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THE UNDERCROFT, THE CEREDWYN SEAT

The Ninth Day of Ashfall, Year 361

––––––––
[image: ]


The man who founded the Hand was thirty-four years old and had been in that undercroft for four months, and he did not decide anything on the ninth day of Ashfall. He simply stopped pretending he had not already decided.

His name is not in this account and it is not in any other. That was the first piece of work he ever did and it was the most thorough, and it took him eleven years and a great deal of patience, and by the time he died there was no document in either country that connected the man who supervised Owain Ceredwyn's copying operation to any name at all. He is recorded in the provisioning ledgers as the supervisor. He signs nothing. He is a quantity of bread.

He would have said that this was the proof of the argument, and he would have been insufferable about it.

The undercroft was forty feet by twenty and it was under the west range, and the ceiling was low enough that a tall man learned to stoop within a day and never stopped.

There were thirteen tables. He had specified that. Not benches, which is what the household master had proposed, because a man at a bench works beside another man and a man at a table works alone, and he had wanted thirteen separate silences rather than one shared one.

There was a hole in the ceiling at the north end, eighteen inches square, with a ladder standing up through it.

The room above was the reason for the entire operation. Four presses and a stand and no door, and the King had taken the floor up himself in Frostmere of the previous year with two men and a lamp, and had come down eleven hours later and had not been the same since. The supervisor had watched him come down. He had been standing in the corridor on other business and he had seen a young man of twenty-six come out of a hole in a floor with an expression on his face that the supervisor had never seen on anybody, and he had thought, at the time, only that something had happened.

Eleven months later Owain Ceredwyn had sent for him and told him to hire thirteen clerks.

They had been copying since Frostmere.

The work was straightforward and it was appalling in a way that had nothing to do with what was on the pages. Four presses is not a quantity that means anything until you have stood in front of it. It was, when they counted it out and sorted it in the first fortnight, a little over four thousand sheets, some of them fair copies and some of them working papers and some of them things nobody could identify at all, and it had been going into that room for a hundred and seventy years before the room was sealed.

Thirteen men. Two years. The supervisor had done the arithmetic in an afternoon and had presented it to the King and the King had said, without hesitating, then two years.

And the rule.

That was the King's, not his, and the supervisor had thought it absurd for about nine days and had then understood it completely. Nobody was to read what they copied. Not a line, not a phrase, not the sense of a paragraph. They were to copy shape for shape, the way a man copies a language he does not have, and the supervisor was to see that they did.

He had said, on the day he was given it, that this was not possible.

It is possible, Owain had said, for a man who has never been told there is anything worth reading, and you will not tell them, and neither will I.

He was largely right about that, which the supervisor found more interesting than the rule itself.

Eleven of the thirteen never read a word. He watched them for four months and he was extremely good at watching and he was satisfied. They were young, most of them, and they had been hired out of household clerkships at wages that were the best any of them had seen, and they had been told that the work was confidential and that the confidentiality was the reason for the wage, and that was the whole of what they needed. A man who is paid well and told nothing does not go looking. That was the first thing the undercroft taught him and it was not the important one.

The twelfth was a man called Iorwerth who read constantly and was caught in the second month and dismissed and paid off, and who went home to the northern range and died of something ordinary eleven years later without ever having told anybody anything, because there had been nothing to tell: he had read four separate fragments in four separate hands about four separate things and had understood none of them.

That was the second lesson and it was better. A document is only dangerous whole.

The thirteenth was the supervisor.

He read all of it.

Not at first. At first he was doing what he had been hired to do, which was to see that thirteen men produced accurate copies at a rate that would finish the presses in two years, and to requisition what they needed, and to keep the household from asking questions about the flour.

But a supervisor checks. That is the function. He had to compare copy against original at least in sample, because otherwise the entire operation was thirteen men producing something nobody had verified, and he had said so to the King in Frostmere and the King had gone very still and had said, after some time, check it yourself and nobody else.

So he checked it himself and nobody else, for four months, at a rate of perhaps forty sheets a week, alone, in the evenings, in a low room with thirteen empty tables and one lamp.

He was not, by nature, a curious man. That is worth setting down because everything afterward makes him look like one.

He had come to the Ceredwyn household at nineteen out of a family of no consequence in the western range, and he had risen the way men like that rise, which is by being reliable in a manner nobody notices until they need it. He had run provisioning for six years. He had run the correspondence office for four. He was thirty-four years old and he had a small room and a small wage and a reputation among the household for never once having been wrong about a quantity, and if Owain Ceredwyn had not opened a floor in Frostmere of Year 360 he would have gone on doing that for another thirty years and would be in no account of anything.

