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         In fifteen days, there will be no food in Aymar Castle.

         
         She has done the arithmetic forward and back. They have been down to strangled rations for weeks now, and there have been
            mistakes. Thefts. Impulsive, desperate gorgings. Even if every soul in Aymar Castle keeps to their allotted portion—and Phosyne
            does not think that is likely—every soul in Aymar Castle will run out of food in fifteen days.
         

         
         And though Phosyne is one of the few outside the Priory who can work sums, everybody else is bound to realize this soon.

         
         They are packed in one atop the other; a castle meant to hold at most three hundred for any length of time now shelters three
            times that. Every nook and cranny is full to bursting of terrified farmers and a pitiful handful of overwrought knights. They’ve
            been living in this unbearable press for almost six months now. It’s a testament to Ser Leodegardis’s leadership that they’ve
            lasted this long, that the siege outside their walls has not broken them, that plague has not crashed down heavy on their
            heads. But time is inexorable, as is the human stomach.
         

         
         Relief has not come. They do not know if it will.

         
         Fifteen days.

         
         Phosyne counts out her own stores, meant to last her another three. She doesn’t eat much, so they might last her a little longer, except she has two little mouths to feed that the quartermaster doesn’t know about. Her companions slink along the walls and ceiling, all long, sleek bodies and dark scales, looking for a crevice to slip through. Ornuo stole a chicken a month and a half ago, but Phosyne has since stopped up her few windows. No chance of that happening again. (She does not know the depths of their hungers and desperations, nor even their real nature. She worries that they will begin to nibble on her toes as she sleeps.) 

         
         She tosses out a bit of ox hide she can’t bring herself to stomach yet, and Pneio snaps it from the air, then retreats beneath
            her desk to gnaw at it. His brother darts after him. They tussle.
         

         
         For herself, she takes nothing, instead locking the strips of tough dried meat and gristle back inside the heavy box she’s
            reassigned for the purpose. Later, she’ll eat later, after she’s made some progress. Progress is the only reason she’s been
            afforded the rations she has been, the only reason she is allowed to live alone despite the pack of bodies throughout the
            rest of the keep. Progress earns her the candles she burns down to nubs in the close darkness of her stoppered tower.
         

         
         Progress has not been forthcoming, as of late.

         
         Her stomach cramps in irritation as she mounts the steps up to the loft above her main floor. When she moved in, this room
            was one of the most unpleasant in the castle: damp, fetid, filled with moss and fungus thanks to the cooling influence of
            the rain cistern below the floor. Now it is dry and warm, yet another impossibility she tries to keep hidden. It’s the sort
            of thing the Priory would take issue with. Eventually, somebody will notice, word will spread. Nothing lasts forever without
            changing.
         

         
         Or breaking.

         
         She settles on the sill of the one window that still lets in a shaft of light, through a dull pane of glass she’s secured
            into a mass of wood and mud and pitch. Outside, it’s early evening; the sun is setting atop the keep walls, and beyond them,
            she can just make out the line of contravallation, the wall their enemy has built to keep them in, should they ever risk leaving
            the castle’s safety. That wall sits between them and fields, fields that have either been torched or taken over by the thousands
            of soldiers and laborers that surround them. In six months, they have built a thriving town. They squat on the land and take
            its bounty for their own.
         

         
         Her last experiment was too bold, she can see that now. Transporting food that she cannot see, through so much stone and across so many bodies? Impossible. But she is getting desperate, just like the rest. 

         
         Her other attempts were more reasonable, yet no less doomed. She has failed to speed the germination of seeds for the castle
            gardens. She has caused only blight when she has attempted to divide and propagate summer squash and sprigs of herbs. Her
            only success so far has been a process by which fouled water can be made clean again; invaluable, necessary, but not enough.
         

         
         Phosyne’s head pounds, and she curls up into a tight little ball. Her fingers itch. Her whole body itches, really, with the
            lice and fleas that have grown rampant in the last few months, but her fingers itch for action. Desperate action. If she opens
            the little glass pane, and lets Ornuo and Pneio out—
         

         
         They will not go out to foreign lands and bring her back a feast. They’ll only stalk starving babes in the crib. Foul creatures,
            unknown to any bestiary she has consulted, affectionate but untrustworthy.
         

         
         Something bangs against her door.

         
         It happens again, and she must concede it’s not an accidental collision. She is beginning to panic that they are here to take
            her food in punishment for her failures, or that somebody has seen Ornuo and Pneio, when she hears the rhythm to it. It’s
            not somebody come to hurt her. It’s somebody come to ask for help.
         

         
         She leaves her window perch. She goes down the central spiral of stairs, into the main space of her workroom, with its astrolabes
            and charts and stuffed curiosities. She ducks below the corkindrill that is suspended from the floor of the loft and creeps
            toward the door, where the knocking is now accompanied by polite shouts. Her door is barred with a haphazard mix of materials
            and locks, and she is relieved to see it hold.
         

         
         Phosyne goes to the series of pipes that feeds through a hole in the wall beside the door. The gap was originally designed
            to deter attackers, but she is no good with a spear or a sword, so instead, the pipes, with a little window at the end. Inside,
            a series of mirrors. She can see the whole hall from the safety of a little podium a good five feet to the left of the door.
         

         
         The king stands just outside her rooms.

         
         She shoves the glass-capped pipe away, then grabs it again, cursing, and peers once more. Yes, it is the king, still in velvet finery even after all these months, a little thinner in the cheeks but not by much. He stands at ease, flanked by guards but not wearing armor himself. He trusts the walls to defend him, and he has not come to kill her. 

         
         Silly; the king would never kill her. He has people for that.

         
         So she measures the people: two soldiers, looking furtive and nervous but no more so than usual. Probably not here to kill
            her either, but the absence of Ser Leodegardis makes her uneasy. She only glancingly knows the king. Leodegardis, responsible
            for this castle in particular, is responsible for her as well. But a king cannot be denied; she needs to open the door, or
            else there will be even more trouble.
         

         
         “Coming! Please wait!” she cries; the pipes should carry her words out of the room. And then she sets about unlocking locks
            and shifting planks of wood. Her serpents dive beneath rugs, hiding among her piles of texts and tools, more mess in the maelstrom
            of her room.
         

         
         She pulls open the door, but doesn’t move out of the way, bowing where she stands. “Your Majesty,” she says to his fine leather
            shoes.
         

         
         “My madwoman,” he greets, and his rich voice is pinched thin. (Not yours, she thinks.) “Do you have another miracle for me?”
         

         
         “Not yet,” she says, wincing. It’s been nearly a month since she solved Aymar’s water problem. In any other circumstances,
            her work would have been enough to earn her safety and acclaim for years, if not a lifetime. Here, now, it is nowhere near
            enough.
         

         
         She sees his shadow shift, feels him lean beyond her, peering into her workspace. “May I observe, Phosyne?”

         
         No. No, he may not. But she can’t refuse a king, and she’s never been skilled at polite dances. So she grimaces and backs
            up a few steps, finally straightening, hands tugging at the roughspun fabric of her robes. She looks for all the world like
            a nun, except that where a nun keeps her skull fastidiously close-shaven, her head now shows nearly a year’s worth of shaggy,
            dark growth, untended and unminded. Her clothing has been leeched of color in several places by experiments gone wrong. She
            is far thinner than even the privations of the siege demand.
         

