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## A Note on the World

The island of Saltheim sits at the confluence of three sea-lanes in a temperate coastal sea. For two hundred years it has derived its wealth from a single asset: the vast salt flats that cover its northern hillsides, the product of which is essential to the preservation of food across a continent that does not have enough cold winters to keep its meat without it.

Saltheim produces salt. It imports everything else. This arrangement has endured because the island's position in the shipping lanes made it impossible to ignore, and because the Aldric Current  -  the great oceanic flow that rounds the Cape of Ardis and drives ships efficiently to Saltheim's deep-water harbor  -  has been consistent for as long as records have been kept.

The records cover two hundred years.

This is a story about what happens when the ocean is older than the records.

The kingdoms, empires, and trade organizations named in this novel are fictional. The economics are not.

—-
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# Chapter One: The Late Ship

The harbor master's office sat above the long quay on the eastern arm of the port, three floors of narrow windows and drafty stone that had housed twelve harbor masters before Toren Vale and would house twelve after. The view was the same for whoever sat in the chair: the main basin spread below, a forest of masts and furled sails, the morning light coming off the water in slanted copper and gray. Beyond the basin the headland curved south. Beyond the headland, the open sea. And beyond that - nothing visible from here, only what the logs said should be coming.

Toren lived in the logs.

He had been at his desk since before light, working through the overnight arrival manifest and the departure ledger and the thirty-day supply forecast, which was really three documents in one and required a particular sequence of reading if you wanted to see it whole. He was forty-three years old. He had been harbor master for nineteen years and deputy harbor master for four years before that. In those twenty-three years he had read the thirty-day forecast approximately eight thousand times. He still read it in the same sequence: arrivals first by contract date, then by cargo category, then cross-referenced against the outbound schedule to check load balance across the basin's twelve deep-water berths.

Most mornings there was nothing in this exercise but confirmation. The harbor worked because it had been made to work, because the contracts ran on twelve-month cycles and the sea lanes ran on currents that had not changed in recorded memory and the merchants who traded through Saltheim had been trading through Saltheim for generations. You did not disrupt a salt trade that old. The salt was too important and the island's position too good and the harbor fees too reasonable. Toren knew this. He had watched it function with the kind of quiet respect a craftsman has for machinery he did not build but has maintained long enough to understand.

He worked his way down the contract column and stopped.

*Cassia.* Grain hauler out of Varl, registered to the Varl Merchant League, annual standing contract, expected the fourteenth of the month. Today was the seventeenth.

He set his pen down and looked at the entry. The fourteenth. He had noted it when the ship failed to arrive on schedule, had written *delay: weather poss.* in the margin in his cramped left-handed script, and had moved on. That had been three days ago. Ships ran late. The Cassia had run late before - twice in the last five years, both times weather-related, both times resolved within forty-eight hours.

This was seventy-two hours.

He went to the window. The basin below was busy in the early way of harbors, the longshoremen's guild arriving in their blue canvas coats, the crane operators checking lines, a Thrennic merchant brig taking on water at the south quay. The Cassia's berth - number seven, the long-grain berth - was empty. He had known it was empty before he looked. He looked because he wanted to confirm it with his own eyes rather than the page.

He returned to his desk and pulled the weather registry. The last five days out of Varl: clear skies, following wind from the northwest, seas under two meters. He cross-referenced the Cassia's usual route. She came south-southeast from Varl, caught the Aldric Current east of the Brennan Shelf, rode it down past the Cape of Ardis, and entered the harbor on a northeastern approach. A good route. A route that had worked for fifty years of Varl-Saltheim trade.

Nothing in the weather registry explained a three-day delay.

He wrote a second notation in the margin: *no weather cause confirmed. Contract: VML-12-Grain. Master: Delrin Voss.* He underlined *no weather cause* once, which was as close as his notation system came to alarm.

The Cassia carried two thousand bushels of rye and eleven hundred of wheat. That was a quarter of Saltheim's monthly grain intake from the Varl contract alone. There were four other active contracts - the Belam, the two Crestian vessels, and the Orvand Line out of Thorst - and the Orvand delivery was not due for another eight days. The city's grain stores, maintained by the guild hall under the harbor's supervision, ran a sixty-day reserve by law. One late ship was not a crisis. It was an entry in the margin.

Toren noted it, filed the flag in the appropriate column of the thirty-day forecast, and moved on.

