the working had passed him by entirely. He had simply been standing in front of the not-quite-face on the eastern wall the entire time, watching Callen watch the eastern wall, registering with the pale steady eyes that something had been happening to Callen in the middle of the chamber.

Now he looked at Callen across the chamber.

"I'm going to assume," he said, "that we passed the test."

"Barely."

"Remind me to ask later," Wren said, "what happens to the ones who fail."

Wren walked slowly across the chamber to where Callen was standing, and the two of them stood for a moment looking at the now-open passage at the back of the western wall and the cool blue-white drift-light coming up from the descending corridor beyond it. Then Callen led the way and Wren followed, and they passed through the alcove-that-had-been-a-doorway and began the slow walk down into the deeper interior of the waystation.

The waystation was larger than it had appeared from outside.

That was the first thing the slow descending walk made clear. The structure on the peak of the central pillar — the carved building Callen had seen from the air — had been only the entrance. The actual waystation had been carved back into the body of the pillar itself, descending into the volcanic stone in a series of corridors and chambers that went down for what Callen estimated, by the slow accumulating angle of the descent, was at least the height of a tall tower.

The corridor opened, after perhaps two hundred paces of descent, into a large open chamber that had once been living quarters.

Callen could see what it had been because the carved stone benches along the walls were the unmistakable shape of beds. The recesses above the benches were the unmistakable shape of shelves where personal things had been kept. The central area of the chamber had a long stone table with carved benches around it — the unmistakable shape of a place where people had eaten meals together. The shelves were empty. The table was bare. Whatever the people who had lived here had owned, they had taken with them when they had left, or it had crumbled to nothing in the slow steady eight centuries of time.

The chamber smelled of nothing.

Wren walked along the line of the stone bench-beds with one hand trailing along the carved edge. He stopped at one of the bench-beds and looked down at the recess above it where personal things had been kept, and the recess was empty. He stood in front of the empty recess for the length of about three breaths and then he moved on.

The next chamber had been a library.

Callen knew it was a library because the walls of the chamber were lined with deep stone shelves, and the shelves had carved compartments, and the compartments had once held something that had crumbled away to a fine pale dust at the bottom of each compartment in the way that organic material crumbled over the very long years. There were perhaps two hundred compartments in the chamber. Each one had been carefully sized to hold a single bound volume of the kind that pre-corruption Singer civilization had used for its books, and each one had been carefully labeled along the front edge with a carved character that indicated, presumably, the contents of the volume that had once been inside.

Callen stopped in the middle of the chamber and looked at the long wall of compartments and the long wall of carved labels and the long wall of fine pale dust at the bottom of each compartment, and he held his face still.

Two hundred volumes.

Two hundred volumes of pre-corruption Singer writing, sitting in this library for eight hundred years and crumbling slowly to dust because the wards had been built to preserve the air of the chamber but not the paper of the books inside it. The air had held. The paper had not.

Finch would not weep this time. Finch would not weep because Finch would not be able to. Finch would stand in this chamber in front of the long wall of compartments full of fine pale dust. His face would do the thing it did when his face had been asked to register more loss than it had a register for. The lenses of the drift-sensitive crystal spectacles would go cold and pale. The careful scholar at the back of his head would simply stop for the length of about ten minutes. Then the careful scholar would come back online and would begin the slow work of cataloguing what was left, which was the labels.

The labels were not dust. The labels were carved stone. The labels survived.

Callen walked slowly along the western wall of the library and read the labels.

He could not read them in the sense of understanding what each character meant. But he could see, in the way an unschooled eye could sometimes see, that the labels were categorized. The compartments at the upper end of the western wall used a particular cluster of characters, the lower end a different cluster, the southern wall a third, the northern wall a fourth.

Two hundred compartments. Four categories. Some smaller number of subcategories that he could see but not name.

He looked at the labels for a long time. Then he turned and looked at Wren.

Wren had stopped in the middle of the library and was holding very still. He was looking at the long wall of compartments with the same open expression he had been wearing in the first chamber. He understood, even without being able to read the labels and even without having been told what was in the compartments, what he was looking at.

After a long quiet moment, the two of them moved on.

The next chamber was the meditation hall.

Callen knew it was a meditation hall because the floor of the chamber was bare polished stone with a single low circular dais in the center, and the dais was the unmistakable shape of a place where someone had sat for very long periods of time facing the eastern wall. The eastern wall had a single carved figure on it — a tall thin shape with the long flowing curves of pre-corruption Singer art, the figure rendered in a style that did not quite match the carved figures around the doorway on the platform outside.

The figure was facing the dais.

Callen stopped at the threshold and looked at the figure. The figure looked back at him. That was not a thing he had words for. The figure was carved stone. It had been carved stone for eight hundred years. But the way its gaze fell on the place where someone would have been sitting meant that it was looking at whoever stood at the threshold, the way a portrait in a gallery sometimes seems to look at the person standing in front of it.

Wren stood beside Callen at the threshold and did not enter.

"I don't think," he said quietly, "that this is a room I should walk into."

"No."

"You can go in if you want to."

"I'm not going to go in either. I think this room was built for the people who lived here. I think we are the wrong kind of visitor for it, even if the wards passed us at the door."

They stood together at the threshold for a long moment. Then Callen turned away, and Wren turned with him, and they walked together past the meditation hall and on into the corridor that descended further into the deeper part of the waystation.

The corridor descended for a long time after the meditation hall.

It descended past chambers Callen did not stop to examine — workrooms with carved stone tables that had once held tools, a kitchen with a hearth cold for eight centuries and a grain-bin whose contents had crumbled to the same fine pale dust as the books in the library, what looked like a chapel or shrine with an empty stone basin in the center that he did not enter. The corridor went down and down. The angle was not steep — perhaps one foot of drop for every five feet of forward — but the descent was steady, and it had been going on now for what Callen estimated as the better part of an hour.

The drift-light in the alcoves got slowly fainter as they descended.

That was the only sign of how deep they had gone. By the time they reached the bottom of the corridor, the lights in the alcoves were giving off the very faint blue-white of starlight, and the deeper dim of the corridor ahead was almost black. Callen had to put his hand against the carved stone of the wall to keep his sense of where the wall was as he walked.

The corridor ended at a low arched threshold leading into one final chamber.

Callen stopped at the threshold.

The chamber beyond was small — perhaps ten paces across — and the drift-light in it was the faintest in the entire waystation. There was a single low alcove in the eastern wall with a drift-light in it. The light was at perhaps the brightness of a single candle at five paces. The chamber was lit only by that one light.

In the center of the chamber, on a low carved stone bench against the western wall, was a figure. The figure was a person.

Callen registered this in the slow way the body sometimes registers a thing it has not been expecting, with the breath catching for a half second and then resuming. The figure on the stone bench was the shape of a person — head, shoulders, arms, legs, the long folds of some kind of dark robe or cloak that covered most of the body. The figure was very still. For the first long moment Callen looked at it, he could not tell whether the figure was alive or dead.

Then the figure breathed.

It was the smallest possible breath — the slow rise and fall of the chest under the dark robe by perhaps a quarter of an inch, the kind of breath a body takes when the body has slowed itself down to the absolute minimum the body can sustain. The breath was so small that Callen had been looking at the figure for the better part of ten seconds before he registered that it was happening. The breath was so slow that he had to wait for the next one to be sure the first one had been a breath and not a trick of the dim light.

The figure breathed.

It was alive.

Callen stood at the threshold and held very still and looked at the figure on the bench in the dim light of the single alcove, and the figure did not move and did not look up and did not give any sign that it knew Callen was there.

In the bond, very faintly through all the stone above them, Kyraleth said, The bond just shifted.

Shifted how?

I don't know how to describe it. I felt the place inside me that has been filling all morning go quiet for half a second, and I felt something from below — from beneath where you are — answer it. The shift was not unfriendly. It was a careful answering. The way a man at the back of a long hall lifts his head when he hears a familiar footstep at the front door.

There is a person down here, Callen said. Alive. Barely.

A long, long pause.

Ah, said Kyraleth, in the patient ancient tone he had used in the forge on the morning of the council, and at the library when Finch had first laid out the tablet, and in the ravine on the first night of the road — the tone of a creature who had been waiting for a particular thing to be confirmed and who had now had it confirmed.

Ah indeed.

The figure on the stone bench breathed once more, very slowly. The chamber held its waiting around them. Callen stood at the threshold with Wren beside him and did not move and did not speak. What he was about to do next was the kind of thing that asked for the quiet the chamber had been holding for its visitor. Callen had finally come down to the bottom of the long corridor to be that visitor.


Chapter Fifteen


THE WATCHER



The chamber was circular.

That was the first thing Callen registered as he stepped over the threshold from the corridor — that the chamber at the bottom of the long descent was not the same shape as the chambers above it. Those had been rectangular or vaulted, in the manner of pre-corruption Singer rooms. This one was a perfect circle, perhaps ten paces in diameter, the walls rising in a smooth curve to meet a low domed ceiling about twice the height of a tall man. The walls were carved with the same pale silver-grey lines as the first chamber far above, but tighter here, more concentrated. They ran in concentric circles, all centered on the low stone platform where the figure sat.

The platform was not high. Perhaps a foot off the floor, the diameter of a small wagon-wheel, carved from the same pale stone as the walls. The figure sat cross-legged on it, robe arranged around the legs, hands palm-up on the knees — the posture the southern monasteries had used for as long as there had been southern monasteries.

Callen stopped at the threshold.

He did not enter the chamber. He had learned, this morning, when not to enter rooms.

Wren stopped behind him at the threshold.

The two of them stood at the arched opening, looking into the dim circular space. The figure on the platform breathed its slow minimum breath. The chamber held its silence.

The figure did not move for a long minute.

In the dim blue-white light of the single alcove, Callen could see that the figure was thin past living. The dark robe hung loose at the shoulders and arms, with very little body underneath. The hands on the knees were a person's hands, but the skin was pale the way human skin did not get pale — the translucence of a dying man's hands at the very end, when the fine vessels under the surface were no longer carrying blood.

Callen could see, even in the dim light from across the chamber, that the back of each hand had a faint flowing pattern under the skin — a long curving line that ran from the base of the wrist up along the back of the hand and out toward the knuckles, branching at the upper end into smaller lines the way a stream branches at the bottom of a valley. The pattern was not a tattoo. It ran under the skin, where a man's veins would have been.

The pattern was almost scales.

Not quite scales — not the way Kira's permanent collar-scales were scales, hard and iridescent on the surface. These were built into the layer where human skin used to be. They had the same flowing branching shape as the carved stream-line on Teska's honey-wood token. He registered the resonance and filed it away.

The face under the deep hood was not visible from where Callen was standing — only the shape of it.

The figure breathed once more.

Then the face came up.

The hood did not lift. The face inside shifted by an angle, and the light from the alcove on the eastern wall fell across the space inside the hood. For the first time, Callen saw the watcher's face.

It was a woman's face. Or it had been one. The features belonged to a woman in her middle years — a bone structure once broad and strong, a jaw that had once carried weight, a mouth that had once smiled. None of the features were soft now. The face had thinned the way the body had thinned, and the skin had the same translucence as the skin of the hands, and the flowing patterns beneath it were on the cheeks and the temples and the line of the throat.

The eyes were closed. Then they opened. They were not human eyes.

That was the thing he registered first. The face was the face of a woman, but the eyes inside the face were the eyes of a dragon — gold, with the long vertical slit of pupil that no human iris had ever had, and the depth that Kyraleth's eyes had when Kyraleth was looking at a thing he had been waiting a long time to look at. The eyes were set into the woman's face the way a master craftsman might set two precious stones into carved stone — carefully, so they did not look alien. But the body registered them as wrong anyway. The body had not been built to accept dragon eyes in a human face.

Callen held very still.

The dragon eyes moved across him slowly. They took him in, then moved to Wren at the threshold, then back to Callen.

The woman's mouth opened and she spoke.

The voice that came out of her was the strangest sound Callen had heard in his life. Two voices speaking the same words at the same time. One was a woman's — low, careful, dry from long disuse. The other was not a voice. It was the sound the bond made when Kyraleth spoke into his head, but coming out of the air of the chamber itself. The two were perfectly synchronized.

The words were not in common. They were in a language Callen had never heard. They were also, in some way he could not at first explain, almost a language he had heard. There were syllables he recognized — fragments from his cold dreams, fragments from Finch's partial translations of the amber tablet. The same language family. The same older common the dying messenger had used. But this was older still, and the speaker was using it the way a person uses a language they have known since childhood.

In the bond, Kyraleth came in sharply.

Old Singer.

What?

That is the language of the old Singer civilization — the actual language, not the fragments. I have it in inherited memory. I can understand most of what she just said. Hold still and I will translate.

All right.

She said: "You have come at the right time. I did not know which year you would come in, but I knew the year you came in would be the right year. I have been waiting for whoever came after the healing at the glacier. I am that-which-watches the eleventh waystation of the long-attentive line. There were thirteen of us. There are now two. The other ten have fallen into silence over the years and I do not know what has become of any of them. I am very glad to see you."

Callen stood very still at the threshold and let the translation arrive. I am very glad to see you settled into the place where he kept the things people had said to him that mattered.

Tell her I am Callen. Tell her my dragon is on the platform above. Tell her this is Wren. Tell her we have come a long way to find her.

In the bond, Kyraleth went quiet — constructing a sentence in a language he had never used in his waking life, reaching down into inherited memory.

All right. The Old Singer for what you said is — tell her in your own voice. I will speak the words in your head and you speak them out loud the way I speak them, and trust that the sounds your mouth makes will be the right sounds. I will keep you correct as you go.

Callen took a half breath. He let the breath out. He let the careful Old Singer that Kyraleth was putting into his head shape the muscles of his mouth and his throat, and he spoke.

The sound that came out of his mouth was not a sound he had ever made before. It was the sound a man would make with a creature inside him speaking the language through him. The syllables landed in the chamber and held for a moment. The watcher tilted her head a fraction. Her dragon-eyes registered the sounds.

The double voice came back.

She says, Kyraleth translated, "Callen. I can hear that the words are not yours but that the speaker behind them knows the language. The speaker is your bonded dragon. Where is your bonded dragon? I can feel him at the edge of my awareness but I cannot see him."

Tell her he is on the platform outside, that he is too large to fit through the doorway, and that he is keeping the bond open between us so that he can hear what she says and translate for me.

Kyraleth gave him the words. Callen spoke them. The double voice came back again, slightly less hesitant this time.

She says: "Of course. The doorway was built for the smaller dragons of our age. The dragons of the later ages did not need to come into the chambers — the work was done with those who could fit through, and the larger ones kept watch from the outside, as your bonded is doing now. This is correct. Tell him he is welcome to listen through your ears, and tell him also that I can feel the texture of your bond from here, and the texture of your bond is the texture I have been waiting for."

Callen relayed this in the bond. Through the long stone of the corridors above, he felt Kyraleth register the texture I have been waiting for with quiet warmth. A thing the dragon had suspected since the morning of the approach, now confirmed.

Kyraleth said only: Tell her I hear her.

The watcher closed her dragon-eyes for the length of about three slow breaths.

When she opened them again, the gold was the same gold but the weight of the look had shifted. She was now in the kind of attention a person took on when the conversation moved from greeting into the thing the conversation was about to be for.

The double voice came again, slower this time, more deliberate. Kyraleth translated in chunks.

She says: "My name in the language of the Singer civilization was Aelyn. I will not ask you to use it; the name belonged to the person I was when I had only one consciousness in this body, and the person I am now is not entirely her. Aelyn is the easier word for you to use. Use it if you need a word. It will not offend either of us."

Aelyn.

The name landed in his chest with a soft weight. Having one turned the figure into a person.

Tell her I am honored to know it.

Kyraleth gave him the words. Callen spoke them. Aelyn inclined her head the way Teska had at the wall of the cup four mornings ago — the same degree. The pre-corruption Singer culture and the long-road clans were not as separate as he had assumed.

She continues, Kyraleth said. "This place is one of thirteen. The thirteen were built at the same time, by the same people, for the same purpose, in the long careful years before the wars of the corruption began. Each of the thirteen sits at a place where the drift currents pool, the way water pools in the basins at the bottom of a hill country, and the thirteen together form a long line across the western continents — what your dying messenger called the Spine. Each was built to be watched over by one of us — one Singer-dragon pair, willing to give the rest of their lives to the watching. The watching is the work of being present at the place — of holding it ready for what it was built to hold ready for."

She continues: "When the watching began, there were thirteen of us. We knew each other through a working that connected the thirteen waystations through the drift, the way the working of the Bridge-children of your present day connects bonded pairs across distance. Through the working, we were each aware of the others. We could not speak in detail across the distance, but we could feel each other's presence, and we could feel when one of the others fell silent."

She continues: "The first of us fell silent in the third century after the corruption broke. We did not know why. We could not investigate; the watching is the kind of watching you do not leave to investigate something else, because to leave is to abandon the place and the place cannot be abandoned. The second fell silent in the fifth century. The third in the seventh. The numbers accelerated in the last two hundred years. In the last fifty years, six more have fallen silent. As of the year I last counted — and I counted in the year your present calendar would name as the year before last — there were two of us remaining, including myself."

Two.

Two, Kyraleth translated. She is one of two. There is one other of the long-attentive watchers still active in any of the original thirteen waystations. She doesn't know where the other one is, only that she can still feel them at the edge of the working, very faintly, and that they are very tired.

Callen's throat did the thing it had been doing all winter.

Ask her, he said in the bond, what they were watching for. What the place was built to hold ready for.

Kyraleth gave him the words. Callen spoke them. Aelyn's gold dragon-eyes rested on him for a long moment, and the patterns under her thin pale skin moved a little, and then she began to speak again, more slowly than before.

She says: "There are things I must tell you, Callen the Singer who came after the healing. There is much to tell. The waystation is the kind of place that has been holding many pieces of information against many possibilities, and most of the pieces have been waiting for someone to come and receive them. I am the watcher who was assigned to hold them ready for the receiving. You are the receiver. The bond between you and your dragon is the bond the door was built to recognize. You have come in the year after the healing at the glacier, which is the year the working in the deep of this place said the receiver would come in. All of these things are correct."

She says: "But I cannot tell you all of it tonight."

Wait.

The word landed in the bond as Callen's own startled reaction. He had been bracing himself for the long telling to begin.

Why not?

Kyraleth gave him the words. Callen spoke them. Aelyn closed her dragon-eyes for the length of about three slow breaths and opened them again.

She says: "Because there is a test that is coming. The test is coming very soon. The test will reshape what I am about to tell you, depending on how it goes. If I tell you the entire telling now, before the test, the telling will become a thing you carry into the test as a reason to fight in a particular way, and the fighting in a particular way will be the wrong kind of fighting, because this is not a test meant to be fought in any particular way. The test is meant to be met as you are. I will tell you the first part of the telling now. The first part is the part that will not change depending on how the test goes. The second part — the deeper part, the part that contains the things I have been guarding for eight hundred years — I will tell you after the test, if you survive it, and only then."

Callen held very still.

He wanted, very briefly, to insist. He wanted the register he had used in the council building asking Lysara about the second cost. The Royal Advisor in him wanted that. The master smith in him wanted that. The Nightshade in him wanted that.

The new shape in the back of his head did not want that.

The new shape understood that the watcher was not withholding out of caprice or gatekeeping. The telling would change the shape he was carrying into the next several hours. She was protecting the truth from his own hand.

She was doing the same thing he had decided, in the corridor, to do for the rest of the journey.

He let the want pass through without acting on it.

He took a slow breath. He let it out.

Tell her, he said in the bond, that I accept the order in which she will tell me the telling. Tell her I trust her judgment about the order. Tell her I am ready for the first part now.

Kyraleth gave him the words. Callen spoke them. The watcher's gold dragon-eyes rested on him for a long moment after he finished speaking. The look was the look of an old creature registering that the man at her threshold had just done a thing she had not been certain he would do.

She inclined her head the careful degree.

She says: "Then I will tell you the first part."

She says: "There are pieces of the work of the long-attentive that you must know. There are the thirteen, of which I have already told you. There is the line of watchers along the Spine, of which I am one. There is the working that has connected us across the centuries and that is now nearly silent. There is the holding-ready that has been the work."

She says: "There is also a thing the holding-ready has been holding ready for. I will not tell you tonight what the thing is. The naming of the thing is the deeper part of the telling. But I will tell you that the thing exists, and that it has been waiting since before the wars of the corruption began, and that it has been waiting in a place that the ten silent waystations were built in part to keep watch over. The eleventh waystation — this one, my one — is not the watching-station for the thing itself. The eleventh is the place where the receiver was meant to be told about the thing. I am the teller. You are the receiver. The thing itself is in another place, and we will speak of it after the test."

She says: "The dying man who walked out of the empty country and into your eastern gate two weeks ago was the last of the long-walkers of the seventh waystation. The seventh fell silent fifty years ago, but the long-walkers of the seventh continued to do the work in the field for as long as the field-work could be done. He was the last of them. He came to find you because he had heard, through the slow chains of information that still ran between the few of us who were left, that the Singer who healed the ice in the autumn just past was the kind of bonded pair the long-attentive line had been waiting for. He died on your doorstep before he could deliver the full message. The phrase he gave you — the seed still sleeps, tell the Singer who healed the ice — was the part of the message he had the breath to deliver. The rest of the message is what I am telling you now and what I will tell you after the test."

She says: "The amber tablet that your scholar found was a copy of the report on the Spine that one of the long-walkers of the eleventh waystation — my long-walker — left in your country in the years before he died. He did not deliver the report directly to anyone. He left it in the side alcove because the side alcove was the kind of place a careful man left a thing he wanted to be found by the right finder at the right hour. Your scholar was the right finder. The hour was the right hour. The tablet was meant to bring you here, by the slow patient route the long-attentive line had been laying down for you for many years."

Many years.

She is saying many years, Kyraleth confirmed quietly. She is saying that the route was being laid down for you specifically — for the man who would be the bonded partner of the dragon whose line had Vael in it — for many years before the route was used.

Callen could not speak for a moment.

She says: "The route is the route the eleventh waystation was built to be at the end of. The route is also the route the test is at the end of. The test was always going to be at the end of the route. The test was not arranged by us. The test arranged itself, in the way certain kinds of tests do — by being the natural consequence of the kind of work the long-attentive have been doing in the deep places. I will tell you what the test is in a moment. First I want to tell you the thing about the route that I think you need to know now."

She says: "The route was a route you were meant to walk. The walking was the test before the test. The first test was the road. The road has many testings inside it. You have passed all of the testings I can read from here. You let the dragon walk in the salt-wind country. You let the predators in the dry valley go after they had hunted you and lost. You sat down on the obsidian of the corridor when the deep-walkers came near you. You did not enter the rooms of the waystation that were built for those who had lived here. You came to me as a man who did not need the telling for any reason of his own. The route was meant to make you the kind of receiver who could hear the second part of the telling without weaponizing it. You have become that receiver. The second part of the telling is now safe to tell you, when the test is over."

Callen had time to register all of this for the length of perhaps three slow breaths.

Then he asked the question he had to ask.

Ask her: what is the test?

Kyraleth gave him the words. He spoke them.

The watcher's dragon-eyes did not change. Her face did not change. The flowing patterns under the skin of her cheeks moved by a fraction, then settled back, and the double voice came once more, the same calm patient register.

Kyraleth, what did she say?

A pause. The bond went very still.

Then Kyraleth said, very quietly:

She said: "He is already here."

Who is already here?

She is going to tell us. Wait.

The double voice continued. Kyraleth translated as it went.

She says: "He landed on the southern pillar an hour ago. He arrived from the northwest, on a dragon I do not have a name for in your language but whose line I recognize from inherited memory of my own. He has been on the southern pillar since his landing and he is now walking the long ridge between the southern pillar and this one. He will arrive at the platform of this waystation by the end of the afternoon. He is coming to kill you."

The words landed in his chest without surprise — the way the body registers a thing it has been half-expecting.

Who is he?

She says: "His name in the language of his own people is a name I will not say in your hearing because the saying of names has weight in the work I do, and I do not wish to spend that weight on him in advance of his arriving. He is the inheritor of a line you do not know. He is the kind of inheritor who has decided that the work of the long-attentive is the work of his enemies, and that the receiver of the telling is the most efficient point at which to break the chain. The chain is many centuries old and there is no other point at which it can be broken now, because there are only two of us left and I am here and the other is too far away to be reached. The chain runs through you now. He is coming to break the chain by killing the man it runs through."

Then he is from the Ember Court.

She says: "He is from the line that the Ember Court has its newest face from. He is not the Court itself. He is one of them and he is also not entirely one of them. The line has been carrying the same hatred for the long-attentive for many of the same centuries we have been doing the watching. He is the current carrier of the line's hatred and he is good at carrying it."

Kyraleth — why walk? If he has a dragon, why not come the whole way in the air?

From inherited memory. The Ember Court's old parley traditions are very strict. When a challenger of their line brings a formal challenge to another Singer, he lands his dragon at the last waypoint before the challenge-ground and walks the final span on foot. The dragon waits at the landing-place until called. The walking is a signal — it tells the other party that he is not coming for an aerial fight and that the other party has the right to refuse the meeting by not being on the platform when he arrives. It is a courtesy. It is also a claim. By the protocol, the one who walks the last ground has the right to set the terms when the meeting begins. He is not only coming to kill you. He is coming under a form of old law, and he believes the form gives him jurisdiction over what happens on that platform.

And you can't help me fight him.

She says: "I cannot interfere with his choosing. The test is the test. If I interfere, the test is no longer the test, and the second half of the telling becomes a thing I cannot deliver to you. The shape of the working is what it is. I have been waiting in this chamber for eight centuries to deliver the telling, and I will deliver the second half only to a receiver who has met the test as he is, without my interference. This is not a rule I am choosing to enforce. This is the shape of the working that the chamber and I are. The working is older than I am. The working would refuse to release the telling to me to give if I tried to give it after interfering with the test. I have tested this in small ways across the centuries. The working is implacable, in the way the deepest kinds of Singer working are sometimes implacable."

A pause.

She says: "I am very sorry. The not-helping is the hardest thing I do. I have done it before — many times, with the long-walkers who came to me across the centuries with their own tests waiting for them outside this chamber, and who I had to send out into the tests alone — and I have never become accustomed to it. But the not-helping is the work."

Callen held very still at the threshold.

The Nightshade was already up in his chest. It had come up the moment Kyraleth had translated he is coming to kill you. The new shape in the back of his head was also up, and the new shape was holding the Nightshade in a careful place where the Nightshade could be present and ready without taking the front of his attention.

He took a slow breath.

In the bond, Kyraleth was already moving on the platform above. Callen could feel it — the careful unfolding of the wings, the slow shift of the great body from rest to readiness, the gold eyes turning toward the southern lip of the platform.

Kyraleth, you felt all of that.

I felt all of it. I am preparing the body. I am — Callen, I want you to know that I am also a little afraid.

I know.

The dragon he is on. I know the line. The line is one of the lines my line had disagreements with, in the long-ago years before the corruption. The disagreements were the kind that were not entirely settled, and the not-being-entirely-settled has been carried in both lines since. I have never met a dragon of that line in person. I am about to meet one. The meeting is not a meeting either of our lines has been preparing for in any friendly way.

All right.

A pause.

Callen.

Yes?

Whatever happens in the next several hours — I want you to know that I am here. The bond is open. I will be in it with you the entire time. The shape you asked me to keep — I am still keeping it. I have not let it go.

Thank you.

He turned slowly and looked at Wren.

Wren had been at the threshold the entire conversation. He had heard only Callen's half of it — the strange Old Singer syllables coming out of Callen's mouth in a borrowed voice, the long pauses, the tilts of his head that meant Kyraleth was speaking in the bond. He had stood with his pale eyes on Callen and waited.

Now Callen turned to him and met his eyes.

"Wren."

"Yes?"

"There is a man coming to kill me. He landed on the southern pillar an hour ago — on a dragon, a line Kyraleth recognizes from inherited memory. He left the dragon at the pillar and he's walking the ridge the rest of the way on foot. Kyraleth says the walking is part of his tradition's parley protocol — the formal way his line brings a challenge. He'll arrive at the platform by the end of the afternoon. He's from a line that has been waiting for the chance to kill the receiver of the telling that this place was built to give, and the receiver is me. He's from a line that has been waiting for the chance to kill the receiver of the telling that this place was built to give, and the receiver is me. The watcher can't interfere because interfering would break the working that has held this place for eight centuries. I am going to have to meet him alone, with Kyraleth, on the platform outside. The watcher won't finish telling me what she has to tell me until after the test."

Wren took this in without flinching. "Tell me what I can do."

"I don't know yet."

"Tell me when you know."

"I will."

"Singer."

"Yes?"

"Whatever you can use, use. I'm not going to be in the way and I'm not going to insist on being in the fight if the fight is the kind of fight I would be in the way for. But if you can use me, use me. I have been useful before."

"I know you have."

"All right then."

The two of them stood at the threshold for a long moment. Aelyn sat still on her platform, dragon-eyes resting on them. The chamber held its silence around all four of them — Aelyn, Callen, Wren, and the great blue-black shape of Kyraleth on the platform far above. A silence that had been waiting eight centuries for this hour, now being filled.

In the bond, Kyraleth said:

We should go up.

Yes.

I'll be ready when you reach the platform.

I know you will.

Callen turned away from the threshold of the small circular chamber and began the long slow walk back up the descending corridor to the surface.

Wren walked beside him.

The drift-light in the alcoves brightened by a fraction as Callen passed each one, the way it had brightened on the way down. Behind them in the deep, Aelyn sat in her chamber and held the second half of the telling against the test that was coming. The long work of eight centuries was about to be tested against an enemy who had been waiting almost as long.


Chapter Sixteen


WHAT THE WATCHER SHOWS



The climb back up was not the climb Callen had expected.

He had expected that whatever happened in the chamber below would define the rest of the journey, and that the climb back up would be the climb of a man carrying a thing he had been sent to receive. He had been right about most of that. He had been wrong about the order. He had been climbing back up the corridor for less than two minutes when the thought arrived:

I have not yet been told the thing.

The thing was the reason for the journey — the second half of the telling. It was sitting in the chamber behind him, inside the body of an eight-hundred-year-old woman with dragon eyes.

The watcher had refused to tell him before the test. The test was waiting on the platform above. If he came back down this corridor again — if — it would be as whatever the test had made of him.

He had agreed to this fifteen minutes ago. He had agreed because the new shape from the corridor of the glass-walkers had told him to. He had not considered what it would feel like in his body to be climbing back up a long stone corridor toward an enemy he had not yet met, with the second half of the reason for his journey staying behind him in the deep.

It had been the right call. The body was not fully on board.

He stopped halfway up the corridor.

Wren stopped beside him.

"Singer."

"Wait. A moment."

He put his hand against the cold carved stone of the corridor wall and held it there and let the uneven feeling in his chest settle. The Nightshade was up. The new shape was up. The Royal Advisor was up. The master smith was up. The four of them were sharing the inside of his chest in the careful way they had been learning to share it for the last day, and it was an unstable arrangement.

He took a breath. Four in. Six out. Once. Twice.

He felt the unstable arrangement settle by a fraction.

In the bond, Kyraleth said, very quietly, The second half will still be there after.

If there is an after.

If there is an after. And there will be. I have been waiting eight hundred years to be on this platform — or my line has, or some piece of the line through me has — and I am not going to lose the platform now.

Walk slowly. We have time. The man is still on the ridge. The dragon has not moved from the southern pillar since the landing — I have had eyes on him in the gaps between looking at other things, and he is in the patient posture. Waiting for a signal from his rider, I think. The two of them are holding the shape of the parley approach strictly.

He took his hand off the cold stone and went on up the corridor at the slow walking pace Kyraleth had asked for. Wren walked beside him without speaking.

Then, halfway up the corridor, the bond changed.

Callen, stop walking for a moment.

He stopped. Wren stopped beside him.

The watcher, Kyraleth said. Aelyn.

Yes.

I've been thinking about her since we left the chamber. There is a thing I want to do, before you go up to the platform and meet what is coming, and the thing requires going back down to her.

Going back down?

I want her to give you the first half of the telling — the part she said she would give you now — by drift-transfer. It's the kind of working the long-attentive use to compress information that would take many days of speaking into a span of time the body can hold. She hasn't offered it because she doesn't know whether you will accept it. I think you should accept it before the test, because the first half of the telling will give you the context the test will be inside of, and the context is a thing you can carry into the test without it becoming the wrong shape of fight.

Callen held very still in the corridor.

Drift-transfer.

Yes. It's the kind of working I've heard about only in inherited memory. I've never seen one done. I've never had one done to me. I'm not entirely sure I am asking for the right thing on your behalf because I am asking from the inherited memory of dragons who watched it being done in the long-ago years, and the inherited memory of being in the room is not the same as being the recipient. But the inherited memory of being in the room is the only memory I have, and I am offering it now because I don't want you to walk up onto that platform without the context.

How long does it take?

Subjectively, perhaps an hour. By the clock outside the body of the recipient, perhaps a quarter hour. The compression is part of the working.

And the cost?

I don't know exactly. The body carries it afterward the way the body carries any large piece of information that arrives all at once. The man on the southern pillar will arrive at the platform whether you've done the transfer or not. If you do the transfer, you'll arrive on the platform already tired from the receiving. If you don't, you'll arrive fresh but with no context, and the no-context will be its own cost when the test begins. I'm asking you to choose. I can't choose for you.

Callen looked at the cold pale wall of the corridor, at the alcove of brightened drift-light beside him, at Wren standing patiently three paces away.

The man on the southern pillar is still walking the long ridge?

He is still walking. We have perhaps three hours by his walking pace, possibly less. The dragon has not moved.

All right. Yes. Tell her I want the transfer.

I will tell her.
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They went back down.

The second descent was faster than the first. Callen did not stop to look at the chambers. He passed the meditation hall without slowing. He passed the library without looking at the long wall of compartments full of fine pale dust. He passed the living quarters and the chapel and the workrooms, and Wren walked beside him at the same fast pace, and neither of them spoke.

They reached the threshold of the circular chamber at the bottom in perhaps a quarter the time the climb had taken.

Aelyn was where they had left her. The dragon-eyes were closed. The slow minimum breath was rising and falling under the dark robe.

Callen stopped at the threshold.

In the bond, Kyraleth gave him the words. He spoke them.

The double voice came back almost at once, as though Aelyn had been waiting for the question. Kyraleth translated.

She says: "Yes. Of course. I had not offered because the offering is the kind of thing that should come from the receiver and not from the giver, and I had not been sure you would think to ask. I am very glad you have come back. Sit on the floor of the chamber in front of the platform. Take off your gloves. I will need to put my hands on yours. The transfer will be uncomfortable but it will not harm you. Your dragon will be in the bond with you the entire time. Your friend will sit beside you and will hold a cup of water for you for when it is over."

Callen turned and looked at Wren. "Wren. She's going to do a thing called a drift-transfer. I'm going to sit on the floor of the chamber in front of her. She's going to put her hands on mine and compress the first half of what she has to tell me into something that takes about a quarter hour from the outside but that I'll experience as about an hour from the inside. While it's happening I'm going to be — somewhere else. She's asked that you sit beside me and hold a cup of water for when it's over."

Wren took this in. "Is the working going to hurt you?"

"She says it'll be uncomfortable but won't harm me. Kyraleth will be in the bond with me the entire time. I trust her judgment."

"All right. I'll hold the water."

He produced a folded waxed cup from one of the inside pockets of the elaborate dark coat — one Callen had not previously known Wren was carrying, the kind a frontier walker carried for emergencies — and unfolded it and went to the trickle of clean water that ran down the side of the alcove on the eastern wall and filled the cup carefully and came back and sat down on the cold polished floor about three feet from where Callen was now lowering himself onto his own piece of floor in front of the low stone platform.

Aelyn opened her dragon-eyes.

She did not say anything. She lifted her hands from her knees and extended them across the space between them, palm-down. Callen took off his riding gloves and reached up. His palms met the backs of her hands, and she settled hers slowly down onto his.

The contact made the filaments of the wards-examination feel like a passing bird brushing his shoulder.

The transfer began.

He had been bracing for something painful or sudden or violent. The transfer was none of those things. It was a slow patient opening of a place inside his head he had not known was a place — a space behind his eyes that had been there all his life and that he had never used, the way a man does not know about a room in his own house until the day someone leads him to it and opens the door. Aelyn's hands on his hands were warm in a way he had not been expecting; the body that should have had no warmth in it at all had warmth at the palms, held in reserve for this exact transfer for many years.

The space behind his eyes filled.

It filled the way a hollow fills with water in a quiet rain — the way Kyraleth had described the place that recognized a song you knew as a child.

The space filled with the first thing.
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He saw the founding of the watch-posts.

