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The Marshal has grounded his own sky. The sky is answering anyway.

All summer the sovereign dragons are choosing riders in the open, in harbors and over fishing racks, in front of whole parishes, and the Wing is arriving an hour late to every choosing with a form for it. Betta Arn, who laid the first of the cliff guns at seventeen and would not fire it, walks the coast watch with Owen Treth, who hears dragons before anyone sees them.

Ninety dragons sit grounded on the ledges. A herald has carried one true sentence for three years. And in the deep pens below the Point, the dragon the Wing netted in the spring is standing in his vault, unresisting, the way you keep a drawn charge.
Prologue: The Holding Sky

Owen Treth

The first sound was water.

It came before the bell, before the gulls, before the cookhouse door banged on its hinge and let out its breath of oat steam and woodsmoke. Water struck the foot of the Lashings wall in its working rhythm, three beats and a drag, three beats and a drag. Every morning of my posting had opened on that beat. I lay in the dark of the coast-watch bunk with my eyes open and listened to the fort wake up in the order it always woke. Water. Then rope. Rope creaked where the net crews had left the evening's work slung from the ledge posts, and the nets themselves made a smaller sound inside the rope's sound, a chafing, thread on thread, where the slack of them shifted in the wind off the sea. Then iron. A kettle rim against a hook. A bucket set down too hard. Then voices, low, the yard's first voices, men and women who had learned to speak under their work before they spoke over it.

I listened because listening was the trade I had been born into before it was ever a trade the Wing could use. A shepherd's son hears weather before he sees it and hears trouble before it has a shape, and I had spent my whole life at the Lashings and on the road south from it hearing a place do what it was doing before I trusted my eyes to tell me what it looked like. That morning I did not want my eyes at all. The night before, the Wing had netted its own ledge. I had stood on that wall and heard the nets go up and come down and heard Thalos, who was fifty-three years old and had been twelve when the law found a name for what he was and took him off the strait, stand inside them and not tear them. I had heard him breathe through it. I did not need to see the dawn to know what the dawn would show me.

Bramble shifted on the ledge below the wall and put his breath into the morning. Through the bond it came as pressure between my shoulders, a flat hand laid there in warning, not words, never words, only sensation plain as heat. Unease. Attention turned outward, past the wall, past the yard, toward the strait. A second breath joined his, and a third, and down the ledge line the dragons of the fort woke and turned their heads the same way, and the small sounds of the yard thinned under that turning, emptied out as a room empties when a door opens somewhere else in the house.

"They are still looking," I said to the dark.

Betta Arn answered from the doorway. I had not heard her come in, which told me more about the morning than any report would have done. Betta moved like a gunner on a platform at drill, every foot placed where the work needed it and no foot wasted, and on an ordinary morning I heard her boots on the stone before she reached a door. That morning she had come barefoot or in stockings, and she kept her steps sickroom quiet, soft enough to miss on stone.

"They have been looking since the middle watch," she said. "Sorvane kept the ledge watch doubled and told the crews to strike the nets at first light as if it were a drill morning. As if a drill morning ever began with a sovereign standing in the webbing like washing."

"Is he still in them?"

"He is standing in them," she said. "That is the exact phrase. Not caught in them. Standing in them. The crews do not know whether to haul or to feed him first, so they are doing neither and pretending to mend rope."

I sat up and put my feet on the cold stone and felt the cold come up through me clean and useful. The bunk room smelled of wool and lamp oil and the tar that lived in every seam of the fort's woodwork. Outside the shutter the light had begun, grey going thin at the edges, the summer coming early and strong even at this hour. I dressed by sound as much as by touch, buckle, strap, the soft knock of my knife against the bunk's leg, and Betta waited without filling the silence, which was her kindness. She filled silences with work or with a joke, and that morning she did neither, and the not doing it said she had already understood what I was about to hear and was giving me the room to hear it myself.

We went up to the wall together by the stair that smelled of damp stone and iron railings. The yard below us was doing its morning in good order. That was the worst of it, in a way. The ledge routine ran as it always ran. Keepers moved along the cradle rows with feed buckets and spoke the round in low voices, name and ration and state, and the dragons answered with breath and with the small shifting of great bodies settling. The net crews worked the ledge posts in pairs, unreeving, coiling, shaking out the night's webbing and laying it in its bays. A cook's boy crossed the yard with a yoke of buckets and did not spill. Everything was ordinary and everything was being done by people whose eyes kept lifting, mid task, to the ledge where Thalos stood, and to the sky beyond the stacks, then dropping back to the work and lifting again, pot on the boil, checked and checked.

Thalos stood in the slack nets as a horse stands in a loose halter it could step out of. The webbing hung off the ledge posts in long catenaries and one fall of it lay across his foreleg and another across the base of his neck, and he had not pulled against either. His head was up. His eyes were open and fixed outward. When Bramble called to him, a short sound, barely a sound at all, more a breath shaped at the back of the throat, Thalos answered from the ledge with the same shaped breath, and the whole fort heard it and pretended, with one accord, that it had heard nothing at all.

"He called," Betta said beside me, very low.

"He answered," I said. "Bramble called. There is a difference and he knows it."