What he had instead was four months of evenings and four thousand sheets.

The first thing he understood was that the King was frightened, and that the King was right to be.

He did not have the whole of it for some weeks, because the presses had not been sorted chronologically and because a working paper in a dead man's hand is not a narrative. But he had, by the second month, assembled the following: that there was a thing under the eastern range, that a bargain had been made with it in Year 292 by the King's great-grandfather, that a family in the eastern holds paid for that bargain four times a year, and that the country's entire harvest had been given to it rather than grown by it for sixty-nine years.

He put the last sheet of that down on a table in an undercroft and sat for a long time.

Then he did the thing that made him what he became, which was to think, quite calmly, about the household.

Because here is what he knew and what nobody else in that castle knew, and he had known it for four years before he ever went down those stairs.

He had run the correspondence office. He had seen every letter that came into that seat and every letter that left it for four years, and he had seen what the council did with information, and it was not what people outside a household imagine.

They did not suppress it. They did not usually even understand it. What they did was lose it, not deliberately, not by design, but by the ordinary operation of eleven men in a room, each of whom had a range to protect and a rival to outflank and a family to place, and none of whom had time to read four thousand sheets and all of whom would have had an opinion about them.

He had watched the council of the Ceredwyn Court receive a report in Year 356 about a failing bridge at Marrowgate and refer it to a committee, and the committee had met four times over two years, and the bridge had gone in the spring of Year 358 and had taken a cart and two men with it. Nobody had been dishonest. Nobody had been lazy. The report had been correct and had been read by nine people and the bridge had still gone.

That was the shape of it and he had carried it for four years without a name for it.

And in an undercroft in Ashfall of Year 361 he understood that this was the mechanism that had produced the whole of the situation upstairs, and that Owain Ceredwyn had reached the same conclusion eleven months earlier and had reacted to it the way a king does, which was to hide the papers and be sick about it privately.

The supervisor did not think that was wrong.

That is the part the two countries could never afterward forgive, and he would not have understood why. He thought Owain's decision was correct. He had read the same four thousand sheets and he had done the same arithmetic, three hundred years of a slow loss against one winter of everything at once, and he had arrived at the same answer in an afternoon and had not been sick about it at all.

What he thought was wrong was the method.

A king hides a document in a sealed room and dies, and the next king does not know it is there, and eleven months of a man's life reading in a locked chamber produces a decision that lasts exactly as long as the man does. Owain had understood the danger and had built no instrument. He had built a hiding place, which is not the same thing, and he had built it once, and when he was gone the country would be back to eleven men and a committee and a bridge in the spring.

The supervisor sat in a low room with thirteen empty tables and worked out, over about four minutes, what the actual instrument was.

It was in front of him.

Thirteen men were sitting in that room every day producing documents that were indistinguishable from originals. Not forgeries in the ordinary sense. They were not making false things, they were making true copies, and the skill required to make a true copy is exactly and precisely the skill required to make a false one. The hand. The thread. The rag content of the paper and the way an ink goes at the edge after forty years.

Eleven of them would never think of it. He had watched them for four months and he knew which eleven.

Two of them would.

He did not sleep that night and he was not agitated about it. He lay in a small room in the western range with his hands behind his head and constructed the whole of it, and by the fourth hour he had the shape it would keep for eighty years.

Boys. Not men. A man of twenty-six with a household clerkship has already learned what a household is for and will spend his whole life half inside it. A boy of eleven has learned nothing and can be taught the entire discipline as though it were the discipline, and will not know until he is thirty that there was ever an alternative.

Eight years. Long enough for the hand to set. A hand that is trained before twenty can imitate anything; a hand trained after twenty always shows.

From households with no standing. Not out of cruelty. Out of arithmetic. A boy whose father has a name will be asked about at some point in his life. A boy out of a holding of eleven families in the poorest range in the country will be missed by nobody, and will also, and this was the part he was most satisfied with, be grateful, and will remain grateful for forty years.

And then placed, and then left alone.

That was the last piece and it was the one he was proudest of and it was the one that made the thing survive him by eighty years. No hierarchy. No meetings. No instructions, no reports, no chain that could be followed by anybody who found one end of it. A man trained eight years does not need to be told what to do; he already agrees. Put him in an archive at nineteen and leave him there, and he will spend forty years doing precisely what you would have told him to do, and there will be no letter anywhere in either country connecting him to anybody.

A thing with no correspondence cannot be uncovered by a person who reads correspondence.

He thought that was rather good. He was thirty-four and he had been awake since the second hour and he permitted himself, once, in the dark, to be pleased with himself.

He requisitioned eleven more palliasses on the ninth day of Ashfall.

