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  Prologue

Talan Vey

The hall at the taking court was round, and it had been built by people who understood that a room could do half the work of the law if it was shaped honestly. A Concord stone stood at its centre, waist high and grey and unworked except where generations of speakers had polished one side of it with the brush of their clothing as they passed. Above it the roof rose to a wide oculus open to the sky, so that weather attended every speaking held beneath it, and on that morning a column of pale spring light fell straight through the opening and stood on the floor like something that had been summoned and was waiting to be dismissed. The witnesses stood along the curved wall in order of seniority, envoys nearest the light, and nobody sat, because parties stood and reciters stood and witnesses stood, and a person who sat uninvited during a speaking had made a statement the room would remember longer than the speaking itself. The cold of the stone floor came up through the soles of my boots and settled in my feet and calves, as it always did in that hall.

I stood at my post at the stone’s right side, where a Collector stands, and I did the work my office had trained into me since my youth. I listened.

My name is Talan Vey. I was eighty-eight years old that spring, and I had been Collector for forty-eight years, and I looked like a man in his early thirties who had not slept well in decades. I am tall even among my own people, six feet three in the soft dark boots of my office, lean from the border roads, with shoulders that fill a doorframe without appearing to try. My hair is black and worn long by my court’s custom, tied back at the nape with a plain cord when I travel, and even then the white streak at my left temple showed plainly against the dark, as it had since my first decade of collecting. My skin is winter pale and stays so in any sun. The thin white scar through my lower lip ached faintly in cold rooms, a souvenir of a tithe’s father who had come at me with a hook in my eleventh year of service and found that I did not duck. My hands, long and cold even in summer, hung loose and still at my sides. A Collector does not fidget at his post, because the words are the only evidence his world admits.

The tithe of Ashcombe stood at the stone to account for his service, and he accounted for it well.

Wendelin Pye had come to his season as a broad, slow speaking man of fifty with a thatcher’s forearms and a beard the colour of wet straw going grey, and the season had thinned him and silvered the beard further and taught him the court’s trick of standing very still while other people decided what his year had meant. His eyes were pale blue and deep set under a heavy brow, and they kept moving to the witnesses along the wall and then coming back to the stone, as a man’s eyes move in a room where he is permitted to speak but not to sit. He smelled of the tithe-house, of lamp oil and clean wool and the herb soap the housekeeper issued to every tithe on arrival, and underneath it, faintly, of the hay and horse of the village he had been taken from. His voice was a working man’s voice, roughened at the edges, and he used it carefully, laying each part of his account down in order, parties and prices and terms, as a man lays tools back on a bench in the order he borrowed them.

He spoke of the sittings he had witnessed. He spoke of the bargains he had recited back entire, in the speakers’ own words, as many times as each sitting required. He spoke of the one dispute in which his recital had gone against the interest of a steward’s nephew, and he spoke of that in exactly the same tone as everything else, which was the bravest thing I heard that morning and the thing the room respected most. When he had finished, the presiding steward answered him kindly, in form, and thanked Ashcombe for its lending, and I saw Wendelin’s shoulders come down a fraction at the kindness, because a tithe at his accounting is a man waiting to learn whether the season has eaten a piece of him that will not grow back.

Then the Reader came forward to seal the rite, and the hall changed its breathing.

She was an older woman of the Chancellor’s office, neat and grey and exact in every particular, with her hair drawn back so smoothly that it seemed to have been arranged by a rule rather than by hands. Her gown was the office’s plain dark stuff, unornamented except at the throat, where a single cord of undyed wool closed it. Her hands rested flat at her sides when she took her place at the stone, and I noted the small professional courtesies of a lifelong speaker: the flask of water waiting at the stone’s base, from which she drank in small sips and never gulps, because a dry throat cracks on long vowels; the lump of honeycomb wrapped in cloth beside it, kept against the third hour; the throat bare despite the hall’s cold, because the court reads a wrapped throat as a claim of frailty, and a Reader of forty years’ standing claims nothing. Her voice, when she began, was of extraordinary purity. A Reader drills one text, in one room, to one standard, with a senior standing behind the speaker’s shoulder to correct by repetition and never by explanation, and four decades of that discipline produces an instrument with nothing wasted in it anywhere.

She spoke the Concord entire to seal the rite, as the Hearing required, and I listened the way I had been trained to listen since before my hair carried its streak of white.

A trained Collector hears a bargain take the way a mason hears a flaw in a wall. The sound is not metaphorical to us, whatever the villages believe. When words are spoken in form and answered in form and the thing binds, the air gives back a low note, felt under the ribs and through the soles of the feet, like a struck bell heard through water, and the quality of that note is the whole of my craft: whole, or ragged, or thin. I had stood at Hearings and sittings and handings over for forty-eight years, and I had heard bargains take clean and bargains take crooked and bargains fail to take at all and lie there in the air like a dropped tool. I trusted my ear as other men trust their eyes, and with better reason, because my ear had never once flattered me.

