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The guns fire on the mist. The sovereign comes through it anyway.

A rope-wright's daughter leaps off a cliff at the Aerial Station at Daggerpoint and is caught by Ondarra, the wild dragon no rider has served in forty years. By sunset the Marshal has claimed the dragon as Crown property, chained her rider by law to the one captain he most enjoys punishing, and set the whole station to watching them.

The strait is crossable only by daylight. The mating season is rising. And the bond between two mated dragons carries heartbeat, breath, fever, and wanting from body to body, impossible to switch off.
Prologue: Six Went Out

Rowan Cade

I counted them before I counted anything else, because that was what I did at every door and ledge and patch of open sky, and that morning I did it twice without deciding to do it either time. Six. Thalos under me, broad and grey-blue in the first light, and five more dragons strung out in formation off his scarred right side and my left, each rider a dark shape against a strait that had not yet decided whether it meant to be silver or iron. Six went out. I have been saying the number to myself for three years in rooms where no one asked me for it, and it has never once come back different, and it has never once been enough.

The dawn patrol flew south first, as we always flew it, with the Point falling away behind us in black terraces and the gun platform shrinking above the yard. The cold at altitude found every gap that harness webbing left, and it carried the smells of the station up with us: leather and iron, dragon musk, hot oil from the gun-house, and underneath everything the salt that lived in the stone of Daggerpoint itself. Thalos breathed under me in the slow rhythm that meant he was content with the morning. I felt his breathing as a man feels his own second heartbeat, shoulder to wing, a warmth spread wide across my ribs whenever his lungs filled. Twelve years I had flown him, bonded at eighteen when I was a signalling sergeant's son with no house behind me, and still, on a clean morning, the plain fact of him could go through me like weather crossing a front: gratitude first, and then the discipline that had to be built on top of it.

I was thirty that year and still lean in the way men get lean living at altitude, all long bones and economy, my shoulders shaped by hauling on webbing and hauling younger riders out of nets in training. Sera Quinn, twenty-four and quick as a thrown knife, flew my right hand station and called across the wind that the grey in my hair had come in early again, which was her way of saying she had noticed I had not slept. I told her to mind her station. She grinned inside her scarf and minded it.

Formation, as I held it in my head: Pavel Ost, thirty-one, silent, a rider who checked his girth straps three times on the ground and once more in the air. Theo March, twenty-seven, singing quietly into the wind as he always sang on patrol, some harbor song with half the words missing. Una Beck, twenty-six, rear guard, her red scarf the only color any of us carried, her eyes always on the water behind us. Joss Marane, twenty-nine, my left hand, the steadiest flyer I have ever commanded. And Sera, and me, and Thalos at the point, his great head turning slowly as he read the strait for the strain in it.

The strait was nine miles at its narrowest, and that morning the far shore showed in pieces. Cessair stood over Osseran with its plume laid sideways by the high wind, thinning toward us into the ash drift, and the drift thinning into the ash lee, the sheltered air along the Reach side of the plume where a flight could fly lower and slower under the worst of the grit. Our ordered route, spoken at the dawn muster two days running and flown without incident all that week, kept us west of the lee, in clean air, with the forts' signals in sight.

The route I flew that morning was not that route.

It had been changed at the night muster, after dark, in the muster ground's lamplight, with the flights drawn up and the wind worrying the herald's cloak around his narrow frame. Alun Prew was forty-one and had spoken the Roster for sixteen years, a courteous man with a voice out of all proportion to his body, a voice that could fill the walled court and lay itself like a hand on the back of six hundred necks at once. He spoke the night orders in the Marshal's words, and among the patrol lines and pens duties and gun rotations he spoke ours: Flight Two would fly the dawn patrol two miles east of its accustomed line, into the ash lee, to cover a gap left by a fort flight grounded with a torn membrane. Two miles. I remember the smallness of it, and finding the order ordinary in every particular, because orders were the ground I stood on. Captains fly the orders they are given. I flew it.

Ash announced itself as it always announced itself, by taste before sight. A dryness at the back of the throat first, then a flavour like licked iron laid across the tongue, then the smell of it coming up through Thalos's own smell, burnt sugar and hot stone, the drift's signature written over the clean cold. Thalos's breathing shortened under me. I felt the change arrive in my own chest a half-breath after it arrived in his, a tightening high in the lungs, and I put my right hand flat against his neck where the scales gave way to the softer hide behind the jaw. The back of that hand was still unmarked that morning. That is a thing I notice now when I remember it. My hand was whole. His wing was whole. We had perhaps four minutes left in which all of that was true.

I called the flight in closer, distance closing by voice and by signal, because ash eats the edges of a formation first. Pavel answered. Joss answered. Sera, who answered everything with an economy that shamed officers twice her age, lifted one gloved hand where I could see it. The drift thickened around us in veils, grey on grey, the strait below showing and vanishing, and the sound of the wind changed as we went deeper, muffled by the ash as a harbor's sound is muffled by fog, and under the muffling there was a wrongness I felt in Thalos before I understood it in myself. His whole vast body gathered. It was the gathering a dragon does when the air in front of him stops being empty.