That was the whole of the founding act and it is the only trace of it that survives, in the provisioning ledger for that quarter, in a household hand, between an entry for candles and an entry for salt fish. He did not need eleven palliasses. He needed six for the first intake and space for the rest, and he took eleven because eleven was a quantity nobody in that kitchen would query and six was a quantity somebody might.

He was already, on the first day, thinking about how it would be read.

Then he wrote a letter.

He wrote it that evening and he wrote it four times and he burned three, which was not caution but craft; he was working out a form of words that would be used for fifty years and he wanted it right.

The final version went to a holding in the eastern range and it was addressed to a man he had never met and it said, in substance, that the Ceredwyn household had a place for a boy of eleven with a steady hand, that the training was eight years, that the wage at the end of it was better than anything in that range, and that the boy would not come home in that time and the family should understand as much before answering.

He did not lie in it. He never lied in anything, in his whole life, in writing, and he was contemptuous of men who did, because a lie is a thing that can be caught and an arrangement of true statements cannot.

He sealed it and he put it in the correspondence bag with forty others and he went to bed.

The first boy came up the southern road in Frostmere.

His name was Meurig, which was a common name in that range and which had nothing to do with the physicians' line at the seat, and the confusion between the two was noticed some years later by the supervisor and was found to be extremely useful and was never corrected.

He was eleven and he was small and he had walked the last nine miles because the cart had gone a different way, and he arrived at the west gate at the eleventh hour with a bundle and no idea what he had come for.

The supervisor met him himself. He met all of them himself, for fifty years, which was the single largest risk he ever took and which he judged necessary, because the first four minutes of a boy's arrival determine everything afterward and he did not trust anybody else with them.

"You'll be hungry," he said.

"Yes, sir."

"Then eat, and then sleep, and I will not ask you anything tonight." He took the bundle. "One thing before you go up. Do you know why you are here?"

The boy shook his head.

"Good," said the supervisor. "Nor does anybody else in this building. That is going to be true for the rest of your life and I want you to hear it now rather than work it out at thirty."

He taught them himself for the first intake and then not after that, because the first intake taught the second.

That was the last piece and he had not planned it; it emerged, and he recognised it when it emerged and let it. A boy of nineteen who has been trained eight years is a teacher, and a boy taught by a boy learns something a boy taught by a man does not, which is that the thing is normal.

By Year 372 he was not required in the undercroft at all.

By Year 388 there were placements in nine households across the Ceredwyn range and one in the physicians' hall and two in the archive itself, and the supervisor was sixty-one and had been Master of Household Correspondence for eleven years, and had never once been suspected of anything by anybody, because he had never done anything.

That was the whole of his genius and it was not a large one. He had understood, at thirty-four, in a low room with thirteen tables, that the man who decides what a country can read does not need to decide anything else.

He died in Year 401 at seventy-four, in the western range, in a house that was on a plan, and was buried by a household that thought well of him and could not, when it came to it, recall a single specific thing he had ever done.

There is no portrait. There is no stone with anything on it but a date.

He left no instructions, because he had built a thing that did not require any, and in Year 441 there were perhaps twenty men in two countries doing exactly what he would have told them to do, and not one of them had ever seen his handwriting.

The Hand did not invent its technique.

That is the thing he never wrote down and never told anybody, and it is the reason a woman of sixty spent the last four years of a hard decade trying to find a document that does not appear to exist.

Because on the eleventh day of Ashfall, Year 361, two days after he requisitioned the palliasses, the supervisor went up the ladder into the sealed room to check a sheet against its original, and while he was up there he took down a bound quire from the bottom of the fourth press that he had not sorted and had not read.

It was not part of the Year 292 papers. It was older than the room. It was in a hand and a convention that nobody in the Ceredwyn household had used for four hundred years, and it was eleven leaves, and it was a manual.

How a sheet is replaced inside an original binding. How a hand is matched. How thread is taken out and put back. How a document is left in place and the one beside it is substituted, so that a searcher finds the neighbour and is satisfied.

The supervisor of the Ceredwyn copying operation sat on a floor in a room with no door in Ashfall of Year 361 and read eleven leaves that told him, in careful sequence, everything he had spent four months working out for himself.

He did not tell the King.

He did not tell anybody, ever, and he did not burn it either, which was the one sentimental act of his life and the one that mattered. He put it back at the bottom of the fourth press and he carted the press south to a house of men who could not read what they copied, and in Year 391 a brother called Iolo put a box in a chapel yard with four people who had no names.

Sixteen quires went into that box.