He saw it the way a man sees a story being told to him by someone who had been there and who was using the kinds of detail that only people who had been there used. The founding had happened in the third generation after the corruption broke — not the first generation, who had been too busy fighting and dying, and not the second generation, who had been too busy mourning and rebuilding, but the third generation, when the dust had settled enough that the surviving Singers had been able to lift their heads and look at what had happened to their world and begin the long planning for what the rest of the world's centuries would have to look like.

There had been a Council.

He saw the Council. Thirteen Singers and some other number of dragons, gathered in a high stone hall in a country he did not recognize — the kind of country that had been at the western edge of the Singer civilization, where the mountains had been higher and the air thinner and the people fewer. The thirteen were not, he registered with an interior shock, only Singers. Some were dragon-bonded. Some were not. Some were people who had inherited the Singer arts through training rather than through partnership. Some were people whose partnerships were with creatures Callen did not have categories for — creatures that were not dragons but were also not people, the same kind of creatures Kyraleth had been describing on the basin crossing as the long-attentive, and these creatures were sitting in the council with the Singers as full members of the planning.

The long-attentive had been at the founding.

That was the first thing the transfer told him. The thirteen waystations had been built in partnership between Singers and the long-attentive, and the long-attentive had been the ones who understood what was needed. They had said — Aelyn was showing him the saying, the words coming through as the impressions they had left on the people who had heard them — that the corruption of Vaelthrix was not a thing that would be fought and finished in any small number of years. The corruption was the kind of thing that would need to be watched across many centuries, and the watching would need to be done by creatures who could endure across many centuries, and those creatures were the long-attentive, and the long-attentive were willing to do the watching if the Singers would build them the places to do the watching from.

The Singers had built the places.

The second thing the space behind his eyes filled with was the centuries of observation.

He saw the slow patient watching of generations of long-attentive watchers in their thirteen waystations. He saw what they had been watching for, and what they had seen.

They had seen the corruption learning.

Not in any single dramatic moment. The learning had been the slow accumulation of pattern-shifts across decades. The corruption the third-generation Singers had built the waystations to watch for had been the corruption of the eighth century after Vaelthrix — a coarse, broadcasting, hungry thing easy to see in the drift if you knew how to look for it. The corruption of the seventh century had been smaller and more careful. The corruption of the sixth century had begun to develop the habit of reading its environment before it did anything. The corruption of the fifth century had been almost subtle. By the fourth century, it had begun to do a thing the long-attentive had not been expecting: it had begun to adapt to each generation's defenses.

Each generation had developed slightly better defenses than the generation before. Each generation, after a lag of perhaps fifty years, had found that the corruption had adapted to the new defenses, and that the old defenses had stopped working as well, and that the new generation had to develop the next round.

The long-attentive had watched the cycle from inside the waystations.

They had not been able to do anything about it. They were watchers, not actors. But they had watched. They had recorded. They had passed the recording down from generation to generation.

Around the second century after the founding, they had begun to suspect the corruption was not just adapting. It was watching the defenses being built, and choosing which to overcome first based on which would be most useful to break. The corruption was strategic. It had a plan, and the plan was the slow patient plan of a creature that had been intending all along to outlast the Singers, to outlast the long-attentive, to outlast the defensive machinery of the surviving civilization.

The corruption had not been a poison.

The corruption had been a mind. A different kind of mind from any of the categories Kyraleth had been describing on the basin crossing, but a mind, and a strategic one, and the strategy had been long. Eight centuries was the length of a strategy a creature could have if the creature was willing to think that long.

Callen, somewhere very far away from the circular chamber and the low stone platform and Aelyn's warm hands on his hands, registered the implication.

The corruption Vaelthrix had built was not the corruption Vaelthrix had built. Or not only. Or not in the way Vaelthrix had thought he was building it. Vaelthrix had been the architect of the first corruption — the broadcast hungry thing of the eighth century after his fall. But the corruption had not stayed the thing Vaelthrix had built. It had become its own thing, doing its own patient work for eight centuries against the defensive machinery of the surviving Singer civilization. The corruption Callen had healed at the glacier in the autumn just past had been a particular moment in a much longer strategic arc, and the moment had been one the corruption had been expecting in some way the long-attentive had not been able to fully read but had been able to feel the shape of from the deep.

The healing had been anticipated by the corruption.

Not in the sense that the corruption had wanted to be healed. In the sense that the corruption had been planning for the healing as one of the possible outcomes of its long strategy, and had built the rest of its strategy so that the healing — when it came — would not actually end the strategy. The corruption had been ready for the healing. The healing had taken the part of the corruption that was Vaelthrix's first working, the broadcast hungry thing. The healing had not touched the part of the corruption that had become its own thing across eight centuries. That part was — and Aelyn was showing this to him carefully — still active, somewhere in the deep of the world, and was now in its next phase of the strategy.

The next phase was what the long-attentive had been holding the waystations against for eight centuries. It was one of the things the second half of the telling was about.

He held still and let it fill.

The third thing the space filled with was the loss of the other twelve.

He saw the silences happening one at a time, across the centuries, in the way the long-attentive watchers had felt each loss through the working that connected the thirteen waystations. The first loss had been in the third century. He saw the moment of it — the snap-out of presence in the working, the way the constant background warmth of the other twelve had been a presence and then had become twelve and then had become eleven. The watcher of the eleventh waystation — Aelyn's predecessor, eleven generations of watcher before her — had felt the snap and had recorded it and had passed the recording down through the long-attentive's slow inheritance to Aelyn.

The first three losses had a cause.

That was the part Aelyn was showing him most carefully now. The first three of the twelve waystations to fall silent had not fallen silent in the slow way the later ones had — the slow attrition of long centuries, the kind that could be read as the long-attentive watchers simply growing too tired to continue. The first three had fallen silent suddenly, and the suddenness had been the same kind in each case, and the long-attentive watchers of the time had been able to feel — through the working — that something had passed through the area of the silenced waystation the way a wave passes through a body of water.

They had called it the counting presence.

The phrase landed in Callen's interior reception with the thud of a thing he had been waiting to hear without knowing he had been waiting. The counting presence. The figure at the edge of Teska's firelight. The voice in his cold dreams reading names from a list. The long-attentive had a name for it. They had observed it across centuries. They did not understand it.

That was the thing Aelyn was showing him most carefully — they did not understand it. The counting presence had moved through the area of the silenced waystations in the way the long-attentive could feel without being able to read, and the things in its path had changed, and the changing had been the kind that ended a watcher's ability to continue watching. The long-attentive could not see what the counting presence was, or where it had come from, or what its work was. They could only see that it moved slowly across the world on its own schedule, that it was not hostile in any way they could read, and that the things it touched did not survive.

It was a seed. Aelyn was being very clear about that. The counting presence was not the deeper thing she had to tell him. The counting presence was a fact she was passing him for context — for the next part of the journey, for the years after this journey, for whatever Callen would be doing in the long work of his life after he climbed back up the corridor to the platform and met the man from the southern pillar. They were giving it to him as a thing to carry forward, not as a thing to solve here.

He registered the seed and let it pass through the space behind his eyes.

The fourth thing the space filled with was the warning about the Ember Court.

The long-attentive of the Spine had known about the Ember Court for many centuries.

That was the first thing the warning told him. The long-attentive had not made contact with the Court — the contact would have been a thing the Court could have used to find the watch-posts — but they had been able to feel the Court's Listening rituals reaching northward across the basin for centuries. He saw the rituals as Aelyn had felt them: a long careful working of attention sent out from somewhere to the south of the basin, in the frequencies that meant we are looking for something. The Court had been looking for things in the drift for many centuries. The Court had been good at the looking. The Court had been almost good enough, several times, to find one of the waystations.

The Court was a tradition of Singers.

That was the second thing the warning told him. The Ember Court were not the corruption. The Court were not the inheritors of Seraveth in the way Callen had been imagining when he had said the inheritors of Seraveth in the council building before leaving the Academy. The Court were a different tradition — one that had developed in the southern lands after the wars of the corruption, in parallel with the surviving Singer traditions of the northern lands, and the southern tradition had taken the same ancient knowledge the northern traditions had taken and developed it in a different direction.

The Court's tradition was pure.

Aelyn was showing him this with the care of a teacher who wanted the student to understand a difficult distinction. The Court's tradition was pure in the sense that it had not been contaminated by any of the failures the northern traditions had been contaminated by. The Court had preserved more of the ancient working-techniques than the northern Singers had. The Court had a deeper understanding of the Singer arts than any of the northern Singer schools. In many ways — Aelyn was showing him this with respect — the Court were better Singers than the surviving northern lineages.

But the Court's conclusions were wrong.

That was the warning. The Court had inherited the same ancient knowledge as the northern Singers. The Court had developed the knowledge more carefully. The Court had drawn from the knowledge a set of conclusions about what could and could not be done with the corruption, and the conclusions were wrong. The Court had concluded that the corruption could not be healed. The Court had concluded that the corruption was a permanent feature of the world, a thing that could only be contained or starved or cut out, and that any attempt to heal the corruption was a lie or a delusion or a dangerous mistake. The Court had built its entire doctrine on this conclusion. The Court had spent centuries refining the doctrine. The Court had trained generations of its own Singers in the doctrine and had sent them out into the world with the doctrine as the central organizing principle of their work.

And the long-attentive had been waiting for the proof that the doctrine was wrong.

For eight centuries.

In the transfer, Aelyn's voice came through with the weight she had been putting on the most important sentences:

Their tradition is pure. Their conclusions are wrong. The corruption can be healed. I have been waiting for the proof, and you are it.

The sentence landed in the space behind his eyes with the absolute weight of a thing that had been waited for, for eight centuries, by a body that was now finally putting it down.

And then, more quietly, the last of the warning.

The Court has felt the proof as well. The working you did at the glacier was large enough that the Listening station at the southern end of the basin registered it within three days. The Council has been convening since. The Purifier is already on the road. I cannot tell you how far. A year behind, a month, a week — my working does not reach that far south. I can only tell you the Council convened, and once the Council convenes the walk begins. The Purifier will be a man from the line that carries the Court’s oldest grudge against the long-attentive, because any investigation that brings a Purifier to a waystation requires a man who will not hesitate when the waystation appears. That is how the Court’s calculations work. That is the calculation that is already running.

How long do I have.

I do not know. The Council moves at the pace of its own traditions, which are slow. The travel from the southern sanctuary to this basin is not short. If the Purifier has been on the road as long as I think he has been, you will meet him at this waystation or close to it. I am sorry I cannot give you a number. I am giving you the shape.

[image: ]


The transfer ended.

It ended the way it had begun — the slow withdrawal of the warmth from the palms of his hands, the patient closing of the space behind his eyes, the slow return of the ordinary perceptions of the chamber: the dim blue-white drift-light from the alcove, the cold polished floor under his crossed legs, the slow minimum breath of the figure on the platform in front of him, the steady presence of Wren at his right side three feet away holding the waxed cup of water and waiting.

Callen came back to himself in stages.

He was aware first of the cold floor, then of the ache in his back where he had been holding still for what felt like an hour and had been, by the clock, a quarter hour. Then the weight of too much information behind his eyes — eight centuries of strategic history compressed into impressions that had not settled into any of the categories his mind kept things in.

Then his own breathing.

Then Aelyn's hands, back on her knees. Her dragon-eyes were closed again. She had given him the first half. It had cost her — he could see it in the translucence of her skin, the stillness of her body — but she had been preparing to spend the cost for many years. She had spent it without complaint.

Callen looked at his own hands.

They were still ungloved. The palms were warm in a way they had not been warm before. He turned them slowly over and looked at the backs of them. The transfer had not left any visible mark.

The mark, he understood, was inside.

Wren was holding out the waxed cup of water.

Callen took it.

He drank it slowly. The water was very cold and very clean. He drank the whole cup. He set the empty cup down on the floor between himself and Wren. He looked at Wren's face.

Wren did not say anything. Callen could see the question in Wren's pale eyes — are you all right — and the decision not to ask it yet.

Callen could not yet speak. He held up one hand toward Wren — give me a moment — and Wren nodded once and waited.

When he was ready to speak, he spoke first to Aelyn — in the borrowed Old Singer voice that Kyraleth had been giving him through the bond, the voice he was beginning to be able to use without quite as much help as he had needed at the start of the conversation.

Tell her thank you.

Kyraleth gave him the words. Callen spoke them.

Aelyn opened her dragon-eyes. The weight of the look was different now — softer, the kind of softness a teacher's face sometimes takes on after the teacher has finished a long lesson and the student has received it in the way the teacher had hoped.

The double voice came back, slower than before.

She says: "The thanks are not necessary, but I will accept them. I have been waiting to give that telling to someone who could carry it for many years. The carrying has weight. I am sorry that you have to carry it now, on a day when there is also a test waiting for you on the platform above. The order of the day was not the order I would have chosen. The order chose itself, and the working of the world has its own reasons."

Tell her I will carry it.

Kyraleth gave him the words. Callen spoke them.

She says: "I know you will. The first half is now in you. The second half is still here in me. I will tell you the second half if you come back. I will not lie to you about whether the coming back is certain — I do not know whether the coming back is certain. The test is the test. The test will go the way the test goes. I have done my watching for eight hundred years and I have not lost any of the watchers I was waiting to send into the tests on this platform until today, but the past is not the future and I will not promise you anything."

I don't need a promise.

She says: "Good. I would not have given you one. Go now. Your dragon is calling you in the bond. He has been calling you for the last several seconds and you have not yet heard him because the transfer is still settling in you. Listen for him now."

Callen turned his attention into the bond.

Kyraleth was calling him.

The mental voice was the tight tone Kyraleth used when he had registered a thing he wanted to share quickly without alarming the man on the other end of the bond.

Callen.

Yes. I'm here. I'm back.

The situation on the southern pillar changed while the transfer was happening. The dragon lifted off about fifteen minutes in. I watched him go. He flew a low slow arc out to the ridge and met his rider there maybe ten minutes ago. The rider is on his back now. They are off the ridge and coming the rest of the way by air. He will be at the platform in less than half an hour.

Less than half an hour.

Possibly considerably less. He is moving at the speed of a dragon who has decided that the careful approach is over and that the time has come. The parley walk is finished. Whatever the Ember Court's protocol required has been satisfied. He is coming as he intends to arrive.

What does he look like?

He is — Callen, he is red. Not red the way a sunset is red. Red the way a forge-fire is red. Red the way the inside of a heart is red. The scales are the kind of red that doesn't come from any pigmentation I have inherited memory of. His line has been doing something to itself for many centuries to make the scales that color, and the something is a working — a Listening working. The dragon is the kind that has been bred and shaped by the southern tradition for the purpose of being the kind of dragon a Listening Singer would ride. He is the dragon of the man on his back, and the man on his back is — I can't read the texture of his attention from here, the distance is still too great, but I can read the texture of the dragon's attention, and it is the texture of a creature that has been trained for the entire length of his life for the work of finding things in the drift and arriving at them.

Ember Court.

Ember Court. The man on the dragon's back is from the line that the Ember Court has its newest face from. He is here for you. He will be at the platform in less than half an hour.

Aelyn, on the platform, opened her dragon-eyes.

She spoke. Kyraleth translated.

She says: "Go meet him. The platform is the place. Do not bring him into the chamber. The chamber is mine and I will defend it from him with whatever I have if it comes to that, but the test is not a test of who can take the chamber. The test is a test of you on the platform with him in the open air. Listen before you fight. He has come a very long way to find you and the going-to-meet of him is owed the courtesy of listening. After the listening, do what you have to do."

And his dragon?

The double voice came back without hesitation. Kyraleth translated. The translation was the most careful translation Kyraleth had given so far.

She says: "Whatever you do — whatever happens between you and the man on the dragon's back — do not kill the dragon. Under any circumstances. The dragon is — there are reasons. I will tell you the reasons after, if there is an after. For now: do not kill the dragon. The dragon must survive the encounter even if the man does not."

Why?

She says: "I will tell you after. If there is an after."

The chamber went very quiet around the answer. Aelyn closed her dragon-eyes again. The transfer was settling slowly into the back of the spaces in his head where new things lived. The new shape from the corridor of the glass-walkers was waking up and coming back to the front of his attention. The Nightshade was rising in his chest, the Royal Advisor rising, the master smith rising, and the four shapes inside him were beginning to arrange themselves into the configuration he was going to need on the platform when the red dragon arrived.

He stood up slowly.

His knees ached. The body was tired in the way it got tired after holding still too long. He felt Wren stand up beside him. Wren picked up the empty waxed cup and folded it back into the inside pocket of the elaborate dark coat without comment.

Callen looked one last time at Aelyn on her platform — the eight-hundred-year-old woman with the dragon-eyes, the not-quite-scales, the slow minimum breath. He inclined his head to her in the long-road clan degree. She returned it.

Then he turned and walked out of the circular chamber and back up the long descending corridor toward the surface, faster this time, with Wren at his side. Behind him in the deep dim Aelyn sat in her chamber and held the second half of the telling and waited.

The red dragon was coming.


Chapter Seventeen


VAHAAN ARRIVES



The doors of the waystation ground open from the inside differently than they had ground open from the outside the first time. The doors had ground open the first time in response to Callen's offered bond, the chamber recognizing the texture of his partnership with Kyraleth. They were grinding open now because he was leaving — the way the doors of any house opened to let a man out.

The doors finished opening. The cold thin sulfur-smelling air of the platform met him at the threshold. Beyond it, the long flat stone stretched to the eastern lip and the open sky beyond. The sky was not empty.

Callen stepped through. Wren stepped through behind him.

The first thing he registered was Kyraleth.

The dragon had moved. He was on the eastern lip now — high-ground, the position any creature with tactical instinct took when a stranger was about to arrive from the south. The long blue-black body was lowered into the flat ready posture Callen had seen twice before — once at the western wall of the Academy when an unknown rider had ridden up at sunset, once at the hollowcat camp three nights ago. The posture of a dragon not yet committed to a fight, not yet committed to a peace.

The gold eyes were on the southern sky.

Callen turned and looked at the southern sky too.

The other dragon was circling the central pillar.

Kyraleth had warned him about the red. Callen had registered the warning then. He had not understood what the word red would do to his eyes when he saw the actual color.

The color was not red the way pigment is red.

The scales of the dragon caught the cold afternoon sun and threw it back in a deep slow burning red that reminded him of nothing in the natural world. Not the red of fresh blood. Not the red of a sunset. The red of metal in a forge at the precise heat a smith was looking for — an active state of the substance, not a property of it.

He had been a smith for four years. He knew the red. He had not been expecting to see it on a creature.

The dragon was also larger than Kyraleth.

Not by very much. Perhaps a tenth larger in the shoulders, a fifth larger in the wingspan. The kind of difference a man might miss at first. The dragon was older. Callen could see it in the way older dragons moved — the efficiency of a body that had stopped wasting any unnecessary motions.

He could see it in the wingbeats.

Kyraleth, on the eastern lip behind him, was the most efficient flier Callen had ever ridden. He had assumed Kyraleth had simply been born with the gift.

He had been wrong.

The red dragon's wingbeats were the wingbeats of a creature who had had Kyraleth's gift all along, then spent many additional decades refining it. The red wings moved in long slow strokes, less effort per stroke than any wingbeat Callen had ever seen. The body did not bob the way Kyraleth's did at cruise. It held its altitude with the absolute steadiness of a creature that had decided where to be in the air and was not negotiating about staying there.

Callen registered all of this in the first ten seconds of looking.

He registered, somewhere in the back of his attention, that Kyraleth — on the eastern lip of the platform, watching the same red dragon — was registering exactly the same thing through the bond, and that the bond was carrying a quality Callen had never felt in it before.

The quality was the recognition of a craft superior to one's own — a master craftsman recognizing a master craftsman of greater age.

Kyraleth was not afraid. He was not envious. He was simply acknowledging — the way a smith of four years' practice acknowledges the work of a smith of forty years' practice on the first viewing of the older smith's blade. The quiet of a creature making the honest calculation I am not yet what this one is. I would have to live another century to be it — and accepting the calculation as a fact rather than as a wound.

Callen, in the bond, sent back: We have seen older. We have not seen better.

Kyraleth sent back: We have not seen better. The man on the dragon's back may be the second-best thing on this platform when he lands. The dragon will be the first.

The rider was visible on the dragon's shoulders.

Callen had not been able to see him at first — the rider had been on the far side of the dragon's body during the first leg of the circling. As the long slow arc brought the dragon around to the eastern face of the central pillar, the rider came into view: a man in ochre and deep red, sitting on the great red shoulders in the posture of perfect ease.

The posture was the thing he registered first.

Callen had been riding Kyraleth for years. Until the three new pairs at the Academy had begun learning the seat in the last year and a half, he had been the only Dragon Singer in his country who rode a true-born bonded dragon at all. He knew what his own four years looked like from the inside, and he had been watching the newer pairs learn their first months from the outside. The furthest example of seat-ease he had ever seen was himself in his fourth year — and even that ease was the ease of a man who still had to attend to the seat from time to time, the way a smith of four years' practice still had to think, occasionally, about the angle of his hammer.

The man on the red dragon's back did not attend to the seat.

For him the seat had become as ordinary as the floor of his own bedroom. He was not holding any of the harness straps. His hands were in his lap, palms down on his thighs, completely relaxed. This was the seat of a man who had been in it for thirty years at least, possibly forty — the ease of a rider whose tradition had not had to re-learn any of it from scratch.

He was not wearing a flying-coat.

That was the strangest thing. Callen wore a heavy flying-coat at altitude. The three new pairs at the Academy wore theirs. Every rider he had ever seen had worn one. The man on the red dragon's back was wearing only a long ochre tunic over a deeper red undertunic, neither garment closed at the throat. His bare hands and throat were exposed to the cold. He was not shivering. He was not blue at the lips.

Callen could see it now that he was looking — a fine shimmer at the edges of the man's clothes and bare skin, not quite a shimmer in the visible light but the kind of thing the drift-sense registered as something is happening here that is not happening to other people. The working was a personal warming-working, the kind Shendra could do for short periods in the dormitory wing on a winter night when a sick child was cold. Shendra could hold it for perhaps half an hour before resting. The man on the red dragon's back was — Callen estimated — in his fourth or fifth hour, holding it with the casualness of a man for whom it was no more effortful than breathing.

The dragon completed her last bank and came in for the landing.

She came in slowly, in the same three-stage descending pattern Kyraleth had used at Teska's fold four mornings ago — the courtesy of a creature who had decided not to alarm the people on the platform. She set down on the western half of the platform — perhaps fifty paces from where Kyraleth was holding his position on the eastern lip — and the great red body folded down into the same flat resting posture Kyraleth was holding.

The two dragons looked at each other across the swept stone.

The looking lasted about three slow breaths.

Neither moved. Neither sent any visible signal. The bond was carrying the quality of attention held very carefully — two creatures of the same kind waiting for something other than themselves to decide what they were going to be.

He did not come alone, Callen. Three other human signatures at the southern pillar. A senior field scout — older, experienced, probably fifty — and two younger men with the texture of trainees in the early years of their work. They are his support party.

Three.

Three. I am keeping a faint read on them.

Understood.

Then Kyraleth gave the formal reading of the dragon in front of them.

Her name is Ashkaveth. She has just told me her name. Not in any language I have words for — in the dragon-way of saying a name to another dragon, which is the way all of our names are first said. I am giving her my name in the same way. The exchange is happening now.

Is the exchange friendly?

The exchange is the exchange. It is the formal exchange the dragons of the old age made when they met each other for the first time on neutral ground, before any of the work between the riders was done. The exchange doesn't commit either of us to anything. It is the courtesy that dragons do for each other before the riders begin doing whatever the riders are going to do. She is — Callen, she is being very correct. Her line and my line have not been on speaking terms since the second century after the corruption broke. I am at a slight disadvantage here because my line knows less of the proper protocol than hers does — her line preserved more — but she is allowing my mistakes without correcting them, the way a senior craftsman allows the mistakes of a junior craftsman in the early hours of an introduction.

How long does the exchange take?

A little less than another minute. Stand still. Wren also.

Callen turned a half inch.

"Wren. Don't move. Kyraleth is in the middle of a formal greeting with the other dragon and she's being very correct about it. We don't interrupt."

Wren had not moved since coming through the doorway. He was taking the man in — not the way he had taken the patterns in. The patterns had been a thing Wren had no calibration for. The man on the red dragon's back was a thing he did have a calibration for, and the calibration was registering numbers he did not appear to like.

The pale eyes had a tightness at the corners that Callen had not seen on him since the eastern gate yard the morning the dying messenger had been carried in.

The exchange between the dragons ended.

Callen could feel it end through the bond — the soft completion of a formal piece of work being formally completed. Kyraleth, on the eastern lip, settled by a fraction. Ashkaveth settled by the same fraction on the western half of the platform.

The next thing was the man.

He swung down off Ashkaveth's shoulders in the unhurried motion of a man who had been doing it for many years. He landed on the swept stone without the ordinary sound of boots on stone. The boots were soft — the boots of a man who had decided not to be heard.

He walked forward slowly, hands open at his sides. He stopped at the formal parley distance — close enough to speak in normal voices, far enough that neither could reach the other with a sword in a single step.

He inclined his head — the same long-road clan degree Teska had used, and Aelyn had used, and Callen had been learning to use this week. Not an accident. The southern tradition, the northern, and the long-road clans had all inherited the same inclination from the pre-corruption Singers. The man was using the correct first gesture.

The man spoke.

His first sentence was in Old Singer, but in a different register than Aelyn's. Aelyn spoke it the way a woman speaks her own childhood language. The man spoke it the way a scholar speaks a formal liturgical tongue — every syllable shaped by long training.

In the bond, Kyraleth translated quickly.

He is saying: "I greet the bonded pair of the eleventh waystation's chosen receiver. I greet the watcher in the deep. I greet the valued companion at his side. I have come a great distance to find you and the finding is now complete. May the courtesies of the parley govern this meeting until the work of the meeting is concluded."

A pause.

Callen, that was the formal opening of the Ember Court parley protocol. I have it in inherited memory only, but I have it cleanly because the protocol is the kind of thing the dragons of the old age made sure their lines did not forget. He is opening the parley with the full formal opening, which means he is coming in under the courtesies and is asking that we honor them. The courtesies are real. They are not a trick. They have a long body of customary practice behind them. If we accept the parley, the parley protects us until either of us breaks it, and the breaking has rules of its own.

I accept the parley.

Tell him in his own language. I'll give you the words.

Callen took a breath. He let Kyraleth give him the words. He spoke them.

The borrowed Old Singer voice came out of his mouth in the careful syllables Kyraleth had shaped for him, and the man in ochre and deep red registered the syllables with a tilt of the head that was the equivalent of a slight pleasant surprise. The man's mouth moved at one corner in the smallest possible smile, then disappeared. He inclined his head a second time.

He spoke again.

This time in halting common.

"I am Vahaan sur-Tavelen, Third Purifier of the Ember Court. I come under parley. I speak your common only a little, but I speak it enough for the ordinary work of meeting you. I would share food with you before we speak of difficult things. The food is in my own packs. I will produce it. Inside, perhaps, in the upper chamber of the waystation, where the wind is not on the food. May we go inside."

The phrase Ember Court had landed in him earlier in Vahaan's sentence than the rest of it, and he had held it through what came after. He let himself turn it over now, in the pause before the going inside.

Shendra had not had a name. Fifteen days ago, in the council chamber, she had had only the fragment her grandmother had given her. Fire-readers in the south. Stone cells by candlelight. A knowledge the Pyrin had carried to them in an older age and had never asked back what had been done with it. Three lines of telling, three grandmothers, one shape. A curiosity she had carried all her life. The first thing she had ever heard in the waking world that matched it had been the phrase on the dying man's lips at the eastern gate.

The second thing was the man who had just given the fragment a name.

Callen did not let the recognition move in his face. Behind the face, the long slow registration: if the fragment was true, Shendra's grandmother's grandmother and this man's grandmother's grandmother had once been part of the same conversation, in some older age, before the corruption had broken the conversations. Shendra. Pavel. Korvain. Elhan. Cousins of the man in front of him across a silence of eight centuries, and none of them yet knew it.

He filed it.

Callen looked at him.

The man was perhaps fifty years old, by the careful weathering of his face. He had lived all of his life outdoors in a country with strong sun — the permanent tan of the southern lands, the fine lines around the eyes that came of squinting against bright light for many years. The hair was iron grey, cut very short — a style Callen had not seen on any northern man. The eyes were deep brown, set wide, the kind that took in a whole scene without needing to move much. The face was intelligent the way faces rarely were — an intelligence that did not perform itself.

There was a scar on the left cheek. It ran from the outer corner of the left eye down to the corner of the mouth in a single fine line — the scar a thin blade made when it was moving fast and the cheek was turned at the wrong angle. The scar was old. It had healed cleanly.

The man's clothing was the most extraordinary thing about him. The ochre tunic and deeper red undertunic were the obvious details. Both were cut for him, not purchased ready-made. But it was not the cloth. It was the seams.

Sewn into the seams of both garments, at intervals of perhaps two finger-widths, were dark fittings — round, acorn-sized, made of a metal Callen had never seen. Not iron. Not bronze. Not silver. The metal had a deep almost-black luster that caught light at certain angles the way only certain metals did. Each fitting was humming — a constant low note the drift-sense registered. They were not decoration. They were workings — drift-anchors, sewn into the seams the way a craftsman sewed reinforcing patches into a garment meant for heavy use. But the reinforcing was not against wear. It was against drift-pressure, or against the unintended leakage of drift-energy, or against something Callen did not have a name for yet. Perhaps thirty of them in the visible parts of the tunic alone.

Callen had been a smith for years. He had worked metal that drift-sang under his hands. He had forged a sword with a drift-resonance worked into the cross of the hilt. He had thought, until this moment, that the bonding of metal and drift-energy was a thing he understood the basic shape of.

The fittings on Vahaan's seams were a thing he did not have the basic shape of.

They were not just holding drift-energy the way the cross of his own hilt held it. They were channeling it — sending currents of drift around the wearer in patterns Callen could not yet read. The fittings were the portable equivalent of the chamber's walls. The man was wearing a workshop.

Callen had not, until this moment, fully understood what unbroken meant. He had been calling himself a Dragon Singer for four years. He had founded an Academy that was teaching children the fragments of the old arts the northern lineages had managed to preserve. He had thought of himself as a recovery. He was a recovery. The man in ochre and deep red was a survival.

He inclined his head a half inch. It was less than the full long-road clan degree Vahaan had used, but it was honest. Vahaan registered it with an approving pause.

Callen said, in his own common, slowly and carefully:

"I am Callen Nasinth. The dragon at the eastern lip is Kyraleth. The man behind me is Wren. We accept the parley. We will share food with you in the upper chamber of the waystation."

Vahaan inclined his head a third time.

"You honor me," he said in the halting common. "I — also honor you, Master Nasinth. May we go in."

They went in.

The doors of the waystation opened the same slow grinding way they had opened the first time, and Callen led the way back through the threshold into the long high hall. Vahaan walked half a step behind Callen at a distance Callen recognized as the same distance Wren had been walking at all week — the position of a companion who was not a guard. Wren walked half a step behind Vahaan in the same position. The order of the three of them through the doorway was, by some unspoken accommodation no one had negotiated, the order Vahaan had set and that Wren had immediately understood and slotted into.

At the threshold of the hall, Vahaan stopped.

He looked up at the carved figures around the upper arch of the doorway — the three dragons of the old age and the dozen smaller human figures with their hands raised in the partner-gesture — and held very still for about three slow breaths. The look of a man who recognized the carving and was paying his respects before walking under it.

Then he turned to Callen and inclined his head a fourth time.

"With your permission, Master Nasinth, I enter the hall."

"Permission granted."

He stepped through. At the threshold of the first chamber, he stopped again and asked the same permission. Callen granted it. He stepped through.

Wren stepped through behind him and gave Callen a half-questioning look — is he going to do this at every threshold. Callen gave him a half-nod. Yes, he is. We are going to let him.

Vahaan acknowledged the carved patterns on the walls with the same inclination he had used on the dragons over the doorway. Then he turned and looked, for the first time, at the place on the floor where the wards had examined Callen earlier.

He smiled — a very small smile.

"They examined you here."

"Yes."

"And they passed you."

"Yes."

"That is very good, Master Nasinth. The wards of an eleventh-waystation upper chamber are — in my tradition we have studied the workings of the long-attentive line for many centuries, though we have never been able to access one of the waystations directly. We have descriptions in the old records. The descriptions are unanimous about the wards: they are the most discerning workings the long-attentive ever made, and they pass perhaps one in ten of the candidates that the long-attentive themselves have brought to them. I am very glad to know that you passed."

In the bond, Kyraleth said, very quietly:

Callen — be careful. He is the most genuinely courteous person you have ever shared a room with. He is not putting on a face. He is the man he appears to be. The man he appears to be is also a man who is here to kill you, and the killing will be done in the same register as the courtesy — slowly, carefully, with full attention to the weights of the moment. Do not let the courteous part fool you about the killing part. They are the same man. Both are real.

I'm tracking it.

I know you are. I am saying it because I am a little afraid of him in a way I haven't been afraid of anyone you have ever brought me near to.

I know.

They ascended the steps from the long hall into the first chamber and stood for a moment in the cool blue-white light of the alcoves while Vahaan looked at the patterns on the walls. The weight of a scholar who had studied drawings of a thing for forty years and was now seeing it in person.

He looked for perhaps a minute.

Then he turned to Callen.

"Master Nasinth. The food. May I produce it now."

"Please."

He unfolded the contents of a flat leather satchel that he had been carrying at his hip on the dragon and that he had taken off at the doorway and laid against the inside wall of the hall as he had passed through. He brought the satchel into the first chamber now and unfolded it on the floor in the middle of the chamber. Inside the satchel were:

A wrapped packet of dried citrus rinds — orange and a paler yellow, from the southernmost coastal valleys. The kind of citrus that came north only in small expensive amounts, carried across a continent for the specific purpose of being offered at a parley.

A round flatbread, perhaps the size of a man's open hand, wrapped in a thin sheet of waxed parchment. The bread was studded with dark seeds of a spice Callen did not recognize, and the smell of the bread when Vahaan unwrapped the parchment was the smell of something that had been baked perhaps two days ago in a clay oven somewhere on the road.

A flask of pale unstoppered horn, inside which was a clear liquid Callen could see when Vahaan tilted the flask slightly to indicate the contents. Not wine. Not water. Some kind of distilled spirit, but the way the liquid moved against the inside of the horn suggested it was thicker than any spirit Callen had encountered in the northern lands.

Vahaan arranged the three things on the unfolded leather of the satchel in the careful symmetric way a man arranged offerings on a sacred cloth. He did not eat first. He did not even reach for any of the food. He looked up at Callen.

"Master Nasinth. I offer the food. It is mine and it is now yours. The first eating is yours. The first cup of the spirit is yours. After your first eating, I will eat. After your first cup, I will drink. The eating together is the seal of the parley. We may speak of difficult things while we eat. We may not speak of difficult things until we have begun the eating."

He extended his open palm toward the flatbread.

Callen looked at Vahaan's hand. Wren had not moved during the unfolding, and Wren's pale eyes were on the food and on the man and on the arrangement of the offering, and Wren was not going to interfere. He looked at the long blue-black shape of Kyraleth visible through the not-yet-closed doors of the waystation behind Vahaan, on the eastern lip of the platform with the great gold eyes on the western half where the red dragon Ashkaveth had taken her resting position.

Callen took a piece of the flatbread.

He held it for a moment in his hand. The dark seeds in the bread caught the cold blue-white drift-light of the alcoves and gave off the spice-smell of a thing that had been baked carefully for this exact occasion. He raised the piece to his mouth and took the first bite.

The bread tasted of warm flour, a spice he had no name for, a faint sweetness from somewhere in the dough. It was the first food he had eaten that was not Wren's cooking in eight days. It was very good.

Across the satchel, Vahaan watched Callen take the first bite. He inclined his head a fifth time. Then he reached for his own piece of the bread, and the meal began.


Chapter Eighteen


THE MEAL



Vahaan took his own piece of the bread.

He ate it the way Callen had eaten it — slowly, with even chews, letting the taste find the places in the mouth the taste was for.

Wren, on the floor a half-pace behind Callen's right shoulder, was not eating. He had not been offered any food. Vahaan had inclined his head toward Wren when he unfolded the satchel, and Wren had inclined his head back. The two men had established wordlessly that Wren was present, was seen, and was not part of the food.

Vahaan spoke first, after the first bite.

He spoke in the halting common he had used on the platform, slowly, with the careful enunciation of a man who had learned the language from books and a handful of traders, and who had never had much practice with a native speaker.

He set his cup of the horn spirit down beside his piece of the bread. He had not drunk any of it. Both hands came open on his thighs.

“Master Nasinth. Before I ask you anything — before you tell me anything — I would like you to know why I am here. You have the right to know what you are eating with.”

Callen did not answer.