The nets came up out of the drift where no nets should have been.

A dragon net does not look like much from above until it is already a fact: wet rope and weighted line and iron-shod corners, thrown wide from below by crews who have practiced the throw until it flowers in the air like something blooming. The smell of it reached me before the sight resolved, wet rope and tar and the green stink of the lee shore, and then the first net took Pavel Ost's dragon across both wings and the sound it made has never left my ears. A net taking a wing does not tear. It sings. Every line comes taut at a different pitch as the weight arrives, and the dragon's own momentum whips the mesh close, and the beast goes from flying to falling in the space of one wingbeat while the sound goes on rising, rope straining against scale and membrane, until something in the structure of the flight gives way and the pitch breaks. Pavel did not scream. His dragon screamed for both of them, a note that went through my teeth and into the bones of my hands where they closed on the harness, and they were gone below into the grey before I had finished turning Thalos toward them.

Then the sky was full of them. Osseran capture crews on the lee shore, and pit-riders above us coming down out of the upper drift in a silence that I understood too late was the worst detail of the whole morning: their dragons did not call. Wing dragons called to each other constantly in the air, a traffic of notes under the work, but the pit dragons came down mute, flown like arrows, and their riders flew them in a grid that no living formation would choose for itself. Flechette fire came up from the shore batteries through the drift in flat, hissing traverses. Thalos went up. It is the thing I have never been able to give back to him in words, that he went up and not away: up through the fire with it falling around us, his wings driving at the thinner air above the lee, and the fire found his right wing anyway and opened it, and the pain of it arrived in my back and my right shoulder as my own pain, a long tearing blaze mapped place to place from his body onto mine, so that for three breaths I could not have said which of us had been hit. My skin did not tear. That is the law of the Shared Skin, sensation and not damage, and it is a law a man can recite on the ground and forget entirely at altitude when his shoulder is burning with a wound that is not in it. I held on with a body that believed it was torn open and flew a dragon who actually was.

Sera Quinn's voice came to me on the wind, torn to pieces by it, calling my name and then calling station, still doing her work, still Sera, and I saw her dragon fold at the left wingtip where a net's corner weight had snagged and dragged, saw her hauling on the harness webbing with both hands to free a strap that the net had fouled, saw her look up and find my eyes across perhaps twenty yards of ash and noise. She was not afraid. I need that on whatever record this memory is: in the last second in which I saw her alive, Sera Quinn was working the problem with her hands and looking to her captain for the next order, and the order I gave her never reached her, because the second net came up between us like a curtain being drawn and the drift closed over the place where she had been.

After that the memory stops being a formation and becomes a list, which is perhaps why I count. Theo's singing, cut off. Una's red scarf, very bright, going down in a spiral, her dragon's calls coming faster as the nets took its wings in sequence, fore and aft, practiced and obscene. Joss holding station beside me longer than anyone, flying a netted dragon on one free wing, turning his head at the last and shouting something the wind took entire. The pit-riders closed above us. Thalos, with his wing coming apart in panels of pain that lit my whole right side like a struck lamp, tore upward through their line carrying me because I could not be got off him without killing us both: my left leg was fouled in a strap the fire had half severed, the buckle raking down my side as he climbed, opening the long scar I carry there now. He flew us out of the lee on a wing that should not have flown, nine miles of strait in daylight with the wind against the tear, and put us down on the Point's seaward ledge with the station running toward us, and folded the ruined wing over me while the crews cut me out of the harness with hands that shook.

Five riders did not come home. Joss Marane. Pavel Ost. Sera Quinn. Theo March. Una Beck. I count them too, now, in that order and no other, because a list is a thing a man can hold when a formation is a thing he cannot.

They carried me as far as the infirmary steps before I made them put me down. By the time the surgeons had cleaned the ash out of the rake down my side and bound it, the speaking of the day was already moving ahead of me through the station like a front crossing the strait. I could feel its approach in the way voices stopped when I passed doors. By evening my shoulder still burned with Thalos's wound, and I had stopped expecting the burning to fade, because some part of me had already understood that it meant to live with me.

The Marshal sent for me at dusk. His office stood above the muster ground with a window giving onto the court, lamplit, orderly, smelling of cedar oil and of tea kept at a heat I could see shivering the surface of the cup at his hand. Silas Thane was forty-five that year and appeared to be a man of forty in perfect preservation, built like a mast, six feet two and upright past the point of comfort in anyone standing near him, with a stillness at the center of him that made the office arrange itself around him the way a yard arranges itself around a kingpost. His face was long and high-browed, his mouth thin and exact, his iron-grey hair cropped close by a custom he had imposed on the service and kept first on himself. He did not rise. He did not ask after the wound. He looked at me with deep-set grey eyes that missed nothing and advertised nothing, and he spoke at conversational volume, in the dry carrying baritone that a muster ground could hear in its farthest rank, and what he said was a prepared thing. I heard the preparation in it as I heard strain in a formation. It had been composed before Thalos put me down on the ledge. Perhaps it had been composed before we flew.

