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Chapter 1

The Hall of Embers smelled of cold stone and warm ash, and at dusk it smelled strongest, as if the day's heat had sunk into the walls and was deciding whether to stay.

Kael worked his way down the long hearth with the iron poker and the little brass scoop, the way he did every evening before the market bell, lifting each coal just enough to see its underside breathe. The hearth ran the length of the Hall, longer than any house in Emberfall, low and blackened, with a shallow trench of ash and a row of coals set apart like beads on a string that no one was allowed to hurry. Some were no bigger than a thumb joint. Some were the size of a fist and had been that size, or near enough, since before Kael's grandfather was a boy. Each one had a name.

"Bran the carter," he said, under his breath, because Sister Ona said a name not spoken sometimes forgot it was being kept, and because talking made the work go at the right speed. "Mira who kept bees. Old Tam. Liss. Uncle — no, not uncle. Sorry."

He nudged the coal back into its hollow. It wasn't his uncle. His uncle Dain was alive, somewhere on the dusk-road with a cart and a bad wheel, probably singing to it. Kael's coal that night was a small one, grey at the edges, that needed coaxing. He cupped ash around it the way you'd tuck a blanket round someone sleeping cold on one side, and blew once, short, from the corner of his mouth. The coal brightened. They generally did, for him. He'd been tending hearths since he was small enough to be trusted not to fall into one, and he knew how air moved in this Hall the way other boys knew the shortcuts through the silverwood grove.

Outside, the village was lighting itself.

He could hear it through the Hall's open shutters — not see it all, because the Hall sat low in its hollow behind the cold spring, but hear it plainly. The dusk-market was opening. Stalls creaked. Someone was arguing, already, cheerfully, about the price of dried plums. Someone else was laughing at the arguing, which meant it would go on longer; Emberfall liked an argument it could gather round, the way it liked a fire. A hammer rang from Herin Tallow's forge across the lane, two notes, then a third, slower, as Herin tested what he'd made. The air that came in the shutters smelled of woodsmoke and cold coming down off the hill and, faintly, of the spring — that clean iron smell the water had even in summer.

Amber eyes were a nuisance at midday and a gift at this hour. In the markets of the human towns, his mother said, people paid Vaelari to work after dark because they could see where the light gave up. In Emberfall everyone could, more or less, and nobody made a speech about it. The Hall at dusk went soft at the edges for other folk. For Kael it stayed exact: the grain of the hearth-stones, the crack in the third lintel that Thessa kept promising to have Herin look at, the coal-ledger left open on its stand by Old Nan Willow, her marks as neat as stitching.

He lifted his head when the outer door scraped.

"You're talking to them again," Sister Ona said from the doorway.

"I'm naming them," Kael said. "There's a difference. You told me."

"I told Elder Thessa there was a difference. You were listening at a door, as I recall."

"I was sweeping behind the door. It's not my fault the door was there."

Ona came in with a basket of split kindling on her hip and the particular walk she had in the Hall, unhurried, as if the floor might be sleeping. She was not old in the way Thessa was old — Thessa's age sat on her like armour — but Ona's hair had gone the pale silver of Vaelari hair when it gives up its colour, and her eyes in the hearth-light were amber gone almost to gold. She set the basket down and looked along the hearth, not at Kael, in the way people did when they were checking his work without wanting him to feel checked.

"How's Widow Senn's husband?" she asked.

"Dim," Kael said. "I put ash round him."

"Put a chip of silverwood under, if he dims again. He liked a high bed, that man. In life he slept on a shelf he'd built himself and fell out of it twice a year, regular." She crouched — her knees made a sound she pretended they hadn't — and peered at the coal. "There. You see? He only wants fussing. Most of them only want fussing. People think keeping the dead is solemn work." She stood. "It's housework. That's why they give it to—"

She stopped. Not guiltily. Practically, the way you'd stop a cup at the edge of a table.

"To boys who are good at it," she finished.

Kael let the poker rest against the hearth edge. "You were going to say, to the boy who has the time."

"I was going to say, to whoever the Hall trusts, and then I remembered I am too old to embroider a plain fact." She handed him three sticks of kindling, one by one, like a ceremony they both knew wasn't one. "Has Thessa been in?"

"Before market. She counted the new hollow."

The new hollow was the shallow place Kael had scraped clean that morning at the far end of the hearth, where the next coal would go. Emberfall had buried no one since late summer — a mercy everyone remarked on and nobody trusted — but a hollow was kept ready anyway. You did not dig a place for the dead after you needed it. That was the whole of Vaelari manners, in some ways. You kept things ready, and you did not make a show of keeping them ready.

