The Country Beneath the Ink
Someone walks the miles a map leaves out.
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The Third Arrival
The road brought the dead man home three times.
On the first arrival, Ada Serrin was waiting by the church gate with a strip of black cloth wound round her wrist. The coffin came into view between the pollarded willows, carried by four men whose boots were pale with road dust. Dema, the widow, stepped forward. Then a cart passed between them, and when it had gone there was only the empty lane.
People said the bearers must have turned towards the lower bridge.
On the second arrival, nobody stepped forward. They watched the coffin approach the milestone, watched Hobb the miller lift one shoulder to ease the weight, watched the shortest bearer stumble. A gust moved through the willows. The men were gone again.
By the third, Ada had fetched her aunt.
Ysra did not look at the coffin. She looked at the road.
“Where did they leave from?” she asked.
“The hospice at Dunmere,” Dema said. “Yesterday morning.”
“How far had they walked when they first saw the village?”
Dema stared at her. “I wasn't carrying him.”
“No.” Ysra's voice softened. “Of course.”
Ada had never heard her aunt apologise for a question before. Usually she treated questions as tools: use the right one, keep it sharp, do not become sentimental about the handle.
The coffin appeared again beyond the milestone. This time Ysra stepped into the lane before the bearers reached it.
“Don't look at the church,” she called. “Look at me.”
Hobb raised his head. Sweat had darkened his collar. The man behind him was crying without making a sound.
“Keep looking,” Ysra said. “Tell me what you can see.”
“Aunt,” Ada whispered.
Ysra held up one hand.
“The gate,” Hobb said. “The church. Dema.”
“Not what you know is there. What can you see now?”
Hobb frowned. His gaze moved uncertainly across the village. “The gate,” he repeated. “A white—”
The air tightened.
Ada felt it in her teeth, the faint pressure that came before a binding took hold. The coffin blurred, not vanishing but becoming difficult to place. For a moment, the milestone seemed closer than the men, then farther, then both at once.
“Look at my hand,” Ysra said sharply.
She cut her palm with the edge of a broken slate. Not deeply. Enough to make a bright line. Blood ran towards her wrist.
The men stopped.
The pressure broke with a sound like a page being torn in another room. Hobb fell to one knee. The coffin tilted. Ada and her father ran forward with two others to keep it from striking the ground.
For a few breaths, nobody moved.
Then Dema put both hands on the lid.
“Bren,” she said, as though he had kept her waiting on purpose.
Ada could feel the weight of the coffin through the wood. It was horribly ordinary. The road had not made the dead man lighter.
They carried him through the gate by the side entrance, avoiding the white milestone at the main approach. Ysra followed last, wrapping her palm in a cloth. Her face had gone the colour of old paper.
During the burial, Ada watched the lane. The willows moved. A boy drove two goats past the marker without disappearing. The road looked harmless because it had finished what it was doing for the moment.
Afterwards, Ysra took Ada to the stone.
It stood knee-high beside the lane, its official face polished smooth by rain and generations of hands. SABLE FEN, the inscription said. ONE MILE TO DUNMERE ROAD. Beneath the words was the crown-and-compass seal of the Hall of Measures.
Ysra knelt. She scraped mud from the base with her thumbnail.
There, almost below the ground, a fresh line of black ink crossed an older mark.
Ada crouched beside her. “A correction?”
“A transfer.”
“Of what?”
Ysra looked towards the churchyard, where Dema stood between Ada's parents, holding a cup she had not drunk from.
“Twelve miles.”
Ada touched the air above the line without touching the ink itself. She had been allowed to grind ordinary pigments since she was nine, to clean binding tools since twelve, to copy route descriptions since fourteen. At seventeen, she could prepare a page better than most of the district clerks. Ysra still did not let her handle live road ink without gloves.
“Twelve miles from where?”
“That is what we need to find out.”
The roads of the kingdom were not all the distances they appeared to be. Ada had known that since childhood. A well-bound road could carry a traveller across twenty miles of country in the time it took to walk five. The missing distance did not cease to exist. It was laid elsewhere, assigned to another route, paid by other feet.
Most people knew this too, in the vague way they knew that grain had to be grown and taxes had to be collected. They used the folded roads and trusted the Hall to keep the measures balanced.
Sable Fen had never been a place the Hall tried very hard to shorten.
Ysra took a small book from her coat. Its cover was patched with blue leather, its pages protected by thin sheets of waxed linen. Ada recognised the local route ledger. Every binder with a licence kept one. Every change had to be entered, witnessed and sent to the district office.
Her aunt opened the page for the church approach.
The old line was there: a modest fold, enough to spare the village the long marsh curve in winter. Three names witnessed it. Three actual people who had walked the route and knew its anchors. Below that, a new line had appeared in ink Ysra had not put down.
Ada read the transfer marks once, then again.
“The bearing route is ours.”
“Yes.”
“But there's no receiving route.”
“There is. Not on this page.”
The church approach had been given the missing miles from somewhere else. Too many for its short, crowded length to carry cleanly. A traveller following the bound arrival line was turned through the same stretch of road again and again until the debt was walked. The living men had carried the dead one through every added mile.
Ada felt sick.
“Can you take them off?”
“Not without putting them somewhere.”
“Then put them on the old causeway. Nobody's using it until harvest.”
“Your father uses it every week.”
“He could take the boat.”
“And the families beyond the reed beds?”
Ada stopped. She could see the line on the map more easily than the people beside it. That, Ysra had told her often enough, was the first dangerous thing a binder learned to do.
“We ask,” Ada said.
Ysra looked at her for a long moment. Then she shut the book.
“Yes,” she said. “We ask.”
By evening, twelve people had gathered in the workshop. They argued over the causeway, the mill track and the road to the western fields. Nobody wanted the extra miles. Nobody thought a funeral should have to walk them again.
In the end, they divided the burden between three routes for six days, until Ysra could get an answer from the district office. The people who used those routes agreed to the arrangement. Hobb, Dema and Ada's mother, Mara, witnessed the correction because each knew the affected paths and could name the anchors from having stood beside them.
Ysra bound the change on a narrow strip of prepared cloth. Her gloved hand shook only once.
Ada saw it.
She also saw that when her aunt reached for the cooling bowl afterwards, she put her fingers into the water without noticing how hot it still was.
Outside, a cart came down the church lane. It passed the milestone and arrived exactly once.
No one cheered. They were too tired, and Bren was still dead, and tomorrow several people would begin paying for the road with hours they could not spare.
What a Mile Cost
Ysra's workshop occupied the front room of a house that had once been a net-maker's. Hooks remained in the ceiling. Ada used them for drying linen sheets, hanging them where morning light could reach both sides. The room smelled of starch, reed smoke and the bitter oil used to keep ordinary ink from freezing.
Road ink had no smell at all.
That was one of the things Ada disliked about it. Dangerous things ought to announce themselves. A rotten fish made an effort. A pot of binding ink sat quietly on the shelf in its lead-grey jar, looking less troublesome than the glue.
The morning after the funeral, Ysra dropped a cup.
It slipped from her right hand while she was reaching for the kettle. She stared at the pieces on the floor as though they belonged to somebody else's accident.
Ada set down the linen she was stretching.
“How long?”
“How long what?”
“How long has your hand been like that?”
Ysra bent for the cup. Ada got there first.
“Leave it.”
“It isn't valuable.”
“I wasn't talking about the cup.”
For a moment, Ysra looked angry. Then she sat down.
Ada fetched the small wooden case from the upper shelf. Inside were needles, soft cloth, a blunt testing pin and the records Ysra kept of her own hands. There were outlines of ten fingers on each page. Some areas had been shaded lightly, others darkly, with dates beside them.
Ada had known the case existed. She had not known how much of the latest drawing was dark.
“You said it was two fingertips.”
“It was.”
“When?”
Ysra did not answer.
Binding was not paid for with blood, whatever the street songs said. A cut could interrupt a traveller's fixation on an arrival line, as Ysra had done at the milestone, but it could not move a single mile. The actual work required measured routes, prepared ink, sound anchors and witnesses who knew what they were naming.
The binder gave the marks their hold. The strain passed through the hands first: numbness, tremor, the loss of fine distinctions between pressure and pain. A careful binder could work for years. A desperate one could spend those years in an afternoon.
Ysra had taught Ada all of that as though it concerned other people.
“Yesterday was small,” Ada said.
“Yes.”
“Then it isn't only yesterday.”
Her aunt looked towards the window. Outside, Ada's brother Perrin was trying to repair a basket by pushing the broken reed through the wrong side. He had grown three inches that summer and still seemed surprised by where his elbows were.
“There have been other transfers,” Ysra said.
“How many?”
“Enough that I should have asked for help sooner.”
It was a startling sentence from her. Ada did not know what to do with it, so she opened the testing case and took out the blunt pin.
Ysra extended her hand. They worked in silence. Ada touched the skin lightly, asked whether her aunt could feel it, marked the outline. Some answers were immediate. Some came after a pause. Some were no.
When they finished, Ada put the page beside the previous one.
“I can do the copying,” she said. “The preparation. All the ordinary work.”
“You already do most of it.”
“Then I can learn more.”
“You can. That isn't the same as taking every binding I should refuse.”
Ada pressed her lips together. Her aunt was capable of hearing arguments before they were made, which gave her an unfair advantage in most rooms.
Perrin came in with the basket.
“Is this supposed to look like a bird's nest?” he asked.
“No,” Ada said.
“Then I may have improved it.”
He stopped when he saw the hand drawings. His joking expression fell away.
Ysra closed the case. “Your mother needs that basket.”
“I know.”
“Take it to Hobb's wife. Ask her to show you the weave, not fix it for you.”
He looked at Ada, then at Ysra. “All right.”
After he left, Mara arrived with bread and a folded notice from the grain office. The next delivery would be delayed. The carrier had reported that the route cost more time than the agreed rate covered.
“Six days,” Ada said. “We divided the transfer for six days.”
“The carrier won't come until the district confirms the measure,” Mara replied. “They say there may be more changes.”
Ysra took the notice. There was no signature, only a printed office mark.
Ada looked at the bread. Her mother had cut it thinner than usual.
The cost of a mile was not only the time taken to walk it. It was a cart that arrived after the market closed. It was grain left in a warehouse because a carrier could not afford the journey. It was a woman cutting bread carefully while everyone pretended not to notice.
Mara put a hand on Ada's shoulder.
“Don't look as though you're about to fix the kingdom before breakfast.”
“Someone should.”
“Someone should start by eating.”
They ate. Ysra barely touched hers.
At noon, a district messenger arrived on a horse that had not been ridden hard. He wore the Hall's grey sash and carried a leather case sealed with blue wax. Ada went to the door before Ysra could stand.
“I need the licensed binder,” he said.
“She's here.”
“The correction entered yesterday has been flagged.”
“Because someone put twelve miles on our church road.”
He glanced at her. “I don't assess transfers.”
“Then who does?”
“The district office.”
“They haven't answered.”
“I carry messages.”
Ada wanted to make him say something human. She could see the limit of his authority, the horse waiting comfortably behind him, the clean edge of his boots. He might not know anything. That did not make his message less powerful.
Ysra came to the door.
The messenger handed her the case and waited while she broke the seal. Her eyes moved down the page. Ada watched her hand tighten on the paper.
“What is it?”
Ysra read the final line twice.
“An inspection,” she said.
“Of the transfer?”
“Of us.”
The Omitted Name
District Clerk Hask arrived the next day with two guards, a portable writing board and the apologetic manners of a man who had already decided not to help.
He examined the workshop shelves, counted the sealed jars and asked to see the local ledger. Ysra gave it to him. Ada stood at the other end of the table, resisting the urge to take the book back each time he turned a page by its corner.
“The funeral correction was not authorised in advance,” Hask said.
“It was witnessed locally and entered within the required day.”
“For ordinary adjustments.”
“A blocked arrival is an ordinary emergency under the district rules.”
“The classification has changed.”
“When?”
Hask consulted a sheet. “At the last central revision.”
Ysra waited.
Ada could hear the guards shifting outside. One had taken off his helmet. The other was looking at Perrin's unfinished basket on the bench.
“Show me,” Ysra said.
Hask unfolded a district map. It was newer than the one on the workshop wall, printed on thick paper with binding marks added by hand. Ada leaned over it.
Dunmere was there. The reed road was there, though thinner than before. The western fields were shown as seasonal ground. Where Sable Fen should have been, there was a pale wash and a small administrative mark.
No village name.
Ada felt a strange, childish impulse to look through the window and check that the houses remained.
“They're outside,” she said.
Hask glanced up.
“The houses. The people. The church. You came through them.”
“The map does not deny habitation.”
“It doesn't name it.”
“Certain minor settlements have been consolidated for measurement purposes.”
“Into what?”
“A district bearing area.”
Ysra went very still.
Ada knew the term. She had seen it in old manuals: land assigned to carry additional distance, often where few official journeys were recorded. A bearing area did not need every lane named separately. The central Atlas could distribute a burden through its local anchors without explaining each transfer on the public map.
“How many people did you count?” Ysra asked.
“I did not conduct the survey.”
“How many did the survey count?”
Hask's mouth tightened. “The population figure is not on this sheet.”
“Then you don't know.”
“I know the classification is valid.”
Ada looked at him across the map. “Valid isn't the same as true.”
One of the guards turned towards the doorway.
Ysra touched Ada's wrist. Not a warning to be quiet forever. A warning to notice the room.
Hask opened his case and took out a second letter.
“Your licence is under review pending explanation of the unauthorised correction. However, Master Hald at the Hall of Measures has requested your records for assessment. He has also requested the attendance of your registered apprentice.”
Ada stared at him.
“My apprentice?” Ysra asked.
“Her copied route sheets were included in the district submission last winter. Master Hald considers the hand suitable for archive work.”
Ada remembered the sheets. She had stayed up late making them clean enough to survive comparison with the capital's scribes. Ysra had said good work might open a door.
She had not said a door could be a way for someone to enter your house.
“Is this an offer?” Ysra asked.
“It is a summons for assessment under the apprenticeship register. Travel authorisation is included. Refusal would complicate the review.”
There it was, finally: a threat small enough to fit inside an administrative sentence.
Ada took the letter. The seal showed the Hall's compass, the needle pointing towards a centre that was not a place but a claim.
“How long?” she asked.
“Until the assessment is complete.”
“That isn't a length.”
“It is the wording.”
Ysra's fingers tightened on the table.
Hask checked the ink jars again, recorded their numbers and left a receipt for the ledger pages he was taking. He did not take the whole book. The copied sections would travel with Ada. The original binding pages remained under seal in the workshop, which meant Ysra could not use them without recording why the seal had been broken.
After he left, Mara and Jon came in from the yard. Perrin followed, trying to look older than fourteen and failing because his face had gone pale.
“You aren't sending her,” Jon said.
Ysra looked exhausted. “If she refuses, they suspend the licence. If I refuse the inspection, they can seize the inks and records. Then every small repair here goes through the district office.”
“So we let them take Ada instead?”
“I can speak,” Ada said.
Everyone looked at her.
She hated that her hands were shaking. She put the letter flat on the table.
“I'll go. I'll take the records. I'll ask Hald where the twelve miles came from and why they erased our name.”
“They haven't erased the village,” Mara said quietly.
“Not from the ground.”
Her mother looked towards the window. Outside, someone was calling a child home for supper. A pot lid clattered. Life went on making sounds that did not appear on the map.
Ysra sat down.
“Master Hald knew me in Orison,” she said.
Ada turned. Her aunt rarely spoke about the capital. She had come to Sable Fen years before Ada was born, bringing tools, books and a habit of checking doors before discussing work.
“What did you do there?”
Ysra looked at the sealed ledger.
“Repairs,” she said.
Ada waited.
“Some of the things I repaired,” her aunt added, “should have been allowed to break.”
Under the First Layer
Ysra woke Ada before dawn.
The house was quiet. Mara and Jon slept behind the curtain in the back room. Perrin had rolled halfway out of his blanket beside the stove. Ada stepped over his feet and followed her aunt into the workshop.
One lamp burned on the table. Its light caught the threads of the linen sheets overhead, turning them into pale suspended roads.
Ysra had taken a narrow wooden box from beneath the floorboards.
Ada stopped in the doorway.
“You have a secret compartment.”
“Yes.”
“Under the floor.”
“That is the usual arrangement.”
“I've swept that floor for eight years.”
“And done it badly enough that the board remained difficult to see.”
Ada almost smiled. Her aunt did not.
Inside the box lay a roll of thin cloth, a small packet of binding needles, an old travel seal and a piece of translucent skin-paper darkened at the edges. It was not a complete map. It looked like a fragment peeled from beneath another page.
Ysra placed it over the lamp's shielded light.
Lines appeared where Ada had first seen only stains. Roads, anchors, transfer marks. A series of numbers written backwards so they could be read through another sheet. The fragment showed a route Ada recognised from the district map: the Crown Road between Orison and the northern grain towns.
Beneath it ran smaller lines, some named, some merely numbered.
“Bearing routes,” Ada said.
Ysra nodded.
“The public maps show the folds,” she said. “The roads made easy. The underlayers show where the distance goes.”
“Why hide that?”
“At first, to keep the page legible. Then because an illegible truth is easier to defend than a visible one.”
Ada bent closer. One route had been shortened by thirty miles. The burden was divided between seven others. Three were villages. Two were seasonal tracks. The final two had no names at all.
“This is old.”
“Twenty-one years.”
“Before Sable Fen was changed.”
“Before many places were changed.”
Ysra touched the edge of the fragment with the back of a fingernail, avoiding the live-looking marks.
“After the border wars, the Hall needed to move grain and soldiers quickly. The first emergency folds were meant to last one winter. We added underlayers to keep the accounts balanced without redrawing every public map.”
“We?”
“I prepared the sheets. Hald supervised the bindings. Others signed them.”
Ada looked at her aunt's hand.
“You knew what they were for.”
“I knew what I was told they were for. Then I knew more and stayed longer than I should have.”
There was no excuse in her voice. That made the admission harder to hear.
“Did people die?”
Ysra closed her eyes briefly.
“People were delayed. Deliveries failed. Villages lost trade. Some winters were worse than others. I do not know every death I helped make possible.”
Ada stepped back from the table. She had wanted her aunt's secret to be a key, something clean and useful that would open the capital's doors. Instead it was part of the lock.
Outside, a bird called from the eaves.
“Why didn't you tell us?”
“Because I was ashamed. Because I thought doing good work here could become enough. Because silence becomes a habit when it keeps you safe for several years.”
Ada wanted to say that none of those reasons was acceptable. She also knew Ysra had not offered them as acceptable.
“What am I supposed to do with this?”
“Learn what is being bound now. The Hall is preparing a general Rebinding before the first frost. Larger than the yearly corrections. If Sable Fen has been made a bearing area, it may be one of many.”
“How long?”
“Six weeks, perhaps less. The notice uses the old calendar name, but the actual date will be set in Orison.”
Ada looked at the fragment again. The numbers seemed less like writing than weights stacked on invisible backs.
“Why send me?”
“Hald may genuinely want a good copyist. He may also want someone I care about inside the Hall. Both can be true.”
“And you want me to spy on him.”
“I want you to come home.”
“That isn't all.”
“No,” Ysra said. “It isn't.”
They stood on opposite sides of the table with the old work between them.
At last, Ysra rolled the fragment around a hollow reed and slid it inside the spine of Ada's travelling notebook. The notebook contained ordinary paper, route exercises and a few drawings Perrin had made in the margins. Its cover was plain enough to be overlooked.
“Do not show this to Hald immediately,” she said. “First learn what he wants. And remember the rules, not the Hall's version of them.”
Ada recited them because she had known them longer than some prayers.
“A map can alter a route that exists. It cannot make a bridge where there is no crossing. A fold must be measured between sound anchors. Three witnesses must know the route they name. Distance taken from one place must be carried somewhere else.”
“And a witness can be wrong,” Ysra said. “Or frightened. Or obedient. The ink does not judge whether an arrangement is fair. It only holds what has actually been bound.”
Ada nodded.
“One more thing.”
Her aunt opened Ada's hand and placed the blunt testing pin in it.
“Keep a record of your fingers. Every week. More often if you bind. Don't decide that numbness is courage.”
Ada closed her hand around the pin.
When the rest of the house woke, Ysra was making tea. The secret box was gone. The lamp had been put away. Ada's notebook lay beside her packed clothes, looking no different from an ordinary book.
Perrin came in carrying the repaired basket. The weave was clumsy but held.
“I asked her to show me,” he said.
Ada ran her thumb over the new reeds.
“Good.”
“Bring me something from Orison.”
“What?”
“Something they think is important.”
She looked at him, at the thin bread Mara was cutting, at her aunt lifting the kettle with both hands.
“I'll try,” she said.
The Road That Was Easy
The public wagon left Dunmere at sunrise with nine passengers, six sacks of flour and a cage containing a hen that objected to every change of direction.
Ada sat between a salt merchant and a boy in a new clerk's coat. Her travel authorisation had paid for a place under the canvas cover. The merchant had paid in silver. The boy kept checking the brass clasp at his throat as though it might explain who he was supposed to become.
Jon walked beside the wagon until the road widened.
“You have the food?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“And the money?”
“Yes.”
He nodded. They had already said goodbye at the inn yard. He had come this far because neither of them wanted to be the first to stop moving together.
“If the work is wrong, you can refuse it,” he said.
Ada looked at the authorisation in her lap. “Can I?”
Her father followed her gaze. For a moment, his face changed in a way that made him look older.
“You can know it's wrong,” he said. “Even when refusing is difficult.”
The driver called that they were joining the bound road. Jon stepped back.
Ada watched him become smaller beside the ditch. He raised one hand. She kept hers raised until a bend took him out of sight.
The driver, a broad-shouldered woman called Tam, checked the route seal fixed beside her seat. Its three witness marks were clear. The wagon wheels crossed a narrow strip of black stone, and the road changed.
Not visibly, at first. The trees remained trees. The horse's ears moved in the same patient rhythm. Then Ada saw a hill that should have taken an hour to reach slide nearer between one breath and the next. The road did not vanish beneath them. It offered fewer of its ordinary moments.
The merchant leaned back and closed his eyes.
The boy smiled.
Ada thought of Hobb carrying Bren's coffin past the same willow three times.
At the first posting house, they had travelled what Tam called twenty honest miles in the time of seven. She said it cheerfully, as drivers did. Ada wondered which miles were being called dishonest elsewhere.
They ate beside a water trough. The boy in the clerk's coat introduced himself as Beren and asked whether she was going to the Hall too. When she said yes, he looked at her hands.
“Copying?”
“Mostly.”
“I've passed the preliminary arithmetic twice.”
“Why twice?”
“The first result was lost.”
Ada looked at him.
He shrugged with the determination of someone refusing to let a story become humiliating. “The second time I did better.”
He was from a market town south of the capital. His mother had sold a good winter cloak to buy his coat. He told Ada this casually, then rubbed the clasp again. She stopped disliking him for being pleased with the road.
The merchant overheard and offered Beren a piece of cheese. Nobody made a ceremony of it.
By late afternoon, the wagon passed a long line of grain carts moving towards Orison. Their wheels were clean. Their horses looked well fed. At the edge of the road, a woman waited beside a handcart full of firewood. She had no route token and was not allowed across the fold marker until the authorised traffic cleared.
“How long will she wait?” Ada asked Tam.
“Depends on the convoy.”
“Can't she use the side path?”
“That's carrying a measure today.”
“How much?”
Tam glanced back. “More than I'd choose with a handcart.”
Ada opened her notebook and drew the junction. The public road was marked. The side path wasn't. She wrote down the convoy number from the lead wagon, then the time by the posting-house bell.
The merchant watched her.
“Hall work?”
“Not yet.”
He nodded as though that explained more than it did.
They slept at an inn built around a courtyard of cracked yellow stone. Ada lay on a narrow bed in the women's room and listened to strangers breathe. She had never slept so far from the marsh. There was no reed wind, no soft movement of water under the house boards. The silence between the inn's noises felt solid and unfamiliar.
In the morning, Tam refused to enter a newly corrected fold until the posting clerk showed her the witnessed route sheet.
“The seal is current,” he said.
“So was the one outside Red Hollow when a wagon spent half a day finding the same bridge.”
“That was exceptional.”
“So is my patience.”
He fetched the sheet.
Ada watched Tam compare the anchor marks with the stones beside the road. She was not a binder. She could not read every calculation. She knew enough to refuse a promise that hadn't been checked.
When they moved on, Ada shifted forward beside her.
“Do roads change like that often?”
“More lately.”
“Do you report it?”
“Of course.”
“What happens?”
Tam clicked her tongue to the horses. “Sometimes a clerk tells me the road is correct.”
“And then?”
“Then I still have to drive it.”
Near noon, the capital appeared beyond the fields.
Orison stood on three ridges above a broad river, its pale roofs rising in terraces, its bridges laid between districts like bars of light. The Hall of Measures occupied the highest ridge. Even at a distance, Ada could see the black line running up its central tower: a vertical measure visible from almost anywhere in the city.
Beren leaned forward, forgetting his clasp.
“It looks like the drawings.”
Ada looked at the grain carts entering the western gate, at the roads folding neatly towards the walls, at the river carrying its unmeasured water beneath the bridges.
“Yes,” she said.
That was what worried her.
The Hall of Measures
At the gate, a guard opened Ada's bag and held up the loaf Mara had wrapped in cloth.
“Food?”
“No,” Ada said. “A disguised rebellion.”
The salt merchant coughed into his sleeve.
The guard looked at her authorisation, then at her face. He put the bread back without smiling.
Beren waited until they had moved on before whispering, “You shouldn't say things like that.”
“Probably not.”
“I mean it.”
“So do I.”
The city smelled of hot stone, river mud, horses and bread from ovens large enough to feed streets. Ada had expected wealth to have a cleaner smell. Instead it smelled like more of everything, gathered close enough that one thing could not entirely hide another.
The wagon stopped at a posting yard below the Hall. A clerk checked their names and directed Beren towards the examination lodging. Ada's authorisation carried a different mark. A young woman in a dark work apron came to collect her.
“Neris,” she said. “Preparation room. You're Serrin?”
“Ada.”