         
         He follows her in with a wave of his hand. His escort remains outside and closes the door after him.

         
         Phosyne has never been alone with a king before. She can’t tell if she’s suffocating under the weight of his presence, or
            if she’s shocked that he is, in fact, still just a man.
         

         
         A very tired man, who goes to the stool by one of her workbenches and sits down heavily. He’s picked the more familiar array
            of her tools to look at, vessels grudgingly loaned to her by the Priory mixed in with her own more-chipped and haphazard implements.
            He must notice the mess of it all, even in the gloom, but he seems to look right through it. His gaze doesn’t stop on the
            half-sketched frescoes on her walls, attempts at understanding pigment and form. He does not speak.
         

         
         Phosyne flinches anyway.

         
         “No progress,” she mutters, eyes averted. “I thought I had something, but—but not yet.”

         
         He sighs. “The quartermaster tells me—”

         
         “Fifteen days,” she accedes. “I know.”

         
         “You have done the impossible for me once,” he says. “Surely it cannot be so hard to do it again?”

         
         Unfortunately, she is fairly sure her first miracle was pure luck. She still doesn’t know where the process came to her from.
            A dream? A half-remembered theorem from her days at the Priory? But if so, the Priory itself would have solved the problem
            long ago.
         

         
         Though—

         
         “Has Prioress Jacynde had any luck?” she asks. “Any progress at all? If I knew where their work stood, I might be able to
            build on it.” And though the prioress would sneer with disgust if Phosyne came to her directly, even in this time of greatest
            need, she would not do the same to a king.
         

         
         “No,” the king says, dashing her hopes. “None at all. They claim it cannot be done. That matter cannot be transformed, that
            something cannot be brought forth from nothing.”
         

         
         Phosyne chews her chapped lip to keep herself from arguing. Or, worse yet, agreeing.

         
         She’s still not sure where she stands on the concept.

         
         They are silent for several moments, long enough that Phosyne spies a shifting shadow beneath her other desk—Pneio nosing
            out from his hiding place. She moves, half a step, to shuffle him back out of sight.
         

         
         And then he hides himself, and not because of her.

         
         Because of shouting.

         
         It’s muffled by her stoppered windows, but it’s getting louder, and the king raises his head with a haunted, hunted look.
            Phosyne stares back at him for just a moment, then turns and races up the steps to the loft, crouching to peer out her tiny
            plate of glass. She expects plumes of dust, jagged wreckage along the walls, the signs of an attack they have been half expecting
            for weeks now. But the walls are whole, and beyond them, the enemy all but lounges. No assault. No threat from without.
         

         
         So Phosyne looks within.

         
         A scrum, boiling quickly into a mob, crowds against the short walls that surround the kitchen garden down in the yard.

         
         She sees a flash of metal. It is not a sword.

         
         Not yet.

         
         It’s sun on armor, the blinding reflection of a knight’s breastplate, and the only knights who go about in metal armor inside
            the walls are the king’s knights. The woman (for the side of her head is shaved, and the remaining dark hair hangs in a braid
            to her shoulders) has climbed on top of the garden wall, and she bellows for order. The wind steals her words away, but not
            the sound, and Phosyne is transfixed.
         

         
         The mob should be afraid. It’s not.

         
         It’s angry.

         
         Somebody throws a stone.

         
         Shouts become screams as the knight draws her sword and descends into the mob.

         
         From here, Phosyne cannot make out details, can’t see if hands are severed, necks are cut, or if there are only threats and shoves and intimidation. She sees at least three people fall to the ground. She sees other guards wade in, along with the familiar fair head of Ser Leodegardis. Somebody is dragged, kicking and thrashing, out of the maelstrom. The soil grows dark. 

         
         The king is by her side, frowning at her makeshift shutters. “What is it?”

         
         “A riot,” Phosyne breathes, eyes wide. And then they grow wider because she sees now who was at the center of the mob, as
            he is pulled from the crowd, hurried back through the garden, into the kitchen. “They had the quartermaster. They were going
            to tear him to pieces.”
         

         
         The king snarls and thrusts Phosyne out of the way, crouching to peer through the glass. The screams are quieting now, and
            so the action must be too. Only a minute more passes before the king pulls away, running a hand through his hair, tugging
            his beard.
         

         
         “Ser Voyne has it in hand,” he grinds out. But he does not sound happy. Unrest will kill them far quicker than starvation.

         
         Phosyne will have to revise her numbers.

         
         “I need my miracle.”

         
         Her shaking worsens. “It can’t be done. I can’t promise that. Food—food is not as easy as water, and water was not easy either.
            We need something else, another solution. I’m sorry, I can’t—”
         

         
         “You can,” he says. “You will.” He regards her closely, then the room at large. It is a far cry from the orderly cleanliness
            of a Priory workshop. She’s not surprised at his grimace.
         

         
         She thinks that perhaps now he’ll agree, that he won’t believe she can do it either. For the wrong reasons, but if it gets
            her relief—
         

         
         “I have clearly been too generous, allowing you to work unobserved, at your own pace. Your success with the water seems to
            have been born of luck, not labor. Leodegardis had me convinced of your unique point of view, of the necessity of thinking
            more flexibly, but I think now that Prioress Jacynde had the measure of you. You need a firm hand.”
         

         
         No.

         
         No, she does not want anybody else in here. There have been miracles, yes, but disasters, too, and she cannot keep disasters
            hidden if—if—
         

         
         “Ser Voyne will be your minder,” the king says, and Phosyne looks back down at the tall, broad slab of a woman, all muscles and flashing blade, blazing eyes that Phosyne can feel, even from this height. 

         
         “A minder will not help me,” she says, hunching over herself protectively.

         
         “Ser Voyne will be your minder, and you will find me my miracle. You will feed my people. You will buy us more time. And you
            will remember that you are here on my sufferance.”
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         Ser Voyne, still sweat-soaked and itching for a proper fight in the wake of the riot, listens as the rest of the king’s fellows
            debate the merits of killing their own.
         

         
         It will free up food for other mouths, the pragmatists say. (They do not say that flesh is flesh, but Voyne sees hunger in
            their eyes.) The fearful and the faithful say that law and order must be kept, no matter the cost; in the closed system the
            castle became six months ago, there is no room for chaos. But the loyalists, they cry that there must be as many hands to
            bear arms as possible when at last the relief comes, when the siege is broken, when they can take back the fields.
         

         
         This is when Voyne moves forward in her seat, and the room quiets.

         
         “I would agree, except that treasonous hands had best not hold swords,” she says. That earns nods and soft murmurs of assent;
            after all, she is a war hero. She was at Carcabonne, has seen terrors. She should know.
         

         
         Does know, she reminds herself, when her confidence falters under the weight of eyes on her, eyes that see her fine armor and
            her seat at the king’s right hand. They’re listening to her, but perhaps they shouldn’t. Perhaps she’s lost the taste; she
            hasn’t seen any terrors lately.
         

         
         The king doesn’t let her get close.

         
         She feels his eyes on her most of all, and so Voyne doesn’t add the more damning rebuttal to the loyalists’ argument that
            is burning a hole in her breast: that there has been no sign of a relief force, and the chance of them ever leaving these
            stone walls is so small she can no longer see it.
         