Through the shutters, the market bell rang — two strokes, the iron one, not the festival bell — and the noise outside thickened. Boots on packed earth. A child's voice raised in the important announcement of a dropped bun, recovered, dusted, eaten. Somebody's goat getting into somebody's stall, by the sounds of protest, and then the goat's owner protesting louder, as if the goat had been invited.

And then, threading through it, the other news. Kael heard it the way you hear weather change in a roof — not all at once.

"— this afternoon, at the Rills' —"

"— Jessa said the stones—"

"— sang, clear as—"

He kept his hands still. He knew better than to be seen listening to this particular kind of news. It had a shape he'd learned at seven years old and had been learning ever since.

Ona heard it too. She made herself busy with the kindling basket in a way that fooled neither of them.

The door scraped again and Tovin Rill came in backwards, which was how Tovin entered most rooms when he was carrying something and using his shoulder for the door and his whole self for an apology in advance.

"Don't help," Tovin said. "I've mastered this."

He had a tray. On the tray, under a cloth, was something that smelled of hot stone and honey. Behind him came the market properly — voices crowding at the doorway for a moment as people passing the Hall lowered them, the way they always did, for the length of the Hall's wall, and raised them again beyond it. Even the goat seemed to quieten for those few steps. Probably it didn't. Probably Kael had just come to expect it, which was a different and more useful thing to know about himself.

"Ember-bread," Tovin said, setting the tray on the ledger stand, which Old Nan would have killed him for if she'd been there, and which was why he'd chosen a moment when she wasn't. "First firing off the hearth-stones. Mother says it's too hot to eat and Jessa says that's a lie old people tell so there's some left for them. I have brought you a piece in the spirit of scientific enquiry."

"You're not supposed to bake off the Hall stones until Longest Night batch," Ona said.

"Mother didn't. Jessa did. Technically the stones were borrowed. Technically I am an innocent courier between criminals."

"You may be an innocent courier outside," Ona said, "with the tray. The ledger stand is not a table, Tovin Rill."

But she took a piece when he uncovered it, because Ona — and Kael could have told Tovin this and saved him the performance — had a weakness for first firings that everyone in Emberfall had known about for forty years and politely pretended was a secret, the way you pretended with people you loved about the things that did them no harm.

The bread was too hot. It was also, split open, steaming and dark-crusted and sweet with the honey Jessa always put too much of on purpose, perfect. Kael ate his piece standing by the hearth where he was meant to be, and got ash on it, and ate the ash too, because ember-bread without a little ash was just bread showing off.

"So," Tovin said, with his mouth full, in the tone of a boy bringing news he has been carrying carefully all the way across a market so as not to spill it. "It was Lorcan."

Kael looked at the coals. "Lorcan who?"

"Lorcan, Dain's Lorcan — no. Lorcan from up the lane, Fenna Cole's nephew-boy. The little one. Seven last week." Tovin swallowed. "They measured him this afternoon. At our house, because Father's table is the flattest. Mother let them use the good cloth. His mam cried before it even started, which Father says is traditional and Jessa says is showing off, but anyway." He glanced at Ona, then did the brave and clumsy thing Tovin always did, which was to finish the sentence anyway, out loud, in the room with Kael in it. "Thread. Near the top of Thread, the Measurer's boy said. He might make Cord by the time he's grown."

"That's good," Kael said.

"It is good," Tovin said firmly. "His mam cried more. Father carved him a whistle while they were still packing the stones up. I said I'd bring you some bread."

The two things weren't connected, except in the way Tovin connected anything to feeding people, which was most of his moral philosophy. Kael nodded, and fed a stick of kindling into the place where kindling actually belonged, in the small working fire at the hearth's near end — not among the coals; never among the coals. That fire was for work: for warming hands and sealing wax and Ona's kettle. The coals were not a fire you used. They were a fire you kept.

Still, the word had come into the room and sat down, as it always did.

Thread. Cord. Brook. River. Sea.

And under them all, holding the ladder up by being its ground, the other word. People in Emberfall were careful with it around Kael now, which was worse than when they'd been careless. He could remember — though he tried, mostly successfully, not to line the memories up — the exact change, sometime in the year he was eight, when neighbours stopped saying it in front of him and started saying things around it. He's a good worker. He's steady. His mother's son. That Kael, he's worth — and then a pause where the end of the sentence would have needed a fact they didn't have, so they'd fill it with weather, or work, or bread.

"Kael."