A woman of thirty-five, who had read every one of them eleven times and had published all sixteen entire, would spend the last years of her life trying to establish why the box had contained sixteen when the terms and the letter and the working papers accounted for only fifteen.
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THE LOWER ARCHIVE, CASTLE ASHRYN

The Fourth Day of Greening, Year 441

––––––––
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The letter from Isolde Ashryn arrived on the second day of Greening and Bran did not open it for two days, which was not deliberation. It was Tuesday.

She had a system and the system was that correspondence was opened on Thursdays, all of it, in one sitting, in the second room, with the door shut. She had instituted that in her first year and had been mocked for it for twelve, and she had never once departed from it and had never once been late with an answer that mattered, which was the part nobody remarked on.

So the letter sat in the tray from the second to the fourth, and on the fourth she opened it with eleven others and read it twice and put it down and sat looking at the far wall for a considerable time.

Then she got up and went and found the household roll for Year 388.

The archive at Castle Ashryn was three rooms and it was cold.

That was the first thing every visitor said and Bran had stopped minding it at about her fourth year. The Ceredwyn archive was warm; she had been told so a great many times, usually by Isolde, usually in the tone of a woman describing a country she had loved and left. Six rooms, oak shelving, a card index since Year 361, and a system of underfloor ducts that solved damp two centuries before anybody in the west had thought to try.

Bran had three rooms with stone walls, no index, and a woman who remembered things.

She had built the remembering deliberately, because she had come to the post at forty-eight with no training whatever and had understood inside a month that she was never going to be Isolde Ashryn and had better find out what she was going to be instead.

What she was, it turned out, was slow.

That was not modesty. She had thought about it a great deal and had arrived at it as a technical description.

Isolde read a document and saw the shape of it in four minutes, and was right about nine times in ten, and the tenth was the reason she published her own errors. Bran read a document and saw nothing at all for about a week, and then, at some point that could not be predicted or hurried, the thing would simply be there, assembled, without her having done anything she could describe.

She had tried to explain it once, to Isolde, in a letter, and had thrown away four attempts and sent the fifth, which said: I do not find things. I wait for them and they surface. I am aware of how that sounds and I have stopped apologising for it.

Isolde had written back four lines.

That is not slowness, it is a refusal to assume, and it is the rarest thing in this profession and I have never had it. I have spent my whole life arriving early and being right, and you have no idea what it costs to be wrong at speed in front of a council.

Do not learn to be faster.

I. A.

Year 388 was where the letter had sent her and Year 388 was a bad year for looking at anything.

The household roll for that year was in the second room, on the third shelf, in a run of volumes that went back to Year 140 without a break, and Bran took it down and carried it to the reading desk and did not open it.

She sat with her hands flat on the cover for about a minute.

That was another of the things she did. Isolde had asked her about it once, early on, and Bran had said that she liked to know what a book weighed before she read it, and Isolde had laughed and then, two days later, had stopped in the doorway on her way out and said, "That was not a joke, was it," and Bran had said no.

The volume was heavy. They were all heavy. But there was a thing you learned in twelve years about how a bound quire of a hundred and eighty leaves sat under your hands, and this one sat correctly.

She opened it.

Isolde's letter had asked one question and had asked it in four lines, which was how Isolde asked things when she was frightened.

Bran. Year 388, Ashfall. I want to know whether eleven men left Castle Ashryn that season with a pass for an eastern crossing. Not whether such a crossing existed; I know it did not. I want to know whether the pass was written.

If it was, I want the names, and I want to know who signed it.

Do not send this by the ordinary bag. Do not tell anybody you are looking, including my brother.

I. A.

Bran had read that last line four times on the fourth day and had understood two things from it.

The first was that Isolde had found something in the east and did not yet know how bad it was.

The second was that including my brother meant Isolde had considered the possibility that the Nightbound court could not be told, and had not been able to rule it out, and had put it in writing anyway rather than leave Bran to work it out on her own.

That was the whole of Isolde Ashryn in nine words and Bran had a certain amount of feeling about it that she did not examine.

The household roll of Year 388 recorded four hundred and eleven people.

She read all of them. That took the rest of the morning and most of the afternoon and she did not stop for food, which she would regret at the ninth hour, and at the end of it she had a list of eleven names on a separate sheet in her own hand and a headache behind her left eye.

They were not difficult to find. That was the first thing that was wrong.

Eleven men, all of them household of the correspondence office, all of them entered in the ordinary way with their wages and their quarters and the date of their engagement, and all eleven of them showing out of household, eastern crossing, Ashfall in the margin in the same clerk's hand.

And all eleven showing back in Year 396.

Bran sat back.

The gaslight had not been lit and the light through the high window had gone the colour it went at the sixth hour, and she sat in a cold room with a hundred and eighty leaves open in front of her and did not do anything for some minutes.

It is written down.

