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For	the	ones	who	have	kept	the	fortress	standing

long	after	they	forgot	what	they	were	protecting	inside	it.

	

And	for	anyone	whose	name	has	ever	been	called

across	a	vast	dark

by	someone	who	just	wanted	to	know	where	to	find	you.
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The	wards	were	built	to	hold	what	was	too	dangerous	to	destroy.

No	one	asked	the	holder’s	permission.

	

—	Third	Warden’s	marginalia,	Citadel	Archive,	Vault	Seven,	Folio	31

Chapter	1
Elara	Thorne

The	robes	were	too	large	again.

I	stood	before	the	mirror	in	the	Warden’s	quarters	and	pulled	the	fabric	at	the	waist	where	Brenna	had
taken	it	in	twice	already,	where	the	stitching	held	the	ghost	of	a	broader	frame.	The	head	Warden	had
been	a	tall	man,	wide	in	the	shoulders,	and	his	ceremonial	robe	hung	on	me	like	a	document	filed	in	the
wrong	drawer.	I	tugged	the	sash	tighter.	The	cloth	settled	into	something	that	could	pass	for	authority	if
no	one	looked	too	closely.

No	one	ever	looked	too	closely.	That	was	the	arrangement.

I	left	the	quarters	at	the	sixth	bell,	as	the	old	Wardens	had	done.	The	corridor	outside	was	dark,	lit	only	by
the	faint	blue-white	tracery	of	the	Seals	that	ran	in	geometric	veins	through	the	stone	walls.	As	I	stepped
forward,	the	ward-glow	brightened	ahead	of	me	and	dimmed	behind,	the	fortress	tracking	my	movement
the	way	a	document	tracks	an	archivist’s	eye,	attentive,	constant,	without	opinion.

Two	spirit-constructs	waited	at	the	junction	where	the	residential	corridor	met	the	main	arterial	passage.
They	were	my	escort,	though	I	had	not	summoned	them.	Tall	shapes	of	compressed	light	and	geometric
precision,	their	outlines	sharpened	as	I	approached,	faceless	heads	tilting	toward	me	in	what	might	have
been	greeting	or	might	have	been	assessment.	I	had	stopped	trying	to	distinguish	between	the	two.

“Good	morning,”	I	said.

The	constructs	did	not	respond.	They	fell	into	step	behind	me,	their	movement	soundless	on	the	stone.	I
walked	the	measured	stride	the	head	Warden	had	used,	heel	to	toe,	unhurried,	a	pace	designed	to
communicate	that	the	person	walking	it	had	nowhere	to	be	except	exactly	where	they	were	going.	I	had
practiced	this	walk	in	the	archive	corridors	at	three	in	the	morning	until	my	calves	ached,	counting	steps
against	the	rhythm	I	remembered	from	following	him	through	these	halls	when	I	carried	his	ink	and
parchment.

The	Warden’s	Study	opened	before	I	reached	the	door.	The	wards	sensed	my	intention,	or	my	proximity,
or	something	in	the	bond	I	could	not	parse,	and	the	heavy	oak	panels	swung	inward	on	silent	hinges.
Inside,	the	morning	light	came	through	the	floor-to-ceiling	windows	in	pale	grey	sheets,	catching	the
Ashenmere	range	in	the	blue	half-dark	before	dawn.	The	desk	was	enormous,	built	for	a	man	who	had
governed	a	fortress-nation	for	four	decades,	who	had	read	at	this	desk	and	written	at	this	desk	and	died
somewhere	between	this	desk	and	his	bed	on	a	night	I	could	not	remember	clearly	and	could	not	forget.

I	sat.	The	chair	was	too	large.	The	desk	was	too	wide.	The	pressed	ashenmere	flower	in	its	glass	vial	on
the	corner	was	the	only	object	in	the	room	I	had	put	there	on	purpose,	and	I	touched	the	glass	as	I	did
each	morning.	A	ritual.	The	stem	was	silver-white,	the	petals	thin	as	parchment,	preserved	by	a	First-
Circle	stasis	seal	I	had	inscribed	myself.	It	smelled	faintly	of	mineral	and	frost	through	the	glass.	I	had
taken	it	from	his	study	the	day	after	the	Unraveling,	and	some	mornings	it	was	the	only	thing	in	this	room
I	recognized	as	mine.

The	dispatches	waited	in	three	stacks.	Brenna	organized	them	by	urgency:	immediate	on	the	left,	routine
in	the	center,	informational	on	the	right.	I	began	with	the	left	stack,	as	the	old	Wardens	had	done.

A	border	skirmish	in	the	Ashenmere	foothills.	Two	settlements	reporting	unusual	wildlife	movement:
animals	migrating	away	from	the	eastern	range,	which	could	mean	geological	instability	or	degrading
Fifth-Circle	terrain	wards	in	that	sector.	I	wrote	two	notes	in	the	margin.	Send	constructs	to	inspect	the
eastern	ward-net.	Cross-reference	with	the	maintenance	logs	from	the	Third	Warden’s	tenure;	she	had
documented	a	similar	pattern	two	centuries	ago.	I	knew	the	archive	location	without	checking.	Vault
seven,	shelf	thirty-one,	folios	bound	in	red	thread.

A	supply	request	from	Thornhaven.	Standard	provisions	for	the	winter	stocks.	I	approved	it,	stamped	the
Warden’s	seal	(the	ring	on	the	chain	around	my	neck,	pressed	into	warm	wax),	and	set	the	document



aside.

A	communication	from	the	Covenant	Kingdoms.	The	third	this	month.	Lord-Envoy	Theron	Gale	of	the
Windmarch	Compact	was	requesting	a	formal	audience	to	discuss	“mutual	defense	interests	and	the
strengthening	of	ties	between	the	Citadel	and	its	valued	neighbors.”	I	read	the	phrasing	twice.	Valued
neighbors.	The	Covenant	Kingdoms	had	spent	three	centuries	positioning	themselves	as	the	Citadel’s
peers	while	depending	on	its	wards	to	keep	the	continent	from	tearing	itself	apart.	The	phrasing	was
diplomatic	architecture.	I	could	read	the	load-bearing	walls	and	the	decorative	facades.

I	approved	the	audience	request.	I	had	no	reason	to	refuse,	and	the	old	Wardens	had	maintained
Covenant	relations	through	carefully	managed	accessibility.	I	wrote	in	the	margin.	Prepare	the	secondary
audience	chamber.	Third-Circle	environmental	wards	active.	Full	construct	escort.	Standard	diplomatic
welcome.	Review	archived	records	of	Windmarch	Compact	engagements,	Vault	twelve,	shelf	eight.

The	routine	stack	held	nothing	that	required	the	Warden.	Maintenance	schedules.	Kitchen	inventories.	A
request	from	a	junior	scribe	for	access	to	the	lower	archive	levels.	I	signed	the	access	form	and	paused
with	the	pen	above	the	parchment.

The	junior	scribe’s	name	was	Maren	Fold.	She	had	been	two	years	behind	me	in	the	archival
apprenticeship.	I	remembered	her	handwriting,	small	and	precise,	the	loops	of	her	letters	consistent	in	a
way	that	suggested	she,	too,	had	practiced	until	the	pen	moved	without	thought.	I	remembered	helping
her	index	the	Third	Circle	Seal	manuals	in	the	western	stacks,	our	shoulders	touching	in	the	narrow	aisle,
the	smell	of	old	ink	and	binding	glue	and	the	warmth	of	another	person	near	enough	to	hear	breathing.

The	memory	rose	without	the	grief	that	should	have	followed.

I	felt	it	approach,	the	ache	of	recognition,	the	weight	of	loss	that	comes	from	remembering	someone	you
were	before	you	became	what	you	are	now,	and	then	the	dampening	intervened.	A	cold	pressure	behind
my	sternum.	The	feeling	reached	its	peak	and	was	flattened,	smoothly,	completely,	like	a	wave	hitting	a
wall	built	below	the	waterline.	The	wall	was	invisible.	The	wave	was	real.	The	wave	was	gone.

I	set	the	pen	down.	My	hands	were	steady.	They	were	always	steady	now.

I	moved	to	the	informational	stack.	Intelligence	reports	from	the	Citadel’s	far-seeing	network,	spirit-
constructs	stationed	at	distances	of	three	hundred	miles	in	every	direction,	reporting	through	the
communication	relays	embedded	in	the	ward-lattice.	The	reports	were	condensed	by	Brenna	into
summaries	I	could	cross-reference	against	the	archived	intelligence	patterns.

The	Radiant	See	was	moving	troops	in	measured	numbers.	The	summary	estimated	two	companies	of
temple	guard	repositioned	along	the	disputed	southern	approach,	with	supply	wagons	suggesting	a
sustained	presence	rather	than	a	march.	The	See	had	not	threatened	the	Citadel	directly	in	sixty	years,
but	the	troop	movements	had	increased	since	the	Unraveling.	The	See’s	Hierophants	had	been	watching.
They	had	felt	the	ward-network	destabilize	when	the	Wardens	died,	felt	it	resettle	when	the	bond	chose
me.	They	knew.	The	continent’s	most	powerful	fortress	now	answered	to	a	twenty-three-year-old	scribe
who	had	been	copying	ledgers	the	night	the	world	ended.

I	read	the	report	again.	I	wrote	in	the	margin.	Increase	far-seeing	construct	density	on	the	southern
approach.	Report	frequency	from	daily	to	twice-daily.	Cross-reference	with	the	See’s	diplomatic	dispatch;
their	audience	request	may	correlate	with	the	troop	positioning.

The	See’s	diplomatic	dispatch	was	in	the	informational	stack.	Hierophant	Soren	Vellis	had	requested,
through	the	appropriate	channels,	a	formal	delegation	to	the	Pale	Citadel.	The	language	was	courteous,
measured,	liturgical.	The	See	wished	to	“reaffirm	the	bonds	of	respectful	coexistence	between	the
Undying	Flame	and	the	Wardkeepers	of	the	Ashenmere.”	The	Wardkeepers.	A	deliberate	anachronism.
The	Wardens	had	not	called	themselves	that	in	two	centuries.	The	See	used	the	old	name	because	the	old
name	reduced	the	Citadel	to	a	function:	keepers	of	wards.	Custodians.	Not	sovereign.	Not	powerful.
Useful,	in	the	way	a	lock	is	useful,	until	you	decide	to	open	the	door	yourself.

I	set	the	dispatch	aside	without	annotation.	There	was	nothing	to	write	in	the	margin	that	the	dispatch	did
not	already	say.

By	the	eighth	bell,	I	had	processed	forty-three	documents,	issued	seven	orders,	approved	four	requests,
and	denied	one,	a	merchant	caravan	seeking	to	store	goods	in	the	lower	gatehouse,	which	I	refused
because	the	lower	gatehouse	wards	were	keyed	to	military	stores	and	I	did	not	want	a	civilian	presence
testing	the	sensitivity	of	seals	I	did	not	fully	understand.

The	constructs	had	rotated.	The	morning	pair	withdrew	and	a	fresh	pair	assumed	position	outside	the



study.	I	did	not	know	if	they	were	the	same	constructs	in	different	configurations	or	different	constructs
entirely.	The	wards	assigned	them.	I	had	asked	Brenna	once	if	the	constructs	had	designations,	and	she
had	looked	at	me	the	way	she	looked	at	most	of	my	questions,	with	a	patience	that	contained,	somewhere
at	its	base,	a	deep	and	specific	grief.

“The	old	Wardens	didn’t	name	them,	Warden.”

I	had	not	asked	again.

I	took	the	morning	ward-check	at	the	ninth	bell.	This	was	not	optional.	The	bond	required	it,	or	the	bond
responded	to	it,	or	I	had	decided	that	the	bond	required	it	because	performing	the	check	gave	me
something	to	do	with	the	hum	behind	my	sternum	that	never	stopped.	I	walked	the	Upper	Reaches	in	the
pattern	the	Third	Warden	had	laid	down	in	her	maintenance	journals,	north	wing	first,	then	east,	then	the
central	atrium,	then	south	and	west.	At	each	junction,	I	pressed	my	hand	to	the	wall	and	felt	the	ward-
network	pulse	through	the	stone.

The	wards	were	a	hum.	I	have	tried	to	describe	this	in	my	own	notes	and	failed.	The	sensation	arrived
beneath	hearing,	beneath	vibration,	inhabiting	a	space	between	sense	and	knowledge,	as	if	the	fortress
were	a	vast	index	and	I	could	feel	every	entry	simultaneously	without	being	able	to	read	any	single	one.
When	I	pressed	my	hand	to	the	wall,	the	hum	sharpened	and	I	could	feel	the	Seals	in	that	section,	their
Circle	and	function	and	integrity,	the	way	an	archivist	can	feel	the	binding	of	a	book	and	know	whether	it
will	hold.

The	north	wing	was	intact.	Third-Circle	environmental	wards	maintained	temperature	against	the
mountain	cold.	Second-Circle	illumination	Seals	responded	to	my	presence.	The	Fourth-Circle	detection
network	registered	movement	patterns	consistent	with	staff	and	constructs.

The	east	wing	was	intact.	The	guest	quarters	were	warded	to	Fifth-Circle	specification.	The	old	Wardens
had	ensured	that	visiting	dignitaries	slept	inside	wards	that	could	contain	a	minor	Soulfire	working,
though	no	one	had	told	the	guests	this.	I	checked	the	guest	quarter	wards	with	a	thoroughness	that
bordered	on	compulsion.	The	Covenant	envoy	would	arrive	within	a	week.	The	See’s	delegation	had	not
been	scheduled	yet,	but	it	would	come.

The	central	atrium	was	the	Citadel’s	great	open	space,	rising	seven	levels	from	the	main	entrance	to	the
vault	of	the	Upper	Reaches.	The	Seal-tracery	here	was	dense,	centuries	of	accumulated	inscriptions
layering	the	walls	in	patterns	that	glowed	brighter	than	anywhere	else	in	the	fortress.	Standing	in	the
atrium,	the	hum	was	a	chord.	I	closed	my	eyes	and	let	it	fill	me.

This	was	the	closest	I	came	to	feeling,	most	days.	The	hum	was	not	emotion,	not	sensation.	It	was
architecture,	and	architecture	was	the	only	thing	the	dampening	could	not	flatten	entirely,	because	the
architecture	was	part	of	me	now	and	the	dampening	was	part	of	the	architecture.	A	system	cannot
suppress	itself	entirely.	The	hum	remained,	and	in	the	hum,	I	found	something	I	could	not	call	comfort
because	I	could	no	longer	feel	comfort.	A	presence.	The	weight	of	a	fortress	that	had	chosen	me	for
reasons	I	could	not	name	and	did	not	deserve.

South	and	west	wings	were	intact.	The	ward-check	was	complete.

I	returned	to	the	study	and	found	Brenna	waiting	with	a	revised	staffing	manifest	and	a	cup	of	tea	that
had	gone	cold.

“You’re	three	minutes	behind	today,”	she	said.

“The	east	wing	wards	were	responding	sluggishly.	I	held	the	check	for	additional	assessment.”

“And?”

“Environmental	fluctuation.	Minor.	I’ve	scheduled	a	construct	inspection.”

Brenna	nodded.	She	was	tall,	steel-grey	hair	in	a	severe	bun,	hands	roughened	by	decades	of	maintaining
a	fortress	that	maintained	itself.	She	set	the	staffing	manifest	on	the	desk	and	picked	up	the	cold	tea.	“I’ll
bring	another.”

“You	don’t	need	to.”

“You’ve	been	awake	since	the	fourth	bell,	Warden.	You	need	the	tea.”	She	paused	at	the	door.	“You	look
tired.”

I	did	not	argue.	The	dampening	had	consumed	my	ability	to	feel	rested	two	weeks	ago,	which	meant	the
tiredness	existed	in	a	register	I	could	no	longer	access,	which	meant	I	was	tired	in	a	way	I	could	no	longer



name.	The	evidence	was	all	external,	the	shadows	under	my	eyes	that	Brenna	saw,	the	slight	tremor	in	my
writing	hand	at	the	end	of	a	long	session	that	I	corrected	before	anyone	else	noticed,	the	exhaustion	that
comes	from	performing	wakefulness	rather	than	experiencing	it.

“I’ll	review	the	staffing	changes	this	afternoon,”	I	said.

Brenna	left.	The	door	closed	behind	her.	The	room	was	silent	except	for	the	hum.