The speaking went forward article by article through the cold bright hall. The Border. The Tithe. The Choosing. The Surety. The Service. The Names. The Hearing. The Prices. The Reader’s voice carried to the wall without effort and came back thinned and late from the curved stone, which was why parties spoke from the centre in turn, and the building itself enforced the order of speaking, and no one in that hall, envoy or witness or tithe, made a sound that was not required. Dust moved in the column of light from the oculus. My feet ached with the stone’s cold in the patient, familiar way of long speakings. Wendelin Pye stood with his head bowed, hearing the great bargain of the world spoken over the end of his service, and twice I saw his lips move a fraction behind the Reader’s words on phrases his own village’s hearth had taught him, an old habit of the oath-keeping houses, echoing a half-breath late.

And somewhere in the long middle of the speaking, in a place I could not afterward point to on any article’s boundary, the Concord limped.

It was not an error. I want that understood, because I spent twenty-four years misunderstanding it in precisely that direction. The Reader did not stumble, did not lose a word, did not correct herself or hesitate in any way a transcript of the morning could have shown. But underneath the voice, where my ear lives, the speaking stepped over something. It moved the way a careful man moves across ice when he comes to a crack he does not want to test, weight transferred smoothly, stride unbroken, and the whole of his attention given to not looking down. A space passed under the words that the words did not fill. The speaking went on, and completed itself, and the rite was sealed, and the note that answered it sounded through the floor and under my ribs almost whole.

Almost. It had a ragged edge in it, low and brief, like a bell with a flaw in the casting that only sounds when the bell is struck at one particular place.

The hall emptied in its orderly fashion. Envoys withdrew by seniority, witnesses after them, the tithe with the steward’s household, already being congratulated in the yard in the loud, relieved voices of people who have a journey home in front of them and intend to enjoy being ordinary again. I should have gone with them. My duties at a Hearing end when the rite is sealed, and there was a horse waiting for me and a road that would be kinder in the morning light than at noon. Instead I waited in the cold hall until the Reader had taken her final sip of water and folded her honeycomb back into its cloth, and then I asked her my one careful question.

I kept it small, because I already understood, without being able to say why, that it was not a small thing. I asked whether the office’s form of the speaking had always carried the passage at that place in the order she had given it, or whether older Readers had carried it differently.

She looked at me with the calm, untroubled face of a woman whose memory has never once been contradicted by anyone qualified to contradict it.

“The office’s form is the form, Collector.”

That was all. It was courteous, and it was complete, and it was nothing. She gathered her flask and her cloth and went out through the hall’s side door with the unhurried step of a person who has recited the same speaking perhaps four hundred times and expects to recite it four hundred more, and the door closed behind her, and the cold hall held only me and the stone and the settling dust in the light.

I told myself it was the hall.

I was good at telling myself that. The oculus played tricks with sound, everyone knew it; a voice at the wall arrived thinned and late, and a voice at the stone threw echoes off curved masonry that a tired ear could mistake for gaps. I had ridden two days to reach that Hearing. I had slept badly in a strange bed. An ear, like any other instrument, could be knocked out of true by fatigue, and a wise man checked his instrument against his circumstances before he accused the Concord of the courts of having a limp in it. I made the whole argument to myself standing in that cold room, in good order, parties and terms and witnesses, and I believed it as a man believes a thing he has decided to believe: completely, and with a small, persistent effort renewed every time he returns to it.

I resolved to forget it. That was my resolution, made at the stone, in form, in my own hearing, which ought to have made it binding if anything could: I would forget the ragged edge in the note, I would forget the place where the speaking stepped over its crack, and I would go on collecting what was named and answering what was asked and being the exact, uninteresting instrument my office required. Forty-eight years of service stood behind that resolution. Eighty-eight years of a life lived carefully inside other people’s words stood behind it. I had every qualification a man could have for forgetting a thing on purpose and making the forgetting hold.

It held the way ice holds in the hour before it breaks. It held on the surface, in company, in daylight, through the whole ride home and through every ordinary duty of the seasons that followed, and underneath it the thing I had heard went on sounding at intervals for twenty-four years, in every Hearing I attended and every sealing I witnessed, at exactly the same place in the speaking, no louder and no softer for all my resolution. I have stood at my post a hundred times since that morning and heard Readers of three courts step smoothly over the same crack in the same stride, and every time, my ear has gone down to the ice as it did the first time, against my will and against my orders.

I have never spoken of it. There was no one to speak of it to who would not have heard it as an accusation, and I am not built for accusations; I am built for collection, which is accusation’s opposite, the plain taking of what has already been named by other mouths. Nor did I go looking for another ear to confirm mine, though I thought about confirmation as a thirsty man thinks about a well he has been ordered not to drink from. A question asked twice becomes a report, and a report becomes a file in other people’s mouths, and I knew even then that whatever was missing from the Concord had survived precisely by being the kind of thing that careful men noticed privately and resolved, each one alone in a cold hall, to forget.

Wendelin Pye went home to Ashcombe that spring and took up his thatch again and lived, so far as the office ever heard, a long and unremarkable life, and another tithe was gathered from another village in the next season’s turn, and the border held, and the peace held, and the world went on being exactly as exact as everyone agreed it was. Only the note went on coming back with its ragged edge whenever the great speaking was sealed in my hearing, small and low and patient, like a thing that could afford to wait because it had already waited longer than my whole service and intended to wait longer still.

