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Prologue: The Carrying-Down

Dain Aske

I gave the order to stand the crews down an hour before midnight, and I gave it in the drill voice, because the drill voice was the one the platform trusted when nothing about the night was drill at all.

"No gun loaded," I said. "No charge on any hoist. Falls made fast and left alone. Keep your arcs, keep your places, and keep your hands where I can see the sense in them. Is that heard?"

It was heard the length of the platform, gun by gun, in the low answers men give when they are repeating a thing back so there will be no argument later about what was said. The cold came up off the stone under our boots while they answered. In summer the platform held the day's heat until the second watch. Now the stone handed the autumn straight up through leather and wool, and the crews stamped once or twice and then stopped, because a platform that is listening does not make noise for its own comfort.

Above us, in the dark over the tower, Thalos lay along the leads.

I could not see him whole. What we had was the shape the lamplight made at its edges, a shoulder where one window ended, the long line of a neck where another began, and sometimes, when he shifted his weight, the small grinding sound stone makes under a pressure it was never laid to bear. He had come at dusk and stayed, and no officer at the Point had an order in his mouth for a dragon on the Marshal's roof. The man in the rooms below him was Silas Thane, whose orders my voice had carried for twenty years, cull orders and border orders and orders I had long since stopped examining. If the night went wrong, it would go wrong through my guns and my speaking, and there would be no paying for it afterward in any coin the coast accepts. So: keep the guns cold, and let the dragon move first.

Tam stood at the first gun with his hands on the fall and his mouth half open on a loading call that had died there an hour ago. In drill, Tam's voice was the platform's clock: charge up, take the strain, hands clear, the words arriving before a slower man's thought had finished. He had started that call when Thalos first settled, some reflex reaching for a known sequence, and then he had heard his own voice in the quiet and stopped. These were not men waiting for permission to be afraid. They were holding still, which is the hardest work the platform owns.

"You can let go of the fall, Tam," I said, not loud.

Tam looked down at his hands as if they belonged to a junior he was supervising. "Aye, sir," he said, and opened them, finger by finger, and set his palms flat against his thighs. "She's cold laid, sir. Dressed and standing by. No charge anywhere on the platform, and that's by count of every crew, not just mine."

"By whose count?" I asked, because the asking was part of keeping the night ordinary.

"Yours, sir, when you give it," he said. "Mine till then."

The tower stair door opened below the platform's edge and Captain Fell came up into the wind with a lamp in her hand and the night's roster in her head, one finger tapping the postings off against her thigh as she climbed. She set the lamp down in the lee of the first gun's carriage and looked once along the platform as she counted a ledge's riders before she spoke, exits first and men second.

"Your crews are stood down," she said.

"They are," I said.

"By your voice," she said.

"By my voice," I said.

She nodded, once, as she approved a posting that would cost somebody sleep and could not be helped. "Then the yard will take its cue from the platform, Captain. If the guns are quiet, the yard can be quiet. If one hoist so much as creaks in anger tonight, I will have riders inventing their own orders all over the yard before the sound dies."

"There will be no creaking in anger," I said. "Tam has counted the charges down himself."

"Tam is worth the rest of us put together on a night when the correct action is no action. See that somebody tells him so in daylight."

"Aye, ma'am," Tam said, from the gun, in a voice so carefully ordinary that it cracked something in my chest I had been holding braced since dusk. "I'll remind the captain, ma'am, if he forgets."

Fell almost smiled. With Fell, almost was a parade. "See that you do," she said, and turned her face up toward the leads, and for a while none of us said anything at all.

The night went down in watches at half crews. The men on watch greased what was already greased, checked the plumb line where it hung in its notch, and kept the ranging glass dressed and covered, because dressing the glass was drill and using it would have been an intention.

Once, near the middle watch, a young loader from the second gun asked the question the whole station was asking in its sleep.

"Sir," he said, "if he comes off the leads in the dark, what do we do?"

"We watch where he goes," I said, "and we remember it exactly, and we tell it at the watch change. That is the whole of the order."

"And if he goes for the tower rooms, sir?"

"He is on the tower rooms, lad," I said. "He has been on them all night, lying still over a sleeping station like a held breath. Price a dragon by what he does with his advantages before you price him by what he might do with them."

"Aye, sir," the lad said at last. "Held breath, sir. I'll keep the watch that way."

Fell came back up the stair before the first thinning of the dark, with frost on the shoulders of her coat.

"The muster is forming," she said.

"Who ordered it?" I asked.

"Nobody," she said. "That is why I came up the stair instead of sending a runner. Riders are coming down from the ledges in twos and threes, in flight order, dressed, saying nothing. The ground crews are taking the yard's edges the way they take them for a ceremony. Nobody has been called, Captain. Everybody is coming. I have stood in that yard for twenty years of musters and I have never once seen it fill itself."

"If the yard fills," I said, "it fills inside every arc we own. Crews stand fast. Nobody dresses a gun for a crowd, whatever the crowd does. Say it back to me, gun by gun, in the low voice, and then let the yard do what it is doing."

"It will be said back," she said. "Gun by gun." And she went down the stair with the lamp, and the low voice traveled the platform behind her, crew by crew.