         
         There will be no taking back the fields, with treasonous hands or not.

         
         Today’s riot is just the beginning.

         
         They were not meant to be pinned down in Aymar, though of course it was constructed for just such a possibility, a strong
            spur castle on a ridge manned by Ser Leodegardis, his brothers, his household. A garrison of not inconsiderable strength,
            managed and provisioned well. But even Aymar has its limitations, and feeding so many refugees and knights and servants for
            six months was never going to be possible, and that is before they consider that the king is here in residence with them with
            his own sizable retinue. The farms beyond the walls have all been torched and squatted on and turned to shit, and the kitchen
            gardens, while extensive, have now been picked bare of even the autumn-bearing crops, far too soon. The stores have sustained
            them this far, but only due to a miscalculation, because they’d all hoped they would be gone long before now.
         

         
         Relief was supposed to arrive a month ago.

         
         Instead, they are stalemated. They have fended off rounds of attacks from Etrebia, but they have destroyed few of their rams
            and towers, only fought back hard enough to make them bide their time out of range. Etrebia’s men are entrenched and willing
            to wait for resupply. Aymar’s inhabitants are prepared only to starve.
         

         
         Voyne sees all of this, and is furious, and wants nothing more than to ride out herself and force her way through to victory.
            Instead, she puts down riots and sits at her liege’s side, spoiling for a fight she must not start.
         

         
         “We need to send another messenger,” Ser Leodegardis says from the king’s other side, fists clenching on the table as he resists
            the urge to bury his head in his hands. He, too, feels the weight, but he bears it better. “Before our strength begins to
            fail. The descent—”
         

         
         “Is too treacherous,” his cousin, Ser Galleren, snaps. “Why do you think the relief has not come? Every single person we have
            sent down the cliffside has either died or been captured.”
         

         
         “One more messenger is one less mouth to feed,” Denisot, the chamberlain, points out. “We lose nothing by trying. A faint chance of hope is better than none at all. And hope may stave off another riot.” 

         
         King Cardimir closes his eyes, pinches at the bridge of his nose. “We must provision any messenger we send. We can’t even
            give them a knife.”
         

         
         Prioress Jacynde does not flinch, not even when all heads turn to look at her. Her engineers are even now hard at work, trying
            to manufacture their salvation in exchange for nearly all the iron in Aymar. Every hinge, every pot, and even a fair number
            of weapons and plows, the dregs that would have been given to the refugees to arm them in an assault. All handed over, melted
            down, into a new tool that they hope will buy them more time.
         

         
         Time to starve.

         
         “We must consider,” Jacynde says, “that our messengers have gotten through.”
         

         
         Silence.

         
         Voyne clenches her jaw. Tight.

         
         Cardimir does not move.

         
         “Prioress,” Leodegardis warns.

         
         “If we refuse to consider all options, we will miss opportunities,” Prioress Jacynde says. “If our messengers have gotten
            through, and if relief has not come, then we must assume we are too great a risk to rescue.”
         

         
         The silence cracks, explodes, and there is shouting. Cardimir and Leodegardis share a look, and Voyne considers getting to
            her feet, joining the fray, with words if not with fists. That need to act boils in her blood. It would feel so good.
         

         
         It would do no good at all.

         
         The prioress is right, after all. Even if no messenger has gotten through, word must have reached the capital city of Glocain
            and the princes by now. There should be a relief force.
         

         
         There is not.

         
         There may never be.

         
         Their army has always been proud, and skilled, and well-funded. They have laid siege, and this is a perversion of the way of things. They know every way that a siege may be won or lost, and yet they have not been able to break their attackers’ lines. 

         
         Voyne has marched across every mile of the king’s land. She has led armies to great victories and called for desperate retreats.
            She knows that, realistically, there may be no winning move here.
         

         
         And she knows, too, that whatever happens here is not her responsibility. She does not wear the mantle of a strategist anymore,
            or even a leader. She is a knight of the king’s guard. It was not her job to prevent this.
         

         
         But that doesn’t reduce the weight Voyne feels on her shoulders and chest every waking moment, as hunger gnaws at her belly—though
            not as harshly as it does for others. She is well fed. She sits at the king’s right hand, or near enough, and that comes with
            perks.
         

         
         The king reaches for his honeyed wine. He drinks deep. And then he passes the cup to Leodegardis, who sips, and to Voyne,
            who stares.
         

         
         “Drink,” he says. “One last comfort, before the horror.”

         
         And she takes the cup and drinks.

         
          

         After, when the room is quiet and all but empty, she and Ser Leodegardis sit alone in the chamber, heads bowed together over
            a map. The physical aches and pains of the day have at last made themselves known. She has shed her armor and sent her page
            away again, and rubs at her aching shoulder through her gambeson.
         

         
         There is so much to be done, and so little. The chaos and physicality of the riot provided the smallest break in the unending
            stretch of days endured, and now she is having trouble fitting back into her shell.
         

         
         “Send me out,” she says, the first time either of them has spoken since the sun set.

         
         “You know I can’t do that,” he says. “Least of all because I have no actual authority over you. His Majesty—”

         
         “His Majesty has kept me useless on a leash for two years,” she interrupts, not looking up from the map, the routes more or less accessible to a clever climber marked out along the topography of the cliff they sit on. She tries not to sound bitter, only practical. She knew (knows) how to be practical. “I am ornamental, not useful.”
         

         
         “You were useful today. You stopped the riot quickly, without death.”

         
         “But with much frustrated rage,” she points out. “If I remain, that rage may turn to hatred. If you send me away, you may
            buy peace for another week.”
         

         
         “Are you a coward, then?”

         
         Voyne flinches, recoils, finally looks up at him. “Excuse me?”

         
         “You’d abandon your king.”

         
         “I would risk my life to save him.”

         
         “But you wouldn’t die by his side.”

         
         Leodegardis holds her gaze in challenge. They are close in age, a difference of no more than three or four years. They have
            known each other since they were teenagers, perfecting their work with the blade, strengthening their bodies and learning
            tactics, learning languages. They were heroes together, for a time, planting their flags on conquered battlefields, making
            legends of themselves. Now they stare each other down across a vast gulf that grew when they weren’t looking.
         

         
         In another life, Voyne could have been him. Tasked with the protection of the border, entrusted with a castle, with a span
            of fields and towns, with the lives and well-being of hundreds, thousands. They both won their king’s favor on the battlefield,
            earned his trust. They should be equals.
         

         
         Instead, she is a glorified lapdog. Within besieged walls, she is worthless.

         
         She turns away, finally, bowing her head. “I was mistaken,” she said, throat thick. “But please—please promise me, that if
            my actions today threaten your control here, that you will remember my offer.”
         

         
         Leodegardis doesn’t promise, but he also doesn’t foreswear her. “Go rest,” he says instead, offering a tired smile. “It’s
            almost time for evening service, I think. Perhaps the Lady will grant you some comfort.”
         

         
         A good suggestion, and kindly meant. She clasps his shoulder, then leaves him to his nightmares. They all feel it, the weight of death bearing down on Aymar, but he is Aymar. They are all about to die, and she is about to fail, but he is about to crumble.
         

