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​Prologue

​The Stone in Her Pocket
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POV MARA

The first time Mara watched a man kneel against his will, she was eleven and holding a basket of eggs.

He was the cooper from the next village. His name was Josef, and one of his boots had a split across the toe. She remembered the boot afterward because he kept trying to set it flat on the cobbles. His knee would not let him. His hands shook beside his thighs as if he were carrying something too heavy to put down.

The collector stood over him with a piece of black stone in a silver frame.

"You will pay what is owed."

Josef nodded. Everyone in the square nodded, including people who owed nothing. Mara felt her own chin dip, a small pressure below her ears, and stopped it. Her mother tightened a hand around the handle of the egg basket.

"Watch the ground," her mother said.

Mara watched the collector instead. He wore a clean green coat. There was a little scab under his lower lip where he must have cut himself shaving. A man with a scab, a coat, and a stone, and Josef could not stand up.

"His girl has been ill," someone said.

The collector turned. It was not a particularly sharp movement. The woman who had spoken still stepped behind her husband.

"Then his girl needs a father who honors his obligations."

Mara's mother set the basket on the well ledge.

"His assessment was paid on Monday."

She did not raise her voice. She sounded as she did when she asked the baker to weigh the flour again.

The collector looked at her hands, then her face. "Name?"

"Anja Vey. I witnessed the receipt."

"And have you brought it?"

"It is at the council house. You can walk there with me."

For a moment Mara thought he would do it. He glanced toward the council house, which stood no more than forty paces away. A pigeon picked at spilled grain beside its door. The walk would have taken less than a minute.

Instead he lifted the stone.

"Keep to your own affairs, woman."

The pressure came again. It pressed against Mara's teeth this time. Beside the well, every conversation stopped. Anja picked up the basket and put it in Mara's arms.

"Go to your father."

"But you said he paid."

Her mother's thumb brushed a fleck of straw from her sleeve. "He did."

The collector's face had changed. He was staring at Anja as though the butcher's scales had begun speaking to him.

Mara took three steps toward the bridge, then stopped behind a cart. She could still see Josef's boot.

Her mother walked to the council house. Alone.

Later, the collector told everyone there had been a clerical mistake. He released Josef, who had to be helped up by two neighbors and would not look at Anja. The market resumed around the empty place where he had knelt. Someone bought a cabbage. Someone argued over the price of lamp oil. The eggs fetched a penny less than they should have because Mara had cracked two against the basket handle.

At home her father counted the coins twice.

"You could have sent for me," he told Anja.

"Would it have changed the receipt?"

"You know that is not what I mean."

Mara sat on the hearth rug with a needle and a stocking. Petar was outside splitting kindling. The blows of the axe arrived through the floor in small, regular knocks.

Her father glanced at her, then lowered his voice. "If they start asking again."

"They did not ask."

"Today."

Her mother took the coins from the table and put them in the blue crock above the stove. Then she came to Mara and held out a grey stone, small enough to fit inside a closed hand. Three short lines had been cut into one face. It had no silver frame.

"Keep this for me."

Mara set down the stocking. "Is it like his?"

"No."

"Can it make people kneel?"

Her mother crouched. She had flour on one knee and a loose thread at her cuff. Mara wanted the collector to see her like that, ordinary and unafraid, but the thought frightened her before it was finished.

"It cannot make anyone do anything. It reminds us what was agreed."

"Who agreed?"

"People who understood that agreeing matters."

Her father moved behind them. Anja looked up at him, and something passed between them that Mara could not follow.

"You will learn the rest when you are older," he said.

Mara closed her hand around the stone. "What if I lose it?"

"Then you will have lost a stone," her mother said. "You will still know when something is wrong. Do not confuse the two."

That night Anja took her down to the river with a lantern. The water was low, leaving a strip of pale mud between the bank and the reeds. Their neighbor's fence had fallen outward. One post leaned over the public path.

"Where does his field end?" Anja asked.

Mara pointed at the fence.

"Does it?"

She looked again. The old boundary marker stood a pace inside it, half buried in grass.

"There."

"And if he moves the marker?"

"We look at the map."

"And if he changes the map?"

Mara thought of Josef's boot. "We ask someone who remembers."

Anja set the lantern down and drew a line in the mud with her finger.

"A boundary tells you where a thing is. An order tells you what someone wants. Powerful people sometimes pretend they are the same."

On the opposite bank a wolf lifted its head. Its eyes caught the lantern light, bright and level, before it turned away into the trees.

Her mother took her hand for the walk home.

Seven months later fever came through the river villages. It took Anja's voice first, then her breath. It left Petar alive in a room that had become silent to him. Their father burned the bedding, sold his survey horse to pay the physician, and would not speak about the market square.

Mara kept the stone in the pocket of her winter coat.

When the coat no longer fitted, she cut the pocket out.
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​Chapter One

​The Flood Line
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POV MARA

Eighteen years later, the king's men arrived while Mara was persuading a child that a map could contain a mistake.