Dawn came as autumn dawns come at the Point, cold and unadorned. The light simply made the separations visible. Strait from sky. Sky from cliff. The tower's leads from the tower, and on the leads, in full view of a yard that had filled itself in silence below, a great dark shape uncoiling from the seams with a care I recognized in my hands before my mind had named it. He lay well inside two hundred yards, the range at which my guns shred a dragon's membranes, and every man on the platform knew it.

A layer settling a charge does not hurry, and he does not look at the charge while his hands do the work. Thalos rose that way. His weight came up off the tower's top in sections, shoulder and haunch and the long folded country of his wings, each movement placed, each claw withdrawn from the seams it had held all night as if he were apologizing to the building for the marks. His head turned once toward the strait, where Ondarra's ledge stood empty and the wind came off nine miles of black water, and then back to the tower's upper windows, and the whole yard below him made no sound at all.

"Hold," I said, low. "Hold, all guns. Watch it whole. Remember it in form."

What a dragon does with a man is a question of weight and mercy and logistics, and no romance in it survives the first honest look. A man is not built to be carried. He has no harness point, no saddle, no place a claw can close without writing itself into his body for life. Thalos came down the tower's face on the outside, claws finding the weather seams and the old iron staples the roof crews used, slow as a man descending a cliff with a child on his back, and at the upper window he stopped. He was not reaching in to take. He was waiting to be given room to take gently.

The shutters of the Marshal's window opened from inside.

Silas Thane stepped onto his own window ledge in his coat, unhurried, as he stepped onto the muster ground at a spring ceremony, and he looked down the cliff face at the dragon waiting against his tower, and he looked out once across the yard that had filled itself to watch, and his face, at that distance, had the composed attention of a man inspecting a formation he had not called and intends to find fault with later, in form, by name.

"Marshal," Fell called, from the yard's head, in a voice that carried the whole ground without rising. "The Wing is present. Whatever is done here will be done in front of it."

"Captain Fell," Thane said, and his voice came down the tower's face as clear as if the stone were built to carry it, which perhaps it was, by fourteen years of practice. "Then let it be done correctly." He turned his head to Thalos. "When you are ready," he said, courteously, to the dragon, as if he were giving a coachman leave to bring the carriage round.

The claws closed under his arms and around his back in a cradle, the talons interlaced beneath him like the fingers of two hands folded under a sleeping child, and the coat, the famous unmarked coat, rode unwrinkled across his shoulders because the pressure that held him was spread and even and considered, set with the care that my own trade reserves for the charges that must not, under any failure of God's patience, be jarred.

Thalos came off the tower in a fall that was not a fall. His wings opened below the leads and took the cliff's rising air in one great gathered stroke, and the downdraft of it moved across the muster ground like weather arriving, flattening the yard's dust and the men's hair and the flame of every lantern still lit, and he carried the Grand Marshal of the Wing down the face of his own fortress at the speed of a thing being lowered on a well handled hoist, and he circled once, once only, at the height of the yard's lamps, so that every flight, every crew, every pens hand and levy boy and cook on that ground saw the man in the dragon's claws with their own eyes.

Along my platform the drill calls that should have filled a morning stood unspoken in seven men's throats per gun, and in the yard ranks held, no man kneeling, no man running. The station did the only thing a station can do when its world is rearranged before breakfast. It held its ranks, and it watched.

Thalos descended the last of it with his wings cupped and braking, settled to the muster ground's stones with a delicacy that sent no man staggering, and opened the cradle of his claws above the ground's center, exactly where the herald stands to speak the Board, exactly where Thane himself had stood at the spring muster to renew the law over every unbonded dragon in the Reach's air.

Thane stepped down out of the claws as a man steps down from a carriage. He adjusted his coat at the shoulders with two small movements. He looked at Thalos, already withdrawing with a working animal's indifference to ceremony now that the carrying was done. He looked at the yard. He looked once up the cliff to my platform, and I felt the inspection of that look as I had felt it at every spring renewal for fourteen years.

"Captain Fell," Thane said, into the silence, in the muster voice, pleasant and exact. "You will oblige me by forming a guard. It appears I am to be kept, and I would prefer to be kept correctly."

Fell answered him after a pause that the whole yard heard and the whole yard understood. "You will be kept correctly, Marshal," she said. "On that, you have my voice."

"Your voice," Thane said, mildly, "is precisely what the morning has been about, Captain. Let us not pretend otherwise to each other at this hour." And he folded his hands before him and waited, a prisoner by arrangement, on the ground of his own station, in front of everyone.

He set the Marshal down on the muster ground the way a layer sets a charge he does not mean to fire, gently and in front of everyone, and the whole Wing watched its commander stand up out of a dragon's claws with his coat unmarked and his office in ruins around him like a wall after the roof has gone.
Chapter 1: A Guard in the Open

Nora Fell

I invented the custody on the Saturday morning in the yard, in front of witnesses, because a thing invented in a corner by frightened officers would have smelled of a corner for the rest of the autumn. There was no law under what I was about to build, and I knew it before I opened my mouth. If it failed, it would fail with my name on it.

"Two flights," I said. "Not one. Hear the whole of it before anyone objects to the shape of it."

