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The last pane went in at moonrise, which was either very good timing or the kind of luck a man should never count on twice.

Bram Ashcroft knelt on the top plank of the scaffold sixty feet above the conservatory floor, one knee braced on a curved iron rib and the whole night sky pressing down on the glass around him, and held the pane in both hands while the putty took. It was the crown pane, the keystone of the dome ward, a wedge of thick green-silver glass with the warding lines drawn through it so fine that you could only see them when the light came at a slant. He had cut it four times. Three of those times the lines had come out wrong by the width of a hair, and a hair was all it took, and he had carried the pieces down to the cullet bin without swearing out loud, because the Keeper of the Thornglass had been standing at the foot of the ladder watching him do it.

She was standing there now. He did not have to look down to know it.

It was hot up under the dome, hotter than any forge yard in Dunmere in August. The Thornglass kept its own weather, wet and green and close, and three weeks into the work he had given up on shirts altogether. He was thirty-nine and a big man, six foot three and heavy through the broad, nearly smooth chest and shoulders from twenty years of hauling crated glass up the river-lock towers, with thick arms and a broad, hard, ridged stomach, the build of somebody who lifted things for a living and had never once lifted anything for show. Sweat ran down his back and gathered at the waist of his dark work trousers. His skin was fair under the brown the summer had laid on it, sun-browned from the neck to the belt and freckled across the shoulders, and his short auburn hair was dark with damp at the temples. He kept his beard short and auburn too, trimmed close along his jaw so it would not catch in the cutting wheel. The leather tool belt sat heavy on his hips, with a worn leather pouch hanging at his left hip that held the glass nippers and grozing pliers and the brass warding stylus, and down the inside of his left forearm ran the long pale scar from the day a lock-tower pane had come loose above him and he had caught it rather than let it fall on the man below.

He pressed the last bead of putty home with his thumb and drew the stylus along the seam to close the ward-line.

For a moment nothing happened. Then the glass sang.

It was not loud. It was the sound a wet finger makes on the rim of a wine cup, carried through every pane at once, all three hundred and twelve of them in their iron ribs, down the long curve of the dome and the tall walls to the floor. The ward-lines lit faint silver for the space of a breath, then went dark and stayed whole. The air under the dome changed. He felt it on his skin: the small cold leaks he had been chasing for nine weeks closing all at once, the heat settling around him like a hand laid flat on his back.

“Oh,” said the voice at the foot of the ladder. Then, a moment later, in a very different tone, “Come down, Master Ashcroft. Carefully. If you fall now, I will be extremely put out.”

He came down carefully. It took a while. The Thornglass was the largest glasshouse he had ever seen or heard of, a vast cathedral of wrought iron and glass built right into the boughs of Caer Ilvanor, so high in the great trees that the city’s lamps hung below it like a second set of stars. From the scaffold he could see the whole of it laid out under him: the iron ribs sweeping up into the dome like the bones of some enormous animal, the glass between them gone dark and full of moon, the hanging brass lanterns on their chains making little islands of gold among the green. Rose vines climbed every rib. They were the old thorned climbers the elves called moonroses, black-stemmed, with thorns as long as his little finger, and the buds had been fattening for a month. Tonight, if the ward held the heat, they would open. Once a year, on one night, for the space of a few hours. Otherwise, the Keeper had told him on the first day, standing exactly where she was standing now, they would wait another year, and the year after that they might not wait at all.

That was why she had sent for him. A hailstorm in the spring had come down off the high passes and put a fist through the crown of the dome, and the old ward, which had been laid by an elven wardsmith three hundred years ago, had cracked from the crown outward like ice on a pond. The last elf in Caer Ilvanor who knew how to lay a dome ward had gone over the mountains forty years before and never come back. So the Keeper of the Thornglass had done something that, he gathered from the looks he had been getting in the lower market ever since, was not done. She had written to a human glazier in a river town.

He had brought the letter with him. He still had it in his kit, folded small. Master Ashcroft, I am told that you laid the frost wards on the Dunmere lock towers and that they have not failed in eleven winters. I have a dome that needs a man who does not fail. I can pay. I cannot wait. S. Arendhel, Keeper. He had read it in his workshop with the river going by under the window and thought, well, that is either a very rude woman or a very honest one, and he had been packing his crates by noon.

She was both. He had found that out the first week.

He stepped off the bottom rung onto the flagstones and turned around.

Saelith Arendhel waited among the potting tables with a lantern in her hand. She had been Keeper of the Thornglass for sixty years, which had alarmed him at first, until he understood that elves did not count their years the way the river towns did; to look at she was a woman of about thirty-four, and she carried herself like one, grown and certain and wholly in charge of every inch of her glass. Her skin was a warm olive-bronze that took the lantern light like polished wood. Her hair was black and thick and very long, falling down her back past her waist in a loose, heavy wave, and she wore it tucked back so that the long, elegant points of her ears showed through it, the tips catching the light. Her eyes were dark, nearly black, and missed nothing. Tonight, for the bloom, she had put off the gray working smock and the leather gloves she wore every other day of the year and put on a gown of deep emerald silk that clung to her like water. It was cut off the shoulder, with short draped sleeves that hugged her upper arms and left her shoulders bare, and the silk was gathered across her bodice in a low, draped neckline that showed the deep shadow of her cleavage and the full, heavy curves of her breasts; it was fitted close at her waist, then fell over her wide hips to the floor. She was very curvy and very busty, and Bram had spent nine weeks being a gentleman about that, which in this heat had been some of the hardest work of his life.

“It holds,” she said.

“It holds.”

“You’re certain.”

“I’m certain the ward is whole,” he said. “I can’t promise you it holds through the next hailstorm, my lady, because I’ve no say over the weather. But it’s tighter than the old one was. The old one had three slow leaks at the north seam before the storm ever touched it. You’d have lost the bloom in another ten years regardless.”

She looked at him for a long moment. “You never told me that.”

“You never asked. You told me to fix it, not to criticize your wardsmith.”

“My wardsmith has been dead for a hundred and twelve years. I think he can bear it.” She lifted the lantern a little, so the light fell on his face, then lower, down over his chest, and kept it there a beat longer than she needed to. “You’re filthy.”

“I’ve been up a ladder since dawn.”

“I know. I’ve been watching you.” She said it as she said everything, flatly, as though she were reading a measurement off a rule, and then she seemed to hear it, because a little color came up in her cheeks under the bronze. “The ward. I’ve been watching the ward.”

“Of course you have.”

“Don’t be smug, Master Ashcroft. It doesn’t suit a man with putty in his beard.”

He wiped his jaw with the back of his hand. There was, in fact, putty in his beard. She watched him find it and very nearly smiled, which for Saelith Arendhel was the equivalent of anybody else laughing out loud.

The under-gardeners had gone down into the city at sunset. That was the custom, she had told him: the bloom was kept by the Keeper alone, from moonrise until the roses closed again at dawn, and nobody else set foot inside the glass. He had assumed that meant he would be sent down the long stair with the others once the last pane was in. He had his kit packed already, the crates stacked by the north door, his pay in a leather purse that was heavier than anything he had earned in two years of lock work. He was ready to go. He had been telling himself for a week that he was ready to go.

“There’s a custom,” she said.

“There’s always a custom up here.”

“This one concerns you.” She set the lantern down on the end of the potting table, among the clay pots
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