He looked up. Elder Thessa Mire stood in the doorway with the dusk behind her, and the market glow caught the edges of her and left her face in the Hall's own light, which was how she liked to enter. She was small and entirely unsoftened by it, with her hair bound back and her elder's chain of dark beads that she wore, Tovin insisted, so people could hear her arriving and finish their sentences.

"I heard the bell," she said. "And I heard—" One of her glances took in Tovin, tray, bread, ledger stand. "—that the ledger is being fed. Move it, Tovin. Nan will know. Nan always knows. It's her gift and her curse."

Tovin moved it, with ceremony, to the bench. Thessa came down the hearth the way Ona had, checking without seeming to, and stopped by the new hollow.

"Lorcan," she said.

"Thread," Kael said. "Near Cord, maybe, grown."

"A good afternoon for his mother." She touched the edge of the hollow with one finger, testing its smoothness, and Kael felt — stupidly, in his shoulders — the small relief of having scraped it true. "And for the village. A Thread in a carter's family. He'll be offered schooling if he makes Cord."

"Will he go?"

"His mam will decide she's sending him," Thessa said, "and his father will decide he's staying, and the boy will decide it himself in about four years by doing something neither of them expects. That's how families work, whatever the Colleges write on their paper." She straightened. "Longest Night is seven weeks off. I want the Hall scrubbed by the end of the month, Kael, not the night before — the naming will be long this year. Nan counts a hundred and nine names."

"A hundred and ten," Ona said mildly, "if we count the one Nan won't count."

Thessa's mouth did something that was not, in the strictest sense, a smile. "We do not count that one until we can name it. Eat your bread, both of you, and then Tovin will take his criminal tray home, and Kael will finish the row. The fire does not care that there is news in the village. That's its virtue. Learn from it."

She went out into the market noise, and the noise lowered for the length of the wall, and rose again beyond it.

Kael went back to the row. Bran the carter. Mira who kept bees. Old Tam. Liss. The dim husband of Widow Senn, thinking about a silverwood chip and a high bed. Further down, the old ones, the ones whose stories were down to a sentence, then down to a word, then down to Nan's mark in the ledger and a coal that still, when you lifted it and blew from the corner of your mouth in exactly the Hall's own draught, came up red at its heart.

A hundred and nine names. He knew fifty of them the way he knew his own hands. The rest he knew as work.

When the market had thinned to voices going home and the cold had come properly down off the hill, Ona banked the working fire and lit the Hall lamp, and hung it, as always, where its light would not fall directly on the coals. You didn't glare at the dead. You sat with them in a light you could share.

"Go home," she told Kael. "Your mother's been up since before dawn with Fenna's girl and a baby that thinks night is a rumour. She'll want feeding, not company, but you'll give her both and she'll pretend to mind."

"I'm nearly done."

"You are done. The last six will keep until morning if they've any manners, and they were raised in this village, so—" She turned down the lamp wick a fraction, an exact, practised fraction. "Off with you. And Kael."

He paused with the poker in his hand.

"Thread," Ona said, "is a fine thing for Lorcan. It changes nothing about the row. You understand me. The row is the row."

He did understand her. That was the trouble with Ona: she never said the thing that would have let him pretend she meant something else.

He put the poker in its rest, handle out, the way he'd been taught, so the next hand would find it in the dark — his own hand, in the morning; it was always his own hand — and went out into Emberfall at night, with the cold spring running black beside the path and the last of the dusk-market packing itself away, stall by stall, and the smell of ember-bread still on his fingers.

Behind him, in the Hall, the coals settled for the night, each one in its hollow, each one breathing slow.

Not one of them, in all Kael's years of tending, had ever gone out.


Chapter 2

It was the cold that did it, three mornings later — the Register stones, or Kael's memory of them, arriving uninvited by way of a different cold.

He was fetching water from the spring before full light, because Hall water had to be spring water and spring water in late autumn had to be argued with. The bucket's iron handle bit through his gloves. The spring ran black and clear over its stones, and the bucket, going down, rang once against something under the surface, a clean stone note, and Kael stood still with the rope in his hands and the cold in his fingers and was, without any warning he could have used, seven years old again.

It had been spring then, not autumn. That was the first thing people got wrong when they retold it, though hardly anyone retold it in front of him now. They pictured such things in winter. It had been a bright morning, with the hill green going up behind the village and his mother braiding his hair at the kitchen table while Dain, who was visiting and therefore in everyone's way, made tea he didn't drink and jokes Kael was too young to know were for the adults' nerves, not his.