“Good. We already have a Master Serrin in the records, and everyone will confuse the two of you if you let them.”
“My aunt isn't a master here.”
“Not now.”
Neris took one end of Ada's bag before she could object and led her up a stair cut between two high walls. The stone was cool despite the sun. Small black marks appeared at regular intervals, each protected by a metal lip.
“Bound stairs?” Ada asked.
“Lightly. Mostly for the old examiners.”
“Where's the distance put?”
Neris glanced at her.
“The service approach, I think. You'll learn not to ask every question in the passage.”
“Because it's rude?”
“Because passages have people in them.”
They entered through a side door. Inside, the Hall was less magnificent and more busy than Ada had expected. People carried boards, rolled cloth, ink cases and trays of food. A man argued with a woman about a missing inventory seal. Someone had spilled ordinary ink on a stair and covered it with sand. The kingdom's distances were administered by people who still lost things and made messes.
This should have reassured her. It didn't.
Neris showed her a small sleeping room shared with two junior copyists, both out at work. There was a bed, a chest and a peg for her coat. The window looked into a courtyard where laundry hung between carved columns.
“You'll eat in the lower hall. Work begins at first bell after breakfast. You don't enter a binding room without being called. You don't touch a live page with bare skin. You don't take a record outside its assigned room.”
“Do people?”
“People do all sorts of things. That's why the rules take so long to explain.”
Ada put her bag on the bed. The mattress was better than the one at home. She disliked noticing how grateful her back felt.
Neris looked at her hands.
“Have you bound?”
“Small things. Under supervision.”
“Any numbness?”
“No.”
“Keep it that way.”
She held out her own left hand. A pale scar crossed two fingers. When she touched one fingertip with a fingernail on her right hand, her expression did not change.
“I thought I could finish a page before asking for help,” she said. “I finished it.”
Ada looked at the hand.
“Was it worth it?”
“No.”
Neris lowered it and went back to the door.
“You'll meet Hald after the afternoon bell. Wash first. He notices dirty cuffs before anything useful.”
Alone, Ada took out her notebook. The hidden reed lay securely in the spine. She checked it with one thumb, then put the book inside the chest beneath her clothes.
The room's ordinary comforts unsettled her more than a cell would have. A cell would have told her what the Hall thought she was. A clean bed, hot water and a meal made it possible to forget why she had come.
At lunch, she sat with Neris and three copyists. They talked about page allocations, a clerk who had miscounted a stack of vellum and a cook whose soup contained more pepper when she was angry. Ada listened, learning names and the rhythm of the room.
One of the copyists asked where she was from.
“Sable Fen.”
He frowned. “Near Dunmere?”
“Yes.”
“I copied the new district sheet. I don't remember—”
He stopped when Neris looked at him.
“You don't remember it,” Ada finished.
“I'm sorry.”
“It's still there.”
Nobody knew what to say to that. The soup was good. Ada ate it anyway.
After lunch, Neris took her through the preparation rooms. Sheets were stretched on frames, dried, scraped and checked against the light. Ordinary maps lay beside pages that held a faint tension in the air. At the far end, three witnesses stood around a table while a binder read the names of two anchors. Their answers came separately, each confirming the route from knowledge rather than simply echoing the first.
Ada watched the binder's hand move.
The ink line settled. Somewhere outside the city, a journey changed.
She had seen bindings before. Here, the work happened continuously, one page after another, enough small decisions to alter a country while most of it was eating lunch.
Neris touched her elbow.
“Don't stare too long. You'll stop seeing the person doing it.”
Ada looked again. The binder was a woman with a loose strand of hair stuck to her cheek. She flexed her fingers when the witnesses left. An assistant brought her a bowl and a clean cloth.
The country was being held together by hands. Not all of them looked willing. Not all of them looked sure.
Master Hald's Offer
Master Hald's office overlooked the shortest bridge in Orison.
The bridge crossed a wide arm of the river in seven visible arches. From the window, Ada could watch a person step onto it at one end and arrive at the other sooner than the architecture allowed. Beneath it, boats took the ordinary time required by current and oars unless they used the separate bound ferry line farther downstream.
Hald saw her looking.
“An elegant measure,” he said. “The bridge itself carries no false structure. Only the traveller's route is folded. Water does not read our marks.”
Ada turned from the window. “Someone carries the distance.”
“Of course.”
He said it without discomfort.
He was older than she had expected and less grandly dressed. His coat cuffs were worn. A leather support wrapped two fingers of his right hand. On the desk, weights held down a map that would not quite lie flat.
“You have Ysra's directness,” he said.
“I have questions.”
“So did she.”
He offered her a chair. She sat because standing would not make her safer.
Hald opened a folder containing her route copies from the previous winter. He had marked one margin in red.
“You corrected a transposed anchor here.”
“The numbers didn't fit the description.”
“The district clerk hadn't noticed.”
“He hadn't walked the route.”
“Neither had you.”
“My father had. I asked him.”
Hald nodded. “Good.”
She disliked being pleased by the praise.
He explained the work he wanted. The Hall was preparing a general Rebinding of the major transport routes before winter. Years of temporary amendments had produced a system too layered to audit efficiently. Old transfers overlapped. Some local records no longer matched the central index. Skilled copyists were needed to reconcile descriptions and prepare clean underpages.
“You read reversed notation,” he said.
“My aunt taught me.”
“A useful and increasingly uncommon discipline.”
“Not uncommon here, surely.”
“Less common than neat handwriting.”
Ada looked at the map beneath his hand. The public roads were bold, the bearing lines pale enough to disappear at a distance.
“Why was Sable Fen removed from the district sheet?”
Hald did not pretend surprise.
“The settlement was absorbed into a bearing area in the latest classification.”
“There are eighty-three people there. More when the reed cutters come back. We have a mill, a church, fields, houses. A carrier wouldn't bring grain because the new measure made the journey cost too much.”
“I have asked for the local record.”
“You already have it. Clerk Hask took the pages.”
“I have asked for the complete record.”
“Will you restore the name?”
He folded his hands.
“A name on a sheet does not by itself change a binding.”
“I know.”
“Do you? Many people come here asking for a word to be restored as though it were the whole injury.”
Ada held his gaze.
“Then restore the route too.”
For a moment, something like amusement moved across his face. It did not make him kind.
“The kingdom has finite roads, finite time and more needs than any arrangement can satisfy equally. Winter grain must reach the capital. The northern garrisons must be supplied. Markets must function. We cannot remove every burden from every small place because the people there find it unfair.”
“The men carrying Bren's coffin walked the same mile three times.”
“That was a badly distributed transfer.”
“Not an unfair one?”
Hald looked towards the bridge.
“Fairness is a question for the people who govern. My responsibility is to make the measure hold.”
Ada thought of Ysra's fingers in the hot water.
“You taught my aunt that?”
His expression closed.
“Your aunt learned many things here. Some she has chosen to remember differently.”
He stood, ending the part of the conversation he did not want.
“You will work in the underpage archive with Neris. Your wages will be recorded weekly. Your lodging is provided. I will review the Sable Fen transfer personally when the full figures arrive.”
“And if I refuse?”
“The assessment of your aunt's licence will proceed without your assistance.”
It was the same threat Hask had carried, polished more carefully.
Ada rose.
“What am I allowed to copy?”
“Assigned pages only.”
“What am I allowed to question?”
Hald looked at her for a long moment.
“Anything you can prove is wrong.”
She left with the work assignment in her hand.
Outside the office, a young man waited beside a window, wearing a dark blue coat without the Hall's ordinary clerk marks. He was perhaps a year older than Ada. His hair had been cut neatly, but one lock had escaped across his forehead. A thin scar marked the edge of his jaw, too old to look dramatic.
“Ada Serrin?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Cal Arden. I've been assigned to show you the survey rooms.”
Arden. A governor's name. Ada had seen it on northern route seals.
“Do all copyists get an escort?”
“Only the interesting ones.”
“Am I interesting?”
He glanced at Hald's closed door.
“Apparently.”
The Governor's Son
Cal walked as though he knew exactly which doors would open for him and which would not.
Ada noticed because he did not try the second kind. At a narrow passage near the central stair, he turned away before reaching the guard. At the survey-room entrance, he showed a small metal token. The guard checked it despite recognising him.
Inside, long tables held route models built from thread, pegs and narrow strips of wood. Some were simple. Others looked like spiders had been employed by an accountant.
“This is where the proposed transfers are tested,” Cal said. “Before anyone puts live ink on a page.”
“Tested how?”
“Against the existing routes, the anchor condition, the amount of distance each bearing line can hold without producing unstable arrivals.”
“Like a funeral returning three times.”
He looked at her. “That was your village?”
“You heard about it.”
“I saw the incident report.”
“What did it say?”
“Arrival repetition. Excess local load. Emergency redistribution undertaken without prior authorisation.”
“No dead man, then.”
His expression changed slightly.
“No.”
Ada walked to the nearest model. A red thread marked a main road. Pale threads spread away from it towards smaller pegs. One bearing line had three extra loops wound round its anchor, almost hidden beneath a paper label.
“Why put the label over the load?”
“To keep the name beside the peg.”
“It hides the loops.”
“Yes,” he said. “It does.”
She waited for him to defend it. He didn't.
A survey master crossed the room and greeted Cal by his family name. His tone was polite in a way Ada had not heard directed at the junior copyists. He asked whether Governor Arden had replied to the winter proposal.
“Not to me,” Cal said.
“Perhaps remind him that delay makes the northern calculations difficult.”
“I'm sure he's aware of the north.”
The survey master frowned. Cal's face remained mild.
When the man had gone, Ada looked at him.
“Is that why you're here? To remind your father?”
“One of the reasons.”
“What's another?”
“I was eleven when I arrived. At the time, the official reason was education.”
“And now?”
He touched the token in his pocket.
“Education with controlled exits.”
Ada stopped walking.
Cal looked at her, then away. “It's not an unusual arrangement. A governor's child at court. A promise with a bed and tutors.”
“A hostage.”
“A ward,” he said. “The word matters enormously to the people who write it down.”
She thought of her own clean bed and the letter that had paid for it.
For the first time, she looked past his coat.
They spent the afternoon in the survey rooms. Cal showed her how the Hall indexed routes by anchor pairs rather than local names, how a change on one underpage appeared in the central ledger, how the large Atlas did not contain every map in the kingdom but held the network through which the official copies were bound together.
“The copies aren't independent,” Ada said.
“No. A local correction can be overridden if it conflicts with a central measure.”
“So Ysra's repair can be undone from here.”
“Yes.”
“How often does that happen?”
He did not answer quickly enough.
At dusk, he escorted her towards the lower Hall. The route took them past a window overlooking the river stairs. Below, a crowd had gathered at the ferry gate. A girl in a patched green coat stood on a bollard, arguing with a toll clerk. She held a basket of folded linen above the heads around her.
“That's washing,” Ada said.
Cal followed her gaze.
“The lower ferry's been reclassified. Commercial loads need a new token.”
“She's carrying washing.”
“For money, probably.”
The girl said something Ada couldn't hear. The crowd laughed. The clerk did not.
Ada moved towards the stair.
Cal caught up. “Where are you going?”
“To hear what she's saying.”
“You're meant to return to the lodging.”
“Am I forbidden to use the stairs?”
“Not those.”
“Good.”
He followed, muttering something about interesting copyists.
At the river gate, the girl was explaining that linen did not become profitable merely because a man in a dry coat called it commerce. The basket contained bedding from the fever ward, due back before evening. The ferry clerk insisted on the new token. The route along the bank would take two hours because part of it carried a fresh measure.
Cal stepped forward. The clerk recognised him and straightened.
“Let her cross,” Cal said.
The clerk hesitated, then lifted the gate.
The girl climbed down from the bollard. She looked at Cal's coat, then at Ada.
“Very kind,” she said. “Will you stand here tomorrow too?”
Cal's face tightened.
“I can't change the classification from the gate.”
“No. Only the rules for the person you happen to be looking at.”
She shouldered the basket and went down the steps.
Ada followed for two paces.
“What's your name?”
The girl looked back.
“Pella. Why?”
“I wanted to know.”
Pella studied her, then nodded towards the Hall above them.
“Remember it up there.”
On the way back, Cal said nothing for a long time.
At the lodging door, Ada stopped.
“You helped her.”
“For one crossing.”
“It's still something.”
He looked down towards the river, where the ferry's lantern moved across the darkening water.
“Yes,” he said. “That's the trouble. It's very easy to mistake something for enough.”
Quiet District Nine
The underpage archive had no windows.
Lamps burned behind screens of thin horn, giving a steady light that did not fall directly on the oldest sheets. The air was dry enough to make Ada's lips crack. Every table held a bowl of water, not for the pages but for the people working beside them.
Neris assigned her a stack of northern route reconciliations.
“Copy the descriptions exactly. Flag differences between the public sheet and the binding record. Don't decide which one is right unless the evidence is there.”
“What counts as evidence?”
“More than a preference.”
Ada took the first page.
For two days, the work was ordinary enough to be almost soothing. A missing date. A transposed number. A bridge renamed after a local official without the new name being entered in the central index. She copied carefully, checked twice and learned the archive's arrangement by walking it whenever she had a legitimate reason to stand.
The receiving routes were filed by purpose: grain, military, post, market. The bearing routes were filed by district number. To follow a single transfer, she had to cross the room, request another ledger and persuade a clerk that the second page was relevant to the first.
The system did not forbid understanding. It merely made understanding take longer than most assignments allowed.
On the third morning, she found Quiet District Nine.
The description listed marsh ground, seasonal labour and low permanent occupation. Its main anchors were a church milestone, a disused causeway stone and the western mill gate.
Ada knew all three. She had sat on the mill gate as a child, swinging her feet while Hobb argued with her father about flour weights. The causeway stone had a crack shaped like a fish. The church milestone still had Ysra's blood in a crevice no rain had reached.
She read the population figure.
Thirty-one.
She counted the houses in her head. Her own family made five. Dema made one now. Hobb's household made six. Before she reached the end of the first lane, the official number was already wrong.
The bearing capacity had been calculated from the number of recorded journeys, not the number of lives that depended on them. Journeys made without paid tokens scarcely appeared. Children walking to lessons, women carrying washing, neighbours bringing food: the map's accounting treated much of the village's movement as though it happened nowhere.
Ada wrote the page reference on a scrap assigned for queries.
Then she followed the twelve-mile transfer.
The receiving route was a convoy approach north of Orison. A temporary acceleration for grain arriving from North Rill. The authorisation bore Governor Oren Arden's seal beside the Hall's confirmation.
Cal's father.
Ada stared at the name until the ink seemed to thicken.
“Ada.”
Neris stood at the end of the table.
“You've been on that sheet a long time.”
“The population is wrong.”
“Which district?”
“Nine.”
Neris looked at the page, then at the doorway.
“Write the discrepancy. Don't write an accusation you can't support yet.”
“I know eighty-three names.”
“Can you show why the register says thirty-one?”
Ada shook her head.
“Then that is the next question.”
At midday, she asked Cal to meet her in the public map gallery. He arrived carrying a survey tube and a bread roll he had not finished.
She put the query scrap in his hand.
“Did you know?”
He read it. His face changed at the seal reference.
“About this transfer? No.”
“Your father requested it.”
“My father requested a grain route. That doesn't mean he selected the bearing area.”
“Does he know someone has to?”
Cal looked up sharply. “Yes.”
“Then what did he imagine?”
For a moment, she thought he would walk away. Instead he set the bread on the edge of a display case and read the figures again.
“I don't know,” he said.
It was not enough. It was more than Hask had offered.
“My village is counted as thirty-one people.”
“How many are there?”
“Eighty-three, before the seasonal workers.”
“Do you have the local register?”
“Hask took the copies.”
Cal closed his eyes briefly.
“I can ask where they were filed.”
“Will they tell you?”
“They might.”
“Because of your name.”
“Yes.”
Ada looked at the bread roll, abandoned beside a model of a perfect bridge. She was hungry and angry, and the combination made every answer sound like an insult.
Cal noticed her gaze. He broke the roll and offered half.
She nearly refused. Then she took it.
“I didn't choose where I was born either,” he said.
“No.”
“But I have been comfortable not asking some of these questions.”
Ada ate the bread. It was still warm in the middle.
“What will you do now?”
He folded the scrap carefully.
“Ask.”
That evening, she found a new assignment beside her bed. Selected junior staff were required to attend the public presentation of the winter Rebinding. Her name was on the list.
So was Cal's.
At the bottom, a formal date had replaced the old calendar title. Thirty-five days remained.
Ada counted them once on her fingers, then again without moving her hands.
A Country Presented
The Regent's hall had a floor polished so brightly that the people entering it seemed to walk above a second, dimmer court.
Ada stood with the junior staff near a side column. Neris had lent her a clean collar and told her not to stare at anyone simply because they were important. Ada found this difficult. Importance had been arranged very deliberately in the room: raised chairs, carved screens, different kinds of fabric, guards who looked away from some people and directly at others.
Regent Meral sat beneath a pale canopy. Beside her was the young prince, Evin, whose feet did not reach the floor. He watched a fly move along the arm of his chair while the adults discussed the kingdom he was expected to inherit.
Chancellor Edrin Sile stood before a large map stretched on a frame.
He was not dressed like a man who needed to be admired. His dark coat was plain, his voice measured. That made people lean towards him rather than wait for him to finish.
“For twenty years,” he said, “we have lived by temporary measures.”
Ada felt Neris's sleeve brush hers.
Sile described the border wars, the failed harvests, the roads repaired in haste and the transfers added to transfers until the system itself had become difficult to govern. He did not say nothing had gone wrong. He named failures carefully, making acknowledgement sound like ownership.
“The Rebinding will give us a stable winter network. Grain will move reliably. Garrisons will be supplied. The capital will not be held hostage by every damaged bridge and local dispute.”
Cal stood among the provincial wards on the other side of the room. At the word hostage, his expression did not change.
Hald stepped forward to explain the model.
Five major route spines would be reconciled through the central Atlas. Bearing areas would be assigned fixed capacities. Local corrections would no longer be allowed to interrupt essential traffic without central approval.
Ada heard the practical meaning beneath the polished words. Ysra's funeral repair would not have been allowed to hold. Even if the village agreed to carry the distance somewhere less harmful, the central measure could restore it to the church approach.
A courtier asked whether the new arrangement would shorten the eastern market journey.
Hald said yes.
Another asked about military post.
Sile said reliability was the first priority.
Nobody asked who would walk the missing miles.
Ada raised her hand before deciding whether she was permitted to.
Neris made a small sound beside her.
Sile saw the movement. For a moment, Ada thought he would ignore it. Then he turned towards the junior staff.
“You have a question?”
The room looked at her.
Her mouth went dry.
“The bearing capacities,” she said. “Are they based on current populations?”
Hald's gaze sharpened.
“On registered occupation and measured traffic,” Sile replied.
“What happens where the register is wrong?”
“Errors can be submitted for review.”
“Before the Rebinding?”
“Where the evidence supports a change.”
Ada could feel Neris standing very still beside her.
“Quiet District Nine is listed as thirty-one people,” she said. “There are at least eighty-three. The road recently repeated an arrival because twelve miles were put on too short a line.”
A murmur passed through the room. Not outrage. Interest, the way people might respond to a flaw in an object they did not have to use.
Sile looked at Hald.
“Is the incident recorded?”
“Yes, Chancellor.”
“Then it should be examined.” He turned back to Ada. “Your name?”
“Ada Serrin.”
Something changed in his eyes. It was gone too quickly for her to name.
“Then you have a family interest as well as a technical one.”
“I live there.”
“Precisely.”
He said the word gently, reducing her knowledge to bias without denying it outright.
Regent Meral shifted in her chair.
“A field verification seems reasonable,” she said. “We should not begin a stable system with an obvious error.”
Sile bowed his head.
“Of course.”
The conversation moved on. Ada's heart kept pounding as though she were still speaking.
After the presentation, Hald found her near the side door.
“You were invited to observe.”
“I observed a wrong number.”
“You observed one part of a calculation.”
“Then let me see the rest.”
His jaw tightened. Behind him, courtiers were discussing dinner arrangements.
“The Chancellor has authorised a limited verification of several western bearing anchors,” Hald said. “You will accompany the survey party as a copyist. Cal Arden will oversee the route record.”
“Will we go to Sable Fen?”
“The assigned route will be provided.”
“That wasn't my question.”
“No,” he said. “It was your preference.”
He left before she could answer.
Outside, Cal waited at the foot of the steps. Rain had begun, fine enough to show only against his dark coat.
“You asked,” he said.
“So did you?”
He handed her a folded slip.
The local register copies had not been lost. They had been filed under superseded evidence.
Ada read the phrase twice.
Across the courtyard, the prince's attendants were opening an umbrella large enough to shelter three people. The boy stood beneath it alone.
The Letter with No News
Mara's letter arrived folded inside a carrier's account, because the ordinary post route to Sable Fen had become expensive enough that people shared envelopes.
Ada recognised her mother's hand before she broke the inner seal. The lines leaned slightly uphill. Mara wrote as she spoke, with little room for decoration.
The first paragraph concerned grain. The second concerned the weather. The third said Perrin had joined a winter work party at Slate Spur, where the Hall was preparing new anchor stones.
Ada stopped reading.
He was fourteen.
She read the paragraph again, looking for a word that would make the arrangement temporary in a harmless way. There was food at the camp. A portion of the wage would be sent home. He had insisted. Jon had argued. The foreman had said the work was sorting and carrying small materials, not cutting stone.
Ada imagined her brother trying to look useful while grown men assessed the strength of his arms.
The letter continued.
Ysra had received a second summons. This time she was required to attend a technical review herself. She had left two days before the letter was sent, under escort. Mara did not know which route they had taken. The workshop seals remained intact. All was well at home. Dema had repaired the torn hem of Ada's spare coat and would send it when there was a carrier going the right way.
All was well at home.
Ada held the paper flat on the table. Her mother had written around the fear, leaving its shape visible in every ordinary detail.
Neris found her there after the evening meal.
“What happened?”
Ada handed her the letter.
Neris read it, then sat down.
“Slate Spur is a supply camp,” she said. “Not a prison.”
“Can he leave?”
“I don't know.”
“And my aunt?”
Neris looked at the page again. “A technical review should be here.”
“Should be.”
“Yes.”
Ada stood so quickly the chair scraped.
“I need to see Hald.”
“Not like this.”
“How should I look?”
“Like someone who hasn't decided what she's going to reveal before she knows what he already knows.”
Ada stopped.
Neris closed the door.
For a moment, the room seemed much smaller.
“What did Ysra send with you?” Neris asked.
Ada's hand moved towards the notebook before she could stop it.
Neris saw.
“I haven't searched your things. But Hald has asked which books you use. He's interested in the spine of that one.”
Ada felt cold.
“Why are you telling me?”
“Because I copied the order for your aunt's transfer.”
“Where?”
“Quarry House. East of the old slate workings.”
“Why?”
“The order says her experience is required for the preparation of difficult bearing sheets.”
Ada stared at her.
“They're making her bind.”
“I don't know exactly what they're making her do.”
“She can't feel half her hand.”
Neris looked at her own fingers.
“I know what that means.”
Ada sat down again. For several breaths, she could hear only the lamp's soft hiss.
Then she took the notebook from the chest and slid the reed from its spine.
Neris watched her unroll the old fragment. She did not touch it.
“That's a first-generation underlayer,” she said.
“You know it.”
“I've seen references. Not an actual surviving piece.”
“My aunt helped make them.”
“Yes.”
Ada looked up. “You knew?”
“Her name is in the old preparation records. I didn't know what she'd kept.”
Neris held the fragment against the light. The backward numbers appeared.
“This doesn't prove what they're doing now,” she said.
“It proves the system was hidden.”
“Most people in this building know there are underlayers. What they don't all know is how the new fixed capacities will be distributed.”
“Then help me find that.”
Neris lowered the page.
“If I do, I may lose my work. More than my work.”
Ada opened her mouth, then closed it. She had been about to tell Neris that people outside the Hall were already losing more. True, perhaps. Also a way to make another person's risk sound cheap.
“I know,” she said instead. “I don't have the right to promise you'll be safe.”
Neris studied her for a long time.
At last, she rolled the fragment back around the reed.
“The western survey leaves in two days. There are records at Salt Steps that don't answer to Hald. An engineer called Ren Shore keeps the old ferry and causeway measures. She worked on the first bearing systems before she left.”
“Will she help?”
“She may tell you to leave her alone.”
“That's becoming familiar.”
Neris almost smiled.
“I can make sure the survey list includes the damaged western anchors. That puts you close enough to ask. I cannot make the journey safe, and I cannot get your aunt out from here.”
Ada nodded.
Outside, a bell rang for the closing of the inner archive. Somewhere in the Hall, pages were being locked away for the night, their marks continuing to move people through the dark.
Permission to Travel
The western survey party consisted of one official observer, one apprentice copyist, a hired local guide and a mule that had already decided the arrangement was beneath it.
Cal stood in the posting yard reading the travel warrant. Ada watched his face as he reached the line restricting their movement to the assigned corridor.
“Do you get one of those too?” she asked.
“Mine's longer.”
He handed it over.
The warrant named the gates he could use, the inns where his presence would be recorded and the date by which he must return. Any alteration required approval from the Hall or a provincial authority whose seal the Hall recognised.
Ada looked at him.
“You can't just go home.”
“No.”
She returned the paper more carefully than she had taken it.
Their guide arrived carrying a coil of rope and a bag patched with sailcloth.
Pella stopped when she saw Cal.
“Oh,” she said. “The gate-opener.”
Cal inclined his head. “The washing revolutionary.”
“Depends who's asking.”
Neris had hired her through the river carriers' office, where Pella was registered for delivery work and knew the western paths from years of carrying things other people preferred not to carry themselves. She had been paid an advance and given a clear route. She looked at the official warrant with an expression that suggested the route might not survive contact with the ground.
“Who wrote this?” she asked.
“The survey office,” Cal said.
“Has anyone there seen the western bank since the spring slide?”
“That's one of the things we're meant to verify.”
“Excellent. A discovery expedition to a problem people have reported for months.”
Ada liked her immediately and suspected that would not make Pella easier to travel with.
