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Chapter one
The Bound Life


Auris woke counting, because counting was the one habit the fire had not burned out of her, and the first sum the dark returned was always the same. Two. Two hearts beating under the cage of her own ribs, hers and the borrowed one, the second pulse that had not left the inside of her chest since the night the Cage was re-made and would not leave it for the rest of whatever life she had bought. She lay still and let herself feel it, the way a person learns to feel a missing tooth with the tongue, helplessly, on a loop. Her heart, fast and shallow with waking. Then, a half-beat behind it and a half-beat off, the other. His. The weight they carried between them ran along that second rhythm like water along a channel cut for it, and she had stopped, weeks ago, being able to tell where the carrying ended, and she began. 
The cote was cold. It was always cold, this far up the old drovers' road, where the stone had been stacked for sheep and not for people, and the wind came down off the heights with nothing to slow it. She had learned the cold the way she learned everything, by inventory. Four walls of dry-laid stone. One door that did not sit true in its frame and let in a blade of grey light along the bottom. A hearth she was not allowed to wake with fire, because fire from her hand was a thing they could see for leagues now, and they were being looked for. The straw under the blankets. The smell of it, and of horse, and under that the warm mineral smell that was Solyx, banked in the corner like a coal that had decided to grow.
She turned her head, and Xander was already awake.
He did not pretend otherwise. That was the thing she had not expected, in the season since the reforge, that a man who had spent a year saying nothing to her that he did not weigh first would lie beside her in the dark with his eyes open and let her see that he was not asleep. He lay on his back with one arm thrown up over his head, the scarred knuckles pale against the dark wood of the wall, and he was watching the rafters the way he watched a room he meant to leave by a different door. She knew that look. She had worn it the whole length of a continent. She did not like finding it on him.
"You did not sleep," she said. Not a question. She had taken that from him, the habit of saying the true thing flatly instead of asking after it, and she resented that she had taken it, and she used it anyway because it worked.
"I slept." The second pulse under her ribs did not change. The bond carried his sincerity to her the way it carried everything now, plainly. He was not lying; he had slept for some span of the night, and that was the trouble with the bond, and had always been the trouble with the bond: it told her what he believed and told her nothing about the shape of the thing he believed it around. He believed he had slept. He believed it the way a man believes the room is empty because he has not turned over the one stone.
She let it go. She was good at letting things go now. She had a great deal of practice.
She sat up, and the load came with her, the way it always came, a drag behind the sternum that was not pain and was worse than pain because pain at least promised to end. She had carried heavy things in her life. She had carried a knife up a mountain and a dead queen behind her eyes and a city's worth of grief in a fist she could not open. The load was none of those. The load did not get lighter when she set it down for the day, nor did it get heavier when she took it up, because there was no setting it down. It was simply the toll, the standing cost of two living people holding shut a thing that had been built to be held by the dead, and she paid it the way she paid breath, without being asked, every hour, awake and asleep.
Her left hand would not close. She looked at it in the grey light without meaning to, the old habit of taking stock, and the hand looked back at her, the fingers curled and stiff and shining where the ember had taken them, a hand that would hold a cup against the palm and would never again make a fist. She had stopped grieving it. There was a list of things she had stopped grieving, and the hand was on it, but not at the top. She did not let herself read further down the list this early, before the light was full, because the list had a bottom, and the bottom was the six faces of her own dead that the fire had eaten smooth, names she could still say with nothing left behind them to picture.
Six. Auris did not count that one out loud, not even in the privacy of her own skull, where once the privacy had been absolute and then a dead woman had moved into it and now even the dead woman was almost gone. Six was a number she kept folded. She unfolded it only when the fire asked her to, and the fire had not asked in a long while, because she did not feed it grief anymore. That was the whole of what she had won. She fed it the other thing now, and the other thing was lying beside her with his eyes open, not sleeping, believing he had slept.
"Solyx is hungry," Xander said, which was his way of getting up.
He was right, the way he was always right about the dragon, because the dragon ran his hunger down the bond into both of them without the smallest courtesy. The hunger had been building under the load for the better part of an hour, a bright thin want threaded through the grey morning like a wire through wool. Auris had learned the difference between the cries the way she had once learned the watch-rotations of a kingdom that was now glass, out of the same instinct, which was survival, which had somehow, against every plan she had ever made, become a household.
She crossed the cold floor to the corner. Solyx lifted his head off his folded forelimbs and made the low chirring sound that meant he had been awake longer than either of them and had been waiting, with a hatchling's total absence of patience, for the part of the morning that involved him. He was bigger than he had been a week ago. He was bigger every week, the gold of him gone deeper toward bronze along the ridge of his spine, the wings no longer the wet folded things she had caught against her chest in a burning hall but ribbed and stiffening, beginning to hint at the span that would one day throw a shadow a field wide. He pressed his head up under her jaw. The thrum of him went down through her sternum and crossed the second pulse, and for one moment the load was not lighter, the load was never lighter, but it was shared three ways instead of two, and three ways was a thing she could stand.
