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Chapter One — The Standing Zero

The second year at Crownspire began the way the first had ended: with a stone refusing to know him.

Assessment morning came up cold and bright over Kingsmere, the river Senn running pewter under a sky scrubbed clean by the first autumn wind, and the second-years filed into the Judgement Court in their house colours and their borrowed confidence to have their growth recorded in the academy's great ledger — the book in which the kingdom, in its tidy hand, wrote down what every young mage in Valdreach was worth.

The stones did their work. A Gale scion: Wind, six and rising, the ledger-keeper's pen moving with approval. An Emberhall transfer: Fire, five, hard-used and honest. A Seralune girl with light in her hands like held water: seven, and the masters murmured, because seven at nineteen was a court mage's number and she wore it the way her house wore everything, as if it had been tailored.

Then Joren Pell stepped up to the plinth, in the plain coat of the Crown Foundation scholars, and put his hands on the Judgement stone, and the stone — the great grey heart of the court's arithmetic, older than the academy, older than the Merit Law, cut from a quarry whose name the Temple kept — considered him.

And read nothing.

"Zero," said the ledger-keeper, in the tone of a man reading weather he has read before. He wrote it in the first column, where the kingdom kept its certainties. Then he turned the page to the second register — the performance ledger, Master Quill's heretical innovation, the book that recorded not what the stones said a student was but what the faculty had *seen the student do* — and there his pen moved differently, and slower, and with something in it that was not quite respect and not quite fear.

*Pell, Joren. Second year. Fire: fifth tier, controlled, sixth attempted under supervision. Earth: fifth, controlled. Water: fifth, controlled. Wind: fourth, controlled, fifth unstable. Light: fourth. Dark: third, supervised only, faculty insistence. Lightning: third, supervised only, faculty insistence doubled.*

"That is not a student's page," the Seralune girl said quietly, to no one, in the silence after. "That is a siege engine's."

"It is a Zero's page," said Master Quill, from the masters' rail, in the carrying voice she used for teaching through walls. "Write both columns, gentlemen, and let the year reconcile them. It hasn't managed yet. I confess I am enjoying the suspense."

The court did what it had learned to do in a year: it stood a little straighter as he passed, and watched him go, and said nothing it would have to unsay later. The Standing Zero. Champion of the Proving. The boy who had lit seven stones and been read by none of them. Kingsmere had spent a summer deciding what he was, and had arrived, in the end, at the only verdict Kingsmere ever truly trusted: *wait and see, and be polite in the meantime.*

Joren walked out of the Judgement Court into the autumn yard with Cas Wren at his elbow, who had grown an inch over the summer and lost none of his opinions, and Perrin Ashe's last letter — arrived that morning by a Galehaven courier who had flown the last forty miles in a headwind out of sheer professional spite — burning a hole in his coat pocket.

"Read it again," Cas said. "The part where he insults us. It's my favourite literature."

"'Esteemed colleagues,'" Joren read, because the road was empty and Cas's appetite for Perrin's contempt was a sacrament by now. "'Galehaven notes Crownspire's invitation to the Circuit and accepts, in the spirit of inter-school amity and because our headmistress wishes to see the famous Zero attempt weather-work at altitude, where the air is thin and excuses are thinner. The Institute reminds the Academy that the Circuit's storm rules apply: workings are live above the second bell, the cliffs are not a metaphor, and visitors who fall will be retrieved at their own institution's expense.' It's signed by the whole Galehaven team. Perrin's handwriting gets worse every line. I think he was laughing."

"He was *dictating*," Cas said. "There's a difference. Dictating is laughing with staff." He squinted up at the Crownspire towers, where the banners of five schools were being hung for the new term, and his face did the thing it did when the jokes were a roof over something structural. "Storm rules, Joren. Live workings. At *altitude*. Branna says Galehaven duels are fought the way sailors fight fires — everything's moving, everything's wet, and the ground has opinions."

"Branna says a lot of things since she took the dawn class."

"Branna says them at five in the morning, at volume, holding a practice sword. It's not the same." Cas stopped at the yard gate, where the dawn class's board stood — the Crown Foundation board, gilt-lettered now, with a budget and a charter and Tomas Brackmore's name first on the scholars' roll, level two and rising, in the clerk's best hand. Under it, in chalk, in the hand of the yard itself, the roll of the dawn class proper: forty-one names. In September of the year before there had been seven, and one of them had been a joke the yard was playing on itself.

Forty-one. Level twos and level ones and a level-four girl from the river wards who fought like a debt collector. The revolution, proceeding on schedule, in chalk.