The yard gave me the quiet a roster gets when the riders in it suspect the next sentence carries their name. Flight leaders stood with their people behind them in the order the ledges had emptied them, which is never the order on any spoken Board, and the tower stood over all of it with its upper windows shuttered, and on the far ledge, in plain sight and in nobody's posting, Thalos lay in the morning sun with his chin on his folded forelegs like a dog too large for the world to argue with.

"The guard on the tower stair will be two riders, from two different flights, at every hour of the day and night," I said. "It changes at the watch change, with the whole station. No guard serves two nights running. No flight owns the stair. No rider stands that post alone, because I am not building a post that asks a single rider to be a prison and a conscience at the same time. Questions will be asked in form, at the end, through the flight leaders. Begin objecting in your heads now, so the formal part can be short."

A flight leader from the high ledges, a careful man named Davan Bell who had flown the outer line under my postings for years, raised two fingers, the muster form for an objection about feasibility and not about courage.

"Captain," he said. "The stair turns inside the tower's thickness. The post at the turn has the brazier and the stool and a view up and down. Two riders on that turn will be shoulder to shoulder through a whole watch. By the second night they will be finishing each other's opinions about the man above, ma'am. Is that intended?"

"It is priced," I said. "Two riders who disagree will argue, and the argument will keep them awake, and awake is what I am buying. Two riders who agree will hear themselves agreeing, out loud, at a post where agreement has consequences. What I will not have is one rider, alone, in the cold, inventing the custody by himself at three in the morning. We invent it here. Once. In the open. Together."

"And the man above?" Davan asked. "What does the post do with him, ma'am, besides keep the stair?"

"He keeps his rooms," I said. "He keeps his tea, and his lamp, and his title when he is spoken to. What he loses is the stair. The stair is ours. Everything else stays in his hands, and I will answer for the list."

From the middle rank, a young rider confirmed the previous winter said, "And if he speaks, ma'am? From the window? Everybody knows the tower carries. His voice at an open window is a Marshal's voice over a yard that has arranged itself around that voice since before half of us were confirmed. Are we guarding a man, or are we guarding a stair against our own hearing?"

"You are guarding the stair," I said. "The hearing you will guard yourselves. If the Marshal speaks from his window, you will hear a man speaking from a window. The roster will still be the roster. A voice does not become an order because the stone carries it kindly. We are going to learn that distinction this autumn if we learn nothing else."

"Now the walk up," I said. "He goes up his own stair, on his own feet, between his own guard, at the pace of a man returning to his rooms after a ceremony. Nobody hurries him. Nobody touches him. If he stops, we stop."

"And the salute, ma'am?" somebody called. "Half the yard will do it before they think."

"Then let it rise, and let them finish it like professionals, and hate the habit later in their own time. I am not posting orders against men's reflexes. The reflexes will retrain at the speed of the autumn. The orders are for the feet and the hands. Move."

They walked him up in the late morning, when the light on the stair's arrow slits was at its best and there was no shadow in the business for anybody to hide a version of it in later. I went third, behind the two riders of the first guard and ahead of the two witnesses, and the stair gave us its smell as we climbed: lamp oil and cold stone and brazier smoke from the post at the turn, where the outgoing watch had kept the fire alive all night.

Thane climbed at his own pace, and it was not a slow one. He stopped once, at the turn, by the brazier, and warmed his hands over it with the unselfconsciousness of a man in his own house, which was precisely the fact all of us were climbing to rearrange.

"The post is well kept," he said to the stair watch, a rider of Davan's flight named Wystan Perrin, who had come to attention so hard his heels struck sparks of sound off the stone. "A brazier at the turn is a kindness in October. See that the relief keeps it, whoever relieves you. Cold men make inventive guards, and invention is what this station must now ration most carefully."

"Marshal," Wystan said, and got no further, because there was no form in any of our mouths for answering a courtesy from the man the courtesy was imprisoning.

"Quite right," Thane said, gently. "Say nothing. Nothing is an underrated answer, rider. It commits the speaker to so little." And he climbed on, and his coat brushed the turn's stone where the stair narrowed, and no mark stayed on it, and I found that small clean fact disproportionately hard to look at.

At the top, the held man's door stood open on his rooms, banded oak older than my service, with the speaking slot at a standing man's mouth height that the tower's masons had built into it in some earlier century, when the Point had held officers for debt and heresy and other failures of form. We arranged his acknowledgment there, at the door, in form, with two witnesses: Davan Bell for the flights, and old Sergeant Braithe of the tower guard, who had held every post in that tower.

"The forms, Marshal," I said. "Spoken once, in full, so the witnesses carry them whole. Routine matters come to you through the slot, from the guard, in the guard's voice. Anything that touches an order, a posting, or the sky comes to you face to face, at this door, with two witnesses present, or it does not come at all. Meals by the hoist, the cover lifted in the guard's sight. Your lamp and your tea as usual. Your title when you are addressed. The stair is the Wing's. Do you acknowledge the forms as spoken?"

"I acknowledge them as spoken," Thane said. "I note, Captain, that you have built a custody in which everything humane is preserved and everything essential is denied, and you have built it in a morning, in a yard, in sentences a levy boy could repeat without error. My own office could not have done it faster. I hope the Wing appreciates the quality of the instrument it has turned upon its maker."