I made my resolution to forget it in the spring of my eighty-eighth year. I kept it, after my fashion, for twenty-four years, and I broke it a hundred times a year in the privacy of my own ear, and the reader of this account should understand the shape of that failure clearly, because everything that came after came out of it. Of all the men and women who stood in that hall when the Concord limped, the stewards and the envoys and the witnesses along the wall, the Reader with her flawless instrument and the tithe with his bowed head, I was the only one who heard it. I have had twenty-four years to wonder whether I was also the only one who was ever going to.
Chapter 1: The Choosing

Katrina Hart

I replaited my braid in the dark on the morning of the equinox, and I recited the day’s bargains under my breath while my hands did the work, because that is the order my life has kept since I was nine years old: the plaiting first, and the tools laid out with it. The bargains that fell due that day. The bargains likely to be raised. The standing words underneath all of them. My fingers knew the braid as they knew every task in that house, and the rhythm of them was a kind of counting, three strands over and under, each pass a sentence remembered. The kitchen around me was still night cold. The hearth ash had settled grey and fine over the last of the embers, and the room smelled of that ash and of the rosemary oil my grandmother would rub into my hair when I was dressed, and of the clean wool of the good dress hanging over the chair where I had laid it the night before. Through the shutter slats I could hear the lambing shed beginning its morning noises, ewes shifting and complaining, a bucket knocked and righted, because lambing was at its height in equinox week and nobody in Ashcombe, on that of all mornings, got to be only one kind of person.

I am Katrina Hart. I was thirty-seven years old that day, and I had been oath-keeper of Ashcombe for seven years, since my mother died, and trained for the office for twenty-one years before that, from the age of nine, at hearths and at the stone, mouth to ear, as the thing has always been carried. I stand five feet nine in my boots, tall enough to look most men level in the eye, and I am built the way women who work are built, with real breadth through the shoulders and forearms corded from hauling water and grain alongside the village work my office has never excused me from. My face is long and strong, with a wide mouth that gives away every thought a half-second before I can school it and a straight nose broken very slightly at the bridge in childhood, which my grandmother set without ceremony and without apology. My hair is dark honey blond, paler where the sun works on it and deeper at the roots, with the first threads of white showing at my temples, and I bound the braid with a plain cord of undyed wool, exactly as I wear it in the fields, because the office does not dress itself up for anyone. My hands, scarred at the knuckles and cut square at the nails, are a working woman’s hands. Oath-keepers do not write bargains down. Ink has never touched those hands in the service of a promise, and it never will.

My grandmother came into the kitchen while I was tying the cord, moving as she moves in the mornings before she has decided how much her body intends to charge her for the day.

Mother Ysolde Hart is seventy-eight years old and five feet four, and she carries herself like a much taller woman because she has spent a lifetime being listened to by people standing above her. Her white hair was already up in its crown braid, neat as woven cord, and her face was all bone and patience, fine lined, with the particular deep creasing at the eyes that comes of reading weather in hard light for most of a century. Her hands shook at rest, a fine, constant tremor that she ignored as she ignored weather she could not use, and everyone in the village knew the strange mercy of her office: when she stood to speak the charter, those same hands went steady as stones. She smelled of hearth ash and rosemary, the two scents of every room she has ever governed, and her voice, cracked at the edges from seventy-eight years of use, held pitch true at its centre as a good bell holds its tone under the rust. She looked at my dress, at my cord, at my bare throat, and she gave one short nod, which from Ysolde Hart is a benediction with the words left off to save time.

“You will eat.”

“I ate.”

“You will eat again, where I can see it. A voice is a body, girl, whatever the courts think. They cannot have yours running on yesterday’s bread.”

My sister came in through the yard door in the middle of that sentence, with a ewe’s worth of complaints on her clothes and a grin already arriving ahead of the joke, because Lark’s laugh always reaches a room slightly before the rest of her does and generally before the joke has finished being a joke at all.

Lark Hart is nineteen, five feet five, rounder faced than I am and warmer coloured in every particular: copper brown hair worn loose and constantly pushed back with an impatient hand, green hazel eyes, freckles that the sun reissues every spring across her nose and cheekbones as if it holds the contract personally. Madder dye lived under her nails in a permanent rust coloured crescent, because spring is dyeing season and cloth for the summer fairs is dyed now or not at all, and she smelled of madder and mordant and green apples from the store room. She talks with her whole upper body, shoulders and elbows and chin all enlisted, and she had been up since the middle of the night on the lambing rota and was, by every law of nature I know, supposed to be exhausted. She was not exhausted. She was nineteen, and it was fair’s end and equinox, and she had decided at three in the morning that this was a festival and she was going to be its best citizen.

“Two new lambs and one idiot ewe who lambed in the drain gap. I have delivered royalty in a ditch before breakfast. Feed me like a harvest hand or I will eat the charter.”

“You will eat porridge like a Christian, and you will not touch the charter with those hands. The village exists by that speaking, Lark. It does not need dye on it.”

“It exists by Grandmother standing up in the square once a year and not falling over, is what you mean. All of Ashcombe held up by one old woman’s knees. I think about it every renewal and it never gets less alarming.”