Hald came down before they left. He checked the sealed case containing the small jar of live ink, the blank correction sheets and the witness forms. Cal signed for it. Ada signed as assistant. Pella declined to sign for materials she had not been asked to use.
“Reasonable,” Hald said, though he did not sound pleased.
He turned to Ada.
“Your task is to record the condition of the anchors and reconcile the descriptions. You are not authorised to make political assessments.”
“Are population figures political?”
“They become so when used carelessly.”
“And when they're wrong?”
“Then correct them with evidence.”
She held his gaze. He knew about Ysra. He knew where she had been taken. He waited to see whether Ada would say her name.
Ada did not give him that conversation in the posting yard.
Neris stood by the side gate. As Ada passed, she handed her a packet of ordinary paper.
“For field notes.”
Inside the top sheet, beneath a blank page, was a short list of archive references. Ada felt the extra thickness but did not look down.
“Thank you.”
Neris nodded once.
They left through the western gate beneath a sky the colour of unpolished tin. Cal rode a hired horse for the first mile, then dismounted when Pella pointed out that the bank path ahead would be easier with everyone on foot. He did not argue. He led the horse while Ada took the mule's rope.
Outside the city, the road divided. The official survey route followed a bound carriageway towards the old ferry posts. A narrower path ran along the river, half hidden by reeds and the backs of warehouses.
Pella stopped at the junction.
“The carriageway marker's been changed,” she said.
Cal checked the warrant. “It should carry a light fold.”
“It did yesterday.”
Ada looked at the black stone beside the road. The surface shone wetly despite the dry morning.
“Fresh ink,” she said.
A grain cart ahead of them crossed the marker. Its wheels turned. The horse took six steps, then stopped with its forelegs braced. The driver shouted. The cart seemed to move farther away and remain in exactly the same place.
Pella took the mule's rope from Ada.
“Don't follow him.”
Cal was already moving towards the driver.
Ada felt the pressure in her teeth.
Behind them, Orison's gates stood open, receiving the benefits of a road that had begun to fail in somebody else's direction.
The Cart in the Fold
The driver kept flicking the reins.
Each movement made the horse strain harder. Its hooves scraped the same pale marks in the road, deepening them without carrying the cart forward. Grain sifted from a split sack and hung for a moment in a line that seemed longer than the space between cart and ground.
“Stop driving,” Cal called.
The man looked towards him and then back at the road ahead. “It won't move.”
“Stop asking it to.”
Ada reached the edge of the marker. The pressure in her jaw sharpened. She could see the road trying to hold two different measures: the old fold pulling towards the city, the new bearing load turning the approach back on itself. The horse was caught where the instructions overlapped.
Pella put a hand on Ada's shoulder before she stepped farther.
“Stay on the verge.”
Cal had gone left, keeping his boots on the unbound strip beside the ditch. He held one end of Pella's rope. The other was looped round a willow trunk.
“Can you throw it?” Ada asked.
“To the man, perhaps.”
“Not across the marker. Go lower.”
Cal looked at her.
“The straight line is wrong there. It will give the rope more road than rope.”
He moved another pace down the bank. Pella nodded, judging the angle from the tree. Cal threw.
The first cast fell short. The rope struck the cart wheel and dropped into the mud. The driver cursed.
“Look at the rope,” Ada called. “Not the gate. Not where you're trying to arrive.”
The man's eyes moved towards her. The cart seemed suddenly nearer.
Cal threw again.
This time the driver caught it. Pella braced herself against the willow and called for him to climb down on the ditch side. He hesitated, looking at the horse.
“We'll get it,” Cal said. “You first.”
The driver climbed awkwardly over the wheel. For a moment, his foot seemed to hang above a drop that wasn't there. Ada caught the rope with Pella and pulled sideways, towards the unbound ground.
He fell into the reeds with a cry.
The road released him.
His boots landed in ordinary mud. He rolled onto his back, breathing hard, and stared at the sky as though it was the first trustworthy thing he had seen all morning.
Cal and Pella worked on the horse. Ada stayed where she could watch the marker and call when the pressure shifted. They did not hack at the stone or spill ink over the road. Breaking a live anchor could throw its burden into neighbouring lines without warning. Ysra had shown Ada drawings of villages damaged by well-meant acts of destruction. A shattered map did not return the world neatly to its natural shape while people were standing inside the binding.
The horse came free when Cal loosened the harness and Pella led it sideways towards the water. It stumbled, shuddered and stood with its head low. The cart remained caught on the road, one wheel slowly turning without any force Ada could see.
The driver sat up.
“My load.”
Nobody answered immediately.
“My name's Len,” he said, as if they might be more willing to help a man with a name. “Those sacks aren't mine.”
Cal looked at the cart, then at the official route stone.
“I'll record what happened.”
“Will that pay for the grain?”
“It should establish that you didn't abandon it through negligence.”
Len laughed once, bitterly. “Should.”
Ada took out her notebook. She drew the marker, the cart's position, the fresh transfer line. Cal read the official seal aloud. Pella described exactly where the old edge of the path had been before the spring slide. Len gave the time he entered the fold and the weight of his load.
Four accounts, not one heroic version.
Cal signed the incident record with his full name. Len looked at it and stopped laughing.
“Arden?”
“Yes.”
“You'll stand by that?”
“Yes.”
Ada watched him say it. The word cost him something different from what it cost her, because people would listen to it differently.
They took Len and the horse to the old sluice house, where a carrier's family kept emergency shelter for stranded drivers. Cal paid for feed and left a written instruction for the posting office. The carrier's wife read the seal, read Cal's face and put the paper somewhere dry.
“New trials,” she said. “They've been doing them all week.”
“Trials of what?” Ada asked.
“The winter measure. Small sections before the big binding.”
“No notice?”
She pointed towards the road. A sheet had been nailed to a post on the far side of the fold, where an approaching driver could only read it after crossing the marker.
Ada went very still.
Pella looked at Cal. “Would you like to open a gate for that too?”
He did not defend the Hall.
They left his hired horse at the sluice house, where the route ahead and the animal's unsettled breathing both argued against taking it farther. Cal accepted the slower journey. He kept the saddlebag and returned the bridle to the peg himself.
At the river path, Pella stopped.
“The official route is unsafe. The warrant says we follow it anyway unless an observer records a reason.”
Cal held up the incident sheet.
“I've recorded one.”
“Good. Then we're going the way the ground still knows.”
Ada followed her into the reeds, the mule stepping carefully behind them.
For the first time since leaving Sable Fen, the path ahead had no official line telling her how long it ought to be.
A Path Without Permission
An unbound path was not a secret road waiting to be discovered by anyone sufficiently brave. It was mud, nettles, awkward roots and the full distance between one place and another.
By midday, Ada's boots were wet through. The mule had stopped twice to consider the value of further cooperation. Cal carried more of the equipment than he had on the official road, but his coat still looked offensively well made.
Pella moved ahead with the ease of someone who knew where the bank would hold. She did not hurry them. She also did not pretend that knowing the path made it pleasant.
At a fallen alder, they stopped to eat.
Ada took out Mara's bread. Cal contributed hard cheese. Pella produced three small onions and announced that anyone offended by them could be offended from a distance.
They ate beside the river. Water moved at its own pace, carrying leaves and a broken reed basket towards the city. The Hall could fold the ferry route for passengers who crossed between marked posts, but it could not order the current to arrive early.
“Why did you take the work?” Ada asked Pella.
“Money.”
“Besides money.”
Pella looked at her. “People who have enough often ask that second question too quickly.”
Ada lowered her bread.
“I meant—”
“I know what you meant.” Pella peeled an onion with a small knife. “Neris said you were checking the bearing routes. My grandfather kept the western ferry measures for thirty years. When they asked him to sign a description of an empty bank that wasn't empty, he refused.”
“What happened?” Cal asked.
“They suspended his licence. Then they said his knowledge was needed for a review at Quarry House. He's been there since spring.”
Ada looked up sharply.
“My aunt's there.”
Pella stopped peeling.
“They took her this week,” Ada said. “Ysra Serrin.”
“I know the name.”
“From where?”
“My grandfather used to swear at it.”
The river continued past them.
Ada felt the old fragment in her notebook like a weight she had swallowed.
“She worked on the first underlayers,” she said.
“Yes.”
“She told me before I came.”
Pella watched her. “All of it?”
“I don't know.”
Cal set down his bread. “What underlayers?”
Ada had meant to tell him at Salt Steps, when another adult could confirm the thing wasn't only family suspicion. Now withholding it felt like asking him to walk into a room while she kept the lamp turned away.
She took out the notebook.
“This stays between us until we know how to use it,” she said.
Pella gave a short laugh. “Now that's a sentence with a history.”
Ada met her gaze. “You're right. I don't get to decide for both of you. But if the Hall finds it, they may destroy it. Or keep it somewhere no one outside can see.”
Cal held out his hand. “Show us.”
She unrolled the fragment over the dry inner cover of the notebook. Pella moved her onion away. Cal leaned close enough that Ada could see a faint line of freckles across his nose, almost hidden by the city pallor.
He read the backward numbers without needing instruction.
“This is the Crown Road's first emergency layer.”
“You recognise it?”
“The notation. I've seen later references. Not the source.”
“My aunt helped make it. She says the winter changes were meant to be temporary.”
Cal followed one pale bearing line with a finger held above the page.
“My father still calls those the recovery measures.”
“Recovery for whom?” Pella asked.
He did not answer.
Ada explained the Quiet District Nine record, the wrong population and the fixed bearing capacities proposed for the Rebinding. She did not make the explanation more certain than the evidence allowed. Some parts she had seen. Some Ysra had told her. Some she feared.
When she finished, Pella looked at the river.
“My grandfather said the land beneath a map doesn't stop existing because someone has run out of room to print its name.”
“Ren Shore may have older records,” Ada said. “Neris gave me her name.”
Pella nodded slowly.
“I know where she lives.”
Cal looked from one girl to the other.
“You were planning to leave the survey route before the cart.”
“I was planning to ask someone a question,” Ada said.
“Outside the authorised corridor.”
“Yes.”
He stood and walked a few paces towards the water. Ada watched his shoulders. She could not tell whether he was angry because she'd lied by omission or because the omission had made his own choice harder.
Pella wrapped the remaining food.
“You can go back,” she told him. “The sluice house will get you a ride.”
Cal turned.
“And say what? That I saw an unstable trial and decided the most useful thing I could do was return to my assigned bed?”
“You don't have to prove anything to us.”
“No,” he said. “I don't.”
He came back and picked up the equipment case.
“I want to see the records.”
Ada rolled the fragment carefully.
“I should have told you sooner.”
“Yes.”
She nodded. He did not make the admission easy by dismissing it.
They walked on.
Near evening, the path reached the remains of a footbridge. One span had fallen into the water. The far bank stood close enough to make the gap tempting and far enough to make a jump foolish.
Ada looked at the ink case.
Pella followed her gaze. “Can you make it reach?”
“No.”
The answer came quickly because Ysra had made her learn it before she was allowed to admire any beautiful map. Ink could shorten a crossing that existed. It could not put wood beneath a person's feet where the wood was gone.
They took the long way to the next ferry.
The extra hours belonged to nobody's accounting but their own tired bodies.
The Engineer at Salt Steps
Ren Shore lived above a boathouse built into the rock at Salt Steps. The town clung to a steep inlet, its houses stacked behind sea walls stained white at the edges. Ropes crossed narrow lanes. Every door seemed to have a different opinion about which way was up.
Ada arrived with a blister open inside one boot and salt drying on her coat. She had imagined an old scholar surrounded by maps. Ren was on a ladder, swearing at a roof board.
“Hold that,” she called before any of them introduced themselves.
Cal took the ladder. Pella caught the loose board. Ada put down the ink case and passed up the tool Ren pointed to with her chin.
Only when the board was fixed did Ren climb down and look at them properly.
She was broad-shouldered, grey-haired and younger than Ada's idea of an old engineer. Her left hand rested in a leather brace that left the thumb free. The right had thickened scars across the knuckles.
“Pella,” she said. “Your grandfather still in their guesthouse?”
Pella's mouth tightened. “Yes.”
“And you've brought the Hall to my roof.”
Cal glanced down at his coat.
“Only part of it.”
“That's usually enough.”
Ada stepped forward.
“Neris sent us. I'm Ada Serrin.”
Ren's face changed.
“Of course you are.”
The words held no welcome.
Inside, the boathouse was warm and crowded with objects that had been repaired too often to look graceful. A stove occupied one corner. Maps hung from the ceiling, but not the polished sheets Ada knew from the Hall. These were patched cloth, boards scratched with marks, bundles of route descriptions tied to pieces of wood. Some carried names in several hands.
Ren pointed at the stove.
“Water. Cups. If you're staying long enough to ask, you can help yourselves.”
Ada made tea while Cal brought in the bags. Pella checked the mule's tether and feed before joining them. Ren watched all of it without offering either approval or complaint.
Then Ada showed her the fragment.
Ren did not reach for it.
“Ysra kept that.”
“Yes.”
“And now she sends a child to carry it for her.”
“I'm seventeen.”
“That is a precise kind of child.”
Ada felt heat rise in her face. “She's been taken to Quarry House.”
Ren's expression altered, but not enough to become sympathy without resistance.
“For the Rebinding?”
“We think so.”
“They'll want the old preparation method. The first underlayers held more strain than the newer sheets.”
“Why?” Cal asked.
“Because the people who made them knew they were temporary and expected to undo them. The later layers were built to keep carrying whatever the first ones concealed.”
Ren took a thin board from a shelf. It showed an old causeway with five marks at either end.
“I surveyed this before the wars. There were three hamlets along it. The public map called the ground unoccupied when they made it a bearing line.”
“Were the hamlets gone?” Ada asked.
“No. Their tax status had changed. That was enough for the office doing the calculation.”
Ada thought of thirty-one people on a sheet where eighty-three lived.
Ren read the fragment at last. Her eyes moved quickly over the backward figures.
“It isn't enough,” she said.
“To prove the old system was hidden?”
“To stop the new one. Sile can call this an obsolete emergency record. Hald can say you've misunderstood a technical layer. Both will contain enough truth to survive a hearing.”
“Then what do we need?”
“The current transfer schedule. The actual ground records. Witnesses who will stand by both. And a way to keep the roads functioning when you challenge the Atlas, unless your plan is to starve the capital into agreeing with you.”
Ada looked at the maps around the room. The problem widened until she could no longer pretend her village sat at its centre.
Cal leaned over the table.
“Do you have an alternative?”
Ren studied him.
“Arden?”
“Yes.”
“Does your father know you're here?”
“No.”
“Then you should understand that whatever you learn will eventually cost him something too.”
Cal's jaw tightened. “I'm beginning to.”
Ren took another map down from the wall. This one was made of separate panels joined by loose ties, each with its own anchor record.
“The country existed before the central Atlas,” she said. “People still travelled. Local folds were agreed between the places using them. They were smaller, slower to negotiate and harder for one person to control.”
“Less efficient,” Cal said.
“Sometimes. For whom is the next question.”
Ada touched one of the ties. It could be untied without tearing the neighbouring panel.
For the first time, she saw a map that did not pretend to be a single hand's answer.
The Ground Record
Ren made them work before she explained anything else.
Not as a test of worthiness, she said, but because the tide was right and three able bodies had appeared at her door. The western ferry post needed checking after a storm. If they wanted to discuss a country held together by anchors, they could begin with one that had water washing round its base.
They took a small boat across the inlet. Ren steered with the hand that still felt pressure reliably. Pella handled the bow rope. Cal rowed badly for the first ten strokes, then accepted correction without pretending he had meant to splash Ada.
At the post, Ada knelt in wet sand and cleaned the lower marks with a soft brush. The stone itself was sound. The binding line above it had been repainted recently, but the original survey notch remained beneath the newer work.
Ren pointed to it.
“That's the ground record. Not the polished route description. The mark made when someone actually stood here and measured the crossing.”
Ada copied the notch, the tide line and the distance to the opposite anchor. Cal checked the angle from the second position. Pella named the old landing, including the part where the bank had collapsed and been rebuilt farther south.
Three kinds of knowledge met on the same piece of paper. None was enough alone.
Back at the boathouse, Ren spread their notes beside the Hall's current ferry sheet.
The official description still used the old landing position. Its fold had been adjusted twice to compensate for an error in the physical route, hiding the mismatch beneath extra bearing distance. The ferry worked. It worked by making other crossings worse.
“Why not repair the landing?” Ada asked.
“Because stone and labour appear in a budget. An extra hour walked by someone outside the city often doesn't.”
Ren set the flawed sheet aside.
“Now. Show me your list from Neris.”
Ada took out the archive references. Ren read them, then fetched a box from under the table.
Inside were copies of old surveys, some bearing Tomar's name, some Ren's, some names Ada did not recognise. A map of Slate Spur showed the quarry camp and the road to Quarry House. Several anchor quarries had been reopened to supply the Rebinding. Workers and apprentices were housed in temporary compounds along the ridge.
“My brother's there,” Ada said, pointing.
Ren looked at her. “How old?”
“Fourteen.”
Pella swore quietly.
“The camp roads have been taking increasing loads,” Ren said. “If they're fixing the western capacities, those compounds may be used as temporary bearing points. Easy places to add distance. The workers are already counted as moving stock.”
“Moving stock?”
“Not the wording I'd choose.”
Ada gripped the table until her fingers hurt.
Cal touched the edge of the quarry map.
“Can we reach it?”
“By the old ridge path. Three days if the weather holds and the upper crossing is still there. Longer if it isn't.”
“The official road?”
“Fast, if your warrant still works. Very easy to find you on.”
Ren looked from Cal to Ada.
“You need to decide whether you're conducting the Hall's survey or your own.”
The room became quiet except for water knocking against the boathouse wall.
Ada thought of Hald's offer, the wages in the ledger, the promise to review Sable Fen. She thought of Ysra's sealed workshop and Perrin's basket, repaired because someone had taken the time to show him how.
“My own,” she said.
Cal looked at the warrant in his hand. His return date was clear. So were the gates through which he was expected to pass.
He folded it and put it away.
“Ours,” he said, then glanced at Pella rather than assuming.
She leaned back in her chair.
“My grandfather's at Quarry House,” she said. “I was going there before either of you became interesting.”
Ren nodded as though a necessary measurement had finally been made.
“Then we start with the ground. Not with a promise that the ink will save you.”
That night, Ada wrote the names of everyone in Sable Fen she could remember. She filled three pages, then began again with households she had missed. Beside each name, she noted the routes the person used: mill, school, ferry, fields, neighbours, the churchyard where Bren now lay.
When she stopped, the list no longer looked like a population figure.
It looked like a village moving.
No Empty Ground
Before they left for Slate Spur, Ren took Ada to a field above the inlet and asked her to solve Sable Fen.
The phrase made Ada look at her sharply.
“You want to remove the bearing load,” Ren said. “Show me where you'd put it.”
She had brought a plain board, a piece of charcoal and a copy of the local road network. No live ink. The exercise could hurt only Ada's pride, which turned out to be enough.
Ada began with the old quarry track. It was long, little used and already connected to a sound anchor. Ren asked who used it in winter. Ada didn't know. She moved to a heath road. Ren asked about the sheep markets. Ada crossed that out too.
“What about an unused path?” Ada asked.
“Who keeps it passable?”
“We could clear one.”
“Yes. With labour, tools, agreement from whoever uses the ground and regular inspection. It would carry a limited measure, not the whole capital's appetite. And when it flooded or grew over, the binding would need changing.”
“So there's no answer.”
“There isn't a costless answer. Those are different things.”
Ada pressed the charcoal too hard. It broke between her fingers.
Ren waited while she picked up the pieces.
“An anchor can hold only so much strain against the route that actually exists,” the engineer said. “Pile enough distance on a short road and arrivals begin repeating. Damage the anchor and the load spills into connected lines. Leave a route unmaintained and the map starts holding a description the ground no longer supports. You cannot draw a spiral in a field and call it a permanent solution to hunger.”
Ada looked down towards Salt Steps. Boats moved in the inlet. A woman shook a rug from a window. Two children chased each other up a lane so steep that their game looked like work.
“What did people do before the Atlas?”
“Travelled more slowly. Agreed smaller folds. Built roads where they needed them. Paid people to maintain the bearing paths instead of pretending those paths belonged to nobody.”
“And when there was war?”
Ren's expression hardened. “They made emergency decisions. Some were necessary. Then people discovered the emergency could be kept on paper after the fighting stopped.”
She took the charcoal and drew a short line beside Ada's map.
“The bridge into Orison saves a clerk half an hour twice a day. The market approach saves wealthy carriers more. Not every fold feeds a hungry child or keeps a border safe. You can begin by asking which conveniences the kingdom has mistaken for survival.”
Ada thought of the lightly bound stairs at the Hall.
Ren handed the charcoal back.
This time, Ada did not move all twelve miles onto another village. She reduced two central folds, divided a smaller burden among maintained routes and wrote beside each line who would need to agree. The result was awkward. Some journeys became slower. Some roads required work. It did not fit neatly on the page.
Ren looked at it for a long time.
“Now you have a proposal,” she said. “Not a rescue fantasy.”
They returned to the boathouse in the late morning. Pella had packed food and checked the mule's feet with the carrier who owned the adjacent stall. Cal was studying the ridge route against his official warrant.
Ren spread a cloth map on the table. She marked Slate Spur, Quarry House and an old riverside inn called the White Net near Greyford.
“I'll send messages to people who still hold independent ground records,” she said. “Then I'll meet you here if the roads allow it. Seven days, perhaps eight. Don't wait in the open if I'm late.”
“You're not coming?” Ada asked.
“I can do more from here than by slowing you on the ridge. Also, someone has to tell the people you hope will help that you exist.”
She gave Pella a packet for Tomar, wrapped in oilcloth. Pella held it carefully, then put it deep in her bag without asking what was inside.
Cal received copies of the old survey marks. Ada received a small set of adapted drawing tools: thick handles, straps that could hold a pen when fingers became unreliable, a blunt guide for ruling lines by pressure rather than touch.
“I don't need these,” Ada said.
“Good. Keep it that way.”
Ren's tone ended the argument.
At the door, the engineer stopped Ada.
“Your aunt did harm. She also taught you enough to recognise it. You don't have to decide those facts cancel each other.”
Ada looked away.
“I want her home.”
“Of course you do.”
“Is that selfish?”
“Not until you decide everyone else is the price.”
They left Salt Steps as the tide turned. Pella led the mule. Cal carried the map case. Ada looked back once at Ren standing beneath the repaired roof, already opening a letter she would send by a route the Hall did not own completely.
The country was full of people doing small, difficult things before anyone knew whether those things would be enough.
The Ward's Letters
The ridge path climbed through orchards whose fruit had already been picked, leaving ladders against bare branches and sweet rot in the grass.
Ada's blister hurt less after Pella showed her how to loosen the boot around it without letting her foot slide. The lesson was delivered with no tenderness and considerable competence. By afternoon, Ada had stopped thanking her every ten steps.
Cal walked behind the mule, reading the slope ahead. Away from the Hall, he seemed less certain about how to stand and more willing to be useful. He carried water without waiting to be asked. He also tried once to correct Pella's estimate of the next shelter from the map.
She let him finish.
Then she pointed to a landslide that had taken the marked turn halfway down the hill.
He folded the map and followed her.
They reached an abandoned charcoal shelter before dark. The roof held. The floor was dry enough. Pella found an old hearth and made a small fire from the fuel they had carried rather than stripping wet branches from the surrounding trees and hoping enthusiasm would make them burn.
Ada sat with her boots off, watching steam rise from her socks. Cal stood outside for a while, looking north.
When he came in, he held a folded letter.
“From your father?” Ada asked.
“My sister. It was forwarded to the posting house at Salt Steps.”
“You didn't mention it.”
“I hadn't read all of it.”
Pella looked up from the pot. “How long is it?”
“Longer than the permitted version.”
He unfolded the sheet. Between the formal lines, smaller words had been added in a different ink. Ada leaned closer only when he turned it towards her.
Iva was sixteen. She wrote about a horse that had bitten a visiting official, a roof leak their father kept ordering people to inspect without asking whether anyone had repaired it, and a brother named Marek who had become unbearably serious since being given responsibility for a northern storehouse.
At the bottom, the handwriting changed.
Father says the grain agreement may bring you home for winter. I don't know whether he means a visit or properly. I didn't ask in front of the secretary.
Cal stared at the line.
“The grain route,” Ada said.
“Yes.”
The fire shifted in the hearth.
“If he supplies the capital quickly enough, they reward him with you.”
Cal's mouth tightened. “That is one way to say it.”
“Is it wrong?”
“No.”
Pella stirred the pot more slowly.
Ada thought of the twelve miles on the church approach and felt anger rise before she could arrange it fairly. Bren's bearers had paid, in part, for a governor's hope of bringing his son home. That did not make Cal responsible for the request. It did not make the request innocent either.
“Did you know the agreement involved your return?” she asked.
“I knew my father was negotiating. I didn't know the terms.”
“Would you have asked?”
He looked at her across the fire.
“I don't know.”
It was an ugly answer, honest enough that she could not easily strike at it.
He folded the letter along its worn lines.
“When I was younger, I thought if I behaved well enough, they'd let me go. Then I thought if I became useful, I'd be harder to keep. Then I understood those were opposite strategies and neither belonged to me.”
Ada watched him put the letter inside his coat.
“What do you want now?”
“To stop being a condition in someone else's sentence.”
Pella gave a quiet snort. “A modest ambition.”
Cal smiled, briefly.
They ate lentils and hard bread from the same pot. Afterward, Pella went outside to check the mule and the path. Ada stayed by the fire, repairing a loose seam in her bag. The needle was small, and the dim light made her squint.
Cal held the lamp closer.
“Thank you.”
“I'm allowed to be useful in limited ways.”
She looked up. His face was warmer in the firelight, the careful court expression loosened by tiredness. For a moment, she saw not a governor's son or a witness she might need, but a young man who had spent too many years learning which desires could be spoken aloud.
The thought unsettled her.
She looked back at the seam.
“Perrin always pulls the thread too tight,” she said. “Then he complains that sewing makes holes.”
Cal smiled. “Does he know you're coming?”