"The Wing appreciates very little before its second meal, Marshal," I said. "It will be spoken to in form at the watch change, all the same. That is rather the definition of this station on a difficult day."

"So it is," he said. "So it has always been, on the days when the speaking and the authority still shared a roof." He stepped into his rooms, and then, at the threshold, he stopped. "One inquiry, Captain, within the forms. My window shutters. I ask only that the arguing over them be done where my guard can hear both sides of it. A man in custody should at least be able to trust that his disadvantages are honestly come by."

"The arguing will be done in the open, Marshal," I said. "Everything this custody does will be done where it can be heard being done. That is not a courtesy to you. It is a defense of us."

"Captain Fell," he said, with something that in another man might have been the first cousin of respect, "you have just stated the entire case for the Wing, in both directions, in two sentences. We will have a most instructive autumn." The door closed. The guard took the post at the turn below.

Sergeant Braithe, descending beside me with a hand on the wall, said under his breath, "All my service I've kept that door, ma'am. First time against the man inside it. He'll mind the correctness, ma'am. That's the cruelty he'll actually feel. Not the locking. The correctness."

"Then correctness is what we will give him, Sergeant," I said. "Full measure. Every day. It is the one ration at this station that has never run short."

By afternoon the custody had acquired its routine. The hoist came up with the Marshal's meal, the cover came off in the guard's sight, and the guard, a serious girl from the low ledges named Ana Reyes, reported the tray's contents down the stair in form, soup, bread, the tea things, and got halfway through before she heard herself and stopped, scarlet to her hairline.

"Ma'am," she said, at the stair's foot. "Do I report the tea, ma'am? Truly? It feels like a foolishness that will be quoted at me in harbors for the rest of my service."

"You report what the forms say you report, Reyes," I said. "The first week, the forms are foolish the way new boots are foolish, everywhere at once and mostly at the joints. By the second week they will be all that stands between this custody and every inventive version of it the coast can dream up. Keep reporting the tea. The day somebody senior tells you the tea does not matter is the day you ask him, in form, who struck it from the list, and in whose hearing."

"Aye, ma'am," she said, and squared her shoulders and climbed back to the turn. The custody would hold, if it held at all, through exactly that kind of young seriousness.

Thalos had solved the problem of his own posting by declining to have one. He stayed on the far ledge through the afternoon, unpenned, unrostered, unstopped, and no roster in the building had a line for him. The flights flew around his ledge as harbor traffic gives an anchored hulk its berth, wide, courteous, and entirely by agreement.

The deputy read the day at the evening muster in tones the station did not know. He was a decent man and a brave one to stand in the herald's place at all, with Alun Prew held down the coast at the Lashings under guard and no restoration announced for him, and he did the work correctly, syllable by syllable. The yard heard him. The yard obeyed the content and discounted the voice, and the orders arrived as suggestions. I knew the roster would be mine to walk, ledge by ledge, for as long as the borrowed voice lasted.

So at the last of the light, with the tower's windows lit above me and the guard changing at the stair in the new form, I took the herald's place at the head of the yard myself and spoke the night roster in my own name: the watches, the patrols, the ledge order, the pens relief, the tower guard's rotation, name by name, without any office's leave asked or given. The yard received it in silence.

I spoke the day in my own name because there was no other name the yard would take it from, and every rider who heard me understood that I had just committed the autumn's first mutiny in the tone of a woman reading out a stores list.
Chapter 2: The Price of Courtesy

Dain Aske

On the Monday I hung the plumb line at the first gun myself before I went up the tower stair, because a dawn when a captain is called to witness at a prisoner's door is a dawn when the platform must be able to say, afterward, that its own instruments were true before its captain went anywhere near an argument.

The line settled in its notch without a tremor worth the name. The ranging glass stood dressed under its cover. Summer's bright arc cuts were weathering grey along the stone, going the color of all old certainties at the Point, and the crews were at the drill in the cold with their breath fogging and their calls kept low, traverse, hoist, brake, in the forms the platform had used since before any of us were breeched, because a crew that stops drilling stops being a crew, and none of mine intended to stop being anything that week.

"Captain." Fell stood at the stair's foot with the day's watch order in her head and two fingers still against her thigh, counting something she had already decided. She wore the morning as she wore everything else she owned, squarely and without arrangement for anybody's eye. "The Marshal has asked to confirm the additions to his keeping, properly and on the record. The meal rules. The lamp rules. The shutter question is to be argued where his guard can hear both sides, at his own request, made through the slot on Saturday. It wants two present at the door. You are the platform's."

"I am the platform's everything this autumn, Captain," I said. "It is the privilege of the rank. When do we climb?"

"When you have finished hanging your line and being seen to hang it," she said. "The platform is watching you decide what matters first. Let it watch the line go up true. Then we will go and be polite at a door for an hour, and the whole station will price the politeness correctly because it saw the line first."

"You have been commanding my platform from the stair's foot for twenty years, Fell," I said.

"I have been commanding it from wherever I was standing," she said. "You have been tactful enough to conduct your objections in private, which the flights call leadership and I call good manners. Up, Captain, when the line pleases you."