She said it lightly, and it was also the exact truth that the whole village says in kitchens all year and never says at the renewal itself: that our legal existence rides on an old woman’s breath control, and that the knowing is a kind of tenderness we do not have another shape for. Ysolde put porridge in front of both of us with her shaking hands, spilling nothing, as she has spilled nothing in seventy-eight years of carrying full bowls across uneven floors.

We ate, and I ran the day in my head while I ate, in the order things would happen, because order is the scaffolding that recall hangs on. The renewal first, at the stone, standing, so that the village existed in law before anything was chosen in it. Then the Choosing. Then whatever came after, which the court had described in the smooth, empty language offices use when the real terms are going to be delivered by a person, in a room, at the last possible hour. I had recited the Choosing article at my midday practice the day before, and my grandmother’s hearth form of the words had come out of me entire and unhesitating. I had not thought about it. That is worth saying plainly: on the morning of my Choosing, the difference between the hearth form and the court form was not a cause to me, or even a thought. It was just the shape the words had in my mouth.

The square filled as it fills on equinox morning, with the whole village arriving in its best and bringing the fair’s end with it.

Ashcombe is a farming village of stone and thatch set in a valley bowl, and its square is the bowl’s flat heart, big enough for market stalls at the rim and for the whole population to stand in when the law requires standing. The Concord stone stands at its centre, waist high, grey, unworked except for the worn step on its south side where speakers stand, hollowed shallow by generations of boots. For the equinox the square had been dressed with green branches, ash and hawthorn and early willow, bound to the stalls and the door lintels and the stone itself, and the green smell of cut sap rose over the older square smells of dung and woodsmoke. Seed grain had been sorted that week and the best ears kept back in the barn at the square’s edge, next year’s bread held in reserve, and a fine sweet dust of it drifted whenever the barn door opened. People arrived in family order and stood in family order, lambing grease still under some nails, dye under others, everyone scrubbed and wearing the one good layer they owned.

The Collector rode in with the Herald while the square was still arranging itself, and the arrangement changed around them as water changes around a stone dropped in a pond.

Herald Wys came first, and I had seen him at Faircross in other years and knew his craft before he opened his mouth. He is a narrow man, narrow faced and narrow shouldered, with long careful hands and the courteous, self effacing carriage of a person whose profession is to be a voice for other people’s sentences and never, ever, the author of his own. His hair is dark and cut close, his travelling clothes were the office’s plain good cloth with the road brushed off them, and his eyes have the unsettling quality that belongs to a man who remembers everything he has ever carried: they rest on you as a hand rests on a page to keep the place. He took his position at the stone’s left side, out of the step’s way, and stood with his sealed satchel against his hip and his attention politely nowhere, and the square understood without being told that the Herald was furniture until the law needed a mouth.

The Collector dismounted at the square’s edge and walked the last of it on foot, which was correct, and which the village noticed and approved of in the deep, silent way villages approve of being handled correctly by dangerous people.

Talan Vey is six feet three, tall the way the Long Frost breeds them, lean with the economy of a man who has ridden the border roads for seventy-two years. No spare flesh anywhere. He came through my neighbours in his dark travelling clothes with his black hair tied back at the nape by a plain cord, and the white streak at his left temple showed against it like a stripe of frost that had decided to live there. His face is the court’s idea of austere, high cheekboned, with a mouth carved for formal speech and visibly reluctant at every other kind, and pale grey eyes the colour of lake ice in the hour before it breaks. A thin white scar cuts through his lower lip. His skin is winter pale even under our spring sun, and as he passed close I caught what his nearness smells of: cold air, and leather, and faintly a bitter northern herb that his court burns against the damp. His hands, when he removed his riding gloves, were long and precise and entirely still, a man who handles the world as if it were made of thin ice and he had been trained from birth in where it bears weight. He did not stand on the step. The step is the village’s, and he knew it, and he took his place at the stone’s right side and became part of the square’s furniture too.

A carriage had come up the Faircross road behind them and drawn in at the square’s far edge, near the chapel lane, with its curtains drawn and its driver sitting up with his hands folded and his eyes on his horses. It was a good carriage, better than anything the valley owned, lacquered and quiet, with the Chancellor’s office mark worked small on its door. Nobody remarked on it. I did not remark on it. It sat in the corner of my sight through everything that followed like a word in a sentence I had not yet been given, and I was too full of the morning’s order to let my attention go walking after it. That failure of attention is mine.

Ysolde took the step.

She did it as she has done it every year of my life, without assistance, refusing my offered arm with a look that would have felled a lesser granddaughter at ten paces, climbing the one worn rise of the step in her good dress with her crown braid white in the equinox light. She was five feet four of old woman on a grey stone in a farm square, and when she settled her feet and opened her hands at her sides, the tremor in them stopped, entirely, as if the speaking took hold of her body from the inside and held it as a singer is held by a song she has sung six thousand times. The square quieted before she spoke. It always did. A hundred of my neighbours in their best clothes, and the silence went over us in a wave from the stone outward, until I could hear the green branches ticking against the stall wood in the morning breeze and a ewe calling once, far off, unanswered.

She spoke the year’s renewal standing, entire, in the right order, as she always has.