“No.”
“What will he say?”
“Probably that he had everything under control.”
“And will he?”
Ada's hand stopped.
“I hope he hasn't had to learn that quickly.”
Cal said nothing. He kept holding the lamp until the seam was finished.
Later, when the fire had burned low, Ada lay awake listening to the wind move through the broken shutter. Pella slept near the door. Cal lay on the other side of the hearth, one arm over his eyes.
Ada wondered whether he was asleep or simply tired of being seen.
She turned towards the wall before the question could become something more dangerous than curiosity.
The Unmeasured Slope
The next morning, the path ended in a field of loose stone.
Not a sudden cliff, not a dramatic chasm. A long, ugly slope where the old track had been buried under a fall from the ridge. The far side was visible. Reaching it would require more care than the map admitted.
Pella went first without the mule. She tested each stretch, marked a line with small cairns and returned with dust on her knees.
“We can cross,” she said. “Slowly. One at a time where it's narrow. No riding. No pretending the animal knows the marks mean anything.”
Cal took the heaviest case. Ada carried the food and her notebook. Pella led the mule, speaking to it in a low voice that sounded entirely different from the one she used with people.
Halfway across, Ada heard a stone shift above them.
She stopped.
Cal, ahead, turned his head. Pella pulled the mule towards a patch of firmer ground.
A small cascade of slate slid down the slope, gathering other stones as it went. Nothing enormous. Enough to make the footing beneath Ada's left boot move.
She dropped to one knee. The food bag swung sideways. Her hand struck rock.
“Ada,” Cal said.
“Stay there.”
He stopped moving.
For a second, the whole slope seemed to wait. Ada could feel her weight through her palms and knees, each point of contact asking the stone below it to remain where it was. Her notebook had slipped halfway from the bag.
She reached for it.
“Leave the book,” Cal said.
She froze.
The hidden fragment. The names of Sable Fen. Neris's references. The things she had brought to make the journey mean something.
“Leave it,” he repeated, more quietly. “We can get it when you're steady.”
Ada moved her hand back to the rock. She hated him for being right at exactly the moment she most wanted to be brave.
Pella reached the firmer patch with the mule. She tied the lead to a low branch, came back along the marked line and threw the free end of the rope towards Ada. Cal braced from the other side. Between them, they gave her something that did not depend entirely on the shifting slate.
Ada moved one foot, then the other. She reached the stable patch shaking hard enough that she could not untie the strap at her shoulder.
Cal did it for her only after she nodded.
The notebook remained on the slope, caught against a stone.
Pella looked at it, looked at the ground and went back the safer way to retrieve it. She took her time. Ada watched every step, ashamed of how fiercely she needed a bundle of paper to survive.
When Pella returned, she handed it over without a speech.
“Next time, your body first,” she said.
Ada nodded.
Her palm was scraped. Cal rinsed the grit away with a little of their clean water while she held still. He did not make the injury into a reason to touch her longer than necessary. That restraint was more unsettling than flirtation would have been.
“Can you feel this?” he asked, touching beside the scrape with a clean cloth.
“Yes.”
“And here?”
“Yes.”
He glanced at her. “I saw Neris's hand record.”
“Mine's from falling, not binding.”
“I know. I wanted to check.”
She let him finish.
Beyond the slope, the path entered a stand of dark pines. They stopped for the afternoon because the crossing had taken more out of them than the distance suggested. Pella found a shelter beneath an overhang, and Cal went to collect fallen dry branches from ground they could see was stable.
Ada opened the notebook. The fragment was safe. A page near the back had torn where it caught the stone. Half of Perrin's drawing of a ridiculous long-legged bird was missing.
She stared at it.
The grand evidence had survived. The thing that hurt was the bird.
Pella sat beside her.
“Your brother?”
Ada nodded.
“He drew it when he was nine. Said it was a marsh heron that had decided walking was faster than flying.”
Pella looked at the surviving leg.
“Strong argument.”
Ada laughed once, unexpectedly, and then began to cry.
She tried to stop. Pella handed her a cloth and looked out towards the trees, giving the grief somewhere private to stand without leaving her alone in it.
When Cal returned, he put the branches down quietly and began arranging the fire. He did not ask what had happened. He had seen the notebook in her hands.
Later, Ada drew the missing half of the bird on a separate scrap. It wasn't right. Perrin's version had been stranger and better.
She tucked the scrap beside the torn page anyway.
The Inn above the Quarry Road
The inn at Rook's Rest had six beds, a leaking stable roof and a sign that had once depicted a bird but now looked like a warning about weather damage.
Its owner, Noma, read Cal's warrant before offering them a room.
“This route's wrong,” she said.
“We know,” Pella replied.
“No, I mean it's wrong for why you're here.”
Cal looked at her.
Noma pointed to the official list. “Nobody checking the western ferry anchors comes up the ridge unless they want to avoid the road post. You're welcome to a bed if you pay and don't bring trouble through my kitchen. But pretending I'm stupid isn't included in the price.”
Ada liked her despite the fact that the words were mostly directed at them.
They paid for food, space in the loft and feed for the mule. Noma put stew on the table and told them the boots could stay by the door until they stopped shedding the mountain.
At supper, quarry workers filled the benches. Their clothes carried pale dust into every movement. Some had raw knuckles. One man had wrapped two fingers in cloth and kept the hand tucked against his chest.
Ada listened more than she spoke.
The new anchor stones were being cut faster than the old crews thought wise. Work parties had arrived from bearing districts, promised wages and food. The Hall's foremen counted them differently depending on whether the record concerned rations, pay or permission to leave.
“Children?” Ada asked finally.
A worker across the table looked at her.
“Some. Not on the cutting faces, mostly. Carrying chips, sorting blanks, cleaning channels. Easy work, they call it.”
“Can they leave?”
“If their advance has been cleared.”
“What advance?”
“Travel. Food. Tools. Whatever the account says by the time they ask.”
Ada felt Cal's attention shift towards her.
She kept her voice level. “My brother went to Slate Spur. Perrin Serrin. Fourteen. From Sable Fen.”
The worker thought for a moment.
“Thin boy? Talks too much when he's nervous?”
Ada gripped her spoon.
“Yes.”
“Basket-weaving hands. He fixed a strap on my kit. He was in the lower sorting shed two days ago.”
“Was he well?”
“As well as anyone there.”
It was not enough. It was more than she'd had that morning.
After supper, Noma took them into the pantry on the pretext of finding extra blankets.
“I heard the name,” she said. “You're going to try to take him out.”
Ada did not answer.
“The camp has guards. Not many, but enough. The lower shed opens before dawn. Workers go in through the east gate with the food carts. A visiting surveyor can ask to see the accounts if the seal is good.”
Cal touched his warrant.
“And if the seal has been revoked?”
Noma looked at him. “Then you should know before you put your name in their book.”
She opened a cupboard and took out a small packet of notices left by the road courier. One carried the Hall's mark and a description of three travellers assigned to a western verification.
Return requested. Movement beyond authorised corridor to be reported.
Not an arrest order. Not yet.
Cal read it once and handed it to Ada.
“They've noticed,” he said.
Noma took the notice back.
“They notice roads more quickly than people. Remember that.”
In the loft, Ada lay awake beneath a wool blanket that smelled faintly of smoke. Perrin was alive, two days ago. Perrin had fixed a strap. Perrin was still doing the small, useful things that made him himself.
She held those facts carefully, refusing to turn them into a guarantee.
Across the dark, Cal spoke quietly.
“We'll look at the gate first. The accounts, if we can. We won't rush in because the waiting hurts.”
Ada turned towards his voice.
“I know.”
“I'm saying it to myself too.”
She listened to Pella's breathing near the ladder and the quarry wagons moving on the road below.
For the first time since reading Mara's letter, her brother was close enough that fear had acquired directions.
Slate Spur
Slate Spur began with a sound.
Long before Ada saw the quarry face, she heard iron striking stone: irregular blows answered by sharper cracks, then the heavy scrape of something being dragged. Dust lay on the roadside leaves. The trees nearest the camp looked as though winter had touched them early.
At the gate, Cal presented the survey warrant.
The guard read it, glanced at his coat and called for the quartermaster. Ada kept her face still. Pella stood beside the mule with the expression of a hired guide who had already been inconvenienced beyond the value of her fee.
Quartermaster Venn arrived carrying a slate tablet. He was a small man with clean cuffs and stone dust on only the toes of his boots.
“Western verification,” he read. “You're a long way from the ferry anchors.”
“The ridge trial failed,” Cal said. “We followed the supply record here to check the replacement stones.”
That was close enough to the truth to sound unprepared.
Venn looked at Ada's notebook.
“Copyist?”
“Yes.”
“And her?”
“Guide,” Pella said. “To ground your office appears to have forgotten.”
Cal spoke before Venn could decide whether to be offended.
“We need the lower sorting shed, the anchor inventory and the current route accounts.”
The Arden seal did its work. Not all at once. Venn asked two more questions, then admitted them under escort.
Inside, the camp spread across a shelf of rock below the quarry. There were sleeping sheds, a cookhouse, a narrow infirmary and stacks of blank stones marked for different routes. Workers moved between them carrying baskets of chips. Some were adults. Some were not.
Ada looked for Perrin in every thin shoulder.
The lower sorting shed smelled of wet slate and tired bodies. Light entered through open slats. A row of young workers sat on low benches, checking cut blanks for cracks before passing them to a table where older hands marked the usable pieces.
Perrin stood at the far end, repairing the handle of a basket.
For a moment, Ada could not move.
He was alive. His hair was too long over his forehead. His sleeve had been mended with a colour that didn't match. There was a small scab on his chin. He looked like her brother and like someone who had been practising being older while nobody from home was there to disagree.
He saw her.
His face opened, then closed quickly when he noticed the escort.
“Ada?”
She crossed the shed before Venn could tell her not to.
Perrin stood very still while she put her arms round him. Then he held her so tightly that the notebook pressed between them hurt her ribs.
“What are you doing here?” he whispered.
“Looking at stones.”
He made a sound that was almost a laugh.
Venn cleared his throat.
“Family connections should have been declared.”
Ada let go of Perrin and turned.
“I've declared one.”
Cal stepped beside her.
“Her brother's account will be relevant to the labour and transport record. We can inspect it with the others.”
Venn's mouth tightened. “Of course.”
The foreman came in before the conversation could harden. Captain Rusk was broad, grey-bearded and missing the top joint of one finger. His coat had once been military. Now it was worn through at the elbows.
He looked at Perrin, then Ada.
“Give them ten minutes,” he told Venn.
“We have a schedule.”
“And they'll still have names when the schedule's finished.”
Venn left with the guard, not far enough to forget them.
Rusk pointed to the open doorway. “Stay where I can see you.”
Outside, Perrin sat on a stack of unused boards. Ada crouched in front of him.
“Are you hurt?”
“No.”
“Perrin.”
“Nothing important.”
She looked at the scab, the reddened skin around his nails, the tiredness he was trying to hide.
“Mum said you chose this.”
“I did.”
“Why?”
“Because she was cutting bread as though the knife could make more of it.”
Ada stopped.
He looked away.
“They said the wage would go home every week. And it isn't cutting, mostly. I can do the work.”
“Can you leave?”
His shoulders changed.
“Not yet.”
“Why?”
“The advance.”
“How much?”
“It keeps changing.”
He took a folded scrap from inside his sleeve. On it, in a careful hand, he had copied the amounts charged against his pay: travel, lodging, food, tools, a share of a damaged cart wheel he had never touched.
Ada stared at the figures.
“I asked Venn to explain it,” Perrin said. “He said I shouldn't worry about sums I wasn't trained to understand.”
Cal crouched beside them and read the scrap.
“I understand sums,” he said.
Perrin looked at his coat, then at Ada.
“Who is he?”
“Cal.”
“That doesn't explain the coat.”
“No,” Ada said. “It doesn't.”
For the first time, Cal laughed without trying to hide it.
Rusk called from the shed. Their ten minutes were over.
Ada took Perrin's hands.
“I'm not leaving you here.”
He looked towards the other workers.
“Then don't make it only me.”
Accounts of Useful Children
Venn's office contained three ledgers for the same workers.
One recorded rations. One recorded wages. The third recorded advances and deductions. The numbers were not directly contradictory. They had simply been arranged so that every useful comparison required a person to carry one ledger across the room and keep asking questions.
Ada recognised the method.
Cal opened Perrin's account. The original advance was small enough that he could have paid it from the travel purse. The deductions added later more than doubled it. When he asked for the basis of the cart-wheel charge, Venn produced a general rule about shared transport costs.
“Was Perrin on the cart when it broke?” Ada asked.
“The party used the transport.”
“Was he on it?”
“That isn't the basis of the charge.”
Cal turned another page.
“The same wheel appears in eleven accounts.”
“It carried a party of eleven.”
“At the full replacement cost in each account.”
Venn looked at him for a long moment.
“A copying error, perhaps.”
“Then correct it.”
The quartermaster took the ledger reluctantly. Ada watched him cross out the charge and initial the change. She copied the original amount, the corrected amount and the time. Venn noticed.
“Is that necessary?”
“Yes.”
They found other errors. Some looked careless. Some did not. Food charges continued during a period when several workers had been assigned to a separate crew fed from another budget. A tool fee had been charged to a girl who sorted by hand and had never received the tool in question.
Her name was Nessa. She was fifteen, with close-cropped hair and an old burn mark on the back of one wrist. Perrin said she had helped him when he first arrived and shown him which foremen would answer a question without making it a punishment.
Venn called her difficult.
Ada wrote that down too, then crossed it out of the account record because it wasn't evidence about the money.
By afternoon, Cal had reduced the disputed advances enough to make release possible for several workers. Venn introduced a new problem.
“Completion of the assigned period is required unless a recognised guardian or district authority approves departure.”
“I'm his sister,” Ada said.
“Not his guardian.”
“Our parents are in Sable Fen.”
“That settlement does not appear separately in the current district register.”
Ada felt the room narrow.
“You took him from there.”
“The recruitment record uses Quiet District Nine.”
“Then use it to send him back.”
Cal put a hand flat on the table, not touching her.
“The family identity is not in dispute,” he said. “We have the local household record and the boy's account. Captain Rusk can confirm the worker.”
“The release requires the proper authority.”
Venn's voice had become smoother as the facts became less defensible. He had moved from numbers Cal could correct to a rule whose meaning depended on who was allowed to interpret it.
Rusk entered carrying a broken stone blank.
“Upper ramp's moving,” he said. “I want the new trial stopped until the supports are checked.”
Venn looked irritated. “The Hall's schedule—”
“The Hall's schedule isn't standing under the platform.”
Ada looked at the blank. A crack ran through the anchor channel, fine enough to disappear beneath ink.
“Was that approved?”
Rusk nodded towards the yard. “Not by my cutters.”
Cal stood.
“We need to see the ramp.”
Outside, the air had changed. Workers looked towards the upper quarry more often than the tasks in front of them. A new route line had been painted on stones beside the haul track. The outgoing stone wagons would use the fold. The foot path beside the sorting sheds would carry part of the added distance.
Pella was talking to the food-cart drivers. She joined them at the ramp, her expression grim.
“They've already moved the evening foot route. The walk from the lower shed to the gate takes longer than it did this morning.”
“Without telling the workers?” Ada asked.
“A notice is being written.”
Rusk pointed out the supports beneath the upper platform. They had been shifted to make room for more stone, leaving a load-bearing brace resting on ground loosened by the recent rain. The physical problem had nothing to do with ink. The shortened haul route had simply allowed the overseers to move more weight through it than the old arrangement could safely bear.
Ada could see the connection because the two records were finally in front of her at once: the clever route and the ordinary wood beneath it.
“Stop the wagons,” Cal told Venn.
The quartermaster hesitated.
Rusk shouted the order before he could decide whether Cal had sufficient authority. Men ran to the upper gate.
Then a brace cracked.
The Lower Ramp
The sound was small enough that several people did not turn until the second brace went.
Then the platform shifted, and the loaded stone sled above it slid sideways.
Rusk shouted for the lower shed to clear. Workers dropped baskets and moved towards the foot ramp. The old exit should have been a short run to the open yard. Under the new bearing measure, its distance had lengthened. People hurried, then slowed without understanding why the gate remained so far away.
Ada felt the pressure in the air.
The physical platform was failing. The bound route was keeping people beneath it longer than their eyes could judge.
“Off the line,” she shouted.
Some heard. Others were boxed in by stacked stone and the shed wall. Pella climbed onto a low crate and pointed towards the unbound side passage, sending those nearest it away from the painted markers. Cal ran towards the upper gate to make sure no more wagons entered the failing platform.
Ada looked at the foot-ramp anchors.
The route existed. It was intact. The extra distance was the problem.
She could remove the burden only by returning it to a receiving fold or transferring it to another sound bearing line. The haul road was empty now, its wagons stopped by Rusk's order. It was long enough, well anchored and already measured. A temporary correction could slow the valuable stone instead of the people beneath it.
She grabbed the ink case.
Venn caught her wrist.
“You're not authorised.”
Ada pulled free.
“Then authorise someone.”
He looked towards the upper platform, where men were trying to brace the sled with timbers. He had no answer that could travel quickly enough.
Rusk reached her.
“What do you need?”
“Three witnesses who know both the foot ramp and the haul road. The actual routes, not the sheet.”
“I do.”
Pella jumped down from the crate. “I walked the haul road with the food drivers this morning. I came up the foot ramp.”
“Cal?” Ada called.
He ran back, breathless. “Both. Rusk showed us the anchors.”
Perrin appeared at the shed door with Nessa and a smaller boy. He started towards Ada.
“Stay with them,” she said. “Go where Pella tells you.”
For once, he did not argue.
Ada spread a prepared correction strip on a flat crate. Her gloves felt too thick. She kept them on. She checked the anchor names against the marks she could see and the survey notes Cal held open. Then she drew the first line.
The ink resisted.
Not physically. The pen moved. But a pressure travelled through her fingers into the small bones of her hand, as though the route were asking how firmly she meant the instruction.
She had made supervised bindings on quiet roads, tiny folds agreed in advance. This was louder in every sense. People were shouting. Stone scraped above her. The air held the shape of several unfinished journeys.
She wanted to hurry. Hurrying would make the line uncertain.
Ada read the two anchors aloud.
Rusk answered first, naming the route as he knew it. Pella answered separately. Cal confirmed the measured connection and the empty haul line. They did not repeat a formula they had memorised without seeing the ground. Their words met the marks because each had stood where the route began and ended.
Ada drew the counterline.
Pain flashed through her thumb.
The foot ramp seemed to loosen. The gate came nearer, not moving through the yard but becoming reachable in the time its ordinary distance required. Workers surged into the open. Pella went back to guide those who had frozen near the shed. Cal caught the smaller boy when he stumbled.
Ada held the pen steady until the last mark settled.
Then the upper platform gave way.
The sled struck the lower supports, splintering wood and sending slate across the place where people had been standing. Dust rose in a pale wall. Ada ducked behind the crate. Something hit her shoulder hard enough to knock her sideways.
For several breaths, she could see nothing.
Someone took her arm.
Cal.
He pulled her clear of the settling dust. She tried to stand and found her knees unwilling.
“Perrin?” she said.
“Here.”
Her brother crouched in front of her, his face white with powder. Nessa stood behind him holding one wrist. The smaller boy clung to Pella's coat.
Ada looked at them, counting without knowing the number she needed.
Rusk was already organising the search for anyone still missing. The camp medic arrived with two assistants. Venn stood near the office, untouched by dust except at the hem.
Ada's right thumb tingled. Then it stopped tingling.
She pressed it against the crate. She could feel pressure at the base, almost nothing at the tip.
Cal saw her testing it.
“Ada.”
“Later.”
He looked as though he wanted to argue. Instead he helped her sit where the medic could find her and went to lift a beam with the others.
The temporary correction held. The haul road, empty of travellers, carried the extra miles while the injured were brought out by the ordinary ramp.
It was a small change on a narrow strip of cloth.
Ada had never been so frightened of her own handwriting.
Who Could Leave
By evening, the camp had counted everyone.
Two workers were badly injured. Several others needed care. Nessa's wrist was wrapped and supported. The smaller boy, Toll, had lost a shoe and refused to stop asking for it until Pella found one that nearly fitted him.
No one had died beneath the platform.
Ada held that fact carefully. It did not make the injuries small. It did not make the day a success anyone should have needed.
Rusk came to the infirmary after the final search. His face looked carved from the same pale stone as the quarry.
“The correction bought the time,” he told Ada.
“It moved the cost.”
“Yes. To a place I could keep empty.”
She nodded.
He put a signed account of the collapse on the bench beside her. It named the unsafe supports, the disputed trial and the emergency transfer. It did not call the event unavoidable.
“Venn won't like this,” she said.
“Venn can write his own account.”
“He will.”
“Then keep this one.”
Cal entered behind him with a packet of release papers. His expression was controlled in the way Ada had learned meant anger rather than calm.
“The charges have been corrected for eleven workers who asked to leave,” he said. “Rusk has signed the releases under emergency authority. The travel route to Rook's Rest is confirmed.”
“Will the district accept them?”
Rusk looked at the papers.
“They're valid under the rules I was given. What someone chooses to call them later is another matter.”
Perrin stood beside the bed, trying to look as though he had not been listening to every word.
“You can come,” Ada told him.
He glanced at Nessa and Toll.
“They're included,” Cal said.
Perrin let out a breath Ada hadn't realised he was holding.
Venn appeared at the infirmary door before the papers could be distributed.
“A courier has arrived.”
He held a new order. This one carried both the Hall's mark and the Chancellor's seal.
Cal read it without taking the page.
His travel authorisation had been suspended. He was to return to Orison immediately under escort. Ada Serrin's field assessment was terminated. The ink case and all notes relating to unauthorised corrections were to be surrendered.
Pella read over his shoulder.
“They write quickly when they know your name.”
Venn looked at Rusk. “You have guards.”
“I have injured workers, unstable structures and a camp road that needs keeping clear.”
“The order is explicit.”
“So is my responsibility for this site.”
The two men looked at each other. Ada could feel the difference between a rule and the person who would have to choose to enforce it.
Rusk turned to Cal.
“The released workers need an escort to Rook's Rest. You'll travel with them. At the inn, the district courier can find you and arrange the next stage.”
Venn opened his mouth.
Rusk held up the collapse account.
“You may explain why you prefer to keep children on an unsafe site after their releases are signed.”
It was not rebellion declared beneath a banner. It was an exhausted man refusing one instruction while leaving enough official wording around the refusal to survive the next hour.
They left before dawn.
Noma had arranged two local carriers to meet the released workers at the road junction. Those who could walk did. The injured rode. Perrin carried Toll's small bundle because the boy would not let anyone take his hand.
Ada's shoulder ached. Her thumb remained numb at the tip. She kept the correction account, the release copies and the old underlayer in separate places, because losing one bag should not mean losing every version of what had happened.
At the junction, Cal looked back towards the quarry.
“They'll call Rusk's order irregular.”
“Will he be punished?” Ada asked.
“I don't know.”
She hated the answer. She trusted it more than reassurance.
Pella spoke to the carriers about the safest route to the White Net, where Ren might be able to help the workers continue home. The adults agreed to take the larger group by the lower path. Perrin, Nessa and Toll would travel with them rather than follow Ada towards Quarry House.
Perrin objected immediately.
“Ysra's there.”
“I know.”
“I can help.”
“You have helped. I need you somewhere I can come back to.”
He looked at her injured hand, then at the bags containing evidence.
“That isn't fair.”
“No,” Ada said. “It isn't.”
She hugged him. He held her carefully this time, avoiding the bruised shoulder.
“Bring her,” he whispered.
Ada could not promise what she didn't control.
“I'll try.”
Then the road divided again, and each group took the distance it could manage.
The Hand Record
They sheltered that night in a shepherd's empty summer hut, with permission bought from a woman who cared more about whether they would leave the roof intact than why they were travelling.
Pella took the first watch. She said it as a decision, not an offer, then went outside with her grandfather's packet inside her coat.
Ada sat beside the small fire and opened the hand-record case.
Cal looked up from cleaning the cut on his own knuckle.
“Want help?”
“No.”
She tried to draw the outline of her right hand with her left. The result looked like a badly remembered animal.
Cal waited.
“Yes,” she said at last.
He moved beside her, close enough to see the page without touching her knee. She gave him the charcoal.
“Just the outline.”
He drew carefully while she held her hand flat. Then she used the blunt pin to test the skin. Pressure, light touch, the difference between one point and another. Most of her fingers answered. The tip of her thumb remained distant, as though it belonged to a glove she could not remove.
Cal shaded the area she described.
“Will it come back?” he asked.
“Sometimes it does. Sometimes it doesn't.”
“What did Ysra say?”
“Not to decide numbness was courage.”
He looked at the page.
“She sounds difficult to argue with.”
“She is.”
Ada flexed her hand. The thumb moved normally. That made the absence stranger. A part of her could still obey without being able to tell her what it touched.
“I knew the cost,” she said.
“Yes.”
“And I would do it again.”
“That doesn't mean you have to like the cost.”
She looked at him. Firelight moved along the scar at his jaw.
“Do you weigh everything you say before you say it?”
“Usually. It's an unpleasant habit.”
“What would you say without it?”
He glanced towards the door, then back at her.
“That I was frightened when you were still writing and the platform started to fall. That I wanted to pull you away before you finished, even though I could see people were still on the ramp. That I didn't enjoy discovering which part of my courage was mostly theory.”
Ada's throat tightened.
“You stayed.”
“So did you.”
Outside, Pella spoke softly to the mule. The animal answered with a sound of profound dissatisfaction.
Ada smiled despite herself.
Cal watched the smile, and something in his expression changed. Not dramatically. Enough that she stopped thinking about the hand record for a moment.
“What?” she asked.
“I was trying not to look at you like that.”
“Like what?”
He gave a quiet, disbelieving laugh. “You know.”
She did. The knowledge made the small hut seem warmer and less safe in an entirely different way.
He had been assigned to watch her. That fact had stood between them even after they left the official road. Now his warrant was suspended, her assessment terminated, and neither of them could give the other an order that would make the Hall take them home kindly.