The line pleased me. The stair took us up into its smell, lamp oil carried up step by step by servants and guards for generations until the stone itself had learned the scent, cold under it, and brazier smoke at the turn where the guard stood, two riders from two flights, a high ledge man and a low ledge woman trading the silence between them as sentries trade a watchword, in small exact pieces passed hand to hand.

"He asked after the brazier again," the woman said to Fell, low, reporting properly because at that post everything was done properly now, even kindness. "Through the slot, ma'am, at the watch change. Whether the relief keeps it lit. I said the relief keeps it, Marshal, those are Captain Fell's forms. He said, 'Then Captain Fell understands custody better than my office did. Tell her I said so, in form.' I am telling it in form, ma'am."

"You are," Fell said. "And now it has been told, and nobody is obliged to carry it any further, Reyes. That is what form is for. It finishes things."

Reyes nodded, and I watched the message die there, correctly, in the guard's hands. Thane had sorted all of our voices before we were halfway up his stair. He was merely letting us know the sorting was done, through a guard, for the price of a brazier's coal.

The door stood shut at the top. Fell placed us with the ease of a woman setting a ledge order, herself at the slot's left, me at its right where the platform's man belongs in any proceeding that might one day need a gunner's memory of it, Sergeant Braithe below us on the stair with the guard at the turn, all of it within hearing and nothing within reach.

"Marshal," Fell said, to the slot, at conversational height, because a keeping that shouts is a keeping already frightened. "Captain Fell, with Captain Aske attending for the platform, and both men set as agreed. The additions to his terms, for your confirmation, as spoken on Saturday and carried since."

The slot opened from inside. It is a strange thing to conduct the business of a fortress with a man's mouth and one eye at a slot in a door, stranger still when the mouth is the one that spoke the Accession over every unbonded dragon in the Reach's air for fourteen years. What came through the slot was not strange at all. That was the difficulty, all autumn long. What came through the slot was courtesy, complete and level and terrible in its completeness.

"Captain Fell. Captain Aske." The eye at the slot moved between us, taking our positions as he took a muster's, noting the order of us. "You will forgive the door. I am told it is the Wing's, now, and I am merely its tenant. Speak your additions, Captain. I am entirely at the custody's disposal, which I believe is the phrase the forms intend."

Fell spoke them. The meal hoist, the cover lifted in the guard's sight. The lamp oil measured at dusk by the guard and reported, not from suspicion of fire but because a keeping accounts for what it issues or it accounts for nothing. The shutters to be argued in practical terms at the next officers' call, both sides in the guard's hearing, per his own request. Tea at the hours he had kept as Marshal, because the keeping was of his movement and his voice, not of his habits, and a station that sets out to unmake a man's habits has admitted it is frightened of the wrong things.

Thane listened as a platform listens, holding still on its stone. When she had finished, the slot was quiet for the length of three breaths. His silence was not drill and it was not report. It was a held charge, set down gently in the middle of the conversation, for us to walk around.

"My acknowledgment, then, in the same form," he said at last. "His keeping is exactly administered, and I confirm it exactly. Captain Fell has built in three days the most lawful prison this Wing has ever occupied, and she has built it, if the Wing will forgive the observation, without a law. That is the first of the matters I wish priced while witnesses stand at my door, since pricing things where others can hear them is the autumn's new custom, and I am anxious, as a tenant, to keep the custom of the house."

"This keeping names its own lawlessness as its first courtesy," he said. "It holds a Grand Marshal in his rooms on the authority of a dragon's errand and a captain's voice at an evening assembly. I do not complain of it. I admire it. But admiration is not law, and when the Wing has finished admiring its own courage, it will discover that it has spent the only coin it cannot mint for itself."

The eye at the slot regarded us a moment longer, patient as a man reading weather.

"Proceed, if you will, to the second matter, Captain. Or shall I, since we are being exact? I have had three days of excellent tea and undisturbed lamplight in which to arrange my matters in their order, and I find the order instructive."

"Price them, Marshal," Fell said. "That is what the door is open for."

"The second matter is Elsport," Thane said. "One hundred and twenty miles of coast road and relay towers stand between this door and the council, and every tower of them repeats a spoken thing exactly, twice a week, by a practice older than my office. The council will be asked, if it has not been asked already, whether it recognizes a roster spoken at the Point this autumn. It will answer as councils answer, by asking whose voice spoke it."

Below us on the stair, Braithe shifted his weight once and was still.

"Captain Fell's voice is an excellent voice. It is not the Marshal's office. Captain Aske's voice is an instrument this station has trusted for twenty years, and it is not the Marshal's office either."

He let that stand a breath, as a man lets a ranging shot land before he corrects from it.

"When Elsport declines to recognize your days, and it will decline in the most courteous sentences its secretaries own, every fort and parish that takes its cue from the council will hold your days the way a crew holds an unlaid gun, respectfully, and at a distance, and without the smallest intention of firing it. Your sky will shrink to the ground your own riders can see from their own ledges. I price that for you at nothing, Captain. It is a gift between professionals."

Fell took it without a flicker I could see. Her fingers did not tap. I noted that, as I note a charge hoist checked a fraction early, as a vote being cast in a language older than speech. "And the third matter, Marshal?" she said.