Captain Cade broke formation. That was the speaking of the day, and he delivered it to me first, alone, as a courtesy, the finding already written into the shape of his sentences before I opened my mouth. I had led Flight Two east into the ash lee on my own authority. I had held the flight in the drift past the point of prudence. Five riders were dead of my error, and the Wing, in its grief, would conduct no inquiry that might disturb the dead men's families, provided the error was not compounded by dispute. He priced each sentence with the next one as he went, a builder laying one stone and then the stone that locked it. There was a place at the Point for a captain the service could not clear and would not spend. There was teaching. There was the Descent, which no other officer of my generation could run as I ran it. The service had uses for a man it could not trust in the air, provided the man understood the size of the mercy being measured out to him.

I stood in his doorway with the day's ash still in the seams of my gloves and said nothing.

I have had three years to build other versions of that doorway, and in every version the same fact stands in the room with us, plain as his cup of tea. The only living witness to the order I flew was the herald who had spoken it. Alun Prew had stood in the lamplight at the night muster and moved my flight two miles east in the Marshal's words, and a herald's memory against the Marshal's speaking was not evidence. It was a life, offered up and spent for nothing, and it would not have brought back one rider. It bought a dead herald and a captain cashiered for slander before the week was out. So I held my silence in both hands like a strap I had decided not to cut, and I understood that he had counted the same cost before I entered the room, and that my silence had been included in his preparations as the ash had been included in his geography.

He let the quiet stand a moment longer, out of courtesy, as a man lets a door finish closing. Then he looked down at the roster slate on his desk, and then up, and the grey eyes rested on me with a look that in another man might have been kindness.

"The Wing will find a use for you, Captain. You will teach."
Chapter 1: The Descent

Riley Callahan

We stood ninety-six on the cliff path at dawn, and the wind off the strait went through us in order, rank by rank, as if it were taking our names.

I had been awake since the middle dark. I had braided my hair in the barracks by feel, one thick braid down my back, and dressed in clothes that smelled of the tallow soap I had washed them in the night before, and walked up through Daggerpoint with the other cadets while the station was still mostly lamplight and held breath. Now the equinox light was coming up out of the sea in rags of mist, and the basalt lip of the Descent cliff ran out ahead of us over a fall of three hundred feet to water that looked, from that height, like hammered tin. Below the lip the catching ledges stepped down the cliff face, and below the ledges the net tiers hung between iron stanchions, tier under tier, swaying very slightly in the updraft, and the smell that rose off all of it was salt and iron and gull lime and, rolling up from the ledges where the dragons waited out of sight, a musk like hot stone over deep water that coated the back of my throat.

I was not afraid of the height. I want that understood before anything else happens, because a great deal happened that morning and most of it has been told wrong by people who were watching my face instead of my hands. I had worked the cliff paths above Netholm since I was small enough to be tied to my father's belt with a length of cod line, and I had worked mastheads on the fishing boats in weather that made landsmen sick to describe, and heights to me were only another place where the work was. I stood the way I had been taught to stand on anything that might move: weight even, knees soft, one hand resting on the rope rail the ground crew had strung along the path, feeling the lay of the rope under my palm and the strain of the wind coming up it in small traveling tremors, as a line tells you what the tide is doing before your eyes have worked it out.

Netholm was thirty miles behind me by the coast road, and my father was in it, and the Gullwife was not. Our boat, forty feet of fishing smack that my father had caulked and re-rigged with his own hands every winter of my life, rode impounded in Daggerpoint harbor where she had swung at anchor since the spring drawing took my name, and she would go on swinging there until I was confirmed a rider at the Midwinter Muster or culled and sent home, in which case she was forfeit and my father's winter went with her. He had sent his farewell down the harbor road that morning by relay, in his own phrasing, carried mouth to mouth as harbor news travels, and it had reached me at the barracks door while I was still braiding: go up, girl, and do not come down the ordinary way. I had laughed, because Tammas Callahan had never wasted a spare word in his life and was not going to begin on the morning his daughter leapt off a cliff, and then I had put the sentence where I put everything I intended to keep, down under the work, and got on with lacing my boots.

My hands knew the morning better than my head did. They were wide-palmed and clever and ruined for fine company, rope callus across the palms and the first two fingers, tar worked so deep into the creases of my knuckles that six months of washing since the spring drawing had not lifted it, nails cut short and square, a sail-needle scar through the pad of my left thumb where the needle had gone in at fourteen and come out the other side while my father watched and said nothing until I had finished the stitch. The other cadets on the path were house volunteers with tutors' polish on them, most of them, and parish lots like me, some of them, and all of us were trying in our different ways not to look down too often. I looked down as often as I liked. The nets were good nets. I could see the splicing at the tiers' corners from where I stood, eye splices whipped and served, the head-ropes laid up properly, and I took a professional's comfort in it that none of the house girls shifting from foot to foot beside me would have understood. If I fell unchosen, I would fall into work somebody had done carefully. There are worse assurances to leap on.