"You'll hold the stones," Liora said, working the braid. "You'll hold them a count of ten. It doesn't hurt. If anyone tells you it hurts, they're showing off and you may ignore them with my permission."

"Will they sing?" he'd asked.

"They might. They sing for some. Tovin—" Tovin had been measured the winter before, a whole fourteen months older and already insufferable about elder knowledge. "Tovin's went Brook, and his went like—" Kael, at seven, had attempted a tone, and missed it by so much that even Liora laughed, and Dain nearly upset the tea, and for a moment the kitchen had been only a kitchen.

They had walked to the Rills' house because their table was the flattest. The whole village did it that way and pretended the Colleges had ordained it. Jessa, twelve and already carving things people asked her to carve, had been sent out with the little ones, which she resented in a voice that carried through closed shutters. Half the lane had found reasons to be at the Rills' fence. Fenna Cole. Herin, wiping his hands on a rag that made them dirtier. Old Nan, with the ledger she brought to measuring days for no reason she would explain except that records should have company.

The Measurer was not the great man Kael had imagined. He was young, that was the shock of it, with ink on his second finger and a College coat too warm for the day, and a case he set on the good cloth with more care than he set down his own hat. His assistant — a boy not much older than Jessa, with the stones in a wooden box lined with grey wool — looked bored in a way Kael would only years later understand was its own kind of nervousness.

"Kael Ashen," the Measurer said, reading from a list, and got the name right, which felt important. "Son of Liora Ashen. Aged seven. Put your hands out, please. Palms up. Like you're asking for rain."

People laughed, kindly. Kael could still hear that laugh, and that nobody in it meant him harm, and that this had not helped.

The stones were the cold.

That was what he never told anyone, because it sounded like making a story of it. Other children talked about the sound — Thread children made theirs often, Thread children remembered a note. Cord children remembered a colour, Brook children remembered warmth first. Kael remembered cold going clean through his palms and up into his wrists, as if he'd picked up two pieces of the spring in January, and the surprise of it — he'd been told stones, and stones in a sunlit room should not be that cold — and holding still anyway, because his mother had said a count of ten and he could count, counting was a thing he was good at.

One. The Measurer was watching his assistant, not Kael.

Two. The assistant was watching the stones.

Three. Something in the room changed its breathing. Fenna Cole, years later, when he'd asked her very carefully and only once, had said, "It got quiet, love," and changed the subject to his supper, and he had never asked again.

Four. Five. He counted inside his head because aloud had begun to feel like it would break something that was already breaking.

At six the Measurer frowned — not at Kael. At the stones, in the professional way Herin frowned at iron that had failed a temper. He took them himself, turned them in Kael's palms with two fingers, apologised to the room for the draught no one had felt, and said, "Again. Palms up. Good boy. You're doing exactly right."

That sentence had followed Kael for six years. You're doing exactly right. He heard it whenever anyone was about to tell him something that was not his fault, in the tone that meant it would be his life anyway.

The second holding was longer. The older boys outside the shutter stopped pushing each other. Somewhere a hen made its ordinary complaint and sounded obscenely loud. Liora stood behind his chair — he hadn't seen her move there, but her hand rested on the chair-back, not on him, because she had understood even then that if she touched him it would become a scene about comforting, and she would not give the room that story before it had finished being whatever story it was.

"Well," the Measurer said at last. And then, to his assistant, in a lower voice, which in a silent room was not lower at all: "Check the case. The spare pair."

The spare pair was colder.

Afterwards — there was no afterwards in the room; afterwards was built later, by everyone, out of pieces — the Measurer wrote for a long time. He spoke to Liora in the doorway in the words adults used when they stepped two paces away and believed it made a wall. Kael heard his own hearing go strange and selective, the way it did when he was trying not to cry and failing to understand why he should cry at all: he hadn't dropped anything. He hadn't let go early. He'd held them, twice, exactly right.

Null, the Measurer said, in the doorway. He said it as a finding, not an insult, with the regretful neatness of a man filling a form correctly. No tone. No colour. No resonance at all, which was — he was sorry, and the word sorry also became a form — very rare in a Vaelari child, Vaelari children being generally at least Thread in threshold work, but it did happen. There would be no school place. There would be no warden training. The grade would stand on the record. A re-measuring could be applied for, at College discretion, if there were a material change.

"What's a material change?" Liora said.

The Measurer looked, for the first time that morning, thoroughly unhappy in a way that had nothing to do with forms. "If he — presents differently, madam."