I	pulled	the	head	Warden’s	journal	from	the	drawer	where	I	kept	it.	His	handwriting	was	broad,	assured,
the	script	of	a	man	who	had	never	needed	to	practice	his	penmanship	because	authority	lived	in	his
strokes	without	effort.	I	had	been	reading	his	entries	in	chronological	order,	forty	years	of	governance
distilled	into	observations,	decisions,	and	the	occasional	personal	reflection	that	surfaced	between
administrative	notes	like	a	pressed	flower	between	pages	of	accounting.

I	turned	to	the	entry	from	three	months	before	the	Unraveling.	He	had	written	about	the	ward-network’s
annual	cycle,	the	seasonal	adjustments	required	as	the	mountain	temperatures	shifted,	and	then:

The	junior	scribe	brought	the	wrong	codex	again	today.	The	Third	Circle	manual,	when	I	requested	the
Fourth.	She	apologized	with	a	formality	that	was	almost	painful	to	witness,	so	earnest	and	precise	and
determined	to	be	adequate.	I	corrected	her	gently.	She	will	remember.	She	always	remembers.	I	suspect
she	will	know	this	archive	better	than	I	do	before	she	reaches	twenty.	A	mind	like	hers	deserves	more
than	fetching	ink,	but	the	Council	will	not	hear	of	apprenticing	a	ward-orphan	to	the	Wardcraft	track.
Tradition.	I	grow	weary	of	tradition	as	a	substitute	for	thought.

I	read	the	passage.	I	read	it	again.	The	junior	scribe.	That	was	me.	The	wrong	codex	—	I	remembered
bringing	it.	I	had	confused	the	binding	colors	in	the	low	light	of	the	archive	corridor	and	carried	the	Third
where	I	should	have	carried	the	Fourth,	and	when	he	corrected	me,	I	had	apologized	three	times	and	he
had	said,	Once	is	more	than	enough,	child.	Accuracy,	not	atonement.

I	tried	to	hear	his	voice.	The	words	were	there	—	accuracy,	not	atonement	—	but	the	voice	that	had
shaped	them	was	gone.	Not	forgotten.	Taken.	The	dampening	had	reached	into	the	place	where	his	voice
was	stored	and	flattened	the	contour,	leaving	the	words	but	removing	the	timbre,	the	warmth,	the	specific
resonance	of	a	man	who	had	said	child	without	condescension	and	enough	without	impatience.

The	grief	should	have	come.	I	felt	it	begin,	the	recognition	of	loss,	the	weight	of	absence,	the	devastation
of	losing	a	voice	you	loved,	and	the	cold	pressure	behind	my	sternum	intercepted	it.	Flattened.	Smoothed.
The	wave	broke	against	the	invisible	wall,	and	what	remained	on	the	surface	was	notation:	He	was	kind	to
me.	I	cannot	hear	him	anymore.	This	matters.	I	cannot	feel	how	much.

I	closed	the	journal.	My	hands	were	steady.

The	afternoon	passed	in	dispatches	and	decisions.	I	approved	a	ward-maintenance	schedule	for	the
eastern	settlements.	I	denied	a	request	to	excavate	an	old	watchtower	foundation	near	the	Covenant
border.	The	site	was	too	close	to	the	outer	ward	perimeter,	and	disturbing	the	soil	could	expose	buried
Seal-work	I	had	not	yet	catalogued.	I	composed	a	response	to	the	Covenant	delegation’s	advance
arrangements,	using	language	I	had	copied	from	the	head	Warden’s	diplomatic	correspondence:	The
Citadel	welcomes	the	Windmarch	Compact’s	envoy	and	extends	the	customary	hospitalities	of	the	Upper
Reaches.	A	formal	audience	shall	be	arranged	upon	arrival.

The	language	was	his.	The	seal	was	his.	The	signature	was	mine,	and	it	looked	wrong	at	the	bottom	of	his
words,	a	forgery	that	everyone	agreed	to	pretend	was	real.

At	the	fourteenth	bell,	I	descended	to	the	Archive.	Three	levels	of	the	Mid-Vaults,	carved	deep	into	the
mountain	stone,	where	the	air	held	the	mineral-and-dust	smell	of	old	parchment	and	the	Seal-light	was
softer,	amber-tinted	where	the	Upper	Reaches	ran	blue-white,	because	the	Archive’s	illumination	Seals
predated	the	current	standard	by	six	centuries	and	no	one	had	updated	them.	The	old	Wardens	had
preserved	the	amber	glow	on	purpose.	The	head	Warden	had	told	me	once	that	the	Archive	was	the
Citadel’s	memory,	and	memory	was	warmer	than	governance.

I	pulled	a	ledger	from	vault	seven,	shelf	thirty-one:	the	Third	Warden’s	wildlife	migration	records,	bound
in	red	thread,	exactly	where	I	had	known	it	would	be.	I	cross-referenced	the	current	reports	against	her
observations.	The	pattern	matched.	Two	hundred	years	ago,	the	same	species	had	migrated	from	the
eastern	range	when	the	terrain	wards	degraded.	The	Third	Warden	had	resolved	the	issue	by	reinforcing
the	Fifth-Circle	Seal	anchor	at	the	eastern	ridgeline.

I	noted	the	solution.	I	noted	the	Seal’s	location.	I	did	not	know	if	the	Seal	was	still	intact.	No	one	had
inspected	the	eastern	ridgeline	wards	in	the	years	since	the	Unraveling,	and	the	far-seeing	constructs’



coverage	of	that	sector	was	incomplete.

I	added	it	to	the	list.	The	list	of	things	the	Warden	should	attend	to	grew	longer	each	day,	and	the	Warden
was	one	woman	with	a	scribe’s	hands	and	a	bond	she	had	not	asked	for,	and	the	list	did	not	care	about
any	of	this.	The	list	was	architecture.	Architecture	does	not	accommodate	the	person	standing	in	it.	The
person	accommodates	the	architecture,	or	the	architecture	collapses.

I	stayed	in	the	Archive	past	the	evening	bell.	The	amber	light	held	me.	The	shelves	held	me.	I	ran	my
fingers	along	the	spines	of	codices	I	had	shelved	as	an	apprentice	and	felt	the	leather	bindings,	the	rough
thread,	the	slight	give	of	paper	that	had	been	compressed	for	decades.	These	were	the	textures	of	the	girl
I	had	been.	The	scribe	who	had	organized	these	stacks	by	a	system	she	devised	at	fifteen	because	the	old
system	was	inefficient	and	the	head	archivist	had	let	her	rework	it	because	the	girl	worked	harder	than
anyone	and	never	asked	for	anything	except	access	to	the	next	shelf.

I	touched	a	spine	and	waited	for	the	memory	to	hurt.

The	cold	behind	my	sternum	held.

Midnight.	The	ramparts.

I	walked	the	upper	walls	as	I	did	each	night,	the	Warden’s	robe	pulled	tight	against	the	mountain	wind.
The	air	was	thin	and	cold,	carrying	the	mineral	scent	of	high	stone	and	the	faint	sweetness	of	the
ashenmere	flowers	that	grew	in	the	cracks	between	the	battlements.	Silver-white	petals,	luminous	under
the	starlight,	trembling	in	the	wind.	They	grew	only	at	this	altitude,	only	in	this	stone,	as	if	the	flowers
and	the	fortress	had	reached	some	ancient	agreement	about	shared	space.

Below,	the	Ashenmere	range	fell	away	in	dark	ridgelines	and	shadow-filled	valleys.	The	Citadel’s	Seal-
tracery	cast	a	faint	blue-white	glow	on	the	nearest	crags,	and	beyond	that	glow,	the	world	was	unlit	and
immense.	On	clear	nights,	I	could	see	the	distant	flicker	of	Thornhaven’s	forge-fires	at	the	mountain’s
base.	Tonight,	cloud	cover	swallowed	everything	below	the	treeline.

I	was	alone.	The	constructs	did	not	follow	me	to	the	ramparts.	I	had	asked	them	not	to,	and	they	had
complied,	though	I	felt	their	attention	in	the	ward-network,	a	faint	brightening	of	the	Seals	along	my
route,	the	fortress	tracking	me	the	way	it	always	tracked	me,	the	way	it	would	always	track	me	until	the
bond	broke	or	I	did.

I	stopped	at	the	northeast	corner,	where	the	ramparts	turned	and	the	wind	came	from	two	directions	at
once.	The	cold	bit	through	the	robe.	I	felt	it.	The	cold	was	one	of	the	sensations	the	dampening	had	not
taken.	Cold,	and	the	hum	of	the	wards,	and	the	texture	of	stone	under	my	fingers	when	I	gripped	the
battlement	wall.	These	remained.	I	catalogued	them	nightly,	the	inventory	of	what	I	could	still	feel,	and
the	inventory	grew	shorter	and	I	could	not	feel	the	fear	of	its	shrinking	because	fear	was	on	the	list	of
things	already	taken.

I	leaned	against	the	stone.	The	wind	pulled	loose	strands	from	my	braid.	Below,	far	below,	in	the	Lower
Deeps	where	I	had	never	gone,	something	stirred	in	the	bond.	A	presence,	vast	and	patient,	without
movement	or	thought,	held	in	place	by	Seals	I	could	not	read,	contained	in	vaults	I	had	not	opened.	I	felt
it	the	way	you	feel	water	beneath	a	boat,	without	seeing	or	touching	it,	knowing	only	with	a	certainty	that
lives	in	the	body	that	something	is	down	there,	and	it	is	large,	and	it	is	waiting.

The	old	Wardens	had	known	what	it	was.	Their	journals	mentioned	the	Lower	Deeps	in	language	that	was
careful	and	incomplete,	the	way	a	document	mentions	a	classified	subject:	enough	to	acknowledge
existence,	not	enough	to	inform.	I	had	read	every	reference.	I	had	cross-indexed	every	mention.	I	had
built	a	file	on	the	Lower	Deeps	that	contained	forty-seven	citations	and	zero	explanations.

The	presence	settled.	The	bond	quieted.	The	wind	blew.

I	pressed	my	palm	to	the	battlement	wall	and	felt	the	ward-tracery	pulse	beneath	the	stone.	Cold	light	on
cold	skin.	The	fortress,	holding	me.	The	fortress,	holding	everything.

“Goodnight,”	I	said	to	the	walls.

The	Seal-tracery	brightened	for	a	moment.	A	pulse	that	traveled	along	the	battlement,	down	the	wall,
through	the	stone.	The	hum	behind	my	sternum	shifted,	a	half-note	higher,	a	half-beat	slower,	the	ward-
network	acknowledging	my	voice	the	way	it	acknowledged	my	hand	on	the	stone	and	my	feet	on	the	floor
and	my	heartbeat	in	the	bond	that	tethered	us	together.

I	did	not	know	if	the	brightening	was	response	or	reflex.	I	did	not	know	if	the	fortress	heard	me	or	heard
the	vibration	of	sound	and	processed	it	as	data.	I	did	not	know	if	there	was	a	difference.



I	stood	on	the	ramparts	of	the	most	powerful	fortress	on	the	continent,	and	the	wind	tore	at	my	borrowed
robes,	and	the	wards	pulsed	around	me	like	a	heartbeat	that	was	not	mine,	and	I	was	twenty-three	years
old	and	I	was	the	Warden	and	I	was	alone	in	a	way	that	had	a	hum	to	it,	a	frequency,	as	if	loneliness	at
this	scale	became	its	own	kind	of	architecture.

The	walls	hummed.

I	held	on	to	the	stone,	and	the	stone	held	on	to	me,	and	I	did	not	know	which	of	us	was	keeping	the	other
from	falling.

Chapter	2
Elara	Thorne

The	delegation	from	the	Ashenmere	settlements	arrived	at	the	tenth	bell,	seven	of	them	in	travel-worn
coats,	and	I	met	them	in	the	secondary	audience	chamber	because	the	primary	was	too	large	and	too
empty	and	the	emptiness	would	have	told	them	something	I	could	not	afford	them	to	know.

I	had	dressed	for	it.	The	Warden’s	robe,	sash	cinched	at	the	waist	where	Brenna’s	stitching	held.	The	ring
on	its	chain	tucked	beneath	the	fabric,	its	weight	against	my	sternum	a	reminder.	I	had	practiced	the
head	Warden’s	posture	in	the	mirror	that	morning	—	shoulders	back	but	not	rigid,	chin	level,	hands
folded	loosely	at	the	waist.	His	way	of	standing	still,	the	stillness	of	having	already	arrived.	Of	being	the
place	that	others	came	to.

I	had	practiced	his	voice,	too,	though	no	one	would	have	called	it	that.	The	cadence.	The	slight	downward
inflection	at	the	end	of	a	sentence	that	transformed	statements	into	conclusions.	The	pause	before	a
response	that	communicated	consideration	rather	than	hesitation.	These	were	mechanical	details	I	had
catalogued	during	four	years	of	standing	behind	his	chair	while	he	received	delegations,	and	I	reproduced
them	the	way	I	had	once	reproduced	his	handwriting	on	practice	sheets,	stroke	by	stroke,	studying	the
angle	and	weight	of	each	mark	until	the	forgery	was	indistinguishable	from	the	original.

The	seven	delegates	filed	in.	Two	spirit-constructs	flanked	the	door,	and	I	felt	the	delegation’s	attention
catch	on	them	—	a	collective	flinch,	quickly	suppressed,	the	instinctive	unease	of	people	who	had	grown
up	in	the	shadow	of	the	Citadel’s	power	but	rarely	stood	inside	it.	The	constructs	were	tall,	faceless,
luminous.	They	made	no	sound.	The	delegates	made	no	sound	either,	which	told	me	they	were	frightened.

The	village	elder	spoke	first.	Hagen	Marsh.	I	knew	his	name	from	the	supply	records	and	from	the	head
Warden’s	journal,	where	he	appeared	seventeen	times	across	two	decades	—	always	requesting,	always
grateful,	always	leaving	with	what	he	needed.	He	was	broad	and	weathered,	hands	thick	with	calluses
from	mountain	farming,	and	he	bowed	the	way	the	settlements	bowed	—	deep,	practical,	the	gesture	of	a
man	who	had	been	bowing	to	Wardens	his	entire	life.

“Warden	Thorne.”

“Elder	Marsh.”	I	tilted	my	head	the	way	the	head	Warden	had	tilted	his.	A	fractional	movement,	chin
dropping	two	degrees	to	the	right,	the	look	of	a	sovereign	acknowledging	a	familiar	face.	I	had	measured
the	angle.	“The	Citadel	is	glad	of	your	visit.”

The	delegates	relaxed.	One	degree.	I	could	read	the	tension	in	their	shoulders	the	way	I	read	marginalia
—	what	was	written	there	revealed	what	the	main	text	could	not	say.

Hagen	Marsh	presented	his	petition.	The	winter	stores	in	the	eastern	settlements	were	low.	The	wildlife
migration,	the	same	pattern	I	had	noted	in	the	dispatches,	had	disrupted	the	autumn	hunt.	Three	villages
needed	grain	supplements,	fuel	rations,	and	reassurance	that	the	Citadel’s	ward	coverage	in	their	sector
remained	intact.	He	spoke	carefully,	the	way	people	spoke	to	power:	selecting	each	word	for	its	weight,
filing	down	the	edges	until	nothing	sharp	remained.

I	listened.	I	cross-referenced	his	numbers	against	the	supply	manifests	Brenna	had	prepared.	His
estimates	of	the	shortfall	were	conservative	by	twelve	percent.	The	man	was	asking	for	less	than	he
needed	because	asking	for	what	he	needed	felt	like	presumption.

“The	Citadel	will	provision	the	eastern	settlements	for	the	full	winter	season,”	I	said.	The	head	Warden’s
voice.	His	cadence.	“A	supply	convoy	will	depart	within	the	week.	I	will	dispatch	constructs	to	inspect	the
ward-net	in	your	sector.	If	degradation	is	confirmed,	the	Seals	will	be	reinforced	before	the	first	snow.”

I	watched	Hagen	Marsh’s	face.	The	tension	left	his	jaw	first,	then	his	hands,	the	fingers	uncurling	from



fists	he	had	not	known	he	was	holding.	The	delegates	behind	him	shifted,	and	I	catalogued	their	relief	the
way	I	catalogued	everything	—	systematically,	from	a	distance,	as	though	the	emotion	belonged	to	a
document	I	was	reading	rather	than	a	room	I	was	standing	in.

“The	supply	allocation,”	I	continued,	“will	be	adjusted	upward	by	twelve	percent	from	your	request.	Your
estimates	are	careful,	Elder	Marsh,	but	winter	in	the	eastern	range	does	not	reward	caution.	I	have
reviewed	the	records.	The	Third	Warden	provisioned	at	fifteen	percent	above	request	during	migration-
year	winters.	We	will	match	her	precedent.”