I will not set the charter down at length, because it is an hour’s speaking and this account has other work, but I heard it as I have heard it since I was a child standing behind her with my lips moving a half-breath behind her words: the grant by which Ashcombe exists, the bounds and the waters and the road rights, the names of the founding houses in their order, all of it coming out of that cracked edged voice pitch true at the centre, all of it carried on one old woman’s breath in the open air. When she finished, there was the small, familiar sound a crowd makes when it remembers it is allowed to breathe, and Ashcombe existed for another year by its own voice.

It was the last time it ever happened at home. None of us knew that yet, except perhaps the carriage.

Then it was the Choosing, and the Herald stepped forward half a pace, and my mouth went dry in the professional way I had been warned about since I was twelve, small sips and never gulps, and I took one measured mouthful from the flask at my belt and no more.

Under the court’s form, which the office’s Readers recite and which every tithe for two hundred years had been gathered under, the Collector names the tithe from the oath-keeper’s house, and the choosing takes. I had heard that form spoken at Faircross when I was a girl, and I knew it as a fact about other people’s business. But the words in my mouth were not the court’s words. They were the words Maera Hart spoke at the Founding at this same stone, carried down two hundred and sixteen years of hearths to my grandmother’s mouth and from hers to mine, and I had carried them all my life without once being in a room where the difference cost anything. The Herald looked to the Collector. The Collector, following his office, opened his mouth to name the tithe of Ashcombe.

I spoke first.

I did not decide to. I heard the court form coming in my body, before my mind had dressed it in reasons, and my training did what it was built to do, which was to give the speaking as it was spoken. I took my place below my grandmother, planted my feet as I was taught to stand for a speaking, weight even, hands still and open at my sides, kept my eyes on the Collector’s mouth, where my training holds them with every speaker, and I spoke the Choosing sentence aloud, entire, in the hearth form, in front of my whole village and the Chancellor’s Herald and the Collector of the Concord.

“The Tithe shall be named by the oath-keeper’s own mouth, from her own house, or the Choosing does not take.”

Then I named the tithe. I named her from her own house, which was the house of Hart, oath-keepers of Ashcombe since Maera. I named her in a choosing’s form, by her given name and her house and her office, and I was careful with the naming, as my whole training had taught me to be careful, because a choosing names a tithe for a season and nothing in it asks for, or may lawfully spend, the name that was spoken over a child at her first naming.

“Katrina Hart, oath-keeper of Ashcombe, from her own house. I name her. I answer for her.”

I was the named and the namer both, and the answering came out of the same mouth a breath later, as the form requires, because a choosing unanswered does not take.

“I answer. I am here.”

The note sounded.

I have heard bargains take all my life, in kitchens and lanes and at this stone, and I know the sound: the low note the air gives back when a thing binds, felt under the ribs and through the soles of the feet, like a struck bell heard through water. I have heard it thin, and I have heard it ragged, and I have heard it fail to come at all. The note that answered my Choosing was whole, complete in every part of itself, rolling out from the stone through the boots of a hundred standing people and up into the ribs and the teeth, and it went on a breath longer than any note I had ever heard at a choosing, and in that extra breath I heard the old people of my village catch their breath, all over the square, a small scattered sound like the first drops of rain on thatch.

My grandmother’s hand, steady as stone all through her speaking, came down and rested for one moment on my shoulder, and trembled there, and was still.

The Collector had not spoken. He stood at the stone’s right side with his formal mouth closed on the court’s sentence, unspoken, and his pale eyes were on my face with an attention so complete that it had become a kind of listening done with the whole body. Whatever he had expected to do that morning, I had done it instead, out of my own mouth, from my own house, and the air itself had answered with a wholeness that two hundred years of court form choosings had never once produced. He inclined his head, at last, by exactly the amount his office allows for an accomplished fact.

“The Choosing is taken.”

His voice was quiet and formal and unhurried, and it carried across the square without any appearance of effort. The Herald, beside him, wrote nothing down, because nothing in our world is written down, and I saw his gaze fix the moment in the place behind his eyes where he keeps everything he has ever carried, and I understood that my words were already travelling, in that narrow courteous man, further than my voice would ever reach.

The square began to come back to life around the edges, after the fashion of crowds after a speaking, shoulders dropping, children released from their solemnity, a low cheerful noise rising as neighbours remembered the fair and the feast and the holiday of the thing. Someone laughed with relief. Someone else was already talking about dinner. Lark, at my left, was grinning with her whole upper body, green hazel eyes bright, one hand shoving her loose copper hair back for the twentieth time that morning, and I felt the day tilt under me toward the ordinary shape it was supposed to have: a tithe chosen in due form, a season’s service at a great court ahead of me, a hard thing and a survivable one, the kind of thing Ashcombe had done eight times in its history and folded into its songs.

And then the carriage door opened.

It made almost no sound. That is what I remember first, before the Herald’s voice or my grandmother’s stillness: the quiet of a well made door on a well kept hinge, in the corner of the square by the chapel lane, and the smell that came out of it across twenty yards of farm square, beeswax and dried lavender carried on a breath of leather and enclosed air, the smell of the Chancellor’s office arriving in a place that smelled of dung and woodsmoke and cut green branches. The driver was already down. The step was already lowered. Herald Wys had crossed the square without my seeing him cross it, as his kind move through a crowd, and he stood at the open carriage door and turned to my grandmother with a courtesy so complete that it took the square a moment to understand it was not an honour.