"Does the Wing know it?"

"The Wing knows what it can speak at a muster," I said. "This it cannot speak, so officially it did not happen."

Sorvane came along the wall with his morning face on, which was the same as his evening face, a man of fifty-two years who had made a career of letting nothing reach his features before it had reached his judgment first. He carried no paper. Nothing that mattered at the Lashings traveled on paper. He stopped a pace from us and looked out, not at Thalos first, which was discipline, but at the strait, at the water working its three beats and a drag against the wall foot, at the eleven stacks standing out of the morning haze in their line, at the empty air above them.

"Ledge cleared by seven," he said. "Nets struck and bayed. The ledge will be dressed for inspection as on any summer morning. Treth, you will take the wall watch until the supply boat makes its turn. Arn, you will report to the gun party when we go south. The platform at the Point wants its summer state read by someone who knows the work."

"Yes, sir," Betta said, in drill grammar, flat and correct.

"And the sovereign, sir?" I said.

Sorvane's gaze did not move. "There is no sovereign on my ledge, Treth. There is a dragon held under the verdict's disposition, standing in netting that will be struck at seven. If you are asking me about the air beyond the stacks, the air beyond the stacks is the strait's business."

"It was our business last night," I said.

"It was the Wing's business last night," he said. "This morning it is weather. Do you understand me?"

I understood him exactly. He was not a fool and he was not a coward. He was a commander keeping a fort ordinary on a morning when ordinariness was the only order he had left that the fort could obey without breaking. If he named what stood beyond the stacks, he would have to act on the naming, and every act available to him was a gun, a net, or a rider sent out to be answered. So he named the nets instead. He named the hour. He named the inspection. He gave the fort a morning it could perform.

"I understand, sir," I said.

"Good," he said. "Then hear the rest of it before you go up. If there is anything out there to be heard, I would rather learn it from you at the wall than from a rider at a gallop. That is not an order that will ever be spoken at a muster. It is a request from your commander on a stair."

He went down the stair and the yard took him back into its order, voice by voice, bucket by bucket.

Betta stayed. She leaned her forearms on the wall's coping where the stone was already warming, though the sun had not yet cleared the headland, and I watched her left forearm where the powder burns stippled the skin in a fine dark spray from the laying gear's flash pan, two years of platform work written small. Her hair was cut short for the guns and the morning wind found nothing in it to trouble. She ran her eyes over Thalos head to tail, a layer checking a gun she had laid herself against its marks, not admiring, assessing.

"He could walk out of that webbing sideways and never strain a seam," she said.

"He knows it," I said.

"Then why is he standing in it?"

I listened before I answered, because the answer was arriving in the order sounds arrive and I have learned, at cost, not to speak over the first of them. Under the yard's morning, under the water at the wall foot, under the rope and the kettle and the low voices, there was another sound, so far out that it sat at the edge of hearing, heat shimmer at the edge of sight over hot stone, present and not yet placeable. Wingbeats. Not one dragon's. A flight's. Slow, spaced, keeping a rhythm that was not travel rhythm. Travel has a purpose in its beat, a rise and a drive toward a place. This had the beat of oars at rest between pulls. Beat, and hold. Beat, and hold. The sound of something staying.

I counted without wanting to count, as you count stairs in the dark with your feet. One wing's beat, placed. Another, placed wider. Another beyond it. The beats did not overlap the way a flock's would. Each held its own air and its own interval, and the intervals held true against each other minute after minute, which no bred flight does without a rider's hand and a captain's voice, and no wild flight, the Wing had always said, did at all. Nine of them. Certainty came off the sound itself, rain on a roof changing its note overhead, and I had the count before I had any proof of it. Nine wings over the strait, holding station beyond the stacks, beyond the guns' honest reach, in the formation they had held the night of the verdict and every hour since, and underneath that knowledge another one was rising, slower and worse. They had held through the night. Through the middle watch. Through the dawn. Things that hold through a night are not passing.

"Because he is not the one waiting in the nets," I said at last. "He is the one being waited for. Listen past him."

Betta did not pretend to hear what she could not hear. That was her honesty and it was rarer at the Lashings than courage. She stopped instead and held a gunner's stillness, hand ready on gear that had no order yet, and she watched my face for the reading rather than the view, crew fashion, ranging hand steady over the marks.

"Tell me in order," she said. "First sound to last. The way you tell it true."

"Water first," I said. "Then our ledges waking. Then Thalos breathing, and Bramble answering him under his breath. Then, past the stacks, wings. Nine. Slow. They beat and they hold, they beat and they hold. They have been doing it since before the middle watch by the sound of them. Settled. Like gulls on a thermal over a harbor at noon, only nothing about it is noon and nothing about it is gulls. They are keeping station, Betta. Keeping it the way a fleet keeps station off a coast it means to be seen from."

"Nine," she said. "And Ondarra makes ten, wherever she is lying."

"She is at the heart of it when she flies," I said. "Now she is below my hearing. Resting on the water, or on the far stack. The nine hold without her."

"Without her," Betta repeated, and I heard the gunner in her do the work. A gun laid without its layer. A formation holding without its heart. "A crew that holds its drill without the officer calling it. That is not wild, Owen. That is not even trained. That is decided."