"You are enormous," she told him, "and you are not my dragon," which was the thing she always said, and which fooled no one, least of all the dragon, who knew exactly whose he was and whose she was and had decided both questions himself in a single heartbeat in a burning hall before she had been given any say.
Behind her, she heard Xander rise, heard the small sounds of a man who had been a commander dressing like a man who was nothing now, no insignia, no grey, the plain dark clothes of someone who did not want to be seen and had a dragon the size of a yearling calf and could not, in any practical sense, hope to manage it. She felt him cross the room. She felt it twice, once with the ordinary animal sense that marks where a large careful person is, and once along the second pulse, where his nearness arrived as a kind of evening-out, a settling of the load's worst edge that she had stopped pretending she did not lean toward.
He stopped behind her. He did not take her face in his hands. He had done that once, in another life, with the brisk certainty of a man setting a bone, and it had undone her, and they were past it now, past the need of it; she did not need his hands to keep the fire from eating her because she had learned to keep the fire herself. But he set one hand flat between her shoulder blades, over the place where the load rode worst, and held it there, and that was the whole of it, that was the entire grammar of the thing they had become: not a man banking a fire, just a hand laid on a back that was carrying too much, on purpose, so that for the length of one breath the carrying was a thing two people were doing on the same morning in the same cold room and not a sentence she was serving alone.
She let her weight go back into the touch by a degree she would have cut out of herself, once, if she could have found the edge of it.
"We should not stay here past the week," he said, low, into her hair. The second pulse stayed exactly as it was, level, true, a man saying the true thing, and she leaned into his hand and counted it, two hearts, one weight, three breaths, and did not yet know to ask him what else was true that the bond would never carry, because the bond carried what he believed. He believed they had until the week was out, and he was wrong, and the part of him that knew he was wrong was the one stone in the room that neither of them had turned.
Outside, far down the drovers' road, a long way off and coming, a horn she did not yet hear was being readied at a lip of someone else's law. She felt only the morning. She felt the dragon's hunger and the cold stone and the hand on her back and the borrowed heart keeping its half-beat behind her own. She let herself, for the length of that held breath, believe the lie that every ordinary morning is, which is that there will be another one exactly like it, and that the only arithmetic the day will ask of her is two.
* * *
By the time the light came full through the bad door, the cote had become a kitchen, which was the trick of the place and the reason Thessaly had chosen it. One room to heat, one door to watch, and a hearth that could not be lit by Auris but could be lit by anyone else, so they lit it the ordinary way, with a striker and dry gorse and the small daily miracle of a flame that nobody could see from a league off. Finch was crouched at it now, feeding the fire twigs with the absorbed seriousness of a man who had decided that breakfast was the one front in this war he could still win.
"You are doing it wrong," Thessaly said, from the doorway, where she stood with her back to the room and her eyes on the road, which was where her eyes lived now.
"I am doing it beautifully," Finch said, and did not look up. "I am an artist of the small fire. I am the last honest cook in a kingdom of arsonists." He tipped his head a fraction toward Auris without turning, the old reflex of including her in a joke before he could think better of it, and then the fraction caught, the way it always caught now, on the memory of the thing his joke was made of, and the corner of his mouth pulled back down a half-degree to level. "Present company excepted," he said, more quietly, and fed the fire another twig.
Auris let it pass, because letting it pass was the only mercy she had to give him and she gave it every morning. She crossed to the low table with the dragon at her heel, and she watched Finch's hands while she pretended not to.
They were good hands. That was the strange thing, the thing she could not stop cataloguing even after a season of seeing it. The arm had been ruined past saving, in the hall, under the falling timber, a thing of splintered bone and meat that the field-talents had looked at once and then looked away from, the way you look away from a horse with a leg gone. And then the dead woman in Auris's skull had spent the last of herself, and the hand that fed the fire its twigs this morning was whole, the fingers quick and certain, the wrist turning the kindling with a cook's small competence, and the only sign that any of it had happened was the way Finch sometimes stopped in the middle of using the arm and stared at it, as if checking that the bill had truly been paid and was not about to be presented again. He did not talk about what he had felt in the moment between the ruin and the mending. He had felt something. She knew the shape of a person carrying a thing he would not set on the table, she had married the largest such person in the world, and Finch carried his the only way he knew, under a joke, the way other men carried a knife under a coat.
