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There is a quiet that comes only at the end of great things, and Aethel of the Ninth Circle had learned to fear it.

She stood at the lip of the caldera. The wind dragged at her robes. Below her the fire slept — and it was not the fire the villages burned, not the orange business of hearths and forges. It was a whole country of fire, red and slow under a lid of stone, and it breathed about once an hour. Each breath came up through the rock and into her boots and settled somewhere behind her breastbone. She had walked a long way to stand here. Most of the people who set out with her had not arrived.

The last of the Spellweavers waited behind her. Nine of them. There had been nine hundred, once. They leaned on their staves the way exhausted men lean on anything to hand, and none of them spoke, because the speaking was done. It had all been used up on the road, and at the burials, and in the long grinding argument that had brought them here to do the thing not one of them wanted.

They could not kill it. They had learned that on the plain three seasons back, at a price she still could not think about squarely — when Ignis-Vael rose into the sky and the sky went up like oil from edge to edge, and the river Anwen boiled in its bed until the fish stood on their tails to die. You did not kill a thing that had been old before the mountains. You did not set a blade to the first fire in the world.

But it had a name. And a named thing could be bound.

Aethel opened the book.

It weighed more than a book that size had any business weighing, as though everything written in it had been pressed down flat into the pages, and the leather was warm under her hand. On the first page, in the writing of a woman dead a thousand years, stood the Unspoken Word — the first true name, the name that named all naming. Under it, added to across the centuries, ran the names of every terrible thing the Spellweavers had ever needed to hold still. Water that walked. Stone with an appetite. A storm that would not stop. And at the bottom, worst of the lot, the fire that wanted to burn the world down and start it over from the ash.

"You don't have to be the one," Corren said, behind her. He had taught her, years ago, when there had still been time for teaching. "Let it be me."

"It has to be whoever reads truest. That's me. You've always known it's me." She kept her eyes on the caldera. "You're only offering so you can tell yourself afterward that you offered."

She was not being cruel. There was simply no time left in the world for the kinder ways of saying a thing.

He was quiet a while. "Yes," he said.

Binding a great dragon is not a spell, whatever the stories make of it. It is a promise, spoken in the oldest tongue, and every true promise takes something out of the one who makes it. She had known that since she was a child learning her glyphs by candle at the Circle. She had known, since the plain and the boiling river, that this promise would be hers. What she had not reckoned on, until she stood here with the book open and the red country breathing under her, was how much it would hurt to keep it.

She read.

The name of Ignis-Vael is not set down here, and will not be. That is the whole point of it — some words are too heavy to leave lying about where a careless hand might lift them, and the true name of the Scourge of the Sun is the heaviest word there is. She spoke it into the wind and the wind stopped. She spoke it into the rock and the rock took it in. Far down in the red, the fire quit its breathing and lay still, and an eye the size of a village opened in the dark and turned up toward her. There was something in it that was not hatred. Hatred is a small feeling, and there was nothing small here.

*You,* said the fire, without troubling to use words. *You'd keep me from my work.*

"Yes," Aethel said.

So she bound it, and it took from her what those things take, and when she was done the great eye shut and the red country dulled to a banked ember and the mountain pulled its stone lid down tight. Then the nine came forward and did the smaller work — the warding, the sealing, the careful courses of protection that would keep the tomb shut for as long as anyone alive still remembered why it had to stay that way.

There was the flaw, and every one of them saw it, and none of them said it. A binding holds by the memory of its making. A name has power only while there are mouths that still know it and hearts that still fear it properly. They were nine, and getting fewer, and out in the wide world people had already begun to treat magic as a story for frightening children on winter nights.

Aethel closed the book. Her hair had gone white in the time it took to read. And there was a word she could not find any more — not the dragon's name, she had let that go without regret, but a small everyday word, one she'd used a thousand times, simply gone now, and a silence sitting in the shape of where it had been. She would spend the rest of her life reaching for it and coming back with the silence.

"Take it far from here," she said, and put the book in Corren's hands. "Somewhere green and small and dull. Somewhere nothing happens and nobody's clever enough to be a danger. Bury it under something living." She held his eye. "And don't let them make a treasure of it. The day they call it treasure is the day someone comes to steal it."

He carried the Tome of the Unspoken Word north and west, out of the burning country, over the mountains, down into a valley where the mist sat in the low ground each morning and an oak had stood since before there was a word for oak. He buried it under the roots, in the dark. He put the last of himself into the wards. Then he walked away and died somewhere quiet, and told no one what he'd done.