From the yard, the net crews began to strike the webbing off the ledge posts, working from the far end toward Thalos, coil and bay, coil and bay, the ledge routine performed in good order under Sorvane's eye. Thalos watched their hands. When the fall across his foreleg came free he lifted the foot, once, and set it down clear of the rope with a care that made the nearest crewman stop his work entirely and stand with the coil in his arms and his mouth open. Thalos folded himself down then onto the ledge stone, forelegs crossed like a cat's, head up, gaze outward past the stacks, and the crewman, after a moment, went on coiling, slower.

"They struck the nets and he thanked them by not making it matter," Betta said. "Do you hear what that does to a fort, Owen? Men can obey an order against an enemy. They cannot obey it gracefully against a guest."

"They will not be asked to obey it gracefully," I said. "They will be asked to obey it at the guns."

Her hand found the coping's edge and pressed flat, as she pressed a mark in stone. "Then the Point had better know what is holding off its coast before it lays a summer arc," she said. "And you had better be the one who says it first and says it in order, because the first telling is the one that sticks, and every officer I ever served would rather call you fanciful than call that sky what it is."

"I have been called fanciful by professionals," I said. "It has never once stopped the weather arriving."

"No," she said, and something in her loosened into the joke she used as other people used a hand on a shoulder. "Weather is rude that way. It comes whether the muster believes in it or not. Come down and eat before the boat. If you are going to ruin the Wing's summer, you should do it fed."

We ate in the cookhouse with the ledge watch coming off and the day watch going on, oat porridge and salt fish and tea strong enough to stand a spoon's ghost in, and the talk around us was the fort's talk, feed and rope and the supply boat's lateness, and under it, unspoken by every soul at the tables, the same outward turning I had felt through Bramble on the ledge. A rider two tables down turned his head toward the strait in the middle of a sentence about harness oil and finished the sentence to the window. A keeper's mate stopped with a ladle raised and listened to nothing anyone else could hear. The fort was learning to listen with its whole body, and it did not know it was learning, and I thought that Sorvane's ordinary morning was already lost and that he knew it too and was buying the fort a few hours of porridge and rope work before the knowing became official.

After the meal I took the wall watch as ordered. The supply boat made its slow turn beyond the stacks with its sail patched and its wake drawing a long clean line through the strait's working water, and the boat's crew kept their eyes on their sheets and their harbor course with a discipline that fooled no one, because the course took them wide, wider than the channel asked, wide around an air they could not see and would not cross. The nine held. The sun climbed and put bronze on the water and heat into the wall stone under my hands, and the beats came and went at their long intervals, beat and hold, beat and hold, the sound of patience with wings. Below me Thalos lay on the ledge in the sun like a king on a warm floor, penned by a verdict, guarded by nets that were already struck and bayed, and every dragon on our ledges lay or stood turned outward, toward him first and past him to the holding sky, as a congregation turns toward a door.

Betta came up at the watch's end with two mugs and stood beside me, and she never asked whether the flight held out there beyond the stacks. She set a mug down on the coping for me and drank from her own and looked out a long time, past Thalos on the ledge, past the stacks, at the empty looking air that was not empty at all.

They were not leaving, I said, and Betta, who had served the guns that were built to make them leave, looked out at the holding sky and said, no, love, they are waiting, and waiting is the one order this station has never known how to give.
Chapter 1: The Return

Betta Arn

My hands knew the morning before I did.

I woke with my fingers curled around nothing, laying a gun in my sleep, thumb hunting for the traverse wheel's spoke and finding blanket, and I lay in the narrow bunk in the Lashings' rider quarters and ran my morning check, layer's order, hands, breath, light, before any shoot began. Charge. Crew. Arc. Weather. The weather came first through the shutter, summer arriving early over the strait, light the color of hot bronze laid thin, and with it the smell of tar softening on the racks down by the harbor wall and stone warming through the fort's bones. Charge was somebody else's problem until the Point. Crew was Flight Six, what was left of us in one place, scattered between this fort and the road south. Arc was the thing I did not let myself finish thinking until I was upright and dressed and had my boots on stone.

Cinder was awake on the ledge. I felt her through the bond as sensation only, a warmth along my forearms and a restlessness in my hands that was hers, not mine. A hoist cable hums in your palms before the load moves, and my palms had that hum in them that morning. She was turned outward. They were all turned outward. I dressed fast, leathers over shirt, hair scraped back and cut short enough that it asked nothing of me, and I went out into the yard with the other riders coming out of their doors in twos and threes, all of us moving at the pace of people who have heard a bell that has not rung.

The yard was full of the morning's work already stalled. The ledge routine had started and stopped, started and stopped, drill rhythm under a ranging hand calling check after check. Keepers stood with feed buckets grounded at their feet. The cradle rows ran the length of the ledge under the wall, dragon by dragon, and every dragon in them had its head up and out, toward the strait, toward the far stacks, and the keepers were looking where their charges looked, because a keeper who ignores a dragon's attention is a keeper looking for a new trade.