* * *
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By midmorning he had worked through the departure ledger and walked the basin twice. The salt loading operations were running on schedule - the morning convoy of flat-carts from the processing sheds had arrived before he had, and the crane crews were already working the loading chains at berths two, four, and nine. Salt was going out to a Thrennic buyer, a Crestian factor house, and a private vessel out of Morthian Port whose ownership documentation was slightly unusual but not unusual enough to hold. Toren had inspected the documentation himself at half past seven and signed off on it with the same quiet reservation he brought to anything slightly unusual - noted, filed, not forgotten.

The salt loading was the island's heartbeat. He had thought of it that way for as long as he could remember: the flat-carts coming down from the flats in the morning, the cranes turning, the holds filling, the ships going out heavy and coming back light and going out heavy again. Two million bushels of salt per year moved through this harbor. From this harbor it went to preservation houses in Thren, to cure-yards in Crestia, to the great salting-towns of the Morthian interior. The continent ate because of this harbor. The continent's meat stayed good through winter because of salt that had come out of these white fields.

Saltheim produced almost nothing else.

There was some fishing - the harbor's inner arm had a working fish market that served the city's daily needs - and a few farms in the island's interior, terraced gardens on the rocky hillsides that produced vegetables and some goat cheese, mostly for the tables of whoever could afford them. But the island's soil was thin, and most of what flat land existed had been converted to salt flat infrastructure three or four generations back when the trade expanded to its current scale. You couldn't eat salt. Saltheim had understood this for a long time and had made its accommodation: the island produced salt and imported grain. The arrangement was old and stable and profitable and had never, in living memory, required renegotiation.

Toren had not had occasion to think about this arrangement in some time. He thought about the logistics of it constantly - the contract schedules, the grain store levels, the reserve calculations - but the arrangement itself he thought about the way he thought about the island's geology. It was a given. Foundation, not variable.

* * *
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He returned to his office at midday and found the duty ledger on his desk, left by his assistant, a careful young man named Pell who had been with him for three years and was developing into a reliable reader of the manifests. Toren went through it standing up. One documentation discrepancy on an outbound Crestian vessel - easily resolved, already noted by Pell with the appropriate flag. One request from the guild hall for a berth extension on the salt stores - routine. One complaint from the captain of a private merchant vessel about crane priority scheduling - also routine. He handled these in order, wrote his responses, set them aside for Pell to dispatch.

At the bottom of the ledger, Pell's notation in slightly larger letters than usual: *Note: Cassia not yet in. Belam running two days late per wire received from Varl this morning.*

Toren read this twice.

The Belam was the second Varl Merchant League vessel on contract. She was scheduled for the twenty-first - four days from now. Running two days late on a wire received today meant she had departed Varl behind schedule. The delay was not at sea. It was at the source. Both Varl League ships, late.

He went back to the thirty-day forecast and looked at it with different eyes.

The Cassia, late. The Belam, late. The two Crestian vessels were scheduled the twentieth and twenty-third respectively. He had no wire on them. The Orvand Line's ship was scheduled the twenty-fifth. He had no wire on that one either.

He went to the wire room.

It was staffed by two operators and handled all signal traffic to and from Saltheim's harbor stations, which maintained line-of-sight relay towers along the approach routes as far as the outer cape. Long-range communications to the mainland went by ship; the wire served the approaches. He asked the duty operator to pull all incoming traffic from the last two weeks and went through it himself at the operator's table.

The Belam's wire. Routine traffic from the harbor station at the outer cape. A Thrennic shipping factor confirming a delivery date - fine. And then something he had not seen because it had come in on the commercial traffic channel rather than the contract channel, and he did not always read the commercial channel personally: a brief message from the captain of a Crestian merchant brig, addressed to his factor house in Saltheim, rerouted to the harbor office as a courtesy because the factor house had no wire receiver.

The message was short: *Will be delayed. Changed routing. New ETA approximately one month. Apologies for inconvenience.*

No reason given. *Changed routing.*

Toren set the wire down and stood for a moment.

*Changed routing* did not mean the same thing as *delayed.* Delayed was a weather word, a mechanical word, a scheduling word. Changed routing meant the ship had altered its course - had gone somewhere else.

* * *
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He went back to his desk and sat for a long time looking at the basin. The afternoon light had shifted. The Cassia's berth was still empty. He watched a salt freighter make its slow turn off the headland and come in on the northern approach, its hull riding high - the ship empty, coming in to load. He watched the crane arms at berths two and four, the familiar geometry of the chains and hooks, the slow swing of loaded nets down into the holds below. The harbor ran.