“My tradition has spent eight hundred years being certain that the bond you are said to carry cannot exist in the current age of the world. The doctrine is the central organizing principle of the tradition. My Council has sent me across a continent to determine whether the bond you carry is the bond the doctrine says cannot exist, or whether it is the face the corruption has learned to wear to pass itself off as such a bond. If I determine the second, I am the tool that acts on the determination. If I determine the first, I am still the tool that acts, because my tradition does not permit a Purifier to walk away from a subject undetermined. The determination may take the rest of this afternoon. It may take longer. The parley protects us both until it is made.”

A pause.

“The Council convened two months ago because one of our Listening stations at the southern end of the basin registered a working large enough to be a working of the kind my tradition has been expecting for eight hundred years. The working was yours. You did not know it was reaching us. It was. The pattern of what we registered was the pattern of a healing of corruption, and a healing of corruption is, by doctrine, impossible. The Council had to choose between two conclusions. The first was that our instruments had registered a thing that was not what they had registered. The second was that the doctrine was wrong. The Council voted not to choose yet. The vote was to send a Purifier, to determine in person whether the working had the face or had the thing. That is why I am here. That is why I am here now, and not a year from now.

"If you are the thing and not the face, then my tradition has been killing healed Singers for the last eight hundred years. Not many. The doctrine is careful. But not zero. Two of the people I have executed in my own career were two of them, as I told you earlier. That is a cost my Council has not yet had to reckon with at the scale the reckoning would require. I want you to know that I understand what the reckoning would cost, and that the understanding is part of what I am weighing at this table. The Council did not ask me to carry that understanding. The understanding is mine, and it is not going home with me if the determination goes the other way. But it is here at this table, and it is sitting with me.

“I should also tell you — because the honest thing is to say the uncomfortable thing at the table before it is said elsewhere — that my tradition’s knowledge is not complete. The Log tracks patterns, but it also tracks anomalies. Events the Log cannot fit into any of the known patterns. Perhaps two hundred entries across eight centuries — a trusted scholar who went silent overnight of no identifiable cause, a region of the drift that stopped returning our Listening queries and that we never reestablished contact with, a lineage that went dark across three generations without the corruption ever being detected in it, a Listening station that reported nothing for forty years and that reopened contact without any of the personnel having memory of the intervening decades. My tradition assumes these anomalies have causes we have not yet learned to read. The Log lists them without explanation. I tell you about them because the honest thing is to say that the doctrine I am acting on has blind spots we have not yet mapped, and the determination I reach about you today will be reached inside those blind spots, not outside them.”

A pause.

“I mention this not to soften the determination. I mention it so that you know what I know, which is also what I do not know. That is why the Council chose me for the assignment. My family has produced Purifiers for six generations. My line has carried my tradition's oldest grudge against the long-attentive since before the wars of the corruption. The Council needed a Purifier who would not hesitate if the investigation brought him to a waystation. I did not hesitate. I arrived at the platform yesterday. That was the Council's calculation about me, and I did not contest it when they voted me the assignment. I am telling you this because you should know that the man across the satchel from you is not a neutral Purifier assigned by rotation. I am a man whose line has opposed this institution for eight hundred years, and I am sitting inside it now, and the sitting is itself part of the determination."

A long silence.

“I am telling you this at the start of the meal and not at the end because the end would be the manipulation, and I have not come to manipulate you. I have come to determine you. If the determination goes against you I will tell you so, in this chamber, in my own voice, before I act on it. That is the most I can offer you, and the least I am willing to.”

He looked at Callen across the satchel.

“May I now ask my first question.”

The chamber was very quiet.

In the bond, Kyraleth said, Callen — breathe. He is offering us the clearest register we are going to get. The offer is real.

I know.

Callen did not want to answer. He answered anyway. “Ask.”

Wren had shifted. Callen noticed it from the periphery of his vision — the half-inch realignment of weight a man makes when he is recalibrating a situation he had already calibrated and has just been given new information about. Wren’s right hand had moved into the inside pocket of the elaborate dark coat. It had not come back out.

“Thank you.” Vahaan’s hands settled again on his thighs. He did not pick up his cup. “The question I would like to begin with is not the difficult question. The difficult questions will come later. The question is: how did you come to be the man you are.”

Callen took a slow breath.

"That is not a small question."

"No. It is not. I am sorry for calling it small. I meant that it is a small question compared to the questions that are coming. I would like to begin with it because I would like to understand you as a person before I understand you as — before I understand the other thing. May I ask it."

"You may ask it."

"Thank you."

Vahaan put down his piece of the bread on the waxed parchment between them with the careful motion of a man who had decided he was going to need both hands free for the listening.

"Please. Tell me."

Callen didn’t try to arrange the story into any kind of shape that would have been useful to him in a parley of the ordinary kind. He had been trained, in the long-ago years of the Veil, to arrange any story he told about himself into the kind of shape that served whatever purpose the telling was for. He chose not to use the training. The story he told Vahaan now was the unarranged story — the ordinary sequence of what had actually happened, in the order it had happened, with the pauses a man takes when he is telling a thing he has not told in this particular order before.

He told him about the Baron. He told him about the Academy at Ashen Oath — the founding, the work, the hard years of rebuilding. He told him about Amara and the trial and the dark cells under the Hall of Judgment. He told him about the journey north with Kira and Korvain and Minatha and Finch. He told him about the glacier and the descent into the deep ice and the working that had gone through the whole of that night. He told him about Theraxis. He told him about Vaelthrix's final dissolution and the moment the corruption-broadcast had gone quiet. He told him about Nora, and Solara hatching on the morning after his return. He told him about Kyraleth — not the details of the bond, which were not a thing he was going to share with a stranger, but the shape of it, the long patient years, the quality Aelyn had named in the chamber as the texture I have been waiting for.

The telling took perhaps a quarter of an hour.

In the bond, very quietly, Kyraleth said, He is listening for the texture of a lie. There is no lie to find. That is not making him less dangerous — if anything it is making him more so. He is now certain that whatever he decides will be decided on true data.

Vahaan did not interrupt.

He was the kind of listener who heard the whole of what the teller was saying and not just the part that fit into what the listener had come to hear.

When Callen finished, Vahaan sat very still for a long moment.

"Thank you, Master Nasinth. I have heard you. It has the weight of a true telling, and I don't say that lightly.” Vahaan looked at his cup of the horn spirit. The clear liquid had settled. He did not pick it up. The cup had been set down once and would be picked up when there was something to drink to. “I want you to know that I am receiving it as true, and not as something to be filed and discarded. I am — I am going to ask some questions now. They will not be small. But they will be asked in the same register as the telling, which is the register of a man who has decided that the truth is the thing that serves him best, no matter which way the truth runs."

"Ask them."

"The Baron," Vahaan said. "Tell me, Master Nasinth, how the trial ended."

Callen told him about the negotiated verdict — the life sentence at Ironhold rather than execution, the political compromise that had come of Lord Regent Theron needing to preserve the Baron's intelligence value and needing to protect the noble co-conspirators who had been funding the Evolution Institute and needing to hold together a regency that was held together mostly by Theron's sheer political will. He told him about the seventeen warrants Corwen had authorized at sentencing — collaborators identified through the Baron’s testimony, most of them Institute funders and procurement contacts rather than Veil. Some had been in custody the morning the warrants issued. Others had fled the capital’s jurisdiction before the court rose. He told him that the Veil as Stark had run it was ended — Stark’s death the autumn before the trial had broken the central organization, and what survived of the old field network had scattered — though a residual under a man named Corvus still operated inside the Baron’s funding web and was the Academy’s ongoing concern. He told him that the only Veil testimony at the trial had been his own, on the stand, about his own past. He told him about Theron's statement, on the evening of the verdict, that the compromises had been the necessary cost of getting the rest of the prosecution done. He told him that he had, at the time, accepted the explanation because the explanation had been correct and because the alternative had been worse.

Vahaan listened in the same still listening posture.

When Callen finished, Vahaan was quiet for a long moment.

"I have something to tell you about the Baron's trial that you did not ask me to tell you, and I am telling you because we are eating together and the eating-together is the register I am in. It is not a comfortable thing to tell. In my tradition we have — we have been keeping a record, for the last three hundred years, of the specific patterns by which the corruption has historically adapted to the defensive efforts of the Singer traditions of the north. The record is called in our language the Log of Compounding. The Log is the kind of historical document that our younger Purifiers study for the first seven years of their training and that our older Purifiers continue to study for the rest of their lives. The Log tracks — in careful detail — the specific moments at which a corruption event has been allowed to survive because of a compromise that the compromise-makers believed was necessary at the time."

A pause.

"The Log is — Master Nasinth, the Log is very long. It has perhaps two hundred entries in it. Each entry is the record of a specific compromise that had an identifiable later consequence. The pattern of the entries is the pattern that my tradition takes as the most reliable of all our empirical observations. The pattern is the corruption is most dangerous when it is protected by people who are trying to do the best they can with the situation they are in. Not by people who are corrupted themselves. By people who are good, who are trying, who are making the necessary compromise that looks small at the time because it is small at the time, and whose compromise becomes, across the decades, the hinge on which the corruption survives to the next generation."

He stopped.

He looked at Callen across the unfolded leather of the satchel with the steady brown eyes. The eyes were not hostile. The eyes were sorry.

"The entry I would write for your trial," Vahaan said, "if I were writing the entry today, would be an entry about a Lord Regent who needed to preserve intelligence value and protect noble co-conspirators and hold together a regency that was held together mostly by his own political will. It would be an entry about a ruling that allowed members of the organization that had produced the Baron's corruption-architecture to walk away in exchange for testimony about the specific knots they had been willing to give up. The entry would not say that the Lord Regent was corrupted. The entry would say that the Lord Regent was a good man trying to do the best he could with the situation he was in. The entry would then note — in the careful way the Log always notes these things — the specific later consequence that came of the necessary compromise."

"You don't know the specific later consequence."

"No. I do not know it. The Log is the record of consequences that have already happened. Your trial is — forgive me for the word — too recent for the Log to have an entry for yet. The entry, if it is ever written, will be written by a Purifier two generations from now who looks back at the years after the trial and sees the line that runs from the compromise at the trial to whatever the corruption does next. The line may not be there. I would prefer it if the line were not there. But the pattern of the Log is that the line is almost always there, and the line is almost always not visible at the time the compromise is made, and the people making the compromise almost always believe — sincerely — that the compromise is the necessary cost of the larger victory."

Callen held very still on the cold polished stone of the floor of the first chamber.

"You're correct about the pattern," Callen said. "I can't refute the pattern. I can tell you that Theron is a good man who is doing the best he can with the situation he's in. I can tell you that the compromises at the trial were real compromises and that the people who made them made them for reasons that I understood at the time and that I still understand. I can tell you that the alternative was probably worse. I can't tell you that the compromises won't, in some later year, be the hinge you're describing. I don't know the future. Your Log is older than my experience."

In the bond, Kyraleth said, His weight has shifted. He is not bluffing and he is not posturing. The Log is the tool he uses, and he has just used it on us. Watch what he does with the weight now.

Vahaan looked at him for a long moment.

The brown eyes had more sorrow in them now than they had had before.

"Thank you, Master Nasinth. That is the most honest answer you could have given to the observation. I am — I am very grateful for the honesty. Most people who hear that observation argue with it. The argument is usually that this compromise was different. I have heard the argument perhaps a thousand times in my career. The argument is almost always made by sincere people whose names I have later read in the Log."

A pause.

"You did not make the argument. I note that."

"We will continue."

They ate a piece of the dried citrus rind.

Callen took the first piece. The citrus was sharp and sweet and slightly bitter and left a faint oil on the fingertips that smelled, when he touched his fingers to his face, of sun and of a kind of warmth the northern lands did not have. Vahaan took his own piece after Callen had finished his. They ate the citrus in the shared silence of two people who had been told a difficult thing about one of them and who were letting the silence hold it between them.

Then, for the first time in the meal, he turned his head a half inch and looked at Wren directly.

"You. At his shoulder. I have not addressed you because the parley is with the Singer and not with his companion, and the courtesies require that I not. I am going to break the courtesy by half an inch now because the parley is long and I would be a poor guest if I did not acknowledge you. Are you also Black Veil trained, or am I reading the posture wrong."

Wren did not move from the half-pace behind Callen's right shoulder. The answer came in the conversational register he used for questions he had decided were worth answering without theatre.

"I was. I haven't been for a long time."

"The standing is Veil standing. The distance from the principal is Veil distance. The hand at the coat pocket is the hand of a man who is deciding in which of three pockets the small crossbow is most quickly reached. I have been trained to read these things. I read them."

"You read them correctly."

"What is your relation to the Singer."

A pause. Callen did not turn his head to look at Wren. The answer was going to be Wren's to give in whatever register Wren chose to give it in.

"He saved my life in a country neither of us should have been in, and I have been repaying the debt for a number of years, and somewhere in the last year the debt became a thing I no longer remember the balance of, and somewhere in the last month the balance stopped mattering to me. He is my friend. I am his. That is the relation."

Vahaan considered this.

"Thank you. I asked because it matters to the reading. A bond-assessment includes the assessing of the people the subject has chosen to place at his right shoulder. The choice is part of the bond in a way the tradition does not name but that I have learned, in thirty-six years, to attend to. Your presence here is part of the reading. I wanted you to know that it had been read."

"I will take that as a compliment."

"It is not a compliment. It is an acknowledgment. I do not pay compliments while the parley is in progress. I will pay one afterward if there is an afterward in which I am able to pay one."

"Understood."

Vahaan turned back to Callen.

Wren had moved again. He was now about two feet to Callen’s left rather than a half-pace behind Callen’s right shoulder. The move had happened while Callen had been speaking. Callen had not heard it happen. Wren had placed himself at the angle where the door and Vahaan were both in his sightline without requiring him to turn his head. This meant Wren had decided, sometime in the last quarter-hour, that the door and Vahaan were the two things he needed to be tracking at the same time.

Vahaan wiped the faint citrus oil from his fingertips onto the edge of the waxed parchment. He did not reach for his cup. Then he set both hands flat on his thighs and looked at Callen.

“Master Nasinth. I am going to ask you to hear the next thing I say with the same attention you have given everything so far, because the next thing is the thing that has been sitting in me since before you told the story of the trial.”

"All right."

"The Ember Court is not a vengeful body. We do not want to be here. We do not want to be at this waystation on this afternoon having this conversation with you across this satchel of food. My tradition has spent eight hundred years being careful about the judgments the world requires us to make, and the care has come at the cost of many things I could list if I wanted to but will not list because the listing would be self-pitying and I do not believe in self-pity. I will only say that I have been trained, for the last thirty-six years of my life, in the slow patient work of being the kind of person who can come to a place like this one, on an afternoon like this one, and have a conversation like this one with a man like you, and then —"

He stopped. His common failed him for a half-second, and he searched for the next word.

"— and then do the thing that comes after the conversation. I have been trained in it. I am very good at it. I wish I were not."

He looked at Callen.

"The other thing I need to tell you is that — Master Nasinth — I do not want you to be what the Court will require me to treat you as. I have been listening to your telling for the last quarter of an hour. Your telling has the shape of a true telling. Your bond with your dragon reads, even from across this chamber where I cannot see the dragon himself, as the texture of a true bond. The two of you are — you are a kind of Singer-dragon pair my tradition has not seen in eight hundred years. In my tradition we do not believe such a pair is possible in the current age because the current age is the age after the corruption, and the corruption's best disguise is exactly the disguise of a true pair. I was trained for thirty-six years in this doctrine. The doctrine is the doctrine my Council voted on, three generations ago, as the only stable rule the Court could hold. The doctrine has kept us alive for eight hundred years. I have used the doctrine perhaps fifty times in my career as a Purifier. I have executed the doctrine against fifty people whose bonds looked genuine. I have been right about most of them. I have been wrong about — I have reason to believe I have been wrong about two of them."

Callen held very still.

"Two of the fifty."

"Two. Both of them were earlier in my career. I was a Second Purifier then. The Third ranking came after the second of the two. I have carried the two of them with me since. They are the reason I am the Purifier I am now — the one who spends a full meal with the subject before acting, and who asks the subject to tell his story, and who listens to the telling in the same register a true teller would listen to. The two of them taught me that the cost of being wrong in the direction of killing a good man is a cost that has to be paid into my own body, across the rest of my years, and I have been paying it. I am not complaining. The payment is mine to make. I am telling you the payment exists so that you will understand what I am about to say next."

"Say it."

"Your bond reads as genuine. I am telling you this as a man who has been trained to read bonds and who has used the training perhaps two hundred times in his career. The reading is the reading my instrument gives me. I am willing to tell you that the reading is the reading, and that the reading says true. That is the hardest part of this for me."

The words landed between them with the weight of something a man had been carrying for a long time and had now put down on the stone floor of an eight-hundred-year-old chamber in the presence of another man who understood exactly how heavy it was.

Vahaan put his cup of the horn spirit down on the waxed parchment between them. He had not yet drunk any of it.

"Our tradition," Vahaan said, "taught us that the corruption is most dangerous when it wears the face of genuine partnership. The face of genuine partnership is the face the corruption has learned to wear across eight hundred years of careful adaptation. The face is not a face the corruption had when Vaelthrix first made it. The face is a face the corruption has grown, the way a creature grows a new limb when the old limbs have stopped being useful. Our tradition observed the face. Our tradition concluded that the face cannot be trusted, because the face is exactly the face that the corruption uses to pass itself off as not-corruption to sympathetic observers. Our tradition therefore adopted the rule that any claim of healed corruption, and any bond that reads as genuine after the healing, must be treated as the face and not as the thing. This is the rule I have been trained to execute on."

A slow breath.

"I have to act as if what I see in you is the face. Because the cost of being wrong in the other direction — of letting the face walk out of here today and treating it as a true bond — is a cost the Ember Court exists to prevent. The cost was paid once, at Vaelthrix's fall, and my tradition has built the last eight hundred years around the premise that the cost must not be paid again."

In the bond, Kyraleth said, very quietly, Ashkaveth has not moved on the platform in the last hour. I am watching her through the doorway. She is ready. If he decides the determination while he is in this chamber and he moves, I will not be able to reach the chamber before he reaches you. You should know that.

I know.

I am also telling you because I think it is the honest thing to say. I have been your dragon for four years and I have not failed to reach you when you needed me. I may fail to reach you in the next hour. I want you to hear me say it before I have to live it.

"What if you're wrong." The question came out of Callen's mouth before he had decided to ask it.

Vahaan looked at him. The sorrow in the brown eyes was now a thing the eyes had been holding back during the earlier parts of the conversation and were no longer holding back. "If I am wrong," he said, "I will have killed a good man. I will have killed a man whose bond was the first true bond the current age of the world had produced, and who was the first proof that the corruption could be healed, and who was — Master Nasinth, who was the thing my tradition has been waiting for without knowing we were waiting for it. If I am wrong, I will go back to my Council and I will report what I have done, and my Council will listen to the report, and my Council will then execute me for it. That is how our tradition corrects itself. It is not a perfect system. But it has kept us alive for eight hundred years, and the rule of if you are wrong in the direction of killing a good man, you will be executed by your own Council is the rule that keeps the Purifier tradition from becoming the thing the doctrine is trying to prevent. It is the counterweight. It is the reason I am still willing to do the work."

"Your Council would execute you."

"They would. I have been in the room for three of the executions across my career. Two of the three Purifiers executed were men I had served under. One of them I had liked very much. He had been wrong about a Singer in the western valleys, about twenty years ago, and the Singer turned out to be exactly what he claimed to be, and the Council voted, and the man I had served under was executed by the same protocol he had been using on his subjects. I watched the vote. I voted with it. I have not stopped thinking about that vote."

Vahaan looked at his cup of spirit on the waxed parchment. His right hand, which had been resting on his thigh, moved very slightly — the fingers closing a half-inch and then opening again, the involuntary motion a man's hand sometimes makes when the body wants to reach for something and the mind has decided the reaching is not going to help. Callen, who had spent eleven years in the Veil watching men's hands for precisely this kind of motion, saw it.

"I wish," he said very quietly, "that the Council had not voted me this assignment. I wish my tradition had a tool for the situation that is not the tool I am. I do not. The tool I am is the tool that has been shaped for this. I will use the tool and I will hope that I am wrong about the face and I will go home and report what I have done and I will — I will accept whatever the Council decides. That is the truest thing I can tell you about what I am going to do next."

Callen could not speak for a long moment.

In the bond, Kyraleth was very quiet. Kyraleth had been listening the entire time. The bond was carrying the weight of a dragon who had heard everything and was, now, doing the same interior holding Callen was doing.

After a long moment, Kyraleth said, He is not wrong about the pattern.

I know.

He is wrong about us. But he is not wrong about the pattern, and he is not wrong that the pattern is the thing his tradition has built itself on. I want you to know that I am hearing the pattern and I am not going to pretend the pattern is not real just because the man pointing it out is the man who is going to try to kill us in the next several hours.

I know.

Vahaan reached for the cup of the horn spirit, finally.

He did not drink from it. He simply picked it up and held it in his hand for a long moment. He looked at Callen across the satchel.

"Master Nasinth. I would like to tell you one more thing about myself before the meal ends, and the one more thing is not in the difficult register of the other things. It is in the register of the personal offering a man makes to another man when the two men have been sitting together at a difficult meal and have reached a point at which the personal offering is the right next thing. I would like to tell you about my dragon. About how I came to be bonded to her. If you are willing to hear it."

"I'm willing to hear it."

He took a sip of the spirit. "Ashkaveth," he said, "was not the dragon I was supposed to bond to. My tradition — the Purifier tradition specifically — has a process for bonding that is very formal. A boy of eleven who has been identified as having the drift-sensitivity required for a Purifier is brought to the sanctuary of the Court in the late spring of his eleventh year. He is presented to the dragons of the sanctuary. The dragons — I will not describe them to you in detail, because the detail is not the point — have been bred and shaped by the tradition specifically for the work the tradition does. Each year a number of eleven-year-old boys are presented to them, and the dragons choose. The choosing is the same as your bonding, in the sense that the dragon chooses and not the boy. The dragons of my tradition choose based on signals my tradition has decided are the signals of a good future Purifier. The choosing is reliable in the sense that the chosen boys almost always become good Purifiers. The choosing is also — I will not say limited, but the choosing is narrow."

He paused.

"I was brought to the sanctuary in the late spring of my eleventh year. I was a small boy. I had been identified as having the sensitivity when I was nine, and my family had been preparing me for the sanctuary for two years. I had memorized the proper greetings in Old Singer. I had learned the proper inclinations. I had been taught the proper way to walk up to the platform in front of the dragons and the proper way to stand and the proper way to breathe so that the dragons could read my drift-signature without any of the extra signals that a nervous boy's body would otherwise produce. I was very well prepared. I was — I will be honest with you — very well prepared in the way that came of a family that had been producing Purifiers for six generations."

A dry pause.

"I was presented to the dragons on the third morning after I arrived at the sanctuary. There were eleven dragons on the platform that morning. I was the seventh boy presented that morning. The six boys before me had been presented in the correct order and the dragons had not chosen any of them yet, which was normal. I walked up to the platform and made the correct inclination and stood in the correct position and breathed in the correct way."

He looked at his cup.

"The dragons of the sanctuary did not choose me."

"What?"

"None of them chose me. I stood on the platform for the full length of the presentation, which is — for Purifier candidates — approximately one hour, during which the candidates stand very still while the dragons read them. At the end of the hour the dragons had not chosen me. This does not normally happen. The families of the boys who are sent to the sanctuary have been preparing their boys for many years and the dragons almost always choose. If a boy is not chosen, the family failure is the kind of failure that is remembered for several generations, and the boy returns home as a boy who has been rejected by the tradition."

He took a slow sip of the spirit.

"I was walked off the platform by the attendant of the sanctuary. I was not crying because the crying would have been a further disgrace. I was taken to the outer courtyard of the sanctuary to wait for my family to come and collect me. I sat on a low stone bench in the courtyard in the shade of a tree with a book in my lap that I had been carrying since the morning because I had wanted to read it on the evening after I was chosen. I was sitting on the bench, reading the book, and the sun was moving slowly across the stones of the courtyard, and I had not cried and was not going to cry, and I was thinking about what I was going to say to my father when he arrived."

A pause.

"A dragon walked into the courtyard."

"Ashkaveth."

"Ashkaveth. I didn't know her name at the time. The dragons of the sanctuary had formal names, and Ashkaveth was not one of them — she was a dragon who had lived on the western edge of the property for several years, old and somewhat separate, a dragon the sanctuary kept but did not present. She was older and slower than the rest. She watched more than she acted. The tradition had decided she was not well suited for the work and had let her stay at the edge of the property as an honored retired member."

He stopped. He looked at Callen.

"She walked into the courtyard. She walked across the stones very slowly. The attendant who was watching me from the doorway of the sanctuary proper saw her come in and did not know what to do. The attendant froze. Ashkaveth walked across the courtyard to the bench where I was sitting with my book on my lap. She walked up to the bench. She lowered her great head and she put the side of her jaw onto my lap, across the book, as gently as a mother dog would lay her head on the lap of a sleeping child."

A pause.

"I put my hand on the side of her face. I didn't know what to do. I had been prepared for the correct formal bonding of the presentation, and this was not that. This was a dragon who had not been presenting and a boy who had been rejected, in the wrong courtyard at the wrong time of day. I had a book in my lap and her head was heavy and warm on it. I could feel her breath slow and steady against the backs of my hands. I stayed there for I don't know how long. The attendant eventually went to get the senior priest of the sanctuary because nobody else knew what to do. The senior priest came out. He saw the dragon's head on my lap. He stood in the doorway of the sanctuary for some time and he did not speak."

Callen did not move.

"The bonding took four days," Vahaan said quietly. "I sat on the bench with her head on my lap for most of the four days. I did not move very much. She did not move very much. We found the bond together in the slow way the old true bondings were made, in the way my tradition had not seen a bonding made in perhaps two hundred years. The senior priest stayed at the edge of the courtyard for the whole four days. He brought me water. He brought me small pieces of food. He did not interfere. At the end of the four days, the bond was what it is now. Ashkaveth lifted her head from my lap. I stood up. We walked together out of the courtyard into the main part of the sanctuary, and the senior priest met us at the door, and he inclined his head in the long-road degree, and he said — in Old Singer — the old way has come back to us in our own sanctuary this morning, and we were not ready for it, and the not-being-ready is our own failure."

He looked at Callen.

"I tell you this story, Master Nasinth, because I want you to know that my bond with my dragon was not the bond my tradition had planned for me. It was a bond of a different kind — the kind my tradition had been taught to recognize as the old true form, and the senior priest had recognized it and had received us as what we were. It has not made me less of a Purifier. It has made me the Purifier I am — the Purifier who spends a full meal with the subject before acting. Who asks the subject to tell his story. Who is telling the subject, now, that my bond with my dragon is the same kind of bond as yours. That your bond reads as true. And that this is the hardest part of what I am here to do."

They finished the meal in silence.

The flatbread — Vahaan finished his piece now, slowly. The citrus rind — he finished it too. The horn spirit — he took a second sip and then set the cup down on the waxed parchment and did not drink any more. He did not offer Callen any of it. The parley protocol had not required the sharing of the spirit to be complete; the spirit had been offered and the first cup had been Callen's, and Callen — in the long quiet after the story of the bench — had not reached for his own cup, and Vahaan had not pressed.

When all of the offered food was gone, Vahaan folded the waxed parchment carefully. He folded the leather of the satchel over the parchment. He tucked the satchel under his arm.

He looked at Callen.

"Master Nasinth. The meal is concluded. The parley is still in effect. I am going to withdraw from this chamber for — for a time. I need to consider what I have heard. I would ask that you also consider what I have said. I will be on the platform outside with my dragon. I will return to this chamber when I am ready to continue the parley into its next phase. The next phase will be the phase that concludes the parley. I will tell you, when I return, what I have decided about the next phase. Is this agreeable to you."

"It is agreeable."

"Thank you."

He inclined his head in the long-road degree.

Callen inclined his head in the same degree — the full one, now, not the half inch he had given at the first meeting on the platform. The inclination felt correct in his own neck in a way it had not at the first meeting. Vahaan registered the full degree with a held pause and then rose from the floor of the chamber in a single clean motion that took no effort and made no sound.

He walked out of the first chamber.

He walked back down the long hall at the same slow careful pace he had used coming in. At the threshold of the doorway to the platform — the doors having opened for him as he approached — he paused. He turned his head a half inch back toward the chamber.

"Master Nasinth."

"Yes?"

"I am very sorry that this is the work we are in. I wanted you to know that."

He turned. He walked out onto the platform. The doors ground slowly closed behind him. Callen did not move for a long moment.

Wren let out a quiet breath. "Singer — that is the most dangerous man I have ever sat at a table with. I want you to know that I have sat at tables with a number of dangerous men, and the calibration I'm using is a calibration that has been correct across many years of such sittings."

"I know."

He sat very still in the first chamber of the waystation. The drift-light brightened and dimmed in the alcoves around him. The empty satchel sat on the floor in front of him. Wren was three feet to his left. In the bond, Kyraleth was the slow warm quiet of a dragon holding the same thing they were. The three of them — four, if he counted Aelyn in the deep, and he did — held it together. Outside on the platform, Vahaan sur-Tavelen walked back to the dragon who had crossed a courtyard to put her head on the lap of an eleven-year-old boy with a book, and prepared himself to do the work the Ember Court had sent him across a continent to do.


Chapter Nineteen


THE FIRST DUEL



Vahaan came back in without speaking.

Callen had been sitting on the cold polished stone of the first chamber for the better part of an hour. The drift-light in the alcoves brightened at the edges of his peripheral vision. Wren was three feet to his left. Kyraleth's bond was open and patient from the platform outside. The weight of the meal pressed against all of him, and he had not yet found the place inside where it could sit without collapsing him.

Vahaan had his blade out.

Callen had not seen it on the platform, or during the meal, or during any of the afternoon. Vahaan had been carrying it the whole time.

The blade was curved. Shorter than Callen's sword by a hand's width. The metal was dark — the same almost-black luster as the drift-anchor fittings on Vahaan's seams. The hilt was plain. No cross-guard. No drift-fittings on the hilt.

The drift-fittings were on the blade itself.

Acorn-sized nodules of the unknown metal, inlaid into the flat of the blade at intervals, the way a jeweler inlays stones into a ring. The nodules were humming. Louder than at the meal, with an edge that had not been there before. The edge of a note being activated.

Black Veil training surged to the forefront of his mind.

An attack.

Callen had moments.

His legs were numb from the hour on the stone. He rolled to his right hip, got a knee under him, pushed off with his left hand. Standing. Badly. Weight on the wrong foot.

The draw was the fastest thing his body knew how to do. Eleven years of killing work had not gone anywhere in the four years since. The sword was in his hand. The cross-guard was against his palm. The drift-resonance in the cross of the hilt was already singing under his fingers.

He reached for Kyraleth.

The bond was there. It was always there. He reached along it the way he had for the last four years in every fight — drawing on Kyraleth's strength and sight and instinct, weaving them into the fast integration of a bonded Singer.

He reached.

The bond went silent.

The silence was the most disorienting thing Callen had ever felt in combat.

It lasted perhaps a second and a half. It was not the silence of a broken bond — Callen knew what a broken bond felt like, from the north when the corruption had tried to sever them. It was the silence of a bond that was there but could not carry anything. A river frozen at the surface. He reached. The reaching went into the bond. The bond received it and did not pass it through.

Then the silence ended.

The bond came back. Kyraleth was there. The strength and sight and instinct were available again. Then Vahaan moved his left hand — the one not holding the blade — and made a precise gesture in the air between them. The bond went silent again.

Still-hand.

Kyraleth's voice came through the bond in the half-second gap between the second silence and the third.

What?

The technique is called still-hand. I have it in inherited memory. The Ember Court Purifiers developed it in the second century after the corruption as a method for separating a corrupted Singer from his dragon during the severing. It creates a zone — small, localized, the size of a room — where the drift cannot flow. Directed workings fail inside it: bonds, Singer-castings, the reaching of one mind toward another. The Court’s own anchored tools continue to function inside the zone, because they are built to carry their own working sealed into the metal. That is the technique’s purpose. It strips the Singer of every advantage but his body, while leaving the Purifier his. Inside the zone, nothing that depends on the drift will work. The bond goes silent because the bond is carried by the drift and the drift has been temporarily stopped. The zone lasts as long as his hand holds the shape. When he releases the shape, the zone collapses and the drift returns. He can create a new zone immediately by making a new gesture. The technique requires immense precision and immense —

The bond went silent.

Callen was inside the zone again. He was alone.

Vahaan came forward — inside the zone of silence.

Inside the zone, Callen was not a Dragon Singer. Inside the zone, he was a man with a sword.

Vahaan came at him with the curved blade in the efficient line of a man trained to fight men-with-swords for thirty-six years.

Callen blocked.

The block was the Nightshade. The Nightshade had been trained to fight without the drift, because the Nightshade had been trained before Callen had known how to control the drift. Eleven years of blade-work that depended only on the body and the blade and the reading of angles. The block held. The curved blade rang off the flat of Callen's sword with the hard sound that meant both blades were good blades.

Then the zone collapsed.

The bond flooded back. Kyraleth was there. Callen reached for the integration and began to adapt.

A new zone.

The bond went silent again.

The curved blade came in from a different angle.

Vahaan was not trying to kill him quickly.

Callen registered this in the back-of-the-mind way a man registered things in a fight. Vahaan was probing. Testing. Running him through a sequence of engagements inside the zones and between them. Each engagement told him something about what Callen could and could not do.

Each zone lasted perhaps two seconds. Each gap between zones lasted perhaps one. Silence — two seconds of fighting without the bond — one second of bond return — silence again. The rhythm was controlled entirely by Vahaan's left hand. Callen had no input. The rhythm was Vahaan's instrument. Callen was the thing the instrument was being played on.

Every time Callen adapted, Vahaan adapted faster.

Fourth zone. Callen tried to press forward in the silence, using the Nightshade's close-range work to get inside the curved blade's reach. Vahaan sidestepped. The answer was already in his feet before Callen's feet had finished committing to the line.

The curved blade took a thin line off the outside of Callen's left forearm.

Not deep. The cut of a man saying I could have taken the arm there and I chose not to.

Fifth zone. Callen tried to read the timing — to predict when the next zone would fall, so he could begin reaching for Kyraleth in the gap and have the strength flowing when the zone cut it off.

He timed it wrong.

The zone fell a half-second before he had predicted. The reaching was cut off mid-flow. The bond-channel ached where the reaching had been interrupted.

Sixth zone. Vahaan's blade opened a shallow cut across Callen's left shoulder, through the cloth of his coat and the shirt beneath.

Precise. Nothing important. The cut of a man choosing his places.

In the bond — in the flickering gaps between the zones — Kyraleth was fighting.

Callen could feel it in the one-second windows when the drift returned. Frantic compressed bursts of information crossed the channel before it went dead again. Sky — climbing — the red shape above me turning — altitude I cannot hold — wings burning —

Ashkaveth was not fighting.

That was what the bursts were telling him. The red dragon was doing what she did best — flying at a level of efficiency Kyraleth could not match, using it to stay precisely above him, forcing him to climb and climb after a dragon who was always half a wingspan ahead, half a wingspan higher, spending none of the energy he was spending to stay there.

She was tiring him out.

The patient contempt of a creature trained for this exact work by a tradition that had been training dragons for it for eight centuries. Do not engage the younger dragon. Let him engage you. Let him burn his strength trying to reach you. Let the altitude and the cold and the thinning air do the work.

Kyraleth's frustration was bleeding through the bond in the one-second gaps. It was making Callen's position worse. Every return of the bond was contaminated by the hot signal. The less-clean integration was the deficit Vahaan was cutting into each time the zone fell.

In the seventh zone, the first construct activated.

It came out of the wall.

The carved patterns on the eastern wall — the long flowing pale silver-grey lines — rippled. The rippling was the disturbance of a very old working triggered by conditions it had not been designed for: violence inside a chamber whose wards were set against it. The wards were failing. They had been failing since Vahaan walked back through the doorway with his blade drawn. The failing was now producing consequences. The consequence was the construct.

It pulled itself out of the wall the way a hand pulls out of thick mud — slowly at first, then with a sudden release. It was the height of a man. Stone and drift — the stone of the chamber's own walls pulled into a rough humanoid shape, the drift running through the stone-body in the same long flowing lines. Its face was the not-quite-face Wren had stopped in front of earlier.

The construct did not choose a side.

It attacked Vahaan first. A stone arm swung in a wide arc at Vahaan's back. Vahaan — without looking, without breaking the rhythm of the zones — sidestepped, took the arm off at what would have been the elbow, and continued the motion into a second strike that split the stone head from the body. The construct collapsed. Rubble on the floor for three seconds. Then the drift pulled the rubble back into the wall and began to reform it.

Two seconds. That was how long Vahaan had needed.