The valley never knew. That was the whole idea.

For a very long time nothing happened there, which is the best thing that can be said of anywhere, and the villages that grew up under the oak were born and wed and buried and forgot, the way people do, until the forgetting was so complete that they no longer knew there had ever been anything to forget.

Under the roots the book waited in the warm dark. Far to the south the fire slept its long sleep, and the eye the size of a village stayed shut.

Until one autumn it didn't.
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Part One — The Hidden Vale
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The Root Vault
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Eldrin knew something was wrong in the archive before he knew what, the way you know a house is empty the moment you step into it without being able to say how.

He came down at the grey hour, before the village stirred, the way he always did — rushlight in one hand, the big iron key still warm from his pocket in the other. The stair under the record-house wound down through the roots of the Heartoak, and the roots were the walls of it, pale and enormous and worn smooth by generations of shoulders, so that going down felt like climbing into the belly of some huge sleeping animal. Eleven years he'd made this descent. He could have done it with his eyes shut. He knew where the third root crossed the fourth and made you stoop, and the step where water beaded in the wet months, and the dead note the seventh stair gave back under his heel.

The seventh stair gave its note, and he stopped on it, because the air was wrong.

The archive kept its own weather. However hot or cold the year turned, down here it held one steady chill, dry as old vellum, still as a held breath. That stillness was what kept the records — the deeds, the birth-rolls, the mouldering almanacs, and the older things further back that nobody but Eldrin bothered with any more. This morning the air on the stair was none of those things. It was moving. It came up against his face, thin and steady, and it carried a smell he couldn't place at first because he had never once smelled it down here.

Smoke. Not woodsmoke. Something beneath the woodsmoke, hot and mineral, like the smithy when Ollen quenched a blade — but off, somehow. Older than that.

He went down fast.

The archive opened out at the foot of the stair, a long low room ribbed with root, lined with shelves he'd built and mended and built again. The candle showed him everything in its place. Nothing knocked over. Nothing burned. His own notes lay on the reading-table where he'd left them, the ink long dry. Relief hit him so hard it turned his stomach, and he stood with a hand flat on the table telling himself he was a fool, that it was the weather, that he'd scared himself over nothing again, the way he was always scaring himself over nothing.

Then he looked at the inner door.

Past the shelves, at the far end, stood a second door that wasn't wood. It was the living root of the Heartoak itself, grown across the passage in one unbroken sweep, and set into it at chest height were the three ward-marks he'd been taught to check morning and evening. In eleven years, he had never found them anything but whole. He didn't know what lay behind that door. Not knowing was the shape of his whole job. He knew the marks, and he knew they had to stay whole, and he knew that if they ever weren't he was to go straight to the Elder, say one particular sentence, and say nothing else.

Two of the marks had gone dark and dead. The third was cracked clean across, and smoke came up thin from the crack, and the root around it had bruised to a deep purple-black.

He didn't remember crossing the room. He was simply at the door with his hand up toward the ruined mark and not touching it, because something under his thoughts told him that whatever had done this shouldn't be touched. The smell was thick here. The root that had sealed this passage since before Oakhaven had a name was splitting open, and where it split it wept — not the honest amber of the oak but something dark and slow that smoked when it met the air.

Someone had drawn a glyph on the ruined door, at eye height.

It hadn't been there the evening before. He'd have wagered his life on it; he'd checked the marks at dusk, locked the record-house, hung the key on the peg by his bed. The thing was small, no bigger than his palm, drawn in something that had dried a rusty black. When he brought his face close it was still faintly warm.

He knew glyphs. No one alive knew them better — that was the entire use the village had for him, the way it kept its one deaf man to mind the mill-wheel, a use so narrow it was almost a joke told about him. He knew the record-hand and the old survey-marks and the glyphs the Spellweavers had left in the few brittle books too dangerous to burn and too dreaded to open.

He knew this one. That was the worst part. He knew it well, and hadn't seen it in ten years, and the last time a hand had drawn it in front of him that hand had belonged to a boy across a table in the lamplight — a boy with ink on his fingers, laughing at a joke Eldrin could no longer remember, the closest thing to a brother he had ever had.

The glyph meant *begin*.

Eldrin stood in the smoking dark under the roots of the oldest living thing he knew of, and two things arrived in him at the same moment, and he was never sure afterward which frightened him worse. The first was that the door had been opened and something taken, and that this was likely the end of a great deal. The second was smaller, and more his own, and it went into him like a splinter that would sit there for a long time.