"February," said a level-two boy, passing with his practice gear, gravely, the way other boys said *sir*.

"February," Joren agreed, and Cas rolled his eyes at the ceiling of the world.

"You built a greeting. Do you understand that? Other students build *reputations*. You built a *greeting*, out of a month, by accident, while bleeding. I have chronicled it and I still don't understand it."

"You understand it fine," Joren said. "You just resent that it scans."

What he did not say — what he said to no one, the way his family had never said the things that mattered most until the doorway moments — was that the yard at dawn was the one place in Kingsmere where the second column of his ledger was the only one anyone read. Out there, at five in the morning, in the cold, with the mist coming off the Senn in rags, a person was what they could do and whether they came back tomorrow. It was the mill, translated. It was Dunmill with better drainage. He would have died before saying any of it, and Cas, who understood him the way a chronicler understands a text, let the silence stand unannotated, which was Cas's way of saying it back.

The letter from Dunmill had come with Perrin's, in the same post, in Maera's hand — the steward's hand, the hand that had never once been wrong in a register.

*The mill's tithe-share held at the new rate,* she wrote. *The factor inquired after you twice more and was disappointed, both times, to learn you were alive and unrepentant; he is adjusting. Father's hands are better in the warm months and he does not say so, which means they are. Mother has opinions about the pamphlet — yes, Joren, there is a pamphlet, no, I will not describe it, you may imagine it and be wrong in the direction of kindness — and has taken to correcting its arithmetic aloud at the factor's counter, which the parish enjoys in the way it enjoys weather. Your room is kept. The bread is timed. Come home when the year lets you and not a day later, and if the arithmetic changes I will write before the parish finishes arguing about it, which gives me a margin of about a fortnight.*

*PS. A man came through in August asking the lector questions about the parish register — your page, specifically, though he pretended it was about tithe-farms. The lector sent him away with a flea in his ear and a sermon in the other. I record it because you told me to record everything, and because the lector, who is not a clever man, said the thing I keep thinking about: 'First time in forty years anyone's asked after that page who wasn't family or Temple.' I don't know what it means. Neither does he. Now we both know it anyway.*

Joren read that postscript three times, standing in the autumn yard with the banners going up and the year beginning, and felt the shape of something he did not yet have a name for — a hand, somewhere, quietly turning the pages of his beginning.

He folded the letter away. The year was young. The stones had said their nothing. Somewhere across the river, in the palace's east wing, a princess was doing arithmetic of her own — and hers, unlike the ledger's, always balanced.

He went to the dawn yard's board and chalked, under the forty-one names, in his miller's hand, the only entry the second column ever needed:

*Pell. Present.*

On the year's first morning he had gone down to the yard before the bell, alone, to stand in the empty lists where the Proving had ended and think the year's first thought in peace — and found the yard occupied: seven new foundation scholars, first-years, drawn from the spring's intake, holding brooms.

They had come to sweep it. Not as a punishment detail — as a *devotion*, organised among themselves in whispers the week they arrived, by a river-ward girl of fifteen who explained it to him, scarlet and defiant, with the broom across her body like a colours-party: the dawn class swept the yard before the rolls in the old days of the academy's founding, when the scholars were servants' children and the yard was the only room that was theirs; the custom had died with the academy's dignity; the new intake had *revived* it, in secret, as a claim.

"A claim to what?" Joren asked, mildly, in the grey light, with seven brooms frozen mid-stroke.

"To the yard, sir. To the *mornings*." The girl's chin had the set of a much older politics. "The registers have us down as *foundation*, like we're a course of bricks. The yard's ours before it's anybody's. Sweeping's how you *say* so, in a school. My gran swept this yard. She never got past the gate in daylight. We sweep it in daylight, sir, and then we *stand* in it, for the forms, in the open, and the school can like it or lump it."

He took the eighth broom from the rack — there was always an eighth broom; the rack, like the yard, had been built for more hands than the rolls admitted — and swept his quarter in silence, in the grey, with the seven, until the bell. It was the first entry in the second year's ledger, and no registrar recorded it, and it was, by the Chronicle's eventual and furious insistence, the most important measurement taken at Crownspire all year: the photograph's discarded, sweeping their own ground at dawn, in daylight, by custom, as of right.


Chapter Two — The Arithmetic Of Slander

The pamphlet arrived at Crownspire the way weather arrives: everywhere at once, and pretending to have come from nowhere.