Riley Callahan stood at the yard's center with her weight even and her head up, listening with her whole body. I knew that stance. Half the Wing knew that stance by now. She was listening down the resonance to Rowan, or to what was left of the road between them since Ondarra rose riderless and tore it thin, and her face held a gunner's held breath, quiet, composed, waiting for an order that had not come. Beside me Owen Treth came down the stair from the wall with his head turned a fraction toward the strait, as it always turned toward the first sound in a room, and his ears were red at the rims, not from lying. From listening so hard it cost him.

"She is coming in," he said, not loud. He did not mean Riley. "Not holding anymore. Coming in. I can hear the beat change."

"You are certain," I said. It was not a question and he heard it as not a question.

"Beat and drive now. Beat and drive. And the nine are moving with her, in their places. First sound is her. Second is the flight dressing around her. Third is our own ledges answering before anyone has given them leave to answer."

A ranging glass earns belief when it settles true, and Owen had settled true, so I believed him without another look through any glass. Owen heard in order and reported in order and had never once dressed a hearing up to please an officer or a friend. My hands itched for a wheel, for iron, for work with a known weight, because the sky was about to do a thing the Wing had no drill for and my trade had taught my body that the answer to any sky was a laid gun and a seated charge.

"Hands off the platform," I said to the two gunner's mates who had drifted toward the fort's small harbor gun as if proximity to iron were a form of sense. "That piece is laid for the channel and nothing else, and nobody lays, loads, or so much as chalks a mark this morning without Aske's word spoken to your face. Is that understood in drill grammar?"

"Understood, Arn," the older one said, and took his hand off the carriage like a man waking up.

"Good. Then be useful. Buckets up. Feed your ledges. A dragon that has been fed behaves like a garrison. A dragon that has not behaves like an opinion."

They moved. Work moved around them. A platform's quiet is a crew quiet, hands busy and voices low, and a yard's quiet is the same law in a bigger room, and I put my own hands to work because I am not immune to my own orders. I hauled a feed bucket to Cinder's cradle and set it down and stood with my palm flat on her warm foreleg while she ate without once lowering her head properly, chewing and watching the strait over the bucket's rim, and the bond gave me her attention as a pull behind my eyes, outward, outward.

Oda Rehn had come up from the Point on the supply boat in the night, surgeon to half the coast and plainspoken to all of it, a woman of fifty-two who carried her kit like a gunner carried a tool roll, by long habit and exact placement. She found Riley at the yard's center under a sky that had not yet made up its mind, and she did not waste the moment on courtesy. I was close enough to hear every word, which Oda intended. A surgeon stating a fact in a yard states it for the yard.

"Listen to me once, because I will say it once and then I will write nothing down and neither will you," Oda said. "The resonance between you and Cade is at its thinned edge. What Ondarra's rising tore, it tore. You will have direction. You will have distress, his if he is in it, yours carried to him the same. At any distance anyone has measured, that much holds. What does not hold is full sensation, not at a league, not at a mile, not until your dragons are in the same air again. Do not spend yourself listening for what the bond cannot carry. Do not mistake the thinness for a failure in either of you. It is a torn thing, and torn things carry what they carry."

Riley's face did not change. Her hand did. It opened at her side and closed again, slowly, as a hand does over a rail when the load shifts. "Direction and distress," she said. "That is enough to fly on."

"It is enough to be a captain on," Oda said. "It is not enough to be a wife on, and I am sorry for the saying of it, and I will not unsay it."

"You never unsay anything," Riley said. "It is why the coast trusts you with a knife."

"Then trust me with this too. If he is hurt, you will know. If he is lost, you will know the direction of the losing. Spend the summer on what can still be done with that, and let the rest wait for the same air."

Oda moved on to the ledges, to a keeper with a bitten hand and no patience for his own blood, and Riley stood alone in the yard's center for one breath with her eyes on the northern road that Rowan was not on, and then she was a captain again, calling the watch in a voice that carried without effort.

"All riders to their dragons. All crews to their stations, guns cold. Nobody loads. Nobody lays. This fort will watch what the sky does with its hands visible and its engines silent. Sorvane's word and mine."

I went to Cinder and put my forehead for one moment against the warm scale above her eye ridge, and her breath moved my hair, and under my own breathing I felt the fort settle into watching as a crew settles into the last of a drill, every person placed, every hand where an officer could see it.

Then the sky over the strait stopped being empty.

Owen heard it first, of course. His head came around fully for once, not a fraction, the whole turn, and the yard followed his face as iron follows a lodestone. I heard it a breath later, not the sound first but the change in the ledges, ninety breaths catching along the cradle rows, and then the sound itself arrived, wingbeats in a cadence that raised the hair on my forearms under the powder burns. Great wings. Placed wings. A formation coming in over the water at a height that put it above the stacks and below the summer cloud, flying the way a fleet sails, in order, with intervals kept.

Ondarra came at the head of the nine in full view of the Lashings.