He knew the hand. He knew whose it was.

He said the name once, in his head. Then he turned and ran for the stair, and the smell of old smoke came up after him the whole way to the light.

Oakhaven lay in its mist the way it did every morning, roofs dark and dripping, the lane to the green running with pale fog, the first risers moving through it like people wading a ford. Eldrin came out of the record-house without his candle — he'd dropped it somewhere on the stair — and stood blinking at the ordinary morning. Breakfast smoke. Goodwife Aldith scattering grain for her hens. The great crown of the Heartoak standing up out of the mist above the roofs with the early light just touching its top leaves.

And he saw the thing none of the wading villagers had noticed yet, because he had spent his whole life trained to notice small changes in old things.

The high leaves of the Heartoak weren't the deep green of an oak in early autumn. They'd gone the yellow of an oak in hard November, weeks before their time. As he watched, one let go and came down turning through the long grey air and was lost in the fog over the rooftops.

He ran for the Elder's house.
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The Withering
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Elder Maelis was awake. She always was; Eldrin had never once in his life caught her sleeping. She stood small and dry and straight in her open doorway, looking up at the crown of the Heartoak, and when he came pelting round the corner of the smithy he saw from her face that he wouldn't need to tell her the half of it.

"Say it," she said, before he'd got his breath.

They'd given him the sentence years ago and made him learn it by rote, and he'd thought it foolish at the time — a bit of mummery, the solemn nonsense old people wrapped around dull duties to give them weight. He didn't think it foolish now.

"Elder, the ward is broken and the word is gone." His voice came out steadier than he'd any right to expect.

Maelis shut her eyes. For a moment she looked every year of her age and a few she hadn't reached yet, and Eldrin, who had known her his whole life as a fixed thing, felt the floor of the world shift a little under him. Then she opened them and was herself again.

"Come in. And don't go running through the village looking like death's errand-boy. If you must be afraid, be afraid quietly. Fear travels faster than fire in a place this small, and we've trouble enough coming without the whole valley in a panic before breakfast."

He went in. The Elder's house was one long low room, and it smelled of herbs and cold smoke and the dust of a place where a great deal of thinking gets done and very little sweeping. She sat him down, put a cup of something warm and bitter in his hands, and wouldn't let him talk until he'd drunk half of it. Only then: "Now. All of it. Slowly." The drink helped. So did the flatness of the order. By the time he started he could make himself of use.

He told her. The smell on the stair. Two dead marks and the third cracked across. The dark sap, the smoke. And the glyph — small, drawn in dried blood, meaning begin.

"You read the marks every day," she said. "Whole yesterday?"

"Whole at dusk. I checked them myself. I always do."

"And no one else has the key."

"No one but me. And the spare, on your ring."

She held up her hand. An iron ring, a dozen keys on it, and among them the twin of the one still warm in his pocket. She turned it in the light from the door. There it hung, dull and ordinary and altogether present — and the sight of it chilled him worse than anything else that morning. It meant whoever had gone down into the vault hadn't needed a key at all.

"They came through the door," he said slowly, working it out as it left his mouth, "without unlocking it. Broke the ward straight through. Elder, that shouldn't be possible. The record-house was locked when I got there. The archive wasn't touched. They never came down the stair. They came through."

"Through the root," Maelis said. No surprise in it. He looked at her sharply. He'd spent his life around her and had learned to hear the places where her voice went flat and careful, and it had gone flat and careful now. "You know more of this than you ever taught me."

"I know a little more than you. A great deal less than I'd like." She set her cup down. "There's a book under the Heartoak, Eldrin. You've guessed that much or you wouldn't be the reader you are. The last of the Spellweavers brought it here in the First Era and buried it in the roots and warded it so it would be forgotten. The forgetting was the whole point. For a thousand years the plan's worked so well that even I, who am meant to keep it, don't know the whole of what it holds. I know it's called the Tome of the Unspoken Word. I know that while it lay quiet under the tree, the tree throve and the valley slept and the world beyond the mountains held together after a fashion. And I know one thing more, because it was the one thing my grandmother thought worth the breath to tell me the night she handed me these keys. If ever the book left the valley, we'd see it first in the tree."

They both looked, then, up through the open door at the crown of the Heartoak, gold and dying in the mist, and neither said the obvious thing, because it didn't need saying.

"How long does the tree have?"