It was four pages, well printed — that was the first thing Cas noticed, and the thing he kept returning to, the way a tongue returns to a cut tooth. Cheap sedition was badly printed. This was *good* paper, a clean typeface, a binder's stitch. Someone with money and taste had decided that the kingdom's students should read, over breakfast, a considered argument entitled *On the Zero: Being a Modest Inquiry into the Matter of the Pell Phenomenon, Its Dangers, and Its Remedies.*

"Dangers," Cas said, at the second-sons' table, holding it at arm's length like a fish. "We're at *dangers* by Michaelmas. Last year we were a curiosity until February. The pamphlet economy is booming, Joren. Somewhere a printer is putting his daughter through the Conservatory on your account."

"Read the remedies," said Dain Korr's letter — no. Korr did not write letters; Korr sent *reports*, and the one that had come down from Emberhall with the Michaelmas post lay open on the table, three lines, in a hand like a muster roll: *Marshalsea Press. Guild-registered, eastern district. Prints sermons and sedition at the same rate. Thought you should know the paper's guildmark. Burn after reading, or don't. Yours in the dawn, Korr.*

"Marshalsea," Cas said. "Eastern district. Korvath gold has an accent, and right now it's pronouncing *pamphlet*."

The remedies, when Joren read them — alone, later, in the library's long light, because some documents you read the way you read a prognosis — were worse than the dangers, precisely because they were *reasonable*. That was the craftsmanship of the thing and the thing he would remember, years later, as the moment he understood that the war for him would not be fought mainly with knives. The pamphlet did not call him a fraud. It did not call him a monster. It asked, in the calm tones of a faculty memorandum, whether an unmeasurable quantity belonged in a measured kingdom; whether the Crown Foundation's charter — *his* charter, the dawn yard, the stair for other men's sons — was a school or a *faction*; whether a princess's patronage of a person of no birth constituted an interest the houses were entitled to examine; and whether, in an age when two empires watched Valdreach's schools the way cats watch a dairy, the kingdom could afford a wonder it could not *price*.

*Remedies:* that his workings be licensed, tier by tier, by a board of the seven houses. That his residence be regularised. That his *associations* — the word sat on the page like a toad — be examined for foreign influence. That in all things the Zero be *administered*, in the kingdom's interest, by persons qualified to administer him.

Administered. The miller's son read the word twice. In Dunmill, you administered a physic to a sick horse. You administered an estate when a man died without sons. It was a word for things that could not be trusted to run themselves.

"They're not wrong about one thing," said Master Quill, behind him, and Joren did not start, because a year in the dawn class had taught his body the price of starting in a library. The performance master moved along the shelf with a ledger under her arm and the air of a woman who had been waiting, with professional patience, for exactly this conversation. "Sit down, Pell. You've read the dangerous part. Now I'll show you the part they were too well-bred to print, because it's the part that's true."

He opened the ledger — the second register, the heretical book — at Joren's page, and set beside it, without comment, three others. Lucien Pyrrhos. An heir of Seralune. Korr's transfer page, requested and received from Emberhall in the faculty's own hand.

"Read the columns," Quill said. "Not the numbers. The columns. His Grace of Pyrrhos's heir: Fire, sixth-tier *aptitude* on the stone — his born number, Pell, the one in the first register — is six, and six is a mountain, and the mountain is real. And his *performance* column, at nineteen years of age, with every advantage the kingdom affords, reads: fifth tier, controlled. Sixth attempted. The Seralune girl: born seven. Performance: fourth. Korr — and Korr is *good*, Pell, Korr is the marches' own argument — born six, performance fifth, because the marches do not waste their sons on aptitude. Now yours. Born: the stone declines. Performance: fifth tier controlled in three elements, fourth in two more, third in two that half the faculty believes should not be *teachable* at all, and a trajectory—" the dry finger traced the year's entries, month by month, the handwriting changing as the ledger passed from master to master, the ink of disbelief gradually becoming the ink of record, "—that rises like a *flood gauge*, boy. Not steps. A slope."

"The pamphlet says I should be administered," Joren said.

"The pamphlet," said Quill, "is what frightened men print when they've done the same arithmetic I have and reached the coward's conclusion. Here is the master's conclusion, and you may have it for nothing, because it is also a warning. The first register is a photograph of a man at birth. The second is a film of him *moving*. The houses have governed this kingdom for eight hundred years by the photograph — it is a comfortable instrument; it never surprises anyone; it can be *inherited*. You are the film, Pell. You are the proof, walking around in a Foundation coat, that the photograph lies — and not only about you." She closed the ledger with the gentleness of a woman closing a door on weather. "About everyone. About *every* level-two boy who was scraped off a school's boots and sent home to a farm, every level-one girl handed a broom instead of a blade. If the second register is true, then the first is a *scandal*, eight centuries deep, and the men who profit by it will burn the film before they let it be shown. The pamphlet is the smell of the fire being lit. Walk carefully, and keep your own ledger."