The Descent-master came down the path from the cliff's head, and the whole line of us settled as a deck settles when the captain comes aft.

Rowan Cade. I had seen him at a distance all week, at musters, on the yard wall at first light, a tall figure in rider's leathers who stood with his weight forward a fraction and his hands loose, and who did a thing I had noticed before I had words for it: at any door or yard or ledge, his eyes counted. People first, then everything else. Now he came close enough for the counting to be done on me, and he was six feet one in his boots, lean from living at altitude, long bones and no waste, with a northern face all planes and weather: high cheekbones, a mouth set flat the way a man's mouth sets when he gives orders and expects weather rather than argument, and pale blue-grey eyes the color of the strait under morning cloud, deep-set under a brow that gave him a listening look. His hair was dark brown and cropped short, greying early at the sides, and a white scar split his left eyebrow where something had taken him years ago and been survived. He was thirty-three. He had lost a flight in the ash lee three years before and had never been cleared of it, and the whole coast knew both halves of that sentence, and he carried it the way he carried everything else I would ever see him carry: in his hands, doing the next piece of work.

He checked every cadet's harness himself. That was the custom of his Descent, the other cadets said, and no other master of the Descent in living memory had kept it: straps at waist and thigh, buckles tested twice, the cradle lines that would hold us if a dragon's claw took the harness instead of the saddle drop. He worked down the path in the rising light with the ground crew at his shoulder, and his hands were the thing I watched, because hands are where intentions live and a rope-wright's daughter reads them before she reads faces. His hands were long and strong and unnervingly gentle in exact proportion to their strength. He laid webbing as my father laid a splice, without hurry and without waste, feeling the give of each strap with his fingertips, and across the back of his right hand and wrist there were burn scars like pale lichen on browned skin, old ones, the kind a man stops noticing he has.

When he came to me he did not speak at first. He took the waist strap in both hands and drew it up and tested it, and then the thigh straps, and then the cradle lines at my shoulders, and his nearness had a smell to it, leather and cold air and the iron tang of the gun platform where he walked the wall at first light, and under it something clean that I would learn later was only the high air that lived in a rider's clothes. I stood still for him as I would stand for a man fitting a mast band, weight even, hands clear of his work, and then my hands betrayed me, as they have betrayed me all my life, because while his fingers were still on the knot at my hip my own fingers found the knot by touch and tested it, drew it up a fraction, and passed it, all without my eyes going down and without my deciding anything at all.

He stopped. I felt the stop in his hands before I saw it in his face. Then he looked up at me, properly, for the first time, and something in his expression changed in a way I had no name for yet: it was the look of a man who has spent a morning inside a ceremony he does not believe in and has found, without warning, one honest thing standing in the middle of it. His voice, when it came, was quiet and level and built to carry across a yard without rising, and close up it did something to the air between us that I filed under the morning's nerves because filing it anywhere honest would have required me to think about it.

"Your knot would have held, Callahan," he said.

"It held when you tied it, Captain," I said. "My hands check. They do not ask me first."

The corner of his mouth moved by an amount that would not have registered on a gauge. He tested the knot I had just tested, found it as I had left it, and went on down the path, and I stood in my harness with my heart going harder than the cliff or the fall or the whole waiting station could account for, and I told myself it was the equinox cold, and my hands, which are poor liars, tested the rail rope beside me twice while I watched him work away from me down the line of cadets.

The herald stood up on the cliff's head then, and the yard and the path and the galleries cut into the rock above us went silent by ranks, the way a harbor goes silent when a great sail fills. Alun Prew spoke the form of the Descent in the muster voice that filled the whole seaward face of the Point, and the bred dragons began to come up off the ledges below us in ordered pairs, grey and brown and red and one broad white, rising on the updraft with their riders' saddlery empty and their harness bells ticking in the wind, and took their stations in the air below the lip as they had been presented to do at every equinox within memory. Ninety-six of us. Seventy-two would be caught before the morning was out, if the year ran true, into twelve flights of six. The rest of us the nets would have, or the rocks would. Nobody said the numbers on the path. Everybody on the path knew them as you know the depth under a hull you cannot see.

The leaps began at the path's lower end, by lot, and I was drawn fortieth, which gave me time to watch the work of it and learn what the morning intended. A cadet would step to the mark. The Descent-master's voice would come down the path, flat and carrying: the name, the permission, and then the formula that was Rowan Cade's own and no other officer's, spoken at every Descent he had ever run. "Count yourselves." And the cadet would leap, out and down into the strait wind, harness cradle spread, and the air below would move as a dragon rose to the choosing or did not, and the path would hear either the great double beat of wings taking a new weight or the long whistle of a fall going past the catching height toward the nets, and the nets' crews would shout, and the tiers would sing under the strain of a caught body, rope over rope, a sound my hands understood in my palms where they rested on the rail.