         
         She winds her way through the keep and to the chapel tower. Jacynde’s nuns are indeed hard at work, ready to guide the few
            parishioners who are here to observe the setting sun. Voyne, grateful, lets the familiar words and hymns wash over her. It
            isn’t the balm it used to be, back when she was young and idealistic and fervent in her belief that the world could ever be
            orderly, could ever make sense, but it still soothes her jagged edges. It is a relief, to be reminded that she isn’t alone,
            is never alone. The Constant Lady always has a hand upon the world.
         

         
         After, she makes her way up uneven staircases long-since memorized, twists and turns as familiar as the halls she played in
            as a child. Few rushlights burn, but there is midsummer moonlight streaming through windows, more than enough to guide her
            by. She steps aside to let a serving girl pass, then takes the final turning to reach what used to be Leodegardis’s room,
            now given over to Cardimir, to Voyne, to their servants. A little household for the king, shut up in a keep and starving quietly,
            only a little slower than all the rest.
         

         
         She slips inside, and is surprised to see Cardimir waiting for her.

         
         He sits by the hearth, where there’s no fire thanks to how warm and sticky the air is. “Come,” he says, voice pitched so as
            not to wake the servants who have already bedded down in their partitioned section of the room. Voyne goes to him, kneels
            before him in greeting. He touches her shoulder absently, the one that hurts, the one that is scarred from an arrow she took
            for him years ago.
         

         
         “I had forgotten,” he murmurs, “the power of your presence.”

         
         “You saw the riot?” she asks.

         
         “Through the strangest vantage point,” he says. “What do you know of Leodegardis’s madwoman?”

         
         “The heretic?” she asks. “Very little. Only that she arrived a few months before we did.” It hadn’t felt important to learn
            more, no matter Leodegardis’s odd affection for the woman.
         

         
         But the entrance to her tower room is not so far away. Voyne has seen the woman a few times, drawn and furtive and skulking. Her eyes drift in that direction. 

         
         “I have charged her with finding a way to restock the quartermaster’s stores,” he says. “Now that our other options have run
            out.”
         

         
         Voyne averts her eyes so that she does not stare in horrified disbelief.

         
         “My liege?” Her mistrust colors her words more than she wants it to, but it’s been a long day. A long day of nearly killing
            desperate, hungry people. She understands, of course. It’s tempting, to hope for an impossible solution, but she had thought
            her king was better than that. More reasonable.
         

         
         But it’s also a distraction. They can’t afford distractions.

         
         “I have asked her for a miracle,” Cardimir says.

         
         Voyne bows her head, mastering herself with the reflex of long practice. “I see,” she says. “And what provisions does she
            demand for such a thing?” If it’s not much, if it’s only a way to keep the woman occupied, perhaps it’s not so bad.
         

         
         There is so little to do but wait for death now.

         
         “Very little,” he says. Her shoulders ease. “But I want her to have more. I want her to have you.”

         
         Voyne’s head jerks up. She stares, unable to stop herself. “Me.”

         
         “I need you to watch her,” he adds. “Encourage her. She is . . . disorganized. I would see her supported. Given oversight.”

         
         “So that she can conjure food from nothing?” she asks, brow pinching. She searches her king’s face for some scrap of sense.
            She finds it. He is confident and calm.
         

         
         That’s a hundred times worse than misguided faith.

         
         “What is a second miracle after a first?” he asks with an indulgent smile that makes Voyne feel small, childlike. She hates
            that smile, and if she were not so worn down, so stunned, she would bristle at it. Instead, she just shakes her head, helpless,
            not understanding. He takes pity on her. “She is to be thanked for fixing our water issue last month,” Cardimir says.
         

         
         Voyne’s world lurches into a new alignment. She frowns. “But the Priory—”

         
         “Agreed to take responsibility, in case there was a problem. And in case it worked. Nobody would have trusted the cisterns if they knew a heretic was responsible for clearing them.” He waves a hand. “She is . . . a wild thing. One of Jacynde’s order, originally, but strayed. Jacynde hates her, but Leodegardis is adamant in his patronage, and she has paid her way admirably so far.” 

         
         That gives her pause.

         
         Because the water issue of last month was also an impossible solution to an impossible problem. Aymar’s location was strong,
            but its strength had nearly been their undoing. Built on a rocky outcropping, the castle’s only source of water was rain and
            a single well in the lower yard. The rains had stopped months ago as summer rolled in. The cisterns had begun to dry out,
            so they’d hauled water up and out, up and out, before the well could dry, too.
         

         
         With that water, so desperately needed, had come pestilence. It had begun slowly, a few children beginning to vomit, low fevers
            rolling through, and in their meetings, they had steeled themselves for the sorts of illness that spread among the closely
            packed. They let the Priory step in, begin segregating the ill, treating them, fumigating the castle with cloying incense.
         

         
         They had known, at least, that it couldn’t be the water. Water pulled from stone was clean. The cisterns were capped and guarded.
            It couldn’t be the water.
         

         
         But it was.

         
         As the well’s level had dropped, the water had turned foul, and they had spread that foulness to every cistern. At first,
            the water had tasted normal, had looked clear, but eventually the buckets they hauled up stank of shit. There was no other
            water.
         

         
         And then, a miracle. Jacynde’s nuns had created a powder that, when mixed with the water, caused the water to heave and shudder
            and shine with wondrous colors, before finally turning clear and odorless again. Leodegardis had ordered his household to
            test the cleared water themselves, and when they did not sicken further, when they grew hale once more, the cisterns were
            cleared.
         

         
         Voyne reflects that she has not actually tasted the cleared cistern water; there is another tank, one that captured rain before the summer began to dry, that lives just below the madwoman’s room. It delivers clean water via a pipe into the kitchen, and Cardimir drinks from it exclusively, as does she. 

         
         Just in case.

         
         Knowing now that it was not the Priory that solved their woes, but this strange, gaunt wraith of a woman who has somehow bewitched
            her king, Voyne is glad for their caution.
         

         
         She scrubs at her face, sitting back on her heels. “What of the Priory’s new invention?” she asks, testing out the new landscape
            beneath her. “Do we also have this madwoman to thank for taking our iron from us?”
         

         
         Leaving us ill-armed to repel an attack? she does not add.
         

         
         “That was Jacynde’s order,” the king assures, and the world slows its spin, settling into its new configuration with a groan.
            It’s only a little off-kilter. “But I do not doubt she could have derived something similar. And until Etrebia strikes again,
            we have far more need of food. You know this, Ser Voyne.”
         

         
         “I do, my liege,” she says, then takes a deep breath. Tries to be grateful for the clean water, hopeful for miracles. It does not sit well in her practical breast, which burns instead for a blade, a battle plan.
         

         
         This will have to suffice.

         
         “What will you have me do?” she asks.

         
         “Her name is Phosyne,” Cardimir tells her. “I want you to go to her tomorrow. Do not let her out of your sight, and do not
            let her remain idle. Reassure me that she is working as hard as she can. We have only enough time for results.”
         

         
         She wants to say no, wants instead to ask him to send her away as a messenger. It would be a better use of her skills. But if he is right, if this Phosyne has worked one
            miracle already and only needs help to produce another—
         

         
         She can trade one escort for another. A king is not so different from a madwoman.