A second construct came out of the western wall. This one came at Callen.

He blocked. The impact jarred his sword-arm — the thing was heavier than it looked. The second swing caught him across the right ribs before he could bring the blade back.

Not a cut. A stone fist. Something cracked.

Third swing. He drove the blade up through the chest where the drift-lines converged, channeled a thread of the bond in the half-second the bond was there, and the construct shattered.

Four seconds.

Vahaan had crossed the chamber. He was inside the distance.

Somewhere below them — in the long descending corridor, in the deeper chambers of the waystation — Callen heard a sound.

Wren running.

Callen could not turn to look. The eighth zone had fallen. Vahaan's curved blade was coming at him in the direct line that meant the probing was over.

Callen blocked. The block failed — not completely, but by three degrees. His blade skidded along Vahaan's. Vahaan's found the gap at the point of the shoulder where the sixth zone's cut had opened the coat.

The new wound went an inch into the meat of the shoulder and stopped because Vahaan chose to stop it there.

Three wounds now. Left forearm. Left shoulder. Right point of the shoulder. None dangerous. All bleeding.

In the next bond-gap, Callen felt Kyraleth register. Wren is in the corridor. Wren is going down. I can't read what he's doing but he is going down fast.

Callen understood.

Wren had watched the first three minutes of the fight from his position three feet to Callen's left. He had understood the tactical shape. That Callen was losing. That the constructs were secondary. That the primary threat was Vahaan. That the primary strategic asset was the watcher in the deep chamber below — the eight-hundred-year-old woman with the dragon eyes, whose body was the most fragile and most important thing in the waystation.

If Callen went down, Vahaan's next move would be down the corridor to the watcher's chamber. The watcher — barely conscious, sustained by a drift-working running at the absolute minimum for eight centuries — would not survive it.

Wren was going to get her out.

A middle-aged non-Singer information broker with a bad boot and a hollowcat bite on his right forearm, running down a stone corridor into the deep of a waystation he did not understand — to grab the frail body of an ancient creature he could not communicate with and drag her toward safety.

It was the kind of decision Wren made.

The sort the file in Callen's head had been building toward for seven days — the goose fat, the cabin in the western hills, the six quiet errands for Lysara, the tombstone joke in the salt-wind country, the dark crossbow, the trembling hands, the story of Timond on the gravel beside the volcanic pillar. I cannot fight what is happening in this chamber, so I will fight what is happening outside it.

The ninth zone fell.

The bond went silent. Callen was alone.

Vahaan's curved blade came in from the right — the side where the construct had cracked the ribs. Callen blocked. The block held. The block cost him. The cracked ribs on the right sent a sharp signal through his torso: one more impact on this side and the cracked becomes the broken.

A third construct came up through the floor.

Directly between them. The one mercy the failing wards had given Callen in the whole of the fight. It forced Vahaan to step back. It forced Callen to step back. Three seconds of separation while the construct pulled itself the rest of the way out of the stone.

The construct swung at Callen.

Callen dodged. His right boot slipped in a smear of his own blood from the shoulder wound. He went down to one knee. The second swing passed over his head by four inches. He came up in the old Nightshade motion — balance for speed, all the body's force into a single upward thrust — and the blade went through the stone chest. The construct shattered.

The knee had opened his back.

Vahaan was there.

The curved blade cut a long line across the back of his right thigh, through the heavy cloth of the riding trousers into the muscle beneath.

Deeper than the previous two. When he put weight on the leg, the leg answered with the hot signal that meant divided muscle.

Callen stumbled forward. He caught himself on the edge of the carved stone step at the threshold of the first chamber. He turned. He brought the blade up into the guard.

Vahaan was five paces away.

The curved blade was dark with the blood three precise wounds had put on it. The drift-anchor nodules on the flat of the blade were humming at a higher note than at the start of the fight. Vahaan's face was composed. His breathing was even. His ochre tunic was not disordered. A single line of dust across his left shoulder — the only mark on him.

Four minutes of fighting. One line of dust.

Callen was bleeding from three wounds. His right leg was compromised. His ribs were cracked. His sword-arm was beginning to shake — the fine tremor of a body pushed past the point where adrenaline could make up for the damage.

The Nightshade stirred.

Not the controlled pressure behind the sternum Callen had been managing since the corridor of the glass-walkers. Not the half-rise he had pushed down at the hollowcat camp. This was different. This was the Nightshade wanting out. The Nightshade was the thing inside him that had been trained, in the long-ago years, to be the answer to every question the body could not answer on its own, and the body was now asking questions the body could not answer.

The Nightshade could take the cracked ribs and the bleeding thigh and the trembling sword-arm and turn all of it into the cold clarity of a creature that had killed thirty-seven people in eleven years and that did not lose fights because losing fights was not a thing the Nightshade had been built to do.

The Nightshade was rising.

Callen felt it come up through his chest in the cold wave he had been feeling it come up through his chest for most of his adult life. He pushed.

Far below him — he could hear it in the background layer of attention — Wren was on the stairs.

Callen heard the sound of Wren's boots on the polished stone steps of the ascending corridor. The sound of a man carrying weight. A body that did not weigh much, sustained by drift-energy rather than food for eight centuries.

Beneath the boot-sound — another sound. A voice. Thin, almost not there, the dry register of a voice that had been used for the first time in a long time earlier today and was now using itself again. Old Singer. Wren could not understand the words.

But Wren was listening.

Callen knew this without being able to see it. Wren would remember the phonetic sounds exactly. Wren remembered everything. It was going to matter at some hour of some day Callen could not yet see.

The tenth zone fell.

The bond went silent.

Vahaan came in.

The curved blade came from the left this time — the side Callen had been favoring because the right side had the cracked ribs — and Callen brought his own blade across his body in the hard desperate cross-guard block the Nightshade had used in the alleys of Old Stonemarket. The block worked against curved blades because curved blades caught in the angle of the cross-guard if the angle was right.

The angle was right.

The curved blade caught.

The two blades locked for a held second.

Vahaan was close enough that Callen could see the brown eyes.

Not hostile. Not exultant. The sorrow was there, in the locked-blade second — the most honest thing Callen had ever seen in the eyes of a man who was trying to kill him.

The blades unlocked.

Vahaan stepped back.

The zone collapsed. The bond returned for one second. In the one second, Kyraleth's voice came through at a higher register than Callen had ever heard:

He is going to finish it. I can feel the shape of his attention change. The next zone will be the last one. I am trying to come down — Ashkaveth has me at twelve hundred spans and I am burning everything I have to break past her — I am not going to reach you in time —

The bond went silent.

The eleventh zone.

Vahaan raised his curved blade.

Slowly. The deliberate raising of a Purifier's final formal motion. The blade came up to the height of his right shoulder. The drift-anchor nodules on the flat were humming at the highest note they had reached in the whole of the fight. The carved patterns on the walls had gone quiet. The failing wards had spent themselves. The chamber was just a chamber with two men in it.

Callen was on one knee.

The right leg had given out on the step-back from the locked-blade exchange. The thigh-wound had decided the fight — not the deepest, not the most dramatic, but the wound in the place where staying upright depended most on what the wound had divided. The right thigh. The weight-bearing muscle.

He was on one knee on the cold polished stone of the first chamber. The drift-light in the alcoves around him. The blood from three wounds making dark shapes on the stone. The blade in his right hand still up. The guard still the guard. The Nightshade still at half behind his sternum. The new shape from the corridor of the glass-walkers still in the back of his head. The bond with Kyraleth still silent. Vahaan's curved blade coming down.


Chapter Twenty


THE COLLAPSE



The curved blade was coming down when the ceiling gave way.

Callen did not understand, in the first half-second, what was happening. He was on one knee on the polished stone with Vahaan's blade descending toward the point where his left shoulder met his neck — the killing line of the Purifier tradition — and the blade was perhaps six inches away when the world above him cracked.

Not a single stone failing. The long low structural cracking of a very large amount of stone letting go all at once. The cracking had a working behind it — the sound of eight-century-old drift-wards being pushed past their capacity on purpose, by something with the authority to push them.

The ceiling let go.

The first block hit three feet in front of him — the size of a small table, carved with the flowing pale silver-grey lines of the chamber's drift-patterns — and the sound went through Callen's body like a physical blow. A second block behind it. A third on the other side. The blocks were falling in a line — not randomly, not in the undirected way a natural collapse would scatter debris, but in a line that ran across the chamber from the eastern wall to the western wall, directly between where Callen was kneeling and where Vahaan was standing.

The line of falling stone was a wall.

Built in real time by the failing wards of the waystation — out of the waystation's own body, out of the ceiling and the upper walls. The wards were tearing their own chamber apart to put a barrier between the two combatants.

Vahaan's blade stopped.

The fourth block came down between the blade and Callen's shoulder at the precise angle that made continuing impossible. Vahaan — for all his speed, for all his thirty-six years of Purifier training — did not have the option of redirecting a killing stroke around a falling stone block in the half-second the falling gave him.

He pulled the blade back. He stepped back. He was gone behind the wall of falling stone before Callen could see where he went.

The collapse went on for perhaps ten seconds — stone blocks and carved drift-patterns and bright flashes of drift-energy as the wards shed themselves, the blue-white of the alcove lights going bright and dark and bright again. Then it stopped.

The silence that followed was the silence of a thing that had been done.

Callen was on one knee on the waystation-entrance side of a wall of rubble that now ran from the eastern wall to the western wall and from the floor to the ruined ceiling. Eight feet thick.

Vahaan was on the other side.

But Callen could not stand.

The right leg would not take weight. He put both hands on the floor, pushed up onto the left leg. The left leg held. He stood — badly, unevenly, right leg trailing — and looked at the wall of rubble.

The bond came back.

The eleventh zone had collapsed with the ceiling. The still-hand working required Vahaan's left hand to hold a specific shape, and the falling stone had interrupted the holding, and the bond had flooded back into the empty channel where it lived in Callen's chest. Kyraleth was there again — the second heartbeat, the warm steady presence, the dragon who had been at twelve hundred spans trying to break past Ashkaveth and who was now —

Callen.

I'm alive.

I know. I felt the collapse. The wards — the watcher did this. From the upper level. She used the last of the drift-wards to bring down the ceiling between you and him. I felt her working from outside. It was the kind of working that costs the person doing it. It was a death-working. She used the last of the working that was sustaining her body to power the collapse. She is dying.

Where is Wren?

Wren is on the upper level. He reached the upper level with the watcher perhaps thirty seconds before the collapse. He is alive. The upper level is intact — the collapse was targeted at the first chamber only. She chose what to bring down. She chose it precisely.

Where is Vahaan?

On the far side of the rubble. I can feel his drift-signature through the stone. He is alive. He is — Callen, he is not trying to get through the rubble. He is not digging. He is kneeling.

Kneeling.

Kneeling on the far side of the rubble, on the polished stone, and I can feel through the drift-sense that he is speaking. Very quietly. In Old Singer. The speaking has a ritual shape I recognize from inherited memory. It is — Callen, it is the Ember Court mourning rite. He is saying the mourning rite for the watcher.

Callen stood on his one good leg on the entrance side of the rubble and held very still.

Vahaan was mourning the watcher.

The man who had been trying to kill Callen thirty seconds ago was now kneeling on the far side of the rubble the watcher had built between them, saying the Ember Court mourning rite without knowing her name. The name did not matter to the rite. The rite was said for any person whose death had happened in the presence of a Purifier, whether the Purifier had caused it or not.

Callen. You need to move. Now. The mourning rite takes approximately three minutes in the full formal version. He will finish the rite and then he will find a way through the rubble or around it. You have three minutes.

The upper level.

Go up. Get Wren. Get to the platform. I'm coming down now. Ashkaveth broke off the aerial pursuit the moment the collapse happened — she felt Vahaan's grief through their bond and she pulled back. She is circling the southern pillar. She is not pursuing me. You have three minutes.

All right.

Callen turned.

He turned carefully, the right leg slow, and hobbled — there was no other word for it — back through the threshold of the first chamber into the long high hall. The drift-light in the alcoves was flickering now, the wards that had powered the lights cannibalized by the collapse-working.

He reached the far end of the hall.

The staircase to the upper level was behind a narrow arched opening he had not noticed on the way in — set into the wall at an angle that made it invisible from the main axis of the hall. The staircase was narrow. It went up. He climbed it.

The climbing was the hardest physical thing he had done in the fight, including the fighting.

Forty steps. Each step required the right leg to do work the right leg could no longer do. The left leg took what the right couldn't, along with his hands against the cold carved stone walls. He climbed for every second of the three minutes.

He reached the top.

The upper level was a small room.

Perhaps fifteen paces across, low ceiling, a single narrow window in the eastern wall looking out over the platform and the open sky beyond. The room was dim. The drift-light in the single alcove on the northern wall was barely glowing, drained by the collapse-working. The cold afternoon light from the narrow window was the only real light in the room.

Wren was on the floor.

He was sitting with his back against the northern wall beneath the barely-glowing alcove, and the body of the watcher was in his arms.

Callen stopped at the top of the staircase.

Wren had the watcher held against his chest — one arm under the shoulders, the other across the back, the head resting against the inside of his left shoulder. The body was the size of a child. The dark robe hung loose around it. The not-quite-scales under the skin of the hands and face were visible in the cold afternoon light. The body was not breathing.

The body was not yet dead.

Callen could feel it through the drift-sense. The flame of the consciousness that had been sustaining the body for eight centuries was still there — very faint — but still there. The flame was guttering. It had spent everything it had on the collapse-working. It was going to go out in the next minute or so.

The watcher was dying in Wren's arms.

Wren looked up at Callen.

The pale eyes were the steadiest thing in the room. They were not wet. They were not wild. They were the eyes of a man who had picked up a body in a stone corridor and carried it up forty steps in the dark while a chamber collapsed beneath him, and who was now holding it because it needed holding and he was the one who was there.

"She is dying," Wren said. Not a question.

"Yes."

"I know. I can feel — I can't feel what you feel, Singer, but I can feel the weight of her going. She's lighter than she was when I picked her up. Not in the way a body is lighter. In the way a thing that has been full is lighter when it's emptying. I don't have the words. She is going."

"Wren."

"She's speaking."

Aelyn was speaking.

The voice was not the double voice Callen had heard in the circular chamber below. The dragon-component of the double voice was gone. The dragon had been the first part of the merged consciousness to spend itself on the collapse-working, and the dragon was already gone, and what was left was the woman — the woman who had been a Singer in the third generation after the corruption broke, the woman who had been Aelyn of the eleventh waystation.

She was speaking in Old Singer.

The voice was very thin — thinner than breath, thinner than whisper, the shape of words being formed by a mouth that no longer had the strength to push the words past the lips in any way that would have been audible from more than a foot away. Wren's ear was about six inches from the watcher's mouth. He was hearing the words.

He could not understand any of them.

He was hearing them anyway.

The words went on for perhaps thirty seconds.

Callen, standing at the top of the staircase on his one good leg with the sword still in his right hand and the blood from three wounds making dark shapes on stone, could hear the faint thin voice from across the room. He could hear the Old Singer syllables. He could not, at this distance and with this faintness, make out the individual words well enough to relay them to Kyraleth through the bond for translation. The words were for Wren.

While the words were being spoken, the watcher was also doing something else.

Callen felt it through the drift-sense. The flame of the watcher's consciousness was putting something into Wren. Not a drift-transfer in the Singer sense. This was different.

The watcher's thin voice went quiet.

Aelyn's dragon-eyes opened one last time. They looked at Wren from about six inches away — the patient look of a person who had been waiting eight centuries to give a thing to someone, and who was now checking, in her last moment, that it had been received.

She looked at Wren for a long moment.

Then she spoke. Not in Old Singer. In common. Broken, halting, the fragments of the language she had been speaking to the traders and the long-road clans when traders and long-road clans had still been coming to this part of the world.

"Tell him," she said. "After you are home. Not before. Some things must travel safely."

Her hand was on Wren's wrist. Callen could see the thin translucent fingers gripping with the surprising strength the dying sometimes had in their last moments. The grip held for the length of perhaps three breaths.

Then the grip released.

The dragon-eyes closed.

The flame went out.

Aelyn died.

Wren held the body for a moment before standing and turning to Callen. "We should go."

"Yes."

"How is the leg?"

"Bad."

"Lean on me."

They went down the narrow staircase together — Callen with his left arm across Wren's shoulders, Wren taking half the weight of Callen's right side, the two of them moving at the slow careful pace of two exhausted, bleeding men who were both carrying things they were not yet ready to talk about. They came out of the staircase into the long high hall. The drift-light in the alcoves was still flickering. The hall smelled of stone dust from the collapse.

The doors at the end of the hall were open.

Kyraleth was on the platform.

The dragon was at the eastern lip where he had been holding his position all afternoon, but the position was different now. He was standing — not in the flat ready posture, but upright on all four legs with the wings half-spread, ready to launch the moment the man on his back was in the harness. He was wounded. Callen could see it across the platform — a long dark line along the left flank where Ashkaveth had caught him with a claw in the last minutes of the aerial pursuit, not deep enough to be dangerous but long enough that the whole left side of the dragon's body had the stiffness of a body that was managing a wound rather than acknowledging it.

I'm here. We're coming.

I see you. I see Wren. The watcher.

Dead.

I know. I felt her go. The flame went out about four minutes ago. I'm sorry. I wanted her to live. I wanted to hear the rest of the song.

Where is Vahaan?

I can't feel him in the waystation anymore. He's gone around — exited through the lower levels, through a passage on the far side of the rubble. He is outside now. He is on the southern face of the pillar, climbing toward the platform. Ashkaveth is circling above. He will reach the platform in perhaps ten minutes.

Then we have minutes.

Ashkaveth is faster than I am and she is above us. If we launch, she can be on us before I reach cruising altitude. We need to launch and turn north immediately and fly at the speed the body will give us, not the speed the body wants to give us. The wound on my left flank is going to limit my banking to the right for the first hour. We will manage. But the managing is going to cost us.

They crossed the platform. Wren helped Callen up into the first seat of the harness — the precise boost at the right moment, the steadying hand on the harness strap, the patience of waiting until the man was settled before climbing up behind him. Wren swung into the second seat with the same quick economy he had been using since the first morning of the flight, except this time the quick was slower and the economy was more expensive.

Callen sheathed the sword.

The great body gathered itself on the swept stone of the platform. The wings opened to their full span. The wound on the left flank pulled against the opening and Callen felt the sharp signal of pain come through the bond — not a cry, not a complaint, just the honest acknowledgment of a body that was going to do the work it needed to do and was going to pay for the work in the currency the body always paid in.

Kyraleth launched.

The platform dropped away beneath them in the long falling rush of a standing launch. The central pillar of the Spine fell away behind them. The cold thin sulfur-smelling air took them. The afternoon sun was low on the western horizon and the shadows of the six pillars of the Spine stretched eastward across the broken stone country behind them in long dark fingers that were already beginning to merge with the shadow of the land.

Kyraleth turned north.

He turned north against the wound on his left flank — the banking to the right the wound was limiting, the compensation the left wing was making for the deficit on the right. It was not the clean smooth turn of the first morning's flight. It was the turn of a wounded dragon carrying two wounded men away from a place that had been waiting for them for eight centuries and would not be the same again.

Callen looked back once.

He looked back the way he had looked back at the settlement on the morning of the launch — one look, for the length of three slow breaths, and then not again.

Vahaan had emerged from the waystation.

He was standing on the platform. He was standing at the eastern lip where Kyraleth had been holding his position all afternoon. He was standing very still, with his curved blade sheathed and his hands at his sides and the ochre tunic catching the late afternoon light. The drift-anchor fittings on his seams were not humming — the absence of the drift-resonance registered through the drift-sense as the absence of the weapon. The weapon was at rest.

Vahaan was watching them go.

As Callen watched — in the last two of the three slow breaths — Vahaan raised one hand.

He raised it slowly. Deliberately. The formal gesture of a farewell — not the farewell of a man glad to see his enemy leave, but the farewell of a man acknowledging a departure he had not chosen, from someone whose work with him was not yet finished. The hand came up to the height of Vahaan's right shoulder and held there. It was, impossibly, a farewell.

Callen turned his face forward.

He did not look back again.

In the bond, Kyraleth said, after perhaps five minutes of silent flight, He will come.

I know.

He is not done. He is only pausing to honor the dead. He will finish the rite. He will bury the watcher's body or commit it to the drift in whatever way the Ember Court commits the bodies of those it mourns. He will then return to Ashkaveth. He will then follow us.

How long?

A day. Perhaps two. The mourning rite will give us the day. The burial or the committing will give us perhaps another half-day. After that, he will be in the air and Ashkaveth is faster than I am and he will know which direction we went because the only direction we could have gone is north, and north is the direction that leads back to everything you love.

Kyraleth, the watcher's collapse. She used the last of the working that was sustaining her body to bring down the ceiling between me and Vahaan. She could have used it to kill him.

Yes.

She didn't. She used it to separate us. She brought down the ceiling between us, not on top of him. She chose the collapse precisely. She spared him. Why?

A long pause.

I don't know for certain. But I think the reason is the same reason she told you not to kill his dragon. There is something about Vahaan, or about Ashkaveth, or about the line they come from, that the watcher considered worth preserving even at the cost of her own life. She could have brought the ceiling down on his head and ended the threat and died doing it. She chose instead to bring the ceiling down between the two of you and to die doing that instead. The result is the same for her — she is dead either way. But the result is different for the world, because the world still has Vahaan in it and the world still has Ashkaveth in it, and whatever the reason the watcher wanted them alive, the reason is part of the second half of the telling.

The second half of the telling that she gave to Wren.

Yes.

Not to me.

Not to you. To Wren. She gave the second half to the man who was holding her. The man who had carried her up the staircase. The man who was there.

Behind Callen on the harness, after perhaps another five minutes of silent flight, Wren spoke. "The watcher said something to me before she died."

Callen did not turn his head. He kept his face forward into the cold evening wind.

"I know. I could feel it through the drift-sense. She was doing something to you while she spoke. Something to your memory. I could feel the shape of the working."

"Yes. I felt it too. It was, it was the strangest thing that has ever happened to me, and I've had a number of strange things happen to me in the last seven days. It was cold. It was precise. It was the kind of thing a person does to another person when the person doing it has decided that the other person is the only available surface to write on and the writing has to be done before the writer dies. She wrote on me. I don't know what she wrote. I have the sounds of what she said inside my head and the sounds are — they are very clear. Clearer than any sounds I have ever remembered. A clarity that is not the way my memory normally works. She did something to the way my memory is holding them."

"She imprinted them."

"Is that the word?"

"It's the closest word I have. She pressed the shape of the sounds into your memory with the last of her strength, so that you'd be able to repeat them exactly. The sounds are in Old Singer. I could hear her speaking but I couldn't make out the individual words at the distance I was at. The words are for Finch."

"Yes. She said — at the end, in common — tell him. After you are home. Not before. Some things must travel safely."

Callen was quiet for a long moment.

The cold evening wind came past his face. The broken stone country below them was beginning to take on the long blue shadows of late afternoon. Somewhere behind them — a long way behind them now, and getting longer with each beat of Kyraleth's wings — the Spine was falling below the curve of the visible distance.

"Wren."

"Yes?"

"Can you tell me the sounds now?"

"I can. They are the clearest things in my head right now. Clearer than my own name. I could say them to you right now, syllable for syllable, and you could relay them to Kyraleth through the bond, and Kyraleth could translate them, and you would have the second half of the telling before the sun goes down. But the watcher said after you are home. Not before."

Callen considered pressing.

He considered it in the way a man considered pressing when the thing he was pressing for was the reason for a journey that had taken seven days and had cost blood and ribs and the life of an eight-hundred-year-old watcher. He could press. He could make the argument that the road was dangerous and Vahaan was behind them and if something happened to Wren the second half died with him. The argument would be correct in every particular. The argument would be the argument of a man who had been making correct arguments in incorrect situations for most of his adult life.

But the watcher had said not before.

The instruction had been the last thing she had said in common. The last coherent thing she had said at all.

Callen did not press.

"All right," he said. “We wait until we're home. We wait until Finch can translate. We do what the watcher said."

Wren was quiet for a moment behind him on the harness. "Singer." A pause. "Thank you for not pressing. I would have told you if you had pressed. I want you to know that. I would have said the sounds and you would have had the translation and we would both have known what the watcher died to tell us. But the watcher said not before, and the not before was the last thing she said, and I — I am carrying a woman's last words in my head, Singer, and the last words said not before, and I think the not before has a reason, and I think the reason is the same kind of reason that made you sit down on the obsidian gravel when the things on the slope came near. The not before is the same shape as the not yet the figure in your dream said to you. The not before is the same shape as something you protect by not rushing to use it."

Callen held very still on the harness.

He had not expected Wren to make that connection. He had underestimated, for the seven hundredth time this week, the man in the elaborate dark coat with the burgundy-and-forest-green socks who was sitting behind him on the harness of a wounded dragon flying north across a darkening country.

"You're right," he said. "The shapes are the same."

"We fly north."

"We fly north."

In the bond, Kyraleth was the slow warm quiet of a dragon who had heard all of it and had decided that the shape of the not before was a shape worth honoring. He turned the great wounded body north into the cold evening wind. He had somewhere to go. Something to protect. A man on his back, a man behind that man, and the second half of a telling that had been waiting eight centuries to be heard — traveling safely in the memory of a man whose name the watcher had never known.

They flew north.

Behind them, the Spine disappeared below the curve of the land. The six pillars went down one by one into the long blue shadow of the country. The carved doorway, the swept platform, the dim upper room with the body of the watcher — gone.


Chapter Twenty-One


WHAT WAS LOST



Kyraleth flew hard and straight into the cold evening wind with the determination of a wounded dragon who had decided that the distance between himself and the thing behind him was the only number that mattered. The wound on his left flank was a long dark line Callen could see from the harness every time the left wing came up on the upbeat. It was the claw-mark of a dragon who had been faster and older and more efficient, placed with the contempt of a creature that could have placed it deeper and had chosen not to. The wound had crusted over in the first twenty minutes of the flight — the dragon-body's own healing, the scales at the edges of the cut pulling together with a slow patient contraction that would, given three or four days of rest, produce a scar that would be part of Kyraleth's body for the rest of his life.

Three or four days of rest was not available.

Kyraleth was flying at the speed that came between comfortable cruise and the kind of speed a dragon used when he was running from something. The between-speed cost the most in the long run. It asked the body to do work the body could sustain for hours but not for days, and the hours were going to add up to days before the journey was over.

Callen sat in the first seat of the harness and held on.

Behind him on the harness, Wren was quiet.

The broken stone country below them darkened as the sun went down. The long blue shadows of the low hills merged into the larger dark of the land. The cold evening air became the cold night air. The stars came out — the unfamiliar stars of the western country, the stars he had not yet learned the names of.

Kyraleth found the valley about an hour after full dark.

The valley was a sheltered fold in the eastern face of a low ridge — the kind of place Kyraleth had been finding all week, defensible and out of the wind, with a trickle of clean water and enough dry brush for a fire. He came down into the fold with the careful three-stage landing of a dragon who was not going to do any more flying tonight.

Callen dismounted.

The dismounting was the worst part of the day so far. The right leg — Vahaan's thigh-wound — had stiffened during the flight into a muscle that would not bend at the knee without the hot signal that meant the division was deeper than Callen had been willing to admit during the escape. He swung off the harness and landed on the left leg and the right leg buckled and he went down to one knee on the gravel — the same knee he had been on in the first chamber when Vahaan's blade had been coming down — and the dark shape of the memory sat on him for a held moment before he pushed himself back up.

Wren landed on the gravel without going down. He came around to Callen's left side and offered his shoulder without speaking and Callen took it, and the two of them walked together to the lee side of the ridge where the wind would not reach them.

The wound-work took the better part of an hour.

Callen did his own wounds first.

He sat on a flat stone at the edge of the fire Wren had built — Wren's seventh fire of the road, built in the same efficient way as all the previous fires — and he peeled back the coat and the shirt and looked at what Vahaan had done to him.

Three wounds. The left forearm. The left shoulder. The right thigh.

The forearm was the shallowest — a thin line across the outside of the arm, already crusted, already beginning to close. Callen cleaned the cut, spread a layer of Amara's salve along the line, and left it open to the air.

The shoulder was deeper. Vahaan's curved blade had gone through the coat and the shirt beneath and into the meat of the shoulder for about an inch. Callen cleaned the shoulder, spread the salve, bound it with a strip of the clean bandage from the pack.

The thigh was the worst.

The thigh-wound had stiffened during the flight into a hot swollen line across the front of the right thigh. When Callen peeled the riding trousers back in the lamplight, the wound was about four inches long and about three-quarters of an inch deep at the deepest point. The blade had gone through the heavy cloth of the trousers and into the quadriceps at an angle that divided the muscle along the grain rather than across it. That was the mercy. A division along the grain would heal faster and more completely than a division across the grain, and the fact that Vahaan had cut along the grain was either an accident of the angle or a deliberate choice by a man who had been choosing where to cut all afternoon. Callen wasn’t sure which things were accidental and which things were deliberate.

He cleaned the thigh-wound. He spread the salve. He bound it.

Wren helped with the binding. He held the bandage at the upper end of the wound while Callen wrapped the lower end, and the holding was the precise work of a man whose hands knew how to hold bandage for another man because the man's hands had been holding things for other men's wounds for a great many years. Wren did not comment on the wounds. He did not ask how deep. He simply held the bandage where the bandage needed to be held, and when the binding was done he folded the remaining strip of clean bandage back into the pack and sat down at the edge of the fire.

Then the dragon.

Callen took the lamp and the wet cloth and the last of Amara's salve — the jar was almost empty now — and he walked across the gravel to where Kyraleth was lying in the lee of the ridge.

The wound on the left flank was longer than it had looked from the harness. It ran from the forward edge of the left shoulder almost to the base of the left wing, a single long dark line across the blue-black scales where Ashkaveth's claw had opened the skin and the tissue beneath. The wound had crusted over during the flight, but the crusting had pulled tight in a way that would, if Callen did not soften it tonight, pull tighter in the morning and limit Kyraleth's range of motion on the left side for the next several days.

He knelt beside the wound.

He began the slow careful work he had done at every camp on every night of this road — lifting each scale at the edge of the wound, running the wet cloth gently into the space beneath, cleaning the crusted blood, and spreading the salve. In the bond, Kyraleth was the warm soft quiet of a dragon at the end of a very hard day.

Wren came over after about ten minutes.

He did not say anything. He knelt on the other side of the wound, at the place where the wound curved around the base of the left wing, and he took the wet cloth from Callen's hand and began to clean the part of the wound Callen could not easily reach from his side. The cleaning was careful — the cleaning of a man who had never cleaned a dragon's wound before and who was being very precise about the pressure and the angle because the man understood that getting it wrong would hurt the dragon.

Kyraleth, in the bond, registered Wren's hands on the scales.

The small hands, he said very quietly. He is gentle.

They worked together for another twenty minutes. The lamp burned low. The salve ran out. The wound was clean and softened and would not pull tight in the morning. Callen and Wren walked back to the fire together, and Wren fed the fire a few more sticks of dry brush, and the two of them sat on the gravel beside the fire with their backs to the warm stone of the ridge.

"Wren, I want to tell you what the watcher showed me. The first half. The transfer she did before Vahaan came back in. I want you to have it because you're carrying the second half and you should know what the first half looks like so that when Finch translates the sounds in your head you'll have the context for what the sounds mean."

Wren looked at him across the fire. "All right."

Callen told him.

He told him about the founding of the thirteen watch-posts — the Council, the long-attentive, the partnership between Singers and the old patient minds who had understood the corruption was going to need to be watched across many centuries. He told him about the slow centuries of observation — the corruption learning, adapting, becoming more subtle with each generation, the pattern of a mind that had a plan. He told him about the gradual loss of contact with the other twelve posts, and the counting presence that had moved through three of them. He told him about the warning about the Ember Court — the tradition that was pure and whose conclusions were wrong, the doctrine that the corruption could not be healed, the eight centuries of careful empirical observation that had produced it.

He told him that Aelyn had been waiting for the proof that the doctrine was wrong, and that Callen was the proof. The telling took perhaps a quarter of an hour.

Wren listened without interrupting.

When Callen was done, Wren was quiet for a long moment. "That is a lot to carry. And the first half is the half she was willing to give you before the test. And the second half is the half she decided could only come after."

"Yes."

"And the second half is in my head."

"Yes."

A silence.

The fire crackled between them. The cold night air of the sheltered valley held the silence, and the two men sat in it. Wren did not offer what he was carrying.

Callen did not ask.

"Sleep," Wren said after a while. "I'll take the first watch. You're wounded worse than I am. Sleep now. I'll wake you in four hours."

"Wren, thank you for carrying her."

"She was very light."

"I know."

"She was the lightest person I have ever held." Wren's voice was flat and steady.

Callen lay down on his sleeping roll on the left side — the side without the shoulder wound — and pulled the heavy coat around his shoulders and closed his eyes. The right thigh throbbed under the bandage in the slow deep rhythm of a wound settling into the long business of healing. The left shoulder ached. The left forearm stung. The cracked ribs on the right side sent a sharp signal with each breath: we are here and we are not going to let you forget we are here.

He slept.
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The dream came in the dark hour before false dawn.

The black glass cracked under his boots in the slow geometric way it always cracked. The figure was ahead of him.

The figure was in the same place it had always been — beyond the low rise in the surface of the glass, just out of reach, the distance that never closed no matter how many steps Callen took toward it. The clothes that caught no firelight. The carrying-something-in-one-hand. The patient posture of a thing that had been doing the work of counting for a very long time.

But this time the figure was not facing away from him.

This time the figure was turned.

Turned all the way.

Turned so that the front of the figure was facing Callen for the first time in all the weeks of the cold dreams — the front that had always been away from him, the front that had been the thing beyond the low rise he had never been able to close the distance to, the front that the quarter-turn in Teska's hut had been the first hint of.

The figure was facing him. And the figure had no face.

The counting was visible.

It was visible in the way the flowing pale silver-grey lines on the walls of the first chamber of the waystation had been visible — as patterns that moved across the surface in long flowing sequences. The patterns were names. Callen could see the names moving across the faceless surface in the way a man can sometimes see the words moving across a page in a dream even though the words are not in any language the man knows. The names were in Old Singer. They were the names of people who had lived and died across the centuries — the same names the voice had been reading aloud in the previous dreams, the same names that had been Tessen of the high pass, of the line of Vael and Maerith the keeper of the seventh post, of the line of Anra and Holvar son of the bellringer, of the line that has no name.

The names moved across the faceless surface in a slow steady stream.

Callen's name was not among them.

He stood on the cracking black glass and watched the names move and felt the certainty of a dreamer who understands the rules of his own dream: his name was on the list somewhere, but the list had not reached his name yet, and the figure was showing him the list because the figure had decided that showing him was the right thing, and the showing was neither a threat nor a kindness but simply the work of a thing that had been doing the work for a very long time and that was now, for the first time, letting the dreamer see the face of the work.

The figure spoke.

The voice was like stone — the same voice that had said not yet, not for you in the dream at Teska's hut. But the voice was quieter now. More personal. The voice of a thing that was speaking directly to the man in front of it for the first time and that had decided to use the register of a person speaking to another person at close distance.

The voice said:

Soon. But not tonight.

That was all.

The figure held for another moment — the faceless surface still counting, the names still moving in the slow steady stream, the dark clothes still catching no light from the sunless sky. Then the dream dissolved the way dreams dissolved. Callen was back in the sheltered valley with the cold pre-dawn sky above him, the fire at his feet burned down to a small orange glow, and Wren sitting at the edge of the fire exactly where he had been sitting when Callen had closed his eyes.

Callen woke, eyes opening slowly, the interior check of the body's systems: where am I, what time is it, what hurts, what does not hurt, who is near me. The sheltered valley. The dark hour before false dawn. The right thigh, the left shoulder, the left forearm, the cracked ribs. Wren at the fire. Kyraleth at the lee of the ridge.

His right hand was clenched.

His right hand was clenched around something small and hard and smooth. He had not been holding anything when he lay down. His right hand had, in the dark hours of the night, gone to the inside pocket of his coat on its own and had found a thing there and had closed around it and had not let it go.

He opened his hand slowly.

Nora's river pebble.

The smooth grey stone with the single fine pale line of quartz running across it. The stone from the stream that ran along the southern wall of the Academy. The stone his daughter had put in his hand at the eastern gate in the cold pre-dawn of the morning he had left, with the words so you don't forget the way home.

He held the pebble in his open palm and looked at it in the faint orange glow of the fire's last coals. The pale quartz line caught the glow and held it, the way it had caught the cold pre-dawn light of the gate that morning. The stone was warm. It had been in his clenched fist for several hours and his fist had warmed it.

He closed his hand around it again.

He held it for the length of three slow breaths.