"My own ledger, Master?"

"The one in your chest, boy. The braid. I have taught measures for thirty years and I am telling you what I would tell no faculty meeting: the tiers you can *reach* are not rising like a student's. They're *unfolding*, like a country being surveyed — as if the power were all there from the beginning, laid out in the dark, and all your training does is carry a lantern further into it. Your Earth deepened this summer without a master. I have the reports. Spontaneous sixth-tier *shaping*, at the mill-race, in August, when the bank gave out — witnessed by a parish, boy, a whole *parish*, and the lector wrote it up in the language of a man describing weather he did not want to be blamed for." Quill's voice dropped, and for once there was nothing of the lecturer in it at all. "Whatever is in you, it is not growing. It is *arriving*. There is a difference, and the difference is the sort of thing that gets a pamphlet printed. Go to your classes. Eat. And Pell—"

"Master."

"When they offer to administer you, they will do it kindly, with charters and safeguards and a board of very reasonable men. It will be the most dangerous room you ever stand in — worse than any corridor. A knife you can *see*." He picked up the ledger. "That is the whole of my pastoral care for the term. The dawn class is at five. I understand it has forty-one names and a greeting. Heresy, all of it. I shall be taking the air nearby, in case the yard requires a witness with a *licence*."

She went out among the shelves like a woman leaving a church she had argued with and respected in equal measure, and Joren sat a while in the long light with the pamphlet's reasonable remedies and Quill's unreasonable arithmetic, and understood that the second year would not be a repetition of the first. The first year, they had wondered what he was.

This year, they were going to decide what to *do* about it.

Outside, in the corridor, the sound of the academy going about its morning — and beneath it, so deep he felt it in his teeth the way you feel a millstone through a floor, a thing that had not been there in the summer: the Ashen Vault, under the school, behind its sealed and socketed door, keeping a silence that had begun, very slightly, to have a rhythm to it.

Like something asleep, turning over.


Chapter Three — The Summer Court's Shadow

They had danced the waltz in June, at the summer court, exactly as the King had promised and exactly as Seraphina had intended, and Kingsmere had talked of nothing else for a month — which had been, Joren understood by October, rather the point.

He had not understood it in June. In June he had understood the orchestra, and the floor, and the terrible arithmetic of a court watching its Crown Jewel take the hand of a miller's son before the whole diplomatic corps of two empires; he had understood her hand, light and certain, and her voice, low, at the first turn: *"Breathe, millstone. You've held back a hill of black water. I am considerably less heavy than a hill."* He had understood, by the third turn, that she was steering — him, the dance, the room, the *story* — with the same total competence she brought to treaties and interrogations, and that being steered by Seraphina of Valdreach was not a diminishment but a form of weather: you did not resist it, you dressed for it and learned to read it, and if you were wise you enjoyed the rain.

What he understood by October was the *ledger* of the waltz. In the six weeks after it, the Crown received — the King's secretary counted, and the King, in a mood of dynastic irony, had the count repeated to Joren in a note delivered by Dane with no comment whatsoever — *eleven* formal inquiries from the great and lesser houses concerning the Princess's intentions, the Zero's status, and the availability of both. In the same six weeks, four houses that had never in living memory sent a daughter to Kingsmere for the season announced that their daughters would grace the winter court. A fifth — Keraunos, whose duchess had not left the southern seat in a decade — sent word that its heir's cousin, a lightning-gifted girl of twenty-three with a duellist's reputation and a portrait miniature that arrived, pointedly, *before* the letter, would be honoured to pay her respects.

"Her respects," Cas said, studying the miniature, which had been left — by design or by a servant's genius — on the second-sons' table. "To the *court*. The letter says the court. The miniature says *the other thing*. She's very accomplished. Look at the eyes. Those are siege eyes."

"They're sending daughters like envoys," Joren said.

"They're sending daughters like *siege engines*," Cas corrected, "and the difference is that envoys knock." He turned the miniature over. On the back, in a hand too fine for the girl's own, was written a single line of pedigree — name, house, element, *level seven* — the way one writes the specifications of a horse. "That's the part that should frighten you, and I say this as your chronicler and the only man in this academy who reads his own press. It's not romance they're offering, and it's not even alliance. It's *administration* — the pamphlet's remedy, wearing a ball gown. Marry the Zero into a house and the wonder becomes a *family asset*. Board of directors, one wedding. Every house in the kingdom is drafting its version this winter, and they will all be *reasonable*, and they will all have orchestras."