Silence.	Hagen	Marsh	stared	at	me	with	an	expression	I	could	not	parse	entirely.	Gratitude,	certainly.
Something	else	beneath	it.	The	same	look	Brenna	wore	sometimes	when	I	reproduced	the	head	Warden’s
phrases	with	surgical	accuracy	—	a	look	that	contained	recognition	and	something	adjacent	to	grief,	as
though	I	had	resurrected	a	ghost	in	front	of	people	who	had	loved	the	living	man.

“Thank	you,	Warden,”	he	said.

“Thank	the	records,”	I	said.	The	head	Warden’s	humor.	A	small	deflection,	warmth	without	intimacy,	the
joke	of	a	man	who	led	by	competence	and	expressed	affection	through	provision.	I	had	heard	him	say	it	to
delegations	eleven	times.	I	knew	the	pause	that	followed.	I	knew	the	slight	movement	of	the	mouth	that
was	not	quite	a	smile.

My	mouth	made	the	movement.

The	delegation	bowed.	They	filed	out.	The	spirit-constructs	closed	the	doors	behind	them	with	the
precision	of	a	seal	being	set.

The	supply	closet	off	the	audience	chamber	was	a	narrow	room,	barely	six	feet	deep,	lined	with	shelves
that	held	ceremonial	candlesticks	and	the	embroidered	tablecloths	used	for	formal	receptions.	It	smelled
of	beeswax	and	dust.	The	door	was	solid	oak,	and	when	I	closed	it	behind	me	the	sound	was	small	and
definitive,	like	the	last	page	of	a	ledger	turning.

My	hands	were	shaking.

I	pressed	them	flat	against	the	shelf	in	front	of	me.	The	wood	was	smooth	under	my	palms,	old	and	well-
oiled,	and	the	candlesticks	rattled	faintly	against	each	other	as	the	tremor	traveled	through	my	arms	and
into	the	furniture.	I	could	not	stop	it.	The	shaking	had	started	the	moment	the	doors	closed	behind	the
delegation,	the	moment	the	performance	ended	and	the	body	remembered	that	the	performance	was	a
performance,	and	the	hands	that	had	been	folded	loosely	at	the	waist	—	the	head	Warden’s	hands,	his
composure,	his	thirty	years	of	practiced	stillness	—	were	twenty-three-year-old	hands	that	had	never
governed	anything	larger	than	an	archive	shelf.

I	breathed.	In,	slow.	Out,	slower.	A	technique	I	had	found	in	a	Third-Circle	meditation	manual	in	the
archive,	designed	for	Wardcraft	practitioners	managing	extended	Seal-work.	The	manual	prescribed	it	for
magical	fatigue.	I	used	it	for	the	exhaustion	of	being	someone	else	for	an	hour.

The	shaking	did	not	stop.	It	traveled	from	my	hands	to	my	forearms.	My	jaw	clenched,	and	I	felt	the
muscles	in	my	neck	tighten,	the	body	bracing	against	itself,	and	the	dampening	pressed	down	on
whatever	was	trying	to	surface,	the	cold	behind	my	sternum	sealing	it	before	it	could	become	something	I
would	have	to	name.	The	wave	approached.	The	wall	caught	it.	What	remained	was	tremor	without
source,	a	body	reacting	to	a	feeling	the	mind	was	no	longer	permitted	to	have.

I	stood	in	the	supply	closet	and	shook	and	did	not	cry	because	crying	required	grief	to	complete	its	arc
and	the	arc	was	interrupted	each	time	at	the	same	point,	three-quarters	of	the	way	to	the	crest,	like	a
sentence	that	ends	before	the	verb.

The	door	opened.

Brenna	stood	in	the	gap	with	a	cup	of	tea	in	one	hand	and	a	sheaf	of	parchment	in	the	other.	She	looked
at	me.	She	looked	at	my	hands,	which	I	pulled	from	the	shelf	too	late,	the	rattle	of	the	candlesticks	still
audible.	She	looked	at	the	shaking.

She	did	not	comment	on	the	shaking.

“The	afternoon	dispatches	are	on	your	desk,”	she	said.	She	set	the	tea	on	the	shelf	beside	me,	the	ceramic
clicking	against	the	wood.	She	held	out	the	parchment.	“Revised	supply	manifest.	I	adjusted	the	eastern
allocation	to	fifteen	percent	above	the	delegation’s	request,	per	your	instruction.”

I	took	the	parchment.	My	fingers	left	a	damp	impression	on	the	edge.	“You	were	listening.”



“I	am	always	listening,	Warden.”	She	paused,	deciding	which	words	to	leave	out.	“The	Third	Warden’s
provisioning	precedent	was	a	good	reference.	The	delegates	will	remember	it.”

“They’ll	remember	the	head	Warden.”	My	voice	was	even.	My	hands	were	not.	I	held	the	parchment
against	my	thigh	where	the	tremor	would	be	less	visible.	“I	quoted	him.	They	heard	him.”

Brenna’s	expression	did	something	I	could	not	catalogue.	The	muscles	around	her	eyes	tightened,	and	her
mouth	pressed	into	a	line	that	was	not	disapproval,	and	she	held	the	look	for	two	seconds	before	she
replaced	it	with	the	neutral	competence	she	wore	the	way	other	people	wore	armor.

“You	made	them	feel	safe,”	she	said.	“That	is	the	function.”

“It	is.”

“Then	the	function	was	performed.”	She	adjusted	the	cup	on	the	shelf,	turning	the	handle	toward	my	right
hand.	A	small	gesture,	efficient,	the	kind	of	care	that	did	not	ask	to	be	recognized.	“A	mercenary	company
has	been	contracted	for	the	outer	territory	survey.	Twelve	soldiers,	experienced,	with	a	commander	who
comes	recommended	from	the	border	campaigns.	They	arrive	within	the	fortnight.	You	will	need	to	review
the	contract	terms	and	approve	the	operational	scope.”

“File	it	with	the	afternoon	dispatches.”

“Already	done.”	She	stepped	back.	“You	should	drink	the	tea	before	it	cools,	Warden.”

The	door	closed.	The	supply	closet	was	silent	except	for	the	faint	hum	of	the	wards	in	the	walls	and	the
sound	of	my	own	breathing,	which	had	steadied	by	one	degree.

I	picked	up	the	tea.	The	cup	was	warm.	The	warmth	traveled	through	my	fingers	to	the	place	where	the
shaking	originated,	and	rested	there	the	way	a	pressed	flower	rests	against	the	page	that	holds	it,
occupying	the	same	space,	belonging	to	different	systems	of	meaning.

I	drank	the	tea.	It	was	sweetened	with	mountain	honey,	which	Brenna	had	never	mentioned	knowing	I
preferred.	The	sweetness	sat	on	my	tongue	like	an	annotation	in	a	text	I	had	thought	was	complete.	I
finished	the	cup	standing	among	the	ceremonial	candlesticks,	and	by	the	time	the	ceramic	was	empty,	my
hands	had	stilled.

The	afternoon	passed.	Dispatches,	decisions,	the	machinery	of	governance	that	moved	whether	or	not	the
person	operating	it	was	shaking	inside	a	supply	closet	an	hour	ago.	I	approved	the	mercenary	contract
without	reading	it	closely.	The	terms	were	standard,	Brenna	had	vetted	the	company,	and	the	outer
territory	survey	was	a	practical	necessity	I	had	been	postponing	because	the	Citadel’s	construct	coverage
of	the	perimeter	was	thinner	than	it	should	have	been	and	acknowledging	this	felt	like	admitting	a
vulnerability	I	could	not	afford.

I	approved	it.	I	stamped	the	seal.	The	ring	pressed	into	warm	wax,	and	the	imprint	was	identical	to	the
one	the	head	Warden	had	pressed	ten	thousand	times,	because	the	ring	did	not	know	the	difference
between	his	hand	and	mine	and	the	wax	did	not	care.

A	report	arrived	from	the	far-seeing	network.	The	Radiant	See’s	troop	movements	continued	along	the
southern	approach.	No	change	in	disposition.	I	filed	it.	A	communication	from	Thornhaven’s	forge-master
requesting	permission	to	expand	the	smithing	operations	into	the	lower	town,	which	I	approved	because
the	expansion	fell	within	existing	zoning	parameters	and	because	the	forge-master’s	daughter	was	one	of
the	Citadel’s	kitchen	staff	and	had	told	Brenna	that	her	father	was	afraid	to	ask.	I	approved	it	with	a	note
(The	Citadel	encourages	industry	in	its	settlements)	and	hoped	the	encouragement	would	read	as	policy
rather	than	what	it	was,	which	was	a	woman	remembering	a	cook’s	worried	face	and	acting	on	it.

The	constructs	rotated.	Afternoon	light	moved	across	the	study.	I	ate	a	meal	I	did	not	taste:	bread,
cheese,	dried	fruit	from	the	cellars,	arranged	on	a	plate	that	appeared	on	the	desk	without	my	noticing
who	brought	it.	I	ate	mechanically,	the	body	processing	sustenance	the	way	the	Citadel	processed
requisitions,	and	the	dampening	sat	heavy	behind	my	sternum,	a	pressure	between	pain	and	absence,
emotions	held	at	a	distance	too	precise	to	be	natural.

I	tried	to	remember	the	last	time	food	had	tasted	like	food.	My	tongue	still	identified	flavors.	The	pleasure
of	sweetness,	the	satisfaction	of	hunger	met	—	these	I	could	name	but	no	longer	feel.	The	last	time	I	had
enjoyed	a	meal	was	before	the	Unraveling,	in	the	kitchens,	sitting	on	a	stool	while	the	evening	cook	gave
me	a	bowl	of	stew	and	bread	with	butter	and	I	ate	with	the	uncomplicated	hunger	of	a	twenty-two-year-
old	who	had	spent	nine	hours	in	the	archive	and	had	forgotten	lunch.	The	cook’s	name	was	Darya.	The
butter	had	been	salted.	The	bread	had	been	warm.



I	could	list	these	details.	I	could	not	reach	the	feeling	of	them.

At	the	fourteenth	bell,	I	performed	the	afternoon	ward-check.	North,	east,	central	atrium,	south,	west.	My
hand	on	the	stone	at	each	junction.	The	hum	sharpening,	the	Seals	reporting	their	status	through	the
contact,	and	I	read	them	the	way	I	read	documents:	efficiently,	with	comprehension	but	without	the
emotional	register	that	would	have	made	the	reading	feel	like	more	than	inventory.

The	wards	were	intact.	The	wards	were	always	intact.	The	Citadel	had	maintained	itself	for	centuries	and
would	maintain	itself	with	or	without	my	hand	on	its	walls,	and	the	ward-check	was	for	me.	The	hum	was
the	only	sensation	the	dampening	left	undamaged,	and	I	walked	the	corridors	and	pressed	my	hand	to	the
stone	and	felt	the	fortress	pulse	through	me	because	the	alternative	was	to	sit	in	the	study	and	feel	the
growing	silence	where	my	emotional	life	used	to	be.

Brenna	intercepted	me	in	the	south	wing.	She	walked	beside	me	for	thirty	paces	without	speaking,
matching	my	stride,	which	was	the	head	Warden’s	stride,	which	she	had	walked	beside	for	thirty	years.	I
wondered	if	the	slight	wrongness	of	it	pained	her.	My	stride	was	shorter,	my	legs	were	not	his	legs,	the
rhythm	was	learned	where	his	had	been	natural.

“The	delegation	has	departed,”	she	said.	“Elder	Marsh	left	a	letter	of	thanks.	I’ve	filed	it.”

“Good.”

“He	asked	after	you.	Personally.”	A	pause.	“He	asked	if	you	were	well.”

My	step	did	not	falter.	I	maintained	the	stride.	“What	did	you	tell	him?”

“That	the	Warden	was	occupied	with	the	demands	of	governance	and	that	his	concern	was	noted	and
appreciated.”	She	looked	at	me.	I	felt	the	look	without	meeting	it.	Brenna’s	gaze	had	weight,	practical	and
assessing,	the	attention	of	a	woman	who	had	kept	this	fortress	running	through	the	death	of	its	rulers	and
the	bonding	of	a	replacement	she	had	watched	grow	up.	“He	remembers	you,	Warden.	He	came	to	the
Citadel	for	supply	negotiations	three	times	when	you	were	still	an	apprentice.	You	carried	his	paperwork
to	the	archive.”

I	remembered.	Hagen	Marsh,	broad	and	patient,	waiting	in	the	corridor	while	I	filed	his	requisition	forms.
He	had	given	me	an	apple	once.	A	mountain	apple,	small	and	tart,	and	I	had	eaten	it	in	the	archive	stacks
because	food	was	not	permitted	in	the	archive	but	the	apple	had	been	a	kindness	and	I	had	been	fifteen
and	kindnesses	were	rare	enough	that	I	consumed	them	where	I	received	them,	evidence	and	all.

“I	remember,”	I	said.

Brenna	said	nothing	more.	We	walked	the	south	wing	in	silence,	my	hand	on	the	wall,	the	wards	pulsing
beneath	my	palm.	At	the	junction	where	our	paths	diverged	(hers	to	the	kitchens	for	the	evening
coordination,	mine	to	the	study	for	the	final	dispatches),	she	stopped.

“You	did	well	today,”	she	said.	Her	voice	was	the	same	as	always.	The	words	were	not.	Brenna	did	not
offer	praise.	She	offered	logistics,	corrections,	and	tea.	Praise	was	a	currency	she	spent	rarely	and	for
specific	reasons,	and	I	searched	her	face	for	the	reason	and	found	only	the	closed,	competent	expression
she	maintained	against	everything.

“Thank	you,	Brenna.”

She	nodded	and	turned	down	the	corridor.	Her	footsteps	were	measured,	unhurried.	The	footsteps	of	a
woman	who	had	walked	these	corridors	for	three	decades	and	would	walk	them	until	the	stone	wore	out
or	she	did.

I	stood	at	the	junction	and	listened	to	her	go.	The	wards	hummed.	The	corridor	dimmed	behind	her	and
brightened	ahead	of	me,	the	Citadel	attentive,	tracking,	the	perpetual	audience	I	could	never	leave.

Midnight.	The	archive.

I	descended	the	three	levels	to	the	Mid-Vaults	the	way	I	had	descended	them	every	night	for	six	years:
left	staircase,	third	landing,	through	the	maintenance	corridor	the	senior	archivists	used	because	it
bypassed	the	main	reading	room.	The	air	changed	as	I	went	down.	Colder.	Drier.	The	mineral-and-dust
smell	of	old	parchment	intensified	with	each	level,	and	the	Seal-light	shifted	from	blue-white	to	amber,
the	older	illumination	washing	the	stone	in	colors	that	belonged	to	the	Citadel’s	childhood.

The	archive	held	me.	It	had	always	held	me.	Before	the	bond,	before	the	robes,	before	the	dampening



pressed	my	emotional	life	into	a	ledger	with	narrowing	margins,	the	archive	was	the	place	I	existed	most
completely.	The	girl	who	had	arrived	at	the	Citadel	at	nine	years	old,	orphaned	by	a	border	skirmish	and
taken	in	because	the	Wardens	accepted	ward-orphans	for	service,	that	girl	had	found	the	archive	on	her
third	day	and	had	not	left	it	willingly	since.

I	walked	the	stacks	of	vault	four,	section	twelve,	where	the	administrative	records	from	my
apprenticeship	years	were	stored.	My	fingers	trailed	along	the	spines.	Leather	bindings,	linen	thread,	the
ridged	texture	of	labels	I	had	written	and	affixed	myself.	I	found	the	ledger	I	was	looking	for	on	the	third
shelf	from	the	bottom,	filed	in	a	system	of	my	own	devising,	because	the	old	system	organized	by	Warden
tenure	and	this	was	a	maintenance	log	I	had	copied	during	my	second	year,	when	I	was	sixteen	and	my
handwriting	had	just	settled	into	the	small,	tight	script	I	would	keep	for	the	rest	of	my	life.

I	pulled	the	ledger.	I	opened	it.

My	handwriting	filled	the	pages.	Line	after	line,	margin	to	margin,	the	careful	transcription	of	a	girl	who
believed	that	if	she	copied	every	word	precisely	enough,	the	knowledge	would	become	hers	and	the
having	of	it	would	justify	her	presence	in	a	place	that	had	taken	her	in	out	of	obligation	and	might,	at	any
moment,	decide	that	the	obligation	had	been	met.