"Presents," Liora repeated, in a voice Kael had only ever heard her use on a landlord's agent from the human town, once, when Kael was five and supposed to be asleep. "He's seven. He presented himself at breakfast. He ate two eggs."

Nobody laughed. That was how Kael had finally known to cry — not at the word, which he didn't yet understand was a size his life would be cut to, but at a joke of his mother's falling dead in a room full of people who loved her. She never forgave the room for that, he thought later. She forgave every person in it, individually. The room, never.

The spring bucket rang again against the stone and Kael was twelve, nearly thirteen, on a cold path with wet gloves, hauling.

He hauled. The bucket came up dark and shining, slopping over his boots, and he set it on the spring's rim and stood getting his breath and feeling obscurely furious — at the bucket, at the spring, at memory, which he regarded as bad manners in an otherwise well-run morning. Six years, and the thing could still walk in through his gloves.

"Heavy?" said a voice behind him, in the tone of a person offering help and apology in the same parcel.

It was Fenna Cole's sister-in-law, with her own bucket, and she was already reaching — not for his bucket; she knew him well enough for that — but making the reaching shape, the village shape, so that her kindness had somewhere to go. "Let me take that one up the hill for you, love, and you bring mine, it's only half—" Her bucket, Kael could see, was already full, and heavier than his. The exchange would have cost her more and given her the pleasure of having eased the Null boy's morning. She meant it wholly. That was what made it so hard to refuse gracefully, and he'd had six years' practice, and his refusal still came out graceless and too quick.

"I've got it. It's my job. Hall water."

"Of course it is, love. Of course." She took her own bucket — with both hands, and a small grunt she turned into a joke about age — and walked with him anyway, at his pace, up the path, talking about the baby at her niece's house and the price of salt and whether Dain was expected this week, talking, Kael understood, a bridge over the moment she'd offered and he'd declined, so neither of them would have to stand in it. She was good at that. Emberfall was good at that. That was the pity of Emberfall: it was not a careless place. It noticed you, minutely, and built its kindnesses exactly to your shape, and so the shape was named, every day, in a dozen small mercies you hadn't asked for.

At the Hall he thanked her — properly, and meant it, which were not the same thing and he did both — and carried the water in to Ona, who took one look at his face and one at the bucket and said, "Stones cold this morning?"

"Spring's cold."

"So it is." She poured, she did not press, she sent him to sweep the far end where the work was solitary and the coals were old and asked nothing of anyone. Halfway through the sweeping he heard, from the lane, a whistle played badly and with total confidence, in notes that went up where they should go down: the whistle Herin— no, Rill the carver had made for Lorcan on measuring day. Thread, near the top of Thread. A boy announcing to the whole hill, on an instrument cut while the stones were still being packed away, that the world had heard him when he held out his hands.

Kael swept. The old coals watched, if coals could be said to do anything, with the patience of things that had been named and kept and were in no danger of being summed up.

"You'd think," he said to the nearest one, very quietly, "I'd be used to it by now."

The coal said nothing at all, which, at least, was honest.


Chapter 3

The plot to steal Herin Tallow's plum tart was Tovin's, and it was, Tovin insisted, a rescue.

"He made it this morning," Tovin said. They were behind the Rills' workshop where the silverwood shavings collected in drifts that smelled sweet and sharp, like a cut apple left in sun. "He made it for the carter who was meant to come Tuesday. The carter is not coming Tuesday. Herin has told three people the carter is not coming Tuesday, and he has not eaten the tart, because Herin Tallow would rather feed a tart to a legend than admit he baked for company that stood him up."

"So we eat it," Kael said, "and that's a kindness."

"It's preventative mercy. If it sits another day he'll give it to Corin Ash's watch-dogs out of spite at his own baking, and those dogs have done nothing to deserve joy that size."

Tovin was sitting in the shavings with a half-carved bird in one hand and his carving knife in the other, and he was, even discussing felony, working. That was Tovin all over: his hands never attended the same meeting as his mouth. The bird was meant to be a hill-lark. At present it was a bird-shaped argument. Jessa's finished work stood in a row along the workshop sill — larks, a fox, two handsomely smug goats — and Tovin's pieces stood at the end of the row in what Jessa called the hospital ward.

"Your lark looks ill," Kael said.

"Your lark — you haven't got a lark. That's my point. Everyone in this village is producing larks. I alone am producing philosophy." Tovin turned the bird round. "His head's too big."

"His head is fine. His body's too small. There's a difference. Jessa said."