"And the Princess?"

Cas was quiet a moment, in the way that meant the chronicle was being set aside and the friend was speaking, at cost.

"The Princess," he said, "danced a waltz in June. In front of the Korvath resident, the Zhaleen chargé, and every ambassador's wife in the kingdom, all of whom wrote it home in cipher before the strawberries. Whatever the houses are drafting, she drafted *first*, in June, in one dance, and she's had the summer to do the paperwork. You are the only man in Valdreach who doesn't know what Seraphina is building, Joren, and you don't know it because she's building it *around* you, the way you build a harbour around a ship — carefully, and in the dry, and with the ship's feelings consulted at every stage except the one where it learns it's a harbour." He stood, and gathered his ledgers, and delivered the epitaph of the conversation with the air of a man closing a gate. "She's going to tell you herself. Probably soon, probably somewhere with roses. Princesses have a sense of theatre that would shame a Galehaven. When she does — listen all the way to the end before you answer. It's the only advice I've got that's worth the Chronicle's paper. The end is where she keeps the honest part."

She told him herself, in the event, not among roses but in the library of ashes — the little burnt room above the east stacks where they had talked in the winter of the first year, with the rain coming down the chimney in a smell of wet soot and old paper, and the whole academy muffled below them like a held breath.

She came without Dane, which was itself a statement — a princess unescorted, in a school, in the rain — and she had a folder with her, which was another. Seraphina in possession of a folder was a head of state in possession of a treaty. She set it on the table between them, unopened, the way a duellist sets down a sword: present, acknowledged, not yet the point.

"Before I say any of it," she said, "the year's account, because I promised you honesty in this room and I keep my accounts current. One: the pamphlet. You've read it. The printer is Marshalsea, the money is *probably* Korvath by way of two cut-outs and a sermon society, and my father's people are letting it run because a pamphlet we can read is better than a conversation we can't. Two: the inquiry about your birth register. A man asked the lector questions in August. We know — because the lector, who is smarter than his sermons, described him to Maera in detail and Maera's description reached me in four days, which tells you something about your steward — we know he was *not* Korvath's. Valdreach hands, Valdreach boots, a Temple ring he tried not to show. The Temple is reading your beginning, Joren. I don't know why yet. Neither, I believe, does the Temple — the left hand of that institution asks questions the right hand hasn't authorised, and I have a — let us say a *reader* — inside their library who confirms the confusion is genuine. Three—" She stopped. For the first time in his knowledge of her, Seraphina of Valdreach edited herself visibly, in real time, and chose a plainer road. "Three is not an account. Three is the thing I came to say, and it is not intelligence. Sit down. You stand like a man expecting weather."

"I *am* expecting weather," Joren said. "You brought a folder."

"I brought the folder so you'd take it seriously." The ghost of the smile, and then it was gone, and she was looking at him with the whole of her attention, which was like being looked at by a lighthouse. "You are going to gather power the way storms gather water, Joren. Not because you want it. Because of what you *are*. Every year you will climb — the tiers, the Guild, the court's opinion, the armies' — and every year the kingdom will try to own the climbing. You've seen the first instruments: a pamphlet, a portrait miniature, a board of reasonable men. They will get better instruments. They will send you teachers with hooks in the lessons, patrons with hooks in the gold, friends with hooks in the friendship — and they will send you *women*, Joren, with hooks in the silk. Daughters as spies. Daughters as leashes. Daughters as claims, staked in advance, on whatever you become. It has already started. It started in June, in a ballroom, and *I started it*, because I would rather the kingdom learn the shape of the thing from me than from the Keraunos portrait office."

"Seraphina—"

"Let me finish, because I have rehearsed this on three continents of weather and I intend to land it. The houses are going to put women beside you. That is not a possibility, it is a *season* — it is coming the way winter comes. So I am going to choose them first." She said it simply, like a woman naming a policy she had costed. "Every person who stands close to you in the years that are coming — I am going to have met them, and weighed them, and *wanted* them there, before any house in this kingdom thinks to send a spy in a silk dress. Women I trust. Women who are yours because I gave them to you — and mine, because I chose them. A court of the *chosen*, Joren, in a kingdom of the born. Your whole existence is an argument that the photograph lies. Let me build the argument a household."

The rain went on down the chimney. Somewhere below, the academy was at dinner, muffled, ordinary, eight hundred years of the first register dining in ignorance of the second.

"You rehearsed that," Joren said at last.

"For a month. The folder is mostly for show. It contains a menu."