         
         “Yes, my liege,” she says.
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         Aymar Castle does not quiet with the setting of the sun. Soon, moans of hunger will echo through the halls, and even now people
            are restless. Few are sleeping, though there is little to do for those not on guard duty, no candles to see by. Some attend
            the evening Priory service. More sit and talk in window niches, looking nervously toward the walls, half expecting another
            night assault, though Etrebia has not moved in a fortnight. They argue about trivial things enlarged by the growling of their
            stomachs. They search for scraps of food in the empty dirt.
         

         
         Treila prowls.

         
         There is an art to catching rats. It is not one she learned in childhood, but she has become quite proficient. So proficient,
            in fact, that what little money changes hands inside these walls eventually makes its way to her, in exchange for one, three,
            five cooling bodies. Most think that rat-catching requires bait, and that would be the easiest option by far, but this is
            not the first time Treila has faced down starvation and survived it. She knows how to entice when she has nothing left to
            give.
         

         
         Or, more accurately, how to spot something a rat would want and set a trap to waylay it.

         
         They’re clever creatures, rats; they avoided or even foiled her first attempts, years ago, when she was too desperate, too
            ashamed, to be clever herself. Now, though, she has snared another one with nothing more than some rags and a long-empty turnip
            box, and she dashes its skull against the floor before it squeals too loudly.
         

         
         Half an hour later, Treila has found a buyer: a young mother with three small babes. It will hardly take the edge off, but it’s something, and she has the coin to pay. For her, Treila presents a veneer of calm concern; this is not a mercenary transaction but a kindness. A mother is more likely to pay for kindness. 

         
         Treila does not feel guilt as she slinks back into the keep, down the stairs, into the small space that was once her workroom,
            where she stitched gloves and other fine leathers for Leodegardis’s knights. Others used it too, of course, when there was
            handwork to be done; but even then it was cramped and poorly lit, and now it’s half-clogged with items made useless by their
            communal captivity. Empty barrels, empty flour sacks, empty looms.
         

         
         She keeps her cache of food and money here, tucked safe so nobody can take it away from her again. She has been careful, careful
            for so many years, and since the gates closed six months ago, she has never once hoped for knights to ride in dragging salvation
            behind. She knows better than to depend on them. They were too late to save a single inhabitant of Carcabonne, even as they
            fought bitterly for the rocks that formed its walls.
         

         
         Even before rations were cut, then cut again, she has not eaten her full allotment; she has hoarded and protected, and now
            her cache is fat and rich.
         

         
         She has food for at least another month.

         
         Which gives her one more month to save herself, so long as the castle continues to stand. So long as desperate people do not
            attack from within.
         

         
         How changed her life has become, how different she is from the coddled, moneyed girl she was raised as. No fine slippers for
            her, no delicate undergarments. Her soft skin is long-since toughened, her nose grown blind to both the stench of refuse and
            the gentle waft of perfume.
         

         
         It’s past midnight when she returns to her assigned sleeping area, if the murmurations of the nuns in the east tower are anything to go by (and they are—the nuns keep fastidious time even with their steadily dwindling supply of timekeeping candles). Though no one person enforces the division of space, nobody would think to go elsewhere. There are rules, spoken and unspoken, of how each role within Aymar relates to another. 

         
         Treila obeys them, even as she can see the fiction of them. Nothing physical makes the king more worthy of a cooler, more
            private sleeping space—just the loyalty of his guard, his servants, and his subjects. And that, she must concede, is power.
         

         
         The castle has finally settled, all sleeping save for the night guard and two boys, playing at dice by the window. She joins
            them, ready to act younger than she is as she always does with them. It puts them more at ease, to think of her as a big sister
            and not another adult. They are freer with their chatter.
         

         
         The room reeks of bodies, all of Ser Leodegardis’s household staff tucked in together to make room elsewhere for the farmers
            and the court. They keep their voices to whispers as they play.
         

         
         “And then Ser Voyne,” breathes Simmonet, sandy-haired, son of one of the washerwomen, “came out of the keep, her armor shining,
            and she drew her sword.”
         

         
         Treila’s shoulders tense. She catches her lip between her teeth, the better to keep herself from an angry snarl.

         
         “No,” Edouart counters, “no, she couldn’t have. Da says nobody died, and if a knight draws her sword, she’s going to use it.”

         
         “But I saw her.”
         

         
         They both look to Treila as she reaches out for the dice. They pass them to her, hoping she’ll break their stalemate.

         
         She rolls. It’s good. She wins the pot of pebbles, then redistributes half across the varied flags of the floor that count
            as specific wagers. “Depends on the knight, doesn’t it?” she whispers, instead of what she wants to say: This knight will spill as much blood as she pleases.
         

         
         “And Ser Voyne is so good,” Simmonet proclaims, because he knows nothing, loud enough that the sleepers nearby stir, send glares their way. He flinches,
            bows his head, continues in a whisper. “Kind and strong—I saw her spar with Ser Leodegardis last week. And she led the charge
            at Carcabonne.”
         

         
         Treila says nothing, casts her dice again, and this time loses. She passes them to Edouart, just as she pushes aside the fleeting memory of Ser Voyne as she’d been just after Carcabonne, bruised and bloodied, recovering in Treila’s father’s home. To remember would be foolish.
         

         
         Edouart looks uncomfortable as he takes the dice. But he doesn’t speak until he’s lost, too, and they’ve gone around a full
            turn. “Nobody died,” he says at last, “but there were a lot of people hurt.”
         

         
         “Then they shouldn’t have stolen food,” Simmonet returns.

         
         “Genovefe had her nose cracked. I don’t think she stole anything.”

         
         “But she was there at the riot, right? So . . .”

         
         He is having trouble reconciling reality with his beliefs. She feels a pang of sympathy, followed swiftly by annoyance that
            he hasn’t crashed headlong into exactly this dilemma twenty times by now. He’s nearly ten. He should know better. He’s not
            going to see eleven.
         

         
         But he is trying to be strong and good, the way they describe boys in stories. She can see Edouart is wary of him, and she’s
            glad; it’s the strong and good ones who cause the most damage, in her experience.
         

         
         “I overheard,” Simmonet says, trying to change the subject to something that will earn him more approval and engagement, “that
            they’re going to pick another messenger soon.”
         

         
         Treila perks up at that for just a moment, then recoils. She would make a fine messenger, but she knows the previous messengers
            have all sat with King Cardimir and his council before leaving, and Treila cannot risk that.
         

         
         No, better to stay until a safer opportunity presents itself, or she is desperate enough to take the risk. After all, it’s
            been five years, and Treila is good at playing a role; maybe Ser Voyne won’t recognize her.
         

         
         She hasn’t recognized her so far.

         
         “Treila, would you go? Over the wall?” Simmonet asks, scooting closer.

         
         “No, she wouldn’t,” Edouart says, and Treila keeps her expression steady, not scowling like she wants to. What does he know
            of her? Nothing. Nobody here knows anything of her. “They all die,” he adds.
         

         
         She cants her head, surprised.

         
         Simmonet stares. “What do you mean, die?” he asks.

         
         “If they don’t die,” Edouart replies, shrugging and casting his dice again, “then why don’t they come back? With help?”