He took a sheet of plain ledger paper - not official documents, just thinking paper - and drew four columns. *Expected. Scheduled date. Status. Notes.* He wrote in the grain contracts one by one. Five ships. Three with confirmed delays or routing changes. Two with no information yet.

He looked at the paper.

Then he opened the bottom drawer and dug to the back, past the archived logs and the deprecated contract records, until he found what he was looking for: the geological survey summary from twelve years ago, commissioned when the harbor underwent its last major expansion. He had read it then and never had occasion to read it since.

He opened it to the section on the Aldric Current.

He was not a geologist. He was a logistics man. But he had spent twenty-three years watching ships use the Aldric Current, and he knew its patterns the way a shepherd knows the hills - not by study but by long observation. The current came from the northeast, ran south along the Brennan Shelf, turned west at the Cape of Ardis, and flowed through the shipping lanes that made Saltheim's position so valuable. Ships coming from Varl used it. Ships from Crestia used the secondary flow below it. The Orvand Line's route from Thorst depended on the countercurrent it generated on the eastern side of the cape.

The survey described the current's stability over two centuries of recorded measurement. *Consistent. Reliable. Small variations season to season, nothing operationally significant.*

He read it a second time. Then he turned to the geological section, which discussed the island's seismic history - minor tremors, some structural considerations for the harbor expansion, a note about a major seismic event approximately two hundred years prior that had caused temporary disruption to the eastern approaches, resolved within a season.

He put the survey away.

He did not have enough information yet. He had three late ships and one message about a routing change and a geological survey that told him nothing he could use. He did not draw conclusions from insufficient data. That was a way of seeing that could cost you. He had watched other men do it - seen them arrange a few facts into the shape of an explanation and then defend the explanation rather than the facts. He would not do that.

He wrote a brief note for Pell: *Pull all contract wire traffic from Varl, Crestia, and Thorst, last thirty days. Flag anything involving routing changes, delays, or unusual language. Do not discuss with anyone.* He left it on Pell's desk and returned to the window.

The evening was coming in off the sea. The salt freighter he had watched arrive was tied at berth four now, the crane crews working it under the torches. The rest of the basin moved in its normal rhythms - the noise and motion of a working harbor in apparent good health.

The Cassia's berth was empty in the dark.

He locked his office and walked home along the quay. The salt flats were visible on the hillside to the north, pale even at this hour, great white fields of crystallized wealth catching what little light remained in the sky. He walked past the fish stalls - shuttered now - and the ropemakers' sheds, and the cooperative grain store with its padlocked doors, and he thought about the Cassia and the Belam and the message that said *changed routing* and the survey that described the Aldric Current as *consistent, reliable, operationally stable across two centuries of recorded measurement.*

He thought about the word *recorded.*

Two centuries was not so long. The ocean was older than that.

—-
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# Chapter Two: Flats Work

The salt was always brightest in the middle of the day.

Rina Ashmark knew this the way she knew the weight of her rake and the distance to the collection boards and the exact pressure you needed to apply at the end of the pull to keep the crystals from scattering. She knew it in her hands and her shoulders and the back of her neck, where the reflected light hit in a way that felt like being watched by something large and indifferent. You worked the flats in the morning if you could. You wore your wide canvas hat if you couldn't. You did not look directly at the white for too long, or you would spend the evening with bright shapes floating at the edges of your vision.

It was midday, and Rina was on her third pass of the eastern collection channel, and her hat was doing its job.

The flat she was working was section twelve of the north field - the third oldest section on the island, her foreman Brevin had told her once, with the particular pride he took in things that had nothing to do with him. The channels here had been cut by hand two generations back, their edges worn smooth by decades of water and boot leather and the slow creep of salt crystal along every surface it could find. Salt found everything eventually. It was in the seams of Rina's boots and the stitching of her gloves and the lines of her palms, and she didn't mind this anymore. She had stopped minding it around the time she turned seventeen and understood that the flats were where she would work for the foreseeable future and probably the one after that.

Her mother had worked section eight, one field west, for twenty-two years before her knees went. Her mother's mother had worked a now-defunct section on the south end of the island that was currently underwater due to a storm surge that had also killed nine people the year before Rina was born. This was the kind of history the flats workers carried - not dates and kings, but storms and section numbers, the names of supervisors who were fair and those who weren't, the approximate year some drainage improvement was made that had increased yield by a measurable amount. It was a history of ground level and weight and what the salt did to your body over time.