The Mend was spent. There was no more of it. The dead queen had been a deep well and she was a shallow one now, all but dry, a remnant Auris felt at the back of her own thoughts like the cold coming off a cellar door, and what the well had paid for was this: an arm that worked, a fire too small to see, and a morning. Auris had done the arithmetic on it more than once, late, when the load would not let her sleep, and the arithmetic always came out the same and she always hated the answer and the answer was that it had been worth it. She would have traded the well for the arm again. She would have traded a great deal more than the well, and that was a door she did not open before noon either.
"Sit," Thessaly said. Not to Auris. To Solyx.
The dragon did not sit. The dragon never sat for anyone but Auris and the dragon's father, and the dragon's idea of sitting was to flow down onto his haunches with his tail laid in a careful coil and his head still up at the height of a standing woman's collarbone, which was higher this week than it had been the last. Thessaly looked at him with the flat assessing patience she had once turned on green cadets and now turned on the single most dangerous animal in three kingdoms, which she happened also to be feeding.
"He has put on a hand's width since the new moon," she said. It was not affection. Thessaly did not do affection out loud, she did it in the angle of a watch and the choice of a defensible room. It was an officer's report. "His wing-spurs are coming in. Another month of this and we will not be able to pass him off as anything. Not a hound, not a calf, not a trick of the dark. He will be a dragon in a field, in daylight, where anyone can count him." She turned her head and looked at Auris directly, and the thing in her face was not affection but it was next to affection, it shared a wall with it. "Your boy is growing up. I would like him to do it somewhere with a second exit."
"He is not my boy," Auris said, and put her ruined hand flat on the warm bronze of his flank, where the new color was coming in deepest, a darkening along the spine like a blade taking its heat, and the dragon leaned the great growing weight of himself into the hand that could not close, trusting it anyway, because he had never once in his short life been given a reason not to.
He was growing up. That was the part Thessaly had said plainly and the part Auris carried under her own joke, the negation she put on him each morning like a collar she knew he would slip. Every week of bronze along his spine was a week closer to the thing he was for, the thing the whole bleeding world was hunting him to prevent or to use, and every week was also, in the smaller and more selfish accounting she did not say aloud, a week of him being exactly this, a hatchling who ran his hunger down a bond without apology and pressed his head under her jaw and trusted a broken hand. He could not yet sing his own note. She had felt for it, gently, the way you feel a child's mouth for a coming tooth, and it was there, far down, a resonance with no voice to it yet, the Call he would one day carry that would let her set down at last the half of it she carried for him now. One day. Not this month. Not in time, said the cold part of her that had survived a city by always knowing the worst number in the room, and she folded that thought up small and put it with the other folded numbers and gave the dragon his breakfast.
Thessaly went back to the door. She did everything from the door now, or near it, the way she had once done everything from a saddle, and Auris had come to understand that the door was not a post Thessaly stood at so much as the last command she had left to give herself. She had thrown her oath down in the mud of a parade ground, in front of the only authority she had ever bent her neck to, and she had walked off the field a woman with no rank and no banner and nothing to answer to but the four lives in this room, and she had never once, in the season since, behaved like a woman who had lost something. She behaved like a woman who had finally spent a coin she had been saving her whole life for exactly this.
Auris had asked her, once, early, whether she missed it, the weight of the oath, the shape it had given her days. Thessaly had looked at her the way she looked at the road. "An oath is a leash you are proud of," she had said. "I am too old to be proud of a leash." That had been the end of it, and the beginning of something Auris did not have a clean word for, because the word that fit was family, and she had buried the last people she was allowed to use it on under a city of glass.
She watched Thessaly watch the road, and she watched Finch set the dragon's bowl down with his flourish, and she did the cold reckoning she did every morning over these three, the quartermaster's habit of ranking who would be hardest to keep alive, and she hated it and did it anyway, because loving people had only ever meant, in her experience, knowing in advance the order in which she might lose them.
Finch brought the pot to the table. Whatever was in it was brown and it was hot and there was enough of it, which in the season since the hall had become Auris's entire definition of a good meal. He ladled it out, four bowls, and then stood for a moment holding the fifth, the way he did, before he set it down by the dragon's foreleg with a flourish that was for himself as much as anyone.
"Breakfast," he announced, to the cold stone room, to the dragon, to the woman in the doorway who would not turn around, to the man who had not yet come in from settling the horses and the woman with the ruined hand who could not remember the last morning a breakfast had been only a breakfast. "Breakfast in the last free kitchen in the kingdom. Eat up. We may have to set fire to it by Thursday."
"Do not joke about the fire," Thessaly said, automatically, from the door.
"It is the only thing I have left to joke about," Finch said, and sat, and ate, and the morning went on being the small impossible thing it was, a meal in a stolen room, four people and a dragon, while down the long grey thread of the road the writ that would end it came on at the steady unbothered pace of the law, and not one of them, not even Thessaly with her eyes on the road, had yet seen the rider who carried it.