Then he put it back in the inside pocket of his coat against the place where the anchor cord and the Keeper tablet and Finch's folded square and Teska's honey-wood token lived, and the five objects together made their compact weight against his ribs, and the weight was the weight of everything he was carrying home.

He sat up slowly on the sleeping roll.

Wren turned his head at the fire's edge. "Bad dream?"

"The same dream. Different this time."

"Different how?"

Callen considered. "The figure turned around."

Wren's pale eyes were steady on him in the faint light of the coals.

"Did it have a face?"

"No. It had a surface. The surface was counting."

A long quiet. Wren did not ask what the counting was. He had learned, this week, when not to ask.

"Get some sleep," Callen said. "I'll take the watch from here."

Wren laid himself down on his sleeping roll — on his side, one hand under his cheek. His eyes closed as a decision, not a collapse. He was asleep inside the same two minutes as every other night of the road.

Callen sat at the edge of the fire with the orange glow of the last coals warming his hands, the cold pre-dawn air on his face, and the five objects in his inside pocket making their compact weight against his ribs. He watched the eastern lip of the sheltered valley for the first thin grey of the false dawn.

Behind him, in the lee of the ridge, Kyraleth breathed in the slow recovery rhythm.

In the bond, very quietly, the dragon said, The figure turned around.

And Callen knew his concern.

It was the other thing the figure had said.

Soon. But not tonight.


Chapter Twenty-Two


SIGNS OF PURSUIT



The eighth morning came up cold and pale over the sheltered valley and Callen was already awake when it came, having taken the second watch from the dark hour before false dawn through the slow brightening of the eastern sky. The fire had gone out an hour ago. The cold had come in after the fire. He had let the cold come in because rebuilding the fire would have woken Wren, and Wren needed the sleep more than either of them needed the warmth.

Wren came awake at the first thin edge of the true dawn, the way he always did — the efficient transition from sleep to not-sleep that took about four seconds and that left no residue of dreaming on his face. He sat up on his sleeping roll and looked at the dead fire and at Callen sitting at the edge of the fire-pit and at the cold pale sky above the eastern lip of the valley.

"You let the fire go out."

"You needed the sleep."

"I needed the warmth more."

Wren stood up. He coughed once.

They packed the camp in the grey pre-dawn with the efficient economy the two of them had developed over the last eight days. The provisions were running thin. Wren's careful packing at Halden's storehouse had been calibrated for a seven-day journey with a margin of two days, and they were now on day eight with a return that would take at minimum another six or seven days if the route was clean, and the route was not going to be clean.

Kyraleth was already standing at the lee of the ridge when they came around with the packs. The wound on the left flank had done the overnight work of beginning to heal, and the crusting had softened from the cleaning Callen and Wren had done last night. The wing was moving more freely than it had been at the landing. Not freely enough. The left wing was still working slightly harder on each upbeat.

They climbed onto the harness and launched into the cold pale sky and turned north.

Callen had varied the route.

He had been thinking about the route since the dark hours of the second watch, when the cold clarity of a man who has not slept well and who knows he is being followed had produced, in the back of his head, the calculation the Nightshade had been trained to make in the long-ago years: the man behind you knows where you are going, because where you are going is the only place you can go, and the man behind you knows the route you took to get here, because the route you took is the only route there was. Do not take the same route back.

He had told Kyraleth, in the bond, during the quiet of the second watch: North, but not the same north. East of our outbound line. Through the higher country. Through the country we did not cross on the way in because the country we did not cross is the country Vahaan will not expect.

Kyraleth had considered.

The higher country will cost us. The altitude is harder on the wing. The cold is harder on all of us. The terrain will limit where I can land at the end of each day. We will lose perhaps a day of total travel time.

A day of total travel time is cheaper than a day of Vahaan catching us on the route he expects.

Agreed.

They flew north and east, up into the higher broken country that ran along the eastern rim of the volcanic terrain. The country was harder than the country they had crossed on the way in — steeper slopes, narrower valleys, the kind of terrain that asked the wings to do more work at exactly the altitude where the wings had less air to work with. Kyraleth managed it the way a wounded dragon managed anything he had committed to — without complaining.

The first sign came in the middle of the morning.

They were passing over a long narrow ridge that ran roughly north-south between two of the higher valleys, and Kyraleth had dropped to a lower altitude to take advantage of a thermal running along the ridge's western face, and Callen — scanning the ridge below in the constant background way he scanned any terrain he was passing over — saw the body.

It was a hollowcat.

It was lying on the eastern slope of the ridge about a hundred feet below the ridgeline, in the posture of a large predator that had been killed in the last few hours and had not yet been touched by any scavenger. The body was fresh. The blood around it was still dark and wet. The wound that had killed it was a single clean cut across the base of the throat — the same killing line Callen had used on the hollowcats at the camp five nights ago.

But the cut was not Callen's cut.

Callen's cuts were made by a man who used a straight blade and channeled a thread of his bond through the drift-resonance in the cross of the hilt. The cuts left a faint blue-white residue. He could not see the residue from a hundred feet. He could see the shape of the cut. The shape was not the shape of a straight blade.

Vahaan's blade.

He had passed over this ridge within the last few hours, at a heading roughly parallel to theirs and perhaps twenty miles to the east.

Callen did not say anything to Wren. He did not need to. Wren had seen the body at the same moment Callen had, and the tightening at the corners of Wren's pale eyes was the tightening that meant I see what you see, and the seeing is not good.

The second sign came in the early afternoon.

A plume of smoke.

It was to the east, perhaps fifteen miles, rising from the far side of a long high ridge that blocked the line of sight to whatever was burning. The plume was thin and vertical and perfectly steady in the way only a deliberately managed fire was steady. A wildfire would have been broader, more erratic. This plume rose in a single clean column that did not deviate for the full height of its visible rise.

Vahaan was burning something. Or Vahaan had made a fire. The plume was the kind a man made when the man wanted the people he was following to know he was there without requiring himself to close the distance.

In the bond, Kyraleth said, He is making sure we know. He could be invisible if he wanted to. Ashkaveth is faster than I am and the higher country gives her more options for concealment. He is choosing to be visible. The smoke is a courtesy.

A courtesy?

In the old parley protocols — the protocols his tradition preserved — the pursuing party in a parley interrupted by circumstances is required to make his presence known to the retreating party at regular intervals. The making-known is a formal obligation. It says: I am here, I am following, I have not abandoned the parley. The smoke is the formal making-known.

He's still under the parley?

He believes he is. The collapse interrupted the concluding phase but did not formally end it — the formal ending requires a closing statement from one of the two parties, and neither you nor he made one. By his tradition's reckoning, the parley is still in effect. He is following the rules of his own tradition even while he herds us north toward whatever encounter he is planning.

The man follows rules even when the rules are going to get him killed.

The man follows rules because the rules are the only thing he has.

The third sign came at a water stop in the late afternoon.

Kyraleth had brought them down at the head of a narrow valley where a thin stream ran over clean gravel between two high stone walls. The stop was for water and for rest. Callen and Wren had dismounted and were filling the water-skins at the stream when the boy appeared.

He was perhaps twelve. A shepherd boy — Callen could see it in the way the boy held himself, in the thin leather wrap around his ankles and the rough-cut wool of his tunic and the long staff he carried. He came around the lower bend of the stream with three thin goats ahead of him and stopped when he saw the dragon and the two men at the water, and the stopping was the stopping of a boy who had never seen a dragon in his life.

Wren raised one hand. Palm out. The long-road sign.

The boy did not know the sign. But the palm-out was universal enough that the boy's body chose not-running, and after a moment the boy came forward slowly with the three goats and stopped at the edge of the stream about twenty paces from where Wren was kneeling at the water.

Wren spoke in the careful flat common he had been using with Teska, and the boy understood some of it — enough to answer in fragments of the same common. The conversation was short.

When the boy had gone back down the stream with his goats, Wren came over to where Callen was sitting on a flat stone at the stream's edge.

"A red dragon passed overhead at dawn this morning. Flying roughly parallel to our course, east of us. Perhaps twenty miles east. The boy's father saw it from the upper pasture and came down to tell the family to keep the goats close to the walls today. The boy has been keeping the goats close to the walls."

"Twenty miles east."

"Twenty miles east at dawn. The boy's father is a good judge of distance from the air — the boy says his father has been watching birds of prey from the upper pasture for thirty years and can place a hawk within a mile at five hundred feet. A red dragon at twenty miles would have been — the father was very specific about the color. He told the boy to remember the color in case anyone asked. The father expected someone to ask."

Callen looked at the thin stream and at the high stone walls and at the cold pale sky above them.

Kyraleth.

I heard. He is not trying to catch us quickly. He is herding us. He knows we have to return home and he is choosing when and where to make contact again. The parallel course twenty miles east is the course of a hunter who has decided that the prey is going in the direction the hunter wants it to go, and the hunter's only job is to stay at the distance that keeps the prey moving. He has more speed than we do. He has more altitude than we do. He has the advantage of knowing where we are going because where we are going is the only place we can go. He is patient. He is not in a hurry.

And there is something else. Ashkaveth has not been holding the clean parallel course she held the first two days. She has been making longer lateral moves — out and back. I think she has been dropping his attendants forward along the route, one at a time. The parallel hunt is also a delivery run.

Callen relayed this to Wren.

Wren listened. His pale eyes went to the eastern wall of the narrow valley and held there for a long moment.

"That is the worst kind of hunter," he said.

"Yes."

"The one that doesn't need to catch you today because he knows he'll catch you tomorrow, or the day after, or the day after that. The one that is willing to let you exhaust yourself on the running because the exhaustion is part of the work."

"Yes."

"Then we need to make the running cost him something."

"How?"

"The higher country. Farther east of the outbound line. Into terrain that is harder for both of us but harder for him in the specific way that a man whose dragon has been in the air for days needs terrain that offers fewer options, not more. If we take the lower routes he has the altitude advantage. If we take the higher routes the altitude advantage is reduced — there's less air for both dragons, and the less-air equalizes the difference in efficiency between Kyraleth and Ashkaveth. We give up comfort. We give up speed. We give up the margin Kyraleth's wing needs. What we gain is unpredictability. Unpredictability is the only advantage the prey has over the hunter you're describing."

Callen looked at him.

"That's going to cost Kyraleth."

"I know. The wing is going to complain about the altitude. The cold is going to get into the wound and slow the healing. We'll lose a day of total travel time, maybe more. But Singer — if Vahaan catches us on the lower route, we lose everything. If Vahaan catches us on the higher route, we lose everything too, but the catching costs him more, and the more-cost is time, and time is the only thing that might give us an advantage we don't currently have."

Kyraleth.

I heard. He is right. The higher country will cost me. But the lower country will cost us more.

They altered course a second time — farther east than the pre-dawn correction, into the higher country Callen had chosen in the dark of the watch only notionally and that Wren was now committing them to in full.
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The higher country was exactly as hard as Wren had said it would be.

The terrain climbed through the rest of the afternoon into a long stretch of cold broken mountain that was darker and steeper than any country they had crossed on the outbound journey. The air thinned. The cold deepened. The wind at altitude had a bite that went through the coat and the shirt and the skin, finding the places in the body where the cold could settle. Callen's wounds ached in the cold — the thigh-wound especially, the bandage pulling tight against the swollen muscle.

Wren coughed twice more during the afternoon.

They landed at nightfall on a mountain ledge.

The ledge was the worst camp of the journey. It was narrow — perhaps twenty paces across, perhaps forty paces long — with a low rock wall on the western side that would break the wind and nothing else. There was no trickle of clean water. There was no dry brush for a fire. There was only the ledge and the rock wall and the cold and the vast dark drop to the east.

Wren built a fire anyway.

He built it from the reserves he had been carrying in the pack since the morning — the last of the dry brush from the previous camp, supplemented by a handful of dry sticks he had gathered at the water stop during the conversation with the shepherd boy. The fire was the smallest fire of the whole road. It burned low and fast and gave heat for perhaps an hour before the fuel ran out. Wren cooked no meal. There was almost nothing left. He produced from the pack the last two strips of the smoked goat from Halden's storehouse and the last thin wedge of the dark cheese and the dry end of Teska's hard sheep-cheese from the cup. The three things together were the meal, and the meal was divided evenly between the two of them.

Kyraleth curled around the upper end of the ledge, but the curling was tighter than usual. The head was tucked lower. The gold eyes were not on the fire but on the sky to the south and the east, watching the emptiness where a red dragon was not visible.

The fire burned out. The cold came in.

"Wren."

"Yes."

"I need to tell you where I am with the Nightshade. Because Vahaan is behind us, and the Nightshade is going to be the deciding factor in whether we survive the next encounter, and you deserve to know what it looks like from the inside so that when you see it you won't be surprised."

"All right."

"You've been calling me by the name since the tavern in Ironvale. I never asked why. I think I've finally worked out why. You use it because you don't want either of us pretending I am only the other thing. That has kept me honest in ways nobody at the Academy has been able to keep me honest, because nobody at the Academy knew the thing well enough to name it. I've been grateful for it without telling you I was grateful for it. I'm telling you now."

Wren did not say anything. The almost-smile at the corner of his mouth held for a second and went away.

"After the Keeper gate last year — after the gate read me and showed me the thirty-seven in the way the gate showed them — I thought I had put him down. I thought the man who came back south from the glacier was a man who'd been a Singer long enough to replace the man who'd been the Nightshade. I told myself that. I told Amara that. I told Kyraleth that, and Kyraleth let me tell him without arguing, which was a kindness I didn't recognize as a kindness at the time."

He paused.

"I'm not sure I have."

The cold dark of the mountain ledge held the two of them.

"The thing inside me that was the tool still comes up when the body asks for it. It came up on the gravel shelf at the hollowcat camp. I pushed it down. It came up in the corridor of the glass-walkers. I pushed it down. It came up in the first chamber of the waystation when Vahaan's blade was on me, and I pushed it down, and the pushing-down was the hardest I've ever done, because the Nightshade was the only thing that could have saved me in that chamber and I chose not to use it."

"Why did you choose not to use it?"

"Because you were in the building. Because Vahaan had told me the story of the boy on the bench with the book and the dragon's head on his lap. Because the new shape — the shape from the corridor, the shape I've been trying to carry since the glass-walkers — is the shape that says some things are not killed, they are passed, and the Nightshade is the shape that says everything is killed, nothing is passed, and the two shapes can't both be running at the same time."

"And you're afraid of what you'll have to do before this is over."

"Yes. Vahaan is behind us. Vahaan is patient. Vahaan is the best blade I've ever faced. When Vahaan catches us — not if, when — the man I am now is the man who will lose to Vahaan the same way I lost in the first chamber. The only man inside me who can beat Vahaan is the Nightshade, and the Nightshade is the man I've spent the last four years trying not to be."

A long quiet.

Wren did not answer the tactical question. He was quiet for so long that Callen began to think he was not going to answer at all.

"I sat across tables from three Nightshades in the years I was in the Veil."

Callen turned his head slightly.

"I never told you that. It didn't feel like mine to tell. Intelligence in the Veil was the work of debriefing the field operators after the field work — reading the reports, sitting across from the men who had done the reports, understanding what the doing had done to the doers. I was never a Nightshade. But I sat across from three, and the three of them were the most precise and the most broken people I have ever known. The precision and the brokenness were the same thing. The precision was the brokenness shaped into a tool, and the tool was what the Veil used, and the using broke the person a little more each time the tool was used. I have known what I was looking at since the morning you walked into the tavern in Ironvale and asked me to find Finch."

"I know you have."

"So when you say you're not sure you've put it away."

"Yes."

"My grandfather was a butcher."

Callen turned his head slightly.

"My mother's father. He kept a shop in a town that doesn't exist on any current map — a small inland town that was destroyed by a flood when I was fourteen and that I haven't been back to since. The shop was on the high street. He killed animals for a living. Goats, mostly. Some sheep. The occasional pig. He was very good at it. He'd been doing it since he was eleven — younger than I was when I went to the Veil — and by the time I was old enough to help in the shop he had been killing animals for perhaps forty-five years."

Wren paused.

"I used to help in the shop on the days my mother took me to visit. The helping was the ordinary work a boy does in a butcher's shop — carrying things, holding things, sweeping the floor after the morning's killing was done. I was perhaps seven the first time I noticed the thing about my grandfather's hands."

"What thing?"

"His hands remembered things the rest of him would rather forget. That is the way I would put it now, at the age I am now. At the time I was seven and I didn't have words for it. But I could see it. The hands — when the morning's killing was done and the shop was swept and the animals were hanging and the blood was mopped and my grandfather was sitting on the low stool behind the counter eating the bread my grandmother had sent with us — the hands did not stop. The hands went on doing the motions of the killing. Not visibly. Not in any way a person walking past the shop would have noticed. But I was seven and I was sitting on the floor at my grandfather's feet, and I could see his hands on his knees, and the hands were doing the fine twitching that a man's hands do when the man's hands have been doing the same precise motion for forty-five years and the hands have stopped being able to tell the difference between the doing and the not-doing."

He was quiet for a moment.

"My grandfather was not a violent man. He didn't beat my grandmother. He didn't beat my mother. He didn't beat me. He was the kind of man who picked up spiders in the shop and carried them outside because the spiders hadn't asked to be in the shop and didn't deserve to die for the crime of being in the wrong place. He was patient and he was kind and he told very good stories about very bad goats, and the stories always ended with the goat outsmarting the butcher, which was — I understood later — his way of telling me that the animals he killed were worth more to him than the killing.

"But his hands remembered. His hands had been doing the work for so long that the hands had become the work, and the work was in the hands even when the hands were at rest. The hands didn't care what my grandfather wanted. The hands cared about the work."

He looked at Callen across the dark ledge.

"It didn't make him a bad grandfather."

The words landed in the cold dark air of the mountain ledge between them. Not absolution. Not agreement. A useful thing said at the right moment by a man who knew how to say such things, and the thing was: the hands remember, and the remembering does not make the man who carries the hands a bad man.

Something in his chest that had been held very tight since the Keeper gate loosened. Just a little. Not much. The kind of loosening a man might not have noticed if the man had not been paying very careful attention to the interior places where the tight things lived.

The hands remember. It does not make him a bad grandfather.

"Thank you," Callen said, after a long while.

Wren made the dry crack at the corner of his mouth — the almost-smile. The almost-smile held for about two seconds. Then it settled back to the steady expression Wren wore at the end of hard days.

"Sleep," Wren said. "I'll take the first watch again. You're still wounded worse than I am."

"Your cough."

"My cough is a cough. I've had coughs before. The cough and I will manage. Sleep."

"The grandfather. What was his name?"

"Adren. My grandfather Adren was a man who picked up spiders and carried them outside and whose hands remembered the killing even when the rest of him had moved on to the bread. I think about him more often than I think about most of the people in my life. I've thought about him every day since Timond died. Sleep, Singer."

Callen lay down on the sleeping roll on the cold stone of the mountain ledge. The thigh-wound throbbed. The shoulder ached. The cracked ribs sent their sharp signal with each breath. The five objects in the inside pocket of his coat made their compact weight against his ribs.

He closed his eyes.

The dream did not come this night. Tonight the schedule included only the slow heavy dreamless sleep of a body that had been used hard in hard country and that was going to need every unit of rest the body could accumulate.

He slept.
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He woke to the alertness.

Wren was already alert.

Callen could feel it from his position on the sleeping roll — the change in the quality of the silence at the edge of the rock wall where Wren had been sitting on watch. Wren had moved from passive watching to active watching. The crossbow was out. Callen could not see the crossbow in the dark, but he could feel the shape of Wren's body in the firing position.

The attendant was below the rim of the ledge.

Callen could feel him now through the drift-sense — perhaps twenty paces below the eastern rim, on the rock face, climbing. The climbing was careful, the climbing of a man who had been climbing rock faces in the dark for many years and who knew how to do it without making the sounds a less-experienced climber would have made. He was perhaps six feet from the rim. He was going to come over the rim in the next twenty seconds.

I have him, Kyraleth said. Drift-signature is human, lean, not a Purifier. No drift-anchor fittings. The texture is the senior scout I read at the southern pillar during the parley — the older of Vahaan's three. He is alone. Ashkaveth is not within range. He came in on foot from the north. She must have set him down somewhere up the line yesterday. He has been climbing the rock face for the last fifteen minutes.

Scouting forward.

Scouting forward. He is not here to kill you. He is here to look.

All right.

Callen moved.

He came up off the sleeping roll onto the left leg, the right leg trailing, the sword already in his right hand because he had laid the sword beside the sleeping roll exactly the way the Black Veil had taught him. He was on his feet in two seconds. He was at the rim of the ledge in four.

The attendant came over the rim at the fifth.

The attendant was lean. He was perhaps thirty. He was dressed in the dark traveling clothes of a long-road scout — no ochre, no deep red, no drift-anchor fittings on his seams. Vahaan's man. His blade was already in his hand as he came over the rim — a short straight blade, the kind a scout carried for close work. He had not been expecting the camp to be awake. The surprise was visible in the way his face changed when he saw Callen at the rim with the sword up.

Callen darted forward.

The first step was fast, inside the attendant's reach before the attendant had finished bringing the short straight blade up into the guard. The attendant was good — Callen could see it in the fast adjustment the attendant's body made — but good was not the same as Vahaan-good, and the attendant had been expecting a sleeping camp, and the gap between the expecting and the finding was the gap Callen was inside before the attendant had closed it.

Their blades met.

Once.

The straight blade rang off Callen's blade with the hard sound of two good blades meeting in cold air.

Twice.

The attendant stepped back along the rim of the ledge and brought the blade up into the second-position guard the long-road scouts used.

The Nightshade came up through Callen's in the cold wave — and this time the wave was different, because the body was right that the body needed it, and the body was wounded, and the right thigh was not going to give Callen the third step the encounter needed if the encounter went on more than a few seconds.

Callen held the Nightshade at ready.

He took the third step.

The third step was the step the Nightshade had been trained to take when an opponent had committed to a guard but had not yet committed to a stance — the step that closed the last distance before the opponent could establish footing. Callen took it badly. The right leg did not push the way the right leg used to push. The step was three-quarters of what it had been, and the three-quarters was not enough to get all the way inside the attendant's blade-arc, but it was enough to get inside the part that mattered, which was the part where the attendant's right shoulder was carrying the blade.

Callen's blade went into the meat of the attendant's right upper arm.

A line. About four inches long. About half an inch deep at the deepest point. Through the dark cloth of the traveling tunic and the thin layer of leather underneath and into the muscle at the place where the muscle met the shoulder. The same place Vahaan's blade had gone into Callen's left shoulder in the first chamber of the waystation. The same depth. The same precision. The cut of a man saying I could have taken the arm and I chose not to.

The deliberate echo.

The attendant staggered back along the rim of the ledge. The short straight blade came down. The attendant's left hand went to the wound on the right upper arm, the fast pressure-grip of a man who knew how to slow blood loss while still moving. The right arm was still in the fight in the mechanical sense, but it was no longer going to do the work, and the attendant knew it.

Callen held his position at the rim.

He did not press.

The attendant looked at him in the dark — the eyes of a man who had been about to die and who was now realizing that he was not going to die.

Then the attendant looked past Callen.

He looked at Wren.

Wren was on one knee at the edge of the rock wall about ten paces back from the rim, the dark crossbow up and braced against his right shoulder in the firing position. The crossbow was loaded. The bolt was the dark bolt with the slim head Pavel had given Wren on the morning of the journey north, the kind that did the killing work of a much heavier weapon at the range Wren was holding the crossbow at. Wren's pale eyes were on the attendant. The crossbow had been on the attendant for the last six seconds, and the attendant — who was a professional — understood exactly what the crossbow at that range with that bolt held by a man who had been holding the firing position for that long meant.

Wren did not fire.

The not-firing was the message: we are letting you go. We are letting you go on the condition that you do not come back. If you come back, the bolt will not be a courtesy the second time.

The attendant took one step back along the rim. He took another.

He reached the place where he had come up over the rim and he lowered himself onto the rock face and began the descent in the fast economy of a man who was wounded and who was going to be slower than the climb up had been but who was not going to stop until he was off the rock face. The climbing-down sound continued for perhaps thirty seconds. Then the sound stopped.

Callen stood at the rim of the ledge on his one good leg with the sword still up in the second-position guard and the cold dark air of the mountain in his chest and the fast bright after-rush of the encounter going through his body.

He held the half for the length of three slow breaths. He let the half settle. The cold pressure behind his sternum stayed at the half-line — not coming up, not going down, holding at the place the new shape had been letting the Nightshade hold for the last two days.

He lowered the sword.

He turned slowly on the left leg and looked back across the ledge at Wren.

Wren lowered the crossbow.

He lowered it slowly, with the care of a man bringing a weapon out of the firing position without releasing the tension. He set the crossbow across his knees. He kept the bolt in the channel. The pale eyes were on Callen.

"Vahaan will read it when his man gets back to him."

"Yes."

"He'll know what you're saying with the cut."

"Yes."

A pause. "He won't take it as a kindness."

"No."

"He'll close the distance."

"I know."

Callen walked slowly back across the ledge. The thigh-wound was sending the hot signal of a wound asked to do work it should not have been asked to do. He sat down on the sleeping roll. He laid the sword across his lap.

"Thank you for not firing."

"I was going to fire if he closed on you a second time. I want you to know that. The not-firing was the not-firing of a man who was going to fire if the conditions changed."

"I know."

Callen lay back down on the sleeping roll. The thigh-wound throbbed. The shoulder ached. The cracked ribs sent their sharp signal. The five objects at his ribs made their compact weight.

He closed his eyes.

He did not sleep for perhaps ten minutes — the fast bright after-rush of the encounter took that long to settle out of his body — and then the sleep came up through him, and he slept.

Above the ledge, Wren sat with the crossbow across his knees and the bolt in the channel and the pale eyes on the dark sky to the east where the attendant had gone, and the dry cough came once more in the deep of the night, and Wren held the cough in his chest for a moment and then let it go, and the cough was the smallest sound on the ledge.

Above them, the unfamiliar stars wheeled their slow quarter-turn.
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Callen woke in the hour before the hour before dawn.

Not to an alertness. To the ordinary surfacing of a body that had taken the rest it was going to take tonight and that was not going to sleep any more regardless of what the body would have preferred. The cold pressure behind his sternum was resting at the low mark of a tool correctly put down.

Wren was still at the rock wall with the crossbow across his knees.

"I have it from here."

Wren considered him for the space of a breath. Then he laid the crossbow on the stone beside his sleeping roll, bolt still in the channel, and lay down on his side with one hand under his cheek. He was asleep inside the two minutes he always took to get there. The cough came once in the breathing — a slight extra beat at the bottom of each exhale that had not been there a week ago — and settled into the slow deep rhythm.

Callen reached into the inside pocket of his coat and found the folded square. The wax seal had rounded slightly from fifteen days against the other objects. He broke it, tucked both pieces into the pocket, and unfolded the paper.

Finch's cramped hand filled two-thirds of the sheet in the dark oak-gall ink of the archive desk — not the traveling ink he used when he had to write on the move. He had written it at his desk in the long quiet hours before the departure, and had pressed it into Callen's hand at the eastern gate without comment.

Callen —

Not forgiveness. I want that to be clear at the start. I am not asking for forgiveness on any schedule, and I do not want you reading this thinking it is the thing it is not.

The scholar I was three months ago believed the correct handling of a dangerous text was to hold it until the handling was complete. I am not going to be that scholar anymore. Writing things down sooner. Saying aloud what I would previously have preferred to know silently. Bringing questions to you while they are still questions, instead of waiting until I have answers. I will do it badly at first. I want you to know, on the road, that I am working on it.

The other thing — because this is the other thing and not the work.

Thank you for trusting me to finish it.

I know leaving the tablet in my hands while you ride west is not what a man does with a scholar who kept a thing from him for three months. It is what a man does with a scholar he has chosen to still trust. I have not earned the choosing. I will try to, while you are gone. Every line that becomes translatable will be translated the day it becomes translatable. Every sheet of it will be waiting for you the moment you are home. I wanted you to know that I know the distinction.

Come home.

— Finch

He read it twice.

Then he folded it along the old creases and pressed the fold with his thumb. He did not re-seal it. He did not have wax. He put the folded square back into the inside pocket against the place where the other four objects had been waiting for its return.

The five objects pressed at his ribs in the compact weight they had been making since the morning of the departure.

The weight was the same weight. It was also not the same weight.

Callen watched for the light.


Chapter Twenty-Three


THE WILD DRAGON



The ninth morning brought cloud.

It was the first cloud they had seen since the salt-wind walk on the second day — the higher country they had been flying through for the last day and a half had been the kind of country that sat above the cloud-line most of the time. But the ninth morning's cloud was not below them. It was at their altitude, coming in from the northwest in long grey bands that filled the mountain passes ahead of them with a slow wet cold that the body registered as a different kind of cold from the dry cold they had been in. The wet cold got into the joints. The wet cold got into the bandages.

Kyraleth flew into the cloud-bands at the head of a long narrow pass between two of the higher peaks.

The pass was the kind a dragon took when the dragon had run out of better options — narrow, the walls rising steeply on either side, the floor perhaps a thousand feet below and littered with the kind of sharp broken rock that made an emergency landing an emergency in both senses of the word. Kyraleth had been choosing the passes carefully all morning, reading the drift-currents. This pass was the best of three he had considered. The best of three bad options was still a bad option, but it was the one they were in.

They were perhaps a quarter of the way through the pass when the other dragon appeared. It came out of the cloud on the left.

Not from above. Not from below. From inside the cloud, where it had been sitting — perched, perhaps, on one of the narrow ledges the mountain walls produced at irregular intervals — and it came out of the cloud suddenly, without any of the preliminary signals that a moving creature usually gave before it moved.

It was smaller than Kyraleth.

Smaller by perhaps a third in the shoulders and perhaps a quarter in the wingspan, which made it a young adult by any standard Callen had learned to apply to dragons in four years. The scales were the color of wet slate — dark grey, almost blue in the cloud-filtered light, with a faint sheen of moisture on them. The eyes were a pale cold yellow that caught the grey light and threw it back without any of the warmth Kyraleth's gold eyes carried. The head was angular. The jaw was set in the way a dragon's jaw set itself when the dragon had already decided what it was going to do next and was not interested in negotiating.

There was no rider.

The dragon was wild.

It held its position about fifty wing-spans off Kyraleth's left flank, matching their speed, and it called.

The call was not a sound Callen had ever heard a dragon make. Not the killing-breath warning-call Kyraleth sometimes used at the Academy. Not the low rumble Kyraleth had made at the hollowcat camp. It was a territorial call — the specific short sharp vocalization wild dragons used when another dragon had entered air they considered theirs. This is my sky, you are in my sky, explain yourself or leave.

In the bond, Kyraleth said:

I hear him.

What is he saying?

He is saying what he is saying. The call is the first call of the territorial sequence. There are three. The first is the notification. The second is the warning. The third is the commitment. If I don't respond to the first call, he will give the second. If I don't respond to the second, he will give the third, and the third means the fight has begun.

Can you outrun him?

A pause.

No. He is smaller than I am but he is faster in the short distances and he knows this pass and I don't, and his wings are not damaged and mine are, and he has been resting in the cloud while I have been flying for four hours at altitude with two men and two packs on my back. If I try to outrun him he will cut me off at the far end of the pass. If I try to climb above him the altitude will cost me more than it costs him because he is lighter and his wing-load is lower. If I turn back I lose a full day and Vahaan is behind us.

Can you fight him?

A longer pause.

I can fight him. I am larger. My killing-breath is stronger. In a straight fight on a good day at low altitude with no wind and no wounds and no cargo, I would take him in three or four exchanges. This is not a good day. Even if I win, the fighting will cost me a portion of the strength I have been rationing for the last two days against the possibility that Vahaan catches us before we reach the Academy. If I fight him and win, I will have won the pass and lost the margin that may be the difference between surviving an encounter with Ashkaveth and not surviving it.

The wild dragon called again.

The second call. The warning.

Shorter and sharper than the first, and the sound of it went through the wet cloud-air in a way the body registered as the next thing after this is the thing you do not want. The wild dragon's pale yellow eyes were on Kyraleth. The jaw was still set. The wings were adjusting their angle in the way wings adjusted when the body behind them was preparing to commit to the work of the third call.

Callen had perhaps thirty seconds.

He looked at the narrow pass ahead of them. He looked behind them. He looked at the wild dragon on Kyraleth's left flank. He looked, through the bond, at the inside of Kyraleth's chest.

The inside of Kyraleth's chest was the place where the dragon's pride lived, and the pride was the thing that was going to make the next thirty seconds either the worst or the second-worst of the road, depending on what Callen asked.

Kyraleth. I'm going to ask you to do a thing. I'm asking because this is the only way I can see to keep us alive for the next five days. I'm not going to tell you to do it. I'm going to ask. If you can't do it, I won't ask again, and we will fight, and we will pay the cost. But I am asking.

Ask.

Submit.

The bond went the most absolute silence it had ever gone.

Not the silence of the still-hand zones. This was the silence of a bond that could carry anything and was choosing, in the held moment of the asking, to carry nothing — the silence of a dragon who had just been asked the thing no dragon of his line had ever been asked, by the man whose asking was the only asking in the world the dragon would have received.

Then — not words. Not a sentence. What came through the bond was a surge — a single complicated wordless impression that arrived in Callen's head as the precise emotional equivalent of two things happening at the same time inside a creature who was very large and very proud and very old in the ways that mattered.

The first thing was pride.

Not manageable pride. The deep pride. The pride that lived in the inherited memory of Kyraleth's line — the pride of the dragons who had flown these skies in the long-ago years and who had not submitted to anything, not to the corruption, not to the wars, not to the degradations of the long centuries of hiding. The pride was the oldest thing in Kyraleth. It was older than the bond. It was older than the egg. It was the thing the line carried because the line carried it, and the carrying was the carrying of creatures who had decided many centuries ago that submission is a kind of death, and we do not die that way.

The second thing was pain.

The pain of being asked, by the person whose asking was the only asking in the world the dragon would have received, to do the thing the oldest part of him had been built never to do. The pain of knowing that the asking was correct — that the man on his back was right, that the math was the math, that the fight would cost the margin they could not afford — and that the correctness of the asking made the pain worse rather than better.

The surge lasted perhaps two seconds.

Then Kyraleth said, very quietly, in the smallest voice the bond had ever carried:

All right.

Kyraleth slowed his wingbeats.

The slowing was the first step of the submission sequence — the deliberate reduction in speed that said I am not fleeing, I am not preparing to fight, I am doing the other thing. The wild dragon on the left flank registered the slowing at once. The pale yellow eyes narrowed. The jaw, which had been set for the third call, did not unset — the wild dragon was still within a few seconds of the commitment — but the jaw paused, and the pausing was the response of a creature who had been expecting either flight or fight and was now seeing the other thing and was not sure what to do with the other thing.

Kyraleth continued to slow.

The wingbeats went from the steady cruising rhythm to a slower rhythm, and then to slower still, and then to barely-maintaining-altitude — the rhythm a dragon held when the dragon was going to be on the ground or in a different position very shortly.

Then Kyraleth rolled.

He rolled to the right — the side away from the wild dragon, so that the rolling would not be mistaken for an attack — and in the rolling he exposed the underside of his body. The belly. The soft underbelly the scales did not fully cover, the part that was vulnerable, the part a dragon never showed to another dragon in contested airspace — because showing the belly said I am not going to fight you. You could kill me right now. I am letting you see it.

He held the roll.

The blue-black scales of his back were facing the wild dragon. The soft paler scales of his belly were facing the sky. His wings were half-spread in the awkward position that was not flying and was not falling but was the position a submitting dragon held to show that the wings were not going to do anything they had not been told to do. His head was turned away from the wild dragon.

The position was utterly vulnerable.

The wild dragon could have killed Kyraleth in that moment. A single pass. A single strike at the exposed belly from the angle the wild dragon was holding. The smaller dragon was faster in the short distances and the short distance between the two of them was now about thirty wing-spans and closing, because the wild dragon, processing a submission it had not been expecting, was drifting closer to examine it at close range.

The wild dragon circled.

Once. The pale yellow eyes took in the exposed belly and the half-spread wings and the turned-away head and the two men on the harness on the back of the submitting dragon. The two men were very still.

The wild dragon circled a second time.

On the second circle, the cold yellow eyes lingered on Kyraleth's belly for perhaps two seconds longer than they had on the first. The lingering was the assessment — is this real, is this a trick, is the larger dragon actually doing the thing I think it is doing — and the assessment was taking the time it always took in the wild.

The assessment finished.

But it was not the acceptance.

The wild dragon closed the distance.

It closed fast — the smaller body covering the thirty wing-spans in the sudden way smaller dragons covered short distances when they chose to spend the speed. The wings beat twice. The body crossed the distance. The pale yellow eyes were fixed on Kyraleth's exposed belly.

In the bond, Kyraleth said one word.

Test.

That was all.