She was green grey as deep water and vast in a way that made the fort's own dragons look like a harbor looks next to the sea that owns it. Her wings took the bronze light and threw it. She flew at the formation's heart and point both, which no bred dragon flies, because a bred dragon flies where a rider's hands and a captain's voice put it, at the wing or in the van or in the slot the drill assigns. Ondarra flew where she chose, and the nine flew around her choosing, each sovereign in its station, distances kept with a precision that belonged to things that had agreed, not things that had been taught. I have laid guns on formations for two years. A seated charge tells its shape to my fingers in the dark, and a drilled sky tells me its shape just as plainly, interval by interval, no eyes required. That sky was not drilled. That sky was consented, and the difference went through me like a change in the weather of my own blood.

"Hold your stations," Riley called, and no one had moved. She called it anyway, because the form mattered. "Guns cold. I say again, guns cold."

Thalos answered from the ledge.

He had lain all morning in the sun where the struck nets had left him, penned by the verdict's disposition, a dragon held by law on a ledge he could have left in any hour he chose. Now he rose, and the ledge routine scattered respectfully out of his way, keepers and buckets and all, and he stood to his full height with the summer light on him and he called. It was not a challenge and it was not a cry for release. I have heard dragons call in alarm, in hunger, in the mate flight's fury, in pain on a winter ledge. This was a greeting in a grammar older than the Wing, a sovereign on a ledge answering a sovereign in the air, call and posture together, head high, wings half lifted and held, the whole of him offered to the sky's attention like a gun laid true on its mark and waiting for the word.

Ondarra's head turned in flight. She answered. The sound went over the water and over the fort and through the stone under my boots, and the ledges took it up, not in chorus, which would have been bred behavior, but in sequence, dragon answering dragon down the cradle rows in their own times, gun answering gun down a platform, each crew firing on its own readiness and no crew waiting for another.

"God in heaven," the young keeper beside Cinder's cradle said, to no one. "He called like a free one. He is in nets' reach of a cell and a posting and he called like the sky was his parish."

"He is a free one," I said, before I could price the sentence. "The law has him. The calling is his. Those are two different facts and this fort had better learn to hold them separately, because the summer is going to test the seam."

Cinder shifted under my hand and called too, short and low, a bred dragon answering with a bred dragon's smaller grammar, and the bond gave me her awe plain as heat and her grief plain as cold, both at once, and my eyes stung with it in the wind off the strait.

Ondarra led the nine in a long circuit of the strait that brought them across the Lashings' front at the exact distance where respect and range are the same number. She did not cross toward the fort. She did not retreat toward the open sea. She showed the coast her formation as a captain shows a harbor her fleet at anchor review, unhurried, complete, and then she brought them down, one by one in their order, onto the far stacks and the water rocks beyond the guns' honest reach, settling in the sun with their wings folding in sequence like sails being handed down a line of ships.

The last of them settled. The strait went quiet in a new way, fuller than the morning's quiet, a quiet with tenants. Thalos lay down again on his ledge facing them, forelegs crossed, and did not call again, because the conversation had been completed and he was, in every particular that mattered, a courteous prisoner.

Owen stood beside me with his face turned to the stacks. "They are staying," he said. "That is not a raid's shape and it is not a migration's shape. Listen to them settle. Gulls, then water, then wing, then stone taking weight. They are making a camp of the air out there."

"They are making a court of it," I said. My throat was dry. "And every dragon we own has just watched a penned dragon greet it like an equal and be answered like a king. You cannot drill that out of a ledge, Owen. You cannot chalk it off a wall."

"No," he said. "You cannot."

Sorvane came down into the yard with his inspection face on and read the fort its morning as if the sky had not changed, postings and feed and the supply boat's turn, and the fort obeyed him with its eyes up, exactly as it had the day before, and I understood that obedience was now a performance both sides were giving each other while the real allegiance of the place quietly moved house. I went back to Cinder and finished her feed and checked her harness with my hands in the buckles and straps, hand over hand as the work asks, and my hands were steady, gunner's hands, and my heart was not steady at all, because I had laid the first gun's arc at the Point in my training year and served the machines that were built to keep this sky empty, and the sky had just filled itself in formation and sat down in the sun to be looked at.

Before the circuit ended I did the gunner's work nobody had ordered, because hands that have served a platform cannot watch a sky professionally without pricing it. I counted intervals by ranging hand measure, no numbers spoken aloud, only the body's tally, wing to wing, station to station, and I put Cinder's ledge and Thalos's ledge and the fort's small harbor gun into the same picture my training had built for me at seventeen. The nine held outside our honest reach, yes. They also held inside a larger truth. If the Point sent its summer arcs down this coast as it had already cut them at Daggerpoint, the arcs would be laid to meet a sky that had just shown us it could choose its distance to the inch. A gun can be laid true and still be laid on yesterday.

Riley found me at Cinder's cradle while the keepers were settling the ledges for the midday feed. "You are doing platform work in your head," she said. "I can see it from the yard. It sits on you the way a harness sits, in the shoulders first."

"I am doing honesty in my head," I said. "It is heavier."

"Then say it in order, gunner. First fact to last."

"First fact, they flew a formation no drill teaches. Second, Thalos answered as an equal and was answered as one. Third, our own ledges answered in sequence, of their own accord, and no officer called it and no officer could have stopped it short of the guns. Last fact, Captain, is that this fort fed its dragons and stood its watch and did all of it facing outward, toward them, and I do not think the Wing owns the direction this coast faces anymore."