“Would you still have come,” she asked, “if no one had told you to walk beside me?”
Cal's answer was immediate.
“Yes.”
She put the blunt pin down.
“Then stop trying so hard not to look.”
He leaned closer slowly enough that she could choose the distance too. Ada touched the front of his coat with her good hand. The first kiss was gentle and brief, more question than claim.
She answered by kissing him again.
For a few breaths, the kingdom became a smaller thing than the warmth of his mouth and the hand he rested lightly at her waist. Then the fire cracked, and Pella called through the door that anyone forgetting to eat would receive no sympathy in the morning.
Ada pulled back, laughing softly. Cal looked both pleased and startled, as though he had taken a road he hadn't dared trust would lead anywhere.
“This doesn't make any of it simpler,” he said.
“No.”
“Good. I was worried I'd missed a rule.”
She leaned her forehead against his for a moment.
“Not every good thing has to be a solution.”
They moved apart when Pella came in. She looked at the space between them, the hand record and Cal's expression.
“Oh, finally,” she said, and went to stir the pot.
Ada covered her face with her hands, then remembered the numb thumb and lowered them.
The cost remained. So did the warmth.
She wrote the date beneath the hand outline before she slept.
Laundry for Quarry House
Quarry House stood above a bend in the river, built from pale stone that looked almost clean in the morning light. It had broad windows, a garden wall and no visible cells.
Pella studied it from the trees.
“My grandfather said the worst rooms were the ones people insisted were comfortable.”
The road below carried linen carts, food deliveries and wagons of prepared paper. The place was a working compound, not a fortress, but guards watched the gate and every visitor's name went into a book.
Cal stayed well back. His face and name were now useful mainly to the people looking for him.
Pella had arranged to join the laundry delivery through a carrier she knew from the river wards. She would enter with the linen, learn where Tomar and Ysra were held and return before they attempted anything larger. Ada would accompany her as a hired hand. Their authorisations were ordinary work tokens, valid for the load they actually carried. The danger lay in their names, not in a forged route.
Cal disliked the plan.
“So do I,” Pella said. “Do you have one involving a door that opens itself?”
He didn't.
The mule stayed with the laundry carrier, who had agreed to look after it and take it to White Net. They left the ink case and most of the evidence with Cal. Ada kept only a small notebook of laundry counts and the blunt testing pin, which she had begun carrying like a reminder rather than a tool.
At the gate, the guard checked the linen bundles. He pressed one with the end of his staff, found nothing more dangerous than damp sheets and waved them through.
Inside, the courtyard smelled of soap, limewash and boiled vegetables. A woman in a plain grey apron directed them towards the washhouse. Her sleeves were rolled above her elbows, revealing arms strong from work.
“New hands?” she asked.
“Temporary,” Pella said.
“Everything here claims to be.”
Her name was Orla. She supervised laundry and helped in the infirmary when there were more damaged hands than the regular attendants could manage. She did not wear the Hall's mark.
Pella waited until they were alone beside the drying frames.
“I'm Tomar's granddaughter.”
Orla stopped folding.
Ada's heart kicked hard against her ribs.
For a long moment, Orla looked towards the door. Then she resumed folding the sheet.
“You should have sent word.”
“Would they have let it reach him?”
“No.”
“Then I came.”
Orla handed Ada one end of the sheet.
“Pull evenly,” she said, as though they were still discussing laundry. “He's in the east workroom after the midday meal. The woman from the fen is with him. Their rooms are locked at night. During the day, there are two guards on the passage.”
“Is he ill?” Pella asked.
“Tired. Angrier than is useful for his appetite. His knees trouble him. He has refused to sign three sheets this week.”
“And Ysra?” Ada asked.
Orla looked at her properly.
“Related?”
“Niece.”
“Her hands are worse than she admits.”
Ada gripped the linen too tightly. Orla eased it from her fingers.
“Not here,” she murmured.
They carried folded sheets through a side passage. Ada counted doors without looking as though she was counting. The east workroom opened onto a small court with a covered service walk leading towards the river. She noted the route because it was actual ground, not because a map had promised it.
At the workroom door, a guard told them to wait. Voices came from inside.
Hald's voice.
Ada went cold.
“You cannot ask an old sheet to hold a new certainty,” Ysra said.
Her aunt sounded thinner than she had at home, but the stubbornness was unmistakable.
“I am asking you to use the method you helped develop,” Hald replied.
“For a temporary release layer. Not a permanent lock.”
“The Chancellor requires stability.”
“He requires obedience to look like stability.”
A chair scraped.
Ada stared at the folded sheets in her arms.
Beside her, Pella's face had become perfectly blank.
The door opened. Hald came out with a clerk and did not look directly at the laundry workers. Ada lowered her eyes just enough, keeping her face turned towards the load. His coat brushed the edge of a sheet as he passed.
Only when his footsteps faded did she breathe.
The clerk remained behind.
Neris.
She looked at Ada, then Pella, then the guard.
“These sheets are for the infirmary,” she said evenly. “I'll take them through.”
The guard let them pass.
Neris closed the next door behind them and put down the linen.
“You have,” she said quietly, “very poor instincts for remaining unrecognised.”
Ada almost laughed from relief.
“Is there a better time?”
“No,” Neris said. “That's the problem.”
The People in the Workroom
Ysra stood when Ada entered, then caught the edge of the table as though the movement had cost more than she expected.
For one terrible moment, neither of them spoke.
Then Ada crossed the room and held her.
Her aunt smelled of paper, soap and the dry heat of the work lamps. She was thinner. Her right hand rested against Ada's back without its old certainty.
“You shouldn't be here,” Ysra whispered.
“Neither should you.”
Across the room, Pella had reached Tomar. He was a broad-faced man with silver hair cut close to his head and a stiffness in one knee that made him brace before turning. He held his granddaughter's face between his hands as though checking that she had arrived whole.
“You brought trouble,” he said.
“I inherited the talent.”
He laughed, then pressed his forehead to hers.
Neris stood by the door, listening to the passage.
“We don't have long. Hald is going back to Orison this afternoon. The guards will check the workroom after the next bell.”
Ada looked at the table. Several thin sheets lay beneath weights. Lines braided across them in patterns too dense to read at a glance. A strip at one edge held the same release notation as Ysra's old fragment, but reversed and tied into a locking sequence.
“That's what he wants,” Ada said.
Ysra nodded.
“The new Atlas layer will keep local copies from loosening their assigned burdens without a central counterseal. Even if every person on a bearing route agrees to a safer arrangement, their page won't hold against the master instruction.”
“Can you make it?”
“Yes.”
The answer struck harder than a refusal would have.
“Will you?”
Ysra looked at the door.
“They brought me your apprenticeship record. Your travel warrant. A report about an accident at Slate Spur.”
Ada's stomach tightened.
“They said you were untrained, in danger, likely to be arrested for interfering with a state measure. Hald offered to regularise your work if I helped complete the layer.”
“I don't need that bargain.”
“I know that now.”
Ada looked at her aunt's hands.
“Have you already done it?”
“The preparation. Not the final binding. I left weaknesses where the old release marks can still be reached. Hald may find them.”
Neris crossed the room and took a folded packet from inside her apron.
“This is the current capacity schedule. Not a summary. The receiving spines, the bearing allocations, the override sequence. I copied it while the clerks were comparing the revisions.”
Ada stared at the packet.
“Why didn't you send it?”
“Because sending a page out of this house is harder than bringing laundry in, apparently.”
Tomar limped towards the table.
“The figures are worse than the first proposal,” he said. “They've treated whole seasonal districts as though the people there can spend winter walking in circles. Some of those routes won't hold. They'll throw strain into neighbouring anchors.”
“So the Rebinding fails?” Ada asked.
“Not necessarily in the capital,” Ysra said. “That's the point. The central roads may remain beautiful while the outer network tears.”
Ada felt the room tilt in her understanding. Sile did not need every road to work. He needed the roads from which failure would be judged to work.
“We need to get you out,” Pella said.
Tomar looked towards a locked cabinet.
“My original ferry books are there.”
“Grandfather.”
“They show the actual bank changes. Without them, they'll call my objections memory.”
“Without you, they'll be books in a cupboard.”
Neris took a key from her apron.
“Hald has the main keys. I have the one for the records being prepared for transport.”
She opened the cabinet. They could not carry everything. Ada chose current copies and the oldest ground descriptions needed to test the new schedule. Tomar chose three thin books, each wrapped in cloth. Ysra left a stack of unfinished preparation sheets on the table.
“Burn them?” Ada asked.
“No,” Ysra said sharply. “Not in a working house. And not before we know what else the fire would take.”
Neris closed the cabinet.
“There are four other surveyors here,” she said. “Two want to leave. Two won't, because their families are under separate guarantees. We cannot move everyone through the washhouse without being stopped.”
The limit sat between them, ugly and real.
Orla opened the side door.
“The river service cart goes down after the meal,” she said. “It carries used linen and infirmary waste to the lower landing. I can put two passengers on the transfer list as patients needing care at Salt Steps. The others can travel with the next legitimate medical party if I can keep the argument going.”
“Will that put you in danger?” Ada asked.
“Yes,” Orla said. “So don't waste it by pretending the answer is no.”
Neris would remain. Her presence inside the Hall still gave the evidence a chance to be checked against records Sile could not dismiss as stolen fragments. She said it plainly, without offering herself as a sacrifice.
“I have work I can do here,” she told Ada. “You have work outside. Neither of us needs to make the other's work seem smaller.”
Ysra put her good hand against Ada's cheek.
“You came a long way.”
Ada closed her eyes for a moment.
“We still have to leave.”
The Service Walk
The transfer cart had one good wheel, one noisy wheel and enough folded linen to conceal the fact that two of its passengers were supposed to remain in the house.
Orla did not hide Ysra and Tomar beneath sheets. She put them in plain sight as patients, wrapped against the cold, with a medical transfer order clipped to the side. A lie that looked like a sensible piece of work was sometimes less conspicuous than a shape trying not to be seen.
Pella pushed. Ada walked beside the cart carrying a basin and a bag of linens. Cal waited beyond the lower wall, where the service walk met the river path.
At the first door, a guard glanced at the order and stepped aside.
At the second, he read it.
“Salt Steps?”
“Hands and mobility,” Orla said. “The infirmary here is full.”
“The overseer should approve the transfer.”
“He asked me to reduce the number of patients unable to work in the east room. I'm reducing it.”
The guard frowned, trying to decide whether this counted as an answer. Behind them, a bell rang. People began moving through the passage with meal trays.
Orla held out the order.
“You can take them back to the workroom and explain why the care was delayed. Or you can let the cart reach the landing before the tide changes.”
He let them pass.
Ada did not breathe more easily. There were still two turns, a gate and a stretch of open path before the boat.
At the river wall, they met a woman in a lieutenant's coat coming up from the landing with three guards. She was younger than Rusk, older than Cal, and carried herself with the alert economy of someone who expected details to matter.
Her gaze moved from the cart to the transfer order.
“Names,” she said.
Orla gave the official patient names. Not false ones. Tomar and Ysra were in the house records; inventing new names would have created a problem the first guard could check.
The lieutenant stopped.
“Those two are not to be moved without confirmation from the Chancellor's office.”
“The care order—”
“Names of the attendants.”
Pella's hand tightened on the cart handle.
Ada looked at the narrow service walk behind them. It was a real route, with sound paving and clear anchors, but she did not know the counterloads well enough to bind it safely. The ink case was outside with Cal. Even if she had it, panic would not create the missing knowledge.
She looked at Orla.
The woman moved first.
She tipped the basin against the wall, sending water across the steps, then caught the lieutenant's sleeve as though losing her balance. It was not enough to defeat anyone. It was enough to interrupt the order forming in the woman's mouth.
“Go,” Orla said.
Pella drove the cart towards the gate. Ada lifted the latch. Cal appeared from the river path and caught the front of the cart before the bad wheel struck the threshold.
The lieutenant saw his face.
“Arden!”
Cal's expression closed.
Behind them, a guard reached for Ada. She twisted away, leaving a strip of her coat in his hand. Cal stepped between them with the wooden pole used to steady the cart. The guard's short blade cut along his forearm before he knocked the weapon aside.
“Keep moving,” he said.
Pella did.
The path sloped towards the landing. The cart wanted to run. Ada held it back from one side while Cal steadied the other, blood darkening his sleeve. Tomar gripped the frame with both hands. Ysra's face was white, but she kept the records pressed against her chest.
At the landing, Orla's boatman had already loosened the rope. He saw the guards and swore.
“We agreed a transfer.”
“It's still a transfer,” Pella said. “Faster now.”
They helped Ysra and Tomar into the boat. Ada passed the records down. Cal stayed on the landing until the others were aboard.
The lieutenant reached the top of the path.
“Do not fire,” she told a guard lifting a bow. “The ward is to be taken alive.”
The word bought them a few breaths.
Cal jumped into the boat. The boatman pushed off with the pole. Pella took an oar and pulled hard enough to make the boat swing away from the bank before the current caught it.
Orla remained on the service walk. Ada saw her standing between the guards and the discarded cart, one hand raised, talking. She did not know what story Orla was telling or whether it would protect her.
The river carried them beyond the bend.
Only then did Cal sit down.
Ada pressed folded linen against his arm. The cut was not deep enough to stop him moving, but it bled steadily and made her hands shake with delayed fear.
“Look at me,” she said.
He did.
“Still interesting?” he asked, his voice thin.
“Unbearably.”
He smiled once, then closed his eyes while she held the cloth in place.
Behind them, Quarry House disappeared above the trees. The country did not become safe. It became, for a little while, river, breath, the weight of rescued people in a small boat and the work required to keep them moving.
The White Net
The White Net was an inn only when the river allowed it.
In summer, its lower room served fish stew and weak beer to carriers. In winter, water sometimes entered through the back door and the furniture moved upstairs. Its owner kept the best chairs light enough to carry and the worst ones chained where they could be found again.
Ren had chosen it because three ordinary routes met there and none belonged entirely to the Hall.
Ada arrived after two days of river travel and short, muddy walks around damaged landings. Cal's arm had been cleaned and bound by an experienced healer in a riverside village. He could move it, but the effort showed in his face when he thought no one was looking. Ysra slept much of the journey. Tomar complained about every boat they used, which Pella said was a reliable sign of health.
Perrin was waiting in the inn yard.
He saw Ysra first.
“Aunt!”
She held out her good arm. He went into it with none of the careful dignity he'd practised at the quarry. Ada watched him become fourteen again for a few breaths and felt something inside her loosen painfully.
Nessa sat on a bench with her wrapped wrist in her lap. Toll was feeding crumbs to a duck that had clearly negotiated this arrangement before. The other released workers had begun travelling towards their own homes with help from local carriers. Ren had kept the youngest three at the inn until she could be sure of a safe route and an adult escort who actually intended to take them where the papers said.
“You're late,” she told Ada.
“We had complications.”
“So I hear. Quarry House has sent a description of its stolen guests to every road post with a working pen.”
Ysra looked at her.
“Ren.”
“Ysra.”
Years stood between the two names. Ada could almost see them: work done together, work regretted separately, arguments no one had finished because leaving had seemed easier than staying in the same room.
Ren took the records from Ysra before she could drop them.
“Sit down,” she said. “You can be difficult after you've eaten.”
For the next hour, the inn became ordinary. Someone brought bowls. Pella helped Tomar settle near the stove. Cal changed his bandage behind a screen with the healer's instructions written plainly beside the clean cloths. Perrin told Ada about the journey from the quarry, including the parts where Toll had asked the same question every quarter-mile and Nessa had answered differently each time to remain sane.
Ada listened. She had wanted the rescue so fiercely that she'd forgotten what would follow it: people still hungry, hurt, tired, needing somewhere to sleep after they were no longer prisoners.
At dusk, Ren spread Neris's capacity schedule across the upstairs table.
The room changed.
Tomar came over with his ferry books. Ysra took the chair with the best light. Cal set the official survey notes beside the current figures. Pella closed the shutters without making the room entirely dark.
Ada read the date at the top of the final schedule.
Twenty-one days until the Rebinding.
Three weeks sounded like a long time to someone waiting for a letter. It sounded like almost nothing to people who needed to persuade a country to change the roads it depended on.
Ren traced the western bearing allocation.
“This isn't reconciliation,” she said.
“What is it?” Ada asked.
“A permanent emergency.”
The new figures did not merely tidy old mistakes. They increased the guaranteed capacity of the central spines while fixing peripheral districts into loads calculated from incomplete records. Where local anchors failed, neighbouring bearing lines would absorb the strain. The capital's receiving routes would be protected first.
“Can it hold?” Cal asked.
Hald's question, in a different voice.
Ren looked at him.
“Some of it. Long enough for the first reports to say it works.”
“And after that?”
Tomar opened a ferry book to a page darkened by years of use.
“After that,” he said, “the people whose reports take longest to arrive will begin arriving even later.”
Ada looked downstairs through the gap beside the stair. Perrin was helping Toll make a boat from a scrap of wood. Nessa was arguing that the mast was too tall. Their voices rose into the room where adults measured how easily places like theirs could be made unreachable.
Ada put both hands on the table.
“Then we make another plan.”
Ren looked at her numb thumb, then at the papers.
“Yes,” she said. “And this time we begin by counting everyone who will pay for it.”
The Cost of a Better Map
By the second evening at the White Net, the table was too small for the argument.
Ren had invited a river-carriers' representative, a mill steward from Greyford, two local route witnesses and a woman named Maire who spoke for a cluster of northern settlements. They came separately, carrying records in boxes, bags and one metal flour tin. None arrived eager to be saved by strangers.
Ada showed them the capacity schedule.
The mill steward read the western figures and swore. The carriers' representative, Jessa, asked which grain journeys would slow if the new spines were not bound. Maire wanted to know whether North Rill's winter stores would still reach the upland villages before the snow closed the unbound passes.
“It's not only courtiers using the fast roads,” she said.
“We know,” Ren replied.
“Do you? Because every proposal I've heard begins by asking my people to wait longer.”
Ada looked at the map they had begun preparing. The central convenience folds were obvious targets: shortened stairs, private carriage approaches, ceremonial routes used only a few times a year. Removing those would help. It would not solve everything.
Jessa tapped the grain route.
“My boats can carry more by the ordinary river if the warehouses release the loads earlier. But that means storage work, loading crews and agreements that don't currently exist. You can't put a boat on a map and assume someone has already filled it.”
Cal wrote down the requirements.
The mill steward asked who would pay for new bearing-path maintenance. Tomar said the receiving districts should contribute, visibly, rather than treating the slower journeys as a natural disadvantage of living elsewhere. The steward agreed in principle and immediately objected to the likely cost in practice.
Pella leaned against the wall, listening.
“That's what agreement sounds like before people start pretending it was easy,” she murmured to Ada.
They worked late. No single replacement map emerged. Instead they built several versions, each showing what would happen to grain, post, markets and local movement under different reductions. Ren insisted that uncertain figures remain marked as uncertain. Cal wanted ranges for winter travel rather than a single optimistic number. Ada wrote the names of affected settlements beside the district codes, making the page more crowded and less comfortable to skim.
At midnight, Maire pushed back her chair.
“I can't promise North Rill accepts this.”
“No one asked you to promise for everyone,” Ada said.
The woman looked at her.
“Good. Remember that when someone asks you to speak for the fen.”
After the visitors left, Ada stood at the window. The river below carried lantern reflections in broken lines. She could imagine sending copies downstream, upstream, into towns whose names she had only just learned. She could not imagine making all those people agree in twenty days.
Cal joined her, leaving enough room between them that she could choose to close it.
“You're thinking it's impossible,” he said.
“I'm thinking I wanted one map.”
“One answer.”
She nodded.
He looked back at the table. “That is what Sile wants too.”
The comparison hurt because it was useful.
Ada rested her forehead against the cool glass for a moment.
“What if he's right about the winter roads?”
“He may be right about some needs and wrong about who gets to carry them.”
“And if our plan fails?”
Cal did not answer immediately.
Below, a boatman called to someone on the far bank. The reply came faintly through the dark.
“Then people pay for that too,” he said.
Ada turned towards him. He looked tired, his injured arm held close to his body, his face more open than it had been in the Hall. She wanted him to say they would find a way. She wanted him not to lie.
He touched her hand with his good one.
“We keep checking,” he said.
She let her fingers close around his.
For that night, it was the only promise either of them could afford.
Ysra's Account
Ysra wrote her statement three times.
The first version described the technical history of the underlayers. It was accurate and almost entirely without people. Ren read it, set it down and asked where the three hamlets on the old causeway had gone.
Ysra took the page back.
The second version named the hamlets and described the emergency orders. It explained the war, the shortages, the pressure to keep the capital supplied. Ada read it and found herself searching for the point where her aunt had chosen rather than merely been required.
Ysra saw her expression.
“Say it.”
“You sound as though you were weather.”
Her aunt went very still.
Ada wished she could make the sentence gentler without making it less true.
“You prepared the pages,” she said. “You knew some of the descriptions were wrong. You told me that at home.”
Ysra looked at the paper for a long time.
Then she began again.
The third account named the work she had done, the objections she had failed to pursue and the point at which temporary measures had become a system she no longer believed could be repaired from inside. It did not claim that leaving had undone her part in it. It listed the records that could confirm or contradict her memory.
Her hand cramped before she finished. Ada offered to copy the final version from dictation.
“No,” Ysra said at first.
Then she looked at her fingers and changed her answer.
“Yes. But don't improve me.”
Ada copied exactly.
When it was done, Ysra signed with a broad-handled pen strapped loosely across her fingers. The name was less elegant than the one Ada had grown up admiring. It was more difficult to write.
Ren read the statement without speaking. At the end, she nodded once.
“That can stand beside the ground records.”
“Can you?” Ysra asked.
Ren looked up.
“Stand beside me,” Ysra said.
The room held its breath.
“I can stand beside what is true,” Ren replied. “The rest will take longer.”
Ysra accepted the answer. Ada saw the effort it cost her not to ask for a kinder one.
That afternoon, Perrin prepared to leave with Nessa and Toll. Noma had found reliable adults travelling towards their home districts, and a copy of the corrected release accounts would go with each group. Mara and Jon had received word that Perrin was free. Their reply, carried through the river network, was short enough to make Ada's throat close.
Bring him where someone knows his name.
Ada packed food into Perrin's bag. He watched her work.
“You're not coming.”
“Not yet.”
He picked at a loose thread on his sleeve.
“I knew.”
“Ren's sending copies to the fen. Mum and Dad will know what we're trying to do.”
“Will the road let me get there?”
The question was so practical that Ada almost missed the fear inside it.
“The carriers have checked the unbound parts. They'll avoid the trial markers. It will take longer, but they know the ground.”
He nodded.
Then he took a folded page from his pocket. On it, he had drawn the long-legged marsh bird again, this time wearing boots much too large for its feet.
“For your book.”
Ada stared at it.
“Perrin.”
“The old one got torn.”
“How did you know?”
“You left it open. Also, you draw birds badly.”
She laughed and held him tightly.
Before he climbed onto the carrier's cart, he looked at Cal.
“Don't let her decide being hurt is the same as being useful.”
Cal glanced at Ada, then back at her brother.
“I'll remind her. I can't make her sensible.”
“Neither can we.”
The cart left in the early afternoon. Ada watched until it passed beyond the bend. Her brother did not look back every few steps. He was talking to Toll, showing him how to hold the wooden boat so the mast wouldn't break.
She was glad. It hurt anyway.
That evening, she put the new bird drawing beside Ysra's statement in her notebook.
One page recorded a harm. The other gave her a reason not to let harm become the only thing she knew how to see.
The Marshal's Messenger
A messenger found Cal at the White Net the following morning.
He wore no uniform, but his horse was too well kept for a casual carrier and his boots had the narrow metal reinforcement used by the Regent's guard. Ada noticed because she was sitting on the inn step cleaning dried mud from her own.
The man asked for Arden.
Cal came out, saw the seal on the message and went still.
“Who is it?” Ada asked.
“Marshal Tovan.”
“You know her.”
“She brought me to Orison when I was eleven.”
Ada looked at the letter.
“That doesn't sound like a recommendation.”
“She also made sure the journey wasn't worse than it had to be.”
He read the message beside the stable wall. Ada could not see the words. She saw his expression change from guarded to something more dangerous: hope he was trying not to show.
When the messenger had watered his horse, Cal asked for a few minutes to reply.
“What does she want?” Ada asked.
“To bring this before the Regent without a public confrontation.”
“This?”
“The schedule. The disputed capacities. The quarry account.”
“How does she know what we have?”
“She knows what happened at Slate Spur. She knows Hald has lost records from Quarry House.”
Ada stood.
“Does she know where we are?”
“The messenger found us.”
“That isn't the same as being told who's here and what we're planning.”
Cal looked at her carefully.
“I haven't told him that.”
“Will you?”
“I want to ask what protection she can offer.”
“Ask Ren. Ask the others first.”
He nodded.
At the table upstairs, Ren read the message. So did Tomar and Ysra. Pella stood behind them, arms folded.
The offer was precise in some places and vague in the ones that mattered most. Tovan would receive evidence under safe conduct, ensure that Cal returned unharmed and seek a hearing before the Regent. It did not promise that the other people involved would remain free. It did not say who would hold the original records while the hearing was arranged.
“Seek,” Ren said, tapping the word.
“She can't command the Regent,” Cal replied.
“No. And we can't feed people with a request that may be refused.”
Tomar looked at the seal. “I gave the Hall records under protection once. They've been protecting me from my own home ever since.”
Cal's face tightened.
“Tovan isn't Hald.”
“She's an officer in the same system,” Pella said. “That doesn't make her the same person. It does mean her promises end somewhere above her head.”
Ada watched Cal absorb the words. He understood them. She could see that. She could also see the child in him who remembered one adult being kind on a journey he hadn't chosen.
“We can send a summary,” she said. “Copies, not the original schedule. No names of people who haven't agreed to be named. Ask for written terms for everyone, not only you.”
Ren nodded.
Cal looked at the letter again.
“All right.”
They prepared the summary together. It named the technical problem, the disputed population basis and the need to suspend the fixed-capacity lock until independent records had been heard. It did not give the full plan or the locations of other copies.