“The Chancellor’s office invites the Charter-Voice of Ashcombe to ride in keeping to Vessaly, where she will be held untouched under the Concord, and where the year’s renewal will be spoken in the office’s hearing in equinox week. The carriage is prepared for her comfort. Her household may send one bag.”

The noise of the square went out as a lamp goes out, not blown, just gone.

A surety, under the form, is named aloud in the square, to the family’s faces, and I grant the office this much: they did it in form, in the open, in front of everyone. My grandmother was not a guest being invited on a journey. She was the village’s voice being taken into a carriage to be kept in a room in the Chancellor’s city, against my good conduct and my quiet service, for the whole length of my season, and if Ashcombe displeased the office, her renewal could simply fail to be scheduled, and we would stop existing in law without one soldier crossing the border. I understood all of it in the time it took Wys to fold his hands again. My grandmother had understood it before he began speaking. She had known what the carriage was when it drew in, and she had climbed the step and spoken her renewal entire anyway, and given her village its year with the carriage waiting in her sight the whole time.

“They cannot be serious about the bag. One bag, at my age. I have opinions that weigh more than one bag.”

Nobody laughed. Ysolde stepped down from the stone, refusing assistance again, and crossed the square to the carriage through a crowd that parted for her the way it parts at funerals. I walked at her left, Lark at her right, and my sister’s whole body had gone quiet for the first time that day, just her hand hovering at our grandmother’s elbow without quite touching it, because touching it would have been an opinion about whether Ysolde Hart needed help, and Lark would not be the one to say so in public.

At the carriage step my grandmother stopped, and turned, and looked at me with her deep creased, weather reading eyes, and the square heard her, because she pitched it to be heard, pitch true at the centre under the cracked edges, the voice of the Charter-Voice of Ashcombe delivering the last free sentence it would speak in its own square for a year.

“They can hold my voice in any room they like, girl. It only ever says the one thing.”

Then she went up into the carriage the way other women go into a church, upright and unhurried, with her crown braid white against the dark interior and her shaking hands folded in her lap like a queen’s, and the driver shut the door on beeswax and lavender and leather, and the carriage began to move before the crowd had finished understanding that it was moving, down the Faircross road, out of the square, out of the valley bowl, with my grandmother’s voice inside it.

The square stood in its green branches and its dung and woodsmoke and said nothing at all for a long moment. My mother’s house had given the year its tithe and its voice both, in one morning, in form, in public, and there was not one thing any person standing there could lawfully do about either of them.

And Lark, who had laughed all morning, who had laughed in the lambing shed at three o’clock with afterbirth on her sleeves and laughed at breakfast and laughed at the solemn children and laughed with relief when the note came whole, stood at my side looking down the Faircross road at the dust of the carriage, and understood before anyone said it, before I could find any sentence merciful enough to say it in, that the carriage was the point of the whole morning, that the carriage was what the morning had been for.

My sister stopped laughing.
Chapter 2: The Herald’s Terms

Katrina Hart

The village hall took the whole of Ashcombe that night, and it had the smell of a building that had been full of dressed up people since noon and was now cooling down with all of us still inside it. Tallow from the wall candles. Packed bodies shedding the day’s finery and the day’s heat together. Damp wool where the evening air had got at shoulders during the walk across the square. Woodsmoke from the hall’s two fires, which the hall keeper had let burn low because the room was warm enough with breathing. The hall is a long stone building with a timber roof and benches down both sides and a clear floor down the middle, and at its far end stands the high table where sittings are presided over and marriages are witnessed and the winter stores are argued about. Every bench was full. People who could not get a bench stood along the walls, and nobody sat on the floor, because the business of the night was formal, and Ashcombe does its formal business on its feet or on a bench with its back straight.

I stood at the high table with my family, or what the day had left of my family in that room. My father’s chair stood empty at the table’s end, as it had stood since his death, because Ashcombe does not fill a dead man’s chair in his own hall until a full year of speakings has passed over it. Lark stood at my right with her loose copper hair pushed back and her dyer’s hands clasped hard together in front of her to keep them from talking for her. She had not laughed since the square. I record that here because the hall noticed it too, as a village notices weather, without comment and without missing it. Our grandmother’s place, at the table’s head, where the Charter-Voice sits when the village is answered for, stood empty as well, and that emptiness was the loudest thing in the room for the first hour. Ysolde Hart had sat at that table through sixty years of other people’s crises. That night the crises were hers, and ours, and she was in a carriage somewhere on the Faircross road with one bag and her folded hands, and we were the ones who had to sit in the room and hear the terms of it spoken properly.