Callen had time to understand what the word meant and no time to do anything about the understanding. The test-gesture that drew real blood without committing to the kill, the gesture that separated the real submissions from the ones that were about to turn into counter-strikes the moment the wild dragon committed to the acceptance.

The wild dragon was going to strike him.

Kyraleth was going to have to absorb the strike.

If Kyraleth absorbed the strike without retaliating — without the right foreclaw coming up, without the head turning, without the killing-breath gathering in the chest — the wild dragon would read the not-retaliating as proof, and the acceptance would follow. If Kyraleth retaliated in any way, even the smallest reflexive way, the wild dragon would read the retaliation as proof of the opposite, and the third call would come, and the pass would be the pass where they fought.

The not-retaliating was the work.

Callen's right hand went to the hilt of his sword.

Years of Black Veil training plus four years of bonded-Singer training had built the reflex below the level of his conscious choosing, and the reflex put his hand on the hilt before he had finished registering that the wild dragon was closing.

He took his hand off the hilt.

He took it off slowly. He took it off with the care of a man who understood that the wild dragon was reading both of them — the submitting dragon and the two men on the submitting dragon's back — and that a rider whose hand was on a weapon was not a rider who was submitting. He put the hand back on the harness strap. He made the hand still. He made the arm still. He made the whole of his body still in the hard stillness of a man who was not going to move even though the thing about to happen was the thing his body had spent twenty-two years learning to move against.

Behind him on the harness, Wren had registered the closing.

Wren did not know what was coming. Wren did not have the inherited memory and did not have the word test in his head. But Wren had seen the wild dragon cover thirty wing-spans at the speed that said contact, and Wren had seen Callen take his hand off the sword-hilt, and Wren — who read angles — had drawn the conclusion that the right thing was to be as still as the front-seat rider was being.

The wild dragon was on them.

It rose above Kyraleth's right shoulder — the shoulder opposite the Ashkaveth wound on the left flank, the clean shoulder, the one undamaged place on Kyraleth's upper body — and it raised its right foreclaw.

The foreclaw came down.

Four claws. Parallel. The wild dragon's claws were shorter than Kyraleth's but sharper at the tip, the way young dragon claws always were, and the four of them came down across the dorsal side of Kyraleth's right shoulder at the place where the shoulder muscle met the base of the right wing. The outer two claws cut shallow. The inner two claws cut deep. Four gouges through the blue-black scales, through the tissue beneath the scales, into the muscle of the shoulder.

Blood came up through the scales in four dark lines.

Kyraleth did not move.

The not-moving was the entire work. Holding the right foreclaw at rest when the four years of fighting-dragon in Kyraleth's body had built the reflex of the claw-that-answers into the right foreclaw. Holding the head turned away when the reflex was to turn toward the striking dragon. Holding the killing-breath down in the chest when the chest had been reading the closing body as a threat. Holding the wings in the half-spread submitting position when the wings wanted to come up and beat once hard and throw the smaller body off into the cloud. Holding every single one of the instincts the line had built into him across eight centuries.

In the bond, Callen felt the work.

The bond was carrying the fast bright signal of the instincts rising — the right foreclaw wanting to answer, the head wanting to turn, the killing-breath wanting to gather — and carrying, simultaneously, the harder slower deeper signal of Kyraleth holding every one of them down. The two signals were running against each other in the deep of the dragon's chest, and the running-against was the work.

Kyraleth held.

The wild dragon drew back.

It drew back in the precise way a wild dragon drew back after a test-gesture — lifting the foreclaw away from the shoulder it had struck and bringing the foreclaw back to the flight position, the whole motion one careful clean withdrawal rather than a re-engagement. The wild dragon's pale yellow eyes were on Kyraleth's face. On the turned-away head. On the held-still wings. On the half-spread position the submitting dragon was still holding with the blood coming up in four dark lines across the right shoulder.

The yellow eyes were reading the not-retaliating.

In the bond, very quietly, Kyraleth said:

If he reads it wrong he will strike a second time and I will have to kill him.

Hold.

I am holding.

Hold.

The wild dragon's eyes finished the reading.

Something in the set of the angular jaw changed. A fraction of a degree. The relaxing of a muscle that had been committed and was now no longer committed. The change was the acceptance.

The wild dragon peeled off.

A single sharp banking turn to the left, away from the submitting dragon, the wings carrying the smaller body up and back toward the high crag on the eastern wall of the pass where the wild dragon had been sitting before the intercept.

The wild dragon returned to its perch.

The cold yellow eyes watched Kyraleth fly past from the crag.

Kyraleth rolled back to level flight.

The rolling-back was slower than the rolling-in had been. The body came back around from the exposed-belly position to the normal cruising position in a long careful arc that cost more energy than it should have, because the wound on the left flank pulled against the roll from one side and the four new gouges on the right shoulder pulled against it from the other. The wings came back to the steady cruising rhythm. The head came back to forward-facing.

Kyraleth did not look at the wild dragon on the crag as he passed it.

He flew past with his eyes straight ahead.

The bond between them was carrying the quality of a creature who had just given a piece of himself away that he was never going to get back, and who had given the piece away because he had been asked by the person whose asking was the only asking in the world he would have accepted.

They flew the rest of the pass in silence.

They cleared the far end of the pass about twenty minutes later and came out into a long shallow valley on the northern side of the mountain range where the cloud-bands thinned and the cold pale sky above the cloud was the hard pale blue it had been all week. Kyraleth brought them down at the head of the valley where a flat shelf of rock sat at the base of a long gentle slope, sheltered from the wind by a low outcrop on the western side, with a thin stream running out of the rocks about thirty paces away.

He landed.

Kyraleth did not move for a long time.

Callen dismounted. Wren dismounted behind him. They stood on the stone beside the dragon's right shoulder and waited. The waiting went on for perhaps ten minutes.

In the bond, the silence held. Not the absence of communication but the presence of something that was not yet ready to be communication — the interior processing of a creature who had just done the hardest thing the oldest part of him had ever been asked to do.

When Kyraleth spoke, the mental voice was very quiet. The quietest the mental voice had ever been in the four years of the bond.

That was harder than any fight.

Callen stood very still beside the right shoulder.

I know.

I have fought things that wanted to kill me. I have fought the corruption. I have fought Ashkaveth in the air over the waystation for six hours. None of those things were as hard as what I just did in that pass.

I know.

The oldest part of me — the part that carries the pride of the dragons who flew before me — is telling me that what I just did was a kind of death. The kind that can't be undone. The one that goes into the inherited memory of my line and stays there, so that every dragon who comes after me in the line will carry the memory of the dragon who submitted in a mountain pass on the ninth day of a journey. My descendants will know that I did this. They will feel the submission in their own blood the way I feel the flights and the fights and the long-ago memories of my ancestors in mine. I have put a submission into the line. The line has never had one before.

Kyraleth, I'm sorry.

Don't be sorry. You asked. You did not tell. You said please. In the entire inherited memory of my line — the long memory that goes back to the founding of the watch-posts and before — no bonded partner has ever said please to a dragon when asking for a hard thing. The word is not a word the old bondings used. The old bondings were command and obedience. You didn't give me an instruction. You gave me a request, and the request had the word please in it, and the word — Callen, the word is the reason I was able to do what I did. If you had told me to submit, I would have fought and we would have paid the cost and I would have been right to fight. You asked me to submit. You said please. The please is the part that let me choose the submission instead of having the submission forced on me. The please is the difference between the old bondings and what we are. Thank you for asking instead of telling.

Callen did not know what to say.

He stood beside the right shoulder with his hand resting on the warm scales in the place where his hand always rested when the two of them had been through a hard thing. The hand stayed there for a long time. The bond was the slow warm quiet of two creatures who were going to need some hours before the other-side became the new normal.

After a while, Callen became aware that Wren had not moved.

He turned his head.

Wren was standing about five paces away on the stone of the shelf, in the still position he had been holding since the dismount. The pale eyes were on Callen's face. The line at the corner of his mouth was in the position it took when Wren was watching something he understood the importance of without understanding the specific content.

"Singer."

"Whatever just happened up there." A pause. "I'm glad I was not part of the conversation."

Callen laughed.

It was a small tired real laugh. The laugh of a man who had been through the worst week of his life and who was standing beside a dragon who had just submitted for the first time in the history of his line and who was looking at a man in an elaborate dark coat with mismatched socks who had just said, in the exact tone the moment needed, the exact sentence the moment needed.

"So is Kyraleth," Callen said.

In the bond, very faintly, Kyraleth made the low rumble in the deep part of his chest — the same almost-laugh he had made at the hollowcat camp when Wren had said I love this trip. The rumble lasted about two seconds. Then it stopped.

But the rumble was the rumble, and the rumble was the acknowledgment that the dragon had heard the sentence and that the sentence had been, in the way Wren's sentences were always the right sentences at the right moments, correct.

They made camp on the shelf of rock.

The camp was better than the mountain ledge but worse than any of the camps of the outbound journey. Wren built the fire from the dry brush at the base of the outcrop. There was very little food left — the last strip of smoked goat from Halden's storehouse, divided between them in two pieces that were barely enough to qualify as pieces. Wren ate his piece with the precise care of a man making the piece last as long as it could be made to last. The water from the stream was clean and cold and was, for the moment, the thing that was keeping both of them going.

Wren's cough came three times during the meal.

The third cough was the longest. It was a deep dry cough that lasted perhaps four seconds and that left Wren's face slightly more pale than it had been before the cough.

"Wren."

"The cough is a cough."

"The cough is getting longer."

"The cough is getting longer because the air is cold and thin and my body has been in the air for nine days. The cough will improve when we descend. We'll descend tomorrow or the day after because the terrain ahead drops to the lower country and the air in the lower country is thicker and warmer and the cough won't like it as much."

"All right."

"Singer, stop worrying about the cough."

"I'm not worrying about the cough."

"You're worrying about the cough the way you've been worrying about the boot since the salt-walk. I can feel you worrying from the back of the harness. The worrying makes a change in the way your shoulders sit and the way your shoulders sit makes a change in the way the harness sits and the way the harness sits is the way I read the emotional weather of the man in front of me. You are worrying. Stop."

Callen almost laughed again.

"All right."

"Thank you."

"Wren, how do you read my emotional weather from the back of the harness?"

"Singer. I have been an intelligence operative for the better part of three decades. Reading the emotional weather of the person in front of me is the thing I do before I do any of the other things. You carry worry in the right shoulder. You carry anger in the jaw. You carry the Nightshade in a change of angle in the back of your neck, about two degrees forward of the normal posture, which is the posture your body takes when the cold thing behind your sternum is up and your body is preparing for the work. I've been reading all three from the back of the harness for nine days. I didn't bring it up because bringing it up would have changed the readings."

"You've been reading me for nine days."

"I've been reading you for four years. The harness is just a more honest angle than the council table."

Callen sat very still by the fire and considered the fact that the man behind him on the harness had been reading his emotional weather from the angle of his shoulders for nine days and had not mentioned it, and was only mentioning it now because the mention was a kindness Wren had decided to extend to Callen on the ninth night of a road.

"Wren, I'm very glad you came."

Wren did not say anything else. The dry crack at the corner of his mouth held for about three seconds. Then it settled back. The fire burned low. The cold night air came across the shelf from the east. Kyraleth breathed in the slow recovery rhythm at the upper end of the shelf, the gold eyes on the sky to the south.

They slept in shifts again.

Callen took the first watch this time. He sat at the edge of the fire with the five objects in the inside pocket of his coat pressing their compact weight against his ribs, and he held the watch.


Chapter Twenty-Four


TESKA'S FIRE, RETURNING



The tenth day's flight took them down out of the high country and back into the long rolling terrain they had crossed on the outbound journey, and the descent was the only good thing that had happened to any of them in three days.

Wren's cough had been with them all morning. It had moved, across the night on the mountain ledge, from the dry cough of cold thin air into the deeper productive cough of a body whose lungs had begun the slow work of objecting. Wren was managing it. He sat in the second seat of the harness with the waxed wool scarf wound tighter than usual around the lower half of his face, and the cough came at intervals of perhaps ten minutes.

Kyraleth's wing had not healed properly. The morning's flight had pulled the crusting apart in two places along the upper edge where the movement of the wing was greatest, and the two places were now weeping the slow clear fluid that meant the healing had been set back by at least a day. The left wing was compensating harder.

Callen's wounds were infected.

He had known since the morning, when he had peeled back the bandage on the right thigh and found the hot redness at the edges that meant the cleaning and the salve had not been enough. The infection was not serious yet — the kind a fresh wound developed when the wound had been dressed in field conditions and the body carrying it had been sleeping on cold stone and eating almost nothing for three days. But the infection was going to get serious if the wound was not properly cleaned with supplies Callen did not have.

They could not fly another full day without stopping.

The three of them — the wounded dragon, the sick man, the infected man — were the arithmetic of a company pushed past its margin, and the arithmetic was saying land, rest, find help, or the arithmetic gets worse.

He looked at the country below.

The country below was familiar. Teska’s cup — the sheltered hollow between the two low ridges where he and Wren had spent a night and a morning four days ago — sat in this country, perhaps two hours’ flight ahead and slightly to the west, and the smoke from Teska’s central fire would be visible from about twenty miles in the clear morning air.

Kyraleth.

I know. I was going to suggest it.

How is the wing?

The wing is the wing. The wing will get us to the cup. The wing will not get us much farther than the cup today.

Then the cup.
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Teska saw them coming from the eastern lip of the fold.

She was standing at the low stone wall where the two shepherds with the staves had been standing the first time — the same wall, the same gap — but she was standing alone. The two shepherds were not at the wall. She was in the thin grey shawl of pale wool and the long dark overdress with the cuffs turned up, her iron-grey hair pulled back in the same tight knot at the nape of her neck, her pale grey-blue eyes on the sky.

She had been expecting them.

Callen could see it in the way she was standing — not a woman who had come to the wall because she had heard a sound or seen a shape in the sky, but a woman who had come to the wall at the start of the day because she had known, in whatever way Teska knew things, that the visitors who had left her cup four mornings ago were going to come back today, and coming back was going to look different from leaving.

Kyraleth came down in the lower pasture at the same spot he had landed the first time. The landing was harder than the first. The left wing did not fold smoothly.

Callen dismounted badly. The right leg buckled under him the way it had been buckling for the last two days, and he went down to one knee on the gravel, and Wren — dismounting behind him — caught his arm and steadied him without comment.

Teska looked at them the way a woman in her late seventies who had spent her whole life in a shepherd's fold looked at two men who had walked out of her fold four days ago in reasonable health and were now walking back in with three visible wounds, an infection, a cough, and a dragon whose wing was not folding properly. The looking took about three seconds.

She did not ask any questions.

She turned and walked back across the open ground of the cup toward the largest of the stone huts at the upper end. Callen and Wren followed her. Behind them on the lower pasture Kyraleth settled into the flat resting posture.

Teska put them in her own hut.

Not the empty hut at the western end of the fold where they had slept the first time. Her own hut. The largest in the fold, the warmest, the one with the central fire-pit and the woven floor mats. She put them in her own hut because her own hut had the fire and the heat and the space for two men to lie down on proper bedding and the stores a frontier woman kept for the times when injured people came to her door.

She brought the soup first.

The soup was not the goat-stew of the first visit. It was a thinner broth — bone broth, by the taste, the kind a frontier healer made for people who had not been eating enough for several days and whose stomachs needed the gentle reintroduction of food. The broth was hot. It had barley in it and wild thyme and a thing Callen could not identify that tasted faintly of iron and that he suspected was a blood-strengthening herb of the kind Amara used in the recovery teas she made for the Ashen Oath scouts.

Callen drank the broth. The broth was, by several orders of magnitude, the best thing he had tasted in three days.

Then Teska sat down on her low stool by the fire-pit. She put Callen's right leg across her own knee, peeled back the bandage, and looked at the infection.

She looked at the infection for perhaps five seconds. Then she went to the back of the hut and came back with a dark clay pot of the kind that frontier healers kept their strongest compounds in — sealed with wax along the rim to keep the contents from losing their strength.

What came out of the pot was a smell Callen recognized at once. It was a pungent herb compound — the same family of compound Amara used in the field kits she packed for the scouts. The specific herbs were different — Teska's version used the plants available in this country — but the working was the same working.

Teska spread the compound across the infection with the precise care of a woman who had been spreading compounds across infections for years. The compound stung — the sting of a thing doing what it was supposed to do. Then Teska re-bandaged the thigh with a clean strip of the heavy woven cloth the long-road clans used for wound-binding. She did the left shoulder next. She did the left forearm last.

When she was done, she turned to Wren. "The cough. How long?"

"Three days."

"Worse at night?"

"Worse at night. Worse at altitude. Better today than yesterday because the air today is thicker."

"Let me hear it."

Wren coughed.

Teska listened to the cough with the attention of a healer reading the cough for information. "Three days more," she said. "It'll be gone in three days if you stay below the cloud-line and drink the broth I'm going to give you every four hours. The broth has a thing in it for the lungs. The thing for the lungs is a thing I don't have a name for in your language, but it is the thing the long-road clans have been giving to travelers who come back from the high passes with the cough of cold thin air for as long as the clans have been in this country. It works. Drink it."

"I'll drink it."

"Good." She stood up. "Sleep," she said. "Both of you. The fire is going. The grandson is bringing blankets. I'm going outside to look at your dragon."

"Teska, the dragon has two wounds. The long line along the left flank — from the forward shoulder to the base of the left wing, the crusting pulled apart in two places. And four parallel gouges across the right shoulder, where the younger dragon tested him in the pass three days ago. The right-shoulder gouges are shallower than the flank, but they are fresh and they are on the working side. He needs the compound on both the way I needed it on mine, if the compound works on dragon scale."

"I don't know if it will. My people haven't had a dragon in this country in three generations. But I'll look at the wound and use what I have and the dragon will tell me, in whatever way a dragon tells a person whether a thing is working or not, whether the thing is working."

"Thank you."

"Don't thank me. Sleep."
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Callen slept.

He slept for perhaps four hours — the deep heavy sleep of a body that had been given hot broth and clean bandages and a warm fire and a pallet of heavy wool. He slept without dreaming. The body simply slept.

He woke in the dark.

The fire in the hut's central fire-pit had been fed while he was sleeping — someone had come in and laid two more pieces of the dry brush on the coals. The hut was warm.

Wren was not on his pallet.

Callen sat up slowly. The right thigh protested. The thigh was going to protest for several more days, but the protesting had a different quality to it now — a hotter, tighter quality that the herb compound had introduced, the quality of a wound being forced to do the work it had not been doing on its own.

He got up. He went to the door of the hut.

Wren was sitting by the fire in the common area at the center of the cup.

The common area was the flat open space between Teska's hut and the central well, where a second larger fire-pit served the whole fold on the nights when the clan gathered for meals or stories. The fire in the common pit was low — just coals and a few flames, the kind of fire a man built when the man wanted the warmth without the light. Wren was sitting on the low stone bench beside the fire-pit with his elaborate dark coat pulled tight around his shoulders and the line at the corner of his mouth in the position it took when Wren was awake in the night for reasons that were not the cough and not the cold.

Callen came across the open ground and sat down on the stone beside him.

The night was very still. Somewhere on the upper pasture, Kyraleth was sleeping — Callen could feel the slow recovery rhythm through the bond, and the breathing had the quality of a dragon who had been tended to by a woman he did not know and who had, apparently, allowed the tending.

Wren did not look at him. "Couldn't sleep," Wren said. "The sounds."

Callen did not need to ask which sounds. The sounds the watcher had pressed into Wren's memory in the last thirty seconds of her life. The sounds sitting in Wren's head with the clarity the watcher's imprinting had given them.

"They're very loud tonight. Not in any way I can hear with my ears. In the way a thing inside your head is loud when the rest of your head is quiet. The rest of my head is quiet tonight because I'm exhausted and the exhaustion has taken the surface noise down to almost nothing, and the almost-nothing is letting the sounds come forward. They are — I can feel them sitting behind my eyes the way you described the transfer sitting behind your eyes in the waystation. They are waiting. They're not doing anything. They're just present, in a way they haven't been present during the days when my head was full of other things."

"Are they hurting you?"

"No. They're the weight of a thing I can't set down. The woman told me not before. I'm not setting them down. But the not-setting-down is a weight, and the weight is louder when the rest of me is quiet."

A long silence.

The fire crackled low in the common pit. The cold dark sky above the cup was full of stars.

"I've been thinking about Timond," Wren said. "I told you the shape of it at the pillar. The letter. The road. The dying on the road I had told him not to take. I told you the facts. But there's a part of it I didn't tell you at the pillar, because the part I didn't tell you is the part I haven't said out loud to anyone, and the saying-out-loud is a different kind of work than the telling of the facts."

"All right."

"The last time I saw Timond was the autumn before he died. I came through the family country on one of the quiet errands for Lysara — the second of the six, the one that took me through the hill country south of the gypsum line. I stopped at the family land for two days. Two days is the length of time a man like me stops at the family land — long enough to eat a meal and to see the children and to have the careful conversation with his brother that the conversation always is, and short enough that the leaving doesn't become a thing that has to be argued about."

He paused.

"The last hour of the visit — the hour before I left — Timond and I argued. Not about the road. The road hadn't come up yet. The road was still several months in the future. We argued about whether I was going to come back. Timond wanted me to come back more often. He wanted me to be the kind of brother who came back to the family land for more than two days at a time. He wanted me to meet the children properly. He wanted me to sit at his table and eat his wife's food and be present."

A careful breath.

"I told him I couldn't do that. I told him the work I did — the work for Lysara, the work at the Academy, the work of being the man in the dark coat who went where the larger men could not go — was the work that needed me, and the work was the reason I couldn't stay. I told him this in the register the Veil had taught me to use for the conversations that needed to end quickly. The register that said this is the final word on the subject and there will be no further discussion. I used the register on my brother. On the last conversation I ever had with my brother."

The fire crackled as he stopped.

"He died on the road four months later. His wife's letter reached me in the spring. And the thing I've been carrying since the spring — the thing I didn't tell you at the pillar — is not the guilt of the letter about the road. The letter about the road was the right letter. You told me that at the pillar and I believe you. The letter was correct. The road was the wrong road. My brother chose the wrong road. The letter didn't fail."

A pause.

"The thing I've been carrying is the guilt of the visit. The guilt of the last hour. The guilt of using the Veil register on my brother when my brother was asking me to come home more often, and the using of the register was the thing that ended the conversation, and the ending of the conversation was the last thing my brother heard from me before he died. The last words Timond heard from me were the words of a man who had been trained by the Black Veil to end conversations, and the ending was the ending, and I didn't come back, and then there was no coming back to be done."

He looked at the fire.

"I should have stayed."

The words came out of Wren's mouth in the flat quiet register he used for things that cost him.

"Not from the road. I couldn't have stopped him from the road. He chose the road. But I should have stopped using the Veil register on the people I loved. I should have stopped ending conversations with my brother in the way the Veil taught me to end conversations with sources. I should have stayed the extra day. I should have met the children properly. I should have sat at his table and eaten his wife's food and been present for long enough for the place to know I had been there. And then — if I had been present, if I had been the kind of brother who stayed — then when the road came up four months later, the letter I wrote him would have been a letter from a brother who had stayed, not a letter from a brother who had left. And the letter from a brother who had stayed might have been the letter he listened to."

Callen sat very still beside him on the low stone bench.

He thought about Nora.

He thought about Nora at the eastern gate in the cold pre-dawn of the morning he had left, with the red wool coat and the mittens and the river pebble and the words so you don't forget the way home. He thought about the ache in his chest that had been there all winter, the ache of realizing that the child you had been a father to was already partly the adult she was going to be.

He did not say anything about Nora.

He did not say anything about Nora because the thing Wren was carrying was the guilt of the last hour of the last visit, and the thing Callen was carrying was the fear of every future visit, and the two things were not the same kind of thing even though the two things lived in the same neighborhood of the chest, and putting them next to each other would not have helped either of them.

He just listened.

He listened the way Wren had listened to him on the mountain ledge when Callen had told him about the Nightshade. He listened the way the fire listened to the thin column of smoke rising from it — by being there, by being warm, by not trying to change the direction of the smoke.

"Thank you for not saying anything. Most people, when you tell them the thing you're carrying, try to pick the thing up for you or try to tell you the thing is lighter than you think it is or try to tell you the thing is not your fault. You haven't done any of those things. I'm grateful."

"The thing is your thing."

"Singer, the next time I'm near the family land — if I survive the next several days — I'm going to go back. I'm going to stay for longer than two days. I'm going to meet the children properly. I'm going to sit at Timond's wife's table and eat her food and be present for long enough for the place to know I've been there. I'm going to do it because the man at the pillar told me the letter was the right letter, and the watcher at the waystation told me some things must travel safely, and the thing I've been carrying for a year is the kind of thing that can only travel safely if I take it back to the place it came from and set it down in front of the people who need to see it set down."

"That sounds right."

They sat together on the low stone bench by the dying fire in the common area of Teska's fold.

Then the bond opened.

It opened in the sharp way the bond opened when Kyraleth had registered a thing from the upper pasture that needed to be communicated immediately.

Callen.

Yes.

He is here.

The two words landed in Callen’s chest the way the two words had been landing in his chest all week — without surprise.

Where?

On the ridge to the southeast. About a mile out. Ashkaveth is in the resting posture. I can feel her drift-signature now that the wind has shifted and the cup has gone quiet — I could not feel it through the updraft off the fire and the ordinary noise of the settlement at dusk. She has been on the ridge for an hour. Possibly longer.

A pause.

Vahaan.

On her back when she came in. On foot on the ridge now. He made camp quietly. He has been watching the cup from the ridge since before we went to sleep. I did not know this. I should have known this. The wind was in the wrong direction.

He has found us.

He has found us. The shepherds’ smoke from the cup has been rising since dusk and the smoke would have been visible from twenty miles in the clear air above the cloud-line. He didn’t need to track us. He only needed to watch the sky for smoke and to know that the cup was the only settlement in this country that a wounded company would have stopped at on the return flight. He was patient. He waited for us to come to the only place we could come to. He landed while we were eating broth and he watched while we slept and he is camped on the ridge now, and whatever he is doing next, he is not doing it tonight.

Callen stood up from the low stone bench.

Wren was looking at him. "He's here," Wren said. Not a question.

"Within a mile. Kyraleth can feel the dragon."

“How long has he been there?”

“An hour at least. Kyraleth only felt it when the wind shifted. Ashkaveth has settled — she is resting, not circling. He’s made a camp. He’s not coming for us tonight. He’s watching.”

Wren stood up from the bench.

"Stay here," Callen said. "Whatever you hear tonight, stay here. Teska's cup is the kind of place that a Purifier under the old courtesies won't bring violence into — the courtesies protect the hearth of a neutral party, and Teska is a neutral party, and the hearth is the cup. He won’t come into the cup. He’s already decided that. He’s camped on the ridge to sleep and to plan, and he’ll act in the morning. I’m not going to wait for the morning.”

"Singer."

"Take care of Kyraleth if I don't come back."

The sentence was wrong. Callen heard it come out of his own mouth and knew it was wrong the moment the words were in the air. He had meant to say the sentence the other way. But the sentence that had come out was the sentence, and it was the sentence of a man who understood that the man in the elaborate dark coat with the mismatched socks was the person in the world, other than Amara and Nora, whom he would trust with the care of the thing he loved most.

Wren looked at him for a long moment. "I will," he said.

Callen turned and walked across the dark open ground of the cup toward the eastern wall.

Behind him, Wren sat back down on the low stone bench by the fire. He did not watch Callen walk away. He had learned, this week, from Teska, the kindness of not turning your head to watch someone you loved walk out of your field of vision toward a thing you could not help with. He sat on the bench with his back to the direction Callen was walking, and the sounds the watcher had pressed into his memory were very loud in the quiet of his head.

In the bond, Kyraleth said:

I'm coming down from the upper pasture.

Meet me at the wall.

The cold dark air of the cup held the sound of his footsteps on the hard ground. He had not yet decided what he was going to be when he reached the wall, and the not-deciding was the last freedom the night was going to give him.


Chapter Twenty-Five


THE WORK IN THE DARK



Kyraleth met him at the wall.

The dragon was in the flat resting posture on the gravel outside the eastern entry to the cup, with his great head lowered and his gold eyes on the southeastern sky — the emptiness where no red dragon was visible, but where one could be felt through the drift.

The shelf is on the southeastern face of the ridge. Good sightlines to the cup. He chose it to observe, not to stage an attack. If he were staging an attack Ashkaveth would be upright.

He doesn’t know I’ve seen him.

He doesn’t know you’ve seen him. He has decided the cup is settling for the night and that we are not aware of his presence. He will wait for the morning. The wait is the gift.

Good.

You are going out there.

Yes.

The Nightshade.

Yes.

A long pause.

I'm not going to try to stop you. I'm going to tell you that I will be in the bond with you the entire time and that the bond is going to carry whatever you put into it, and that I am going to hold whatever you put into it without judging it, and that when you come back I am going to be here.

Thank you.

One more thing. Come back.

I will.

Callen put one hand on the warm scales of Kyraleth's right shoulder for the length of about three breaths. Then he took the hand back and turned and walked out through the gap in the wall and into the dark hills beyond the cup.

He walked out of the cup and let the door open.

He had been holding it at half since the common fire. Half was the compromise. Half kept the body alive and did not decide to kill people. Half was not enough for the ridge.

The door stood between the man he had been for four years and the man he had been for the eleven years before that. The man on the other side had killed people on contracts and had not lost an engagement.

He moved.

Weight on the balls of the feet. Knees bent. Arms close. Hands light and open. Breathing controlled — not Shendra's count-of-four, the working breathing, exactly the oxygen the body needed for fifteen minutes and not a breath more. Breathing was sound. Sound was discovery.

The feet found the ground in the dark. No audible mistakes. The terrain went into the soles and not up through the body into the head.

The drift-sense the Nightshade had used for eleven years before Callen had known there was a name for it was back. The sharpest it had been since the Keeper gate. Not a working, not a power — the background awareness of where the living things were in the dark. A cat's awareness. The Nightshade had always had it.

He moved through the dark hills at the pace the dark hills asked for. Not fast. Not slow. The pace of a man reading the ground through the soles of his feet.

A mile. Twenty minutes.

The camp was on the flat shelf on the southeastern face of the ridge.

Small. A fire burned down to coals. A leather satchel at the head of a single sleeping roll, and on the roll a shape Callen recognized even in the low orange glow of the coals — the iron-grey hair, the scar on the left cheek, the slow even breathing of a man in the deep middle of a night's sleep. Vahaan. On his right side. The ochre tunic folded under his head as a pillow. The curved blade at his right hip, in the sheath, within reach of his right hand. The drift-anchor fittings in the seams of the red undertunic were dark and still. No alarm-working. No partial awareness. A man sleeping the plain sleep of a man who had set a guard and a dragon between himself and the world and trusted both.

Thirty paces along the shelf, the great red shape of Ashkaveth in the resting posture, wings tight, head on foreleg.

And a second man.

Younger. Leaner. On a low rock at the southeastern edge. Thin blade across the knees. Eyes on the slope below.

A guard.

This guard's blind spot was left rear. Upslope. Behind Ashkaveth. The guard had decided nothing was going to come down through a sleeping dragon.

Callen came down through the sleeping dragon's position.

Not past her. Through. The gap between the far end of her tail and the rock wall was four feet wide. He took the gap in silence. The gap put him eight paces behind the guard.

The guard did not hear him.

Three paces, then the heel of the right hand to the base of the skull.

The guard went down.

Silent. The thin blade slid off his knees onto the stone. The body folded sideways off the low rock and hit the shelf with a soft impact.

Callen watched him for two seconds.

The chest rose. The chest fell. Breathing.

He moved on.

He loosened the flat stones at the top of the slope where a man descending from the shelf would take his first steps. He placed three larger loose stones at the angles where a running foot would catch. He scored the packed earth on the path with the point of the folding knife in a long diagonal line that would, in the dark, feel like a crack in the earth and make a running man hesitate for half a second.

The saddle was on the stone beside Ashkaveth's left shoulder. Six straps. Six buckles. Six pins. He cut two of the six.

The folding knife, at the places where the leather was thinnest. Three-quarters through. The remaining quarter would hold for the visual inspection a man did before mounting. The remaining quarter would not hold under a hard banking turn. Vahaan would discover the cuts at the first hard maneuver after launch.

He scattered the provisions.

The satchel at the head of the sleeping roll — the same satchel that had held the flatbread and the citrus and the horn spirit at the parley meal. He opened it. He removed the contents. He buried the contents in three places under loose stones around the perimeter. Vahaan counted his supplies. The finding would cost time.

The device was on Vahaan's belt.

The belt was coiled on the stone beside the sleeping roll. The device was a cylinder about the length of a hand. Dark almost-black metal. A mechanism at one end — a trigger or release, spring-loaded, with a thin pin holding the spring cocked. The device was humming.

A working. The metal was the metal of the drift-anchor fittings in Vahaan's tunic — the same almost-black luster, the same low drift-note. A Purifier tool. Callen had no reference for it.

He left it alone.

Then Callen stood over Vahaan.

He had not meant to. The camp-work had brought him, in the natural course of the work, to the place on the shelf where Vahaan slept. Vahaan had not moved. The breathing was the same slow even breathing. The face was composed. The scar on the left cheek caught the faint orange glow of the dying coals. The curved blade was still in its sheath, a quarter-turn beyond the reach of the right hand that would have to sweep for it if the hand had time to sweep.

Callen stood three paces from the sleeping man, and his whole body was ready.

He stood over a man who had told him the story of an eleven-year-old boy with a book and a dragon's head on his lap. A man who had shared food with him and had offered the first bite and the first cup. A man who had said I am very sorry that this is the work we are in and had meant it.

Then he walked away.

He took three steps back from the sleeping man. The cold pressure behind his sternum did not diminish. The hands did not stop being ready.

He turned away from Vahaan.

He walked toward Ashkaveth.

The dragon was sleeping thirty paces from the camp.

She was in the flat resting posture with her great red body stretched along the shelf and her head on her foreleg and her wings tight against her back. In the dark she was a shape, not a color — a long vast presence on the stone that the body registered as very large, very still, very close. Her breathing was the slow deep breathing of a dragon at rest.

Callen approached her.

He approached her with his drift-sense wide open.

It was a deliberate choice. He made himself large. He deliberately broadcast his drift-presence into the air around him in a way that any creature with drift-sense within fifty paces would feel, the way a man standing in a dark room feels the sudden warmth of a lamp being uncovered.

He was making himself visible to Ashkaveth. He walked to within five paces of the sleeping dragon.

Ashkaveth's head came up from her foreleg.

The great red head turned slowly in the dark, and the eyes — not the cold yellow of the wild dragon in the pass and not the gold of Kyraleth's eyes but a deep dark amber, almost brown — opened and found him.

The eyes were very still.

The dragon was awake. She had been woken by his opening wide — the uncovering of the lamp — and she was now looking at the lamp from five paces away, and she was very still because she was processing the fact that a man she did not know had walked up to her in the dark while her rider was sleeping and was standing five paces away with his drift-sense wide open and his intentions radiating from him like heat from a forge.

Callen reached along the bond.

Not the bond with Ashkaveth — Callen did not have a bond with Ashkaveth and was not going to try to make one. The bond with Kyraleth. He reached along the bond in the way he had been reaching along it all week — the reaching he had used to open the doors of the waystation, the reaching he had used to let the wards read the texture of his partnership — and he let the bond open.

He let it open all the way.

He let Ashkaveth see.

The bond was there. Kyraleth was there, a mile away on the gravel outside the eastern wall of Teska's cup, and the bond was the slow warm patient thing it had been for four years — the freely chosen partnership of two creatures who had found each other on a cliff above a valley and had spent four years choosing each other again every day. The bond was what Aelyn had called the texture I have been waiting for. The bond was what the wards had read and passed. The bond was what Vahaan himself had acknowledged, across the unfolded leather satchel at the parley meal, as the true kind.

Callen let Ashkaveth see all of it.

The seeing took perhaps thirty seconds.

Thirty seconds was a very long time to stand five paces from a dragon who was not your dragon and whose rider was sleeping thirty paces away and who could, at any moment during the thirty seconds, have decided that the seeing was a violation and responded with the killing breath, or with the claws, or with the simple vast physical fact of a creature who weighed as much as a building deciding to stand up and crush the thing in front of her.

Ashkaveth looked at the bond with deep dark amber eyes

Then Callen closed the bond. He stepped back from Ashkaveth.

Ashkaveth's great red head turned slowly toward the camp where Vahaan was sleeping. She was not waking her rider in alarm. She had seen something and was working it through, and the work was producing the interior disturbance a bonded dragon produced when her interior had been changed by an experience the rider had not shared.

The disturbance traveled through the bond between Ashkaveth and Vahaan.

Vahaan woke.