Despite everything — the knife in the winter corridor, the pamphlet, the portrait miniatures, the register-reader with the Temple ring — he laughed, and she laughed, the real laugh, the one Dane had heard six times in a decade, and the burnt little room held the sound the way it held everything: close, and warm, and slightly dangerous.

"Then tell me the unrehearsed part," he said. "Cas says you keep it at the end."

"Cas Wren is the most perceptive fool in Valdreach and I will deny saying so on any instrument you like." She looked at the folder, and did not open it, and when she spoke again the lighthouse had gone out of her voice and something much younger and much more dangerous had come in its place. "The unrehearsed part is that it is *logistics* — I told you in the garden and it was true — and it is *also* that I cannot stop it. I have tried, in the interest of statecraft, to be a woman who watches a phenomenon and files it. I watched you light seven stones and I have been *filing it* ever since, in a folder that turns out to be my whole chest. I am going to build you a household, Joren Pell, and I am going to stand in the middle of it — first. Not as its gaoler. Not as the Crown's hook in the silk. As its *chooser*, which means every door in it opens from the inside, including mine. If the day comes when you want the choosing stopped — when you want me out of the harbour office and the harbour your own — you say so, and I will hand you the keys and the ledgers and the whole apparatus, and I will do it gracefully, because I am *never* going to be the thing the pamphlet says you need protecting from. That is the honest part. It is also at the end, because princesses are trained to put the hostage where the light is worst."

He was quiet a long time. The rain softened. In his chest the braid turned, slow, like a wheel under a floor — seven threads, each with its own weather, and one of them, the light one, doing the thing it had done since a morning in a Temple: reaching, without his permission, toward the woman across the table.

"You've had a year of my whole honesty," he said, "so here's the coin back. When the stones lit, every powerful person in the kingdom looked at me and saw a *thing to be held*. A weapon, a scandal, a claim, a photograph that lies. You're the only one who looked and saw a *person to be chosen* — and then spent a year choosing him, in public, at cost, before you'd even told him. I don't have the standing to refuse a gift like that and I don't have the inclination. Build it." He held her eyes. "Choose them. I'll hold the door — I told you that in the garden and it's still the whole of me. But I have a condition, and it's a miller's condition, and it's not negotiable."

"Name it."

"Nobody in it is *yours* or *mine* like a chair is. Branna Kett is not a shield the way a door is a door — she's a person who'll stand in a doorway, which is different, and she gets to say *no* to the doorway on any given day and still be fed at the table. Same for anyone you choose. They choose back, every day, or the whole thing is the pamphlet's word — administration — with better flowers."

Seraphina of Valdreach looked at him for a moment with an expression that several courts would have paid intelligence budgets to witness, and then she opened the folder after all — not the menu; the menu had been a lie, or a joke, or both — and took out a single sheet, and slid it across the table.

It was a list. Names — most of them crossed through in her hand, in inks of different dates spanning the summer. At the bottom, uncrossed, two names stood in the freshest ink, in her best hand, the hand she used for instruments of state.

"I anticipated the condition," she said. "It's why most of the list is ash. The two who remain are the two I believe would say *no* to me to my face, and mean it, and be right sometimes. I require it in the household's officers: the ability to refuse the Princess of Valdreach before breakfast. It's rarer than lightning, Joren. Rarer than *you*, on some instruments." She turned the sheet so he could read it. "Shall I tell you about the first?"

At the head of the surviving names, in the princess's best hand:

*KETT, Branna — Stoneward. Blade. Level one. The shield.*

And beneath it:

*MARLOWE, Isolde — the Tidal Conservatory. Water and Light, Twinned. The healer.*


Chapter Four — What The Houses Send

The houses sent their daughters in November, and they came the way sieges come: beautifully provisioned, in no hurry, and with excellent manners.

There was a reception — there was always a reception; Kingsmere's winter ran on them the way a mill runs on water — and the Crownspire great hall filled with the season's new arithmetic: heiresses and cousins and *connections*, each with an element, a level, a portrait already circulated, and a mother or an aunt or a brother-officer moving beside them like the second half of a weapon system. Cas walked the hall with a cup he never drank from, conducting his own census, and reported to the dawn-class table in instalments, the way war correspondents report from a front.