"The third matter is the smallest," Thane said, "and I keep it last the way a layer keeps the charge he most respects, for the end of the loading, where its weight settles the rest. The Accession."

The slot went quiet again, and this time the quiet had the yard in it, far below, and the wind at the tower's slits, and my own pulse, which I would have traded a month of pay to keep out of a negotiation.

"At the victory muster of the summer," Thane said, "I spoke the Accession over the sovereign flight, in form, before the whole Wing, as I have spoken it at every spring gathering since I took this office. Nine sovereigns and Ondarra, entered as the Crown's property, held in their riders' keeping, under the law as it stands. It has not been retracted."

Fell's hand, at her side, did not move.

"It will occur to the Wing, as the autumn ripens, to ask whether I retract it now, out of gratitude for my lamp oil, or out of prudence, in my reduced circumstances, or out of any of the sentiments a keeping is designed to cultivate in a held man."

The slot's cover stood open. Nothing in the tower moved.

"Captains, I am confirming to you at my own door, on my own initiative, in front of your witnesses, that the question has been considered in this room with great care, and the Accession stands exactly where I spoke it. The sovereign flight is the Crown's. Every free dragon on your ledges is held in law at my pleasure, and my pleasure is the pleasure of the office, which your custody has not abolished, whatever else it has arranged. The sky your riders are enjoying, Captain Fell, is a tenancy. I am its landlord, and I am at home."

He said it all in the administrative absolute that was his alone, a statement not argued but installed, a wall going up course by course while the listener was still admiring the mason's manners. And I stood at his door with my witness's hands empty at my sides and understood what the man behind it had just shown me, without raising his voice through a slot in the oak: that the space I had hidden in for twenty years, between speaking an order and originating one, did not exist and had never existed. An order arrived in my mouth, and my crews fired it straight because I spoke it straight, and speaking an order is owning it, and always had been, on every dawn of the twenty years, with my name on the owning whether I signed it in my thoughts or not. It was not a comfortable thing to learn at a prisoner's door, in front of witnesses, from the prisoner. I set it down as a layer sets down the charge he most respects, gently, in the place where its weight would settle the rest, and went on standing my witness's post.

"If the Accession stands, Marshal," Fell said, "then it stands to be answered properly, at the proper assembly, by the proper voices, and this door is neither. You have priced three matters. I will carry the prices exactly, as a keeper should, and I will have them repeated at the officers' call where your guard can hear them, both directions, so that nothing you have said at your own door arrives anywhere in a cheaper version. Is there anything further we can do for you this morning that the terms allow?"

"My tea," Thane said, in a tone of such reasonable mildness that Braithe, below us, made a sound that might have been a cough in another tower. "It arrives at the correct heat, Captain, which at my age is not a small mercy, and I find I have developed an interest in its punctuality that would shame a younger man. And my lamp, at dusk, measured and reported by your conscientious guard. A man in my position takes his certainties where he is allowed them. I have three. Tea, lamplight, and the Accession. See how modest this keeping has made me."

"We will keep the three in repair, Marshal," Fell said. "The first two, at least, are within our competence. The third is above our station this morning, in every sense the station owns."

"Captain Fell," he said, "nearly everything about this autumn is above somebody's station. That is what an autumn is for, in a service like ours. It sorts the voices from the echoes." The eye withdrew from the slot. The slot's cover moved, not shut, but eased, the courtesy of a door left the width of a conversation from closing, so that what ended the interview was not a shutting but a subsiding, like a gun crew standing easy. "You have my confirmation, Captains. Give the Wing my regards at its assembly, properly and in full, and tell Captain Aske's platform that its plumb line was hung true this morning before its captain came up my stair. The guard reported it. A station that hangs its lines true on a morning like this one has not finished being a station, whatever else it has finished being."

We went down the stair in silence, past the brazier, past Reyes, whose face had arranged itself into the professional blankness of a guard who has heard a campaign conducted through a door and intends to survive having heard it. At the stair's foot the yard received us, bright and cold, gulls quiet over the harbor as they go quiet before weather comes in, and Fell stopped once, at the platform's foot, and looked up at my guns, at the first gun's registered arc where her gaze always went when the day's orders touched the platform, as if she were reading in the weathering cuts the exact extent of what his voice still owned.

"He has had three days," she said, "and he is ahead of us."

"He has had fourteen years," I said. "Three days is merely the portion he has spent letting us notice."

"He priced the Accession last and smallest," she said. "He wants us to carry it lightly."

"Then we will carry it the way Tam carries a charge, Captain," I said. "In both hands, watching where we set it down."

On the platform the drill had finished and the crews stood at ease around the cold guns, watching us come down out of the tower as crews watch a ranging glass being uncovered, for what its use will announce. Tam met me at the first gun with his report ready in his off platform voice, laconic and complete. "Arcs as registered, sir. Nothing drilled that hasn't been spoken since the tower night, and nothing will be. The second gun wanted the harbor arc for practice and I told them practice is a word that covers a multitude of first shots."