* * *
The load was worst in the afternoons, which made no sense and needed none. There was no fire being spent, no Cage straining that she could name, only the long flat hours when the light went heavy and gold across the floor and the thing they carried seemed to remember its true size. Auris had stopped fighting it on a schedule. She fought it instead the way the cote did everything, by sharing the watch.
She found Xander at the back of the fold, where the old stone pen ran up against the hill and the wind broke over the top of it, mending tack he did not need to mend. He had a bridle across his knee and an awl in his hand and he was driving new holes in old leather with the steady wordless attention of a man who has found a task small enough to disappear inside. He had taken his coat off despite the cold. The shirt was thin and the line of his shoulders was a thing she still, after everything, could not always look at sideways without a small private collapse somewhere under her sternum that had nothing to do with the load and everything to do with the unforgivable fact that she had chosen this, had walked the whole length of her own ruin to arrive at a man mending a bridle in the cold, and would do it again.
She sat down on the wall beside him without a word, because words were not what the afternoon needed. She needed the other thing. She let her shoulder come to rest against his arm, and she opened the place behind her sternum where the load rode, deliberately, the way you open a hand you have been holding clenched, and she let it run.
She had learned this in the season since the reforge and she had learned it from him and she had hated learning it, because it meant the carrying was real and the carrying was permanent and the only kindness in the whole arrangement was that it could be poured, a little, one to the other, so that the worst of the drag came off her sternum and went down the bond and arrived in his chest and his chest took it, the way a second person takes the low end of a beam, not making it lighter, the beam weighed what it weighed, but turning a thing that would break one back into a thing two backs could walk under. The second pulse steadied. Hers slowed to meet it. For a while they sat like that and did the only work the afternoon asked, which was to be two people carrying one weight in a cold pen with the light going gold, and it was, she thought, it was very nearly, it was the closest thing she had to the word she did not let herself use, which was peace.
She had not believed, in the first weeks, that it could be poured at all. She had treated the load the way she had treated every other thing the fire had done to her, as a private sentence to be served in silence, because that was the only model she had ever been given, a woman alone inside a punishment. It had been Xander, of course it had been Xander, who had reached across one bad night and simply taken the low end of it without asking, the way he took the low end of everything, and she had been so angry she could have struck him, because if it could be shared then all the nights she had carried it alone had been a choice, hers, the old reflex of a girl who had learned that needing a thing was the surest way to watch it taken from her. She had stopped being angry about it, mostly. She let the low end go to him now in the cold pen with something that was nearly trust and was certainly need, and she had made her peace with the need the way she had made her peace with the hand, by deciding that a thing she could not change was not worth the fire it would cost to hate.
The wind came over the top of the pen and worried at the loose thatch of the old byre. Solyx had followed her out and lay along the sunward wall with one eye open, half in sleep, his growing weight a warm fact at the edge of her attention, and the load ran its quiet circuit between the two of them on the wall, and for that while there was no held place in it anywhere. That was the cruelty she would only understand later. She had felt the seam appear. It had not always been there.
Then she felt the seam.
It was nothing. That was the trouble with it, that it was nothing, a place where the pouring did not run clean, a snag in the smooth give-and-take like a thread caught on a nail. She had felt the bond carry his fear before, the night Solyx took a fever and Xander had sat up with the dragon's head in his lap and the fear had come off him in a flat grey wash she could have drunk. She had felt the bond carry his want, which she did not think about in a cold pen in daylight. She had felt it carry his sincerity so many times it had stopped being information. What she felt now was none of those. It was a held place. It was a quiet that was not the quiet of a man at rest but the quiet of a man keeping his hand flat over something on a table so that the shape of it would not show, and the bond brought her the flatness of the hand and brought her nothing of what was under it, because the bond carried what he believed and not what he refused to.
She turned her head. He was still driving holes in the leather. His face was the face he wore when he was disappearing into a task, which she had loved, which she had read a hundred times as rest, and she read it now and found under it, only because she was leaning against his arm with the load running open between them, the smallest wrongness, a stillness held on purpose.
"You are tired," she said.
The bond did not so much as ripple. He believed it. That was the thing, that was the whole quiet cruelty of the instrument they were strung on, he believed he was tired, he was tired, a man could be tired and could also be keeping his hand flat on a table and the bond would only ever report the part he believed, and so the truth she felt was true and useless, a fact with a locked door behind it.
She did the thing she had taught herself not to do. She pressed, lightly, along the bond, the way she might press a thumb to the edge of a bruise to learn its size, not to force the door, she would never force the door, she had been forced too many times herself to do it to him, but to feel the frame of it, to learn whether the held place was a small thing, a private grief over the dragon's growing or the week running out or the thousand ordinary weights a man carries and does not say, or whether it was the other kind, the kind with a room behind it. The bond gave her the frame and gave her nothing through it. The held place had edges and no inside. It was the size of a decision. She did not know, then, how to read the size of a decision, because she had never been shown one of his held this still, and she told herself, in the voice she kept for the hand and the faces and the other folded numbers, that a tired man is allowed a quiet, and she took her thumb off the bruise, and she let him keep it.