"Seralune niece, light, six, plays the harp like a treaty — she's been positioned by the harp, note the harp, whoever commands the harp commands the evening's acoustics. Pyrrhos cousin — not the heir, a *spare*, fire, five, with the family's laugh and a duellist's record in the southern circuit; she has already asked the fencing faculty, twice, about the academy's rules for challenging Foundation scholars. Gale ward, wind, six, Aeron's own niece, charming as weather in May, and her brother has been buying drinks for your entire dawn class for a week, Jorden — *drinks*, systematically, like a man sounding a harbour. And the Keraunos girl from the miniature." Cas paused. "The Keraunos girl from the miniature is *worse* in person. By which I mean better. Lightning, seven, twenty-three years old, and she dances the way her house casts — from a clear sky, without warning, in the middle of other people's weather. She asked after you by name at the door. By *name*, Joren. Not 'the Zero'. She said, 'Where is the millstone kept this year?' and the usher laughed before he could stop himself, and now it's in the Chronicle, and there is nothing anyone can do."

"The millstone," Joren said.

"You should be flattered. Branna coined it as a diagnosis. Keraunos uses it as a *title*. The word is being fought over by houses now. There's a philology war inside your nickname and it's the only war this winter I'm enjoying."

The Keraunos girl — Sera Vane, a duke's niece twice removed and entirely unremoved in every way that counted — found him, in the event, by the simple method of finding Branna first. It was the year's most instructive piece of social manoeuvre, and the second-sons' table dissected it for a week. She did not approach the Zero. She approached the *yard*: she came to the dawn class's public morning, in riding clothes worth more than the mill at Dunmill, and asked Branna Kett — level one, Foundation stipend, the woman who had beaten every blade in the Circuit exhibition the winter before — for a *lesson*, with a courtesy so exact it could only be read as either homage or reconnaissance, and possibly both, since in Keraunos the two were a single art.

Branna, who had been expecting this in the way a door expects weather, received her in the yard at six, with two practice blades and no witnesses but the dawn class, and gave her forty minutes of the plain arithmetic.

Joren arrived at the yard's edge at the half-hour, drawn by the sound — a rhythm he didn't know, steel at a pace above drill — and stood in the mist with his coat over his arm and watched a level-seven lightning mage of the blood of Heaven's Spear being educated, exchange by exchange, by a woman with no magic at all, while forty scholarship students pretended, with the discipline of a choir, not to watch.

"She's good," Branna said afterward, when Sera Vane had bowed — to Branna first, to the yard second, to Joren *third*, a hierarchy of bows that Cas would annotate for a month — and gone back up the hill in the brightening morning, entirely pleased with herself. "Hands like her element. No waste in her. And she counted the yard while she fenced — exits, faces, your dawn roll, the Foundation board. She'll write it all home in a fair hand by Friday." A shrug, a swordswoman's economy. "That's not a criticism. I'd do the same in a foreign yard. It's a *fact*. Facts are what I deal in. Here's another: she didn't come for you today. She came to find out who stands in front of you. Now she knows it's a level one with a longsword, and she'll price that in, and the price will be *respect*, because she earned a bruise earning it." Branna wiped her blade down with the care of a woman performing a sacrament. "You're a harbour now, Pell. Ships are sounding the approaches. It's what harbours are *for*. Don't let it go to your head and don't let it keep you awake. That's my whole philosophy of strategy and it's yours for nothing, same as the lessons."

What Joren noticed — what he would think about, later, in rooms where the decisions were actually made — was that Branna spoke of herself as standing in front of him in the same grammar she'd use for a gate or a bridge: a fact of terrain. She had not been asked. She had not been *chosen*, in Seraphina's sense; no offer had been made; the princess's folder was still, as far as the world knew, a princess's private arithmetic. And yet the terrain had already arranged itself, the way it had begun arranging itself in a snowy yard at the Circuit, with a saluted blade and a returned glove.

Terrain, Joren thought, watching Branna drill a level-two boy in the fundamentals with the patience of a saint and the vocabulary of a quarryman, generally knows where the river is going before the river does.

That week there came also the first *legal* instrument of the season: a courteous petition, filed through the academy's chancellery by advocates for three houses jointly — Pyrrhos, Seralune, and a Brackmore cousin acting, as Bram's furious letter to Joren put it, "in his own name and at his own peril, the old fool, and not with my seal, whatever the advocates imply" — requesting the faculty's ruling on a point of academy law: whether a student of *no recorded measure* could lawfully hold a Crown scholarship, captain a guild party, and stand godfather — their word, and a poisonous one, since godfatherhood in Valdreach was a legal bond — to Foundation scholars junior to himself. *In short,* Bram's letter raged, in a hand like a mason's mark, *they ask whether a Zero may be a person in law, and they ask it politely, in triplicate, in term-time, so that the answer will be a precedent. The span holds, boy. But they're not throwing stones at the span any more. They're surveying it for a road. Answer them in the yard. It's the only court whose judgements they can't appeal.*

The faculty's ruling, when it came, was a masterpiece of the academy's ancient cowardice and occasional genius: the chancellor ruled that the academy measured students by the instruments of the academy, that the instruments of the academy included the performance ledger by charter of two centuries' standing, and that by the academy's instruments the scholar Pell stood *first in his year in five subjects* — the ruling was read aloud, in hall, by a chancellor who understood exactly what he was doing — and that questions of personhood were above his office and below his contempt.