That was the thing. Isolde had asked whether the pass was written, and had plainly expected the answer to be no, and had wanted the no because a no is a shape: a no means somebody covered it, and a covering is a thing you can trace.

But it was written. It was in the roll, in the ordinary hand, in the ordinary place, with the ordinary marginal note, sitting in the second room on the third shelf where anybody could have read it at any point in fifty-three years.

Eleven men had left a castle for a country the castle had never heard of, and somebody had simply put it in the book.

She checked the binding.

She did that now on everything and so did every clerk in two countries, and had done since Year 437, and the practice had a name and the name was not Isolde's, which had pleased Isolde more than anything else in her life. Reading the board. Hold the volume to the light, look at the sheet rather than the writing, check the rag content and the way the edge has gone and whether the thread has been out.

The sheet was original. The thread was original. The colour at the edge was right for a hundred and eighty leaves that had sat in a cold room for fifty-three years.

Bran went through the whole volume, leaf by leaf, which took two and a half hours and which she did not need to do, and every sheet in it was original.

She put it back on the shelf at the ninth hour and went up to the kitchens and ate something standing up, and then she came back down and sat in the dark for a while.

The problem was not that she had found nothing.

The problem was that she had found exactly what she was looking for, immediately, in the first place she looked, in perfect condition, in a volume nobody had touched.

Twelve years in three cold rooms had given her very few rules and that was one of them.

She wrote to Isolde on the fifth and it took her four hours and the final version was four lines, because Isolde had used four and because Bran had a certain sense of form.

My lady. Year 388, Ashfall. Eleven men out of this household with a pass for the eastern crossing, signed by the master of correspondence.

There is no eastern crossing. There was no eastern crossing in Year 388. Nobody in this castle knew that country existed until Year 432 and I have the whole of the archive to prove it and I have spent four days proving it and it is airtight.

Eleven men left this building for a place we had never heard of, forty-four years before we heard of it, and came back in Year 396, and I have their names.

I have not told anybody. Tell me what to do.

She sealed it and gave it to a rider she chose herself and did not put it in the bag.

Then she went back down and started on the thing she had not put in the letter.

Because there was a fifth line and she had written it and struck it out, and the struck-out version had said: It was too easy and I do not like it and I am going to keep looking.

She had taken it out because it was not information, and because Isolde had eleven hundred pages and two countries to manage and did not need a fifty-nine-year-old woman's misgivings in a document.

But she had meant it, and she began on the sixth.

What she did over the following four days is worth setting down because it is the whole of her method and nobody has ever written it down properly.

She did not go looking for a forgery. That is what everybody assumed afterward and it is wrong. She had read Isolde's eleven pages on the method four times and she knew every technique in them and she did not use any of them, because a technique tells you how to check a document you already suspect and Bran did not suspect a document.

What she did instead was to go and sit in the first room and look at the shelves.

She did that for three days.

Not continuously. She did the ordinary work of the archive in the mornings, which in Greening was the annual certification of the household rolls and a great deal of correspondence about a dispute over a mill, and she did it properly because she always did.

But in the afternoons she went and sat in the first room with a chair turned round and looked at four hundred years of shelving and waited.

She had done that perhaps nine times in twelve years and it had worked on six of them and she had never been able to explain it to anybody. Isolde had watched her do it once, in Year 435, and had lasted about eleven minutes and had then gone away and read something.

What she was doing, insofar as she could describe it, was allowing herself to notice what she already knew.

On the third afternoon she noticed the dust.

Not on a shelf. Along the front edge of the third shelf in the second room, the run that held the household rolls from Year 340 to Year 420, there was a line where the dust changed.

It was not a clean line and it was not obvious and she had walked past it every day for twelve years. On the left, the ordinary furred grey of a cold room, undisturbed, four hundred years of it. On the right, from about Year 380 onward, the same grey but shallower, as though the volumes had been out and back within the last decade rather than the last century.

Bran sat in her chair and looked at it for about an hour.

Then she got up and took down Year 388 again and looked at the shelf behind where it had stood.

The dust behind it was undisturbed and it was deep and it went all the way to the wall, and it had a clean rectangle in it exactly the size of the volume she was holding.

Which meant the volume had not been out.

Which meant the dust on the front edge had been disturbed by somebody's hand going along the spines, repeatedly, over years, reading the labels and not taking anything down.

She stood in a cold room holding a hundred and eighty leaves and understood that somebody had been checking that run of shelves for a decade to see whether anything had been taken off it.

She did not tell Cadan.

That is the part she went over afterward more than anything else, and she could never establish, to her own satisfaction, when the decision had been made or whether it had been a decision at all.