Rina's body was twenty-eight years old and in good working order.

She finished the pass, pulled the flat rake through the crystal accumulation at the end of the channel, and directed the pile toward the collection board. Maret, working the parallel channel four feet to her left, finished her own pass at the same time and they both moved to the boards together, shoveling the crystals into the collection trays without needing to coordinate. They had worked side by side for four years. There was a rhythm to it that didn't require speech.

"Crane at berth four has been running all morning," Maret said. She was forty-one, built like someone who had been doing this work since she was very young, which she had.

"Good for the crane crew," Rina said.

"Good for everybody, my foreman says. More ships out means more salt moving means we stay employed."

Rina shoveled. The tray was getting heavy. She would need to move it down to the collection point at the section edge in another three loads. "Has he been saying that recently? Staying employed?"

Maret paused. "More than usual."

They moved the tray to the collection point. The sun was a flat weight on Rina's shoulders. She counted the collection trays already staged along the section edge - eleven, which was slightly below the morning's expected yield for a crew of six. The wind had been wrong yesterday, too wet, slowing the evaporation. It happened. You adjusted the next day's work and made up the difference.

She noted it in her work ledger, which was a small oilskin notebook she kept in her coat pocket. The guild required production records from the senior laborer in each section, which was her, and she kept them accurately because inaccuracy created paperwork and paperwork was worse than the work itself.

* * *
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She finished her shift at the middle bell, turned in her production tally to the section office at the field's edge, and walked the long path down from the flats to the city below.

The path was the oldest road on the island, worn into the hillside by two hundred years of workers' feet, switchbacking down the slope in a series of broad terraces that gave you a view of the whole harbor if you stopped at the right place and looked. Rina didn't usually stop. She had seen the harbor from up here ten thousand times and it looked the same. Today she glanced at it out of habit.

The basin was busy enough. A few ships loading, the usual crane traffic, a vessel she didn't recognize tied at the outer quay - a large one, dark-hulled, flying a flag she couldn't make out from this distance. Otherwise ordinary. She kept walking.

The lower city opened up below the path's last switchback: the narrow streets of the workers' quarter running west toward the guild district, the market square two streets in, the cooperative grain store on the corner where the main road met the harbor approach. She could smell the market from here. Fish and brine and, underneath it, the particular warm yeast smell of the bread stall that she bought from four days out of seven.

She stopped at the bread stall.

The woman who ran it was named Orla, a round-faced person of uncertain age who had been selling bread from this location for longer than Rina could remember and who knew exactly which of her customers to talk to and which to leave in peace. She put Rina in the leave-in-peace category on working days. Today she was wrapping a loaf in paper and talking to the woman ahead of Rina in the queue, and Rina waited, not listening particularly.

She caught the word *ships.*

" - three of them, Calla was telling me. Her husband's on the dock crew and he says the berths that should be full aren't."

"Ships run late," the customer said.

"Three at once doesn't run late."

Rina paid attention now without appearing to. Orla passed the wrapped loaf across, accepted the coin, and looked at the customer with the expression she wore when she had more to say and was going to say it regardless. "The grain ships specifically. That's what Calla said. Her husband's counting the berths."

The customer made a dismissive noise. "Storms, probably. It's been a strange season."

"Wasn't stormy when they were supposed to arrive."

The customer left. Orla looked at Rina and began calculating her usual order without being asked - one standard loaf, not the seeded variety, half price on Tuesdays.

"How much is it today?" Rina asked.

Orla named the price.

It was higher than yesterday. Not by much - a small coin's worth - but Rina knew the price of her own bread.

"Went up," she said.

"It did," Orla agreed. She did not offer a reason. Bread bakers did not explain their prices; they named them and moved on.

Rina paid and took the loaf and walked the rest of the way home.

* * *
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Her room was on the third floor of a workers' house that held seven other households, the kind of building that had been divided and subdivided over decades until each unit was the size of its function rather than any deliberate design. Rina's room held a bed, a table, a small cooking hearth, and a set of shelves that she used for food storage. The shelves were where she went first after she took her boots off.

She did this every time she came home from the market. Not from anxiety - she was not an anxious person - but from the same habit that made her keep accurate production tallies. You knew what you had. You kept the count.

