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CHAPTER ONE
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Something Changed
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The ridge at the edge of the valley caught the first light of the world, and for a moment, the rider was blinded.

He came over the rise with the sun square in his eyes, a great blooming gold that turned the road to fire and the mist in the hollows into pools of molten light. He squinted, raising a gloved hand against the glare, waiting for the earth to take shape again. As the horse picked its way down the slope, the glare softened, and the city revealed itself in the bowl of the valley below.

A river caught the light below him, curving slow and easy around the western wall the way water finds the lowest and most comfortable path, and he could hear it faintly even from here, underneath everything else.

He stopped.

Not a decision. The horse simply ceased moving, the way horses do when the man on their back has forgotten entirely that he is on a horse. The rider sat in the saddle and looked. A man could not have done otherwise. The valley held the village the way cupped hands hold water, carefully, as if aware of what it contained. Below him the rooftops caught the morning light and threw it back at the world, and from somewhere in the hive of it, even at this distance, came a sound he could not quite name. Hammer and wheel and voices. And something else beneath all of that.

He reached into his tunic and pulled out a wild turnip he had yanked from the dirt just before crossing the ridge. It was small, woody, and tasted of bitter earth. He chewed slowly, his eyes never leaving the valley, and tried to remember the last time a town had made him stop.

He could not remember.

* * *
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HE URGED THE HORSE forward and rode down into the valley.

The gatehouse rose as he approached, two towers of the same heavy gray stone as the castle above, and the guards on either side of the drawbridge watched him come with the particular patience of men whose job requires them to look at strangers carefully and say nothing about what they see. He rode through without stopping. The chains above him were new. He noticed that. Then the gatehouse shadow fell away and the city opened before him, and he saw it.

The cathedral had no right to be so beautiful.

Not the size of it, though the size was something. Not the stone, though the stone had been cut and fitted with a patience that bordered on the divine. It was the people. There were hundreds of them. Masons with their chisels singing against limestone. Women carrying water in clay jugs balanced on their heads, moving between the scaffold towers with the unhurried confidence of women who knew exactly where they were going. Old men sorting timber. Boys running messages. Along the scaffolding, high up where the tower met the sky, men passed stone and timber hand to hand along the planking, easy and practiced, the way men work when they have done a thing long enough to stop thinking about it. A cart horse standing in the shade of an elm, switching flies from his flank with the resignation of a creature who had made his peace with the world.

At the base of the cathedral, just outside the great door, a table had been set up in the open air, weighted at its corners against the morning breeze. A young man stood over it, one hand flat on the plans spread across it, the other pointing up at the north tower, talking to two older men who listened and looked up where he pointed and nodded in the way of men who are hearing something they already half knew.

And above the cathedral, up the rise of the hill, the castle. It had always been there, he supposed, gray and heavy the way castles are gray and heavy, settled into its own permanence. But something had happened to it. The old stone was being faced in pale marble on the southern wall, white and warm, fitted over the ancient gray the way a new season arrives over an old one, and where the marble was complete it caught the morning light and gave it back to the world with a generosity the old stone had never managed. A new wing was rising on the eastern side, raw courses of good stone going up steadily, and above it a roof of copper that burned in the early light. Flags flew from the towers, the king's colors snapping in the wind, and between them pennants in red and green and yellow that had no authority and no purpose except to be bright, which they were, which seemed to be enough.

He chewed his turnip and looked at all of it for a long time.

Then he heard it. Underneath the hammer and the wheel and the calling of voices across the scaffold.

They were singing.

Not all of them. Not in any organized way. Just here and there across the whole magnificent hive of the thing, voices rising and falling, a snatch of melody from a woman on the scaffold, answered without thinking by a mason below, taken up briefly by a boy carrying nails, dropped, forgotten, started again somewhere else entirely.

He had ridden through half the kingdom. He had seen men build things before. He had never seen them build like this.

* * *
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THE MAIN STREET WAS paved. Stone, set flat and even, wide enough for two carts to pass without negotiation, which said something about what the people who laid it had expected the future to look like. The buildings on either side had stopped leaning quite so conspiratorially toward each other. Several had been refaced, their fronts washed in lime that caught the light and held it. Color had arrived on the street in the way color arrives when people have recently discovered they are allowed it. A door painted red. A window box with something growing in it. A length of cloth hung out that was not gray or brown but the yellow of a thing dyed by someone who knew what they were doing. And in the windows, here and there, small pieces of colored glass hung on cords, catching the morning light and throwing it back in red and blue and amber. Offcuts from the cathedral glaziers, he supposed, finding their way into the town the way good things do.

He rode slowly, because the town required it.

The blacksmith's forge was near the south gate, the ground around it permanently black, the hammer going before first light as it always was in a town like this. But the ironwork on the windows nearby was finer than anything he had seen in three counties. Small things, done well, in the way of men who had somewhere along the way acquired the quality of men who take pride in a thing.

Two men passed each other near the baker's doorway, one coming out with a loaf tucked under his arm, the other heading in. The first raised a hand. “Morning, Wallis.” The second clapped him on the shoulder without breaking stride. “Aye,” he said. “Morning.”

The market square was full. Not just with buying and selling. People sat on the low wall along the eastern edge, talking, eating something in the middle of the day. Children ran between the stalls without the sideways glance of children accustomed to being moved on. Just running, because they were children and the square was full and the world felt, for reasons they could not have named, like theirs.

* * *
[image: ]


IT WAS THERE, MOVING through the square at a walk, that he noticed her properly. She was not a young woman, and there was something settled about her, the look of a woman whose life had found its shape. A good woman, he thought. He could tell, the way you can tell certain things without being told them, that her life was not unoccupied. He watched her cross the square and then he rode on.

She moved with the particular ease of a woman who had never wasted a step in her life and did not intend to start, guiding a small cart behind her with one hand on the rope, a little hairy pony picking its way between the market stalls with the sure-footed patience of an animal that had made this journey enough times to have opinions about it. The smell of a herb garden came with her, rosemary and thyme and something green and warm, catching on the morning air ahead of her like an announcement.

In the back of the cart, settled among a length of cloth she had evidently just acquired in trade, sat a cat. Gray, the particular gray of old stone and winter mornings, broad and settled, with the air of a creature who had assessed the available options and chosen the best one. Six toes on each foot, broad and sure. He rode among the cloth with the authority of a cat who has never once in his life considered that he might not be welcome.

A woman came out from beside the cloth merchant's stall with her arms already open, the way of a woman who has seen someone she has been meaning to see. Agnes let herself be held for a moment, the two of them talking at once in the way of women who have a lot of ground to cover. Then the woman laughed at something and caught Agnes by the arm and turned her, gesturing up at the statue in the corner of the square. The man under his stone tree, boots off, face turned to nothing in particular. The woman said something. Agnes looked up at it. Then she said something back and they both laughed and went on with what they had to say to each other.

The rider rode on.

* * *
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HE WAS NOT A YOUNG man. He had lived through years he did not like to think about. Years that sat in the memory like stones in cold water. The hunger years. The gray years. The years when a man rode through village after village and saw the same thing in every face he passed, that particular hollowness that comes not from one bad harvest or one hard winter but from a whole life lived without the expectation that anything would
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