"It is a long way to carry a thing with no end to it," he said. He set the awl down. He turned the bridle over in his hands as though the holes were the point. "Some afternoons it is longer than others."
"We carry it together," she said, and heard, the moment it left her, how it was half a question.
He looked at her then. He did look at her, and the look was not held, the look was the most open thing about him, grey and tired and so full of her that she had to take a breath against it, and he lifted his ruined-knuckled hand and laid it along the side of her face, his thumb at the corner of her jaw, the old gesture from the old life when his touch had been the thing that kept her fire from eating her alive. It did not keep her fire now. She kept her own fire now. But she turned her cheek into the broad warm weight of his palm anyway, because some grammar does not retire when its grammar is no longer needed, it only becomes a different sentence, and the sentence his hand made now was not I will keep you from burning, it was I am here, and she leaned into it and let herself, for the length of it, believe that here was a place with no door behind it.
"Together," he said. He meant it. The bond carried the meaning the way it carried everything he let himself believe, plainly, fully, a true thing, and she took the true thing and held it and did not feel, because the bond would never carry it, the other thing standing in the same chest as the meaning, the held place, the flat hand on the table, the quiet that she had a name for and the name she had was tired and the name was wrong and she would not learn the right one for days yet.
They sat until the gold went out of the light. The load ran open between them the whole while, two backs under one beam, and it was, she would think later, when she knew, when she had turned the one stone in the room and found what had been living under it the entire time she had been calling it peace, it was the last good afternoon, and she had spent it correctly, leaning against his arm with her cheek in his hand, getting only the smaller of the two things wrong, mistaking the size of his quiet, calling a held grief fatigue, the kindest mistake she would ever make and the one she would have given a face to take back.
* * *
On the third morning Thessaly came in from the door, and that was how Auris knew, because Thessaly did not come in from the door.
She crossed the room without hurry, which was worse than hurry, and she took her bow down off the peg without being told and she said, in the flat voice she kept for the only kind of news that mattered, "One rider. Alone. Coming up the drovers' road at a walk, in the open, where we can see him." She set an arrow to the string and did not draw. "He wants to be seen."
Auris was on her feet before she had decided to stand, the load lurching with her, the dragon's head coming up off his forelimbs in the corner with a low note threaded through the bond, alarm taking the shape of her alarm because he had no alarm of his own yet, only hers, run down the wire between them. Xander was already at the bad door with his eye to the blade of light along its bottom. He had a knife she had not seen him take up. He moved the way he had moved in the hall, economical, certain, a man who had decided what the next minute cost and was prepared to pay it, and the sight of it put a cold clean line down the middle of her fear and turned it into the older, more useful thing, the thing that had carried her across a continent. Attention.
"One man does not come for us," she said. "Not for this. They would send a wing of them and burn the hill."
"One man comes," Xander said, "when the ones who sent him are sure they do not need a wing." He did not turn from the door. "That is the part I do not like."
They watched him come. The rider was no soldier, that was the first wrong thing, he wore no mail and carried no lance, he sat a plain grey horse in a plain dark coat and he came up the open road at a walk with both hands where they could be seen and a leather tube slung across his back, and the second wrong thing was that he stopped. He stopped at the broken gatepost where the fold's old boundary ran, a good stone's throw out, well short of the door, at the exact line a man would stop at if a man had been told precisely where the line was. He did not call out. He took the leather tube from his back, and he reached into it, and Thessaly's draw came back a hand's width, and Auris felt her own fire stir for the first time in days, not summoned, just answering, a coal turning over in a banked hearth, ready.
The rider drew out a scroll. He leaned down from the saddle, and he fixed it to the broken gatepost, calmly, with a nail and the flat of his hand, the way a man posts a notice on the door of a town that has not yet decided whether to hang him. Then he straightened, and he looked at the cote, at the bad door and the stone pen and the place along the wall where a banked gold shape was not quite hidden, and he inclined his head. Not a threat. Worse than a threat. A courtesy. He turned the grey horse and rode back down the open road at the same unbothered walk, and he never once put his hand near a weapon, because he had not come to fight them. He had come to serve them something, and he had served it, and he left.
Nobody moved until he was small.
"I will get it," Thessaly said.
"No." Auris was already crossing the room. "Me." Because the fire was hers and the dragon was hers, whatever she said in the mornings, and if there was a thing nailed to a post meant to be read by the woman who had re-made the Cage, then she was the woman it was meant for, and she would not send the family out to read her own mail.