Vahaan came up out of sleep the way a man who had been a Purifier for thirty-six years came up — in a single clean motion, the body going from horizontal to upright in about one second, the right hand finding the curved blade at the right hip in the same second, the eyes open and tracking before the body was fully vertical. He was on his feet on the sleeping roll with the blade in his hand before Callen had taken a second step back from Ashkaveth.

Their eyes met across the dark camp.

The distance between them was about twenty-five paces. The coals of Vahaan's fire were between them, and the faint orange glow was the only light. Callen could see Vahaan's face in the glow — the iron-grey hair, the scar on the left cheek, the deep brown eyes that were now very wide and very alert. Vahaan could see Callen's face — the blood on the coat from the wounds that had reopened during the camp-work, the folding knife in the left hand, the steady face of a man who had been doing work in the dark and who had been discovered doing it and who was not pretending he had not been doing it.

Vahaan's hand tightened on the blade.

Callen's hand went to his own blade at his right hip.

They stared at each other across the dark camp for a long moment.

The moment was the moment the Nightshade had been trained for — the moment of the held decision, the moment in which two men who were both capable of killing the other were both deciding whether the moment was the moment.

Vahaan looked at Callen across the twenty-five paces and the dying coals.

Then Vahaan's gaze moved to Ashkaveth.

The dragon was still in the position she had been in when Callen had closed the bond — her great red head turned toward the camp, her deep amber eyes on Vahaan, the interior disturbance that Callen had produced in her still working its way through the bond between dragon and rider.

Vahaan lowered his hand.

The curved blade went from the ready position to the lowered position, the tip pointing at the stone of the shelf rather than at the man across the camp. The lowering was slow. Deliberate. The gesture of a man who had made a decision and who was making the decision visible.

He said, in common, across the twenty-five paces and the dying coals. "Go. Not tonight."

Callen held the stare for the length of about three more seconds. Then he lowered his own hand from his blade. The hands were still ready. The calculation was still running. But the hands were not going to use the calculation tonight, because the man across the camp had said not tonight, and the not tonight was the same shape as the not yet from the cold dream and the not before from the watcher's dying words.

He turned and walked away from the camp.


Chapter Twenty-Six


THE ONE WHO COUNTS



Something woke him.

Not a sound. Not the cough, not the wind, not any of the ordinary noises a camp made in the deep hours of the night. Something that arrived in the back of his head the way a thought arrived when the thought was not his — not through the bond, not through the drift-sense, not through any of the channels he had learned to use in the last four years. Through a channel he did not have a name for.

Something was paying attention to the cup.

Callen opened his eyes.

He was on the low stone bench in the common area of Teska's fold where he had been sitting with Wren since the return from the dark hills. Wren was beside him on the bench, wrapped in the heavy wool blanket, asleep. Wren had fallen asleep about an hour ago — not the two-minute decision-sleep of the previous nights but the slow reluctant collapse of a body that had been awake for too long and had simply stopped being able to stay awake.

Callen stood up from the bench.

He stood up very slowly, in the way a man stood up when the man did not want to wake the person beside him. The right thigh protested. The cracked ribs protested. The left shoulder protested.

He walked out of the common area. He walked across the dark open ground of the cup, past the central well, past Teska's hut where the fire inside was still burning at the low steady heat, to the edge of the cup where the low stone wall at the eastern entry met the open ground of the lower pasture.

He stopped at the wall.

The starlight was very clear. The sky above the cup was the hard pale dark of a night with no cloud and no moon, and the stars were giving enough light that the open ground of the lower pasture was visible.

Callen let his eyes adjust.

The common fire had been out for hours. Teska's hut fire was inside the hut. There was no fire in the cup whose light reached the edge of the open ground. There was only the starlight.

The place was at the eastern edge of the cup, about thirty paces from the wall, at the exact boundary between the open ground of the lower pasture and the first rising slope of the hills beyond. It was the kind of place Teska had described in her story four nights ago — where you can almost see it but not quite, where you turn your head and it is gone. The place was at the edge of a light that was not there, at the boundary of a fire that was not burning, in the exact position a figure would stand if the figure was standing at the edge of a firelight that only the figure could see.

Callen looked at the place. The figure was there.

It was not standing the way a man stood. It was simply present — in the position a man-shaped thing occupied when the thing had decided to be in a particular position and had not needed to walk to the position because walking was not the way the thing arrived at positions. It was tall. Taller than a man, but not much taller. Thin. The clothes it wore were the clothes from the cold dreams — long, dark, the cloth catching no light from any source. The clothes were the absence of the catching of light.

It was carrying something in one hand.

Callen could not see what. The hand was at the figure's side, and the thing in the hand was the same dark as the clothes. He had been seeing the thing in the figure's hand for every night of the cold dreams. He was seeing it now with his waking eyes and it was the same seeing.

The figure's face was turned toward him. The face was the face from the dream in the sheltered valley on the night after the Spine. The face was not a face.

The space where a face should have been was the surface — the surface that was not skin and not stone and not any material Callen had a name for — and the surface was counting. The counting was visible the same way it had been visible in the dream: as flowing pale silver-grey patterns that moved across the faceless surface in long sequences. The patterns were names. The names were in Old Singer. The names moved across the faceless surface in a slow steady stream, and the stream was happening now in the waking world in the open ground of Teska's fold under the stars of a western country, and the happening was real.

The figure was real.

The figure had always been real.

The cold dreams had not been dreams. They had been the visits of a real thing, through the channel it had been using to visit the fires of Teska's people for ten generations — a channel the figure had been using since before any of the traditions had been traditions.

Callen stood at the wall and looked at the figure and the figure looked at Callen.

The looking lasted for perhaps ten seconds.

Then the figure spoke and the voice came from inside Callen's own head.

Not through the bond. Not through the drift-sense. Through the unnamed channel the figure had been using to put the cold dreams into his sleep. The voice was in the channel, and the channel was in his head, and the voice was the voice of stone from the dreams.

The voice said, You are the fourth. There will be a fifth.

The words arrived in Callen's head with no echo and no resonance. The words were exact.

"The fourth what," Callen said.

He said it out loud. His own voice in the cold still air of the cup was the ordinary sound a man's voice made when the man was speaking to a thing that was not a man.

The figure did not answer the question directly. Instead, the voice in his head said, The dragon you ride. Do you know what he is.

Callen held very still at the wall.

"I'm beginning to," Callen said.

Good. The fifth will need to know before they begin. You will meet them. Not soon. You will know them by the counting.

"Know them by the counting?"

By the counting. By the thing you have been seeing on my face for the last ten nights. The counting is my signature. The fifth will carry a version of it in them the way you carry the bond with the dragon in you. The two things are not the same kind of thing but they live in the same neighborhood of the self. You will recognize the fifth when you meet them because the recognizing is built into you now. The ten nights of dreams built it. That was the work I came here to do.

A pause.

The building is finished. You will not dream the dream again.

Callen stood at the wall with the thing the figure had just told him landing in him with the relief of a man who had been carrying a recurring weight for ten nights and who had just been told the weight was going to stop.

"Who are you," he said.

A long silence.

Then the voice said, I am what remains when a pattern finishes counting itself. You would not understand more than that yet. The understanding is in the counting, and you have not been counted yet. I am telling you what I am in the only way I can tell you, which is the way that is true without being complete. I do not do the other kind.

"Are you one of the long-attentive?"

That is the name your watcher used. It is not wrong. It is not complete. The long-attentive is the name the Singer civilization gave to the things it could see. I am one of the things it could not see. Your watcher knew of me — she felt the counting presence pass through the area of three of the silent waystations, and she called me the counting presence, and she was wrong about my intentions without being wrong about my existence. The Ember Court does not know of me. Your Seraveth's inheritors do not know of me. I am older than all of you. I do not interfere. I only count.

"Are you friend or enemy?"

The voice in his head was very quiet for a long moment.

Neither. And both. I am what counts, not what chooses. The counting is the work. The choosing is yours. I count. You choose. The two of us are in the same story but we are not doing the same job in it. Your job is the choosing. My job is to make sure the choosing is counted.

"What happens when the counting reaches my name?"

Your name is already on the list. It was added on the night you healed the ice at the glacier. The counting has not yet reached your name because the counting goes in order and your name is not yet at the place the counting has reached. When the counting reaches your name, it will count you. The counting of you will be what the counting does to everyone it counts: the recording of what you were. Not what you did. What you were. When the counting reaches you, it will record what you were at the moment the counting reached you, and the recording will be what remains of you after you are gone.

"After I'm gone."

After you are gone. Everyone on the list is gone eventually. The counting is the work I do for the gone. It is the only work I know how to do. I have been doing it for a very long time and I will go on doing it for a very long time after you are gone. I am telling you this not to frighten you but because the truth is the thing you have been asking for since you stood on the black glass in the first dream and tried to walk toward me.

Callen held the truth in his head for a long moment.

I have one more thing to tell you, the figure said. It is the thing I came here tonight to tell you.

"Tell me."

The man who hunts you will break his pursuit before the next dawn.

The words landed in Callen's head with the same exact quality as all the figure's words — no echo, no resonance, no ambiguity.

His dragon has begun to ask questions he cannot answer. The questions are the questions the dragon began to ask after you opened your bond to her in the dark hills tonight. The questions are the questions a dragon asks when a dragon has been shown a thing the dragon's tradition has been telling her is impossible, and the thing turns out to be real, and the dragon's tradition has no answer for the real. The questions will take the man and the dragon back to the man's Council, because the man's Council is the only place the man knows to take questions he cannot answer. The man will leave this country before the dawn. You may stop running at sunrise.

Callen held very still.

I tell you this, the figure continued, not out of kindness but because I need you to reach the place you are going. There is work ahead of you that I cannot help with and that only you can do, and you will not do it if you are still running when you arrive.

"What work?"

Home.

A pause.

Your daughter.

A longer pause.

The rooms you live in. What you do there in the months after this journey will count more than anything you have done in the years before it. The counting knows this. The counting has been watching the rooms for some time. The counting has been watching your daughter in the rooms. The counting has been watching the way the dragonet in your daughter's room sleeps in her blanket nest and the way your daughter puts her hand against the dragonet's flank in the warm mornings. The counting has been watching because the watching is part of the work, and the work is the work of counting what is being made in the rooms, and what is being made in the rooms is the thing the fifth will need before the fifth can begin.

"You're telling me to go home and rest."

I am telling you to rest. That is all. The counting can spare you this much. I do not often spare. The sparing is not the work. But the counting has been going on for a very long time and the counting has learned, across the very long time, that the things it counts are sometimes the things that need to be allowed to grow before they are counted, and the growing needs the resting, and the resting is the thing I can spare you. Go home. Rest. Be with the rooms and the people in them. Do the work of being present for the growing. The counting will wait.

A pause.

The counting always waits.

Then the figure was gone.

There was no motion. There was no dissolution. There was no theatrical departure. The figure was simply no longer there. The place in the open ground where the figure had been standing was now empty, and the transition had happened in no interval Callen could measure.

The cold still air of the cup was still the cold still air. The world was the same world it had been before the figure had arrived, except that the world now had a piece of information in it that it had not had before: the counting can spare you this much. Go home. Rest.

Callen stood at the wall for a long time.

He did not go back to sleep. He did not tell Wren. He did not tell Kyraleth — not yet. Not telling was the work of a man who had just been told a very large thing and who needed the private hour in which the very large thing could settle into the places inside him where the very large things lived.

He went to the bench where Wren was sleeping and sat down.

Wren did not wake. The heavy wool blanket was around Wren's shoulders and the pale face was composed in the relaxed way it was only ever composed in sleep, and the cough had not come.

Callen reached into the inside pocket of his coat. He found Nora's river pebble.

The smooth grey stone with the single fine pale line of quartz running across it. The stone his daughter had put in his hand at the eastern gate with the words so you don't forget the way home.

He held the pebble in his right hand.

He held it the way a man held a thing that had just been confirmed as the most important thing in his pocket — by the quiet confirmation of a thing that counted things telling him that the rooms and the people in them and the dragonet in the blanket nest were the things that were going to count more than anything he had done in the years before.

The counting can spare you this much. Go home. Rest.

He held Nora's pebble until dawn.

The dawn came up pale and thin over the eastern lip of the cup. The stars faded. The cold of the night began to lift. Wren stirred beside him on the bench and opened his eyes and looked at Callen and saw Callen holding the grey stone in his right hand and did not ask about it.

In the bond, very faintly from the lower pasture, Kyraleth said, Something happened in the night. I felt a presence in the cup. Not a drift-presence. Not a thing I have a category for. A presence of a different kind. It was here for perhaps fifteen minutes and then it was not here.

Yes.

You saw it.

I saw it. I'll tell you. Not now. When we're in the air. When the cup is behind us. The thing I saw is a thing I need to tell you about and the telling needs to happen in the air, not in the cup, because the cup is Teska's and the thing I saw is not Teska's and the telling should not happen in Teska's place.

All right.

Kyraleth, Vahaan is leaving.

A long pause.

How do you know?

The figure told me. It told me that Ashkaveth has begun to ask Vahaan questions he can't answer — questions that came from the showing I did in the dark hills tonight. The questions are taking them back to the Ember Court. He'll be gone before dawn.

A longer pause.

I can feel it. Ashkaveth's drift-signature — I've been feeling it on the wind from the ridge all night. The signature is moving. The signature is in the air now, not on the ridge. She has launched. She is climbing. She is heading south.

South.

South. Away from us. Climbing to cruising altitude. Moving with purpose. Not circling. Not observing. Going.

He is leaving.

He is leaving.

The bond went the warm quiet of a dragon who had just been told that the man who had been hunting them for four days was flying away from them in the pre-dawn dark.

Callen held Nora's pebble in his hand and watched the pale thin dawn brighten over the eastern lip of the cup. The five objects in the inside pocket of his coat made their compact weight against his ribs — except that one of them was in his hand instead of in the pocket. The one in his hand was the one that mattered most.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


THE SECOND DUEL



The eleventh dawn came up clear and cold over the long country east of Teska's fold, and Callen and Wren and Kyraleth launched into it at the first grey of the true light.

Teska had not been at the wall to watch them go.

She had been at the door of her hut when Callen had come to say goodbye in the pre-dawn dark, and she had listened without interrupting. The pale grey-blue eyes that had looked at him four days ago and ten days ago looked at him again. A woman who had seen a great many people come through her fold and who had decided long ago which ones she was going to worry about. Callen was one of the ones.

"The compound on the leg," she had said. "Change the binding every morning. Keep the compound fresh. Your wife will know the rest."

"I know."

"You don't know. You think you know. Your wife will know."

"All right."

She had not embraced him. She had not touched him. She had simply inclined her head in the long-road clan degree and turned back into the warmth of her hut — a woman who did not make goodbyes last longer than they had to.

They flew northeast.

The return route was the reverse of the outbound route in the lower country — the country they had crossed on days one and two, warmer than the high mountain country they had been in for the last three days. The warmth was the thing all three of them needed. Wren's cough was better — Teska's lung-herb broth had done the work — but the cough was not gone. Kyraleth's left flank was better — Teska had found a way to apply the pungent herb compound to dragon scale that the dragon considered acceptable — but the wound was not healed.

Callen's thigh was better.

Teska's compound had drawn the infection out across the night, and the morning's fresh binding was holding the wound closed. The thigh was going to hurt for another week at least. But it was the hurt of a wound that was healing rather than getting worse.

They flew for four hours.

The salt-wind zone appeared on the western horizon at about the fourth hour.

Callen recognized it by the faint pale-pink discoloration at the lower edge of the sky, the dry chalky band of mineral suspended in air that ran across the western horizon in a long thin line. The band was the leading edge of the hundred-mile crystalline salt-wind zone that had put them on the ground for nine miles of walking and skritching on the outbound journey.

They were going to have to walk through it again.

Kyraleth. The salt-wind.

I see it. I've been tasting it for the last quarter hour. We will descend to the eastern edge and walk, the same as before. The walk will take longer this time because of the flank, but we will get through.

All right.

Kyraleth began the descent.

Then, from the south:

Callen.

What?

Ashkaveth.

The red shape appeared in the sky to the south about thirty seconds after Kyraleth said her name.

She was coming fast. Not the slow circling approach she had used at the Spine. She was coming straight, at an altitude slightly below Kyraleth's cruising altitude, at the speed that was her speed — the long clean strokes that took less effort per stroke than any wingbeat Callen had ever watched, the body holding its line with the absolute steadiness of a creature that had decided where it was going.

She was not attacking.

Callen knew this because Kyraleth knew it, and Kyraleth knew it because the texture of Ashkaveth's drift-attention as she closed the distance was not the texture of an attack. It was something else. The texture of a dragon coming to find something she had lost and that she needed to find again before she could continue with the rest of her life.

She is not hostile, Kyraleth said.

I know.

She is carrying something. In her drift-presence. Something that was not there the last time I felt her. Something she has been carrying since last night. Since the showing.

The questions.

The questions. She has been asking them all night and she hasn't found the answers in her bond with Vahaan, and she is now looking for the answers in the place the questions came from, which is us.

What do we do?

We land. We let her come to us. We let whatever is going to happen happen.

And Vahaan?

On her back. I can see him. He is sitting in the same posture of perfect ease. His hands are in his lap. He is not holding any blade.

They landed on a flat expanse of cracked dry earth at the eastern edge of the salt-wind zone — the kind of flat open ground the ancient sea-bed produced at the margins, where the salt had dried into a pale crust that cracked under the weight of anything that set down on it. Kyraleth settled into the flat resting posture with his eyes on the southern sky.

Ashkaveth came down about two hundred paces to the south.

She landed with the economy of a dragon who had been landing for forty years and who had stopped thinking about the landing a long time ago. The great red body folded down. The wings came in.

Vahaan dismounted slowly. He stood beside Ashkaveth for a long moment, one hand resting on the red scales of her left shoulder, the way a man rested his hand on the shoulder of a person he was drawing courage from. Then he took the hand off the shoulder and walked forward across the cracked pale earth toward Callen.

He walked unarmed.

The curved blade was not at his hip. The sheath was not on his belt. The belt itself was missing — the belt that had carried the device with the removed pin. Vahaan was walking across the flat open ground with his hands open at his sides, the same way he had walked at the first meeting on the platform of the Spine.

He stopped at the formal distance and looked at Callen.

He had been looking at Vahaan's brown eyes for the better part of an afternoon and an evening and a night, and those eyes had belonged to a man who was principled and courteous and dangerous and sorry and certain. The certainty had been the thing that had made Vahaan the most dangerous man Callen had ever met.

The certainty was gone.

They were the eyes of a man who had woken in the dark to find his dragon asking questions he could not answer, who had spent the rest of the night holding the questions in his chest, and who had found, in the holding, that the certainty he had been carrying for thirty-six years was no longer what it had been.

Vahaan spoke. He spoke in common — not the halting common he had been using at the Spine but the common of a man who was no longer performing the language, the common of a man who was asking rather than telling.

"I need to know," Vahaan said. "What did you show my dragon."

Callen held very still on the cracked pale earth.

"Last night. On the ridge. She won't speak of it. I have asked. She won't send it through the bond in any shape I can read. But something in her has changed, Master Nasinth. Something in her that has been the same for the forty years I have known her has shifted by some degree I cannot measure, and the degree is the kind of degree that changes everything the degree is connected to, and everything the degree is connected to is — everything. I am not willing to continue this hunt blind. I need to know what you showed her."

"I showed her what I am."

"What does that mean?"

"I didn't speak to her. I didn't argue with her. I didn't try to enter her mind or to persuade her or to do any of the things a Singer could do to another Singer's dragon if the Singer was willing to violate the taboo. I simply opened my bond with Kyraleth and let her see. That is all. That is the entirety of what I did."

"You opened your bond."

"I let her see what the bond is. What the bond has been for four years. What the bond was when the wards of the waystation passed me. What the bond was when your own reading of me across the meal told you that the bond reads as genuine. I let her see the same thing you saw at the meal, except that I let her see it from the inside instead of the outside, and the inside is the part your tradition has never had access to, because your tradition has been reading bonds from the outside for eight hundred years and the outside reading is the reading that produced your doctrine."

Vahaan was very still. "Show me."

The two words landed in the flat cracked air between them with the weight of a thing a man had decided to say and that the man knew he was not going to be able to take back.

Callen looked at Kyraleth.

In the bond, Kyraleth's mental voice came in with the clear tone of a dragon who had been waiting for this moment since the morning of the approach to the Spine.

Yes. Do it. He has earned the chance to see what you would have shown his Council if they had been willing to listen.

This is the most intimate thing a Singer can do in the presence of another Singer. If I open the bond to him the way I opened it to Ashkaveth, he will see everything. Not just the texture. The actual partnership. He will see Nora through the bond. He will see Amara. He will see the forge and the Academy and the settlement. He will see the Nightshade. He will see all of it.

I know. Open it.

All of it?

All of it. He is the Third Purifier of the Ember Court. Open the bond and let the man see what the man has been trained his whole life to believe is impossible, and let the man make his own decision about whether the thing he is seeing is the disguise his tradition has been warning him about or the real thing his tradition has been hoping for without knowing it was hoping for it. I trust the bond. Do you?

Yes.

Then open it.

Callen opened the bond.

He opened it the way he had opened it for Ashkaveth on the ridge in the dark — the full unreserved unrestricted opening of the thing the bond was, held out in front of him the way a man opens a door all the way and steps back and lets the person on the other side see the entire room.

Except this time the person on the other side was a trained Singer who had been reading bonds for thirty-six years and who was standing ten paces away with his hands at his sides and his entire drift-sense extended toward Callen in the posture of a man ready to receive whatever was about to be given.

Callen gave it.

He did not fight. He did not argue. He did not arrange. He simply let the bond be what the bond was, in the open air, in front of a man who had been trained to destroy what the bond was.

The bond was: Kyraleth choosing him on a cliff above a broken valley. The injured dragon and the injured man and the three days of finding the connection in the slow way the old true connections were found.

The bond was: the four years of the partnership. The mornings at the forge when the hammer rang on the iron and the bond sang underneath the ringing. The evenings on the cliff above the eastern wall when the sun went down and the blue-black scales caught the last light and the two of them sat together in the long warm quiet of creatures who did not need to say anything to be together.

The bond was: the Keeper gate. The showing of the names. The black interior moment when Callen had understood that the Nightshade was not a thing he had been but a thing he was, and Kyraleth had been in the bond the entire time, and the bond had held.

The bond was: the glacier. Theraxis. Vaelthrix dissolving. The healing happening through the bond because the bond was the channel and the partnership was the thing the corruption could not survive because the corruption had been built on the premise that partnership was a disguise and the partnership was not a disguise.

The bond was: Nora at the eastern gate with the river pebble. Nora reaching across four hundred miles to help Kira hold the corruption back. Nora bonding with Solara in the open on the morning of the bonding ceremony, the vows of equals witnessed by the whole community.

The bond was: Amara. The silver ring on her finger. The hand finding his hand under the blankets. The not-speaking that was the thing.

The bond was: the settlement. The forge. The dormitory wing. The rooms. The people in the rooms.

The bond was: the Nightshade at full in the dark hills, standing over a sleeping man, choosing not to take the clean violent answer. The walking-away. The coming-back to the bench where Wren was sitting.

The bond was: all of it. Every piece. Held out in the open air on a flat expanse of cracked earth at the edge of a salt-wind zone under the cold morning sky, for a man whose tradition had told him for thirty-six years that the thing he was now seeing was the corruption's most sophisticated disguise.

Vahaan staggered.

The staggering was physical. The man whose body had been the most controlled and economical body Callen had ever seen in a fight staggered backward on the cracked pale earth as if the earth had moved under his feet.

His right foot went back. His hands came up from his sides. He caught himself after two steps. The bond was not a disguise.

Vahaan knew it.

Behind Vahaan, Ashkaveth made a sound.

Kyraleth, through the bond, registered the sound and translated its meaning in the same moment it was made: She is speaking to Vahaan through their bond. She is telling him. She is telling him what she could not tell him last night because she did not have the words last night and now, with the bond open in front of her for the second time, she has the words.

Callen heard the echo of it through the open air — not the words themselves, because the words were in the Ashkaveth-Vahaan bond, but the ambient impression the way a man standing near a closed door could hear the impression of a conversation. The impression was:

This is what we are. I did not know another like us existed outside our tradition.

A dragon who had walked across a courtyard years ago and put her head on the lap of an eleven-year-old boy with a book was now seeing, for the second time and with full clarity, a bond that was the same kind of bond as hers. The seeing was the confirmation of a thing she had been carrying inside herself for years — the knowledge that the bond she had with Vahaan was not the narrow bred-and-shaped bond the Purifier tradition had tried to make of her, but the old true bond, the freely-chosen bond, the bond the senior priest had recognized in the sanctuary courtyard and had called the old way come back to us in our own sanctuary.

Ashkaveth had been the old way all along. Ashkaveth had known it. Ashkaveth had not had the proof until Callen had opened his bond to her in the dark hills.

Now she had the proof. And she was telling Vahaan.

Vahaan was silent for a long time. "I cannot confirm my judgment."

The words came out of Vahaan's mouth in the halting common he had been using since the platform, but the halting was not the halting of a man who did not speak the language well. The halting was the halting of a man who was choosing each word with the care of a man who knew that the words he chose were going to be the words he reported to his Council.

"I have to return to my Council."

"And if they confirm it for you," Callen said.

Vahaan looked at him across the formal distance.

"Then I will come back. With others. And by then you will have had time to prepare, and our next meeting will be different from this one." A pause. "I came here, Master Nasinth, believing I knew what you were. I have read the Log. I have read the doctrine. I have used the doctrine fifty times in my career and I have been right about most of it and wrong about two of it and I have paid for the two in my body and in my sleep for the years since. I came here certain. I am leaving uncertain. I — Master Nasinth." The halting stopped. The careful enunciation stopped. The voice became, for the first time since Callen had met him, the voice of a man who was not performing anything at all. "I don't know what to do with what you have shown me. I don't know what to do with what my dragon is telling me. I don't know, at this moment, whether my tradition is what I have been told it is, or whether my tradition is what the watcher told you it is — pure in its methods and wrong in its conclusions. I am going to take the not-knowing back to my Council and I am going to report what I have seen and what Ashkaveth has told me, and my Council is going to have to decide what to do with the report, and the deciding is going to take some time, and the time is time you will have."

He stopped.

"That is the best outcome either of us can hope for today."

Callen looked at him for a long moment.

"Vahaan."

"Master Nasinth."

"If your Council decides you were right the first time — if they confirm the judgment — you said you'd be executed."

"I said that. It is true. The counterweight is the counterweight."

"And if they decide you were wrong — if they decide the bond is real and the corruption can be healed and the doctrine needs to be revised."

A long pause.

"Then the revision will be the work of the rest of my life. And the work of the rest of my life will be the work of a man who stood on a flat expanse of cracked earth at the edge of a salt-wind zone and was shown the inside of a bond he had been trained to destroy, and who was not destroyed by the showing. The not-being-destroyed is the thing I am going to take back to my Council. The not-being-destroyed is the beginning of the revision."

Callen inclined his head.

Vahaan inclined his head back.

The same degree. The same careful angle. Two men who had been built for violence and who had chosen, at the last possible moment, something else.

Vahaan walked back across the cracked pale earth to where Ashkaveth was waiting, hands at his sides, back straight — walking away from a thing he had spent his whole life walking toward.

He put one hand on the red scales of her left shoulder. The hand stayed there for the length of about three breaths. Then Vahaan mounted. The mounting was the same smooth effortless motion it had been at the Spine.

Ashkaveth gathered herself.

The great red body crouched on the cracked pale earth, the muscles along the shoulders tightening, the wings beginning to unfold to their full enormous span — and then she launched. The launch was clean and hard. The cracked earth beneath her claws scattered in a pale plume. The world dropped. The wings caught. The red shape was rising, climbing, banking south into the cold morning sky.

Callen watched them.

The red shape climbed. The red shape banked. The red shape became a speck on the southern horizon. The speck became a suggestion. The suggestion became the absence of a suggestion.

They were gone.

Wren had been standing about twenty paces to the left during the entire conversation. He had heard everything Vahaan had said. He had not understood what opening the bond had looked like from the drift-side, but he had understood what Vahaan's staggering meant, and what Ashkaveth's sound meant.

"Is it over?" Wren said.

Callen looked at the empty southern horizon where the red speck had been.

"For now. Not for long."

"He'll come back."

"He'll come back. Or his Council will send someone else. Or his Council will decide the doctrine is right and he is wrong and they'll execute him and send a different Purifier. Or his Council will decide the doctrine is wrong and he is right and they'll send an embassy. I don't know which. I don't think Vahaan knows which. The not-knowing is the best outcome either of us could hope for today."

Wren nodded.

"The salt-wind."

"Yes."

"We still have to walk through it."

"Yes."

"Kyraleth's flank."

"Is going to make the walking harder this time."

"I know." A pause. "I'll walk on his right side. You walk on his left. We get through. Then home."

"Then home."

Wren turned and walked toward the eastern edge of the salt-wind zone where the pale crust of the ancient sea-bed began, and Callen turned and walked toward Kyraleth. The great blue-black dragon was already on his feet with his wings folded tight against his back in the careful walking configuration and the gold eyes on the west and the salt-wind zone waiting for them ahead.

In the bond, Kyraleth said:

The walk will be worse this time.

I know.

The flank will pull.

I know.

Will you say please again?

Callen smiled.

It was a small tired real smile — the smile of a man who had been through the worst twelve days of his life and who was standing at the edge of a salt-wind zone that was going to cost all three of them blood and pain and the daily currency of the road, and who was smiling because the dragon had just made a joke.

They walked into the salt.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


THE LAST DAYS HOME



The salt-wind walk took them the rest of the eleventh day.

It was worse the second time. The wound on the left flank pulled against the walking gait, producing a new hitch in the foreleg rhythm that added about a second to every fourth or fifth step, and the added second turned a nine-mile walk into a ten-mile walk. The four claw-lines on the right shoulder had begun to scab the way the old sanctuary drawings showed dragon-gouges scabbing — slow, from the inside, the outer layer still open while the inner layer knit. Kyraleth did not comment on them in the bond. He had filed them, the way a dragon filed pain that was working on its own schedule and did not need to be discussed. Wren's limp from the right boot — the same bad heel, the fifth day of the limp — was worse, because the heel had been subjected to the high-altitude walking and the dark-hills work and the standing at fires all night.

The twelfth day was the day they passed back over the country Callen had known on the outbound journey.

The ridges he could name came back first. Then the watercourses. Then the long stitched pattern of farms in the southern valleys, seen from above in the late-afternoon light. The country had not changed. The man flying over it was not the same man.

He did not speak much on the twelfth day.

Wren did not push. Wren had developed, across the fourteen days of the road, the instinct for which silences needed to be spoken to and which silences were the slow interior work of a man sorting out what the road had done to him. Callen's silence on the twelfth day was the second kind.

Kyraleth's wing was healing. The compensation in the left wing's upbeat had diminished from the visible hitch to a barely-detectable drag that only Callen could feel through the bond. The scar would stay — the long dark line on the blue-black scales that Kyraleth's descendants were going to carry in their inherited memory along with the submission in the mountain pass and the place that filled with the song of the Spine.

Wren's cough had eased. It came once or twice a day now instead of every ten minutes. Teska's lung-herb broth had done its work. Wren's color had come back.

The thirteenth day was the day they crossed back into country Callen could have drawn from memory with his eyes closed.

The ridge-lines were his ridge-lines. The watercourses were his watercourses. The long low shape of the eastern ridge above the Academy was visible from about twenty miles. They flew until the light began to fail and then Kyraleth brought them down on a long flat shelf of rock at the head of a shallow valley that was perhaps a four-hour flight from the settlement.

The settlement's watchtower was visible from the shelf.

It was visible as a single distant light on the eastern horizon — the lamp Pavel's watch-team kept burning through the night at the top of the watchtower on the eastern wall, the lamp that had been burning every night for the four years Callen had been at the Academy, the lamp that meant the settlement is here, the people in the settlement are still alive, and they are still keeping the watch they keep.

Callen looked at the distant lamp for a long time. Then he told Wren about the One Who Counts. He told all of it — the dreams before he left, the figure at the edge of Teska's firelight, the appearance in the dark camp three nights ago, the voice in his head and what it had said. It took most of an hour. Wren listened in the still way Wren listened to things that mattered. The only interruption was Wren setting another branch on the fire at the forty-minute mark, and even that was done quietly enough to be a continuation of the listening rather than a break in it.

When Callen was done, Wren was quiet for a long moment.

The fire crackled low between them. The distant lamp of the settlement's watchtower was a single steady point of light on the eastern horizon. The cold night air held the silence the way the air of the cup had held it on the night Wren had told Callen about Timond.

Then Wren said, "So there are three forces now."

"Three?”

"The Ember Court. Whatever Seraveth left behind — the corruption that has been learning, the thing the watcher showed you in the transfer. And this. The counting presence. The thing that counts and doesn't choose."

"Yes."

"Three forces. The Court that has the doctrine and the tradition and the Purifiers and eight centuries of careful observation and that is — as of this morning on the cracked earth at the salt-wind zone — uncertain for the first time in its history about whether its doctrine is correct. The corruption that has been adapting and learning for eight centuries and that has survived the healing at the glacier and is now in its next phase. And the One Who Counts, who is older than any of them and who doesn't interfere and who only counts and who has told you that the work ahead of you is the work of being at home with your daughter. Three named forces. Possibly more unnamed. The thing under the basin was one of them — older than the Court, not in the counting presence’s line, doing work that had nothing to do with either. There are at least four kinds of old in the world now, and we have had our nose in two of them this fortnight."

"Yes."

"Good. I like knowing the shape of the problem." A pause. The dry crack at the corner of Wren's mouth — the almost-smile — held for about two seconds. "I've spent years working with problems. The problems I can solve are the problems I can see the shape of. The problems I can't solve are the problems whose shape I can't see. The shape of this problem is: three forces, none of them friendly, none of them hostile in the simple way, all of them old, all of them patient, all of them doing work the others aren't aware of. That is a shape. The shape isn't comfortable. But it is a shape, and shapes are things I can work with."

"Wren, what will you do when we get home?"

Wren looked at the distant lamp of the watchtower on the eastern horizon. "I think," Wren said slowly, "I'm going to stop running."

"Running from what?"

"From the rooms. From the settlement. From the thing I've been doing for the last four years, which is the thing of being in a place and not being of the place. I've been at the Academy for four years. I've been in Lysara's intelligence network for four years. I've been there the way I've always been everywhere — as the man in the dark coat who doesn't stay long enough for the place to know he has been there." He paused. "I think I'm going to stop doing that."

"How?"

"I think I'm going to tell Lysara about my brother. Not the operational details — she doesn't need the operational details. But the shape of it. The visit. The last hour. The register I used on Timond when Timond was asking me to come home more often. I think Lysara needs to know that the man she's been sending on quiet errands for the last year is a man who has been running from a brother's death for the same year, and the running has been making the errands possible, because the errands were the excuse to not be in the place where the brother had asked me to be."

"Lysara will hear it."

"Lysara will hear it. Lysara is the kind of person who hears things." A pause. "And I think — Singer, I think I'm going to ask to come on the next trip. If there is one."

"There will almost certainly be one."

"I know. The watcher's second half is in my head. The second half is the thing Finch needs to translate. The translation is going to produce — I don't know what it's going to produce, but it's going to produce the next trip, and the next trip is going to need the same kind of company the first trip needed, and the company is the one that includes a man who carries sounds he can't understand in his head and who has been useful before."

"You've been useful before."

The dry crack at the corner of Wren's mouth held for about three seconds this time. The longest it had held in the fourteen days of the road.

"Singer. The thing the figure said to you. The work that is ahead. Home. Your daughter. The rooms you live in."

"Yes."

"The figure told you to rest."

"The figure told me to rest."

"Then rest. For the love of — Singer, rest. You've been the Royal Advisor and the master smith and the Singer who healed the ice and the man who walked a thousand miles west to find an eight-hundred-year-old watcher in a waystation and who showed a Purifier of the Ember Court the inside of his bond and who let the Nightshade out in the dark hills and who chose not to kill the most dangerous man either of us has ever met, and the choosing was the third and the hardest and the most important choice you've made in this book, and the figure who counts things — the figure who has been alive for longer than any of the traditions we know about — told you the thing that matters now is the rooms and the people in them and the dragonet in the blanket nest and the daughter who puts her hand against the dragonet's flank in the warm mornings. Rest. Let the rest be the work. You've earned it."

Callen looked at Wren across the low fire in the cold night air.

"That is," he said, "the longest speech you've ever given me."

"I know. I've been saving it."

"You've been saving a speech."

"I've been saving the speech since the morning at the storehouse when I watched you decide to say yes, come. I've been saving it for the night before we got home, because the night before we got home was going to be the night you needed to hear it, and the needing was the needing of a man who had been carrying everyone else's weight for fourteen days and who had not yet been told by another person that the weight could be set down."