Twice in the first twenty leaps the whistle went long and the shout from below had the flatness in it that meant the nets had done all they could and it had not been everything. I kept my eyes on the ledges and did not count those either. A girl two places ahead of me, a house volunteer with beautiful gloves, began to cry without sound at the thirty-first leap and went off the mark anyway when her name was called, with her tears blowing sideways, and a grey dragon took her so gently that the path made a noise like a congregation. I was proud of her and I did not know her name. That was the morning working as the morning was built to work.

Then, before my turn came, the guns fired.

Three volleys, from the platform above and behind us, spaced as gunners space deliberate fire. The sound did not roll. It arrived, flat and enormous, and went through the rock under my boots and up through the bones of my legs, and the iron smell of the guns came down off the platform on the wind, and every head on the path turned seaward in the same instant toward the sea mist that stood off the strait in a long bank, burning off in rags where the sun touched it.

Something was in the mist. The crews on the platform were calling it a rogue, and the word went down the path from mouth to mouth the way my father's farewell had come up it, and took hold: rogue, rogue, a rogue at the guns' line on Descent morning. The standing order was older than I was and every coast child knew its shape as we knew the shape of a squall warning. No unbonded dragon crossed the guns' line. The guns fired to turn it, and then they fired to kill it, and the station watched its own ceremony stop being a ceremony with the neatness of a sail ripping along a seam.

The mist answered the third volley with a sound like a sail filling in a gale.

It came through the flechette fire with the fire still falling around it, iron pattering off scale and membrane, driving for the cliff out of the burning mist with a wingspan that darkened the water under it. Ninety feet of dragon, near enough, nose to tail-spike, scaled in the deep green-grey of strait water over stone, and old: I knew her age as you know the age of a great tree or a great boat, by the accumulation of weather and violence in her. A pale lattice ran down her left side in cords where the mesh had bitten and been torn away, years gone. One horn was chipped to a stub. A white gouge ran along her jaw where a gun's flechette had found her in some year nobody had chalked where I could read it. The whole station knew her. The whole coast knew her. Ondarra. The Widow. Seventy-eight years old, unbonded for forty years, a sovereign who had declined every saddle and pen and courtesy the Wing had offered since before I was born, who circled the strait and took fish and weather where she found them and had not suffered a human touch in four decades, and she had come through the cliff guns at dawn on the equinox to attend the Descent.

Dragons on the ledges were calling. The bred dragons at their stations had broken their beautiful order, heads up, answering or warning I could not tell, and the sound went through the stone and through my teeth. On the platform the gun crews were laying for a fourth volley, and I could see the traversing gear moving, slow and professional, and I understood with a clarity that arrived in my hands before it arrived anywhere else that the guns were going to fire on her again while ninety-six cadets stood on the path below the line of fire, and that this was, to the men on the platform, not a horror but a morning's work they had done before at other dawns, on other shapes in other mist.

My name was called.

I have thought about that moment more than any other in a year that gave me a great deal to think about, and I have never found a heroism in it to offer anyone. My turn was called, and the mark was in front of me, and everything I had been raised to be was a simple structure: the load is where it is, the line is in your hands, you do the next thing. I stepped to the mark with the guns traversing above me and the Widow coming on below the cliff like weather deciding, and Rowan Cade's voice came up the path to me at command flatness, and under the flatness something else that I would spend months learning to hear.

"Callahan. Count yourself."

I leapt.

The fall had a shape I knew from mastheads: first the stomach rising, then the wind taking the whole job of holding me, the harness cradle spreading the load across waist and thighs exactly where the straps had been laid that morning by a pair of scarred hands, and the strait coming up in a long shining rush while the cliff went past in black bands and ledges. I kept my hands clear and my knees soft, as the drill had it, and I watched for my dragon with a shore watcher's whole attention, because bred dragons rose from below, out of the station's order, and everything in the morning had told me my dragon was not coming from below.

She came from seaward, under me and then around me, so vast that the wind of her arrival rearranged the wind I was falling through. Ondarra folded one wing a fraction and turned in the air with a precision that belonged on a creature a tenth her size, and a foreclaw closed around my harness cradle, around, not through, the claws curling clear of my body by margins I could feel against my ribs, and took my weight out of the fall at its full stretch with a surgeon's exactness. The world stopped dropping. Her wingbeat, when it came, went through both of us like a bell being struck under water.

And the Shared Skin arrived like weather crossing a strait all at once, with no shore to it.

Her left side burned down my left side. The old lattice, pale where the mesh had bitten forty years before, lit along my ribs and hip and shoulder in a long mapped blaze that was pain and was not pain, because my skin was whole and unmarked where I burned, and under the burning came the rest of her, arriving in my body as sensation in a flood that had no words in it anywhere: forty years of solitude, forty years of patience worked down to a fine bright wire, forty years of fury kept at exactly the temperature of deep water, and under all of it, arriving last and strongest, a grief so old and so entirely hers that my eyes filled with wind and with something that was not wind while we climbed. She did not speak. Dragons do not speak, and the bond carried no thought and no sentence, only pressure and weather and the map of her body laid over mine place to place. It was more than enough. It was, in one second, more information than I had ever received about another living creature in my life, including the father who had taught me knots with his hands over mine.