I	ran	my	fingers	over	the	ink.	The	letters	were	mine.	The	hand	that	had	formed	them	was	mine.	The	girl
who	had	sat	at	the	long	copying	table	with	her	back	straight	and	her	feet	not	touching	the	floor	and	her
concentration	so	absolute	that	the	head	archivist	had	stopped	checking	her	work	by	the	end	of	the	first
month.	That	girl	was	mine.

I	could	see	her.	I	could	list	every	detail	of	her	existence:	the	ink	stains	that	had	appeared	on	her	fingers
by	age	eleven	and	never	left,	the	way	she	mouthed	the	words	as	she	copied,	memorizing	as	she
transcribed,	the	braid	she	wore	because	the	senior	scribes	wore	braids	and	she	wanted,	with	the	ferocity
of	a	child	who	has	nowhere	else	to	belong,	to	be	one	of	them.

I	could	see	her,	and	I	could	not	reach	her.

The	dampening	held	the	distance	between	the	woman	in	the	Warden’s	robes	and	the	girl	in	the	archive
the	way	a	glass	case	holds	a	specimen	—	visible,	preserved,	untouchable.	I	stood	in	the	amber	light	with	a
ledger	open	in	my	hands	and	my	own	handwriting	under	my	fingers,	and	the	girl	who	had	written	these
words	was	separated	from	me	by	a	wall	I	could	not	see	and	could	not	breach	and	could	not	feel	the
devastation	of	because	the	wall	had	taken	devastation,	too.

My	thumb	traced	the	margin	of	the	page.	A	notation	I	had	written	at	sixteen,	a	cross-reference	to	a
related	record	in	vault	seven:	See	also:	Third	Warden	maintenance	log,	shelf	31,	red	thread.	The	same
reference	I	had	pulled	that	morning.	The	same	instinct.	The	girl	and	the	Warden,	reaching	for	the	same
shelf	across	seven	years,	the	same	mind	performing	the	same	function	in	the	same	body,	and	between
them	a	silence	where	a	life	should	have	been.

I	closed	the	ledger.	I	held	it	against	my	chest,	the	leather	pressing	against	the	sash,	against	the	robe	that
was	not	mine,	against	the	ring	on	its	chain	that	hung	over	the	place	where	the	cold	lived.	The	amber	light
held	me.	The	shelves	held	me.	The	dust	held	me.	And	none	of	it	was	enough,	and	I	could	not	feel	the
insufficiency,	and	the	inability	to	feel	it	was	the	cruelest	architecture	the	Citadel	had	built	inside	me.

I	shelved	the	ledger.	I	aligned	the	spine	with	its	neighbors.	The	system	was	mine	and	the	system	was
perfect	and	the	system	would	outlast	the	girl	who	built	it,	the	way	all	good	systems	outlast	their
architects.

I	climbed	the	stairs	to	the	Upper	Reaches.	The	Seal-light	shifted	from	amber	to	blue-white,	and	the	air
grew	colder,	and	my	hands	were	steady,	and	somewhere	inside	me	a	sixteen-year-old	girl	sat	at	a	copying
table	with	ink	on	her	fingers	and	her	feet	not	touching	the	floor,	and	she	was	writing,	and	she	was	alive,
and	I	carried	her	the	way	the	archive	carried	its	records	—	carefully,	in	the	dark,	in	a	system	designed	to
preserve	what	it	could	no	longer	use.

Chapter	3
Castiel	Dorne

The	road	to	Thornhaven	switchbacked	up	the	mountain	in	a	pattern	that	would	have	been	elegant	if	the
elevation	weren’t	trying	to	kill	the	horses.

I	counted	the	turns.	Fourteen	since	the	valley	floor,	with	a	grade	that	steepened	at	intervals	designed	less
for	travel	and	more	for	defense.	Someone,	centuries	ago,	had	carved	this	road	so	that	an	approaching



army	would	be	exhausted,	exposed,	and	strung	out	along	hairpin	curves	long	before	it	reached	anything
worth	attacking.	I	appreciated	the	engineering.	I	resented	the	altitude.

Behind	me,	the	company	rode	in	loose	formation.	Twelve	soldiers,	seven	horses	between	us,	the	rest	on
foot	and	swearing	under	their	breath	at	the	incline.	Maren	Kess,	my	second,	rode	at	the	rear	and	had
stopped	speaking	an	hour	ago,	which	meant	she	was	either	conserving	breath	or	composing	the	list	of
grievances	she	would	deliver	once	we	stopped	climbing.	Kess	did	not	waste	energy	on	both	at	the	same
time.

The	settlement	appeared	between	two	ridgelines	as	we	cleared	the	treeline.	Thornhaven.	A	town	carved
into	the	mountainside	the	way	a	scar	settles	into	skin	—	following	the	contour,	shaped	by	the	wound.
Stone	buildings,	grey-brown,	roofed	with	slate	that	gleamed	wet	in	the	thin	afternoon	light.	Terraced
fields	on	the	slopes	below,	harvested	to	stubble.	Smoke	from	forge-fires	and	kitchen	chimneys	lifting	in
columns	that	the	mountain	wind	bent	sideways	and	dissolved.	Three	hundred	people,	maybe	four.	A
market	square	visible	from	the	road,	half	a	dozen	stalls,	a	well	with	a	pulley	system,	a	forge	with	doors
wide	enough	to	admit	a	loaded	cart.

I	catalogued	this	the	way	I	catalogued	every	settlement:	resources,	defensibility,	temperament.	The	last
was	the	one	that	mattered	most	and	took	the	longest	to	read.

The	temperament	of	Thornhaven	announced	itself	before	we	reached	the	gates.	There	were	no	gates.
There	was	an	archway	of	carved	stone,	wide	enough	for	two	wagons	abreast,	and	above	it	a	symbol	I
recognized	from	the	briefing	documents	—	the	Citadel’s	Warden	seal,	geometric	and	sharp,	cut	into	the
keystone	with	a	precision	that	suggested	Wardcraft,	not	masonry.	No	guards	stood	at	the	arch.	No
barriers	blocked	the	road.	The	town	was	open	in	the	way	that	places	under	absolute	protection	are	open:
a	door	you	don’t	lock	because	the	house	itself	will	deal	with	intruders.

I	had	seen	this	before.	In	Vassar,	the	garrison	towns	had	the	same	quality.	Open	streets,	unlocked	doors,
a	population	that	moved	through	its	days	with	the	particular	ease	of	people	who	had	never	needed	to
protect	themselves	because	the	institution	did	it	for	them.	It	made	something	in	my	jaw	tighten.	Civilians
who	never	learned	to	lock	their	own	doors	were	civilians	who	forgot	that	locks	existed	for	a	reason.

We	passed	through	the	arch.	The	town	noticed	us	with	the	measured	curiosity	of	mountain	people
assessing	strangers.	Thornhaven	was	a	supply	waypoint	for	the	Citadel,	accustomed	to	traffic,	and	there
was	no	alarm	in	the	watching.	Faces	in	windows.	A	woman	pausing	at	the	well	with	her	bucket	half-
raised.	Two	boys	on	a	low	stone	wall	who	stopped	throwing	a	ball	and	watched	us	pass	with	the	open
appraisal	of	children	who	had	not	yet	learned	to	pretend	they	weren’t	staring.

I	raised	a	hand	to	the	woman	at	the	well.	A	gesture	that	meant	nothing	except	we	are	not	a	threat,	which
was	the	most	important	thing	a	company	of	armed	strangers	could	communicate	to	a	settlement	this	size.

She	nodded.	One	degree.	The	bucket	resumed	its	descent.

“Warm	welcome,”	Kess	said	behind	me.	She	had	decided	to	speak	after	all.	“I	feel	like	family	already.”

“Mountain	towns	don’t	waste	warmth	on	people	who	haven’t	earned	it.”

“Have	we	earned	it?”

“We’ve	arrived.	In	the	mountains,	that’s	step	one.	Steps	two	through	forty	involve	not	stealing	anything
and	surviving	a	winter.”

Kess	made	a	sound	that	might	have	been	amusement.	With	Kess,	it	was	difficult	to	distinguish	between
amusement	and	the	onset	of	a	respiratory	complaint.	She	was	forty-one,	built	like	a	siege	tower,	and	had
been	fighting	since	she	was	old	enough	to	hold	a	blade	and	mean	it.	She	had	joined	my	company	three
years	ago,	after	the	prison,	after	I	had	nothing	to	offer	except	contract	work	and	the	reputation	of	a	man
who	had	told	his	commanding	officers	to	execute	their	own	orders.	She	had	looked	at	me	across	a	tavern
table	in	the	border	town	of	Kellis	and	said,	“I	heard	you	refused	to	kill	the	civilians.”	I	had	said	yes.	She
had	said,	“Good.	I	was	there	for	the	ones	they	sent	after	you	refused.	I’d	rather	work	for	the	man	who	said
no.”

I	had	not	asked	what	she	meant	by	I	was	there	for	the	ones	they	sent	after.	Some	questions	answer
themselves	in	the	way	a	person	holds	their	shoulders.

We	rode	to	the	stable	yard	adjacent	to	the	forge.	The	forge-master,	a	broad	man	with	burn-scarred
forearms	and	the	weary	competence	of	someone	accustomed	to	equipping	mountain	communities,
directed	us	to	the	municipal	stabling	without	being	asked.	He	had	done	this	before.	The	Citadel	sent
companies	through	Thornhaven	regularly	enough	that	the	logistics	of	twelve	soldiers	and	seven	horses



were	a	rehearsed	operation.

I	dismounted	and	felt	the	altitude	settle	into	my	legs.	The	air	was	thinner	than	I	liked.	Cold,	with	the
mineral	edge	I	had	come	to	associate	with	the	Ashenmere	range	over	the	past	week	of	travel,	a	smell	like
clean	stone	and	snowmelt,	cut	with	something	faintly	sweet	that	I	could	not	identify.	It	was	not
unpleasant.	It	was	the	smell	of	a	place	that	existed	at	an	elevation	humans	had	not	been	designed	for,	and
the	sweetness	was	the	mountain’s	concession	to	the	creatures	stubborn	enough	to	live	there.

“Set	camp	in	the	common	field	south	of	the	market,”	I	told	Kess.	“Standard	bivouac.	Cold	camp	tonight	if
the	forge-master	can’t	sell	us	firewood,	hot	if	he	can.	I	want	a	perimeter	check	before	sundown	and	a
watch	rotation	that	accounts	for	altitude.	Half-shifts	until	the	company	acclimates.”

Kess	began	relaying	orders.	The	company	moved	with	the	practiced	efficiency	of	people	who	had	been
paid	to	be	efficient	and	knew	that	the	payment	stopped	if	the	practice	did.

I	walked	to	the	market	square.

The	tavern	was	called	the	Stone	and	Bell.	A	single-room	establishment	with	a	low	ceiling,	a	fireplace	large
enough	to	walk	into,	and	a	barkeep	who	poured	mountain	ale	into	ceramic	mugs	with	the	resigned
hospitality	of	a	man	who	had	heard	every	question	a	traveler	could	ask	and	had	stopped	being	interested
in	any	of	them.

I	sat	at	the	bar	and	ordered	ale	and	a	meal.	The	ale	arrived	first.	It	was	dark,	heavy,	brewed	with
something	local	that	tasted	of	grain	and	altitude.	The	meal	followed:	bread,	hard	cheese,	smoked	meat,	a
portion	of	stewed	root	vegetables	that	had	been	on	the	fire	long	enough	to	achieve	a	texture	somewhere
between	sustenance	and	surrender.	I	ate	with	the	appetite	of	a	man	who	had	been	riding	for	six	days	and
the	table	manners	of	a	man	who	had	learned,	in	prison,	that	meals	were	a	resource	and	not	a	ceremony.

Three	other	patrons	occupied	the	tavern.	Two	farmers	at	a	corner	table,	and	a	woman	near	the	fire	who
was	mending	a	harness	with	the	absorbed	concentration	of	someone	who	found	leather	more	engaging
than	conversation.	None	of	them	paid	me	particular	attention	after	the	initial	assessment.	A	soldier	eating
alone	was	not	unusual	in	a	town	that	serviced	the	Citadel.

The	barkeep	polished	a	mug.	I	waited.	The	trick	with	barkeeps	in	mountain	towns	was	silence.	They	did
not	respond	to	questions.	They	responded	to	the	space	created	by	a	man	who	was	willing	to	sit	and	say
nothing	until	the	barkeep	decided,	on	his	own	terms,	that	the	silence	had	become	a	conversation.

I	drank	the	ale.	It	was	better	than	I	expected.	The	bread	was	warm.	The	cheese	was	sharp	enough	to
register	as	a	personal	opinion.	I	ate	and	I	waited,	and	the	barkeep	polished	his	mug,	and	the	fire	cracked
and	resettled,	and	the	mountain	wind	leaned	against	the	shutters	with	a	low,	intermittent	pressure	that
sounded	like	breathing.

“Mercenary	company,”	the	barkeep	said.	Not	a	question.	An	observation,	offered	the	way	mountain
people	offered	observations,	flatly,	to	see	what	the	observation	drew	out.

“Contracted	for	the	outer	territory	survey.”

“Citadel	contract.”

“Yes.”

He	set	the	mug	on	the	shelf	behind	him.	His	hands	were	large,	calloused	at	the	knuckles,	the	hands	of	a
man	who	had	done	something	physical	before	he	poured	drinks.	“The	Citadel’s	been	sending	more	patrols
lately.	Constructs,	mostly.	First	time	they’ve	hired	outside.”

“First	time	there’s	been	a	reason	to.”

His	eyes	narrowed.	A	calculation	happened	behind	them,	the	weighing	of	how	much	to	offer	a	stranger
who	had	not	yet	proven	worth	the	investment.	He	reached	a	conclusion.	“The	wards	flickered	last	month.
Three	nights	running.	Never	happened	in	my	lifetime.	My	father’s	either.”

I	set	down	the	mug.	“Flickered	how?”

“The	Seal-tracery	on	the	arch.”	He	tilted	his	head	toward	the	front	of	the	tavern,	toward	the	town
entrance	I	had	passed	through.	“Dimmed.	Came	back.	Dimmed	again.	Like	a	lantern	with	a	bad	wick.	The
older	folk	prayed.	The	younger	ones	pretended	they	weren’t	scared.”	He	paused.	“The	Warden	sent
constructs	the	next	morning.	Two	of	them.	They	inspected	the	arch	for	half	a	day	and	left.	The	flickering
stopped.”



“And	you’re	telling	me	this	because?”

“Because	you’re	the	first	person	with	a	blade	and	a	company	to	come	through	here	since	it	happened,	and
I	figure	you	might	want	to	know	what	you’re	walking	into.”

Fair	enough.	I	finished	the	ale.	The	barkeep	poured	another	without	being	asked,	which	was	either
hospitality	or	bribery	for	continued	conversation.	Both	were	acceptable	currencies.

“What	do	you	know	about	the	new	Warden?”	I	asked.

The	barkeep’s	hands	paused	on	the	mug	he	was	filling.	A	small	interruption.	The	kind	of	pause	that	told
me	more	than	the	words	that	would	follow,	because	the	words	would	be	chosen	and	the	pause	was	not.

“Young,”	he	said.	“Quiet.	The	wards	obey	her.”

“That’s	not	much.”

“It’s	what	there	is.”	He	set	the	refilled	mug	in	front	of	me.	“The	old	Wardens	came	to	Thornhaven.	Not
often,	but	they	came.	The	head	Warden	walked	the	market	once	a	year.	Spoke	to	people.	Knew	names.
The	new	one	hasn’t	come	down	from	the	mountain	since	the	night	everything	changed.”

“The	Unraveling.”

“We	don’t	call	it	that	here.”	His	voice	was	steady,	but	his	jaw	had	tightened.	“We	call	it	the	night	the
Citadel	went	dark.	Three	hours.	The	Seal-glow	on	every	wall,	every	arch,	every	ward-stone	in	the	valley
went	out.	Complete	dark.	Then	it	came	back,	and	the	old	Wardens	were	dead,	and	the	wards	answered	to
someone	new.”	He	picked	up	another	mug	and	began	polishing	it.	The	gesture	was	mechanical,	rhythmic,
the	kind	of	work	people	did	when	they	needed	their	hands	busy	so	their	voices	could	be	still.	“Young.
Quiet.	The	wards	obey	her.	That’s	what	we	know.	That’s	what	she’s	given	us	to	know.”

I	drank	the	ale.	I	did	not	push.