Callen did not say anything for a long moment. "Thank you, Wren." A pause. "I will permit you."

The words landed in the cold night air between them. Callen had been holding the words since the night in the lee of the rock outcrop after the salt-walk on the second day, when Kyraleth had said them in the bond about Wren and had asked Callen not to tell Wren because telling Wren would drive him back into the cycling-of-names theater of distance. Callen had been holding the words for twelve nights. He had decided, sometime in the last hour of the fourteenth night, that the telling was not going to drive Wren back into the theater of distance because the theater of distance was the thing Wren had just told Callen he was going to stop doing.

Wren looked at him. The pale eyes were very still.

"That's the dragon's phrase," he said.

"Yes."

"The dragon's highest compliment."

"Yes."

"He said it about me."

"On the second night. After the salt-walk. He told me not to tell you because he said telling you would drive you back into the private theater of distance you use to keep from being wanted. He asked me to let you discover it on your own. I've been letting you discover it on your own for twelve nights. I think you've discovered it."

Wren did not say anything for a long time.

Then the dry crack at the corner of Wren's mouth came back, and this time the crack opened all the way into an actual smile, and the smile was a thing Callen had not seen on Wren's face in any of the four years he had known him — not the almost-smile, not the theatrical smirk from the early years, not any of the carefully managed expressions Wren had been using as a substitute for the real thing.

Wren smiled. "Well," he said. "That changes the math. Good night, Singer."

"Good night, Wren."

Wren laid himself down on his sleeping roll for the last time on the road. On his side, one hand under his cheek. His eyes closed as a decision, not a collapse. He was asleep inside the same two minutes as every other night of the road.

Callen sat at the edge of the fire for a while longer.

The distant lamp of the watchtower held its steady point. The stars above the shallow valley were the stars he knew — the familiar constellations back in their correct positions for the first time since the first night in the ravine. He had left the settlement under unfamiliar stars. He was coming home under familiar ones. He was not the same man.

In the bond, Kyraleth was the slow warm quiet of a dragon keeping watch over two sleeping men at the end of a fourteen-day road.

Callen. Tomorrow. Home.

The bond went the warm soft quiet, and Callen sat at the fire with the five objects in the inside pocket of his coat making their compact weight against his ribs, and the lamp of the watchtower holding its steady point, and the morning four hours away.

He did not sleep.

He did not need to. The body had decided that the last four hours of the last night of the road would be spent looking at a distant lamp, feeling the quiet readiness of a man who was going to walk through a gate in the morning and be the man he had become.

He sat and he watched and the dawn came.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


THE RETURN



The Academy appeared on the eastern horizon in the last hour of the morning's flight, and Callen saw it the way a man sees a thing he has been looking at every day for four years and that has become, in the fourteen days since he last saw it, a thing that no longer looks the same.

The settlement was the same settlement. The eastern wall with the watchtower at the corner. The cliff above the eastern wall where Kyraleth's ledge was still the same. The main hall with the kitchen chimney still sending up its thin thread of morning smoke. The dormitory wing. The forge with the south wall that he had not gotten around to putting shutters back on before he left. The rooms.

Callen looked at the rooms from five hundred feet and felt the thing the figure had told him to feel: what you do there in the months after this journey will count more than anything you have done in the years before it.

The settlement was the same. The man on the dragon was not.

Home, Kyraleth said in the bond.

Kyraleth banked toward the eastern wall and came down into the courtyard in the slow careful three-stage landing he used for arriving at the Academy — the landing that announced itself as I am coming in and I am coming in friendly and I am very glad to be here.

Nora reached them first.

She came out of the dormitory entrance at a dead run. She had been at the window — the window of her room on the upper corridor, the room with the blanket nest for Solara in the corner — and she had seen Kyraleth in the sky, and she had not waited for the landing to be finished before she was running.

She was still in her sleeping clothes. Her hair was not brushed. Her feet were bare on the cold stone of the courtyard. She was nine years old and she was running at the speed that only nine-year-old children could run when the nine-year-old child had been watching the sky every day for fourteen days and the sky had finally given her back the thing she had been watching for.

She hit Callen. "Papa."

"Little Spark."

"You came back. I knew you would. I watched every day. Solara watched with me. Every morning we sat at the window and I told her you were coming and she said I will believe it when I smell him and this morning I told her you were coming and she said I believe it, he is in the sky and I looked and you were in the sky."

Callen held his daughter.

She cried.

Then Solara arrived.

The dragonet came out of the dormitory entrance about thirty seconds after Nora, because she had been in the blanket nest in the corner of Nora's room and had needed the thirty seconds to untangle herself from the blankets and get to her feet and make it to the doorway. She was slightly larger than she had been when he left. Not much larger. Perhaps a half-size of hunting dog larger. The wings were still too big for the body. The amber-gold scales caught the morning sun and threw the tiny rainbows they had been throwing since the day she hatched. She was attempting sustained flight.

The attempting was not going well.

She launched herself off the step of the dormitory entrance with the frantic backbeat of the too-large wings that Callen had been watching every morning for the six weeks before his departure, and she got perhaps fifteen feet of altitude — five more than the last time he had watched her try — and she aimed herself at Callen and Nora with the determined trajectory of a creature whose mind knew exactly where it was going and whose body had not yet learned to negotiate with the air about how to get there. She came in at the wrong angle. She came in too fast. She tried to land on Callen's left shoulder and missed the shoulder by about six inches and caught the collar of his coat with her front claws and hung there for a held second of frantic wing-flapping before the claws found purchase and the wings folded and the amber-gold body settled onto the top of his shoulder in a position that was not comfortable for either of them and that neither of them was going to change.

Nora's voice came from against his ribs. She had not let go. "Papa. I have to tell you something before anyone else tells you. So it comes from me."

"Tell me, Little Spark."

"I've been dreaming. A voice that counts. It doesn't count numbers. It counts names. My name is in it. Yours is in it. Solara isn't in it. Kira isn't either. I asked Solara and she can't hear it. I asked Mama not to tell you because I wanted to tell you. I wrote the names down. I wrote them down every morning for ten mornings and the list was the same list every time except one name was added on the seventh morning that hadn't been there before." She pulled back enough to look up at him. Her face was the grave face. "I'm not scared of it. I just wanted to know if you were hearing it too."

Callen knelt the rest of the way down.

He had been preparing himself, for the whole fourteen days, to come home and find that his daughter had grown half an inch and lost a tooth and learned a new word. He had not been preparing himself to come home and find that his daughter had been keeping a list.

“"Yes," he said. "I was hearing it too. I heard it for ten nights, and then it stopped. It stopped four nights ago. I’ll tell you about that when we’ve got a quiet afternoon. Right now I want to know everything you wrote down. That’s a good piece of work, Nora. That’s the kind of work a grown person does when they find a thing they don’t understand. You did the grown work. Now we do the rest together."

"All right." She let out the breath she had clearly been holding for fourteen days. "Can I get Solara off your shoulder. She's digging."

"Please."

Singer, Solara said in his head. The mental voice was the same warm dry voice it had been at her hatching — lighter than Kyraleth's, more musical, threaded with the dry warmth that had surprised him the first time he heard it. You smell of salt and old blood and a country I have not smelled before. I am pleased you are home. Nora has been insufferable. She also held the list closer than I would have preferred for the first three mornings — I could feel she was holding something, I could not reach the shape of what. She has forgiven me for asking. I mention it so you know she is already practicing the trick of keeping her own counsel.

He registered the last part of what Solara had said and set it aside. Not to be ignored. To be thought about later, in a room with a closed door, when his daughter was not within thirty paces of his face. His daughter was dreaming the dream. Solara could not hear the voice. Nora could. The figure had either followed him home along the thread of the anchor, or had been close enough to his family all along that Nora’s nine-year-old Bridge-sense could pick it up. Or both. The thinking would wait.

He knelt in the dirt of the courtyard with his daughter's arms around his waist and a dragonet on his shoulder and the cold morning sun on his face, and for a moment — for the length of a held breath — everything else receded. The Spine. Vahaan. The Nightshade in the dark hills. The One Who Counts. What was left was the rooms, and the people in them, and a nine-year-old girl and a three-month-old dragonet who had just made her longest flight ever and landed on the wrong shoulder.

Amara was next.

She did not run. She walked out of the main hall entrance with the deliberate calm of a woman who had decided, on the morning of the departure, that she was not going to be the kind of woman who ran across courtyards, and who had held to the decision for fourteen days, and who was going to hold to it now. She walked across the courtyard in the deep blue she wore when she was working — the practical color, the healer's color — and her auburn hair was tied back the way she tied it when she had been in the healers' yard since dawn. The silver ring her mother had left her caught the morning sun on her right hand.

She reached Callen. She put her arms around him. She held on for a long time.

"The leg," she said.

"A healer named Teska’s compound. Two days old. The infection is drawn."

"I'll look at it."

"I know."

"Callen. You look terrible."

"I know."

"Good. Come inside when you can."

She turned and walked back toward the main hall — a woman who had said her piece and who was now going to go back to being the healer and the political operator and the mother until the evening when the bedroom door was closed and the lamp was low and they could sit again in the quiet, his hand finding hers.

Kira was on the wall.

She raised one hand from the eastern wall in the greeting of a person who was on duty and who was not going to come down from duty to greet a returning traveler because the duty was the duty and the traveler would understand. Xyrsanthe was on her shoulder — the bronze-copper shape coiled around the back of Kira's neck, the head resting against the line of Kira's jaw on the side where the permanent scales were thickest, the mismatched eyes — one silver, one gold — catching the morning sun. The hand Kira raised was the hand that was not resting on Xyrsanthe's flank. The raising was enough.

Then — because Kira was Kira, and had spent too many years reading Callen's face from distances to make him ask — she called down the one thing he had come across the courtyard wanting to know.

"Still," she said. Quiet, pitched to carry to him and no further. Her free hand moved to the line of her collar in the spare unsentimental check she had been making of her own body for as long as Callen had known her — touched it once, came away. "Fourteen days. Not a flicker. Xyrsanthe says she'd have felt it in me before I felt it in myself."

Callen took the word and did not feel what he would have expected to feel at hearing it.

Relief did not arrive. What arrived instead was the quieter thing — the understanding that some silences were the silences of things finished, and some were the silences of things not yet begun, and that the second kind did not announce itself as such. Still was a description of the collar at this moment. Still was not a description of what the collar was. The thing inside the collar had been still through the autumn and through the weeks before the flare. It had been still again for the fourteen days since. The stillness before and the stillness after were the same stillness. It was the stillness of a thing waiting in the room where it did its waiting.

Fourteen days. The same fourteen days. Whatever had moved in her collar on the morning of the dying man’s arrival had been moving for the morning itself, and had been still since. The stillness and the flare were the same working, the way the figure and the dreams were the same working. He filed it.

He did not say any of that. He raised his own hand back to her in the same unadorned acknowledgment she had given him, and he held her gaze for the half-second that was the length he had for her at this hour of this morning.

"I'll come up tonight," he said.

"I'll be here."

Pavel came down from the watchtower.

He clapped Callen on the back hard enough to bruise the left shoulder, which was the shoulder that already had the wound from Vahaan's curved blade, and the bruising on top of the wound sent a sharp signal through Callen's torso that said Pavel doesn't know about the wound and doesn't need to know right now.

"You look like you've been somewhere," Pavel said.

"I've been somewhere."

“The envoys from Theron arrived four days ago and are camped in the lower yard and are very politely asking when the Royal Advisor on Matters of Drift and Partnership is going to be available for a conversation about the eastern border situation. I’ve been very politely telling them that the Royal Advisor is on a personal journey and will return when the journey is concluded. They’ve been very politely not believing me.”

"I'll deal with them tomorrow."

"Tomorrow is fine. They've been here four days. They can wait one more."

Finch arrived from the library.

He arrived the way Finch always arrived — slightly out of breath, with ink on his fingers and the wild grey-brown peaks of his hair in the unkempt forest they always formed when he had been thinking with both hands at his temples, and the drift-sensitive crystal lenses of his spectacles doing their faint amber shimmer in the morning light. He was already asking about the Spine before he had finished crossing the courtyard.

"The waystation. You found it. Tell me you found it. The structure on the pillar. The carved patterns. The drift-lines in the stone. Tell me there are drift-lines in the stone."

"There are drift-lines in the stone."

"Describe them."

"Finch."

"Describe them. Please. I've been waiting for fourteen days."

"Tonight. At the council. I'll describe everything tonight."

"Tonight is hours away."

"Finch."

"I — yes. All right. Tonight. I'll be patient. I'll be in the library being patient. If anyone needs me I'll be in the library being patient in a way that will not look patient from the outside but that I assure you is, internally, the most patient I've been in years."

He turned and went back toward the library.
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The debriefing happened in the council chamber that evening.

The council table was the same table. Callen sat at the head. Lysara sat at his left, in the braided dark hair and the leather, in the blunt operational posture she always took at the council table. Pavel sat at the far end. Finch sat across from Lysara with a blank journal open in front of him and two sharpened quills and two pots of ink and the expression of a scholar who had been waiting fourteen days for this conversation and who was going to write down every word of it.

Callen told the shape of what he had learned — the Spine, the watcher, the twelve other waystations, the Ember Court, Vahaan, the still-hand technique, the fight, the collapse. He told them about the corruption learning — the slow centuries of adaptation, the pattern the Log of Compounding had been tracking.

He held back two things.

He held back Kyraleth's bloodline reveal — the ancestor named Vael who had helped build the waystation, the inherited memory that had surfaced on the approach to the Spine. He had told Amara about this, in the bedroom, in the low lamp-light, in the hour before the council. The bloodline reveal needed to be shared carefully, because the sharing would change the way the council understood Kyraleth and the way the council understood Callen's bond with Kyraleth.

He held back the One Who Counts. The figure did not have a place at a council table yet. The thing needed to be understood before it was shared, and he was still working it out in the private interior of his head.

Wren gave his own report separately.

He stood at the far end of the table and spoke in the precise register he used at council meetings — the register of a man delivering intelligence to a group of professionals who would act on the intelligence and who needed it to be correct. He told them about the provisions and the route and the physical conditions of the road. He told them about the hollowcats and the salt-wind zone and the basin and the thing beneath. He told them about Teska and the shepherd clans. He told them about Vahaan's arrival and the parley and the meal and the fight, from the perspective of the man who had been in the room but who had not been part of the Singer-workings.

Then he told them about the phonetic phrase.

"The watcher imprinted a phrase on me in the last moments of her life. The phrase is in Old Singer. I can't understand it. I can repeat it perfectly because the watcher did something to my memory that makes the sounds clearer than any sounds I have ever remembered. The phrase is the second half of the watcher's testimony. The second half was the half the watcher withheld from Callen until after the test. The test was interrupted by the collapse, and the watcher died in the collapse, and the second half was given to me instead of to Callen because I was the person who was there."

The council was very quiet.

Finch had both quills in his hands. The drift-sensitive crystal lenses were doing their faint amber shimmer. The ink pots were open. The blank journal was open.

Wren spoke the phrase.

The sounds came out of Wren's mouth in the clear precise way the watcher's imprinting had made them — each syllable exactly the syllable the watcher had spoken into Wren's ear in the upper room of the waystation while the ceiling was collapsing below them, each syllable from a woman who had been waiting eight centuries to say the words.

Finch’s hand moved across the blank journal in the fast cramped script he used for transcription, the quill barely touching the paper, the sounds going down onto the page as phonetic notation in the system Finch had developed for recording unfamiliar languages. When Wren finished, Finch kept writing for another five seconds.

Then Finch looked up.

The amber shimmer in the drift-sensitive crystal lenses was brighter now than Callen had seen it in months.

"I need tonight," Finch said. "I need tonight and possibly tomorrow. Some of these syllables I recognize. Some I don't. The ones I recognize are — Callen, some of these syllables are the syllables on the walls of the first chamber of the waystation. The ones you described. The drift-lines in the stone. The same character-set. I'm going to need the tablet from the upper sanctuary and my glossary of the seven compounds and — I'm going to need tonight."

"Take tonight."

"And tomorrow."

"Take tomorrow."

Finch closed the journal. He took the two pots of ink and the two quills and stood up from the council table and walked out of the council chamber without looking back.

Wren straightened at the far end of the table. "If I may. Twelve waystations. Ten silent. One silent-to-us but alive according to Aelyn. The Court has one point of reference; we have thirteen. The three nearest of the other twelve are where I would begin. If any physical record survives at those sites, it is where the Court has not yet looked — and if the one other living watcher is in any of them, we find her before the Court does."

The council took Wren's recommendation seriously.

Lysara, in the blunt operational register she used for planning, said, “Scouting expeditions. The three nearest of the twelve other waystations. Aelyn said nearly all of them fell silent across the centuries — the seventh fifty years ago, the others at various points going back three hundred. She felt one other watcher still active when she did the transfer, but she could not tell us where. We need to know what remains of the twelve physically — which still stand, which collapsed, which were scavenged, which might have records or wards that survived. And we need to know whether the one other active watcher is in any of the three nearest. If she is, we find her before the Court does. Three teams. Pavel’s best scouts. Wren on one of the teams. Planning starts tomorrow morning.”

Pavel nodded. Wren nodded.

The council adjourned.
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Late in the evening, after the council had broken and the settlement had begun settling into its night-time routines, Callen and Amara sat together in the bedroom at the top of the staircase off the kitchen.

The bedroom was the same bedroom. The wide bed. The eastern window with the draft the carpenter had still not fixed. The single oil lamp on the table beside the bed, burning low. Amara was against the headboard with her knees drawn up under the blankets and the shawl around her shoulders.

Callen was at the edge of the bed.

He had told her, in the hour before the council, about Kyraleth's bloodline. About the ancestor named Vael. About the place inside the dragon that had been filling with the song of the Spine on the morning of the approach. About the doorway opening because the bond between Callen and Kyraleth was the same kind of bond as the bond between Vael and the second of the seven.

He had told her the implication. That Kyraleth's line had been carrying the place since before any of the dragons in the line had been hatched. That the route to the Spine had been laid down for the man who would be the bonded partner of the dragon whose line had Vael in it. That the bonding had not been an accident.

Amara had listened to all of it in the way Amara listened to the things that mattered — with the still attention of a woman receiving something into a part of herself that she was going to carry for the rest of her life.

Now, in the low lamp-light of the bedroom, she was quiet for a long time. "Does he know this changes anything?"

Callen looked at her.

"Kyraleth. Does Kyraleth believe that knowing his line was bred for this partnership — that the line was shaped across generations to produce the dragon who would bond with the Singer who would heal the ice and find the Spine — does he believe this changes what the two of you are?"

"He says it doesn't."

"And you?"

"It doesn't change anything. The bond is the bond. The bond was freely chosen. The choosing was the choosing. The fact that the choosing was anticipated — that the line was carrying the place that was the right shape for the choosing — doesn't make the choosing less free. Kyraleth chose me. I chose him. The choosing was real. The choosing would have been real whether or not the line had been carrying the anticipation of the choosing for however many centuries the line had been carrying it."

"But."

He paused. "But the fact that it doesn't change anything is the thing that scares me."

Amara looked at him in the low lamp-light.

"Tell me why it scares you."

"Because it means the choosing was real and the choosing was anticipated. The two things are both true at the same time. The choosing was free and the choosing was the choosing the line had been waiting for. Those two things should not both be true at the same time. One of them should undermine the other. The anticipation should make the choosing feel less free, or the freedom should make the anticipation feel less significant. But it doesn't. Both are true. Both are the full weight of true. And the both-being-true is the thing I don't yet have a way to hold."

Amara was quiet for a long moment. "Callen. You are describing what it is like to have a child."

He looked at her.

"You anticipate them. You carry the anticipation for nine months. You carry the place that is the right shape for the child, and the child fills the place when the child arrives, and the filling doesn't make the child less free. The child is free. The anticipation is real. Both are true at the same time. Both are the full weight of true. That is what it is like to have a child. I have been doing it for nine years. It has not stopped being frightening."

She reached across the bed and found his hand. The silver ring was cool against his palm.

"The bond is real. The anticipation is real. What the two of you are doesn't need the anticipation to explain it and doesn't need the freedom to justify it. What the two of you are is the thing I fell in love with when I fell in love with you, and the thing I fell in love with is not threatened by the fact that the thing was being made before I met it."

He held her hand for a long time.

Ten mornings. She had started the list the morning after the figure had told him he would not dream the dream again. The counting had not stopped; it had only changed the person it came to. He did not yet know what to do with that. He knew the shape.

Down the corridor, in the room two doors away, Nora was asleep with Solara in the blanket nest in the corner, and the dragonet's slow breathing and the child's slow breathing were the two sounds the corridor held at this hour of the night, and the two sounds were the sounds of the rooms, and the rooms were the work.

Home. Your daughter. The rooms you live in.

He was home.

The lamp burned low. Amara's hand was in his. The coat was on the chair by the eastern window, the first time the coat had been off his body in fourteen days. The five objects in the inside pocket made their compact weight against the back of the chair.

Amara leaned her head against his shoulder.

"Rest," she said.

So he rested.


Chapter Thirty


THE SEED SLEEPS



Callen was in the forge after midnight. He had slept for three hours beside Amara with her hand in his, and then the iron had begun to call him in the way the iron sometimes called him when his body was exhausted and his head was not, and he had eased out of the bed without waking her and come down the staircase to the forge.

He was doing the mindless work — the work that had no purpose beyond itself, the kind the hands did when they needed to do something and the mind needed to stop thinking about what it had been thinking about for two weeks. The iron on the anvil was a piece of scrap from the south wall's hinge-bracket project that he had started before the departure and was not going to finish tonight. He was heating the iron and folding the iron and heating it again and folding it again, and the folding was what mattered. The sound of the hammer on the anvil quieted him.

The heat from the coals was the dry patient heat that found the cold places in the body and the cold places in the mind and warmed both of them without asking to be thanked. The hands doing the work were the same hands they had been for four years, except that the hands had a new scar on the left forearm and a new stiffness in the right shoulder and the memory of standing over a sleeping man in the dark and choosing not to use the calculation the hands had completed.

He was not thinking about the sleeping man. He was not thinking about the watcher or the Spine or the Ember Court or any of the things the council had been told or any of the things the council had not been told. He was thinking about the iron. The iron was what the mind could think about when it needed a rest from the other things. And rest was what the figure had told him to do.

The hammer came down. The iron moved. The hammer came up.

He did not hear Finch arrive until he cleared his throat.

Callen set down the hammer. "Finch."

"I haven't translated all of it. But I have one word. The word the watcher imprinted on Wren. At the end. The last word of the phrase. I know what it means." Finch opened the journal on his knee. "The word is an Old Singer term for a specific kind of preserved thing," Finch said. "A dormant lineage. A bloodline that has been set aside, kept alive through ritual and drift-work, waiting for a particular condition to be met before it wakes. In the pre-corruption texts I have references for, the word was used in two contexts. The first was for preserved dragon eggs — eggs that had been kept in suspension by Singer-working, held in the state between the not-yet-hatched and the ready-to-hatch. The thirteen eggs at the Silence Before Stars would qualify. The eggs Xyrsanthe hatched from would qualify."

"And the second context?"

"Preserved Singer bloodlines. The word was used in the oldest texts for a Singer whose body had been put into a state of preservation by drift-working, the way the watcher herself had been preserved in the waystation. A person kept alive but not awake. A person whose waking was contingent on a specific condition being met by the world outside the preservation. The Eternal Guardian at the Silence Before Stars is this kind of preservation — or I have always thought so. I could never prove it from the fragments we had. Aelyn is the proof. Aelyn is what the Guardian is."

"A person."

"A person. The context in which the watcher used the word — the context in the phrase she imprinted on Wren — was not eggs. It was a person."

Callen felt the cold come down.

It was not the cold of the forge or the night air through the missing shutters. It was the cold of a man who had been standing in a warm room doing warm work and who had just been told a thing that made the warm room colder by one degree — the degree of there is another one out there.

"Whose person," he said.

Finch shook his head.

"I don't know. The phrase doesn't name the person. The phrase means, roughly: the preserved one still sleeps. The conditions for waking have not yet been met. But the bell has rung."

A long silence.

The coals in the forge crackled in the quiet.

"Vaelthrix was one," Callen said. "Vaelthrix was the preserved one. Vaelthrix was what I woke at the glacier."

Finch looked at him with the careful eyes of a scholar who had considered exactly this possibility and had rejected it.

"I thought that at first. I spent the first four hours of the translation working on that assumption, because the assumption was the obvious one — because it meant the phrase was about a thing that had already happened and that we had already dealt with."

"But."

"But the grammar is wrong. The tense-form the watcher used for the word sleeps is the tense-form the Old Singer language used for a present-tense ongoing state. Not a past-tense completed state. The watcher wasn't telling you about someone who had been woken. She was telling you about someone who has not yet been woken. Someone who is still sleeping. Somewhere in the world. Right now. Someone whose waking conditions were partly met by what you did at the glacier."

"Partly."

"Partly. The ringing of the bell is the first of the conditions. The ringing was the healing at the glacier. The healing was the bell. But the bell is not the waking. The bell is the thing that begins the process of the waking, the way ringing a morning bell in a dormitory is not the same as the children getting out of bed."

Callen stood very still in the forge.

He thought of the One Who Counts. He thought of the figure's words at Teska's fire: you are the fourth, there will be a fifth. He thought of the figure's instruction: go home, rest, be with the rooms and the people in them.

He did not tell Finch about the One Who Counts. Not telling was the work of a man who had been given a piece of knowledge by a thing older than any tradition he belonged to, and the knowledge was the kind that needed to settle into the private interior of his head before it could be shared.

"The other twelve posts," Callen said.

Finch nodded.

"Yes. I think one of the twelve is not a post. I think one of the twelve is — Callen, I don't have the right word. The right word is somewhere between grave and cradle. It is the word for a place where a person has been put to sleep in the expectation that the person will eventually wake up, and the person who wakes will be a person the world needs at the time of the waking."

"And the healing at the glacier rang the bell."

"Yes. And when the waking happens we're going to need to be ready for whoever wakes up."

"We don't know who."

"We don't know which of the twelve posts is the grave-cradle. We don't know whether the person in the grave-cradle is friend or enemy. We only know they are coming."

A long silence.

The forge held it the way the forge always held the silences that happened at midnight — in the warm dry patient way that a well-built room held whatever the people in it were holding. The coals crackled. The missing shutters let in the cold night air.

"Finch, go to sleep. Finish the translation in the morning. You've been awake for — how long have you been awake?"

"Thirty-one hours."

"Go to sleep."

"The translation —"

"The translation will be there in the morning. The phrase is in Wren's head and it's not going anywhere. The preserved one is not going to wake up tonight. Go to sleep, Finch."

Finch looked at him across the dim warm space of the forge. The cold light of the drift-sensitive crystal lenses faded as Finch took the spectacles off and rubbed the bridge of his nose.

"Callen, the phrase. The word. The preserved one. I wanted you to know tonight because I didn't want you to wake up in the morning and find out by accident. The finding-out is the kind that a man should have a night to sit with before the morning brings the rest of the people who are going to need to be told. I wanted you to have the night."

"Thank you, Finch."

Finch stood up from the stool. He tucked the journal under his arm. He walked out of the forge into the cold night air.

Callen stood in the forge for a long time after Finch left.

He stood alone in the warm dim of the forge and let the three shapes come into the room at once. The preserved one sleeping somewhere in a grave-cradle, the bell already rung. The figure at the edge of a firelight that was not there, telling him there would be a fifth. And his daughter, asleep two floors above him, with a list in her handwriting of names she had been told in her sleep. Three arrivals. Possibly fewer than three. Possibly the same arrival, seen from three sides.

It was the weight of a man whose success had triggered the next crisis.

He was no longer the man who had solved the last crisis. He was the man who, by solving it, had started the next one.

The identity was new. The kind a man could spend the rest of his life running from — the way he had spent the years after the Black Veil running from the identity of the Nightshade, the way he had spent the months after the glacier running from the identity of the Singer who healed the ice. He could run from this one too. He could tell himself that the ringing of the bell had been an unintended consequence, that the healing had been the right thing and the bell-ringing had been the price, that the price was not his fault. He could make the argument. The argument would be correct in every particular.

He stood in the forge and he let the identity arrive.

He let it arrive the way the new shape had arrived in the back of his head on the obsidian gravel of the corridor of the glass-walkers — not as a thought, not as a decision, but as the slow patient filling of a place inside him that had been empty and that was now being filled by the thing the road had been preparing him to carry. The identity was: I am the man whose success triggered the next crisis, and the next crisis is coming, and I am going to be the man who is here when it arrives, and the being-here is the work.

He picked up the hammer. He set it down again. He did not need the hammer tonight. The quieting was done. He walked out of the forge.

The courtyard was very still.

The main hall was dark except for the kitchen chimney's last thin thread of smoke. The dormitory wing was dark except for the faint glow of the drift-light in the corridor that the night-watch kept burning. The lower yard was dark except for the distant faint glow of the envoys' camp at the far end, where Theron's people were sleeping the sleep of people who would be dealt with tomorrow.

Above him, on the cliff, Kyraleth was awake.

The great blue-black shape was visible against the stars — the familiar constellations back in their correct positions, the bright ones at the western edge in their correct places at the rim of the eastern ridge. Kyraleth was on his ledge. He was not in the flat resting posture. He was sitting up, the way he sat up on the nights when the watching was the work. The gold eyes were on the courtyard below.

The gold eyes found Callen.

Callen looked up. In the bond, the slow warm quiet opened.

Callen, Finch told you. The preserved one.

Yes.

A long warm silence.

There is another one, Kyraleth said. Somewhere out there. Being kept. Preserved by the same kind of working that preserved the watcher and that preserved the eggs at the Silence Before Stars. A person. Waiting in a grave-cradle in one of the twelve posts. Hearing the bell you rang at the glacier. Beginning the slow process of the waking.

Yes.

We will find them.

Yes.

But not tonight.

Not tonight.

The bond went the warm soft quiet. Kyraleth's gold eyes stayed on Callen in the courtyard below.

Callen turned and walked across the courtyard toward the staircase off the kitchen at the back of the main hall. He climbed the stairs slowly — the right thigh protesting, the cracked ribs protesting — and came to the top and walked down the upper corridor past the closed door of Nora's room.

He stopped at the door.

He could hear, through the closed door, the two sounds the corridor held at this hour of the night. Nora's breathing — the slow even breath of a nine-year-old girl who had cried when her father came home and who had eaten dinner at the table with both parents for the first time in two weeks and who had gone to bed with the contentment of a child whose world had been put back together. And Solara's breathing — the slow deeper breath of a three-month-old dragonet in a blanket nest in the corner of the room, the breath of a creature who was growing in the rooms and whose growing was the thing the counting had been watching.

What you do there in the months after this journey will count more than anything you have done in the years before it.

He stood at the door and listened for the length of about five slow breaths.

Then he walked on to the bedroom.

Amara was asleep.

She was on her side, facing the eastern window, the shawl across her shoulders, the blankets pulled up to her chin. The silver ring on her right hand was catching the faint starlight that came in through the eastern window — the window the carpenter had still not fixed, the draft still coming in at the same angle it had been coming in at since the autumn, the draft Callen was now, in the way a man made decisions in the late hours of a long night, going to fix tomorrow.

Tomorrow. Not tonight.

He took off his coat.

He hung the coat on the chair by the eastern window. The four objects in the inside pocket — the anchor cord, the Keeper tablet, Finch's folded square, Teska's honey-wood token — made their compact weight as the coat settled on the chair. The fifth object — Nora's river pebble — was not in the pocket.

Nora's river pebble was on the windowsill.

He had put it there when he had come up to the bedroom yesterday evening, before the council. Setting it down had been the act of a man who had decided that the pebble was no longer a thing to be carried against his ribs but a thing to be set down where it could do the work it had been given to do: remind him of the way home.

He was home. The pebble was on the windowsill. The pebble had done its work.

The grey stone with the single fine pale line of quartz was catching the starlight the same way the silver ring was catching it.

He lay down beside Amara.

He lay down on his right side, facing the eastern window. Her back was against his chest. His left arm went over her, the way it always went over her. Her hand found his under the blankets. The silver ring was cool against his palm.

He did not sleep immediately.

He lay in the dark. Amara's back was against his chest. Her hand was in his hand. The pebble was on the windowsill. Through the eastern window he could see Kyraleth against the stars — the long blue-black shape on the cliff, sitting up, the gold eyes watching the courtyard, the sky, the settlement, and the country beyond. He held the quiet of the last hour of a very long day at the end of a very long road.

That road was over.

But his road was not over.

The road was over in the sense that the man who had left the eastern gate fourteen days ago on the back of a dragon with a man in an elaborate dark coat behind him had come back through the eastern gate this morning and had held his daughter and had been held by his wife and had sat at the council table and had told the people he loved the shape of what he had learned.

The road was not over in the sense that the bell had rung and the preserved one was waking and the Ember Court was uncertain for the first time in eight centuries and the counting presence was doing its work in the deep places of the world and the corruption was strategic and patient and in its next phase.

Both things were true.

Somewhere far to the south, Vahaan sur-Tavelen was landing at his Council's high chamber, carrying in his head the image of a bond he had been shown on a flat expanse of cracked earth at the edge of a salt-wind zone. The image was going to change the world or end it. Either way it was beyond Callen's reach tonight.

Somewhere in the deep places of the world, in one of the twelve waystations, the preserved one was hearing the bell Callen had rung at the glacier, and the hearing was the beginning of the slow process of the waking.

Somewhere at the edge of a firelight that was not there, the One Who Counts was doing its work. Callen's name was on the list, and the list had not reached his name yet — and that was the grace the counting had given him.

Go home. Rest. Be with the rooms and the people in them. The counting will wait.

The counting always waits.

Callen lay in the dark next to Amara with the pebble on the windowsill and the dragon on the cliff and the daughter breathing in the next room and the dragonet growing in the blanket nest and the bell still ringing in the deep places of the world, and he chose — for tonight, for this one held breath of this one cold night in the room he lived in — to be a husband and a father before he was anything else.

The easiest, and the one that mattered most.

So he slept.
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Don’t miss the next book in Drift and Dragon: Embers of Ruin

The bell has been rung. Something is waking.

Three weeks after returning from the western waystation, Callen Nasinth knows the peace he came home to is already over. The Lord Regent is riding to them in person. A second dragon has appeared on the southern horizon, and it is not the one he hoped for. And the message a dying watcher imprinted on his companion has begun to open, one word at a time — opening now on a place-name Elder Shendra has not heard spoken aloud in forty years.

There are things in the south that have always been there. Callen has only just been told.

To reach what sleeps beneath a hillside older than the wars of the corruption, he must cross country that remembers what was done to it, and what the Ember Court's hand was in the doing. He rides with those he trusts — and with his nine-year-old daughter, because a figure at the edge of the firelight in the far western country once told him there would be a fifth, and he has begun to suspect he knows who.

Three forces are racing toward the sleeper. Only one will reach it first.

What waits beneath the hillside is not a weapon. It is something older, and stranger, and more dangerous to every tradition that has governed the world for eight centuries.

And it is only the first.
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Want another exciting read? Don’t miss Caldera’s Heart, Book 1 in The Heartfire Chronicles:
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Her god told her to save him. He did not say why.

Griffin is a rising auramancer of the Lower Arcanum, sworn to the obsidian tower whose rulers conquered the caldera a generation ago. When a sacred site of the Vorethim is corrupted by magic no native should be able to wield, he's sent to find who bent that power — and the answer will crack open a conspiracy older than his order, deeper than the mountain, and closer to his own blood than he ever wanted to believe.

Eliza is a chieftain's daughter and a teacher of children wounded by a war her people cannot win. She hears Voreth in the thermal currents, feels the god's breath in every tremor, every wisp of steam — and lately, that breath has gone wrong. When she finds a wounded invader bleeding in the tunnels her rebellion uses to kill his kind, Voreth's command cuts through everything she was raised to believe.

Save him.

Her father will call it treason. Her oldest friend will call it betrayal. And the High Arcanum, when they learn what Griffin has seen — and who saved him — will call it something far worse.

Because the invaders are not only colonizers. They are hunting something sleeping in the heart of the volcano: an entity older than Voreth and far hungrier. The sacred sites are shattering one by one. Griffin's own sister has vanished into a rebellion she will not explain. And the mountain is beginning to tremble in ways it hasn't in a thousand years.

Voreth is all things. Life and death. Creation and destruction.

And Voreth has chosen them both.

Two enemies. One god. A war neither side knows they're about to lose.

The Heartfire Chronicles begins.


Author’s Note



Dear Reader,

Thank you so much for reading The Scorched Reckoning. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful. Review link HERE.

Want to send me a message?

danmichaelsonauthor@gmail.com.

Join my reader group! Dan Michaelson Newsletter

Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

All our best,

Dan Michaelson

D.K. Holmberg

For more information:

www.dkholmberg.com
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