Leni had drawn the mill on the wrong side of the river. She had given it a red roof, six windows, and a chimney large enough to house the miller's entire family. Moving it would require rubbing out most of the morning's work.

"Perhaps the river is wrong," she said.

"It has certainly been wrong before. Unfortunately, Tessa's flour sacks are still over there."

Mara pointed through the survey office window. Across the narrow bridge, the mill wheel turned in a slow, uneven rhythm. It needed a new bearing. Everything in Darsen needed a new bearing, a new roof, or someone to pay last winter's bill.

Leni held the pencil between her teeth while she considered the evidence. Then she took it out and signed a question with her free hand: Could they move the flour?

"An excellent proposal. Put it to Tessa."

That earned a grin. Petar had taught his daughter to argue with pictures and signs before she had learned to write her name. He claimed it made letters less dangerous if you already knew there were other ways to be understood.

Mara pulled the weekly post from under the account book. There was still no letter from him. His last had arrived twelve days ago from the Hadrin works, with a drawing of a heron that Leni had pinned above her bed. The heron wore an engineer's hat. Beneath it he had written that the northern repairs were nearly finished.

He had been nearly finished for six weeks.

Outside, iron struck stone. More than one horse. Leni slid off her chair to see.

"Away from the window, please."

The child turned at the change in her voice.

Six riders had stopped beside the council steps. Their coats carried the white wolf of Velisar, embroidered above the left breast. A narrow carriage followed them, its wheels wet to the hubs. A clerk climbed down with a leather document case. He was young, with reddened hands and a hat too large for him.

Mara wiped the graphite from her fingers. "Take your drawing to the kitchen. Ask Mrs. Drel for something to eat."

"We had breakfast."

"She will be relieved to hear it. Tell her anyway."

Leni tucked the map under her arm. At the door she looked back, then signed, Letter?

Mara shook her head.

The child gave a little shrug intended to be grown up. It hurt more than crying would have. Then she went down the passage toward the kitchen.

By the time Mara reached the steps, Tessa Rul was already there in a floury apron over her council coat.

"If this concerns the bridge levy," the miller said, "we sent it in September."

The clerk took off his hat. "Reeve Rul?"

"On working days."

"Niko Bel, office of the northern commission. I have a proclamation to post."

"Then let us read it first."

He hesitated, looking toward the mounted officer. She was a broad-shouldered woman with a silver clasp at her throat and rain on her close-cut hair. She nodded.

Niko opened his case.

The proclamation was beautifully written. The margins were exact. The seal was red and unbroken. It informed the inhabitants of Darsen, comprising all registered dwellings between the old toll bridge and Hadrin's southern channel, that an imminent flood hazard required evacuation by noon on the following day. Livestock could be taken to the designated holding ground. Possessions exceeding one cart per household were to be left for later collection. Property would fall under the temporary administration of the northern commission.

There was no date for its return.

Mara read it again, looking for the sentence she must have missed.

Tessa touched the corner of the page. "Imminent?"

"The river authority has assessed the risk," Niko said.

"The river authority asked me for a fall survey three weeks ago," Mara said. "I sent it on the sixth."

"Your name, please?"

"Mara Vey. Municipal surveyor."

Relief passed over his face. "Then you will be able to assist with the transfer."

"I will be able to assist with explaining why the stated hazard line runs uphill."

The officer dismounted.

"Captain Sava Dren," she said. "What do you mean?"

Mara pointed to the annex. The map had been copied from an older survey. She recognized her father's hatching on the eastern ridge and the tiny hooked mark he used for an alder grove.

"This elevation is wrong. So is this one. Someone has put the winter flood level above the sill of the old chapel. Water reaching that sill would already be flowing through the western cut. Darsen would be wet, but the retaining wall would not be under the pressure described here."

Niko leaned closer. "Those are the approved measurements."

"Approved by whom?"

"The chief engineer."

"Which one?"

He looked down at the map. No name appeared beside the levels.

The captain noticed. Her mouth settled into a straighter line.

Behind Mara a door opened. A woman carrying a bundle of laundry had stopped in the street. Two boys from the smithy came over, wiping their hands. Within a minute the square was collecting people the way a loose nail collected cloth.

Tessa read the proclamation aloud. She did not soften it. At the words one cart, the washerwoman made a sound that brought three more people to the council steps.

"Our winter grain is in the mill," Tessa said when she had finished. "Do your holding grounds include a roof?"

Niko searched a second paper. "Temporary accommodation is being arranged."

"That is a no."

"Reeve, I have no discretion to alter the order."

"Then who does?" Mara asked.

The answer came from the bridge.

"I do."

She had expected another officer. Perhaps a senior engineer with clean boots and a grievance against arithmetic. The man approaching on the dark horse wore no obvious crown. His coat was plain, his gloves stained
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