The	woman	by	the	fire	had	stopped	mending	her	harness.	She	was	listening.	I	catalogued	this	without
looking	at	her	directly	—	peripheral	vision,	the	specific	quality	of	stillness	that	people	adopted	when	they
were	paying	attention	and	did	not	want	to	be	caught.

“The	supplies	keep	coming,”	the	barkeep	said.	“The	ward-protection	holds.	The	constructs	patrol.
Whatever	she	is,	she’s	keeping	the	machine	running.	People	don’t	ask	for	more	than	that.”

“Do	you?”

He	looked	at	me.	The	calculation	was	back,	harder	now,	less	generous.	“I	ask	for	the	wards	to	hold	and
the	winters	to	end	and	the	Citadel	to	do	what	it’s	done	for	a	thousand	years.	The	person	sitting	inside	it	is
the	Citadel’s	business.”

I	nodded.	This	was	the	correct	answer	for	a	man	in	his	position,	and	we	both	knew	it,	and	knowing	it	did
not	make	it	more	honest.	It	made	it	more	careful.

I	left	coins	on	the	bar.	Enough	for	the	meal,	the	ale,	and	the	conversation,	the	last	being	the	most
expensive	item.	The	barkeep	accepted	the	payment	with	the	neutral	competence	of	a	man	who
understood	the	transaction.

I	walked	out	of	the	tavern	into	a	mountain	evening	that	had	arrived	without	warning.	The	light	had	shifted
while	I	ate,	dropping	from	pale	afternoon	to	the	blue-grey	of	a	dusk	that	came	early	at	this	altitude.	The
temperature	had	fallen	with	it.	My	breath	formed	a	faint	cloud	and	dissolved.	The	market	square	was
emptying,	stalls	folding,	the	population	of	Thornhaven	retreating	indoors	with	the	efficiency	of	people
who	knew	what	the	mountain	dark	demanded.

I	turned	north	and	looked	up.

The	Pale	Citadel	filled	the	sky.

It	sat	on	the	mountain	above	Thornhaven	the	way	a	crown	sits	on	a	skull	—	not	resting,	not	perching,	but
grown	from	the	bone	of	the	stone	itself.	Carved	into	the	peak	and	carved	out	of	it	simultaneously,	the
fortress	rose	in	tiers	of	pale	stone	that	caught	the	last	of	the	daylight	and	held	it	in	the	Seal-tracery	that
ran	through	its	walls.	Blue-white	lines,	geometric	and	dense,	visible	even	from	this	distance.	The	light
pulsed.	Not	steadily	—	the	rhythm	was	complex,	layered,	a	pattern	that	suggested	a	system	operating	at	a
scale	I	could	not	calculate	from	the	valley	floor.	The	fortress	breathed	in	light.



I	had	read	the	briefing	documents.	I	knew	the	numbers.	Seven	levels	above	ground,	an	unknown	number
below.	A	ward-network	that	had	protected	the	Ashenmere	range	for	a	thousand	years.	Spirit-constructs
numbering	in	the	hundreds,	possibly	thousands.	Seal-systems	spanning	five	documented	Circles	of
increasing	complexity	and	power,	with	references	to	undocumented	Circles	that	the	briefing	materials
mentioned	and	then	did	not	explain.

The	numbers	did	not	describe	what	I	was	looking	at.

What	I	was	looking	at	was	a	fortress	designed	by	people	who	had	decided	that	the	mountain	was	not
enough	and	had	improved	upon	it.	The	walls	rose	sheer	from	the	rock	face,	and	where	the	natural	stone
ended	and	the	constructed	stone	began,	there	was	no	seam.	The	builders	had	not	placed	the	fortress	on
the	mountain.	They	had	convinced	the	mountain	that	the	fortress	had	always	been	there.

I	assessed	it	the	way	I	had	been	trained	to	assess	fortifications,	and	the	assessment	was	brief.	You	could
not	take	this	by	force.	Not	with	an	army.	Not	with	a	siege.	The	approach	road	(the	one	we	had	climbed
that	afternoon,	cursing	the	switchbacks)	was	the	only	viable	route,	and	it	was	exposed	for	its	entire	length
to	the	fortress	above.	The	walls	were	sheer	on	three	sides,	with	the	fourth	backed	against	a	cliff	face	that
would	require	climbing	equipment	and	a	death	wish.	The	Seal-tracery	was	not	decorative.	Every	line	was
a	weapon	system,	a	detection	grid,	a	barrier	—	the	kind	of	integrated	defense	that	Vassar’s	military
engineers	had	spent	decades	trying	to	replicate	and	had	never	managed,	because	Vassar	built	fortresses
with	stone	and	ambition	and	this	place	had	been	built	with	something	older	than	either.

I	knew	what	the	old	Wardens	had	been.	The	briefing	materials	described	them	as	“custodians	of	the	ward-
network,	bound	to	the	Citadel	through	an	inherited	magical	compact.”	The	language	was	diplomatic.
What	it	meant	was	that	a	small	number	of	men	and	women	had	lived	inside	a	weapon	of	continental	scale,
maintaining	the	thing	that	kept	the	continent	from	tearing	itself	apart,	and	they	had	done	this	for	a
thousand	years,	and	now	they	were	dead,	and	the	weapon	answered	to	someone	young	and	quiet	and
new.

The	ward-light	pulsed	above	me.	The	blue-white	glow	caught	the	clouds	on	the	mountain’s	shoulders	and
turned	them	luminous,	and	for	a	moment	the	Citadel	looked	like	a	lantern	held	up	against	a	darkness	that
extended	in	every	direction	without	limit.	The	sweetness	in	the	air	was	stronger	here,	carried	on	a	wind
that	came	from	the	heights.	I	breathed	it	in.

The	fortress	was	the	most	impressive	thing	I	had	ever	seen,	and	I	had	seen	Vassar’s	Iron	Citadel	at	dawn,
and	I	had	seen	the	border	fortresses	burning	at	night,	and	I	had	seen	the	inside	of	a	military	prison	for
three	years.	None	of	those	compared.	This	was	different.	This	was	a	place	that	had	been	built	to	last
longer	than	the	civilization	that	built	it,	and	it	had	succeeded,	and	it	stood	on	the	mountain	and	glowed
and	pulsed	and	waited,	and	whatever	was	inside	it	was	not	my	concern.

A	voice	behind	me.	“You’ve	been	staring	for	ten	minutes.”

Kess.	She	stood	with	her	arms	folded,	her	armor	road-dulled,	her	expression	carrying	the	patience	she
reserved	for	moments	when	she	suspected	I	was	thinking	something	I	would	not	say	aloud.

“Assessing	the	approach.”

“For	ten	minutes.”

“It’s	a	complex	approach.”

She	looked	up	at	the	Citadel.	Her	face	did	something	I	rarely	saw	it	do	—	it	went	still,	the	humor	draining
out,	replaced	by	the	raw	attention	of	a	soldier	seeing	a	fortification	that	exceeded	her	frame	of	reference.
She	held	the	look	for	five	seconds.	Then	the	humor	returned,	carefully,	like	a	soldier	resuming	a	position
after	checking	for	threats.

“That’s	a	hell	of	a	thing,”	she	said.

“Yes.”

“And	we’re	going	inside	it.”

“Tomorrow.	Dawn.	Briefing	with	the	Warden’s	staff	to	confirm	the	operational	scope	of	the	survey.”

“The	Warden’s	staff.”	She	unfolded	her	arms.	“Not	the	Warden.”

“The	briefing	documents	list	the	point	of	contact	as	the	seneschal.	Brenna	Ashwick.	The	Warden	may	or
may	not	attend.”



“May	or	may	not.”	Kess	looked	at	me	with	an	expression	I	had	learned	to	translate	over	three	years	of
shared	contracts.	The	expression	said:	you	are	leaving	out	the	part	that	matters,	and	I	will	let	you,	and	we
will	both	remember	that	I	let	you.	“You’ve	been	reading	those	briefing	documents	every	night	for	a	week.
You’ve	assessed	the	approach	for	ten	minutes.	You	asked	the	barkeep	about	the	Warden.”

“Standard	operational	preparation.”

“Standard.”	She	nodded.	“Camp	is	set.	Perimeter	is	clear.	The	forge-master	sold	us	firewood	at	a	markup
that	could	generously	be	described	as	extortion.	Half-shifts	are	assigned.	Anything	else,	Commander?”

“No.”

She	left.	Her	boots	were	heavy	on	the	stone.	I	listened	to	them	recede	the	way	I	listened	to	most	things	—
tracking	the	sound	through	the	space,	placing	it	in	the	context	of	the	environment,	noting	when	it	stopped
and	what	replaced	it.	What	replaced	it	was	the	wind	and	the	faint,	low	hum	of	the	Seal-tracery	on	the
archway	behind	me,	vibrating	at	a	frequency	I	could	hear	but	not	feel,	the	border	between	the	mundane
and	whatever	the	Citadel	ran	on.

I	sat	on	the	camp’s	low	stone	wall	and	opened	my	journal.	The	leather	cover	was	worn	smooth	at	the
corners.	Three	years	of	entries,	written	nightly,	in	a	hand	that	had	been	trained	by	Vassar’s	officer	corps
to	be	legible	under	any	conditions	—	rain,	exhaustion,	the	dark	of	a	forward	position	with	nothing	but	the
heat	of	a	dying	fire	for	light.	The	handwriting	was	the	only	thing	I	had	kept	from	the	service	that	still
served	me.

I	wrote.

Thornhaven.	Elevation	approximately	3,200	meters.	Population	300–400.	Infrastructure	adequate	for
resupply.	Forge	operational.	Stable	facilities	sufficient	for	seven	horses.	Settlement	attitude	toward	the
Citadel:	deferential,	with	the	specific	quality	of	deference	that	comes	from	dependence	rather	than
devotion.	The	ward-network	experienced	visible	disruption	one	month	ago,	with	Seal-tracery	on	the	town
entrance	arch	dimming	for	three	nights.	Resolved	by	construct	inspection.	The	population	is	uneasy	but
functional.

I	paused.	The	wind	pushed	at	the	journal’s	pages.	I	held	them	flat	with	my	thumb.

The	Citadel	is	visible	from	the	settlement.	Tactical	assessment:	unassailable	by	conventional	force.
Integrated	ward-defenses	of	a	scale	and	sophistication	exceeding	Vassar’s	best	estimates.	Approach	road
is	a	kill	zone.	Walls	are	sheer	on	three	faces.	The	Seal-network	appears	to	function	as	a	unified	system,
with	detection,	defense,	and	structural	maintenance	operating	from	a	single	lattice.	If	the	wards	hold,
nothing	gets	in.	If	the	wards	fail,	nothing	holds.

I	turned	the	page.

The	new	Warden:	young,	quiet,	wards	obey	her.	These	are	the	facts	available	from	the	settlement
population.	The	old	Wardens	maintained	a	public	presence	—	annual	visits,	personal	engagement.	The
new	Warden	has	not	left	the	Citadel	since	the	Unraveling.	Possible	interpretations:	she	is	consolidating
control,	she	is	overwhelmed,	she	is	afraid,	or	she	does	not	know	how	to	be	a	Warden	in	public	because
she	was	not	raised	for	it.	The	briefing	materials	indicate	she	was	a	scribe.	The	youngest.	The	last	one
alive.

The	fire	had	burned	down.	The	company	slept	around	it	in	bedrolls	arranged	with	the	unconscious
geometry	of	soldiers	—	feet	toward	the	fire,	blades	within	reach,	enough	space	between	bodies	for
movement	but	not	enough	for	vulnerability.	Kess	had	the	first	watch	and	was	positioned	on	the	south	rise,
a	darker	shape	against	the	dark	stone,	alert	and	still.

I	wrote	one	more	line.

I’ll	finish	the	contract	and	move	on.	That’s	what	I	do.

I	looked	at	the	sentence.	The	ink	was	still	wet.	The	words	sat	on	the	page	with	the	specific	weight	of
something	I	had	said	to	myself	before,	in	other	camps,	outside	other	fortresses,	at	the	beginning	of	other
contracts	that	had	ended	with	departure	and	the	road	and	the	next	town’s	tavern	and	the	next	stranger’s
war.	The	words	were	true.	They	had	always	been	true.	A	man	who	did	not	stay	was	a	man	who	could	not
be	broken	by	the	staying,	and	I	had	been	broken	once	in	a	way	that	I	carried	in	the	scar	on	my	forearm
and	the	silence	where	my	rank	used	to	be,	and	the	lesson	had	been	clear	enough.

I	closed	the	journal.	The	leather	was	warm	where	my	hands	had	been.	The	wind	came	from	the	north,
from	the	mountain,	from	the	Citadel,	and	it	carried	the	hum	and	the	sweetness	and	the	cold,	and	I



breathed	it	in	and	breathed	it	out,	and	the	fortress	glowed	above	me	like	something	that	had	been
waiting,	and	I	told	myself	it	was	waiting	for	the	dawn	and	not	for	me	and	not	for	anyone,	because
fortresses	did	not	wait.

The	ward-light	pulsed.

I	slept	with	the	journal	under	my	head	and	the	blade	at	my	side	and	the	Citadel	filling	the	sky	above	me,
and	I	did	not	dream,	and	I	did	not	stay	awake	wondering	what	kind	of	woman	sat	alone	inside	a	thousand
years	of	stone	and	light	and	answered	to	a	title	that	did	not	fit	her.

I	did	not	wonder.	I	noted	the	absence	of	wondering,	and	I	turned	on	my	side,	and	I	closed	my	eyes.

Chapter	4
Elara	Thorne

I	dressed	for	battle	and	called	it	protocol.

The	formal	robe,	not	the	daily	one.	The	heavy	silk,	charcoal-dark,	with	the	silver	thread	that	caught	the
ward-glow	and	made	the	fabric	look	as	though	the	Citadel’s	tracery	ran	through	the	weave	itself.	Brenna
had	adjusted	this	one	twice,	the	shoulders	narrowed	with	a	seamstress’s	precision,	the	hem	raised	so	it
did	not	drag	on	the	stone.	The	sash	cinched	at	the	waist,	pulling	the	cloth	into	the	suggestion	of	a	frame
the	body	beneath	it	did	not	possess.	I	clasped	the	Warden’s	chain	at	the	collar	and	felt	the	ring	drop
against	my	sternum,	where	it	settled	beside	the	cold.

The	mirror	showed	me	what	I	needed	to	see.	The	Warden.	Composed.	Angular	jaw,	straight	spine,	grey-
blue	eyes	steady	above	the	silver	collar-clasp.	The	ink	stains	on	my	fingers	were	the	only	detail	that
belonged	to	the	woman	underneath.	I	tucked	my	hands	into	the	robe’s	wide	sleeves.	The	mirror	approved.

“The	mercenary	company	is	assembled	in	the	secondary	audience	chamber,”	Brenna	said	from	the
doorway.	She	held	a	leather	folio	against	her	hip.	“Twelve	soldiers	and	a	commander.	They	arrived
through	the	lower	gate	at	the	eighth	bell.	The	gate-constructs	admitted	them	on	my	authorization.”

“Their	contract?”

“Standard	outer	territory	survey.	Twelve-week	term	with	a	contingency	extension	clause.	The
commander’s	name	is	Castiel	Dorne,	formerly	of	the	Vassar	Dominion’s	Ash	Wolf	division.	Discharged.”	A
pause.	The	kind	Brenna	used	when	the	next	word	required	selection.	“Dishonorably.”

I	pulled	the	sleeves	straight.	“The	circumstances?”

“Refused	a	direct	order	during	the	Harren	Valley	border	campaign.	The	order	involved	civilian	casualties.
He	refused.	Vassar	stripped	his	rank,	imprisoned	him	for	three	years,	and	discharged	him	without	pension
or	insignia.”	She	consulted	the	folio,	though	I	suspected	she	had	memorized	the	contents	an	hour	ago.
“He	has	operated	as	an	independent	mercenary	commander	since	his	release.	Reputation:	competent,
honest,	difficult	to	manage.	Three	references	from	border	contracts,	all	positive.	One	reference	from	a
magistrate	in	Kellis	who	described	him	as	‘the	most	capable	and	most	inconvenient	soldier	I	have
employed.’”

“Inconvenient.”

“His	word,	not	mine.”

I	checked	the	mirror	once	more.	The	Warden	looked	back.	The	Warden	was	ready.	The	woman	inside	the
Warden	was	reviewing	the	phrase	refused	a	direct	order	involving	civilian	casualties	and	filing	it	in	a
category	she	did	not	examine.

“I	will	receive	them	now.”