         
         Treila nods, slowly, thoughtful. He’s right, of course; she figured out long ago the messengers were likely dying, but she
            hasn’t heard anybody else voice as much until now. Morale is truly cracking, then. The riot was just the beginning.
         

         
         Things are going to get ugly. She can feel it.

         
         “It’s a hard climb,” she says. “But I would risk it,” she lies.

         
         Edouart looks at her dubiously, like she’s mad. Simmonet stares in awe. “Yeah,” he says. “Me too.”

         
         They play for maybe twenty minutes more, silent now except for the clatter of dice, and then she leaves them, so that they
            may finally admit their exhaustion, yawn, crawl off to bed.
         

         
         She lies on her little pallet and tries to sleep, but sleep refuses to come. It’s a learned frustration; she should know how
            to sleep like the dead when she has the chance, and instead she knows how to survive on so little sleep she might as well
            be dead. She lies there, motionless, for as long as she can stand it, but her mind is on fire, thinking of the riot, of the
            dwindling number of rats, of the dead messengers. The buzzing of summer insects fills the room and adds to the chorus in her
            mind.
         

         
         And then she’s up and headed down the stairs again, toward her workroom, because maybe, maybe, the coolness down there and
            the thick stone will shield her enough, the touch of her fingers to her heap of food will still her soul.
         

         
         It doesn’t, of course. She’s still restless. She hides the cache once more and paces around the tight confines of the not-really-a-room,
            wondering how long before somebody finds her, raises questions she doesn’t want to answer.
         

         
         Nobody appears. Treila eventually sits, legs tired from a long day, scrubbing at her face. It’s not a space amenable to sleep;
            there’s not much floorspace and the windows are nearly level with the ground outside, there only for air and a bit of light.
            But its depth makes it quiet and cool. Perhaps she should move down here, stack up a barrel or two to make a nook, except
            that would draw attention to her cache. Not safe in the long run.
         

         
         But a little rest . . .

         
         She lies down on the floor, curled up tightly to fit between a loom and a heap of sacking.

         
         Her brain settles, just a little, just enough, and soon she’s drifting on the edge of sleep. Flickers of forest greenery and
            split wood spark across her mind, eager for her to dream again, dream of home and shame and rage.
         

         
         She smells water.

         
         And that is new, and unexpected, and it rouses her just a little. She opens her eyes. She rises onto her hands and knees.
            She inhales, deeply.
         

         
         She smells growing things, algae and muck, and damp stone, and shit: the same smells that rise from the well. But the well
            is several hundred yards away, through so much stone. This is something else. Something different.
         

         
         Treila presses her palm to one of the flagstones. It does not budge. But the one up and to the left of it does, just a little,
            rocking in its seat, and the one beyond that a little more. Treila crawls to where the floor meets the wall, shoving detritus
            out of the way, and wedges her fingertips into the mortar, wiggling just a little.
         

         
         It crumbles. The smell thickens.

         
         By dawn, when she’s forced to retreat and dress for work, she’s made a little hole, barely large enough for even a small rat
            to squeeze through.
         

         
         But it is something.

         
         It is salvation.
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         Phosyne prods the rotted lump of flesh with one slender piece of bone, fashioned into a polished pick. It is a small bit of
            flesh, received in her rations three weeks ago. She thinks it was ox, at one point. Now it is furred and pitted, oozing a
            riot of colors that combine into an unpleasant, sticky black. It took a lot to get it there, as it came to her well-dried,
            not fresh at all, in a controlled rot instead of an active one like this. But now it is exactly where she wants it, the pinnacle
            of putrescence. Perhaps putrescence can be reversed into fecundity; the two concepts are clearly related, after all.
         

         
         She prods the flesh again. The lump shudders, the puddle of ichor around it spreading another hairsbreadth. Its stench lessens,
            just a little, and so Phosyne leans in, spears another little grass seed with the tip of the bone, gently nudges it into place.
            Encouragement. A pattern for it to follow. New life, please; the rapid growth of seedlings, woven now into flesh.
         

         
         The sun is on the verge of setting, just the slightest shift in light through her tiny window. She sees the furred layer of
            tissue move a little, ripple slightly, and then the pits of it are winking, opening, closing, respiring, and she holds her
            breath. She squints. Rubs her eyes.
         

         
         Mutters a string of syllables that might be curses, and then rocks back on her heels.

         
         The sun is setting, and the shifting of the light is throwing shadows. The damn thing didn’t shudder at all; it’s only her
            exhausted eyes, her desperation to satisfy the king. She sets down her tools and stands.
         

         
         So that’s a day wasted. She makes a note on parchment she may eventually need to boil and chew herself, though it has five layers of ink on it now, written in different colors and different directions. She can still read all five layers, if she gets enough light on it, but she thinks another iteration will finally obscure the first. 

         
         Perhaps she will take to writing in the bound volume of copied alchemical texts and treatises she has accumulated over the
            last several years. But it pains her to imagine writing over even the parts she has memorized: true and shining, certain and most true, that high and low are in truth the same in each direction . . .

         
         There has been no sign of Ser Voyne, at least, and Phosyne has entertained the hope that, perhaps, the king has thought better
            of his threat. Perhaps the knight is more needed elsewhere. Exhausted, she stretches out on the threadbare rug on the floor,
            presses one ear to it so she can hear the liquid sloshing of the cistern below, as somebody in the kitchens opens the valve
            and siphons off a little of the remaining rain.
         

         
         Pneio and Ornuo hop down from where they were perched on top of her corkindrill and circle her, then come close enough for
            her to stroke. They nip at her fingertips. She thinks it is meant playfully. She thinks that if they wanted to eat her, they
            wouldn’t hesitate to sever a finger.
         

         
         Strange creatures, these boys, like nothing she has ever seen or read about. They appeared in her chambers some four months
            ago, and she couldn’t explain to save her life where they came from. She had been working on something—she can’t remember
            what, not anymore, and thinks it must not have been that important—and there had been cracking, a whiff of sulfur on the air,
            and though she has no hearth or chimney in her rooms, she had felt a blazing heat.
         

         
         Then one of her bookshelves had crashed to the floor, and Ornuo had looked up at her from on top of it, blinking wide, golden
            eyes.
         

         
         She’d been terrified for weeks, of course. Terrified she had caused some great calamity. Terrified she would be found out
            and hanged. But the two slippery creatures had stuck close to her and caused no more mischief than a pair of tomcats. Aside
            from the incident with the chicken, they had brought her, ultimately, only comfort.
         

         
         “Have you decided to tell me what you are?” she asks Ornuo as he flops onto his side and presses his spine into her ribs. He wears a coy expression, and bares his teeth just a little so that she might rub one finger along them. The sound he makes is like embers crackling. “Or at least listen to reason? Provide me with a miracle?” 

         
         He lashes her with his tail, instead, then nips at her chin, and she clambers to her feet, too exhausted to serve as a chew
            toy.
         

         
         She’s up only a few seconds ahead of the rapping on her chamber door. Her odd companions dart into their hiding spots.

         
         Of course; it would be too much to ask, to be forgotten once more. She groans and drags filthy hands down her face, wondering
            if she can pretend not to have heard. Perhaps to already be asleep. The moment she opens that door, she will be lost. No more
            time to work unobserved, and she is no closer to her miracle. The king will not be happy, because the king doesn’t understand
            that if she is watched, if she is intruded upon, then the chances of her succeeding are even lower.
         