Herald Wys stood at the table’s other end, and he had taken the road dust off himself and changed into the office’s plain dark clothing, and his narrow face was composed into the courteous, unreadable expression his profession wears as mine wears a braid. He is a man built for carrying other people’s sentences: narrow shouldered, long handed, close cropped, with a voice trained to exactly the volume of the room it is in and not one degree beyond it. His satchel sat on the high table in front of him, and on top of the satchel, held down by nothing but its own importance, lay a folded writ with a wax seal on it the size of a hen’s egg, unbroken, the office’s mark pressed deep into the wax. It sat there through all the settling and arranging like an eye that had not yet opened, and every person in that hall looked at it at least once, and most of us looked at it the way you look at a dog you have been told does not bite: respectfully, and from a distance, and without believing it entirely.

When the room had quieted to his satisfaction, Wys laid both hands flat on the table on either side of the writ, and he spoke in the form his office uses when it is about to do the village the courtesy of informing it.

“The Chancellor’s office gives the surety terms of the tithe of Ashcombe to her house and her village, in the hearing of this hall.”

Then he picked up the writ, and he broke no seal, and he began, quite naturally, to unfold it so that he could read the terms aloud from the paper in his hands.

I stopped him before the first crease had opened.

I did it in form, standing, with my hands still and open at my sides and my eyes on his mouth, and my voice at the flat, trained volume I use for speakings, neither warm nor cold, because warmth would have made it a plea and coldness would have made it a challenge and it was neither. It was procedure, and procedure is the only ground my village has ever owned outright.

“Herald. Put the paper down.”

His hands stopped. The hall, which had been quiet, achieved a better quality of quiet, the kind with attention in it.

“The office’s terms will be spoken in this hall or they will not be given in this hall. Ashcombe answers spoken words. It has answered spoken words since the Founding, in this place, by these mouths. If the Chancellor’s office has terms for my house, its man may speak them from his own mouth, and take them into his own memory, and own every word of them in the hearing of these witnesses. Or he may fold his paper again and carry the terms home unspoken, and Ashcombe will answer to nothing it has not heard. Those are the two roads out of this room, Herald. There is not a third.”

I want to be exact about what happened in me while I said it, because my office is exactness and I will not exempt myself from it. I was frightened. My grandmother was gone into keeping, my season at a court I had never seen lay in front of me like a road through a wood I had only heard described, and the man across the table from me was the living voice of the most powerful office in two worlds. And underneath the fright, steady as a pulse, ran the discipline: twenty-eight years of standing up in rooms and lanes and yards and giving speakings as they were spoken, of never once being permitted to reach for a page. A written term is a term nobody has to own. A spoken term has a mouth attached to it, and a mouth can be answered, and recited back, and held. I was not refusing the terms. I was refusing to let them arrive in my village as weather, from nowhere, owned by no one. If the office wanted Ashcombe to hear what it held over us, the office was going to have to stand in our hall and say it with its own voice and hear itself say it, as everyone else in our world has to live with their words.

Wys looked at me for a long moment, and I watched his mouth, because mouths are where the truth is kept, and I saw the small, professional calculation move across it and settle. He was courteous, and he was trapped, and he knew both things, and there was something else in his face that I had not expected and have thought about since: relief, faint and quickly covered, the relief of a carrier who has been ordered to do a thing in a way his craft despises and has just been lawfully prevented from doing it that way. He laid the writ back on the table, seal unbroken, and he folded his hands on top of it, and he inclined his head by the exact amount a Herald inclines it to an oath-keeper in her own hall.

“As the village requires, oath-keeper. The office’s terms, from my own mouth, in this hall’s hearing. Witness them.”

“We witness them.”

The answer came from the benches, ragged at first and then together, as Ashcombe answers anything it has decided to be present for. Wys waited until it had finished. Then he spoke the surety terms of my season, and I echoed each term a half-breath behind him under my breath, my lips moving behind his words in the habit I do not know I have, taking the terms into the village’s memory in front of witnesses, one by one, in the order he gave them.

“The first term. The Charter-Voice of Ashcombe, Ysolde Hart, is taken into the keeping of the Chancellor’s office at Vessaly, there to be kept untouched, unused, and unharmed in her person, under the Fourth Article and the Fourth Law, for the whole term of her granddaughter’s service.”

Untouched. Unused. Unharmed. I took the words down into myself in their order and set them on the frame where I keep such things, parties and terms and witnesses, and I noted the shape of the protection even as I noted the shape of the threat inside it, because keeping is not using, and the law is plain about the difference, and the office was being plain about it too, in front of a hundred witnesses, which meant the office intended, at that hour at least, to be bound by its own plainness.

“The second term. The renewal of Ashcombe’s charter for the coming year shall be spoken by its Charter-Voice at Vessaly, in the office’s hearing, during equinox week, and the village shall stand in law for another year upon that speaking.”

The benches let out a breath at that, a low, complicated sound, relief and grief braided too tightly to separate. The renewal would be spoken. Ashcombe would exist. It would exist by my grandmother’s voice in a room in the Chancellor’s city, at the Chancellor’s hour, in the Chancellor’s hearing, instead of standing on our own stone in our own square with her own people around her, and the village understood the whole shape of that trade in one breath and took it, because there was nothing else on the table to take.

“The third term concerns a second surety.”