"I don't know. And the tree doesn't matter, in itself. It's a candle. It burns down to tell us the hour. What the hour's *for* — that I know even less." Maelis rose and crossed to a chest at the far end of the room and knelt to it stiffly, the way the very old kneel, and lifted out something wrapped in oilcloth that she plainly hadn't looked at in a long time. "My grandmother left me one page. Torn from something older. I've never managed to read but a fraction of it; it's in a hand and a tongue that died before this village was born. But you—" She turned, and there was something near hope in her seamed face, and Eldrin understood all at once that she'd carried this alone for forty years and had, that morning, come to the end of what she could carry. "You read the old hands. Perhaps you can tell me what I've been guarding."

She put the oilcloth in his hands.

He unwrapped it on the table by the door, where the light was best. One leaf of vellum, very old, the ink gone brown, written in the record-hand of the First Era — which almost no one living could read, and which Eldrin had taught himself out of stubbornness and a lonely boy's winters, and nothing else. He read it. It didn't take long. When he'd finished he read it again, because the first time had left him unwilling to believe he'd read it right, and the second time said the same as the first. He set the vellum down very carefully, the way you set down a thing that might go off.

"Well?" said Maelis.

"It's a warning. The last thing someone wrote before they carried the book here." He put a finger on the lines — not to read them aloud, just to keep his place, to have something solid under his hand. "It says the book holds names. True names. And the true names in it are the names of the great dragons of the First Era — the elemental ones, the World-Wyrms the old songs go on about, that everyone's agreed never existed. It says the Spellweavers bound them by their names and set the names in the book so the binding would hold, because a binding holds only as long as the name is kept. And it says—" His voice did something he wasn't proud of. He steadied it. "It says most of the World-Wyrms are dead now. Died in their long sleep, over the centuries. And that this isn't the mercy it sounds like, because a bound thing's death doesn't free the binding cleanly. It leaves — the page calls it *a wound in the world where the name was*. And it says one of them isn't dead. One still sleeps. The oldest and the worst. The fire one." He looked up. "Ignis-Vael. The Scourge of the Sun."

The name fell into the herb-smelling quiet and lay there.

"And the book that holds all their names," Maelis said, very evenly, "the book that *is* the binding, has been carried off by someone who broke an unbreakable ward and left a glyph on the door meaning *begin*."

"Yes."

"Then we'd best find out who, and where, and get it back before whoever holds it learns to read it as well as you do." She rose, her small dry hands quite steady. "Because I'll tell you the one thing I'm now certain of, boy, and you can take it to your bed for what comfort it brings. Nobody breaks a thousand-year ward to steal a book they mean to leave shut."

Eldrin thought of the small glyph in blood. He thought of a boy with ink on his fingers laughing across a table ten years gone, and the way that boy had always drawn his glyphs with a little downward hook on the last stroke that no one else in the valley used — because no one else in the valley had ever cared enough about glyphs to have a hand of their own.

He nearly told her then. The name sat in his mouth. He didn't say it. Told himself he wasn't certain, that a hand could be copied, that he owed the boy he remembered the courtesy of being sure before he laid the whole weight of the Elder's fear on a name. He'd understand later that this was the first of the small quiet cowardices the business would ask of him, and not the last, and that some would cost more than others.

"There's the matter of who goes after it," he said instead.

"Yes," said Maelis. "There's that."

Outside, unseen by either of them, another leaf let go of the crown and fell turning through the mist. Far to the south, under a mountain no one in Oakhaven had ever heard named, a fire that had slept a thousand years shifted once in its sleep and dreamed, for the first time in an age, of waking.
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The Warden of the Marches
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Kaelen had found the place where the wall of the world was cut, and she liked none of it.

The Vale of Oakhaven sat in its ring of mountains like water in a cupped hand, and around the whole rim ran the old boundary. Not a wall of stone, though there were stones — something older laid into the stones, a line she'd walked and warded and mended since she was tall enough to carry a warden's pack. She didn't understand it. She didn't want to. Her grandfather had walked the same line and understood no more than she did, and had told her that was exactly the right amount for a warden to understand, which was none — because the line wasn't there to be understood, only kept, and a thing you understand you start believing you can improve on. There had been wardens who improved the line. There were no longer any villages where those wardens walked.

So Kaelen kept the line and left it alone, and in twelve years she'd never once found it anything but sound. Until this morning, high on the eastern rim, at the notch the old maps called the Weir-gate, where a warden three centuries dead had set a boundary-stone the height of a standing man.

The stone was cracked. Not weathered, not toppled. Cracked clean, the way a log splits under the axe, the two halves standing a hand's breadth apart. And between them the boundary-line — the thing she'd spent her life keeping and
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