The	secondary	audience	chamber	was	a	room	designed	for	controlled	proximity.	Smaller	than	the	primary
hall,	with	lower	ceilings	and	narrower	windows,	the	space	held	visitors	close	enough	to	feel	the	weight	of
the	Citadel’s	architecture	without	the	vastness	that	could	make	them	feel	small.	The	ward-tracery	on	the
walls	was	Third-Circle	—	environmental	stabilization,	ambient	temperature	held	at	a	precise	and
impersonal	comfort.	Two	spirit-constructs	flanked	the	Warden’s	chair,	their	faceless	forms	bright	and
geometric	and	absolutely	still.



The	chair	was	carved	from	the	same	pale	stone	as	the	fortress	walls.	The	head	Warden	had	occupied	it
with	the	ease	of	a	man	who	had	grown	into	its	proportions	over	decades.	I	sat	in	it	the	way	I	sat	in	all	his
furniture:	carefully,	with	my	back	straight	and	my	hands	folded	in	my	lap	and	my	feet	flat	on	the	floor
because	the	alternative	was	to	let	them	dangle,	and	a	Warden	whose	feet	did	not	reach	the	floor	was	a
Warden	no	one	would	follow.

They	filed	in.

Twelve	soldiers	in	road-worn	leather	and	travel	cloaks,	carrying	the	smell	of	mountain	altitude	and	horse
sweat	and	metal	oil	that	I	recognized	from	the	supply	caravans	that	came	through	the	lower	gates.	They
moved	with	a	shared	rhythm,	the	coordinated	awareness	of	people	who	had	trained	their	bodies	to	occupy
space	as	a	unit.	They	spread	across	the	chamber	floor	in	a	formation	settled	between	discipline	and	ease.
Two	at	the	door.	Three	along	each	wall.	The	rest	in	a	loose	line	before	the	Warden’s	chair.	Their	eyes
moved.	They	assessed	the	constructs,	the	ward-glow,	the	dimensions	of	the	room,	the	exits.	I	recognized
the	assessment.	These	were	people	who	had	entered	rooms	they	might	need	to	leave	quickly,	and	the
habit	of	checking	was	older	than	any	of	them.

The	commander	entered	last.

He	was	tall.	This	was	the	first	thing	I	catalogued,	and	I	catalogued	it	with	the	archivist’s	instinct	for
primary	characteristics:	tall,	lean,	dark	hair	cropped	close,	warm	brown	eyes	that	took	in	the	room	in	a
single	sweep	and	returned	to	me	with	a	focus	that	was	neither	awed	nor	aggressive.	He	wore	no	insignia.
His	leather	armor	was	functional,	maintained	with	the	care	of	someone	who	understood	that	equipment
was	the	difference	between	a	wound	and	a	burial.	A	blade	hung	at	his	left	hip,	unadorned,	the	scabbard
fitted	with	the	precise	economy	of	a	tool	that	had	been	drawn	too	many	times	for	ornamentation	to
survive.

He	walked	to	the	front	of	the	line.	His	stride	was	measured,	unhurried,	and	it	tested	the	stone	beneath	it.
I	noticed	this	because	I	had	trained	myself	to	notice	how	people	walked	in	this	room,	how	they
approached	the	chair,	how	their	bodies	negotiated	the	distance	between	the	door	and	the	Warden.
Dignitaries	walked	with	performance.	Staff	walked	with	habit.	This	man	walked	with	the	awareness	that
the	ground	might	change	under	him,	and	every	step	was	a	question	asked	and	answered	before	the	foot
came	down.

He	stopped.	He	bowed.	The	bow	was	correct	—	angle	appropriate	for	a	contracted	officer	addressing	a
sovereign	authority	—	but	there	was	nothing	in	it	beyond	the	geometry.	No	flourish.	No	held	pause	for
dramatic	effect.	He	bent	at	the	waist,	straightened,	and	was	done.	The	bow	of	a	man	who	understood	the
form	and	did	not	confuse	it	with	devotion.

“Warden	Thorne.”

My	name.

Not	my	lady.	Not	the	Warden.	Not	honored	sovereign	or	keeper	of	the	wards	or	any	of	the	dozen
honorifics	that	the	Covenant	envoys	and	settlement	delegations	deployed	like	buttresses	against	the	vast
and	terrifying	reality	of	addressing	a	person	who	could	command	the	fortress	that	protected	the
continent.	He	said	my	name.	Title	and	surname,	nothing	more,	nothing	less,	spoken	with	a	directness	that
contained	no	aggression	and	no	reverence	and	was,	for	that	reason,	unlike	anything	I	had	heard	in	three
months	of	governance.

The	dampening	held.	The	cold	behind	my	sternum	was	steady.	But	somewhere	beneath	it,	in	a	register	I
had	stopped	trusting	myself	to	access,	something	shifted.	A	recognition	I	could	not	categorize.

“Commander	Dorne.”	I	used	the	head	Warden’s	voice.	The	measured	cadence.	The	slight	downward
inflection.	“The	Citadel	welcomes	your	company.	Your	contract	has	been	reviewed	and	approved.	Please
present	your	operational	summary.”

He	reached	into	his	coat	and	produced	a	sheaf	of	folded	parchment.	He	did	not	hand	it	to	a	subordinate	to
carry	forward.	He	stepped	to	the	edge	of	the	raised	platform	where	the	chair	sat,	close	enough	that	I
could	see	the	grain	of	the	leather	at	his	collar,	and	held	the	parchment	out.

I	took	it.	His	fingers	released	the	document	at	the	moment	mine	closed,	a	timing	that	was	either	practiced
or	instinctive	and	that	required	him	to	watch	my	hands.	I	felt	the	fractional	warmth	where	his	grip	had
been	on	the	paper.	Mountain	air	and	body	heat,	already	fading.

“The	outer	territory	survey	will	cover	the	eastern	and	northern	approaches	over	twelve	weeks,”	he	said.
“Standard	reconnaissance:	terrain	assessment,	ward-coverage	mapping,	identification	of	structural
vulnerabilities	in	the	perimeter	defenses.	My	company	will	operate	independently	of	the	Citadel’s	staff



and	report	directly	to	you	or	your	designated	authority.”

“The	seneschal	will	serve	as	liaison.”

“Brenna	Ashwick.”	He	had	learned	the	name.	He	had	learned	it	before	arriving.	I	noted	this	the	way	I
noted	the	bow	and	the	stride	and	the	way	he	said	my	name:	as	data,	filed	in	a	category	that	was	filling
faster	than	the	categories	I	assigned	to	most	visitors.

“You	have	reviewed	the	briefing	materials.”

“Thoroughly.”

“Then	you	are	aware	of	the	current	security	climate.”

“The	Radiant	See	is	repositioning	forces	on	the	southern	approach.	The	Covenant	Kingdoms	are	pursuing
diplomatic	alignment.	The	ward-network	experienced	disruption	in	the	Thornhaven	sector	one	month	ago,
resolved	by	construct	intervention.”	He	listed	these	facts	with	the	economy	of	a	man	delivering	a	tactical
briefing	to	a	superior	officer.	Precision	was	the	baseline;	anything	less	unprofessional.	“Your	outer
perimeter	has	been	maintained	by	spirit-constructs	for	the	duration.	The	constructs	are	effective	but
operate	on	predetermined	protocols.	A	contracted	survey	provides	assessment	that	constructs	are	not
designed	for:	judgment	calls,	contextual	analysis,	the	things	that	require	a	human	eye.”

I	held	the	parchment	in	my	lap.	My	thumbs	rested	at	the	margins.	The	document	was	written	in	a	clear,
functional	hand	—	not	elegant,	not	rushed,	the	penmanship	of	a	man	who	had	been	trained	to	produce
legible	reports	under	field	conditions	and	had	maintained	the	standard.

“You	believe	the	constructs	have	blind	spots.”

“I	believe	every	system	has	blind	spots.	Including	the	ones	built	by	people	smarter	than	me.”	He	did	not
smile.	The	statement	was	not	humor.	It	was	the	specific	kind	of	honesty	that	arrived	without	decoration
and	left	no	room	for	the	listener	to	pretend	it	meant	something	softer.

My	jaw	tightened.	The	dampening	pressed,	and	I	felt	the	faint	cold	pulse	of	the	ward-network	registering
a	fluctuation	I	had	not	authorized.	The	constructs	behind	the	chair	shifted	their	attention.	They	were
watching	him.	The	ward-tracery	on	the	walls	brightened	by	a	fraction.	The	room	was	reading	him	the	way
I	was	reading	him,	and	the	room	did	not	know	what	to	make	of	what	it	found.

“The	Citadel’s	systems	have	protected	this	region	for	a	thousand	years,	Commander.”

“They	have.”	He	met	my	gaze.	His	eyes	were	brown,	the	kind	of	brown	that	contained	depth	without
warmth,	observation	without	sentiment,	the	color	of	earth	that	had	been	turned	and	weathered	and	was
too	honest	to	shine.	“And	the	person	maintaining	them	now	inherited	the	position	three	months	ago.	A
second	opinion	on	the	perimeter	seems	prudent.”

Silence.

The	chamber	held	the	silence	the	way	stone	holds	temperature	—	absorbing	it,	containing	it,	offering
nothing	back.	The	soldiers	along	the	walls	were	still.	Brenna,	standing	at	the	door	behind	them,	was	still.
The	constructs	were	still.	I	felt	the	ward-network	pulse	in	my	chest,	the	hum	sharpening	in	response	to
something	it	interpreted	as	confrontation,	and	the	dampening	pressed	the	interpretation	flat	before	I
could	feel	whether	it	was	anger	or	something	less	familiar.

He	had	not	insulted	me.	He	had	stated	a	fact.	The	fact	was	that	I	was	young	and	new	and	the	fortress	I
governed	had	operated	for	ten	centuries	under	Wardens	who	had	been	trained	for	decades	before
assuming	the	bond,	and	I	had	been	a	scribe	copying	ledgers	the	night	the	world	changed.	The	fact	was
accurate.	The	man	who	stated	it	did	not	look	away	while	he	stated	it,	did	not	soften	the	edges,	did	not
offer	the	cushion	of	diplomatic	language	that	every	other	visitor	wrapped	around	difficult	truths	like	felt
around	a	blade	to	make	the	carrying	easier.

“Your	assessment	is	noted,”	I	said.	The	head	Warden’s	voice.	Composed.	Measured.	The	sentence	carried
the	weight	of	a	sovereign	acknowledging	a	subordinate’s	contribution	without	endorsing	it.	I	had	heard
the	head	Warden	use	this	exact	phrase	fourteen	times	across	three	years	of	audiences.	It	functioned	as	a
door,	open	enough	to	continue	and	closed	enough	to	redirect.

“I	look	forward	to	your	first	report,”	I	added.	“Weekly	submissions,	per	the	contract	terms.	Direct	to	the
seneschal,	with	copies	to	my	desk.”

“Understood,	Warden	Thorne.”



My	name	again.	Spoken	the	same	way,	with	the	same	unhurried	directness,	and	the	sound	of	it	settled
into	the	space	between	the	dampening	and	whatever	the	dampening	was	suppressing,	and	stayed	there.	A
vibration.	Not	the	ward-hum.	Something	with	a	lower	frequency.	Something	the	Citadel’s	architecture	did
not	produce.

I	stood.	The	chair	released	me.	The	soldiers	along	the	walls	shifted	to	attention,	and	their	commander
stepped	back	from	the	platform	and	turned	to	his	company,	and	the	audience	was	over.

The	supply	closet.

I	closed	the	door.	I	pressed	my	back	against	the	shelves,	and	the	candlesticks	rattled,	and	my	hands	were
shaking,	and	the	shaking	was	different	this	time.	After	the	Ashenmere	delegation,	the	tremor	had	been
the	body’s	response	to	the	performance	—	the	collapse	that	followed	the	exertion	of	being	someone	I	was
not.	This	was	not	that.	The	shaking	originated	in	a	different	part	of	my	chest.	Lower.	Warmer.	In	the
space	where	the	dampening	lived,	something	was	pressing	against	the	cold,	and	the	cold	was	holding,	and
the	pressure	was	not	grief.

I	did	not	know	what	the	pressure	was.

I	flexed	my	fingers.	I	counted	the	bones	in	my	hands	the	way	the	meditation	manual	prescribed	(twenty-
seven	per	hand,	fifty-four	total,	a	small	architecture	of	ligament	and	tendon	and	purpose),	and	the
counting	steadied	the	tremor	by	increments.	The	supply	closet	smelled	of	beeswax	and	dust.	The	shelves
held	ceremonial	objects	that	no	one	used.	I	stood	among	them	and	let	the	shaking	run	its	course,	and
when	it	stopped,	my	hands	were	steady	and	the	pressure	behind	my	sternum	had	not	resolved,	and	I
walked	out.

Brenna	was	waiting.

She	held	nothing.	No	tea,	no	parchment,	no	folio	of	dispatches	requiring	attention.	She	stood	in	the
corridor	with	her	hands	at	her	sides	and	her	expression	carrying	the	neutral	competence	that	I	had
learned	to	read	the	way	I	read	marginalia,	searching	for	what	was	not	written.

“The	company	has	been	directed	to	the	outer	barracks,”	she	said.	“Quarters	assigned.	The	commander
requested	a	map	of	the	perimeter	approaches.	I	provided	the	standard	survey	package.”

“Good.”

“The	commander	also	requested	access	to	the	archive’s	territorial	records.	Specifically,	the	Third
Warden’s	boundary	surveys	and	the	maintenance	logs	for	the	eastern	ward-net.”

I	paused.	The	archive	request	was	unusual.	Mercenary	companies	operated	from	briefing	packets	and
their	own	reconnaissance.	They	did	not	ask	for	centuries-old	maintenance	documentation.	They	did	not
cross-reference.

“He	reviewed	the	briefing	materials,”	I	said.

“Apparently,	he	found	them	insufficient.”

“Approve	the	access.	Vault	seven,	shelves	twenty-eight	through	thirty-five.	Territorial	records	only.
Nothing	above	Third	Circle.”	I	began	walking	toward	the	study.	Brenna	fell	into	step	beside	me.	“The
archive	access	is	supervised?”

“Standard	protocol.	A	junior	archivist	will	escort	him.”

“Assign	Maren	Fold.”

Brenna	glanced	at	me.	I	felt	the	glance	the	way	I	felt	most	of	Brenna’s	attention,	a	weight	specific	and
assessing.	Maren	Fold	was	thorough,	discreet,	and	observant.	She	would	report	any	unusual	interest	in
materials	beyond	the	approved	scope.	But	Brenna’s	glance	contained	a	different	question,	one	that	lived
in	the	space	between	the	instruction	and	its	justification.

“She	is	the	most	qualified	junior	archivist	for	territorial	materials,”	I	said.

“She	is,”	Brenna	agreed,	and	said	nothing	else,	and	the	nothing	was	louder	than	most	people’s	speeches.

The	afternoon	dispatches	contained	nothing	I	had	not	anticipated.	A	supply	manifest	for	the	eastern
settlements,	on	schedule.	A	weather	report	from	the	far-seeing	network:	storm	system	building	over	the



Ashenmere	passes,	expected	in	four	days,	standard	for	the	season.	A	second	communication	from	the
Covenant	Kingdoms’	envoy	confirming	his	delegation’s	arrival	within	the	week.	Lord-Envoy	Theron	Gale.	I
reread	the	name	and	the	language	surrounding	it	—	the	Windmarch	Compact’s	sincere	desire	for
renewed	partnership	—	and	filed	the	sincerity	under	the	same	heading	as	all	diplomatic	sincerity:	load-
bearing	architecture,	not	foundation.

I	processed	the	dispatches.	I	signed	the	approvals.	The	ring	pressed	into	warm	wax,	and	the	seal	was
crisp,	and	the	seal	was	his,	and	the	hand	was	mine,	and	none	of	this	was	new.

What	was	new	was	the	file	I	could	not	close.

I	noticed	it	the	way	I	noticed	the	ward-hum	—	not	as	a	conscious	choice	but	as	a	persistent	frequency	that
occupied	a	space	in	my	awareness	and	refused	to	be	shelved.	The	file	contained	entries	I	had	made	during
the	audience,	catalogued	with	the	precision	of	a	scribe	who	could	not	stop	cataloguing	even	when	the
subject	resisted	classification.

Addressed	me	by	name.	Not	title	alone.	Not	honorific.	Name.

Walked	with	awareness	of	the	floor	beneath	him.	Each	step	tested.	The	habit	of	a	man	who	has	operated
in	terrain	where	the	ground	is	not	guaranteed.