"Jessa says a great many things while standing in doorways eating other people's bread." But he was already shaving the body down with the quick, sure little strokes that made Kael, who could keep a hundred coals alive but could not carve a peg straight, slightly envious and mostly content to watch. Competence was restful in another person, when it wasn't being used to measure you. Tovin's never was. Tovin had been measured Brook at six, in front of the same lane, with the stones singing like a struck cup, and Kael could not remember a single day since when that fact had come out of Tovin's mouth in Kael's hearing — not as pride, not as apology, not even as weather. It was the single greatest gift of his life, and Tovin gave it daily, by accident, the way he gave away bread.

"Hold this," Tovin said, and handed him the bird and stood up in one motion, decision made. "Operation Tart. You are lookout. You're the best lookout in Emberfall because you stand still professionally and nobody ever asks what you're doing standing still. It's perfect cover. It's also an outrage against your dignity and I want you to know I see that."

"I'll want a third," Kael said.

"You'll get a quarter and history will absolve me. Jessa gets a third for not being told. Silence is expensive."

The forge yard at midday was empty but for heat shimmer and Herin's big striped cat, Maz, asleep on the anvil under the awning as if anvils were made for cats, which in Maz's settled opinion they were. The tart was cooling on the forge kitchen sill, under a cloth weighted with a spoon. Steam had made the cloth damp in a plum-coloured spot.

The plan went wrong in the usual way, which was that it had not accounted for Herin Tallow being Herin Tallow.

Kael took his post by the water butt, trying to look like a boy who stood by water butts for spiritual reasons, and had been there perhaps a minute — Tovin was halfway across the yard in a crouch that would have shamed a heron — when Herin came round the corner carrying a bucket of quench-water, stopped, looked at Tovin, looked at Kael, looked at the tart, and said, "If either of you touches that cloth before you have washed those hands, you will taste silverwood for a week, and rightly."

Tovin straightened up with the dignity of a caught prince. "We were rescuing it."

"From the carter who isn't coming?"

"From the dogs."

Herin's face did a complicated thing that Kael had seen it do at weddings and funerals, when Herin felt something strongly and was negotiating the price of showing it. "Sit," he said. "Both of you. On the bench. If a thing's worth stealing it's worth eating properly, which is a lesson your fathers —" He stopped, looked at Kael, and rerouted without a bump, the way a good driver takes a cart round a hole in the road without spilling the load. "— which is a lesson, full stop. Fetch the knife, Tovin. The clean one. And a plate for Maz, because she will otherwise take taxation directly from ours, and her rates are ruinous."

So they ate plum tart on the bench in the forge yard in the middle of a working day, with the heat coming off the forge in waves and the tart still warm in the middle, the crust shattering, the plums dark and sour-sweet, and Maz ate her portion from a chipped plate like a visiting queen and then went back to the anvil. Herin cut himself the smallest slice, out of a politeness to his own baking that neither boy believed, and then, at Tovin's theatrical groaning, cut himself an honest one.

"Carving," Herin said to Tovin, nodding at the bird, which Tovin had carried over in his pocket and produced, because Tovin's pockets contained his entire life at all times. "Let's see."

Tovin handed it over with less performance than usual, which told Kael how much he wanted the verdict.

Herin turned it in his huge hands, careful as if it were hot. "Head's too big," he said.

"Body's too small," Tovin said quickly. "Kael said. Jessa said."

"Then make the next body bigger and you'll be right all three ways. Wood teaches the same lesson as iron, boy. You don't fix the part that's wrong by staring at it. You grow the part that's right till they match." He handed it back. "It'll fly. In the figurative—"

"It'll fly literally if I throw it," Tovin said, and Herin laughed, a full forge-yard laugh that startled Maz and two hens, and Kael found himself laughing too, with plum on his chin, in the sun, unobserved by any standard he had ever been set against.

That afternoon there was a game, because there was always a game once work released its grip on the village's younger population, and this one was stones-in-the-spring-pool, played with flat pebbles and rules that had been under continuous amendment for about a hundred years. Tovin amended them twice more before the first throw. Rennick Vale was there, and was, in the gap between his duties, merely the fastest thrower in Emberfall and the worst loser ever recorded, which made him essential entertainment. Fenna's nephew Lorcan, seven years old and newly Thread, threw like a boy emptying a bucket, and was cheered with a thoroughness that had nothing to do with stones, and everything — Kael noticed, and then chose, for once, not to mind noticing — to do with a village carefully enjoying a piece of good news it could hold in its hands.