The cold came up through her boots on the open ground. She felt the whole shape of the hill at her back, the bad door, the watching window, the dragon's attention laid along her spine like a hand. She reached the post. She took the scroll down with her good hand, because her bad one would not hold a thing she needed to unroll, and she broke the seal with her thumb, and the seal was the thing that stopped her breath, not the words yet, just the seal, because it was not a war-seal. It was not a king's mark or a marshal's brand or any of the blunt instruments she had spent a year learning to read at a glance. It was clean. It was clerical. It was the pressed sun-and-keystone of an order she knew only as a rumor, the keepers of the seal, the lawful hands that were said to tend the Cage the way other men tended a dam, and they had not sent her a threat because the thing they had sent her did not need to be one.
She read it standing in the cold with the wind taking the corner of it.
She did not read all of it. She read enough. She read the words that mattered, the way she had learned to read a watch-rotation or a casualty list, going straight to the number that would decide whether she lived, and the words that mattered were not many and they were arranged in the patient bloodless grammar of people who believe the law is on their side because they are the ones who write it. A finding. A determination. The thing she and Xander and a dead queen had done in a burning hall, the splitting of one death's weight across two living backs, named here in a clean clerk's hand and given a new name, and the new name was not heresy, not yet, the word it used was older and quieter and worse, the word it used was irregular, and under it the determination that the irregularity would be corrected, and the article of property that would be reclaimed in the correcting, and the article of property had a description, and the description was a young dragon of the golden line, and Auris stood in the cold and understood that the law had found them, and that the law did not intend to burn the hill, because you do not burn a thing you have already decided is yours.
She stood with the cold coming up through her boots and read the word again, irregular, the small clerk's word for the thing that had cost a queen the last of herself and cost Auris a hand and six of her own dead and the inside of her own quiet, and she understood that this was the shape the danger would take now. Not a blade she could meet with a blade. Not a war-band she could burn off a hillside. A finding. A determination. A description, and a patient lawful certainty that the dragon at her hearth was an article of property listed in error and soon to be corrected. She had known how to fight the other kind. She had spent a year learning it, in blood, on a mountain, in a hall. She did not yet know how to fight a sentence written in ink by men who would never once raise their voices.
She looked up. Xander had come out to the door. He stood in it with the knife gone, his empty hands at his sides, and he was watching her read, and she knew before she crossed the ground back to him that the bond would carry her nothing she did not already have, because the held place behind his sternum was exactly where it had been, flat, quiet, and now she had a second quiet of her own to set beside it, the quiet of a woman who has just been handed the size of the thing that is coming and has not yet said it out loud.
"It is not a war," she said, when she reached him. She put the scroll into his hands. "It is a claim."
He read it the way he read everything, fast and complete, and she watched his face and got, for once, the whole of what was there, no held place over this one, only a tiredness so old and so deep that it frightened her more than fear would have, the look of a man recognizing a debt he had always known would come due. He folded the scroll along its crease. He looked past her, down the empty road where the courteous rider had gone, and then up at the heights, and then, last, at the corner of the room where the dragon's head showed gold against the dark stone, growing, bronze along the spine, eleven weeks into a life the law had just put a description on.
"They will come in the open," he said. "With papers. In daylight." His jaw set. "I had hoped for the week."
The week. The thing he had said into her hair on the first morning, level and true, a man who believed they had until the week was out. He had believed it. The bond had carried the belief and the bond had been right about the belief and the bond had told her, as it always told her, nothing about the stone underneath, the part of him that had known better, that had been counting down to exactly this since before the Cage cooled, that had begun without her some private arithmetic whose answer she would not be shown until it was nearly spent. She did not know that yet. She knew only that the peace had been borrowed, that she had spent three mornings believing the lie every ordinary morning tells, and that the lender had come up the open road at a walk, in courtesy, to take it back.
Behind them the fire on the hearth had burned down to nothing anyone could see. Ahead of them the road lay empty and grey and waiting. Auris stood in the doorway of the last free kitchen in the kingdom with her ruined hand closed as far as it would close, which was not far, and counted the things she still had, because counting was the one habit the fire had not burned out of her, and the count came out at four people and a dragon and a borrowed peace already returned, and she put her good hand flat on Xander's chest, over the held quiet she had not yet learned to fear, and felt the two hearts under it keep their stubborn ruined time, and did not yet ask the one question that would have changed the order of everything that followed, which was not what does the law want, because she knew that now, it was nailed to a post in her own hand, but what have you already decided to pay.






  
  [image: ]
Chapter two
Contraband


Thessaly was gone two days and came back with paper. 