Today the count was: one new loaf, half of yesterday's that she had wrapped in cloth. A small wheel of hard cheese. Eight dried figs. A jar of pickled beets from the cooperative. Two pounds of dried lentils. Salt - she had more salt than she would ever need; the flats workers were permitted to take a measure of impure salt home, the kind below commercial grade that was nevertheless useful for cooking and preservation. A bottle of oil. A bottle of cheap wine she was not drinking yet, saving it for her mother's name day at the end of the month.

She sat at her table and ate bread and cheese and thought about what Orla had said.

Ships ran late. This was true. She had heard about the Cassia being overdue - Brevin mentioned it at morning tally, with the same tone he used for everything, which was the tone of a man determined not to be alarmed by anything. And Maret's foreman using the phrase *stay employed* as if employment were something that required active staying. These things assembled themselves into a shape her mind noticed without her having quite decided to notice.

She thought about the price of the bread. One coin more than yesterday. She thought about her grain allotment, which came monthly from the guild as part of her contract - the standard laborer's allotment, enough for staple cooking with a small margin. The allotment was not the same as money; it was a direct provision, the guild holding grain from the city stores and distributing it to contracted workers. She had always treated it as reliable. It was in her contract. The guild was old. These things were fixed.

She ate her bread.

The window was on the north side of the room and looked up toward the flats rather than down toward the harbor. At this hour the flats were still white on the hillside, catching the angle of the afternoon sun so they almost seemed to glow. A hundred and forty workers up there right now, section by section, doing the same passes she had done this morning. Two million bushels a year. The number was so large it didn't mean anything unless you were in it, and then it was just the weight of your rake and the brightness in your eyes.

She thought: even if the grain ships are a bit late, the stores run at sixty days. She knew this from a guild circular that had come around some years back when there had been a brief supply disruption due to a dispute with the Crestian factor house. The guild master had sent around a document explaining the reserve system, the sixty-day buffer, the various contingency protocols. It had been thorough and reassuring. She had read it once and filed it in the back of her mind in the category of things that were handled.

She finished the bread, wrapped the remainder of the loaf, put it back on the shelf. Counted the shelf again without meaning to.

The figs were getting dry. She would use them in the next few days.

The lentils would last for months.

She put on clean clothes and went downstairs to see if her neighbor Cord had returned from his dockside shift, because he worked the crane crew at berth four and she wanted to hear what he had seen without seeming like she was asking. Cord was a talker. She would not have to ask.

She knocked. He was home and he was, as she had expected, already talking.

" - never seen it this quiet this time of year," he was saying to his wife before he opened the door all the way. Then he saw Rina and his expression shifted to the particular version he wore for company: marginally more composed, marginally more cautious. He had known Rina since they were children. He didn't bother with the composure very long. "You hear about the grain berths?"

"Orla mentioned something," she said.

"Three open, should be full. It's not normal for the season." He stepped back to let her in. The room smelled like his wife's cooking - fish stew, the particular sharp smell of the brine she used. "Brevin's not worried, though."

"Brevin's never worried."

"That's either reassuring or terrifying, depending on the day," Cord's wife said from the hearth.

Rina sat and listened to Cord talk. He did not know anything she didn't know, but he said it at length and with detail, the way dock workers always did - the names of the missing ships, the opinions of the other crane crew, the word from the guild that everything was seasonal and normal and nothing to make a fuss about. Rina listened and nodded and ate a bowl of his wife's stew when it was offered, and said nothing much, and walked home when it was dark.

She lay in bed and looked at the ceiling. She could hear the harbor if she lay still enough - the faint creak and movement of ships at rest, the sound of the tide on the rocks below the quay, sounds she had heard every night of her life in this city.

One coin more for bread. Orla's face when she said it, careful and neutral. Maret's foreman using the phrase *stay employed.*

She turned onto her side and closed her eyes.

Ships ran late. The stores ran sixty days. The arrangement was old. These things were fixed.

She slept, and in the morning she went back to the flats.

—-
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# Chapter Three: Council Morning

The council chamber smelled of candle tallow and old stone and the particular damp that never left rooms built against a hillside, no matter how many fires you set or how much tapestry you hung. Maelis Ardin had been meeting in this room for twelve years. She had learned to stop noticing the smell about four years in, and she had learned to stop noticing the cold about six, and she had never entirely learned to stop noticing the way Lord Councilor Davan positioned himself in his chair - slightly angled toward the door, as if ready to leave, though he never left before she did.