She set me on the catching ledge herself, in the lee of her own body, with the claw opening around the cradle as carefully as it had closed, and the ledge's stone was warm from her where her flank had brushed it, and the smell of her up close was hot stone and deep water and a musk that went to the back of my head and rearranged the furniture there. Above us the whole station had gone silent, rank over rank, gallery over gallery, a silence with ninety-six cadets and six hundred station souls inside it, holding. The bred dragons had stopped calling. Even the gun crews had stopped, mid-lay, their engine frozen at its traverse, because Ondarra of the strait had come through their fire at the Descent and chosen, in front of the Wing entire, a levy girl with rope-worn hands and a borrowed future, and the world had become a place in which that had happened.

I put my tar-stained hand flat on the Widow's scarred jaw, and Ondarra, who had not suffered a human touch in forty years, allowed it, and turned her great head to look at the gun platform, once, with an attention the gunners would remember in their sleep.
Chapter 2: The Accession

Rowan Cade

By sunset the yard had arranged itself into the shape of an event it had not scheduled, and I stood at its seaward edge with a flight that was not yet mine and counted what the day had left me.

Six cadets. Six dragons. And the sovereign.

The count had been running under everything since dawn, as a second pulse runs under a wound. Ninety-six had leapt at the Descent. Seventy-two had been caught and bonded, and were being sorted into twelve flights of six by the herald's office with an efficiency that would have impressed me in another year. Eight had died on the rocks below the catching height, and their names were being carried to the infirmary steps and to the relay riders in the proper forms, and sixteen had been netted unchosen and gone to the ground crews with their harnesses cut away and their eyes carefully not meeting anyone's. I had run the Descent. I had spoken the formula over every leap I was given to speak over, count yourselves, count yourselves, until the words were a rail my voice ran on. And into the middle of my own ceremony, through my own station's gunfire, the Widow of the strait had come and taken the fortieth leaper out of the air, and the day had stopped belonging to the forms.

The dragon yard at sunset was the station's theater doing duty as its confessional, a walled amphitheater of black stone on the seaward face, tiers of roosting ledges above a sanded yard, harness racks along the south wall giving off the smell of oiled leather into a general reek of dragon and hot iron and dung baked by the day's sun. Every dragon in the station could be seen from the yard's center. So could every rider. The caught cadets were down there with their new bonds in ragged, exhausted groups, touching their dragons and being touched back, hands wandering over scale and hide with the stunned tenderness of people who had been given a second body at dawn and had not yet learned where the first one ended. The bred dragons settled wing to wing on the lower ledges, calling softly, trading the low traffic of notes that runs under all yard evenings. Above them all, alone on the great ledge because no bred dragon had been consulted about sharing it and none had volunteered, Ondarra lay with her left side to the wall and her chipped horn against the last of the light, and watched the yard as weather watches a harbor: without malice, and without any promise whatsoever about what it intends.

My six were Flight Six in everything but the herald's confirmation, and I had been watching them assemble themselves around the sovereign's rider all day with the instincts of people building a formation around a load they do not yet know how to carry. Ilse Varma, twenty-five, broad-shouldered and blonde going ash at the temples, gutting-knife scars on her hands, stood where a rear guard stands without being told. Bastian Solt, twenty-seven, dark and quick, a fencer's build and a laugh that arrived before permission, had appointed himself the group's voice and was regretting it audibly. Annick Marlow, twenty-eight, tall and red-haired, freckled to the shoulders, a patrol rider's widow with a surgeon's calm, had got Owen Treth, twenty-four and slight and weather-brown, sitting down with water before his ears had finished reddening from the day. Betta Arn, twenty-three, small and dense and ferocious, powder burns stippling her left forearm from two years crewing the guns above us, kept looking up at the great ledge and then away, as a person looks at a family door they have decided not to knock on.

And at the center of them, Riley Callahan, with her braid coming apart in strands at her temples and her knuckles resting flat and open on her knees, and her eyes going to hands before faces, because I had watched her do it all day, with the gun crews, with the herald, with me. She was watching the yard's gates now. Not the ledge. The gates, and the distances, and the way the station's officers were quietly taking up positions that had nothing to do with celebration, and I understood that the rope-wright's daughter was reading the strain in the room as her hands read a line, and that what she was reading had already told her the day was not finished with her.

She was right. The yard made its silence before I saw him, as water makes way for a hull, rank by rank, group by group, the dragons' calling thinning down the ledges until the only sounds were leather and sand and one harness bell that somebody stilled with a hand.

The Grand Marshal of the Wing came down to the dragon yard himself, unhurried, because a sovereign's choosing was the one station event Silas Thane had never delegated.