The hall's applause had a quality Cas described as *structural*.

But Joren, walking out under the banners with the petition's ash settling around him like the first snow, understood the shape of the year to come with a clarity that felt like cold water. The houses would not only send daughters. They would send *paper* — rulings, audits, examinations, licensing boards — each one reasonable, each one a surveyor's stake. And against paper, a sword was a poor tool, and a braid of seven elements was a poorer one.

What you wanted against paper, he thought — what the mill had taught him, watching his father keep the toll-books for thirty years against factors and floods and the parish's opinion — was a *counter-ledger*. Witnesses. A household. A court of the chosen, standing in daylight, with its own arithmetic.

He understood, suddenly and entirely, what Seraphina had been building since a morning in a Temple — and why she had rehearsed the speech for a month, and why the honest part had been at the end.

"Right," he said, to the emptying hall, to the banners, to the year. "Let's go and ask her about the shield."


Chapter Five — The Offer Of The Door

Seraphina did not summon Branna Kett. That was the first thing, and Branna noticed it before anything else: princesses summoned; it was the entire technology of their existence. Instead, on a grey morning in late November, with the first real snow sifting down over Kingsmere and the dawn class dismissed to its breakfasts, the Princess of Valdreach came down to the yard *herself* — in a plain dark coat, with Dane at the regulation distance and no crown, no seal, no chancellor's boy with a document — and asked Branna Kett, level one, Foundation stipend, of no house and no expectations, if she would walk the river path, because there was a matter on which the Crown required her *opinion*.

"The Crown requires my opinion the way the river requires a stone's," Branna said, falling in beside her, because she had been raised in the hills by people who spoke to weather as an equal and she had never learned another register. "But I'll walk, Highness. The path's good and the snow's honest."

"You fence the way you talk," Seraphina said, with the air of a woman confirming a survey. "It's in all the reports. It's why I'm here and not a secretary."

They walked the river path in the falling snow, two women of nineteen and twenty, the kingdom's jewel and its most famous broom — for the Knight track's daughters were still called brooms in the houses' grammar, the thing you handed a girl whose stone said one — and Dane fell back, and fell back again, until the distance was the distance of the tutors' garden, and the snow made a room of the path the way snow does, closing the world to a corridor of white quiet.

"I am going to make you an offer," Seraphina said. "Before I make it, the terms of the conversation, because I am told you deal in facts and I intend to deal in nothing else. Fact one: this is an offer, not a summons. You may refuse it whole, in this snow, and walk back to your yard, and nothing will follow — no mark, no whisper, no closed door. I have arranged the morning so that no one can prove it happened, including me. Fact two: if you accept, you may un-accept, on any day, at any hour, for any reason you are willing to say aloud to Joren Pell's face — I don't require you to say it to mine — and you will leave with your stipend paid a year in advance and a letter in my hand that will open any yard in the kingdom. A person who cannot leave a household is not a member of it. She is furniture. I am not furnishing. Fact three—" and here the princess's voice changed, not softer, but *plainer*, the way a blade changes when the sheath comes off, "—fact three is that I am not offering you employment. There are a thousand swords for hire in Kingsmere and most of them have better numbers than you. I am offering you a *place*, of a kind that does not exist yet, in a thing I am building that has no name yet, and I am offering it to you *first*, before the healer, before anyone — because the first stone of a wall should be the one that would hold if the rest of the wall fell down. Do you understand me?"

"I understand you're not talking like a princess," Branna said. "Go on, then. What's the place?"

"His shield."

The snow came down. The river went by under its skin of new ice, patient as a held breath.

"Not his guard," Seraphina said. "The Crown has guards; my father lends them; they are excellent and they are *his*, and a man can tell, Joren can tell, the difference between being watched and being *kept*. Not his soldier — he'll have soldiers one day, God help all of us, and they'll be Korr's problem or yours in a way I can't yet see. His *shield*. The person whose office it is to stand between that man and the world's arithmetic — not only its knives, Kett. Its *arithmetic*. The boards and the petitions and the portrait miniatures, the whole siege of paper. A shield is the thing that takes the blow *and stays in the hand*. It's carried. It's *his*, and it's yours, and it's the oldest office in the world, and every great person who ever survived their own legend had one and history forgot their
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