"The harbor report," said Councilor Adwen, reading from the bound copy that was placed before him at each session. He was seventy-one years old, had served three monarchs, and read with the measured cadence of a man who understood that his primary function was the conveyance of written information rather than its analysis. This was accurate and suited Maelis perfectly. She liked it when people knew what they were for.

The harbor report was three pages. Adwen read the relevant summary: tonnage of salt outbound over the previous fortnight, current berth occupancy, scheduled arrivals for the coming thirty days. When he reached the notation about the Cassia, he did not pause.

"One grain vessel, Cassia, registered Varl, three days delayed as of yesterday's reading. Harbor master has filed a weather query with the Varl station and expects a response within the week. No action required."

Maelis made a note. The note said: *Cassia.* Nothing else. She moved on.

"The Belam," said Councilor Ved from his position at her left hand, "is also running late, I understand. Two days."

Adwen looked down at his copy. "Yes. That's noted in the secondary section. Separate flag filed."

"Two ships late from Varl simultaneously," Ved said, not with alarm - he said almost nothing with alarm - but with the tone of a man acknowledging a fact for the record. He was sixty-seven, had served her father for fifteen years before serving her for twelve. He had the long, considered face of someone who had sat in many rooms waiting for many crises to either materialize or not. "Is there any indication of a pattern?"

"Harbor master does not indicate one at this time," Adwen said. He looked at the page. "He notes weather conditions have been favorable on the standard approach route."

"Then likely individual circumstance," Davan said from across the table. He was forty-four, the youngest member of the senior council, and he had the habit of resolving ambiguity before the ambiguity had been fully examined. Maelis found this useful in administrative matters and careful to manage everywhere else. "Ships run late. The stores are not below threshold."

"The stores are fine," Adwen confirmed.

"Then we note it and proceed," said Davan.

Maelis noted it and they proceeded.

* * *
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The trade dispute with Ardenmoor occupied the next two hours. Ardenmoor was a coastal principality to the north - not large, not powerful, but a transit point for one of the secondary salt markets and therefore worth keeping in working order. The dispute was about tariff classifications: Ardenmoor had unilaterally reclassified Saltheim salt under a different commercial category that happened to carry a 4% higher duty on the Ardenmoor end. The practical effect was small. The precedent was not.

"If they reclassify at will, we lose rate predictability," said Councilor Hadren, who handled trade law. She was compact and precise, the best legal mind on the council, and she had the particular energy of someone who found procedural violations genuinely upsetting. "The category change has no basis in the standard commercial codes. We should challenge it formally."

"Challenging formally takes months," Davan said.

"Then it takes months."

"In the meantime we're paying 4% over rate on everything that moves through Ardenmoor."

"The alternative is accepting that they can reclassify whenever it suits them."

Maelis let them go for another few minutes and then said, "Draft the formal challenge. Include a note that Saltheim is reviewing Ardenmoor's preferential harbor fee schedule, pending the outcome."

Both of them looked at her.

"We're not actually reviewing the fee schedule," Davan said.

"No," Maelis said. "But they don't know that."

Hadren wrote something. Davan's expression settled into the mode he used when he had disagreed with a decision and decided to reserve judgment. He was good at reserving judgment. She had noticed, over twelve years, that he was particularly good at it when he thought she was right.

The succession matter came next and was, if anything, more tedious. Her cousin Aldric - not a laborer, a different Aldric, the third of that name in the extended family - was pressing a legal interpretation of their grandfather's inheritance decree that would give him a claim to certain western estates currently held by the crown. His lawyers had sent a sixty-page document. Hadren had sent back a twenty-page document. Aldric's lawyers had sent an eighty-page document in response. This had been proceeding for seven months.

"Tell him to come in person," Maelis said. "I'll give him an hour."

"He may not accept," Hadren said.

"He wants the estates, not a legal victory. Give him something he can tell his household is a concession and find out what the actual minimum is." She paused. "And review the western estates file. I want to know before I meet with him exactly how much they're worth and exactly how much he thinks they're worth."

Adwen made notes. Hadren made notes. The session moved through three smaller items - a dispute between two guild factors, a petition from the island's fishing cooperative regarding dock priority, a proposed maintenance schedule for the harbor's main crane infrastructure - and then it was done.

She dismissed the council at half past midday.

* * *
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She did not go to lunch.