Riley looked out at the stacks where the sovereigns were settling into the sun. "Hold that honesty where I can find it," she said. "The summer is going to ask for it at worse hours than this one."

Ondarra folded her wings on the far stack like a queen taking a seat nobody had offered her, and every dragon on our ledges turned toward her the way iron turns, and I understood that the Wing had spent forty years building guns against the wrong direction.
Chapter 2: The Summer Terms

Owen Treth

The muster yard at Daggerpoint sounded wrong from the road.

I heard it before we crested the last rise south of the Point, the coast watch riding in pairs with the summer already hot on the stone. First came the wind off the strait, working the dry grass at the road's edge. Then harness, leather and iron in rhythm. Then Bramble's breathing under me, steady, and Cinder's beyond him where Betta rode at the pair's shoulder. Then, under all of it, the yard itself arrived last in my hearing, a deep note coming slow through a wall, and the yard was too quiet for a muster morning. A muster yard at full voice is a market of sounds, boots and buckles and low orders and dragons shifting on ledges above it, all of it braided. This yard had gaps in it. I could hear men not talking. I could hear a whole station listening for a voice it had not heard yet and arranging itself around the place where the voice would stand.

"He is here already," I said.

Betta did not ask who. "How do you know?"

"A yard makes a shape for its commander the way water makes a shape for a stone. This one has made a shape for a bigger stone. Also the guns are cold and I can hear seven crews breathing like men at a wedding where they disapprove of the match."

"Seven crews is the platform at full muster," she said. "If Thane has called the guns' crews in to hear the summer terms, then the terms concern the guns."

"And the person who laid their first arc," I said.

Her hand tightened on her rein, once, and loosened. "Then let us go and hear my price spoken properly. I would rather hear it in his voice than in a relay's."

We came down into Daggerpoint in good order, coast watch pairs, and the fort took us in with its gates open and its ledges full, dragons along every cradle row in the summer light, and above the yard the Marshal's tower with its windows shuttered against the heat, and on the muster ground the flights stood in their summer order with their riders at their dragons' shoulders, ninety and more souls in the yard by the sound of the breathing alone. At the yard's head stood the herald's place, and beside it, still as weather before it chooses a direction, stood Silas Thane.

He was forty-nine years old and carried his years with a well-kept gun's economy, nothing wasted, nothing loose on him anywhere. Plain dark coat despite the heat. Hands at his sides. He looked at the sky first when we entered, not at the riders, not at the flights. I have seen him at musters since I was a boy listening from the wall. He always looked at the sky first. The sky was his parish. The riders were its furniture.

Alun Prew stood in the herald's place with his narrow frame straight and his voice, when it came, would be out of all proportion to the man, as it always was. He spoke the muster open in the form, flight by flight, and the yard answered in the form, and then Thane himself stepped forward one pace, and the last of the yard's small sounds went out of it like a tide going off a flat.

"I will speak the summer's terms myself," Thane said. His voice was conversational and it carried to the gates, because the yard had been built by generations who understood that an order is a sound before it is anything else. "The coast has seen a choosing's beginning, though it does not yet know the word for what it saw. The Wing will meet the summer in order. Hear the postings."

He spoke them courteously, one by one, instruments laid out on a cloth in order, each word set down where the next hand could find it. Flight Six to the coast watch and the platform, its riders to ride the road and the harbor parishes and to keep the ledges of this fort. The summer roster, spoken aloud by the herald after him, flight by flight and dragon by dragon, Hask and Kite and Tern and Bramble and Cinder named into postings that covered the coast road, the harbor walls, the tower watch, the pens' escort, everything, I heard, except the air. The roster posted Flight Six everywhere a rider could be useful on the ground or at a harbor's edge, and nowhere at all in the sky it had been bred and trained to hold. My own posting was spoken plainly. Coast watch, with Arn. Bramble to fly the pair's work at the watch's need, low and along the coast, as the watch required. Even that allowance sounded measured, a ration of sky in an order that was otherwise a closing of hands.

"And the matter of custody outstanding from the spring," Thane said, in the same voice, as if custody were a stores report. "Betta Arn's custody is converted, as of this muster, to platform duty under Captain Dain Aske, at the guns of this fort, until the Marshal speaks otherwise. The conversion is generous and it is conditional. Let the record the yard carries in its memory hold it exactly: her freedom is a form my office can revise at any muster."

There it was, her price, in one administrative sentence, spoken kindly and completely. I felt Bramble's attention sharpen through the bond, sensation only, a tightening behind my ribs. On the far side of the yard Betta stood at Cinder's shoulder in the ranks of Flight Six and her face showed nothing at all, which I had learned was the expression she wore when a thing had gone through her like a charge through a barrel, straight and at speed.

"Flight Six hears and holds," Ilse Varma said for the flight, because someone had to answer in form, and the yard breathed again.

Thane was not done. "The platform will be walked," he said. "Captains, with me. The summer's arcs are laid and the platform's state will be seen by the riders who must trust it."