He came in at the fourth hour of the fourth day, the way he did, with two cups of the appalling tea from the household kitchen that they had both been drinking for twelve years and neither of them liked, and he put one down at her elbow and said, "You have not eaten."

"I ate."

"You ate standing up in a kitchen at the ninth hour on Thursday and the woman there told me about it because she was worried, and you have not eaten since." He sat down opposite. "There is bread in the other cup."

There was not bread in the other cup. There was a heel of bread in his coat pocket, wrapped, which he produced and put down on the desk without comment, and Bran ate it because she was fifty-nine years old and hungry and had stopped being embarrassed about this arrangement in about her third year.

"What are you on," he said.

"The Y388 roll."

"Mm." He turned his cup round. "The mill dispute?"

"The mill dispute is a matter of eleven feet of ditch and two families who have hated each other since Year 402 and it will be settled by somebody dying." She did not look up. "No. Something for Lady Isolde."

"Ah."

And that was all he said, and he drank his tea, and after some minutes he got up and went to the third room and did whatever he did in there, which was usually the certifications, and Bran sat with the heel of bread and a volume she had already read and a line of dust she had not mentioned.

Cadan had come to the archive in Year 429, four months after she had.

They had arrived, effectively, together. She had been forty-eight and entirely unqualified and appointed because Isolde Ashryn had gone east and somebody had to hold the rooms, and he had come across from the correspondence office at twenty-nine as an under-clerk, and neither of them had known what they were doing and they had learned it side by side over about four years.

That is not a small thing and Bran had never pretended it was.

He was better than her. She had established that in the first year and had never resented it, because he was better in a particular direction: he could read a hand. He could look at four lines of a clerk's writing from Year 311 and tell you the man had been trained in the southern convention and had come to the household in middle age, and he was right, and Bran had checked him perhaps forty times in twelve years and he had never once been wrong.

He was forty-one now. He had never married and had never explained why and Bran had never asked, because she had never married either and had spent a great deal of her life not being asked and had extended the courtesy.

He brought her tea at the fourth hour, every day, for twelve years, and it was the worst tea in the Nightbound Court.

She sat in the archive until the eleventh hour that night and did not do any more work.

What she did instead was to think about the dust, which took about an hour, and then to think about the thing under the dust, which took considerably longer.

Because a line of disturbance along a shelf edge is not evidence of anything. Four people worked in those rooms. She had two assistants, a boy called Owyn who was nineteen and a woman called Serren who was thirty and better than the boy, and any of the four of them could have run a hand along a shelf a thousand times in a decade for a thousand reasons.

But she had watched all four of them work for years, and she knew, in the way you know the sound of your own household, how each of them moved in a room.

Owyn took things off shelves and put them back badly. Serren used the ladder for everything, including things she could reach. Bran herself did not touch the spines at all; she had a habit, which she had noticed in her second year and had never corrected, of reading the labels with her hands behind her back and then taking the volume down with both hands.

And Cadan ran his fingers along the spines when he was thinking.

He did it constantly. He did it when he was talking to her about something else entirely. He had done it in front of her four thousand times in twelve years and it meant nothing whatever, and she had watched him do it that afternoon, in the second room, along the run from Year 380 onward, while he was telling her about the mill.

Bran put the lamp out at the eleventh hour and sat in the dark in a cold room and did the thing she was for, which was to refuse to assume.

A man runs his hand along a shelf because he is thinking.

A man runs his hand along a shelf because he is checking.

There is no document in either country that can tell the difference and there never will be.

She sat with that for a long time. Then she got up and went to bed, and did not sleep well, and came down at the sixth hour the next morning and started reading the household rolls of the correspondence office for Year 411.
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The correspondence office rolls for Year 411 gave her nothing for four days, which she had expected, and on the fifth they gave her a boy.

She had not been looking for a boy. That is worth setting down, because the account of it afterward made her sound as though she had gone hunting and she had not; she had gone into the Year 411 rolls because Isolde's letter had said intakes and because a household that takes eleven men out in one season might take some in, and she had read four years of engagements in the correspondence office looking for a pattern in the hiring.

There was no pattern in the hiring. The correspondence office of Castle Ashryn in Year 411 had engaged nine people, all of them adults, all of them from households in the western and northern ranges, all of them with the ordinary particulars.

And on the eleventh leaf, in among the engagements, an entry that was not an engagement.

Boy, eleven years, of Fenbrook. Placed to the eastern household by arrangement. No wage entered. Passage paid.

Bran read it four times.

Placed to the eastern household. Not engaged, not taken into service, not apprenticed. Placed, which in a household roll meant a transfer between establishments, and which required a receiving household to be named, and which had no receiving household named except the eastern, which was not a household. It was a direction.