He was forty-eight, still as a mast in calm air, his cold hands hanging precise at his sides. He came down the yard's center with the herald at his shoulder and two harbor officers at a respectful distance behind, and the dragons on the ledges went quiet in sequence as he passed under them, which I had never seen a yard do for any other living man.

He stopped in front of Riley Callahan, at the distance a man chooses when he intends the whole yard to hear a conversation dressed as a courtesy, and she stood up to meet him. She stood as she stood on the cliff path, weight even, knees soft, and her hands, I saw, found the seam of her coat and tested it by touch alone, her gaze never leaving the Marshal's face. At close distance the Marshal smelled of cedar oil, the station's leather dressing, and of scalding tea, which he drank at a heat that would blister another man's mouth and held even now on his breath from the cup he would have taken before coming down. His voice, when he spoke, was a dry carrying baritone, warm in timbre and absolute in cadence, at conversational volume, and the whole amphitheater leaned on it.

He spoke the Accession over Ondarra, in person, in full, to the rider's face.

The dragon Ondarra, unbonded within Reach air at the guns' line that morning, was Crown property under the law he had spoken at his taking office fourteen years before and renewed at every spring muster since. In consideration of the choosing, which the law honored in form, she was entered as held in the keeping of her rider, Cadet Callahan, at the Marshal's pleasure, revocable at any muster. The rider's confirmation, postings, and continued keeping of the dragon were the Roster's business, spoken at muster in the ordinary forms. And the harbor office would note, he said, with the air of a clerk remembering an item of luggage, that the Callahan family's surety remained in the impound dock until the rider was confirmed: the Gullwife, forty feet of Netholm fishing smack, her keys held at the harbor office, her father's hands thirty miles from her tiller.

Every hold he owned, he named in the scene, in courtesy's clothing, in front of the whole station. The dragon. The roster. The boat. I stood at the yard's edge and heard each one laid down like a stone in a wall being built around a girl who had been a rider for eleven hours, and I counted them, because counting was what I had instead of intervention, and the number came to three, and the wall came to complete.

Then Riley Callahan answered him, and the yard heard her do it.

Her voice went as I would learn it went under fury: quieter, and slower, at a walking pace, with every word set down like a tool being laid in order on a bench. She asked one question. She asked whether a choosing that the law honored could be revoked by the same law that honored it. It was a rope-wright's question, not a courtier's. It went straight to the strand that carried the load and pulled on it, in public, in front of twelve flights and the Marshal's own harbor officers, and I felt something move in my chest that was not Thalos, who was resting two ledges above with his right wing folded and his whole attention, I knew through the bond's ordinary weather, fixed on the great ledge and its occupant.

Silas Thane regarded her with the air of a man being handed a well-made tool by a craftsman whose name he intends to remember for administrative reasons. He told her that the law was exact, and that she would find it so. He said it warmly. That was the refinement of it. There was no threat anywhere in the yard that evening, because threats are for men who expect resistance to matter, and every person standing in that sand understood that what had just happened to Riley Callahan had happened in the forms, at conversational volume, under the law, and could therefore happen again at any muster, in the same voice, whenever the Marshal's pleasure found a new shape.

While the yard waited for whatever the evening intended, I did the work that was mine to do in it, because work was the only posture I trusted my face in. I walked the lower ledges where my six cadets' dragons were settling and I read them as I read every new formation, for strain. Ilse's Hask, a grey male of the pens, had taken his rider's weight all day without a tremor and now stood with his head low and his eyes half closed, a dragon conserving himself, and Ilse, who understood ballast in her bones, was conserving herself beside him with a bucket she did not pretend to be using. Bastian's Kite was a small fast female, all edges, still too bright-eyed for the hour, snapping softly at the air whenever a gull crossed the ledges, and Bastian talked to her in the low continuous patter of a man talking himself down from a height. Annick's Tern, a broad white female, had folded herself around her rider's exhaustion like a wall going up against weather. Owen's Bramble, the youngest of the pens' dragons and as unready as his rider, kept starting at sounds only Owen seemed to hear first, the two of them turning their heads together toward the yard gates, toward the harbor, toward the sea, in a synchronization neither of them had noticed yet and everyone else in Flight Six had. Betta's Cinder, a red female still shedding the day's heat in visible shimmers above her shoulders, bore her rider's hand on her neck with the patience of a creature that has decided, provisionally, to allow the world another day to explain itself.

And above them, Ondarra did not settle. Bred dragons settled. Sovereigns, I was learning in my body as much as in my eyes, occupied. She lay along the great ledge with her tail-spike over its edge and her side rising and falling at a pace that made the ledge's other occupants, two station cats of legendary boldness, remove themselves to a lower tier without discussion. Through no bond of mine did any of her reach me, and yet the yard's whole weather changed around her breathing, as a harbor's water changes around a hull too large for the berth it has taken. Thalos, on his ledge below hers, had turned his great grey-blue head up toward her and kept it turned, and the ache in his wing, which lived in my shoulder like a coal that three years had banked but never put out, had taken on a quality I did not have a name for that evening. It was not worse. That is the exactness I owe it. It was not worse, and it was not his ordinary evening ache, and it traveled, once, the full length of my back in a slow wave that had nothing to do with injury, as if his body had recognized a weather it had been flown away from for fifteen years and did not yet trust itself to name.