Kael's pebble skipped four times, which was his personal record, and Tovin fell over backwards in the mud of the spring bank delivering the judges' decision — "Four! Four skips for the keeper of the dead, the spring itself applauds, the hill is moved—" and got up with mud in the shape of a hand on his backside and refused to change his shirt, on principle, for the rest of the day, referring to it as his laurel.

They ate again at the Rills' — because Tovin's solution to every interval in life was to route it through a kitchen — and this time the ember-bread was done properly: Jessa at the hearth-stones in the Rills' yard, sleeves to the elbow, flour on her forearm, turning the rounds with two fingers and total disrespect for burns. "You get the hand for it," she told Kael, watching him watch. "Years of it. You don't feel the quick touches. Here —" She took his wrist, unceremoniously, and pressed his fingertips for one breath against the edge of a stone that would have blistered Kael at seven, and he felt heat, plainly, but as information rather than injury: the tender's callus, the tender's craft. "See? You're not nothing-handed, you're hearth-handed. Different trade. Mother—"

"Jessa," her mother said from the door, with no heat at all, "pass the salt before you philosophise the boy into the fire."

But Jessa winked at Kael as she passed it, and the bread came off the stones blistered and singing faintly, and Tovin broke the first round into unequal pieces and gave Kael the largest with the air of a man correcting an injustice of long standing, and nobody said anything about that either.

Later, walking home under a sky going amber and then violet, with his belly full and his shirt smelling of forge smoke and plum, Kael found that the day had left no mark on him anywhere he usually kept the marks. It sat strangely. He was used to days the way a tongue gets used to a broken tooth — probing the sore place without deciding to.

"You know what you are?" Tovin said, beside him, carrying the lark, which had gained, over the afternoon, a lopsided dignity. "You're the only person I know who treats a day off like a suspicious gift."

"It wasn't a day off. Herin fed us for labour we didn't do and your mother fed us for—"

"For being alive in her yard. Kael. Sometimes a tart is a tart."

He thought about that all the way down the hill, while the Hall of Embers showed below him as it always showed at this hour, a long low building with its chimney breathing thin smoke into the dusk, waiting for its tender to come and say the names.

"Sometimes a tart is a tart," he agreed, at the Hall door, and Tovin, satisfied as if a treaty had been signed, went home whistling out-of-tune through the dark.


Chapter 4

The boundary ward on the north slope had been Rennick Vale's charge since spring, and by late autumn the whole village could recite the fact, because Rennick's mother recited it for them, at market, at well, and once — memorably — during a naming, until Thessa silenced her with a look that had ended conversations in three generations.

Kael did not begrudge the ward. That was the inconvenient truth he kept returning to, like a dog returning to a gate it cannot open. The north-slope ward was good work. He'd seen it at dusk from the hill path: a line of set stones and driven silverwood posts running where Emberfall's fields gave up and the wild hill began, and each post holding its part of the threshold — that low, exact Vaelari magic that said, to weather and beast and worse things: thus far, in this manner, and no further tonight. Wards did not shout. A good one barely hummed. Rennick's hummed even and low all along the slope, the way a well-built wall looks inevitable once it's standing.

Rennick was River grade. People said it the way they said the spring was cold — a fact with pride in it that belonged to the whole village. River, at seventeen. Brook had been a celebration; the re-measuring at fifteen that came back River had been a festival with bunting. He had the training to match: two winters with the wardens at the southern passes' foothill stations, letters from a College tutor that his mother kept in a tin, and the clean, strong hands of a boy who had never once had to wonder whether work would answer him when he called it.

On Thursday the ward needed its autumn resetting before the storm season, and that was work for more than one pair of hands — not more than one pair of warden's hands; just hands. Corin Ash, who held the dusk-road and had overall charge, sent word down to the Hall at noon, in the form of his youngest runner, breathless and important:

"Warden Vale wants the lamp and the tool-roll brought up to the north stones before dusk, and a boy to hold them, because the light goes fast up there and—" The runner recited, with the accuracy of total incomprehension, "—because the delicate part is no work for gloves."

Kael was the boy. Ona looked at the runner, and then at Kael, and her face did the thing it did when she was deciding whether objecting would protect him or merely announce that protection was needed. She decided, as she usually did, that announcing was the worse bargain. "He'll be there," she said. "Mind you thank the Hall for the loan of him, when you report back. The Hall keeps accounts."

The climb took half an hour with the lamp and the roll. The lamp was the Hall's good one, brass-based, its glass smoked at one corner from a Longest Night three years back when a novice — Kael — had set it down too near a brazier. The tool-roll was Rennick's own: silverwood-handled picks and probes, a small mallet, chalk, twine, a vial of the oil wardens used on post-ends, each thing in its loop, each loop polished by use. It was heavier than Kael expected. He carried it the way you'd carry someone else's good boots — aware, the whole way up, of not dropping them.