She had taken the grey horse down off the heights in the dark and ridden a wide loop through the foothill villages where she still had the kind of contacts a woman keeps from a former life, the publican who owed her, the wheelwright whose son she had not reported, and she came back at dusk on the fourth day with frost in the horse's mane and a roll of cheap printed sheets shoved inside her coat, and she did not take her boots off before she put them on the table.
"They are not coming with a wing," she said. "They are coming with a word. Read it."
Auris read it. She read it the way she had learned to read the writ, going first to the part that would decide whether she lived, and the part that would decide whether she lived was not a threat and not a price and not a date. It was a definition. The sheets were a proclamation, printed cheap and printed in numbers, the kind of thing nailed to every market cross and read aloud to every parish that could not read it itself, and what they proclaimed was that the thing done at the fall of Solenne, the splitting of the seal's burden across two living riders, was a heresy.
Not a crime. She had braced for crime. A crime she understood, a crime had edges, a crime could be argued and outrun and in the right country forgiven. The sheet did not say crime. It said the older word, the one the keepers of the seal had spent the days since the writ arranging into doctrine the way a mason arranges stone, and the word was heresy, and under it the doctrine, laid out in the patient bloodless grammar of men who had decided the cosmos agreed with them.
The seal had always been held by a death. That was the first article and it was true and she could not fault it. One rider, one dragon, one death given freely into the binding, and the Cage held because a life had been spent to hold it, the way a beam holds because a tree was felled. That was the law of the thing, older than any kingdom, the price the world had always charged and always collected. And what had been done at Solenne, the sheet said, what the deserter Locke and the fire-witch and the last of the corrupted line had done in the burning of the hall, was to refuse the price. To cheat the death. To split the burden a death was meant to carry across two living backs so that neither would have to pay it, and to call that mercy, when it was the oldest heresy there was, the refusal of the cost, the lie that a thing built to be held by the dead could be held by the living and the living be allowed to keep their lives.
Auris set the sheet down. Her ruined hand had curled tighter while she read, the way it did when it wanted to be a fist and could not, and she made herself open it flat on the cheap ink.
"The load is the proof," she said. She heard her own voice come out level, the quartermaster's voice, the one that took stock while the rest of her caught up. "That is what this is. Every hour two of us are alive carrying a thing one death was supposed to carry, we are the evidence. We walk around being the heresy."
"Yes," said Xander, from the wall.
He had not moved since Thessaly put the paper down. He stood with his shoulder against the cold stone and his arms folded and his face doing the thing she had stopped being able to read all the way to the bottom, and the second pulse under her sternum was level, steady, a man hearing his own death sentence read out in a parish hand and not flinching, because, she thought, because he was a commander and commanders did not flinch in front of the people they led, and that was the reading she took, and it was true, and it was not the whole truth, and she had no instrument that could tell her the difference.
"There is a name on it," Thessaly said. She reached across and turned the second sheet over with one finger. "The Prime put his seal to the doctrine. Sallow. He is the face of it, the one who writes the determinations and reads them in the high hall. But the doctrine is not the danger. The danger is the man he has given it to." Her finger stopped on a line near the foot, where the parish printer had set a name in the same cheap type as the rest, as though it were ordinary, as though it were not the whole of what mattered on the page. "A Coadjutor. Pyke. Sallow makes the heresy. Pyke collects the heretics."
"You know him," Auris said. It was not a question. She had learned to hear the difference in Thessaly's voice between a name she had read and a name she had met.
"I know of him." Thessaly took her finger off the page. "He does not burn villages. That is the thing you have to understand about what is coming, both of you. He will not give us a war to fight, because a war is a thing we are good at and he is not a fool. He comes with papers and witnesses and the patience of an institution that has already decided it cannot lose. He takes the dragon as a charge of the state, lawfully, with a writ in his hand and a column of men who believe they are the law because they are, and if we raise a hand against him we are not rebels defending a child. We are heretics resisting a lawful reclamation. He turns every blow we strike into more proof of the sheet." She looked at the printed doctrine the way she looked at the road. "He is not hunting us. He is curating us. He wants us to behave exactly like the thing the paper says we are."
The fire on the hearth was the small invisible fire, the safe one, and it popped, and in the corner Solyx lifted his head at the sound and lowered it again, eleven weeks of bronze and trust laid out along the warm stone, an article of property listed in error and soon to be corrected, and Auris looked at him and felt the old fire stir in her, not the load, her own fire, the thing she had mastered, turning over once in its banked hearth like a dog that has heard a word it knows.
She put it down. That was the new discipline and it was the hardest one she had. There had been a year of her life when a proclamation like this would have ended with a hall on fire and a name added to the list of the things she had burned, and she had been good at it, and it had cost her a hand and six of her own dead and the inside of her own quiet, and it had not, in the end, saved a single person she had set out to save. She knew now what the fire bought and what it did not buy, and it did not buy this. You could not burn a definition. You could not kindle your way out of a sentence read aloud in every parish in the country until the people who had cheered her in the autumn crossed the road in the winter to avoid the heretic and her contraband.