         
         Still, perhaps Ser Voyne won’t stay long. Even a knight must sleep.

         
         She hides the rotted flesh away beneath a dark earthenware bowl and hopes the lingering odor can be mistaken for something
            else, scrubs her hands on her apron, and goes to the door. She doesn’t bother peering out through her mirrors, because the
            knock comes again, and it is firm and considered. Phosyne hears no movement of metal over metal, however.
         

         
         She opens the door.

         
         Her minder looks down at her, from her vantage nearly a foot above Phosyne. She’s a broad woman, tall and made of muscle,
            and even in the absence of her steel plate, she is remarkably, intimidatingly solid. Phosyne instinctively takes a step back.
            Her eyes drop to the floor, one hand scratching at her scalp. “Well,” she says, instead of any introduction, “come in.”
         

         
         She turns and goes upstairs, hoping the knight will not follow.

         
         She’s not so lucky. Ser Voyne keeps her distance, but follows, and when Phosyne hazards a glance back, disdain is written
            clear across her handsome brow. She’s likely looking at the mess of the workshop, what little is visible in the gloom, and
            judging it lacking.
         

         
         “His Majesty would have me summon food,” Phosyne says, as lightly as she can, as if that will set the knight at ease, “but I have not cracked that mystery yet, I’m afraid. How familiar are you with miracles?” 

         
         Ser Voyne does not respond. Phosyne reaches the box made of roughhewn wood that stores her few belongings. She pulls her apron
            off and shoves it, still dirty, into the pile. She tries to remember how to be polite. How to give the illusion of subservience
            even if she has no intention to actually obey.
         

         
         “Because,” Phosyne continues, “miracles tend to happen when least observed, in my experience. So if you have some handwork,
            perhaps, or some—some polishing to do, that will serve you best, I think.” Her voice is a little shrill, but she can’t quite
            master it. “Serve us best.”
         

         
         Voyne is at the window now, reaching out to trail fingers over the jumble of items that block it up. Testing. Evaluating.
            Phosyne tries not to scowl.
         

         
         “Do not think to give me orders.”

         
         “I suppose I’m not His Majesty, no,” Phosyne concedes.

         
         Ser Voyne doesn’t like that. She pulls away from the window and levels a cool stare at Phosyne, then retreats back down to
            the main floor. “Tell me what you have so far. What you’ve spent your day doing.” She has years of experience with that commanding
            tone she’s using, enough that it makes the skin along Phosyne’s spine prickle and tugs her toward the stairs.
         

         
         When she realizes she’s coming to heel, she digs in and crosses her arms, refusing to go any farther. She feels, acutely,
            how close her bones are to the surface of her skin. How much more fragile she is than the other woman.
         

         
         “What I have is nothing,” Phosyne says. “So far. I’ve just wrapped up one experiment, and it will take time to devise the
            next one.”
         

         
         “Tell me what you have ruled out.”

         
         Phosyne doesn’t want to; it will be a waste of time. Voyne won’t be able to understand, will likely respond with anger when she can’t. This is why Phosyne left the Priory—or, if not why (that was a matter of faith), then an early sign that it would one day come to pass. She appreciates how thorough her sisters can be, with their careful measurements, their detailed logs, their mechanical precision, but she is thorough in a different mode, one that defies easy ordering. Concepts are linked, though not always in ways words can capture. They resonate in a way undeniable to her senses, as real as anything she has seen or heard or smelled, but impossible to truly describe. And the proof of her process is this: it all works in the end. 

         
         So she says nothing. Ser Leodegardis may trust her enough to keep her housed and fed, but Ser Voyne—

         
         “What is this?”

         
         Oh, no. She has found the dish. Phosyne’s heart sinks as she lifts it up, then wrinkles her nose at the stench.

         
         “Research,” Phosyne says, before she can think to lie and say, Oh, I must have forgotten it. Better, in hindsight, to be thought flighty than willfully . . . whatever she is.
         

         
         Ser Voyne stares at the rotted meat. “No. No, this is madness,” she says. “This is not research. I have seen the nuns at their
            calculations. This is filth. How, exactly, did you expect food to appear? Out of nothing?”
         

         
         “Not nothing,” Phosyne scoffs, coming closer, gesticulating with one clenching hand. “Out of a pattern. The meat is in a process, now,
            yes? It is rotting. There is growth in it, and decay, both. I thought that if I introduced seeds, that might steer the process
            more firmly toward growth—”
         

         
         “Of mold.”

         
         “—of meat, to allow regeneration, production of pure, clean flesh. The flesh itself was once fed by the grass plants that produced
            the seeds. I need only remind it of what it once was. Or that was the idea, anyway. It hasn’t worked. I’ll try something else.”
         

         
         Ser Voyne stares another moment at the lump, then covers it again, drags one gloved hand over her face. Then her eyes, blazing
            with indignation, rise to Phosyne. “And this is logic, to you? This is work worth pursuing?”
         

         
         Phosyne wrings the fabric of her robe, hands clenching as she looks between the workstation and the knight. Her face is hot with shame and affront. “It wasn’t my first theory,” she concedes. “Or even the tenth. But the rest, though they seemed more plausible, didn’t bear fruit. So to speak.” 

         
         Ser Voyne laughs, as if startled, and spins on her heel. She goes to the door. Relief kindles in Phosyne’s chest as the taller
            woman throws the door open, makes to leave.
         

         
         But then she turns back and pulls it shut behind her again, leaning against it with arms crossed over her broad chest. “Please
            tell me,” Ser Voyne says, choosing each word with care, “that you’re making fun of me. That you hope your mockery drives me
            away.”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t do that.”

         
         “This is your work. Truly.”

         
         Phosyne straightens her spine. “Yes.”

         
         “Then you are a fool and a waste of resources.” 

         
         That sends a bolt of panic through her. She does not eat much, but she must still eat; she must have her space; she has done
            all that she can. “I cleaned the water, didn’t I?” Phosyne protests.
         

         
         “And how did you do that?”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Your method. Your research. Prioress Jacynde is still trying to untangle it, figure out how to produce your powder. She says
            you will give her no recipe.”
         

         
         “She couldn’t make it, even with one.”

         
         “How?” Ser Voyne demands. 
         

         
         “I . . .” Her words fail her. She looks around. A demonstration, she could do a demonstration. But even as she thinks it,
            she can see how Ser Voyne will look at her, as she mixes powdered rat feces in with dried sweet william to form the substrate
            of the clarifier. And that does not even encompass the whispering of poetry.
         

         
         “You are wasting my time. Our time,” Ser Voyne spits.
         

         
         “Then allow me to waste it in private, and not to trouble you any longer,” Phosyne snaps. She advances a step, as if to push
            Ser Voyne out the doorway.
         

         
         It is the wrong move. The older woman’s eyes flare with haughty anger. “You have been spoiled. I don’t know how you bewitched
            Ser Leodegardis, why he keeps you like a pet dove, but if you cannot work—”
         

         
         “I work very well, thank you! I have only been asked to do the impossible!”

         
         “—Then I will put you to work.”
         