I checked straps that did not need checking. I laid a hand along a girth where the webbing had begun to chafe a young dragon's hide behind the foreleg, and showed Bastian how to pad the rub with a fold of sacking and how to whip the webbing's frayed end with waxed twine so the fray would not travel, drawing the turns tight with my teeth the way I had been taught at Hald Fort when I was younger than any of them. The work steadied the flight because the work always steadied a flight; hands that are doing a thing correctly cannot also be doing fear at full strength. Riley watched me do it with her eyes going to my hands first, and when I passed her the twine to finish the whipping she finished it better than I had started it, quick, even turns, the end tucked and seized without a wasted motion, and handed it back without comment, and I was aware, with an irritation at myself that I recognized as a professional failure, that I had noticed the competence of her fingers as I ought only to have noticed a loose buckle.

The assignments were spoken to close the scene, because the Marshal never left a ceremony without converting it into administration. The herald stepped forward, narrow and courteous Alun Prew, and spoke in the voice that could lay itself across a muster ground, and the words had the clean finality of a hatch being dogged down. Flight Six, the levy flight, would take the sovereign's rider. Flight Six would be under Captain Rowan Cade. The flight would muster at dawn on the third day for its first postings, and its captain would answer for its readiness in the ordinary forms.

Hearing my own name in the herald's voice, I understood it entire and at once, as you understand a formation's failure in the second before it becomes visible: the Marshal had just handed me the Wing's most dangerous dragon and its least protected rider in one sentence, as an administrative convenience. The punishment had been designed to be indistinguishable from a posting. I had been stored for three years at the Descent cliff, teaching other men's children to leap, because the Wing was short of captains and shorter of men it could afford to be seen discarding, and now the storage had been given a new inventory. If the sovereign went rogue, as the Wing's speaking had insisted for forty years that sovereigns did, she would do it under my command, and the verdict suspended over me since the ash lee would descend and finish its work with everyone's hands clean. If the rider failed, she failed as my cadet, under my straps, on my count. If neither failed, the Marshal owned a sovereign flown by a captain he could cashier at any muster and a girl whose boat swung in his harbor. There was no arrangement of the future in which the sentence he had just spoken cost him anything. That was the craftsmanship. I had flown into a net once without seeing it flower. I recognized the workmanship now. I still could not see a way to be standing anywhere else.

Thalos shifted on the ledge above me. Through the bond, mapped onto my back and shoulder as his body always mapped, I felt the old ache in his wing as he re-settled his weight, and above and beyond him, on the great ledge, I felt nothing at all from Ondarra, because the sovereign owed me no weather. But Riley Callahan, eleven hours bonded, stood in the center of the yard with the Marshal's wall built around her, and I watched her hands find the seam of her coat again and test it and find it sound, and I watched her look up once at her dragon, and I filed her voice going slow on that question where I filed everything I would need later, in the place where I kept Sera Quinn's last station call and the herald's voice at a night muster three years gone, and the number six, and the number five, and the number one.

I knew the capture year's record as every officer of my generation had been made to learn it: the flight that took a juvenile off the strait rookery for the pens, the guns firing to drive his mate off the netting, a levy girl of nineteen dead in the same hour and spoken of ever since as a rider killed by her own dragon gone rogue. I knew the dates in it as I knew the dates in my own service. And I knew whose face was not in that record, because the boy of the shore parishes who would one day hold the Marshal's office had been eight years old that morning, thirty miles from the guns, with no more part in the capture than I had part in the weather. Whatever Silas Thane was guilty of, and the list I kept of it was neither short nor charitable, it began with inheritance and not with that morning, and a man who speaks of another man's crime with the possession of long study is telling you something about the length of his patience and the diet it has been fed on. I filed that too. The evening was giving me a great deal to file, and none of it was cargo I could put down.

The Marshal turned to go. The yard began the small movements of a crowd released from ceremony, officers turning, the harbor men falling in behind their commander, the herald gathering his cloak against the evening wind off the water. At the yard's center, on his way out of it, Silas Thane paused. On the great ledge above the sand, Ondarra had lifted her head, and she was watching him. She had been watching him, I realized, for some time, with the whole of her attention, the chipped horn and the gouged jaw turned down the terraces like a gun being laid by a crew that has all the time there is. Long weather looked down out of that ledge at the Grand Marshal of the Wing, and the Marshal, who never hurried and never explained himself, stopped in full view of his station and returned the look for exactly as long as courtesy required and not one breath longer.

He spoke to no one the yard could identify, at exactly the volume of a man remarking on weather.

"Forty years. She has not forgotten the guns."
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