Wys paused there. I have carried messages in other men’s mouths all my professional life in the sense that I have listened to a thousand speakings and given them back entire, and I know what a pause costs a trained speaker in the middle of a formal giving: nothing, if it is placed; everything, if it is not. His pause was not placed. His eyes went, very briefly, to Lark, and came back to me, and his courteous face did a thing I will remember when I am old: it apologised, silently, in advance, with the whole of itself, and then it went back to being the office’s face, and he spoke.

“The Chancellor’s office holds a second surety against the good conduct of Ashcombe and the quiet service of its tithe. It has held this surety for twelve years. It speaks it now in the name of the Chancellor of the Concord, Aveline Corvath, in her own name, so that the tithe’s house hears from whose hand it is held.”

He said her name into that hall the way a man sets a heavy thing down carefully in the middle of a table, and I felt the room take the weight of it. Aveline Corvath. Chancellor for two hundred and three years. The woman who had spoken for all four courts at the Founding, at our own stone, opposite my own ancestress. Both of her leverages were now in the room with us: my grandmother in her carriage on the Faircross road, and whatever was coming next out of the Herald’s mouth. The hall waited. Lark’s clasped hands, at my side, had gone white at the knuckles, and her face wore the expression she wears when she is doing sums she does not want the answer to.

“The surety is the true name of Lark Hart, of this house.”

My sister made no sound. I want that recorded to her credit in whatever memory this account lives in: in a hall full of her neighbours, at the high table of her own village, hearing the worst sentence of her life spoken in formal language by a stranger, my nineteen-year-old sister made no sound at all. Her hands did not move. Her face did not move. The whole of her went into the stillness the way a swimmer goes into deep water, completely and without splash, and only I, standing close enough to hear her breathing change its rhythm, knew what the stillness was costing her.

“The name was given freely by the child herself, in her seventh year, at the fair at Faircross, spoken whole to a hearer who asked it of her as a game. It was afterward ceded once, by bargain, to the Chancellor’s office, where it is held. Its command is unspent. No command has ever been spoken under it. It is held against the village’s good conduct and the tithe’s quiet service, and it will be held, unspent, while that conduct and that service continue.”

The hall heard it. I heard my neighbours hear it, which is a different thing, and worse: a hundred people taking into their memories, all at once, the knowledge that one of the children of this village had been harvested at seven years old by a grown hearer playing a name game among the fair stalls, and that the harvest had been bought and sold and filed away in the Chancellor’s keeping like grain in a store, against a day when her family might need persuading. She had been seven. She had answered a pretty question at a fair, as children answer, whole heartedly and without a single soul near her who knew to stop her mouth with a hand. Twelve years the office had held it. Twelve years of Lark learning her letters and her dyeing and her lambing, of Lark laughing in that square a thousand mornings, with a spoken sentence hanging over her head in a room in Vessaly that none of us had ever seen: one command, spoken once, that my sister would obey exactly as worded, with her own hands and her own feet, against her own will, because the law of names does not ask the named for permission twice.

A name-hold unspent is worth more than a name-hold spent. Every child at a border hearth learns that in the same season she learns not to answer the asking, and Lark had learned it one fair too late, and the office had been collecting the interest on her ignorance every day since, in the coin of our family’s behavior, without ever once having to tell us the account existed. Until tonight. Tonight the office had decided that the coin would spend better if we knew.

I stood at the high table of Ashcombe and I did the thing my whole training had built me to do when a speaking lands like a blow: I went to the frame. Parties. Terms. Witnesses. Order. And under the terms, in the place where I keep the great bargain of the world article by article, the Sixth Article stood up in my memory entire, the way a person stands up in a room when her name is called in a list of the accused, and I understood, with a clarity that felt like cold water, that I had exactly one strike available to me in that hall, and that it was made of words, and that words were the only weapons I have ever been issued.

I spoke the Sixth Article back to the Herald from memory, entire, in the hearing of my whole village, and my voice did not speed at all.

That frightened me more than the terms had. My voice speeds when I am angry; it has betrayed me that way since girlhood, fury coming out of me as a faster and faster recitation until I catch it and slow it by force, and everyone who knows me knows the sound of it and braces. That night there was no speed to catch. The anger had gone somewhere below the place where my voice lives, into the cold, load bearing part of me, and the Article came out of me at the pace of a woman reading stones in a wall, one by one, to learn whether the wall will hold.

“The Sixth Article. Of the Names. No true name shall be taken by asking, nor bought, nor sold, nor ceded, nor held, by any court or by any office of the courts, nor by any person serving a court or an office, except as the Third Law allows between the two persons concerned, the giver and the hearer, and in no other keeping.”

I gave him the next portion without looking away from his mouth, because I wanted to see what his mouth did with it.

“No office shall keep a name as a surety, nor price a name against another’s conduct, nor hold a command unspent over any person who has not answered for herself in the bargain that took her name. What was given by a child at a fair was given to a hearer, and to that hearer only. It was not the office’s to buy. It is not the office’s to hold.”

I finished the Article in its order, the closing portion that speaks of the remedy, that a name unlawfully held is a debt owed back to the named, spoken of in open hearing before witnesses, and that the holding of it does not ripen into right by any length of keeping, not twelve years, not two hundred. When I had done, the hall was as quiet as the square had been at the renewal, and the writ’s unbroken seal sat on the table between the Herald and me
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