Bowed	correctly.	Did	not	bow	twice.	Did	not	hold	the	bow	for	effect.

Hands	calloused	at	the	knuckles	and	along	the	thumb-ridge.	Blade-handling	wear.	The	left	hand	holds	the
weapon;	the	right	manages	everything	else.	He	is	left-handed,	or	he	trained	left-handed	for	tactical
advantage.

Eyes	brown.	Direct.	Took	in	the	room	in	a	single	pass.	Returned	to	me	without	the	flinch	that	other
visitors	produced	when	the	constructs	shifted.	He	has	seen	things	stranger	than	spirit-constructs,	or	he
controls	the	flinch,	or	he	does	not	flinch.

Spoke	with	the	economy	of	a	tactical	briefing.	No	decoration.	The	words	meant	what	they	meant.	This	is
unusual.	In	the	Citadel,	words	are	architecture.	His	words	are	tools.

He	noticed	the	ink	on	my	fingers.

I	set	the	quill	down.	The	last	entry	had	arrived	without	my	writing	it	—	not	on	parchment,	but	in	the
mind’s	own	ledger,	where	the	dampening’s	reach	was	inconsistent	and	certain	observations	escaped	the
cold.	He	had	looked	at	my	hands	when	I	took	the	parchment	from	him.	Not	at	my	face,	not	at	the
Warden’s	chain,	not	at	the	ring,	not	at	the	silver	threading	in	the	robe	that	every	other	visitor’s	eyes
tracked	like	a	compass	finding	north.	He	looked	at	my	hands,	and	his	gaze	rested	for	a	fraction	of	a
breath	on	the	ink	stains	that	lived	in	the	grain	of	my	skin,	the	permanent	mark	of	years	spent	with	quill
and	manuscript,	and	he	said	nothing.

He	said	nothing.

The	not-saying	sat	in	the	file	beside	the	other	entries,	and	it	occupied	more	space	than	all	of	them.
Because	every	person	who	entered	this	chamber	saw	the	Warden.	The	robe,	the	chain,	the	chair,	the
constructs,	the	tracery	on	the	walls.	They	saw	the	architecture.	He	had	seen	the	ink.

The	ink	was	mine.	The	ink	was	the	girl	who	had	spent	six	years	in	the	archive	stacks	with	her	fingers
perpetually	stained,	who	had	written	until	the	pigment	settled	into	the	whorls	of	her	fingerprints	and
would	not	wash	out,	who	had	been	a	scribe	and	nothing	else	and	had	wanted	nothing	else.	The	ink	was
the	only	part	of	me	the	Warden’s	robe	did	not	cover.

He	had	seen	it.	He	had	said	nothing.	And	the	nothing	was	a	door	I	had	not	known	was	there.

I	picked	up	the	quill.	I	returned	to	the	dispatches.	The	storm	was	four	days	out.	The	Covenant	envoy	was
arriving	within	the	week.	The	Radiant	See’s	delegation	was	confirmed	for	the	following	fortnight.	The
outer	territory	survey	would	begin	at	dawn.

The	file	on	Castiel	Dorne	remained	open.	I	moved	it	to	the	margins	of	my	awareness,	where	it	settled
beside	the	ward-hum	and	the	cold	and	the	ring’s	weight	on	its	chain.

The	margins	were	getting	crowded.

Midnight.	The	ramparts.



The	wind	came	from	the	northeast	tonight,	carrying	the	mineral-and-frost	smell	of	the	upper	peaks	and
the	faint	sweetness	of	ashenmere	flowers.	I	walked	the	battlement	wall	with	my	robe	pulled	tight	and	my
braid	loose	against	my	back	and	my	hands	on	the	stone	where	the	ward-tracery	pulsed	beneath	my	palms.
The	Seal-light	was	steady.	The	hum	was	steady.	The	fortress	tracked	me	through	the	bond,	attentive,
constant,	the	only	presence	that	never	tired	of	my	company.

Below,	Thornhaven’s	forge-fires	flickered	at	the	mountain’s	base.	The	company’s	camp	was	a	cluster	of
shapes	south	of	the	market	square,	too	distant	to	resolve	into	tents	and	firelight	and	the	particular
geometry	of	soldiers	sleeping	with	their	blades	within	reach.

I	stopped	at	the	northeast	corner.	I	leaned	against	the	stone.	The	cold	bit	through	the	robe	and	I	felt	it,
the	one	sensation	the	dampening	could	not	flatten,	and	I	held	on	to	it	the	way	I	held	on	to	the	battlement
—	with	both	hands,	with	the	grip	of	a	woman	who	was	running	out	of	things	to	grip.

The	dampening	held.	The	cold	behind	my	sternum	was	a	wall,	and	the	wall	was	intact,	and	on	the	other
side	of	it	were	all	the	things	I	could	no	longer	feel	or	was	slowly	forgetting	how	to	feel.	Grief	lived	there.
Fear.	The	memory	of	warmth.	The	knowledge	of	what	it	was	to	want	something	and	to	feel	the	wanting.

But	tonight,	at	the	wall’s	base,	something	rested	that	had	not	been	there	before.

A	frequency.	Low.	Warm.	The	residue	of	a	voice	that	had	said	my	name	with	the	directness	of	a	man
handing	a	document	to	a	colleague,	nothing	more,	and	the	nothing-more	had	traveled	through	the
architecture	of	the	dampening	to	a	place	the	cold	had	not	yet	sealed.

I	leaned	against	the	stone.	The	wind	pulled	at	my	hair.	Below,	in	the	dark,	a	man	I	had	met	for	twelve
minutes	slept	in	a	camp	on	the	mountain,	and	he	had	seen	the	ink	on	my	fingers	and	said	nothing,	and	the
nothing	was	still	vibrating	in	a	register	the	fortress	could	not	quite	reach.

I	pressed	my	palm	to	the	battlement	wall.	The	ward-tracery	pulsed.

“Something	got	through,”	I	said	to	the	stone.

The	walls	hummed.	The	hum	did	not	change	pitch.	The	hum	did	not	falter.	But	in	the	bond,	deep	in	the
place	where	the	Citadel’s	awareness	lived	alongside	my	own,	I	felt	the	fortress	take	note.	Register	the
anomaly.	File	it	in	whatever	system	the	wards	used	to	track	the	fluctuations	of	the	woman	they	had
chosen.

Something	got	through.	The	fortress	knew.	I	knew.

Neither	of	us	knew	what	to	do	with	it.

Chapter	5
Castiel	Dorne

The	drainage	tunnel	was	the	first	thing	that	bothered	me.

It	ran	beneath	the	northeast	wall,	a	maintenance	channel	carved	into	the	bedrock	that	had	once	served
the	Citadel’s	water	reclamation	system.	The	Seal-coverage	along	its	length	was	thin,	stretched	like	cloth
over	a	wound	that	no	one	had	dressed	in	decades.	The	wards	above	hummed	with	their	usual	geometric
precision,	blue-white	tracery	layered	so	densely	that	the	stone	itself	seemed	to	breathe	light.	Down	here,
in	the	culvert	beneath	the	foundation,	the	glow	was	amber	and	faint,	pulsing	at	intervals	too	slow	to	be
intentional.	The	wards	had	not	forgotten	this	passage.	They	had	deprioritized	it,	the	way	a	body	diverts
blood	from	extremities	to	protect	the	core.

I	crouched	at	the	tunnel’s	mouth	and	ran	my	hand	along	the	stone.	Cold.	Damp.	A	mineral	smell	that	was
sharper	here	than	on	the	surface,	cut	with	the	iron	tang	of	old	water.	The	passage	was	wide	enough	for
two	men	abreast,	tall	enough	that	I	wouldn’t	need	to	stoop.	The	Seal-lines	on	the	walls	were	spaced	at	six-
foot	intervals.	Standard	ward-anchoring	for	secondary	infrastructure.	Three	of	the	five	I	could	see	had
degraded	to	the	point	where	the	light	stuttered	when	I	moved	past	them.

I	pulled	my	journal	from	my	coat	and	sketched	the	layout.	Tunnel	width.	Height.	Grade	of	descent.	Seal-
positions	marked	with	X	where	functional,	O	where	degraded.	I	wrote:	Drainage	approach	—	northeast
foundation.	Seal-coverage	at	40%	estimated	capacity.	Passable	to	a	small	force	in	current	condition.	No
construct	presence	observed.	No	detection	Seal	responded	to	my	entry.

That	last	line	was	the	one	that	mattered.	I	had	walked	thirty	paces	into	a	tunnel	beneath	the	most



powerful	fortress	on	the	continent,	and	nothing	had	noticed.

Kess	waited	at	the	entrance	when	I	climbed	out.	She	stood	with	her	arms	folded,	the	morning	light
catching	the	road-dust	in	her	hair,	her	expression	carrying	the	particular	stillness	she	wore	when	she	had
already	formed	an	opinion	and	was	waiting	to	see	if	I	would	reach	the	same	one.

“How	bad?”	she	asked.

“Manageable,	if	someone	manages	it.”	I	wiped	the	damp	from	my	hands	on	my	coat.	“The	Seals	are
degraded.	Three	of	five	anchors	on	the	first	section	alone.	I’d	need	to	walk	the	full	length	to	assess	the
rest,	but	if	the	pattern	holds,	the	tunnel	is	an	open	corridor	to	the	foundation.”

“Did	anything	ping	when	you	went	in?”

“Nothing.”

Kess	unfolded	her	arms.	Folded	them	again.	This	was	her	version	of	profanity.	“A	thousand	years	of
accumulated	Wardcraft	and	they’ve	got	an	unmonitored	drain	running	under	their	front	wall.”

“It’s	a	maintenance	channel.	The	wards	were	designed	for	it	—	the	coverage	was	there	once.	It	degraded.
Nobody	checked.”

“Nobody	checked.”	She	looked	up	at	the	fortress	wall	rising	above	us,	the	Seal-tracery	bright	and
geometric	and	magnificent	against	the	pale	stone.	The	morning	light	made	the	whole	face	of	the	Citadel
glow,	and	from	this	angle,	the	pattern	of	wards	was	so	dense	it	resembled	calligraphy.	Beautiful.
Confident.	The	handwriting	of	architects	who	had	built	a	fortress	that	would	outlast	their	civilization	and
had	been	right.	“You’d	think	the	thing	that	protects	the	continent	would	have	a	maintenance	schedule.”

“It	probably	does.	Somewhere	in	a	vault.	Filed	by	a	Warden	who’s	been	dead	for	three	months.”

Kess	said	nothing.	The	wind	came	down	from	the	mountain	and	pushed	at	the	loose	strands	of	her	hair,
and	the	Seal-light	on	the	wall	above	us	pulsed	in	a	rhythm	that	sounded,	if	I	let	myself	hear	it,	like	a
heartbeat	that	belonged	to	something	larger	than	a	building.

We	worked	the	perimeter	through	the	morning.	Kess	took	three	soldiers	and	covered	the	terrain
assessment.	I	took	two	and	walked	the	ward-boundary,	the	invisible	line	where	the	Citadel’s	Seal-
coverage	ended	and	the	naked	mountain	began.

The	ward-boundary	was	a	gradient.	The	Seal-glow	dimmed	as	we	moved	outward,	thinning	through	stages
the	way	light	thins	at	dusk	—	first	bright,	then	present,	then	a	quality	of	the	air	rather	than	a	visible
source,	then	gone.	At	the	boundary’s	edge,	you	could	feel	it:	a	sensation	like	stepping	from	a	warm	room
into	cold	air,	except	the	temperature	did	not	change.	What	changed	was	the	quality	of	attention.	Inside
the	boundary,	the	mountain	felt	watched.	Outside	it,	the	mountain	was	itself.

The	second	vulnerability	was	the	sight-line.	The	northeast	corner,	where	the	wall	turned	and	the	two
faces	met,	created	a	dead	angle.	From	the	ground,	the	cliff	face	and	the	curvature	of	the	wall	produced	a
triangular	shadow	where	a	man	could	stand,	pressed	flat	against	the	stone,	and	be	invisible	to	everything
except	a	construct	positioned	directly	above	him.

No	construct	was	positioned	directly	above	him.	I	stood	in	the	shadow	for	ten	minutes	and	counted.	Two
constructs	patrolled	the	northeast	wall-walk	on	a	rotation	that	brought	them	within	visual	range	every
four	and	a	half	minutes.	The	gap	was	narrow.	The	gap	was	enough.

The	third	vulnerability	was	cosmetic,	which	made	it	the	most	dangerous.

A	section	of	the	upper	wall	on	the	east	face	carried	Seal-tracery	that	had	faded.	The	lines	were	still
visible,	carved	into	the	stone	with	deep	precise	grooves,	but	the	light	that	should	have	filled	them	was
gone.	The	Seals	were	dormant.	I	could	not	tell	if	they	were	dead	or	sleeping,	because	I	did	not	have	the
training	to	distinguish	between	a	Seal	that	had	failed	and	a	Seal	that	had	been	deactivated.	What	I	could
tell	was	that	the	section	was	eighteen	meters	long,	that	it	sat	between	two	active	sections	whose	glow
was	bright	and	steady,	and	that	the	contrast	made	the	dark	stretch	look	deliberate.	Like	a	gap	left	on
purpose.	Like	an	invitation.

I	wrote:	Dormant	Seal	section	—	east	face,	upper	wall,	18m.	Adjacent	Seals	functional.	Tracery	intact	but
unlit.	Unable	to	assess	status.	Visual	impression:	conspicuous.	If	I	were	planning	an	approach	on	the
Citadel,	this	is	where	I	would	look	first.	Poorly	maintained	—	has	this	ever	been	inspected,	or	do	the
wards	render	the	Citadel	allergic	to	self-criticism?

I	looked	at	the	last	line.	I	left	it.



The	report	was	twelve	pages	by	the	time	I	transcribed	it	that	afternoon.	I	bound	the	pages	and	carried
them	to	the	secondary	audience	chamber	at	the	sixteenth	bell.

The	Warden	was	waiting.

She	sat	in	the	stone	chair	with	the	posture	I	had	catalogued	during	our	first	meeting	—	straight	spine,
hands	folded,	chin	level.	The	robe	was	the	darker	one	today,	charcoal	silk	with	the	silver	threading	that
caught	the	ward-glow	and	made	the	fabric	luminous.	The	constructs	flanked	her.	The	ward-tracery	on	the
walls	hummed.	The	room	was	arranged	around	her	the	way	a	frame	arranges	around	a	portrait:	every
element	positioned	to	draw	the	eye	to	the	center,	to	the	figure	who	occupied	the	chair,	to	the	Warden.

I	walked	to	the	platform.	I	bowed.	Same	angle,	same	duration,	same	absence	of	flourish.

“Warden	Thorne.	The	outer	territory	survey	report.”

I	held	the	report	out.	She	took	it.	Her	fingers	closed	on	the	pages	at	the	same	moment	mine	released,	and
I	noticed	again	the	ink	stains	on	her	hands.	The	pigment	had	settled	so	deep	it	was	part	of	the	skin	itself.
Years	of	it.	The	stains	were	a	record	written	on	the	body	the	way	the	Seal-tracery	was	written	on	the	walls
—	permanently,	without	apology,	visible	to	anyone	who	looked	at	the	right	surface.

I	stepped	back.	I	waited.

She	read.

I	had	expected	her	to	scan	the	summary	and	set	the	report	aside	for	later	review.	This	was	what
commanders	did.	This	was	what	the	magistrates	I	had	reported	to	in	border	contracts	did.	The	summary
existed	so	that	people	with	too	much	authority	and	too	little	time	could	absorb	the	essential	points
without	committing	to	the	full	document.

She	did	not	read	the	summary.

She	read	page	one.	Her	eyes	moved	across	the	text	at	a	speed	I	would	have	called	impossible	if	I	had	not
watched	it	happen.	Line	by	line,	margin	to	margin,	the	focus	absolute.	She	turned	to	page	two	before	I
had	finished	counting	the	ward-tracery	patterns	on	the	ceiling	—	seven,	which	I	had	been	counting
because	standing	in	silence	while	someone	reads	your	report	is	a	specific	kind	of	vulnerability	and	I
handle	vulnerability	by	counting	things.

Her	thumbs	held	the	margins.	Both	hands.	The	grip	of	someone	who	had	been	reading	professional
documents	since	childhood.	She	read	through	the	vulnerability	assessments	without	pausing,	her	gaze
tracing	my	diagrams	with	the	micro-movements	of	a	reader	comparing	drawings	against	a	mental	map.
She	had	the	layout	of	the	northeast	wall	memorized.	The	checking	was	not	skeptical.	It	was	automatic.
She	verified	data	the	way	other	people	breathed.