Cal wrote the covering letter. Ada read it before it was sealed. The messenger took it and left before noon.
For the rest of the day, Cal was quieter than usual.
That evening, Ada found him beside the river, skipping flat stones with his uninjured arm. Most sank immediately.
“You're doing it wrong,” she said.
“So I've been told about several things recently.”
She stood beside him.
“I know you want to believe her.”
“I want there to be a door that opens without somebody being hurt.”
“So do I.”
He looked at her.
“Do you still trust me?”
The question surprised her.
“Yes,” she said.
He closed his eyes briefly, as though the answer had made something heavier rather than lighter.
Ada touched his hand. He turned towards her and kissed her, gently, with an urgency beneath it she did not yet know how to read.
Across the river, a rider moved along the road towards Orison. The light was failing, and the distance hid the colour of the rider's coat.
Copies in Ordinary Hands
The upstairs room smelled of onions for two days after they began copying the schedule. The innkeeper had no spare paper but had a stack of wrappers in which a merchant had delivered winter seed. Ren bought the cleanest ones. They wrote between old weights and prices, leaving the useful side uppermost.
Ada made the first copy. Pella read each number back while Ysra checked its place on the diagram. The work was slow enough to make Ada impatient, which was precisely why they did it that way. A mistake in a capacity figure could look entirely convincing. It might even improve the plan until someone tried to walk it.
On the second afternoon Pella read out forty-six where Ada had meant to write sixty-four.
“No,” Ada said automatically.
Pella turned the page towards her.
Ada stared at her own figures. Her thumb had slipped against the pen. She had made the second digit too early and repaired it into the wrong first one, a small, fluent error that her eyes had agreed to accept.
Ysra laid a fresh wrapper beside her.
“Start the column again.”
“I can correct—”
“The column. Not the kingdom.”
Ada wanted to resent the joke. She was too frightened by the ease of the mistake. She began again, using the larger pen Ren had given her, and wrote slowly enough that she could feel the pressure against the side of her forefinger.
Downstairs, the innkeeper's daughter was practising a tune on a reed whistle. She could manage the first seven notes with confidence. The eighth defeated her. She returned to the beginning each time, increasingly loud.
“Someone teach that child the end,” Pella said.
“Do you know it?”
“No.”
“Then we're well matched.”
At dusk the copies lay drying on chairs. They had made three of the full schedule and more of the shorter account. The complete version included things the Hall could use to identify people. Ren would not send it with anyone who had not agreed to that risk.
The first carrier was a woman called Jessa who transported fish upriver in barrels packed with river weed. She examined the packet rather than Ada's face.
“What am I being stopped for, if they stop me?”
“Possession of a copied capacity schedule,” Ren said. “Possibly interference with a Crown measure.”
“Have I interfered with one?”
“No. That may not stop them using the words.”
Jessa turned the packet over.
“My sister keeps the eastern warehouse at Salt Steps. She'll take it. I won't hide it beneath the fish. They'll look there before anywhere else.”
She slid it into the flat case she used for customs weights and took a receipt. Ada had imagined people carrying the truth secretly inside a boot. Here was a woman making sure she could prove whose property she had accepted.
The second copy went with a travelling cooper. He had spent the previous evening arguing against Ren's plan because the slower road would make his next delivery unprofitable. He still thought that. He also thought the people who charged him for the road should tell him where its speed came from.
“Don't put me down as agreeing,” he said.
“We haven't,” Ada told him.
He checked. Then he signed for the packet.
The third remained at the White Net, though not in the upstairs room. The innkeeper took it without revealing where she intended to keep it. She had once survived an inspection for unlicensed brandy.
“I don't need children suggesting hiding places,” she said.
Ada was seventeen and very tired of that description. She let it stand.
After supper she carried a bowl upstairs for Ysra, who had forgotten to come down. Her aunt was trying to button the cuff of her clean shirt. She had made three attempts by the time Ada reached the door.
“I can—”
“I know.”
Ada put the bowl down and waited.
Ysra tried once more, failed, and held out her wrist. The skin around the old burns was pale. Ada had seen those marks for years without asking the right questions.
“Did your hands ever get better?”
“Sometimes a little, after rest.”
“And the places that didn't?”
Ysra watched her fasten the button.
“They didn't.”
Ada went on looking at the cuff after the work was finished. Her right thumb had not worsened. It had not improved either. She could still lift the bowl, tie her hair, write a useful line. It seemed unreasonable that such a small patch of absent feeling should take up so much of her attention.
“I thought you wore thick gloves because you felt the cold,” she said.
“I do feel the cold. And sometimes I don't feel heat soon enough.”
“Why didn't you tell me?”
“Because I wanted to be good at something you admired.”
It was not the answer Ada had expected. She looked at her aunt properly.
Ysra's mouth moved, almost a smile.
“I could give you a better-sounding reason. There are several. None is the whole one.”
Ada sat on the edge of the bed. Through the floorboards she could hear Tomar disputing a charge for a boat he said was too small to deserve its own rope. He and the innkeeper had taken to arguing after supper as though they had arranged it in advance.
“I still admire you,” Ada said. “Not for the parts you keep from me.”
Ysra lowered her eyes to the bowl. The onions had gone soft and sweet in the broth.
“I don't know what to do with that yet.”
“You could eat.”
“That seems to be your mother's answer to everything.”
“It works surprisingly often.”
Later, Ada went down to fetch water. Cal was at the kitchen table with the stable boy, drawing a knot that could be loosened under tension. His bandaged arm rested on a folded cloth. The boy kept making the wrong loop, and Cal kept undoing it without taking the rope from him.
Ada stopped where the stair turned. For a moment she allowed herself to watch without weighing what his name meant or how much time remained. There was a person here she liked, teaching a child something useful, making an ordinary mess of string.
Cal looked up and saw her. He smiled.
She smiled back before she remembered to be afraid.
Greyford Wants a Demonstration
Greyford's council met in a shed used to store the town's festival benches. Everyone had to sit on one except the chairwoman, who had brought a chair from home because she had a bad hip and no intention of concealing it for the sake of tradition.
Ren laid out the proposed trial on a table scarred by knife marks.
“A quarter-mile taken from the wharf ascent,” she said. “A quarter-mile borne by the old weighyard circuit. Two hours only. The yard stays open; anyone choosing to use it is told what it will cost. No other route receives a hidden share.”
The chairwoman, Bett, leaned forwards.
“Why would we choose to make the yard longer?”
“For two hours, to see whether the independent panel carries what it claims. If it doesn't, we end the trial. If it does, you'll have evidence before you're asked to join anything larger.”
“Evidence of what?” asked a man with mill dust in the creases of his coat. “We already know a binder can move distance. We've been paying for it all our lives.”
Ren nodded towards Ada.
Ada had prepared an explanation. It had sounded clear in the upstairs room. Here, with eleven strangers examining her and a woman in the corner mending a harness while she listened, it became an arrangement of terms nobody had asked to learn.
She put her prepared sheet down.
“The town will keep the panel,” she said. “You will be able to see both routes on it. The people who keep the ground record will be able to release the fold locally, without waiting for Orison to answer.”
The man in the dusty coat sat back.
“Can Orison put it back?”
“Yes. At present.”
A little movement went around the room. Someone sighed. Someone else made a sound Ada could not interpret.
“Then what are we proving?”
“That this part can work. Not that the Hall has agreed to let it.”
The harness-mender pulled a length of thread through leather.
“I like that answer better than the first one,” she said. “The first sounded expensive.”
Her name was Keve. She knew the weighyard because her workshop opened onto it. The dusty man was Ansel, whose mill cart used the wharf ascent. Bett delivered medicinal herbs to the boats and had walked both routes more often than she cared to count. The three of them agreed to examine the ground with Ren. Agreement to examine it, Bett repeated, was not agreement to be persuaded.
They walked the proposed bearing circuit first. Ada had seen it from an upper window and thought it almost ideal: a broad old loop around a disused weighing platform, a stout stone at one end and an iron survey post at the other. On the ground, the northern section was half full of discarded casks. One stretch had become Keve's storage space. Behind the platform a family had planted beans.
“Disused,” Pella said softly beside her.
Ada crossed the word out on her sheet.
Keve could move her stored goods for the afternoon, but she wanted help moving them back. The family would lend the narrow path beside the beans if nobody disturbed the stakes. Ansel said the casks belonged to a merchant who had gone upriver; he would take responsibility for shifting them because the merchant owed him a favour, not because Ren had found a blank area on a diagram.
By noon Ada's neat circuit had acquired a bulge around the bean patch and a longer approach to the survey post. The quarter-mile transfer remained possible. The available bearing margin was smaller than the old town plan suggested.
Cal measured the altered approach with her. He carried the chain in his uninjured hand and let her set the pegs. It was the first work they had done alone since his message to Tovan.
“At home,” he said, “they move the casks before my father arrives.”
“And then he thinks the map is right.”
“He thinks someone competent has inspected it.”
Ada glanced at him.
“Those aren't always the same mistake.”
“No.”
He knelt to hold the end of the chain against the survey post. His sleeve rode up, showing the edge of the bandage. The skin beneath was yellowing around the bruise.
“Does it hurt?”
“Mostly when I pretend it doesn't.”
“Then don't.”
He smiled without looking up. “An elegant treatment.”
They ate lunch on an overturned cask that Ansel had assured them was not leaking anything objectionable. Ada had brought cheese and a heel of bread. Cal had bought apples and chosen the smallest ones because he thought they might be sweeter. They were sour enough to make them both silent for a moment.
Across the yard, Pella was teaching Keve's daughter to distinguish a route peg from a useful-looking stick. The child kept choosing the stick. Tomar had come down from the inn to inspect the wharf and was being respectfully ignored by two boatmen who had known him for twenty years.
It looked almost possible, Ada thought. Not easy, and not the sweeping alteration she had once imagined making with a single clean line. Possible in a yard where people had to move casks before they could test a promise.
Cal turned the apple in his fingers.
“If Tovan finds a way to give us a hearing, would you take it?”
“With the terms we asked for.”
“And if she can't get all of them?”
“Which ones?”
“I don't know.”
Ada waited, but he did not add anything.
“A hearing isn't much use if we're put somewhere we can't leave while they decide whether to hold it.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
He met her eyes then.
“I know the rooms they use.”
She regretted the question. She did not withdraw it.
A gust crossed the yard and lifted her measurement sheet. Cal caught one corner; she caught the other. For a second they held the page stretched between them, each preventing the other's grip from being enough.
“Come on,” she said. “We still have the wharf.”
The ascent was worse than the yard. A drain had collapsed beneath the lowest turn, and the corner post leaned enough to put stress on its buried footing. Ren rejected it before Ada had finished marking the crack.
“We use the upper flight,” she said. “Or we don't use the climb.”
“That helps the mill carts less,” Ansel objected.
“I know.”
“Can you shore the lower post?”
“With a mason, materials and time. Not with ink.”
They changed the plan again. By the time they returned to the council shed, the trial looked smaller on paper than it had that morning.
Bett examined the revisions.
“Good,” she said.
Ada blinked.
“If it had come back exactly as you promised, I'd have thought you hadn't looked.”
A Fold Anyone Could End
The first person to walk the bearing circuit was not one of its witnesses. It was Keve's daughter, who had been told to remain outside the pegs and immediately asked why adults should be allowed to test something before she did.
“Because we've decided to do it,” Keve said.
“So have I.”
“Because you're nine.”
“That isn't deciding.”
Keve considered this, then put her hands on her hips.
“You may walk beside me after the binding is finished and Ren says the circuit is stable. If you duck under the rope before that, you'll spend the afternoon helping your uncle sort harness rings.”
The child found this a persuasive improvement in the argument.
They began in the yard, with the public panel fixed to a board that anyone could approach. Ren had insisted that the board be low enough for someone seated to read. Bett had insisted that it not block the route it described. These requirements consumed ten minutes and caused more discussion than the position of the ceremonial seal at the Hall probably ever had.
Ada set out the small jar of ink. Less than half remained after the quarry correction. The glass looked disappointingly ordinary. A visitor who had come to see bright sparks asked whether they would need to stand farther away.
“You'll need not to lean on my elbow,” Ren told him.
The local sheet was not independent yet. No sheet inside the Atlas's network could be, merely because people wished it so. Ren had given it a release loop that would end its own small transfer, returning both routes to their previous burdens. The larger assignments beneath them remained. To separate those without spilling distance into neighbouring roads, the Hall's connecting layers would eventually have to be opened.
Ada explained this twice. On the second attempt, she drew two baskets, one inside the other, and took the smaller one out.
“You've got that drawing wrong,” said Ansel. “You can't get a basket out through another one's bottom.”
“It isn't a perfect comparison.”
“Use actual baskets.”
Someone fetched two. The explanation improved.
The three witnesses stood with their own marked ground records. Each had walked both affected routes that morning. They stated the anchors, the intervening turns, the altered passage beside the beans. Bett corrected Keve's name for the weighyard post; Keve said everyone called it that; Ren made them settle on the same physical description rather than win the argument.
Ada watched the ink gather along the receiving line as Ren drew. There was no flash. A dark edge formed, as though the paper had been dampened beneath the mark. Ren paused twice to loosen her left wrist from its brace. Her working hand remained steady, but the effort showed in the muscles beside her mouth.
The bearing line took the transfer. The release loop stayed open on the public board, a small oval containing the agreed duration and the names of those authorised to end it early. Not a secret weakness. A control someone other than the distant owner could use.
Ren lifted her pen.
“Walk,” she said.
Ansel went first along the upper wharf ascent. He carried an empty sack because he wanted to know how it would feel on a familiar journey, not as a demonstration. He disappeared below the turn. Ada waited, counting without meaning to.
He reappeared sooner than her body expected him to.
Keve walked the bearing circuit. Her daughter stayed beside her, solemn now that there was something to notice. They passed the beans, went behind the platform and took much longer to reach the survey post than their visible progress seemed to require.
The spectators became quiet.
Ada knew that sensation. Everyone in the yard did. It was peculiar to see that burden borne voluntarily in the open.
When Keve returned, her daughter announced that the bit behind the platform had been boring.
“That's what extra distance often is,” Pella said.
They sent a loaded handcart up the receiving route. They sent no cart onto the bearing circuit because its permission covered foot traffic only. They measured again. Ansel disputed a timing, and they repeated the walk rather than asking him to be more grateful.
For almost an hour, the panel did what Ren had said it would do.
Then a carrier arrived with an official packet from Orison. He stopped at the public board and took a central reference strip from his case.
“Routine notice,” he said. “All provisional bindings to be reconciled against current capacities.”
Ren held out her hand. He let her read it.
The strip was prepared for the district anchors. Its mark would not create distance by itself, but once entered against the town's official panel it would restore the central claim beneath any disputed local adjustment. A clerk could make their small trial part of an assignment nobody present had agreed to inspect.
“When?” Bett asked.
“Before the evening entry.”
“Then not now.”
“I have an instruction.”
“You have an instruction for the evening. It's not noon.”
The carrier looked at the sky as though it might offer him a superior answer.
Ren turned to the witnesses.
“We end the trial.”
“We paid for two hours,” Ansel said.
“You haven't paid me anything.”
“We moved the casks.”
“And I'll help move them back. But I'm not leaving the loop open while a central reconciliation is entered. That would be a different test, with a risk we haven't agreed to.”
Ada expected disappointment. There was some. The man who had wanted sparks muttered that he had thought the new map would stand up to the old one. Bett asked him whether he meant the paper should fight.
Then Keve stepped to the board.
She was not a binder. She could not have drawn a safe receiving line or judged the capacity of the wharf stone. But the release was designed to be operated after preparation, and its conditions were deliberately plain. Under Ren's supervision, with Bett and Ansel watching the named routes, she drew the prepared tab through the loop.
The ink at its neck separated cleanly.
Pella, halfway around the yard circuit, stopped in surprise. Her next few steps brought her out beside the post at the ordinary speed of a person crossing familiar ground.
Ansel tested the wharf. He came back breathing harder.
“Long again,” he said.
Ren nodded.
The spectators began talking at once.
The trial had not overthrown anything. It had not fed the capital or freed a prisoner or restored Sable Fen to the map. Someone who had not made the fold had been able to end it without asking permission from Orison. Ada felt the importance of that only after she stopped looking for something larger.
Keve's daughter wanted to keep the released tab. Bett said it belonged in the town record. The girl accepted a spare peg instead.
They moved the casks back. Cal worked beside Ansel until his forearm began to shake, then accepted the lighter task of checking the count. Ren sat on a bench with her working hand wrapped in a damp cloth. Ada brought her water.
“Did it cost much?”
“Enough that someone else should do the next one.”
“Would you teach me the release?”
“Yes. And the person after you, if your hand needs rest.”
On the walk back to the White Net, Ada found herself talking too quickly. She described the child's face, the carrier looking at the sun, Ansel's objection to the baskets. Pella interrupted to improve the imitation of Ansel. Cal laughed with them, but his attention kept straying to the lane ahead.
At the inn, a woman waited beside a small grey horse. She carried no Hall sash. She had Marshal Tovan's seal in a pouch at her belt.
Cal saw her before Ada did.
For one unguarded moment, his expression was not hopeful at all.
The Letter He Had Written
The messenger's horse had been eating the innkeeper's climbing beans. Nobody had noticed because the messenger herself was standing too straight beside it.
Cal stopped at the gate.
“Serit.”
“Lord Arden.”
“Don't call me that here.”
“Then don't make me come looking for you here.”
She was perhaps thirty, with a small white scar crossing one eyebrow. There was mud on her coat as high as the saddle had allowed. She had ridden the ordinary road for at least part of the journey.
Ada glanced at the pouch on her belt. “Another answer?”
Serit looked at Cal before replying.
That was how Ada knew there had been another question.
They went upstairs. Ren was still outside washing ink from the edges of her nails; Pella fetched her. Tomar came up slowly, complaining about a step that moved beneath his good foot. Ysra brought the lamp even though the room was not yet dark. She placed it between herself and the messenger, where everyone could see everyone else's hands.
Serit laid out two documents.
The first answered the letter Ada had read before it was sealed. Marshal Tovan would request a public examination of the disputed schedules. Copies might remain outside official custody. The Chancellor's office reserved the right to examine their authenticity.
The second began with Cal's name.
Ada did not read farther at once. She watched him instead.
“I sent another letter,” he said.
“When?”
“After the first messenger left. Through the stable carrier.”
“What did you tell her?”
“That Ysra was with us. That we had the preparation fragment and the current schedule. That the objections weren't only a provincial complaint.”
Ysra's fingers moved towards her lap.
“You used my name,” she said.
“Yes.”
“Without asking me.”
“Yes.”
The two answers were plain. Ada hated that he had found a way to be honest after the honesty might have been useful.
Serit pushed the second page a little farther across the table. “The Marshal has arranged an escort from Greyford. Lord—Cal is to present himself there tomorrow. The other named parties may join him under her personal protection.”
“May,” Ren said. “Or must?”
“May.”
“And if they don't?”
“His return obligation remains.”
Cal had put his own compliance behind a request for their safety. He had offered to go back into the rooms he had spent most of his life trying to leave, and in making that offer had treated their names as things he could carry with him.
Ada picked up the letter.
There were places where she recognised him painfully. The careful explanation of Tomar's original ferry records. The insistence that Ysra's care could not be provided under detention. A sentence about the need to hear an apprentice who knew the affected ground. He had written well. He had written as though the strength of the appeal could make permission unnecessary.
Near the end came the words that stopped her.
I believe I can secure their attendance.
She put the paper down.
“Did you?”
Cal looked at the line beneath her finger. “No.”
“Did you believe it when you wrote it?”
He did not look away. “I believed I could persuade you.”
“There were names you could have used for that belief. Mine wasn't one of them.”
The innkeeper's daughter began her whistle downstairs. This time she reached the eighth note. The triumph in it was almost unbearable.
Serit waited until the child had finished.
“I haven't come to seize anyone,” she said. “I have two riders at the posting yard, not a company in the trees. You should know that before this becomes an argument about a danger I didn't bring.”
Pella went to the window. “I'll look anyway.”
“Of course.”
She left. Tomar watched the door close behind her, then turned towards Cal.
“When people write about my attendance, I prefer to have something to do with the writing.”
“I know.”
“You appear to know several things you forgot while holding a pen.”
Cal flinched. He did not defend himself.
Ren read both letters twice. Then she asked Serit about the escort's route, the rooms in which the visitors would be lodged, the authority under which the Marshal could protect a person accused of interfering with a Crown measure. Serit answered what she could and said when she did not know. Ada appreciated her more with every incomplete answer.
Seventeen days remained before the Rebinding. The journey to Orison by river and ordinary road would consume at least four of them. Staying at the White Net would not make the capital hear them. Travelling under escort might make the capital the last place some of them saw.
Ysra reached for the second page. Her cuff caught beneath the lamp stand. Cal moved to free it, stopped, and withdrew his hand.
She did it herself, slowly.
“My niece doesn't speak for me,” she told Serit. “Neither does he. Tell your Marshal that I will consider coming if the safe conduct names the records I carry as well as my person. A free woman with her evidence confiscated is a witness you can choose not to hear.”
Serit made a note.
“And tell her,” Tomar said, “that I am old enough to recognise a guesthouse without seeing the curtains.”
A corner of the messenger's mouth moved.
“I'll use your exact words.”
By the time Pella returned, the innkeeper had discovered the beans. Serit went downstairs to pay for them. She took neither letter, leaving the terms where they could be argued over without her.
Cal stood when Ada did.
“Not now,” she said.
“I need to explain.”
“I've read the explanation. I need to go downstairs without you following me.”
He sat.
Outside, dusk had softened the riverbank. A fisherman was untangling a line from the root of a willow. He worked patiently for a while, then lost his temper and pulled. The line broke. Ada understood both actions so completely that she had to sit on the step.
Pella came out carrying two cups.
“I didn't know,” she said.
“I know.”
“He thinks going back himself is the generous part.”
“It may be.” Ada took the cup. “That doesn't make the rest his to give.”
Pella sat beside her. They listened to the fisherman swearing at the willow, which had contributed nothing to his mistake.
After a while Ada drank. The tea had too much honey in it.
“The child made it,” Pella said. “I tried to intervene.”
Ada drank some more. For once she did not want something corrected.
An Address Is Not Permission
In the morning, Cal was in the yard carrying water. The pails were small because his injured arm would not manage a large one. He took twice as many journeys as the innkeeper's son and looked as though he considered the difference deserved.
Ada intercepted him beside the pump.
“You can stop doing that when it hurts.”
“I offered to help.”
“Then help. Don't turn it into something I'm supposed to watch.”
He put down the pails.
The pump handle continued trembling after his hand had left it. A drop gathered at the spout, held, fell.
“I thought,” he said, “if Tovan had a person she could vouch for, she would take a greater risk for the rest of you.”
“So you put yourself into the calculation.”
“Yes.”
“And us.”
“Yes.”
“Did you tell her where the other copies went?”
“No.”
“Did you give her Neris's name?”
“No. Or Orla's. I gave her names she already knew were wanted. I thought that made a difference.”
“It does make a difference.” Ada watched his face. “It doesn't make all the difference.”
He nodded once.
Beyond the stable, the innkeeper was explaining the value of runner beans to a rider who had not been present when the horse ate them. The rider listened with the resignation of a man who had been appointed responsible for a category of events rather than a particular event.
Cal rubbed his good hand across his forehead.
“I spent years learning to ask for things through somebody who could say yes. A better room for another ward. Permission to send a letter. A place at a table where they might hear my father differently. If I could make the request useful to them, sometimes I got it.”
“And sometimes somebody else paid.”
“Yes.”
Ada leaned against the pump. The wood was cold through her coat.
“When I asked whether you trusted me, I hadn't sent it yet,” he said. “I was trying to decide.”
She remembered the river, his expression, the kiss.
“That makes it worse.”
“I know.”
“No. You need to hear this part. I thought you were asking me about something between us. You were also trying to make yourself feel able to do a thing I hadn't agreed to.”
He looked at the ground for a long moment. When he looked up, his face had lost the careful readiness with which he usually received a difficult answer.
“I'm sorry,” he said.
She believed him. Belief did not return her to the evening beside the river.
Upstairs, the others were already arguing over Serit's terms. Ada went in without waiting for Cal. He followed later and took the chair nearest the door.
They did not make one decision. They made several.
Ysra would go if her records were protected. Tomar would not travel under a description of himself as a recovered dependent; Serit crossed out the phrase and initialled it. Ren would attend as an independent engineer, not as a former servant seeking reinstatement. Pella would take work with the river carriers and meet them in Orison by her own route. She wanted no protection that could be withdrawn because a grandparent failed to behave.
Ada would go with her aunt.
“I need you to know,” she told Cal, with everyone listening, “that this isn't attendance you secured.”
“I'll write that.”
“You'll tell her before we arrive.”
He agreed.
Bett came from Greyford after breakfast with two other town officers and a loaf baked around too many seeds. They had heard about the escort from the posting yard. News travelled efficiently when it involved strangers eating local vegetables.
“You can take our trial record,” Bett said. “You cannot offer our yard for a larger transfer.”
“We won't.”
“Put it in writing.”
Ada did.
Bett read the sentence, then asked for another beside it: Greyford's attendance did not constitute approval of a replacement national schedule. The demonstration had established that a prepared release could be operated locally. It had not established that every proposed load was acceptable, or that a town council could volunteer households that had not been consulted.
The page became untidy with limits. Ada liked it more when they were finished.
Before noon, they sent a carrier ahead to request representatives from the disputed western districts. Not all would come. Some could not leave their work. Some would not put themselves within reach of the Hall. Their absence would be recorded as absence, not agreement.
The innkeeper produced the schedule copy she had hidden in a hollow part of the hearth where no one in their party would have thought to look. She handed it to Ren in front of Serit.
“It's a copy,” she said. “There's another.”
“Where?” Cal asked before catching himself.
The innkeeper regarded him.
“Yes,” he said. “Fair enough.”
That afternoon, Ada helped Ysra pack. Her aunt chose two shirts, her old testing tools and a square of soft fabric for resting her wrists. She left the broad binding brush behind.
“You might need it,” Ada said.
“Someone might. Someone can bring another.”