Half of Emberfall, it felt like, was on the slope in spirit. In body there were perhaps a dozen: Corin Ash with his watch staff; two field-holders whose land the ward guarded, keeping a respectful distance with their hats in their hands; Rennick's mother, with a shawl against a wind she had dressed for hopefully; and Tovin, who had no business there at all and had established himself by the simple method of carrying a post no one had asked him to carry and then staying beside it.

Rennick worked the way good carvers worked, Kael thought, watching: entirely inside the job, his whole attention narrowed to the post in front of him, his hands moving with a confidence that looked like ease and was not. He knelt at each post. He pressed his palm to the silverwood, low, where the grain met the earth. He listened — actually listened, head tipped, the way Ona listened to the Hall — and then he spoke the post's part of the pattern in the old Vaelari words, unhurried, and the threshold answered: not a light, not a sound for the ear exactly, but a settling, a feeling in the teeth and the backs of the hands that the line had taken its weight again.

"Post," Rennick said, without looking up. "Lamp here."

Kael brought the lamp. "Good. Hold it there." The light fell across the post-foot, where old chalk marks layered three autumns deep. "Higher. No — there. Stay."

So Kael stayed, and held, and held, while the delicate work went on in the light he was making. His job, precisely, was to be a lamp-stand that could be told to tilt. And a tool-stand: "Roll." "Pick." "The small one." "Oil." Rennick did not say thank you because craftsmen mid-work did not; Corin Ash, watching, did not think to because the arrangement looked, from outside, completely natural — the rated boy doing the work, the unrated boy holding the light for it. That was the shape of the world, rendered in lamplight on a hillside, and Kael held the lamp very steadily and tried to make his mind be where people's minds were supposed to be during such things: on the work. The ward was important. The storm season was real. The fields below fed people he knew by name. All of that was true, and none of it warmed his arm.

At the seventh post his shoulder began to ache. At the ninth, Rennick stood, rolled his own shoulders, looked along the line upslope with a professional frown, and said, to Corin, "Two more and the gate-post, and it'll hold till spring. The third from the top wants renewing next year altogether — the rot's in the heart of it. I'll not dress it up. We'll fell and set new before Longest Night if the grove allows." The grove permission — Emberfall was forbidden by treaty to cut silverwood beyond its need, and need had to be argued, even to itself — Rennick treated as paperwork. That, too, Kael noticed: to Rennick, even the village's humiliations were paperwork. The world had told him early that his papers were in order.

"Fine work," Corin said. The field-holders murmured it. Rennick's mother said it aloud, to the hill generally. Rennick accepted it all as a tool accepts oil, without fuss, and came back down the line to the gate-post, the last and largest, where Kael still stood with the lamp at the angle he'd been left at.

"You can rest your arm," Rennick said, not unkindly. "This one's the long set. Sit on the stone if you like. Just keep the glass out of the wind."

Kael sat. The stone was cold through his trousers. From there he watched the gate-post set done properly and at length, and he learned things — he couldn't help learning; he had a tender's memory for pattern — about the order of the words and the place of the hand and the moment, just before the settling, when Rennick always paused, the way a singer pauses before a note he trusts himself to land. It was beautiful work. Kael admitted it freely, inside himself, where admissions were his own.

"It must be strange," Rennick said suddenly, conversationally, while his hands were busy, "watching it. Year after year. Like—" He searched, and Kael watched him search, and saw the moment he found the comparison he thought was generous. "Like being the only one at market who can't hear the music. I mean — the rest of us complain about the work of it, the winters at the stations, all of it. But at least—" He shrugged, with his hands full: the shrug of a boy handing you something he believes is comfort. "At least we've got it to complain about. I do think about that. When I see you with the coals, and that. It can't be easy, being—"

He didn't say empty. Nobody said empty; the village had agreed, without ever agreeing, on its substitutes. He said, "— left out of it. If it's worth anything, I think the Hall work suits you. It's patient work. You have the temperament. Some of the boys at the station, River boys, couldn't sit with a coal an hour if their lives hung on it. It's a gift, in a way. Just not—" And then, with the first honesty of the whole exchange, so plain it almost redeemed the rest: "Not the way anyone would choose, I suppose."

"Thank you," Kael said.

He heard himself say it with a steadiness that surprised him. He meant none of it and all of the politeness of it. That was the
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