She had been cheered, once. That was the part the doctrine reached into and turned. In the autumn, in the towns below the mountain, there had been a week when the story ran ahead of them as a rescue and not a crime, when a baker had pressed bread into her hands and would not take coin for it, when children had wanted to see the dragon and their mothers had not pulled them back. She had not trusted it then and she had been right not to, because a story that can run one way can run the other on the same legs, and the same printers who would have set her rescue in cheap type were setting her heresy in it now. The baker would read it. The mother would read it. By the new moon the hand that had given her bread would be the hand that pointed the Coadjutor up the hill. That was the weapon. Not the column. The slow turning of every ordinary person from a witness into an informer, one parish at a time, until there was nowhere left that did not know exactly what she was and exactly what it was worth to say so.
"So we cannot fight it," she said.
"We cannot fight the word," Thessaly said. "Not the way you mean. The word is already out. By the new moon there will not be a market cross in the realm that has not been told what we are." She finally sat, and pulled off one boot, and the ordinariness of it in the middle of the end of their world was its own kind of steadiness. "What we can do is not be where the man with the papers expects us to be when he comes to collect. The word travels at the speed of a printer. Pyke travels at the speed of a column. There is a gap between them. We live in the gap."
Auris looked at Xander again. He had taken the first sheet up off the table, and he was reading it a second time, slowly, the way she had watched him read the writ, and his face was the commander's face and the bond carried her his level pulse and nothing else, nothing of the thing she would have given a great deal to feel just then, which was whether the doctrine landing in his hands felt to him like a lie told about him or like a verdict he had already, in some locked room she could not enter, agreed was just. She felt only the calm. She took the calm for courage. She was half right, which was the cruelest fraction the bond ever gave her, and she did not know it was a fraction, and she crossed the cold room and stood beside him and read the heresy over his arm, two living people being the evidence of their own crime, and let her shoulder come to rest against him, because if the whole country was going to spend the winter calling this a sin, then she was going to spend tonight being unrepentant in a cold room with the man she had committed it with, and steal, before the gap closed, one hour that the paper said she had no right to.
* * *
They sent the others away without saying that was what they were doing.
It was easy, in the end, and that was the part Auris would keep. Thessaly took the second watch up the ridge because the second watch up the ridge needed taking, and Finch went with her because Finch had decided the ridge needed a second opinion and a worse joke, and Solyx, fed and warm and growing, folded himself into the deepest corner of the byre and went down into the bottomless sleep of a thing that is all appetite and growth, and the cote emptied around the two of them by degrees until the only sounds were the wind at the bad door and the small honest fire that nobody could see from a league off, and Auris understood, the way you understand a thing your body decided before your will got a vote, that they had just been given an hour.
An hour. The gap Thessaly had named, made small and warm and theirs.
"Come here," Xander said.
He was sitting on the floor with his back against the warm stone of the chimney breast, the one place in the cote that held a little of the day's heat into the night, and he had a blanket and the look he got, rarely, when the commander set himself down for an hour and let the man behind the commander come to the front, tired and open and entirely hers. She came. She did not make him ask twice, which a year ago would have been a defeat and was now simply the truth, and she folded down beside him into the curve of his arm and the blanket and the borrowed heat, and the load, which never set down, ran its quiet circuit between them and for once was not the point.
She put her good hand flat on his chest. Under it the two hearts kept their stubborn doubled time, his and the borrowed beat of hers, and the bond lay open between them the way it lay open now in the safe hours, gentle, unguarded, carrying his contentment to her in a slow warm wash that she let herself drink, because it was real, because the wanting under it was real, because whatever the parish sheets said about what they were, this was a true thing and the bond could not lie about a true thing. He wanted her. The bond carried it plainly, the low steady pull of it, and she felt her own answer rise to meet it the way the fire rose to a word it knew, banked and content and turning toward warmth instead of burning.
"You are thinking about the paper," he said, into her hair.
"I am thinking about not thinking about the paper." She turned her face up. "I am thinking about how you have a callus on your jaw from the strap of a helmet you have not worn in a season, and how I can feel it when I do this." She drew her thumb along the line of it, the rough place, and felt him still, felt the bond catch and warm, and did it again, slower, because she had learned that she was allowed to, that the wanting was a thing she could spend instead of ration. "I am thinking about that. Exclusively."
He laughed, low, the sound of it more in his chest under her hand than in the air, and then he turned and kissed her, and the hour began.
It was not the kiss of the old life, the desperate kind, the kind that had been half a way of staying alive when his touch was the only thing that kept her fire from eating her from the inside. She did not need it
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