A loader at the second gun, a harbor born woman with gun grease over fish oil on her hands, lifted her chin at that and grinned. "Let the council climb up here and lay its own arcs," she said. "Stone's cold enough to improve anybody's handwriting." The platform laughed once, low, the sound a crew makes when it has voted and likes its own vote, and I let the laugh stand, because a captain who cannot tell the difference between discipline relaxing and discipline deciding will misread his whole autumn. I repeated the standing order whole, in the drill voice, cold guns and registered arcs and nothing unspoken drilled by anyone, and seven men a gun said it back to me, and the saying back settled something in my chest that the tower had unsettled, as a charge settles when it is seated properly at last.

The Marshal thanked us for the courtesies of his custody in the voice he used to ground a sky, and I heard Captain Fell answer him in hers, dry as a roster in a dry season, and I understood that the autumn would be fought entirely in politeness, which is the only warfare this station has ever truly mastered.
Chapter 3: The Second Speaking

Nora Fell

On the Wednesday I walked the autumn's first full roster to the platform in person, because the deputy could not carry it, and a roster that arrives at half strength at a gun platform does not arrive as an inconvenience. It arrives as an invitation for seven men a gun to finish the order in their own heads, and gun crews finish orders the way harbor traffic finishes a rumor, larger and with more iron in it.

The deputy had done his best at the dawn muster. I want that set down in my own account before anything else, because the station was beginning to enjoy its contempt for the borrowed tones, and contempt for a man doing an impossible duty correctly is a cheap ration that spoils the men who eat it.

"You heard him," I said to the flight leaders, when the assembly broke and the yard began its drift toward the ledges. "Every syllable exact. Every assignment as it was given to him to speak. If the content had arrived in the Marshal's voice you would all be at your ledges by now without one question among you. The content has not changed. The voice has. I will not have this Wing learn to obey voices instead of orders, because a Wing that obeys voices is a Wing that can be stolen by anybody with a good throat and a dark stair."

"Ma'am," Davan Bell said, "with respect to the content, the content says Flight Six holds the far ledges through the gale that's coming, and Flight Six has held the far ledges rotation after rotation, and their leader wants it asked properly whether the office knows what a gale does to a far ledge in October, or whether the office has begun assigning by lot and calling the lot a watch order."

"Then it will be asked properly," I said, "by the officer who must fly it, to the officer who gave it, face to face, and the answer will be spoken twice or it will not bind. That is the oldest custom this station owns, older than the Marshal, older than his office, older than the guns. We are going to use it until it is not a custom anymore but a load bearing wall."

Davan fell in beside me without another word.

"Walk with me, Davan. Your flight's objection goes up the cliff at my side, and I will carry it exactly, and Captain Aske will hear the gun half of this roster from my mouth and answer for it in his, and nobody on that platform will be asked to fly, or refuse to fire, on the strength of a voice they met last week."

The climb to the platform in October sorts itself by wind. The stair out of the yard, the exposed traverse where the gale trains rehearse against the cliff, the last flight of steps worn in their centers by gun crews' boots for longer than the Wing has had a name. I climbed it with the day's whole disposition in my head, ledge order and patrol windows and the gun arcs the flying would require, tapping the assignments against my thigh as they settled, and Davan climbed beside me saying nothing, which in Davan was the sound of a man composing an objection he intended to be proud of.

Aske was waiting at the first gun with the plumb line's string still on his fingers. He hangs his own line at dawn; the whole station knows it and prices it; a commander who checks the vertical himself before he speaks is a commander whose horizontal statements get the benefit of the platform's doubt. His crews stood at drill rest, which is not rest, around the cold iron, and the platform's autumn smells came around us as we topped the stair, gun grease and chalk that would not mark the wet stone and the cold itself, which has a smell on a cliff in October, like a held note.

"Captain Fell," Aske said. "The platform is honored. The day's orders usually arrive at the speed of a herald."

"The roster has been arriving at the speed of an apology, Captain," I said. "I am correcting the delivery. Hear it whole, and then say the gun half of it back to me, here, in front of your crews, so that every man who must not fire this week knows whose voice stands behind his not firing."

The crews along the guns had gone still, listening as men listen to weather.

"Flight Six to the far ledges through the gale, and the gale is a train, three days rising and a day of weather, by the forts' reading. The sovereign ledges hold their own order and no roster of mine presumes to post them. The patrols fly the strait's line by daylight and come home by the last of the light, because the crossing law is daylight and the daylight is shortening by a working hour a week, and I will not spend riders buying back minutes the season has already sold."

Aske's eyes moved once along the line of his guns and came back to me.

"Your guns: the registered arcs only, the arcs as they stand in the weathering cuts, and no shot, no ranging, no dressing of any arc that has not been re-spoken since the tower night. The guns guard the sky the flights are flying. They do not argue with it."

Aske listened as his platform listened, entirely, and then he did the thing I had climbed the cliff to make him do, though neither of us had named it in advance and I do not believe either of us understood, on the stair, that we were inventing the autumn's central instrument between us like two riggers inventing a knot, out of need and old practice and the shape of the load.

He turned, not to me, but to his crews, and he spoke my gun orders back in the report register, whole and exact, the registered arcs, the cold guns, the daylight line, and then he turned back and spoke them a second time to my face, officer to officer, at the distance of professionals, so that the platform could hear which of us stood behind them.