She	reached	the	dormant	Seal	section.	The	last	line.	Has	this	ever	been	inspected,	or	do	the	wards	render
the	Citadel	allergic	to	self-criticism?

Something	happened	in	her	face.

The	muscles	around	her	mouth	shifted.	A	contraction,	brief,	suppressed	almost	before	it	began.	The
corners	of	her	lips	moved	a	fraction	of	a	degree.	The	movement	was	upward.	It	was	the	ghost	of
amusement,	the	shadow	of	something	that	should	have	become	a	smile	and	did	not.	It	arrived,	and	it	was
gone,	and	in	the	space	between	its	arrival	and	its	disappearance,	her	face	had	been	someone	else’s.	Not
the	Warden.	Someone	younger.	Someone	who	found	sarcasm	in	a	field	report	funny	and	whose	body
remembered,	for	a	fraction	of	a	second,	what	funny	felt	like.

Then	the	face	closed.	The	composure	returned.	The	Warden’s	expression	settled	back	into	place	with	the
smooth	precision	of	a	door	that	had	been	opened	by	a	draft	and	closed	by	a	mechanism.

I	noticed	the	closing	the	way	I	noticed	the	opening.	Both	were	data.	But	the	opening	occupied	more	space
in	the	catalogue.

She	finished	the	report.	Twelve	pages	in	the	time	it	had	taken	me	to	count	the	ceiling	patterns,	observe
the	shadow	the	ward-glow	cast	behind	her	chair,	and	remember	that	I	had	once	told	Kess	I	was	here	for	a
contract	and	nothing	else.

“The	drainage	tunnel,”	she	said.	The	measured	voice.	The	cadence	of	authority.	“You	walked	thirty	paces
inside	the	northeast	foundation	passage	and	encountered	no	detection	response.”



“None.”

“The	Seal-anchors	in	that	sector	were	last	inspected	during	the	Third	Warden’s	tenure.	The	maintenance
logs	recommend	reinforcement	at	twenty-year	intervals.”	She	set	the	report	on	the	arm	of	the	chair.	“The
last	reinforcement	was	performed	forty-three	years	ago.”

She	had	the	maintenance	schedule	memorized.	She	had	known	the	tunnel	was	vulnerable	before	I	handed
her	the	report.	She	had	not	known	how	vulnerable,	because	no	one	had	walked	it.	Now	she	knew.

“I	have	dispatched	constructs	to	the	drainage	approach,”	she	said.	“Two	at	the	tunnel	entrance,	detection
Seals	reactivated	along	the	first	fifty	meters.	A	full	reinforcement	within	the	week.”

“And	the	sight-line	gap?”

“A	fixed	construct	has	been	positioned	at	the	northeast	corner	apex.	The	patrol	rotation	adjusted.”	She
paused.	“Your	recommendation	was	precise.	The	timing	did	not	account	for	the	dead	ground	at	the	wall
junction.”

Three	vulnerabilities	reported.	Two	addressed.	In	the	time	it	took	me	to	walk	from	my	quarters	to	the
audience	chamber.

“The	dormant	Seal	section,”	I	said.

She	looked	at	me.	The	grey-blue	eyes	were	steady,	the	silver	ring	around	the	iris	bright	under	the	ward-
glow.	The	Seal-tracery	on	the	walls	reflected	in	her	pupils,	two	small	patterns	of	light	that	made	her	eyes
look	as	though	the	fortress	was	watching	through	them.

“The	east-face	section	was	deactivated	during	the	Seventh	Warden’s	tenure,”	she	said.	“It	is	a	Sixth-Circle
Seal	array.	I	cannot	reactivate	Sixth-Circle	systems.	The	knowledge	was	held	by	the	senior	Wardens	and
has	not	been	recovered	from	the	archives.”

I	cannot.	Two	words	that	did	not	belong	in	the	vocabulary	of	the	person	sitting	in	that	chair,	and	she	had
said	them	without	flinching,	without	the	diplomatic	architecture	that	every	other	authority	I	had	served
would	have	built	around	the	admission.	The	directness	of	it	caught	me	in	a	place	I	had	not	guarded.

“Is	there	a	risk?”

“The	dormant	Seals	are	inert.	They	do	not	produce	coverage,	but	they	do	not	produce	vulnerability.	The
adjacent	sections	compensate.”	She	picked	up	the	report	again.	Her	thumb	rested	on	the	margin	of	page
nine,	where	I	had	written	the	line	about	self-criticism.	“Your	observation	about	the	conspicuousness	is
noted.	An	attacker	with	knowledge	of	Seal-systems	might	interpret	the	dormancy	as	a	weakness	and
concentrate	there.”

“And	find	active	coverage	from	the	adjacent	sections	instead.”

“A	natural	trap,”	she	said.	“Unintentional.	But	functional.”

The	room	was	quiet.	The	constructs	hummed.	Her	thumb	had	not	moved	from	the	margin	where	my
words	were	written.

“Is	there	anything	else,	Commander	Dorne?”

My	name.	Spoken	in	the	same	measured	cadence,	with	the	same	precision	she	gave	everything	—	the
parchment,	the	data,	the	chair	that	was	too	large	for	her	and	that	she	occupied	by	force	of	refusal	to
acknowledge	the	excess	space.

“No,	Warden	Thorne.”

I	bowed.	I	turned.	I	walked	to	the	door,	and	my	boots	made	the	same	measured	sound	on	the	stone	that
they	always	made,	and	the	constructs	tracked	me	with	the	faceless	attention	they	gave	to	everything	that
moved	through	the	Citadel’s	corridors.

At	the	door,	I	stopped.	Not	a	decision.	A	reflex,	the	kind	that	operates	below	the	level	of	tactical	planning,
in	the	place	where	observation	becomes	instinct	and	instinct	becomes	the	thing	you	do	before	you	can
talk	yourself	out	of	it.

“The	report’s	notation	about	self-criticism,”	I	said	without	turning.	“It	was	meant	as	an	observation,	not
an	insult.”



A	pause.	Then:	“I	did	not	read	it	as	an	insult,	Commander.”

I	left.

The	northeast	ramparts	were	my	last	perimeter	check	of	the	day.	I	walked	the	wall-walk	in	the	blue-grey
light	of	early	evening,	trailing	my	fingers	along	the	stone,	feeling	the	faint	vibration	of	the	wards	through
the	surface.	I	could	not	read	the	Seals.	But	the	hum	was	there,	at	the	edge	of	perception,	and	it	had
become	part	of	the	landscape	the	way	the	cold	had	and	the	altitude	had	and	the	particular	quality	of
mountain	light	that	turned	everything	into	gradients	of	blue	and	silver.

I	reached	the	northeast	corner.

A	spirit-construct	stood	at	the	corner	apex.

Tall,	luminous,	its	geometric	form	sharp	against	the	evening	sky.	It	had	not	been	there	this	morning.
Positioned	at	the	precise	angle	my	report	had	recommended,	the	ward-tracery	around	it	freshly
energized.

She	had	read	the	report.	She	had	deployed	within	the	hour.

The	construct’s	faceless	head	angled	toward	me.	The	ward-glow	around	it	pulsed	once,	a	single	bright
flash	that	traveled	along	the	battlement	wall	and	faded.

I	looked	south	along	the	ramparts.	At	the	far	end,	the	Seal-tracery	brightened	where	the	wall	curved	out
of	sight	—	the	ward-glow	responding	to	a	presence	I	could	not	see.	She	walked	the	ramparts	at	night.	I
had	learned	this	from	the	patrol	schedules	and	the	specific	pattern	of	ward-activity	between	midnight	and
the	second	bell.	The	same	route,	every	night.	The	Warden’s	circuit,	walking	the	walls	of	a	fortress	she	did
not	build	and	could	not	leave.

At	the	barracks,	Kess	was	cleaning	her	blade.	She	did	not	look	up	when	I	entered.	Three	years	of	shared
contracts	had	produced	a	mutual	surveillance	so	embedded	it	felt	like	consideration.

“Report	submitted,”	I	said.

“And?”

“She	read	it.	All	twelve	pages.	In	front	of	me.	Minutes.”

Kess’s	hands	paused	on	the	blade.	“And	the	vulnerabilities?”

“Two	addressed	before	I	left	the	chamber.	Drainage	tunnel	has	constructs	stationed.	Sight-line	gap	has	a
fixed	construct	at	the	corner.”	I	sat	on	the	bench	opposite	her.	“She	quoted	the	Third	Warden’s
maintenance	schedule	from	memory.	Twenty-year	reinforcement	interval.	She	knew	the	gap	was	forty-
three	years.”

“You’re	impressed,”	she	said.

“I’m	noting	capability.”

“You’re	impressed.”	She	picked	up	the	blade	again.	“The	mercenary	commander	who	once	told	me	he
didn’t	care	if	his	clients	could	read,	so	long	as	they	signed	the	contract	and	paid	the	invoice,	is	noting
capability.”

“I	said	that	about	Harken.	Harken	could	barely	hold	a	pen.”

“And	the	Warden	reads	twelve	pages	in	minutes	and	quotes	maintenance	logs	from	memory.”	She	ran	the
cloth	along	the	edge.	“You’re	noting	capability.”

I	did	not	argue.	Kess	did	not	require	arguments.	She	required	the	space	to	make	her	observation	and	the
acknowledgment	that	it	had	landed.

“The	contract	extends	through	the	See’s	delegation,”	I	said.

“Good.	The	barracks	are	warm,	the	food	is	better	than	anything	since	Kellis,	and	nobody’s	tried	to	kill	us.
By	our	standards,	this	is	a	vacation.”

“Don’t	get	comfortable.”

“I	never	do.”	She	stood.	She	was	taller	than	me	by	an	inch	when	she	straightened,	which	she	did	only



when	she	wanted	to	make	a	point.	“You,	on	the	other	hand.”

She	left.	I	listened	to	her	boots	recede	and	did	not	count	the	steps,	because	counting	departures	was	a
habit	I	had	developed	in	prison	and	was	trying	to	stop.

The	journal.

I	sat	on	the	narrow	bed	in	the	officer’s	quarters.	Stone	walls,	a	single	window,	the	ward-glow	softer	here,
amber-tinted.	Through	the	window,	the	mountain	dark	was	complete.

I	opened	the	leather	cover.	Three	years	of	nightly	entries.	Terrain	assessments.	Personnel	notes.	The
topography	of	contracts	completed	and	distances	traveled	and	settlements	that	looked	the	same	after	a
while,	the	road	blurring	into	a	sameness	that	was	comfortable	because	sameness	did	not	ask	you	to	stay.

I	wrote.

Survey	complete.	Twelve	pages	submitted.	Three	primary	vulnerabilities	identified:	drainage	approach
(NE	foundation,	Seal	degradation),	sight-line	gap	(NE	corner	junction,	patrol-timing	window),	dormant
Seal	section	(east	face,	Sixth	Circle,	beyond	current	Warden	capability).	Two	of	three	addressed	within
the	hour	of	report	submission.	Construct	redeployed	to	NE	corner.	Drainage	approach	secured.	Response
time	exceptional.	Decision	quality	precise.	No	hesitation	observed	in	the	deployment	orders.

I	paused.	The	quill	rested	between	my	fingers.	The	ink	was	mountain-made,	darker	than	the	border-town
inks	I	had	used	for	years,	and	it	sat	on	the	page	with	a	weight	that	suited	the	words	it	formed.

The	Warden	reads	faster	than	anyone	I	have	met.	She	processed	a	twelve-page	field	survey	in	the	time	it
took	me	to	count	seven	ceiling	patterns.	She	cross-referenced	my	drainage-tunnel	assessment	against
maintenance	logs	she	had	memorized	—	the	Third	Warden’s	twenty-year	reinforcement	cycle,	the	forty-
three-year	gap	since	last	inspection.	She	knew	the	vulnerability	existed	before	she	read	the	report.	She
did	not	know	the	extent.	Now	she	does.

I	turned	the	page.

The	ink	on	her	fingers	is	permanent.	Not	today’s	work	but	years	of	it.	The	pigment	has	settled	into	the
grain	of	her	skin,	into	the	whorls	of	her	fingerprints,	the	way	Seal-tracery	settles	into	stone.	She	was	a
scribe	before	she	was	a	sovereign.	The	hands	that	hold	the	Warden’s	documents	are	the	same	hands	that
copied	them.

The	quill	stopped.	I	looked	at	the	sentence.	The	ink	was	still	wet.	The	words	sat	on	the	page	with	the
specific	weight	of	an	entry	that	did	not	belong	in	an	operational	journal,	that	had	no	tactical	application,
that	existed	because	I	had	watched	a	woman	hold	a	piece	of	parchment	and	the	way	she	held	it	told	me
more	about	who	she	was	than	every	briefing	document	I	had	read	in	a	week	of	preparation.

I	should	have	crossed	it	out.	The	sentence	was	not	relevant	to	the	survey.	Not	to	the	contract.	Not	to
anything	a	mercenary	commander	needed	in	a	field	journal.

I	did	not	cross	it	out.

I	don’t	know	why	I	wrote	that.	It’s	not	relevant	to	the	survey.

The	lie	was	clean	and	professional.	The	truth,	which	I	did	not	write,	which	I	folded	the	journal	closed	over
and	pressed	flat	with	my	palm	the	way	you	press	a	flower	between	pages	to	preserve	it	and	pretend	you
didn’t,	was	that	the	ink	on	her	hands	was	relevant	to	everything,	and	the	smile	that	should	have	been
there	and	wasn’t	was	relevant	to	everything,	and	the	quickness	of	her	mind	was	relevant	to	everything,
and	the	sentence	sat	in	my	journal	like	a	crack	in	a	wall	I	had	been	maintaining	for	three	years.

I	closed	the	journal.	Somewhere	in	the	fortress	above	me,	the	Warden	sat	in	a	study	reading	dispatches
by	ward-light,	and	her	hands	held	the	parchment	the	way	they	had	always	held	it,	and	I	had	noticed,	and
the	noticing	was	not	operational.

The	ward-glow	pulsed	through	the	window.	The	fortress	breathing.	The	fortress	watching.

I	turned	on	my	side.	I	did	not	think	about	the	smile	that	died	before	it	formed,	or	the	way	her	voice	had
carried	I	cannot	without	flinching,	or	the	fact	that	a	woman	who	governed	a	continent’s	most	powerful
fortress	had	admitted	a	limitation	to	a	mercenary	she	had	met	once	—	with	a	directness	I	recognized
because	I	had	learned	it	in	the	same	place	she	had:	in	the	space	where	pretending	costs	more	than	the
truth.



I	noted	the	not-thinking,	the	way	you	note	a	position	on	a	map	you	have	decided	not	to	approach.	I	turned
the	journal	face-down	on	the	desk.	The	ward-glow	pulsed.	The	fortress	hummed.	I	slept	with	the	distance
I	had	chosen	wrapped	around	me,	and	it	was	thinner	than	it	had	been	yesterday,	and	I	did	not	examine
why.

Thank	You	for	Reading
The	robes	were	too	large.	They	were	always	too	large.

You	stood	in	the	corridor	with	Elara	while	the	ward-light	tracked	her	footsteps	across	cold	stone.	You
watched	her	pull	the	sash	tighter,	square	her	shoulders,	walk	the	walk	she	practiced	at	three	in	the
morning	until	her	calves	ached.	You	saw	the	woman	beneath	the	performance,	the	one	who	files	grief
under	the	wrong	heading	and	mistakes	exhaustion	for	competence.

The	full	story	has	thirty	chapters.	A	fortress	that	hums	at	a	frequency	you	feel	behind	your	sternum.	A
mercenary	who	does	something	no	one	in	the	Citadel	has	managed	in	three	months:	he	brings	her	tea,
and	he	waits.	The	dampening	takes	a	little	more	each	day.	The	wards	are	listening.	The	See	is	coming.

Elara	has	twenty-five	chapters	left	to	decide	what	she	is	willing	to	feel.

If	you’d	like	to	find	out	what	she	chooses,	advance	copies	are	yours	for	the	asking.

Request	an	ARC

All	I	ask	in	return	is	honesty.	A	few	words	on	Amazon	after	you’ve	finished,	if	the	story	earned	them.	A
sentence	is	enough.	The	kind	of	sentence	you’d	text	a	friend:	read	this	one.

That	small	gesture	carries	a	book	further	than	you’d	think.

The	fortress	remembers	everyone	who	enters.
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