Ada folded the fabric and put it where it would be easy to reach.
At the river landing, Pella tightened a strap on the mule's pack. The laundry carrier had brought it to White Net as agreed. They had hired another carrier to return the animal to its owner; Pella had described its habits in a note far longer than the note describing the equipment.
“Don't look sentimental,” she told Ada. “He'll bite you before he goes.”
The mule leaned forward and took a small piece of Ada's sleeve between his teeth.
Pella removed it patiently.
“There. A formal farewell.”
Ada laughed for the first time that day.
Their boat left on the evening tide. Cal stayed near the bow, apart from the papers and the people making plans around them. Ada did not invite him closer. Neither did she require him to disappear. There was work enough on the boat for a person to be present without being forgiven.
When the White Net passed behind the bend, she opened her notebook. Between Perrin's bird and the revised safe conduct lay a blank page.
She wrote the date. Then, underneath it, she wrote what had actually been agreed.
The Long Approach
The journey took five days, not four.
On the second day a tow rope broke near the old lime landing. Nothing dramatic happened. The boat drifted against a bank of reeds, the towman used several words Ada had never heard from her father, and everyone waited while he and the boat's owner argued about whose rope it had been. Repairing it required a walk to a farm and the purchase of a length of hemp that would not have appeared in any Hall calculation of river capacity.
Jessa wrote the delay in her account.
“Put down the reason,” Ren told her.
“I have.”
“Not just rope.”
Jessa held up the page. She had described the missing reserve equipment, the journey to the farm and the cost of the farmer deciding they looked desperate.
Ren gave it back without further advice.
Ysra travelled badly. The cold made her shoulders stiff; the hard bench made everything else stiff. Ada wanted to place her in a warm room with a door nobody guarded. Instead she folded a blanket four times and tried not to apologise each time her aunt shifted on it.
On the third evening, Tomar taught Ada to mend the split handle of a ferry hook. He could not hold the wood securely with his knees as he once had, so Cal braced it while Ada wound the cord.
“Not that tight,” Tomar said. “You want to strengthen the joint, not make the next break happen an inch farther down.”
Cal loosened his grip when she loosened the cord. Their hands did not touch.
They passed a village where the river had taken half a garden. A man was digging up winter cabbages along the new edge, working quickly and with an expression of personal offence. Two children carried the plants to a cart. The house was still safely back from the water, but its owner had tied a rope around the porch post as though preparing to tow it inland.
At the next landing, Ren sent an account of the bank loss ahead to the route office. There was a bound ferry line downstream. If its approach marker had moved, an old description could become dangerous before anyone in Orison received a complaint.
The clerk accepted the report.
“Three days for a response,” he said.
“The bank won't wait for one.”
“I can't change the response time.”
“Then don't put the report in the ordinary pile.”
He looked at her brace, at the names beneath the report, at the boat waiting outside. He moved the paper to a smaller pile. Ada could not tell whether that would help. She thanked him for reading it while they were there.
On the last morning, the capital appeared beneath a low ceiling of smoke.
Ada remembered how it had looked from Tam's wagon: spires, white walls, the roads arriving obediently beneath them. From the river, she saw the backs of warehouses and the people emptying waste from buckets. A boy crouched beneath a wharf with a basket, collecting pieces of coal that had fallen between the boards. He was careful not to drop a single one when their boat disturbed the water.
Pella met them at the landing. She had arrived the previous afternoon and looked both pleased and annoyed to have beaten them.
“The lower warehouse steps are carrying a new transfer,” she said. “Don't use them with luggage. The posting clerk says it hasn't changed the route length because they haven't repainted the sign.”
“Has it?” Ada asked.
“Took me twenty minutes with half a sack of onions. You can have his sign for supper if you prefer it.”
Two of Serit's riders waited at the top of the landing. Beside them stood Marshal Tovan.
She wore a dark coat without braid, and her hair was cut close enough that the rain could do little to it. Ada had expected someone imposing. Tovan was not particularly tall. What distinguished her was the space other people left around her, and the fact that she seemed aware of it.
Her eyes went first to Cal.
“You've lost weight.”
“So has the horse you sent after me.”
“The horse was eating beans.”
He almost smiled. Ada saw the remembered kindness arrive between them, real and insufficient.
Tovan turned to the others. “Your revised terms have been entered. Your lodgings are in the west customs house, under my officers rather than the Hall. The outer doors will not be locked against you.”
“And the inner ones?” Tomar asked.
“You may inspect them.”
“I intend to.”
She accepted that without offence.
Cal stepped forward.
“Before we go anywhere, I need to correct my letter.”
Tovan's expression changed very slightly.
“These people agreed independently to come,” he said. “I had no authority to promise their attendance, or to offer their names before asking them. Put that with the original.”
“I received your correction by carrier.”
“Put this one there as well.”
He handed her a signed page. She took it and gave it to Serit without folding it away from view.
Ada did not thank him. She watched Tovan accept the inconvenient addition to her record, and stored that beside the other things she knew.
On the way to the customs house, they passed the short bridge below Hald's office. A line of people waited at its entrance. Soldiers were checking tokens against a list while those without them crossed by the long embankment route.
A woman in the queue was trying to keep a child asleep against her shoulder. She saw the escort and stepped back. Then she saw Ren's bag, the maps showing above it, and came forward again.
“Are you repairing it?”
“Not today,” Ren said.
The woman's expression collapsed into a tired courtesy.
“My mother minds him,” she said, lifting the sleeping child a little. “On the other bank. If they close it altogether, I'll have to leave before dawn.”
Ada looked towards the bridge. A carriage passed through the token gate without stopping. Its passenger was reading.
“We're trying to keep the necessary journeys,” she said.
The woman tightened the cloth beneath her child's legs.
“Mine is necessary.”
“Yes.”
It was the only answer Ada could honestly give her. She did not pretend it was a plan.
At the customs house, Tomar inspected the locks. Pella inspected the kitchen. Ysra sat down before anyone had finished explaining where she could sit. Ada carried their papers to a table by the window and heard the city beginning an argument beneath it: a wheel stuck in a drain, a hawker defending his prices, someone calling to a person on an upper floor.
Eleven days remained.
She opened the schedule on a table large enough to hold it and began writing down the routes she had seen on the way in.
The Terms of an Open Door
The customs house had been built for goods that could be counted, taxed and left in the dark. Accommodating people required more thought. There were beds in rooms that still smelled faintly of pepper, a basin whose crack had been repaired with a metal staple, and a desk with the names of successive inspectors scratched into its underside.
Ada found the names while looking for a dropped pin. One inspector had added a very poor drawing of another inspector's nose.
She was still beneath the desk when Tovan knocked.
“Come in,” Ada said, then hit her head trying to make the invitation less absurd.
The Marshal waited for her to emerge.
“An accident?”
“A desk.”
“I've had difficulty with those myself.”
She had brought no guard into the room. Ada did not mistake that for an absence of guards. Through the open window she could see Serit speaking to two men beside the front steps.
“The Regent will hear the preliminary account the day after tomorrow,” Tovan said. “Six witnesses in the first session. You may choose them.”
“How long?”
“Until the noon bell.”
“For a whole country?”
“For the reason to examine a whole country's measures. The distinction matters.”
Ada sat on the edge of the bed. The blow from the desk had left her eyes watering, which made the discussion more difficult than she wanted to admit.
“Will the Chancellor be there?”
“Yes.”
“Will the records be shown to him beforehand?”
“A copy of the account you intend to present. Not the location of your other evidence, and not the names of witnesses who have declined to be identified.”
“You've learned what to promise.”
Tovan looked towards the open door.
“I've learned what your engineer will cross out.”
For the first time Ada felt the possibility of humour between them. She did not use it to forget anything.
“Why are you helping?” she asked.
“The proposed network would put troops through three northern passes more reliably.”
“That sounds like a reason not to.”
“Unless the men carrying supplies to the lower posts can no longer reach them. The winter schedule treats those journeys as marginal traffic.”
“So you've found people you care about in the margin.”
Tovan received that in silence.
“Yes,” she said eventually. “I should have looked earlier for people I hadn't commanded.”
Ada had expected a better defence. Not receiving one unsettled her more.
They went downstairs to discuss the hearing. Ren argued against limiting the first session to technical witnesses. Tomar wanted a table low enough to sit at. Ysra wanted the questioning recorded in full rather than summarised by a clerk whose superior was answering the questions.
Pella, eating an apple beside the kitchen door, asked whether the audience would be allowed to come and go.
“This is a preliminary hearing, not a market,” Tovan said.
“Markets have useful arrangements for people who need to leave.”
After some discussion, two public scribes would be admitted alongside the official clerks. One would be chosen by the carriers' office, the other by a group of city wards. Visitors could leave between speakers, and leaving would not be recorded as disrespect. Ada had never thought a rule like that would need writing down.
Then Tovan asked about Cal.
The room became quiet.
“He can speak for himself,” Ada said.
“I intend that he should.”
Cal came in from the yard, where he had been helping unload bedding. Tovan waited while he washed his hands.
“Your father is arriving tomorrow,” she told him.
He held the cloth very still.
“Because of the hearing?”
“In part. He has been summoned to account for the northern grain allotments.”
“In part,” he repeated.
“He has also requested that you return to his custody.”
Pella set down her apple. “That's quite a word to use about a person.”
Tovan did not look at her. “The request hasn't been granted.”
Cal folded the cloth, unfolded it and put it beside the basin.
“Will I be permitted to decline?”
“You will be heard.”
“That wasn't my question.”
Ada heard herself in him and wished the resemblance belonged to a happier moment.
Tovan's face changed. For a breath she seemed less like the Marshal than an adult being asked why a door she had watched for years had never been opened.
“I cannot settle that tonight,” she said.
“Then don't describe a hearing as an answer.”
He left the room without asking permission. No one stopped him.
After Tovan had gone, Ada found him at the back gate. It opened onto an alley where boys were throwing a rag ball against a wall. Every fourth throw struck a shutter and produced an objection from inside.
“I won't send any more letters you haven't agreed to,” Cal said when she approached.
“You may send letters. They're yours. Just don't put other people in them as promises.”
He nodded.
“Do you want to see him?” she asked.
“Yes.” He watched the boys retrieve the ball from a drain. “I'm angry that I do.”
Ada leaned against the opposite gatepost.
“You can want your father without agreeing with him.”
“I know that when it's about somebody else.”
She did too. They stood there until the boys finally hit the window instead of the shutter and fled, united by a new understanding of their own accuracy.
Cal started to laugh, stopped as if he had no right to it, then laughed anyway.
Ada let herself share it.
It lasted only a moment. When it ended, the gate was still open.
The List at the Bakehouse
Pella took Ada to the river wards at dawn because the bread queue would be longest then and because the baker would be least willing to listen once his ovens were empty.
The streets narrowed as they descended. Upper floors leaned over washing lines. A woman lowered a basket from a window and called instructions to a boy who ignored the instructions but put potatoes into the basket. The ordinary ingenuity of the place made Ada feel she had arrived in a town the formal map had not quite admitted to knowing.
The queue outside the bakehouse turned the corner.
Pella joined it rather than going to the door.
“We need to speak to the baker,” Ada said.
“So does everyone here.”
A woman behind them laughed. She wore a man's coat with the sleeves folded back and held three copper coins so tightly that their edges marked her palm.
“You buying for yourself or a household?” she asked.
“Both of us,” Pella said.
“Then save the large loaves for the people with children.”
Pella nodded without promising something she had not yet seen.
They waited. Ada learned that the queue had been shorter the previous week, that the western miller's price had increased before his delivery cost did, and that a particular city councillor's carriage passed the bakehouse every morning without the councillor ever looking out. None of this came in the order she would have chosen for an official account. A conversation about grain could become a conversation about a neighbour's dog and then return to grain from a direction that revealed who had stopped being able to buy it.
When they reached the counter, the baker was taking a splinter from his thumb with his teeth.
“No large loaves left.”
“Two small,” Pella said. “And we're buying your time after the queue.”
“Can't afford it.”
“What does it cost?”
“Sleep.”
They helped carry cooled trays to the back room. Then Ada swept flour while Pella sorted the scorched loaves that could still be sold cheaply. The baker's name was Darro. His daughter, Leth, kept the accounts, moved sacks with a trolley and treated every interruption as a debt to be repaid in work.
Ada showed them the proposed receiving routes.
Darro looked at the grain spine. “You want this longer.”
“Some parts. We want to replace the fixed transfers with agreements that can be checked and ended.”
“Does the flour arrive?”
“It should, if the warehouse schedules change and the river crews—”
“I can't bake bread with ‘should’.”
Ada put down her pen.
“What would you need to know?”
Leth came around the table. She pointed to the three previous deliveries in her account.
“Here. The cart arrived early and sat outside the upper warehouse for six hours waiting for the tally. Here, the mill had flour but no sacks. Here, we paid for speed because we'd been told the gate would close. It didn't close. We still paid.”
The fast road had not removed those delays. It had made them less visible to the people measuring only the journey between two official markers.
“May I copy this?” Ada asked.
“Not the customer debts.”
“I won't.”
“Show me before you take it.”
Ada copied the delivery entries on a separate sheet and held it where Leth could read every line.
By midmorning, they had six names of other businesses willing to show their records. A soup kitchen beside the river had space to cook more but not enough pots. A warehouse had a broken hoist. The owner of a small yard would allow overnight storage if someone else paid for a watchman. None of these discoveries made a road shorter. Together, they began making it possible for a road not to need shortening quite so much.
On their way out, they met the woman Ada had seen with the sleeping child at the bridge. This time the child was awake and furious about a mitten.
“Your necessary journey,” Ada said. “Could I write it down?”
The woman regarded the notebook.
“Will that open the gate?”
“Not by itself.”
“What do you want my name for?”
“So they can't treat the route as a convenience without being asked what they mean.”
The woman considered this while her child succeeded in removing the mitten.
“Dessa,” she said. “I wash sheets at the east infirmary. My mother looks after him in Coal Yard Lane. I cross before the fourth bell and after the evening wash.”
Ada wrote the actual places, the times, the work. Dessa corrected the spelling of her mother's lane and declined to give the child's name.
“That's not needed for a bridge.”
“No,” Ada agreed. “It isn't.”
They took their bread to a low wall by the water. Pella ate hers standing, watching a boatman attempt to land against a current that clearly had other plans.
“You're good at this,” Ada said.
“Eating?”
“Knowing who to ask.”
“I carried things here for years. People tell you a lot while explaining why the load is heavier than they said.”
“Will you come back to it?”
Pella broke a piece from the end of her loaf.
“I'd like to run a route of my own. Not just turn up when somebody else's boy is ill.”
“With your grandfather?”
“Near my grandfather. There's a difference he plans not to understand.”
Ada smiled.
Pella watched the boatman try again. “And I'd like to have a day when I'm not carrying evidence of what someone did to him.”
Ada closed the notebook.
For a few minutes they did not discuss the hearing. Pella told her which stalls sold fish worth buying and which sold an argument wrapped around a fish. Ada told her about Perrin's attempt to train a goose to follow him, which had succeeded only in teaching it to follow anyone carrying food.
When they returned to the customs house, they brought the copied accounts, a list of storage needs and one scorched loaf for Tomar, who preferred a hard crust and would have complained if they called it a favour.
Oren Arden's Son
Governor Oren Arden arrived without a carriage.
He came through the customs-house gate on a tall horse, dismounted before the groom reached him and handed over the reins with an absent courtesy that suggested he usually remembered people's names when his mind was elsewhere. There was grey in his beard and travel dirt on the lower edge of an expensive coat.
Cal saw him from the stair.
For a moment Ada expected them to embrace. They both moved as though they might. Then Oren noticed the bandage at his son's forearm, and Cal saw him notice, and the space between them filled with everything that had to be explained.
“Who did that?” Oren asked.
“A guard at Quarry House.”
“On whose authority?”
“The same authority that kept me here.”
Oren's face tightened.
“Cal.”
“Come inside,” his son said.
Ada began to withdraw. Cal asked her to stay, then looked at his father.
“This is Ada Serrin.”
“I know the name.”
“Then know the person before you tell me what she's persuaded me to do.”
The Governor accepted the rebuke with a small movement of his jaw. He bowed to Ada, less deeply than a courtier would have and more carefully than Hald had ever done.
“I authorised the convoy acceleration,” he said. “You should hear that from me.”
Ada had not expected him to begin there.
“You authorised twelve miles onto our church approach.”
“I authorised the receiving capacity. The bearing allocation was made here.”
“Did you ask where it would go?”
“No.”
He removed his gloves. One finger had been repaired in a different shade of leather.
“I can tell you why. It won't change the answer.”
“Tell me anyway.”
He sat in the chair Cal pulled out for him. His right knee bent less easily than the left. Ada noticed because she was learning how much of a person's arrival might be hidden by the time they reached a room.
“The northern harvest was uneven. The grain existed, but not always where the stores had space. I wanted the first convoys through before the western rain. A failure would have meant both hunger in the capital and a charge that North Rill was withholding supplies.”
“And a delay in Cal's return,” Ada said.
Oren looked at his son.
“Yes.”
Cal stood beside the window. “You requested the release condition in writing.”
“I did.”
“You made my coming home part of the road bargain.”
“I tried to bring you home.”
“I know.” Cal's voice caught, making the words younger than he appeared to want them to be. “I know that's what you thought you were doing.”
Oren put his gloves on the table very carefully.
“You were eleven. They called it education and mutual assurance. The neighbouring governor refused. His district lost its winter allotment and the refusal was used as proof of disloyalty. I had people to feed.”
“You had me.”
The Governor lowered his eyes.
“Yes.”
There was no clever answer in the room. Ada had been afraid Oren would offer one. Watching him fail to find it was worse.
Cal sat down at last.
“I don't need you to say you didn't have reasons. I need you not to use them to tell me it was something else.”
Oren pressed a thumb against the repaired glove.
“I agreed to leave you here as a guarantee of my obedience.”
Cal looked away. His shoulders moved once.
Outside, a groom laughed at something the horse had done. Ordinary life was merciless about continuing beneath other people's conversations.
Ada rose. “I'll get water.”
Neither asked her to remain. She took longer than she needed. In the kitchen Pella was balancing accounts with Leth's figures, her forehead creased around an unfamiliar column.
“Bad?” she asked.
“Honest.”
“Sometimes it is.”
When Ada returned, Oren and Cal were sitting closer together. They did not look reconciled. They looked like people who had stopped trying to have the conversation from opposite ends of a story.
The Governor accepted the water.
“What will you ask of North Rill?” he said.
“We haven't made one request for all of it,” Ada replied. “Maire is bringing records. The places using the routes need to see the loads.”
“She doesn't have authority to negotiate provincial supply.”
“She has authority to tell you what happens in her settlement.”
He considered that, then nodded.
Cal laid the copied bakehouse accounts beside the grain schedule.
“We need warehouse release times. Real storage capacities. What you can bring downriver before the frost, not what the Hall has said should fit on boats.”
“And in return?”
Cal looked tired suddenly.
“Must it be that?”
“For the stores, yes,” Oren said. “They belong to people who expect a record when they leave.”
Ada saw Cal check his first reaction. His father was right about this part. Being right about it would not erase the rest.
“We'll put the terms where the receiving wards can inspect them,” Cal said. “Payment, storage, loss, every delay. Not a private guarantee attached to my name.”
Oren nodded.
Before he left, he reached for Cal's shoulder. His son allowed the touch and did not lean into it. The Governor seemed to understand the difference.
At the gate, he turned back to Ada.
“Was anyone hurt on the church road?”
“Yes,” she said. “Four men carried someone they loved much farther than they should have. His widow waited through three arrivals.”
Oren took that with him without asking whether she meant an injury that could be measured.
Cal remained by the table after the horse had gone. Ada gathered the cups.
“He used my name,” he said quietly.
She did not answer for him.
“I used yours.”
“Yes.”
He looked down at the papers between them, then took a clean sheet and began an account for the hearing. This time he left room beside every name for the person named to decide what should follow it.
Work for Resting Hands
Neris arrived carrying an empty basket.
The guard at the customs-house door asked what was in it.
“Air,” she said. “You may count it.”
Ada heard her voice from the upstairs passage and ran down so quickly that she nearly collided with Serit.
Neris set down the basket just in time to receive the embrace. She was thinner than when Ada had last seen her, with shadows beneath her eyes and a raw patch where her apron strap had rubbed the back of her neck.
“Orla?” Ada asked before letting go.
“Alive. Still working. Under questioning whenever they can spare an official from being important elsewhere.”
“Because of us.”
“Because she helped people leave a place they shouldn't have been held. Keep the sentence complete.”
Ada nodded against her shoulder.
Neris had come with permission to collect old customs route descriptions. Hald knew she intended to see them. He had not forbidden it, which made the permission difficult to interpret.
“He wants to know what you're bringing,” Neris said upstairs. “He also wants the hearing to be technically competent. Those wishes haven't stopped being compatible for him.”
Ren pushed a cup towards her.
“What is he doing to the Atlas?”
“Preparing the spine joins. The final counterseal isn't bound. The Chancellor wants as little left to do on the day as possible.”
“Are the local release marks still accessible?” Ysra asked.
“Some. The old preparation has held. The new perimeter layer covers two of the smaller sequences.”
Ysra closed her eyes, reading a page no one else could see.
“The western river set?”
“No. The northern carriage branches.”
“Then he hasn't found the whole method.”
“Or he has and intends to use it differently.”
Neris would not let certainty into the room merely because the others wanted it. Ada had missed that about her.
They worked at the long table. Neris drew the present arrangement from memory, marking the areas she had inspected herself and leaving the others blank. Cal copied the receiving schedules. Ada began the comparison column, then stopped when her pen slipped twice at the same turn.
Ysra saw.
“Put it down.”
“I can use my left hand for the figures.”
“Then you can use it after breakfast. Have you eaten?”
Ada had not.
The answer irritated her. So did the bread her aunt pushed towards her. She was old enough to travel the country with stolen evidence and apparently not old enough to be trusted alone with hunger.
Neris took her place at the column without comment.
Ada went to the window with the bread. Below, two city workers were lifting a damaged drain cover. One held a rope while the other adjusted his grip. Neither appeared diminished by needing the other.
She ate.
Later, a licensed binder named Iven came at Ren's invitation. He worked on market roads in the eastern wards and had four children whose shoes he described with the specificity of a man who paid for them. His hands were broad, his pen case meticulously clean.
“I won't bind a new national arrangement from a drawing someone made over supper,” he said.
“Good,” Ren replied. “Neither will I.”
He studied their provisional panels. He asked practical questions, objected to three assumptions and offered to inspect a fourth in person. When Ada showed him her quarry correction, he followed the line with the blunt end of a pin.
“Who watched the empty haul road?”
“Cal and the yard workers.”
“Who confirmed the old foot anchors?”
“People who used them. Three witnesses. I recorded the names.”
He read the entry.
“You left the receiving duration unspecified.”
“It was an emergency.”
“I see why you did it. It still needs an end.”
Ada fetched the later release record from Perrin's account. She had included it with the worker documents but not cross-referenced it beside the binding.
Iven waited while she wrote the missing reference.
“Better,” he said, and moved on without either praising her courage or calling her a child.
By afternoon, the room held four versions of the transition plan, two trays of food and an argument about which footpath a name actually described. Ysra listened from a chair with cushions under both forearms. From there she identified a reversal Ren had missed.
“You'll put the return against the next receiving page if you follow that mark.”
Ren leaned closer.
She swore once and corrected it.
Ada watched her aunt's face. Ysra had not held a pen all afternoon. The plan had still needed her.
Before leaving, Neris handed Ada a sealed note from Hald. The seal was intact. She had not pretended not to know what it contained.
Ada opened it at the kitchen table.
Hald offered a full training place, a guaranteed local licence for Sable Fen under supervision, and a review of the quarry charges. In return, Ada would bring the disputed records to a private technical commission and postpone their public presentation until the commission reported.
There was no date by which it had to report.
Ada read the offer twice. She pictured the workshop with its shelves unsealed, Perrin at the table, Ysra teaching without wondering when the next inspection would arrive. The offer was effective because it contained things she truly wanted.
She wrote her answer on the back, leaving his words visible.
A review after the lock is bound cannot restore the choice to people whose routes have already been assigned. I will attend the public hearing.
She signed her own name and asked Neris to deliver it only if doing so would not put her in additional danger.
Neris slipped it into the basket.
“This basket was less troublesome when it contained air,” she said.
People Who Had Arrived
Mara reached the customs house while Ada was practising her first sentence.
She had tried three versions. One sounded like Hald. One sounded angry before it had said anything. The third began with a number, and Ada could already hear Sile asking what qualified her to interpret it.
Then someone downstairs said her name in her mother's voice.
Ada left all three versions on the table.
Mara stood in the entrance holding a cloth bag against her chest. Her coat was damp at the shoulders. Beside her, Hobb the miller was trying to ease his boots off without sitting down, a method that had reached its natural limit.
“You're too thin,” Mara said.
“You're here.”
“So I see.”
Ada put her arms around her. The bag between them contained something hard and angular; Mara shifted it aside, and the embrace became possible. Her coat smelled of cold air and home cooking. Ada had been carrying those smells in imagination for weeks and had got them wrong.
For a little while she said nothing useful at all.
Jon had remained with Perrin and the village work. Dema had sent a statement, refusing to spend the money and leave her house merely to repeat it to people who preferred important rooms. Hobb had come because he had carried Bren and because, as he put it, a man might as well discover whether the capital's famous bread justified the journey.
Mara emptied the bag upstairs. There were route accounts, two pairs of clean stockings, a jar of something wrapped against breakage, and the repaired coat Dema had promised to send.
Inside the coat pocket was a note Perrin had written.
He had reached home. Toll was with relatives whose names had been checked by the carriers, not merely supplied by a clerk. Nessa had sent word from her own district. Perrin's back hurt less when he slept on the old mattress. He had repaired the bird's other boot because Ada had complained, in her last letter, that the drawing made its feet look uncomfortable.
At the bottom he had added: Dad keeps saying the basket can wait. It can't. It's appalling.
Ada laughed and found she was crying again.
Mara touched the side of her face, then looked at Ysra.