We went up to the gun platform by the broad stair, captains and Flight Six's leads and the guns' own officers, with the heat coming off the stone in visible waves by nine of the morning. The platform in summer is a place that teaches you its terms through your boots. Stone hot through leather. Arc marks cut and chalked in their fan across the platform's face, each gun's registered sweep bitten into the rock and whitened so a layer could read her arc at a glance in any light. Smell of gun grease and hot stone and chalk dust, laid over the sea's salt at the platform's edge. The charge hoists stood at the rear of each gun with their falls coiled in bays neat as rope work on a ship. A crew of seven to each gun, layer and ranging hand and hoist party and brake, the drill's family, standing to their engines as we walked.

The arcs were wrong. I heard Betta know it before I saw it, in her breath. A crew's breathing changes when the Marshal passes its engine, and hers changed on that pattern, only deeper and closer to the bone. Her hand went out and down, flat, onto the stone at the first gun's carriage, onto a cut that shone bright against the older marks around it. New cuts. Fresh chalk. The repainted arcs ran wider than the spring's arcs, wider than any summer's arcs I had ever seen walked, and their fan did not stop at the channel or the strait's honest water. The new cuts ran up. They ran onto the ledges. Our ledges. The places where Wing dragons stood and slept, where Bramble stood, where Cinder stood, were inside the first gun's new summer arc, marked and chalked and registered in fresh bright lines in the stone.

"Captain Aske," Thane said, mildly, from the platform rail. "The arcs."

"The summer arcs are laid as ordered, Marshal," Aske said. He was forty-seven and a professional to his bones, and his voice stayed in drill grammar, conversational, exact. "Each gun's sweep as registered. Bearings checked at dawn. The ledges are within the platform's summer arcs by the registration. Crews stand to their engines at readiness in all respects save loading, which awaits your word."

"And the first gun?" Thane said.

"The first gun is laid by its own layer's hand," Aske said, and looked, despite himself, at Betta, whose hand was still flat on the new cut. "Arn laid the first of these arcs in her training year, and her crew serves the gun still. The summer repaint follows the old laying's truth and extends it as ordered."

Betta spoke then, in drill grammar, because the platform allows no other grammar and she was, whatever else the summer made of her, a gunner of this platform. "The extension crosses the ledge line, Marshal. The old laying bore on the strait. The new cuts bear on the fort."

"The new cuts bear where the summer requires, Arn," Thane said, courteously. "If a dragon of this fort is ever the summer's requirement, the platform will not be found unready. That is not a threat spoken to this yard. It is a registration spoken to this stone. You of all my gunners understand the difference. A gun laid is not a gun fired. You taught this coast that distinction yourself, in the spring, at some cost to us both."

"I taught it standing by," Betta said. "Not standing over our own ledges."

"You are on platform duty, not in custody," Thane said. "The distinction is also yours to keep. See that your crew keeps its drill, and its drill will keep you."

He turned from the rail and walked the platform's length, gun by gun, crew by crew, unhurried, asking each layer her bearing in the drill's own words, hearing each report, his eyes on the arcs and the sky by turns and never once on the stone at his feet. The crews answered well. Of course they answered well. They were the best served guns on the coast, and Betta's old crew at the first engine answered best of all, and I stood at the platform's edge with my head turned to the platform's sounds, and under the voices, when the Marshal passed the first gun, the sound I had ridden down from the road already knowing I would hear. The first gun's crew, seven people who had served together two years and more, changed their breathing all at once, not a gasp, nothing so crude, a held note in seven throats.

Betta kept her hand flat on the stone through all of it, palm down on the bright new cut, as if she were taking the platform's temperature through the mark her trade had made. When Thane had passed, she lifted it, and chalk dust whitened her palm in the cut's exact shape.

"You heard them," she said to me, low, at the platform's edge, where the wind took words apart for anyone farther off than a pace.

"I hear everything," I said. "It is my curse and my posting."

"Then hear this in order too, listener. I laid the first arc of that gun when I was seventeen and believed the stone was honest. The stone has not learned to lie to anybody yet. It shows exactly where the gun will go. It is the hand that ordered the cutting I no longer believe. Remember the breathing, Owen. Seven people. When the summer asks its question, the answer is already in that sound."

"I will remember it first," I said. "Before the words. Before anything."

The muster did not release us all at once. Thane kept the captains at the yard's head for the summer's lesser speakings, stores and postings and the Elsport negotiation's cover story, which he gave us himself in the same courteous register. Elsport, a hundred and twenty miles south, was to be told that the Wing's summer disposition was a precaution of state, a concentration for negotiation, nothing to do with dragons choosing fisher girls in northern harbors. I listened to the shape of it as I listen to weather systems, front behind front. The cover story was not a lie exactly. It was an ordering of true sounds with the loudest one left out, and I had grown up in a house where leaving the loudest sound out of a telling was how grown men started the quarrels that ended with someone sleeping in a barn.

Betta was kept for the platform party. I was kept for the watch. Between the two keepings we were given ten minutes in the gun house doorway where the chalk wall lived, twenty-three marks cut and chalked in the stone beside the door, one for every sovereign the guns had killed in twenty years, kept by the gunners themselves in a custom no officer had ever ordered and no officer had ever dared to strike out. Betta stood in the doorway and looked at the marks without touching them.