No wage entered. Passage paid.

An eleven-year-old boy out of Fenbrook, which was a mortal village on the far side of the Veil, and somebody in this castle had paid his passage east in Year 411 and had written it down in the ordinary way in the ordinary place and had entered no wage because there was no wage, because he was not being employed.

He was being sent.

She sat back and put her hands over her face for a moment.

Then she got up and went and found the Year 411 provisioning ledgers, because a boy who is placed to a household somewhere else does not eat in this one, and if the passage was paid then somebody had bought a place on a cart or a horse and a household clerk had put it in a column.

It took her two hours and it was there. Passage, one, southern road, Ashfall. No name. A quantity of money that was correct for one person to Thornmarch and no further, which meant somebody else had paid the rest of it on the other side.

Bran wrote both entries out on a fresh sheet in her own hand and sat looking at them.

Then, because she had been doing this for twelve years and had learned the shape of her own bad ideas, she made herself say the alternative out loud in an empty room.

"A boy of eleven from a poor village was found a place in a foreign household by somebody being kind," she said, "and the kindness was recorded badly by a clerk in a hurry, and there is nothing here at all."

The room did not answer.

"Yes," Bran said. "I know."

Fenbrook was the thing that would not go away.

She knew the name and she had known it before she opened the roll, and it had taken her a moment to place it because the placing came from a document rather than from any life she had led.

Elowen Marrow, of Fenbrook, twenty-six years old at crossing. Year 360.

Bran had found her nine sheets under the pastedown of a provisioning ledger in Year 433 and had read them four times and had written a covering note saying a thing that was not her place, and the whole of it had gone into Isolde's edition entire and was now in every archive in two countries.

Fenbrook was a village of perhaps two hundred people on the mortal side of the Thornmarch crossing.

And in Year 411, fifty-one years after Elowen Marrow left it and never came back, somebody in the Nightbound household had paid the passage of an eleven-year-old boy out of the same village to a place east that nobody in this castle had heard of.

She did not have a theory. She wanted to be clear about that with herself, and she wrote it at the top of the sheet in the words she used for this:

FACT. Boy, eleven, of Fenbrook, placed east, Y411, no wage, passage paid to Thornmarch.

FACT. Eleven men out, Y388, pass for a crossing that did not exist, returned Y396.

FACT. Both entries original. Both sheets original. Both in the ordinary hand in the ordinary place.

INFERENCE. Somebody in this household had a working arrangement with somewhere east across two generations.

WANTING. That it is one arrangement rather than two coincidences.

She looked at the last line for some time and then left it where it was, because the whole of her discipline was that the third pile stayed visible.

Serren found her at the second hour of the afternoon with the mill dispute and a face.

"He has written again."

"Which one."

"The upstream one. It is eleven pages and four of them are about his grandfather." Serren put it down. "Mistress, I have read all of it and there is one line in it that matters and it is on page nine, and I have marked it, and I would like you to tell me whether I am allowed to answer it myself."

Bran looked up.

That was a thing Serren had started doing in about her second year and it was the reason Bran had stopped worrying about the succession of these rooms. Nineteen-year-old Owyn brought her everything. Thirty-year-old Serren brought her the one line and asked for the authority.

"Are you right about page nine."

"Yes."

"Then answer it and sign it yourself and put a copy in the file and tell me on Thursday what you said."

Serren went out looking pleased, and Bran sat for a moment being pleased in return, and then went back to a sheet with four lines on it and the word WANTING at the bottom.

Cadan came in at the fourth hour with the tea.

He had a mark of ink on the side of his hand that he had not noticed, which was ordinary, and he sat down opposite her the way he did and did not ask what she was on, which was not ordinary at all, and Bran noticed it and did not remark on it and then spent the rest of the evening turning it over.

"Serren answered the upstream miller," she said.

"I know. She told me on the stairs and she was extremely casual about it, which means she has been waiting three days to be asked." He drank some of the appalling tea. "She is going to have this room in about eleven years and you should tell her so."

"She is thirty."

"She is thirty and she has been running the certifications since Frostmere and you have not noticed because you have been busy, and if you do not say something within a year somebody in the correspondence office will offer her more and she will take it and be miserable and stay." He said it entirely without heat. "That is all. I have said it now."

Bran looked at him.

"Have you been meaning to say that for a while."

"About four months."

"Why now?"

And Cadan, who had brought her tea at the fourth hour every day for twelve years, said, "Because you have been in this room until the eleventh hour for six nights and you have not told me what you are doing, and I have worked out that I am not going to be told, and I would rather use the time on something useful than sit here being tactful about it."

The silence went on for about four seconds.

"That is fair," Bran said.