There was a narrow room adjacent to the chamber that she used for exactly this purpose - not to be alone, exactly, but to be without the structure of the meeting. A table, two chairs, a window that looked north toward the salt flats rather than down toward the harbor. She went there most days after sessions and sat for a time with whatever was in her head.

Today what was in her head was the harbor report.

She had brought her notes. She opened them to the page where she had written *Cassia* and looked at it. Below it she wrote: *Belam.* Below that she wrote: *Two ships. Varl Merchant League.* Below that she wrote: *Weather - favorable.*

She was not, she reminded herself, drawing a conclusion. She was looking at the data. These were two different activities, and confusing them was how you ended up committed to an explanation that the facts hadn't earned.

Two Varl ships late in the same window. Weather not a factor. No explanation offered beyond *individual circumstance*, which was another way of saying they did not have an explanation.

She thought about what she knew about Varl. A port city on the mainland's southern coast, the Varl Merchant League being one of the older trading organizations in the region, steady and commercially reliable. She had met the League's factor representative twice in her tenure as queen - the man was dull and thorough and his contracts were always correct. The League did not run ships late.

She made a second note: *Request updated harbor report. Previous ninety days. All grain contracts.*

Then she sat for a while longer, looking at the flats through the window. The section closest to the city was already done for the day - she could see the flat-carts making their way down the hill road, loaded. The deeper sections further north were still active, small figures moving in the white brightness, the kind of industry that looked different from this height. From up here it looked orderly. She knew it wasn't disorderly down there, exactly, but she also knew that was because of very specific human effort applied very specifically every day, and that this was not the same as orderly.

Her father had taught her to distinguish between things that were working and things that were stable. Most things people called stable were actually just working very hard to stay that way. True stability was rare. She had taken his meaning when she was old enough to understand policy, and she had found it useful in the twelve years since.

She thought about the Cassia's berth, empty. She thought about Davan's expression when he said *ships run late*, the particular settled quality of it, the certainty. He was not a stupid man. His certainty was not stupidity. But there was something in it that she recognized from her own early years in the chair - the desire to have an answer that didn't require any more effort, a slight lean toward reassurance in the data rather than away from it.

She was probably doing the same thing in the other direction now. Reading too much into two late ships. The stores were at sixty days, well above threshold. The other contracts were on schedule. Nothing had been flagged by the harbor master as requiring attention.

She picked up her pen and drew a line under her notes.

*Note and monitor*, she wrote. Then she crossed it out and wrote: *Request updated harbor report. Previous ninety days.* She would see it herself. If there was nothing, she would know, and she would stop thinking about it. If there was something, she would know that too.

* * *
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The afternoon held a series of smaller obligations: a meeting with the treasury secretary about the quarterly accounts, which she went through line by line and always had, because the secretary was excellent and she still wanted to see it herself; a formal letter to sign for the Ardenmoor factor; two petitions from private citizens that had reached the council level through the standard process, one of which she approved and one of which she declined and wrote the reason directly on the document rather than leaving it for Adwen to paraphrase.

The treasury secretary's report had a line she noticed on the second page.

*Grain import costs: 4% above prior year equivalent quarter. Attributed to standard southern harvest variability. No supply security concern at current reserve levels.*

She asked him: "Who attributed it? The secretary's office or the guild?"

He thought. "The harbor office filed the note. I believe."

She wrote in the margin: *Source?* and moved on.

It was probably nothing. Grain prices varied. Four percent was not alarming. The note said *no supply security concern* and Toren Vale's harbor office had a good record on supply projections; she had no cause to doubt their assessment.

She signed the letter to Ardenmoor. She declined the second petition - a merchant's request for preferential berth scheduling that had the smell of something negotiated in advance with someone in the harbor administration - and wrote on it: *Refer to harbor master for review of standard scheduling process.* That would have the effect of putting Toren Vale's eye on the merchant, which was the effect she wanted.

She was done by late afternoon and went to walk the palace gardens, which were north-facing and therefore cold and not particularly beautiful at this time of year, which was why she liked them. Nobody came to the north garden when it was cold. She had forty minutes of quiet, in which she thought about nothing particularly, or tried to.

The harbor sat below and to the left, visible through the garden's stone wall if you stood at the right angle. She stood at the wrong angle. She was tired of thinking about it.

She thought about it anyway: the Cassia, the Belam, the 4% import cost increase, the southern harvest variability that explained it, the harbor master's notation that the weather had been favorable on the standard approach route. These were probably unrelated. Ships ran late. Prices varied.

But she had made a
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