"Twenty-three," she said. "I can name the mornings of more of those than I will say today. My crew keeps this wall. Fresh chalk every spring. Nobody speaks it at muster, because the muster has its own memory and this is ours. When I was seventeen I thought the wall was a score. At twenty-four I think it is a debt being kept by the only people honest enough to chalk it where they eat."

"The nine out there know this wall exists?" I asked.

"They know what twenty years of summer shoots cost their kind," she said. "Whether any dragon counts in marks, I cannot say. Owen, when Thane walked past the first gun, did you hear Aske?"

"I heard his boots stop half a pace short of the gun's wheel," I said. "I heard him not give the loading order the drill expected after a Marshal's inspection. I heard a captain leave a silence where an order belonged and let the Marshal fill it or not."

"He left it," Betta said. "Aske is not a brave man in the ballad sense. He is a precise man. A precise man leaving a silence in the drill is a kind of testimony. Remember that too, in order."

"I remember everything in order," I said. "It is the rest of the Wing that remembers in the order it prefers."

Afterward Dain Aske himself found me at the platform stair, out of the Marshal's sight and in the wind, and asked me, with a professional's awkwardness, whether coast watch riders filed their hearings by spoken report at the tower in the old form or whether the summer had changed the filing. I told him the form had not changed. He nodded as if I had confirmed something larger. "Then file this hearing too, Treth, when your watch reports," he said. "The first gun's crew stood to its engine today and served its inspection without a fault. Whatever else the summer writes about that crew, let the record the yard carries hold that first. They are good people at a hard engine. I would have it remembered in order."

"It will be," I said, and he went back up to his guns, and I understood that the platform's officers were already composing, each in his own grammar, the accounts they intended to survive the summer with.

On the road back to our quarters Betta walked the platform one more time in words, gun by gun, as a layer walks a shoot she intends to survive. "Second gun's arc stops short of the tower," she said. "Third gun covers the harbor stairs. The first gun covers everything a frightened office could dream of, including its own fort. If the summer ever gives the order those cuts are waiting for, the first shot of it will be fired by my old crew, off my old laying, extended by a hand I do not know. That is the part I cannot get my hands steady around, Owen. Not the danger. The authorship."

"Then let the coast hear the authorship correctly," I said. "First sound, your laying at seventeen, which bore on the strait. Second sound, the spring, when you stood by. Third sound, this morning's chalk, which is not yours. In that order, the authorship is plain, and anyone who hears it in order will know whose hand is whose."

She walked a while in silence beside the horses. "You make a sacrament of sequence, listener," she said at last. "God help the office that tries to lie to you in the wrong order."

The Marshal walked the platform the way weather walks a coast, without hurry and without once looking down, and Betta's hand stayed flat on the new cut in the stone, and I heard her crew hold its breath in seven places at once, and knew the guns had just been laid on all of us.
Chapter 3: The Choosing at Netholm

Betta Arn

Netholm harbor at working hours was a drill I already knew by heart, and my hands approved of it before the rest of me had finished waking.

We had ridden down the coast road thirty miles from the Point in the summer's early heat, Flight Six's coast watch in pairs, and come into the parish from the north road with the sea light opening on three sides of us at once. Netholm always opened sudden and total, harbor and racks and roofs all lit together, and that morning kept the parish's old habit. The harbor wall curved around water the color of beaten bronze. Above the wall, stepped up the slope in their long rows, stood the drying racks, timber frames taller than a man and strung with nets and split fish in the summer's curing, and the whole parish moved among them at its work. Net lofts along the quay with their doors open and their floors deep in coiled line. Boats at their moorings knocking softly, hull to hull, in the harbor's small chop. Smell of tar and fish oil and salt, laid over the sweet stink of the curing racks. Gulls in the rigging of everything, complaining in shifts.

Owen went quiet beside me at the harbor wall's end, which in Owen meant the opposite of quiet. His head turned through its fractions, reading Netholm by its sounds, a platform read by its marks and nothing skipped.

"Working harbor," he said. "Nets first. Then the racks' timber ticking in the heat. Then voices, low, the way people talk when the work is in their hands. Nobody here is watching the sky, Betta. That is the remarkable thing. For six days the whole coast has been watching the sky, and this parish has gone on mending nets."

"They fish under that sky," I said. "Watching it does not fill a rack. Besides, the Gullwife fished these waters for forty years and came home spring after spring, and a parish takes its courage from its own. Where is she moored, the Gullwife's boat?"

"Home and fishing, by the harbor talk," Owen said. "Her anchorage stands empty because she is out on the morning tide, not because she is gone. One of the rack men said it to the boy as we passed. She is home and fishing. He said it the way you report weather that has improved."

"Good," I said, and meant it out of proportion, because somewhere in the spring's wreckage the Gullwife had become a fixed point in my personal drill, a person the war had not managed to move, and I needed the summer to leave a few fixed points standing.

We set the watch's work in the parish's sight, which was the watch's work. Owen walked the point beyond the harbor wall where the net crates were stacked in their weather grey towers, fish crates and net crates and tarred line by the bale, and began, without asking anyone's permission and without
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