"It was not a complaint."

"It was a little bit of a complaint."

"It was a little bit of a complaint," Cadan agreed, "and I have taken it out and looked at it and it is not a good one, because there is a letter on your desk from the heir of the Ceredwyn Court with her seal on it, and I am an under-master of an archive and I have no business knowing anything about it."

"You are not an under-master. You have not been an under-master since Year 434 and I have told you that eleven times."

"There is no other word for what I am."

"There is no other post," said Bran, "which is a different thing, and it is a failure of this household and not of you, and I have written to the treasury about it four times and been told there is no precedent." She put the pen down. "I will write a fifth."

"Do not write a fifth."

"I will write a fifth."

He almost smiled and did not quite, and turned his cup round, and said, "What is she asking about."

Bran had thought about this and had not resolved it and had run out of time to.

She had, over the six days, constructed and demolished four separate versions of the conversation. In the first she told him everything, which was what she wanted. In the second she told him nothing, which was what Isolde had instructed. In the third she told him half, which was contemptible. In the fourth she asked him a question about Year 411 and watched his face, and she had thrown that one away with more force than the others because she had recognised what it was.

"Something old," she said.

"How old."

"Fifty years. Eighty."

"Then it is not urgent."

"It is not urgent and she has asked me not to say what it is," said Bran, "and I want to tell you that she asked rather than let you think it was mine."

Cadan nodded slowly.

"Thank you," he said. "That was the right way to do it."

And he drank his tea and talked about the certifications for a quarter of an hour and went away at the fifth hour, and Bran sat in a cold room and could not work out why she felt worse rather than better.

She worked it out at about the ninth hour and it took her that long because it was not a thought, it was an absence.

He had not asked again.

Twelve years. She knew what he did when he was curious, because he was a curious man and had never made any secret of it; he came back to a thing four times over a fortnight, sideways, at odd hours, usually while doing something else. He had asked her about the Marrow sheets in Year 433 perhaps nine separate times over a month and had been entirely open about the fact that he was doing it, and had said once, cheerfully, that he had no shame about it whatsoever and that she should simply refuse him and he would go away.

She had told him and he had not gone away for a week.

And she had just told a curious man that there was an eighty-year-old matter in his own archive that the Ceredwyn heir was asking about under seal, and he had said then it is not urgent and had talked about certifications.

Bran sat in the dark for a while.

Then she said, out loud, "A man does not ask because he is being courteous," and waited, and after some time she said, "A man does not ask because he already knows," and waited again.

Neither of them went away.

That was the whole of her situation and she recognised it as the worst one she had ever been in professionally, because it was not a situation about a document. She had spent twelve years learning to hold two readings of a page until the page resolved, and she had never once had to do it to a person.

She went up at the eleventh hour and did not go to her own quarters.

She went along the household corridor and up two flights and out onto the gallery above the eastern courtyard, which was where she went when the rooms got too small, and stood at the rail in the cold.

Castle Ashryn at night was dark in a way the Ceredwyn seat was not. Isolde had told her about that too: white stone that gave light back for hours, corridors you could walk without a lamp. Here there was black stone and there were lamps at the corners and there was a very great deal of nothing in between, and Bran had lived in it for twelve years and had come to prefer it, because a woman standing on a gallery in the dark cannot be seen from the courtyard.

She thought about Isolde's fourth line.

Do not tell anybody you are looking, including my brother.

Isolde had written that from four hundred miles away, about a castle she had not lived in for eight years, with no information whatever about who in it could be trusted. She had not meant Kael. Bran had understood that from the first reading; a woman does not name her own brother in an instruction unless she is trying to establish the category, and the category was: assume nothing about this building.

She had complied with it for six days without difficulty because there had been nobody she wanted to tell.

That had changed at the fourth hour, and she stood on a gallery and made herself look at the fact that what she wanted, more than anything, was to go down to the third room and put the whole of it in front of Cadan and hear what he thought, because in twelve years he had never once been wrong about a hand.

She was still there at the second hour of the morning when she heard somebody on the stairs.

It was the lower stair, which came up from the household range, and it was not a guard, because guards walked in the middle of a corridor and this was somebody keeping to the wall.

Bran did not move. She was at the far end of the gallery in the dark and she had, at fifty-nine, the specific advantage of being extremely uninteresting to look at, and she stood absolutely still with her hands on the rail and waited.

A man came out onto the gallery at the far end and stopped.

He did not have a lamp. He stood at the head of the stairs for about eleven seconds doing nothing at all, and then he crossed to the rail on the opposite side and stood looking down into the courtyard.

It was Cadan.

She did not say anything.

She thought about it. She thought about it for the whole of the four
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