"Heard and held," he said. "The platform takes the gun half of the roster from Captain Fell's voice, repeated in mine, in front of witnesses. If any crew is asked this week for an arc that was not in that speaking, the crew will refer the asking up this stair to me directly, whatever voice does the asking and whatever stair it comes down. Is that heard, guns?"

It was heard, gun by gun, in the low answers, and I stood inside the sound of my own words in another officer's mouth and felt the platform settle under them as a ledge settles under a dragon that has chosen its place and folded, weight committed, no longer hovering over alternatives.

Davan Bell, beside me, exhaled the objection he had carried up the cliff and rebuilt it in the new shape the morning had given objections. "Then I'll ask it in the new form, ma'am, since the form is standing here in both its halves. Flight Six to the far ledges through the gale. I am the officer who must fly it asking the officer who gave it. Does the office know what a gale does to a far ledge in October?"

"The office knows," I said, "because the office has stood a far ledge in a gale with a flight's worth of riders looking at her for the order that gets them off it alive. Flight Six holds because Flight Six has the far ledge craft the other flights are still learning, and because your people asked, last spring, plainly and for the record, never to be rotated off a hard ledge for their own comfort. I am honoring the asking."

Davan's jaw worked once, as it did when an objection was being rebuilt under him.

"But hear the second half, Davan, because an order re-spoken is an order with its reasons attached. If the train breaks early, the far ledges come home on your judgment, not on the watch order's. I am placing your judgment on that ledge with your flight, and I will say so at the evening assembly in my own voice, so no deputy and no rumor can unpick it. Say it back."

He said it back, whole, reasons and all, and something in his face that had been braced since dawn stood down. "Heard and held, ma'am. Flight Six holds the far ledges, and my judgment holds Flight Six. That's a roster a man can fly."

"Then fly it," I said, "and bring me back a gale report worth the name at the end of it."

By midday the thing had a name, because the station gives a name to everything it intends to keep, and it kept this on the first day. I heard it first from a pens hand crossing the yard with a feed basket, of all the station's unlikely heralds. "Second speaking at the tower stair tonight, they say," he told the cook's boy, in the tone of a man repeating harbor news. "Guard change wants it. Both flights. So the post knows whose voice it's standing."

The boy said, "Whose voice is it standing, then?"

The pens hand considered the question with the gravity it deserved and said, "Its own, I reckon. Two officers say the same thing in front of the post, the post knows what to stand on. Eat your dinner."

At the tower stair that night, at the watch change, the two flights trading the custody post asked for it unprompted, neither flight's leader having consulted the other's, which the station read correctly as the custom ratifying itself. The outgoing guard's orders, the state of the brazier, the lamp measured, the held man's evening courtesy of a walk to his own door and back inside his rooms watched, were given by the outgoing rider, and then given again, face to face, by the officer receiving them, and the post changed hands inside the double giving as a ship changes hands at a harbor bell, slowly and with every interested party watching the lines.

I stood at the stair's foot for that one, uninvited and unhidden, because a custom a captain invents in the morning should be inspected by its captain at night before she decides whether to let it live.

"Fell." Aske had come down from the platform in the dark without a lamp, as he always moved on his own cliff, by memory and plumb. "Your custom is breeding. The platform wants the night's gun orders in the same double way. Outgoing captain to incoming watch, twice spoken, once to the crews and once to the officer. I told them I would ask the roster's owner whether the roster permits its officers to be answered in her own coin."

"The roster's owner," I said, "observes that the roster never owned anything until today, Captain. It was the Marshal's words in the Marshal's voice, and we were all merely its weather. Say the night's orders twice, if your watch wants them twice. I will not be the officer who rations belief on a station that is short of it."

"Then hear a professional admission, since we are rationing nothing tonight," he said. We stood in the cold at the stair's foot with the guard changing above us in murmured pairs, and his voice dropped out of its registers altogether into a fourth thing I had no name for in twenty years of hearing it across a platform. "I have been finishing your orders in my head since before either of us held a command. You would speak the day's order at assembly, in the old days, when you were a flight leader with the herald sick, and I would catch myself on the platform supplying the gun half of it a half breath behind your voice, like a crew answering a drill call. I priced it as experience. Two officers who have read each other's assignments for twenty years, finishing each other's sentences is merely filing."

Above us the guard changed, murmured pairs, and neither of us looked up.

"Today, when I said your arcs back to you, my crews heard a captain agreeing with a captain. What I heard was a man discovering that the filing has been going on in both directions the entire time, and that you have known it longer than I have, and have been too well mannered to file a report on it."

I considered several replies. The driest was the truest, which has been the story of my whole command and possibly of my whole life. "Captain Aske," I said, "I have known it since the spring you re-spoke my ledge order at the far forts with the relay down and a gale coming, and got my reasons right, including the reason I had not spoken aloud. I priced it as the station working. A Wing where the platform and the flights finish each other's orders is a Wing that can survive a borrowed herald, a held Marshal, and possibly even its officers discovering, at our advanced stage of the service, that the finishing is not entirely professional."

"Not entirely," he agreed, with the gravity of a
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