         
         They are close, closer than Phosyne meant for them to get, and her rib cage aches with how fast she is breathing, how hard
            her blood pulses in her veins. She hasn’t been so close to another person in months, maybe years, and for all her fury, she
            can’t look away from Ser Voyne’s blazing eyes. They’re a piercing shade of hazel, and they are so bright with answering fervor.
            Her whole imposing presence, her coiled, barely leashed threat, is making it impossible to think.
         

         
         And then the ground shifts below their feet.

         
         Behind her, furniture judders against the wall, the floor. Phosyne pulls away, spins on her heel, but Voyne is already ahead
            of her, pounding back up the stairs, over to the window. She pushes hard against the glass pane, then starts disassembling
            everything blocking it up.
         

         
         “Stop!” Phosyne shouts.

         
         “I need to see what’s happening,” Voyne bites out, and there comes another crash, this one more sound than movement. The shadows
            that are Pneio and Ornuo dart out from their hiding places, find new ones. Scraps of wood hit the floor, roll down the stairs,
            and Phosyne presses herself against the wall as she climbs.
         

         
         By the time she gets there, Voyne has stopped halfway in her dismantling. There’s no need to keep going; the shouting from
            below, the torchlight on the walls, the continued slam of stone against stone gives them the answer:
         

         
         They are under attack.
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         There is a sick poetry in it; Voyne has spent the whole day making excuses to avoid coming to the madwoman’s tower, pretending
            that she was in some way helping the defense of Aymar, and instead attack comes when she is trapped here in this foul, fetid
            little chamber. It’s as if Etrebia has sensed her dereliction (which is not fair; to be here is duty too, even if it’s farcical).
         

         
         She watches through the gaps in Phosyne’s window as another blow strikes the outer wall. The sun is low enough now that she
            cannot see the extent of the damage, but the steady rhythm of the assault tells her what she needs to know. This is not some
            light sortie. They mean to attempt the castle once more.
         

         
         She can’t stay here.

         
         “Take shelter,” she says, pulling away from the window and longing for her armor. She seizes Phosyne by the elbow, steers
            her toward the stairs. The witch resists, of course, but Voyne is stronger and more certain. “Down in the lowest levels, with
            the others.”
         

         
         “But—my research—” she stammers out, and Voyne wants to shake her.

         
         Your research is a joke, she nearly says, but this is an emergency, and she is built for action. “Your research will not matter if you are dead,”
            she says instead as they reach the main floor of Phosyne’s squalid chamber. “Take some of it with you, if you must, but you
            are going to take shelter, and you are going to wait for my return.”
         

         
         And the woman has the gall to try to climb back up to the window.

         
         Now she shifts her hold to Phosyne’s collar and drags her to the door. “You may not be able to see sense,” Voyne hisses, “but I will be cursed if I let you throw away your life.” 

         
         She ignores Phosyne’s wailing all the way down the stairs. Past her liege’s room, down to the lowest level, where terrified
            farmers and servants are already massing. She shoves Phosyne into the press of them. “Keep her here,” she demands of an older
            woman whom she thinks she recognizes from the kitchen. And then she allows herself to stop caring, and plunges out into the
            yard.
         

         
         A flash of golden hair passes by her, half-recognized and then gone in another breath; some serving girl, guiding younger
            boys to safety, making her job easier.
         

         
         This is no Carcabonne. Not the battle for its release, nor the state she found its halls in. But the fear, the fear is so
            thick in the air she can taste it. Little blood slicks the stones of Aymar, but more will soon, if salvation does not come.
         

         
         And yet she is exhilarated all the same. The waiting is over. The moment is here.

         
         Constant Lady preserve her, but she should have her armor now. Even if it weighed her down as she did exactly what she is
            doing now, herding the frightened innocent to some semblance of shelter. At least she would feel more herself. At least people
            would know to look to her for aid.
         

         
         But perhaps there is a mercy here—without her armor, she is much less obviously the queller of the riot. Some, no doubt, fear
            her less when she doesn’t gleam. And despite her silent pleas, there is no Constant Lady here. There are only people, as there
            always have been. Voyne must be their intercessor.
         

         
         The yard empties, the panic contained within the walls farthest from the bombardment. She doesn’t think all of the enemy’s
            strikes are hitting home; if they are, the walls are holding well. Adrenaline filters out the collisions that are too soft,
            too distant, not relevant. That still leaves several that hit, one after the other, that crumble an interior wall into the
            lower bailey yard. Smaller chunks skitter and fly to all corners. It’s not safe to remain.
         

         
         This is the held breath before the battle. She would do well to make use of it.

         
         She retreats inside, into the press of too much humanity. Too many people. Even with some in the great hall, even with others in various towers, there are too many people to move. She can’t spot any of the attendants who are trained to help the knights into their plate; she will have to arm herself. She can barely reach the stairs and climb up. If any of these walls collapse, there will be mass death. 

         
         Perhaps that is why she finds her king two floors up, in their converted quarters, where she goes to fetch her armor.

         
         That does not explain why he stands by the window.

         
         She feels unaccountably naked as she goes to his side, but he doesn’t seem to care. He’s staring out.

         
         “My liege,” she says. “We must get you somewhere safer.”

         
         He doesn’t look at her. He is twisting pinches of his beard into tight spirals. “This is the moment, Voyne,” he says instead.
            “Look. See what our iron has bought. This may be the moment of our ransom.”
         

         
         The Priory.

         
         She crouches down so that she can see out the window below him. Out on the far wall, she can see figures working in shadows,
            the torches doused to deny Etrebia anything to aim by as night falls in earnest. But she can make out enough: the nuns help
            work small catapults, each of the Priory’s design. They are not, strictly speaking, a martial order, but their designs have
            always been of use in times of war. Those catapults, she knows, are stronger than their footprint should rightly allow, and
            around their rotational bases they bear notations she has heard called radians that allow precise calibration, aiming, destruction. From here, she can barely see the nuns at work, their shorn heads wrapped
            in black fabric hastily donned to hide them in the night. They observe the turning of the machines. They load them with what
            Voyne can only hope is their precious new invention.
         

         
         (But what if, her treacherous mind whispers, that invention is as laughable as Phosyne’s rotting meat?)
         

         
         The catapults release in a wave; she hears the thunk as they reach full extension. She can’t see what they lob out across the field, but when they strike the siege engines below, they explode into bright, multicolored flames that spread fast. She can see the silhouettes of the Etrebians trying to douse the flames, but they’re pushed back. 

         
         And then the siege engines begin to buckle.

         
         “Bless the Constant Lady,” Voyne whispers, awestruck.

         
         They stay there, the two of them, her king standing above her, Voyne crouched by his feet. They watch. One by one, every siege
            engine that is struck by these Priory-derived incendiaries collapses in the flames. And the nuns are skilled at their mathematics,
            their geometries; they know how to aim, and aim fast.
         

         
         When the catapults fall silent, Voyne can only assume they have exhausted their munitions. But it has been enough.

         
         The attack on the gates never comes.

         
         Etrebia has been held at bay.

         
         Tears burn Voyne’s eyes. There is no hope of any repeat performance, not without resupply, but the Priory has done the impossible.
            She can only hope that it breaks Etrebia’s will; that in the morning, they will look out and see the camp pulling up stakes,
            retreating. It is what she
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