The sisters held each other for longer than they spoke. When they separated, Mara took the bowl of warm water from beside Ysra's chair and checked it with her own hand before moving it within reach.
“I've been doing that,” Ada said.
“I know.”
Her mother had not meant to take the task away from her. Ada heard the childishness in her own voice and let the bowl stay where Mara had put it.
They had an hour before the hearing. Hobb ate half the bread Pella had brought back and declared it adequate but expensive. Ren examined the ground accounts. Mara changed her damp collar for a dry one and listened while Ada explained who would be in the room.
“Will they let you finish?” she asked.
“Sometimes.”
“Then decide which sentence you most need finished.”
At the Regent's hall, a guard searched their bags. He lifted the jar Mara had brought and asked what it contained.
“Pickled roots.”
“For what purpose?”
“To eat.”
Ada had answered a question about a loaf at a gate much like this one. Hearing her mother use the same tone steadied her more than any advice could have done.
The hearing room was smaller than the hall in which Sile had announced the Rebinding. That made it harder to hide people behind ceremony. A long table stood beneath the windows. The Regent sat at its head rather than on a raised platform. The young prince was absent. Hald had several folders arranged before him in perfectly parallel lines.
Sile looked at Mara before he looked at Ada.
“You have brought your family.”
“I've brought a route witness,” Ada said. “She also happens to be my mother.”
The carriers' public scribe dipped her pen.
Ada had been placed first. Tovan stood by the door. Cal sat with the other prospective witnesses rather than beside her. He met her eyes once and did not try to tell her with an expression that it would be all right.
Regent Meral asked her to begin.
Ada looked down at her prepared sheet. The three openings had been crossed out. Beneath them was a fourth, written after Mara arrived.
“A coffin came home three times,” she said.
No one moved a page.
She described the church approach, the white milestone, Hobb's shoulder beneath the pole. She described the twelve-mile transfer and the correction that had divided it among routes their users had actually agreed to lend. She did not describe her aunt's blood as a miracle. It had broken the bearers' attention from a failing arrival line long enough for them to step away from it. Ysra had still needed measurements, witnesses and another place for the burden to go.
Then Ada showed the register.
“Thirty-one people,” she said. “Eighty-three live there. Here are the current household entries. Here are the journeys that disappear when you use the old number.”
Sile waited until she had finished the sentence before interrupting.
“A moving account. No one here disputes that errors deserve correction.”
“Then correct it before the lock.”
“The question is whether a particular error justifies delaying an entire winter system.”
Hobb put up his hand.
The Chancellor looked at him as though furniture had spoken.
“When do I get to say my bit?” Hobb asked.
“You will be called in order.”
“Good. Because you said particular error, and I'm one of the particulars.”
Meral looked towards the clerk. “Call him now.”
Hobb took the witness chair. He set both feet flat on the floor, a man making sure that his body had arrived where the room expected it.
“I've carried grain to Dunmere for twenty-six years,” he began. “I know what an extra mile feels like. I also know when I've walked past the same willow three times without getting to the gate.”
Ada stepped back beside her mother.
Mara took her hand beneath the table, turned it over and felt the edge of the numb thumb with one careful finger. Ada watched recognition pass across her face.
“Later,” she whispered.
Her mother nodded. She did not let go.
What Had Been Authorised
By the second hour, the room had become too warm. The windows were opened a little at the top. Outside, a man repairing a gutter dropped his hammer, recovered it with a rope and dropped it again. The public scribe paused each time the metal struck the wall, then asked for the interrupted words to be repeated.
Ysra gave her account after Hobb.
Ada wanted to stand beside her. Ysra asked her to remain seated.
“I can reach the chair,” she said quietly.
Hald watched his former colleague cross the room. Whatever passed through his expression did not last long enough to name.
Ysra placed her signed statement on the table. The broad, difficult signature sat beneath descriptions of work she had once done beautifully.
She named the three hamlets on the old causeway. She named the preparation orders. She explained where emergency transfers had been written over records that still described occupied ground.
Sile asked whether she had objected at the time.
“Yes.”
“Formally?”
“Sometimes.”
“And nevertheless completed the assigned work?”
“Yes.”
He leaned back slightly. Ada could see the shape of the argument he wanted: a disgruntled former worker blaming a system in which she had willingly served.
Ysra continued before he supplied it.
“I am not asking that my part be erased because I have described it. I am asking that you examine the part before you make it harder to undo.”
The public scribe looked up, then wrote quickly.
Hald asked to see the fragment. Ada placed it beneath the protective sheet on the central table. Torn at one edge, stained by the fall on the slate slope, it looked less impressive than the records surrounding it. Hald knew what it was without needing the missing corner.
“That is an early release preparation,” he said.
“Prepared for temporary use,” Ren added.
“Yes.”
“Reused beneath later assignments.”
“Yes.”
“Still forming part of the load path beneath the western network.”
Hald moved one of his folders.
“Yes.”
Sile turned towards him. “Its age is not itself a defect.”
“No,” Hald said. “Its current use is the matter under examination.”
Ada had not expected him to say that so plainly. Neither, apparently, had the Chancellor.
Ren laid the modern schedule beside the fragment. She did not claim the old sheet proved every objection. She used it to show where the new locking sequence relied on the same underlayer, and where a local correction would be forced back beneath the central allocation.
“You are not only correcting figures,” she said. “You are removing a way to respond when the figures are wrong.”
“Local corrections have endangered essential supply,” Sile replied.
“Some have. So have central ones.”
“Then authority must be clear.”
“It must also be answerable.”
Meral lifted a hand before the exchange could become a pair of positions repeating themselves.
“What alternative can operate this winter?”
Cal brought forward the first transition account.
There was nothing triumphant about it. The receiving capacity was lower. Several private branches would close. Grain release had to begin earlier at specific warehouses. Additional river crews would need wages before the shipments started, not promises to pay when the city had eaten. Bearing districts would require maintenance crews whose costs appeared openly in the receiving towns' accounts.
Sile read the first column.
“You propose less speed, more labour and a larger bill.”
“We propose showing the labour already being spent,” Cal said. “And paying some of the people spending it.”
“North Rill's contribution is not confirmed.”
“My father will provide the current storage figures this afternoon.”
“An assurance from a son is not a provincial commitment.”
“No,” Cal said. “It isn't. That's why it is marked unconfirmed.”
Ada glanced at him. He kept his attention on the table.
The Chancellor found two other gaps. One concerned river ice. The other concerned a northern landing where the bank was too steep for a heavily laden cart. Ren accepted both. Jessa's notes already listed the landing as requiring work, but the labour allowance did not include enough days for poor weather.
“Add them,” Meral said.
“We'll need to inspect it before naming a number,” Ren replied.
The Regent's impatience showed for the first time.
“Must every answer wait for someone to walk somewhere?”
“If the question is about a road,” Ren said, “often.”
At noon, the hearing did not end. Meral ordered food and called a second session for the following morning. The public scribes carried their first pages out to the waiting representatives. Sile requested a private conference. The Regent granted him ten minutes, then asked that its decisions be entered with the hearing record.
It was a small concession. Ada did not mistake it for a victory. She was too tired to mistake anything for anything easily.
In the corridor, Hald caught up with Ysra.
“You should have sent the fragment back when you left.”
She looked at him.
“You should have stopped needing it.”
He glanced down at her hands. “I offered you work that wouldn't require field binding.”
“You offered me a place where I could keep knowing and stop being asked what I knew.”
For a moment his face looked older.
“There were hungry people, Ysra.”
“There still are.”
He stepped aside to let her pass.
Outside, Hobb bought a sausage from a stall and declared that important rooms made him hungrier than manual work. Mara bought one for Ada without asking. They stood beneath a tree shedding small yellow leaves onto the pavement, eating with their fingers while the Regent and Chancellor decided what parts of the morning they could afford to hear.
A boy carrying copied notices stopped beside them.
“Are you the coffin girl?” he asked Ada.
She nearly dropped the sausage.
“No,” she said. Then she reconsidered. “I told the story. It wasn't my coffin.”
He looked disappointed by the distinction. Mara asked what his notices cost, and bought two.
The Necessary Journeys
The second hearing began badly for Ada's side.
Dessa could not attend. The infirmary had refused her request to exchange shifts, and her mother had woken with a fever. Her absence left the bridge account represented by a page Ada had copied and a journey Ada had never needed to make with a sleeping child.
The Chancellor noticed.
“Your examples appear not to have found the matter sufficiently urgent to be present.”
Pella stood up before Ada could answer.
“She is washing sheets for people who are ill. We haven't designed a hearing that pays her for not doing that. Her work doesn't become evidence against her because it continues.”
“Your name?” Sile asked.
“Pella. River carriers' office. And if the next question is my family interest, yes, Tomar is my grandfather.”
A few people in the audience smiled. The Regent did not, but she asked the clerk to record Pella's explanation beside the absence.
The day was devoted to essential travel. It was more difficult than the first hearing because every example complicated another.
A physician needed reliable passage to two outer wards. A charcoal merchant needed his loads to arrive before the workshops ran out of fuel. A carrier needed the road to remain open after dark, which a northern witness opposed because the proposed bearing path passed beside houses whose occupants already slept badly when loaded carts travelled through.
Ren did not resolve the conflict by calling one need more human than the other. She asked about wheels, hours, alternate gates and the cost of making the rougher lane usable in wet weather. The answer was a mason, six labourers and more stone than the town had ready.
Hald knew a nearby stock that could provide the stone. Its release would require the Chancellor's office to relinquish material reserved for a ceremonial approach.
Everyone looked at Sile.
“The approach is part of the annual court route,” he said.
“Does it take grain?” Meral asked.
“No, Your Grace.”
“Then examine the release.”
The Chancellor bowed his head. The hearing moved on. Ada marked the decision, including who would inspect the stock and by when. She had already learned that a gracious instruction could vanish into the space before anyone had to perform it.
At the afternoon break, Beren found her beside a window.
For a moment she knew only that his face belonged somewhere less exhausting. Then she remembered the boy in the new clerk's coat beside her on Tam's wagon, touching the brass clasp at his throat.
“Your hen,” she said absurdly.
“Not mine. It objected to all of us equally.”
She laughed.
His coat no longer looked new. There was ink at one cuff and a place where he had rubbed the clasp until its brighter surface showed beneath the polish.
“Are you working here?”
“In the warehouse accounts. I passed the copying examination.”
“Congratulations.”
“It's mostly sacks.”
“Still.”
He glanced towards the chamber door.
“I heard the dates you gave for the northern deliveries. Some are gate dates, not release dates.”
“We've started separating them.”
“There's another kind. Assured arrival.”
He showed her a small copy in his own hand. It recorded shipments as available to the capital from the moment their fast-road tokens were issued. The grain could still be standing in a provincial store. The account treated it as though reliability had made distance irrelevant.
Ada followed the columns.
“That makes the reserve look larger.”
“Yes. Until the carts don't come.”
“Who knows?”
“The senior clerks. It's the approved method.”
He said the last words without believing they settled the matter.
“May I show this?” she asked.
“Not as a stolen ledger. It isn't. I've copied a method from a public instruction. Anyone with access to the accounts can check it.”
Ada looked at him properly.
“You've thought about how they'll answer.”
“I saw what they did to your first question.”
He left before the session resumed. Ada took his page to Neris, who compared its headings with the warehouse descriptions she had brought. It was not proof that the capital had no reserves. It was proof that nobody in the room could responsibly claim the reserve figure without separating grain present from grain promised.
When the hearing resumed, Cal asked for that separation.
Sile called it an established accounting convention.
Meral asked how much grain was physically inside the city's stores.
No one at the table had the complete answer.
The silence lasted long enough for the public scribes to stop writing.
At last the Regent ordered a count. Warehouse keepers would attest to actual stores, and carriers to cargo already under way. The reports were to be kept separate.
As they left, Neris touched Ada's sleeve.
“Find your friend a better place to work if this goes badly.”
“If it goes well too,” Ada said.
Beren's little copy stayed beneath the larger maps that evening. Its neat columns had made no road change direction. They had changed what the people responsible for the roads could safely pretend to know.
The Room They Kept Her In
Neris did not come the following morning.
At first there were ordinary explanations. A clerk detained by another task. A queue at an office. Rain making a short road inconvenient. Ada worked through each explanation while pretending to compare the northern load figures.
By noon, Hald sent word that Neris was answering questions about unauthorised copies.
He did not call it detention.
Ren read the message, folded it once and handed it to Tovan.
“Ask whether she can leave.”
The answer took an hour. She could leave when the questions were concluded.
“Then ask who concludes them.”
The Chancellor's examining officer.
Ada was already fastening her coat.
“Not through a service door,” Tovan said.
“You said our witnesses would be protected.”
“I did. So we'll use the front one.”
The records office looked disappointingly ordinary. There were people waiting with permits, a boy carrying a broken stool, an official arguing with a woman about a misspelled boundary. Ada wanted the building to declare what it was doing. Instead it smelled of wet coats and floor wax.
Tovan gave her name at the desk. The clerk went very pale and very helpful.
Neris was in an upstairs room with a table, two examiners and a window painted shut. No one had struck her. She had not been given food. Her hands rested in her lap with such deliberate stillness that Ada knew how much effort it cost her not to pick at the raw place on her neck.
The senior examiner rose.
“This is an internal matter.”
“It concerns a witness called under my protection,” Tovan said.
“She remains an employee of the Hall.”
“Then name the employment rule requiring a locked door.”
“The door is secured to protect the records.”
“Move the records.”
He looked towards the papers on the table, as though they might provide a procedure for removing an inconvenient Marshal.
Ren asked to see the accusation. It concerned copied schedules whose release was alleged to endanger the winter system. Some were the very schedules the Regent had ordered examined in public. Others included names from the infirmary and quarry.
Neris looked at Ada once.
“They want the people who helped,” she said.
The examiner objected to the characterisation. He was establishing the route by which official materials had left lawful custody.
“Were the people at Quarry House in lawful custody?” Ada asked.
“That is not the question before this office.”
“It seems to be the question your other question depends on.”
Tovan lifted a hand. Not to silence Ada entirely; to stop them from being led into a dispute the examiner could prolong all afternoon.
“Show me the order authorising her confinement.”
There was an instruction to retain her for examination. It bore a departmental seal and no time limit.
Tovan read it, asked for a copy and wrote beneath it that Neris would answer further questions at the public hearing with an independent scribe present. The examiner said she lacked the authority to intervene in Hall discipline. Tovan told him to seek a ruling while she sought food for the witness.
They waited.
It was not a rescue made possible by one good sentence. Two messengers went out. Hald arrived and spoke quietly with the examiners. Tovan remained in the doorway. Ren took down the names of everyone present. Ada sat beside Neris and gave her a roll Pella had pushed into her pocket before they left.
“There's cheese in it,” Ada said.
“I can see.”
“I didn't know if you'd eaten.”
Neris broke the roll in half. Her hand shook as she lifted it.
Ada stopped explaining the bread.
The ruling came near the evening bell. Neris could leave. The inquiry would continue, but the material under examination had to be listed, and any demand for identifying witnesses would require a stated purpose connected to a specific allegation.
It was less protection than Ada wanted and more than Neris had possessed when they entered.
At the stair, Hald caught Ada's eye.
“I didn't order the room locked.”
“Did you ask whether it was?”
He did not answer quickly enough.
Outside, the rain had stopped. Neris stood beneath the portico, looking at the street as though measuring the distance to a freedom no one had acknowledged taking from her.
“Do you want to come to the customs house?” Ada asked.
“Yes.”
“Your room?”
“Someone else can fetch my things. Tomorrow. Not tonight.”
Tovan sent Serit with written authorisation and another officer as witness. She did not ask Neris for a list immediately.
On the walk back, Ada took her friend's basket. It contained a handkerchief, a pencil worn nearly to the wood and the copied request that had brought her to the office. Nothing that justified the room. Nothing that would have protected her from it either.
Pella had made soup. Tomar had rearranged the chairs so Neris could sit with her back to a wall and see both doors. Nobody announced the arrangement.
After supper, Neris slept at the long table with one cheek on her folded sleeve.
Ada covered the ink pot before it could be knocked over. Then she sat beside her and refused three separate invitations to discuss what they would do in the morning.
A Footbridge in the Rain
The rain returned before dawn.
By breakfast it had become the sort that changed how a city sounded: wheels soft in the mud, gutters roaring, voices raised beneath eaves. News came from the lower river landing that the outer bank had slipped again.
Ren went at once. Ada went with her, carrying a waxed cover and the newest ground descriptions. Cal followed with two officers and a surveyor whose boots were too polished for the assignment.
The river approach marker stood six feet closer to the water than the paper allowed. Or rather, the marker had not moved. The bank had.
A stretch of cart track ended in a jagged brown edge. Water lapped beneath roots that had held a tree upright the day before. The small footbridge upstream remained sound, but the bound arrival line used an anchor beyond the lost section.
“We reported this on the way in,” Ren said.
The local route officer produced the report. It bore two receipt marks and an instruction to inspect when the weather improved.
“The weather hasn't improved,” he said, apparently in defence of the instruction.
Ren looked at him for a moment, then turned to the men waiting with the survey poles.
“No loaded arrivals. Put the stop at the receiving side first. Empty the approach before anyone touches the transfer.”
The order ran ahead faster than the men carrying it. At the upper gate a carter protested that his load had already been weighed and paid. At the lower gate a woman insisted her mother was expecting her. Necessary journeys did not cease being necessary because the ground beneath them had become unsafe.
Ada checked the old footpath. It made a longer turn through a yard owned by a cooper, crossed the sound bridge and joined the embankment beyond the slide. The cooper had blocked part of it with timber.
“That's my stock,” he said when asked to move it.
“It's also the old path.”
“Old doesn't mean open.”
He was right. A line on a former map would not clear his yard. Tovan's officer negotiated use for the afternoon, recorded compensation for moving the timber and found six people to help. By the time they had a physical way through, everyone was wet and Ada's fingers had begun to ache.
She unrolled the temporary plan under the waxed cover.
Cal held one corner. Rain ran down his sleeve.
“The hand route can take pedestrians once the far side is clear,” she said. “No carts. No receiving debt added from the grain line.”
“Who witnesses?” Ren asked.
The cooper, a woman who crossed daily to the washing steps and the footbridge keeper. Each described the actual path in their own words. The keeper corrected the near anchor: the old alder had been cut after rot entered the trunk. A stone boundary post now marked the same accessible line, but only if the preparation was altered to name it.
Ada made the correction. She repeated it aloud. Then her pen slipped.
Not far. Only enough to put a dot where the return edge should have remained clean.
She stared at it. Rain struck the cover above them in a hard, continuous sound.
“Fresh sheet,” Ren said.
“I can lift it.”
“Fresh sheet.”
Ada's thumb had become nearly insensible. She could force the grip by bending another finger over it. She knew exactly how. She had done it at the quarry while people waited behind a barred gate.
There were people waiting here too.
Iven arrived from the east ward with his tools wrapped in oilcloth. Ren had sent for him before leaving the customs house.
Ada looked from him to the page.
“You have the ground account?” he asked.
She held it out.
He did not take it away from her. He opened a new sheet beside it.
“Read it to me.”
So she read. She named the sound bridge, the cleared yard, the corrected boundary post. He prepared the line. The three witnesses repeated their parts. Cal carried the receiving-side stop notice back, bearing the keeper's countersignature that the old approach was empty.
Only then did Iven bind the temporary pedestrian route.
The first person across was the woman whose mother was waiting. She stopped at the far side, looked back and raised a hand. It was not applause. It was confirmation that she had arrived where the line said she would.
Ada recorded the time.
By evening, the old cart transfer was suspended. Its load could not simply be placed on the new footbridge. Grain went to another landing; the waiting carts were counted and reassigned. One merchant shouted until he realised Ren intended to write his exact request beneath the unsafe bank report.
Back at the customs house, Mara took off Ada's wet coat and put a dry blanket around her shoulders without asking whether she had earned it.
Ada watched water gather beneath the hanging sleeves.
“I couldn't finish the binding.”
“You brought back a finished route.”
“Iven did it.”
“Then thank Iven.”
Ada laughed weakly.
Later she did. He was eating soup beside the kitchen fire, looking no more remarkable than a tired man with wet socks.
“Your witness account was clear,” he said. “That helped.”
She sat down with her own bowl. For the rest of supper, no one required either of them to prove the work had belonged to them alone.
No Private Way Through
The bank failure changed the hearing because it changed the morning journeys of people who had considered those journeys reliable.
A senior court secretary arrived forty minutes late and demanded to know why the emergency lanes had not been used. Ren asked which emergency lanes he meant. He named a branch that shortened travel between the upper residences and the Regent's outer gate.
“How many grain carts can it carry?” she asked.
“None. It's a carriage way.”
“Where does its distance go?”
The secretary did not know.
By noon, they were examining the private branches.
Ada had expected concealed luxury, and some of it was exactly that: a visitor route kept active for a household that had spent the season elsewhere, a ceremonial turn preserved because closing it would imply a change in status, an evening path serving an official whose work now took place at home.
Other branches were less simple. One carried a physician to the prince's rooms. Another served the Regent's administrative messengers, who would have had to join the general gate queues without it. A third connected kitchens feeding both the court and the night watch.
Ren refused to put them all in one category merely because the residences had fine windows.
“Which journeys require the speed?” she asked. “Which require the route? Which can leave earlier? Write the actual use before you call it essential or ornamental.”
Tovan supplied the waiting times. A kitchen steward supplied delivery records with a defensive expression that softened when nobody suggested feeding soldiers was inherently frivolous. The secretary continued to object.
Cal inspected the household branch he knew best.
He had walked it at twelve, at fourteen, at sixteen. It had seemed one of the few privileges available to the young people held in the capital: a short route between their lessons and the outer garden, occasional access to the practice yard without crossing the public quarters.
Its current receiving mark included passages reserved for visiting governors. Its bearing load fell partly on a steep service approach near the northern stores.
“My father's visits,” he said.
“Others too,” Ada replied.
“He used to complain he didn't get long enough with me.”
She looked at the figures rather than at his face.
A privilege could make an unjust arrangement bearable without making the arrangement just. She suspected Cal had known that for years in a way the map had only now given him a means to describe.
He asked for the actual traffic tally. The steward brought it reluctantly. The branch could be reduced by more than half if the visiting traffic used ordinary approaches and the lesson journeys were rescheduled. It could not be closed altogether until the young wards' arrangements were changed.
“We'll change those,” Cal said.
“Not by promising for them,” Ada reminded him.
He glanced at her, then nodded.
That afternoon he asked to meet the others under Tovan's protection. No governor, tutor or household officer was to answer a question directed to the young person concerned.
The request was entered. Ada saw him keep a copy.
While he was gone, Prince Evin came into the hearing room with an attendant carrying an armful of lesson books. He appeared to have taken the wrong door. The attendant began an apology, but the Regent called him over.
He studied the maps while Meral finished speaking to the clerk. His eyes stopped on the bright prepared lines and then on Ada's rough ground sketch beneath them.
“Is that the broken bank?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Why doesn't the big map show it?”
“It was made before the bank broke.”
“Then why is it still the big one?”
Ada looked towards Hald. He had heard.
“That's one of the questions we're trying to answer,” she said.
The boy accepted this more readily than most adults. His attendant led him away before he could ask anything else inconvenient. Ada did not imagine that a child's question would repair the governance of roads. She was grateful for the moment in which the obvious had been permitted to sound obvious.
At dusk, the revised private-branch figures were posted beside the public supply estimates. The secretary requested that household names be omitted. The Regent allowed privacy for sleeping rooms and refused it for allocations paid from the national system.
Sile objected formally.
Meral listened, then signed the release for the ceremonial stone stock.
It was the first physical resource they had obtained from the hearing. By the next morning, masons could start work on a road no one important had previously needed to see.
The Distance Between Two Hands
Cal found Ada in the small yard behind the customs house, trying to repair a tear in her cuff with her left hand.
“You're making it larger,” he said.
“That's a temporary stage.”
“Of the repair?”
“Of my temper.”
He sat on the step at a careful distance.
The yard held three rain barrels, a stack of broken crates and a fig tree that had survived in a crack where no one could explain its roots. A cat watched them from the wall. It had been stealing kitchen scraps for days and was beginning to regard the customs house as an institution beneath its supervision.
Ada put the needle down.
“How were the others?”
“Some want to leave. Some want to stay and finish their training. Two don't know where they'd go if they were sent home. One boy asked whether his father had to be told what he said.”
“What did you tell him?”
“That I didn't know yet, and that I wouldn't carry his answer to anyone until we had an answer to that.”
Cal rubbed the heel of his hand against his knee.
“I wanted to say yes. Not to telling his father. To safety. I wanted to be able to promise it so badly that I almost did.”
Ada looked at him.
“What stopped you?”
“You. Not the idea that you'd catch me. What you said about making myself feel able to do something.”
The cat dropped from the wall and inspected Cal's boots.
“I've thought about the letter,” he said. “Not only about why I wrote it. About how useful I found the thought that I'd be the one taking the greater risk.”
“You were taking a risk.”
“Yes. It let me stop looking at what I was asking other people to risk.”
Ada turned the cuff inside out. The original stitching had been her mother's, small and patient. She could repair beside it without making her stitches identical.
“I was frightened when I read it,” she said. “Not just angry. I'd begun to stop watching everything you did.”
Cal's face changed.
“I don't want you to have to watch me.”
“I know.”
They sat while the cat attempted to convince them that its interest in their company was not connected to food.
“I can't promise never to be afraid or make a bad choice,” he said at last. “I can tell you when I'm afraid before I put somebody else's name beneath it.”
“That would help.”
“And if you decide you don't want this—”
“Don't make me answer that so you can know whether the apology worked.”
He stopped.
After a moment he nodded. “You're right.”
Ada picked up the needle again. Her left hand managed the thread badly. Cal did not reach for it. Eventually she held it out.
“Can you thread this? That's all.”
He did, leaving the sewing to her.
The distinction was small. It mattered because they both understood it.
She finished three uneven stitches, then broke the thread by pulling too hard. Cal looked away quickly. Ada began to laugh, and his restraint lasted no longer.
“The cuff has made its position clear,” he said.
“It wants a professional.”
“It has been brave.”
She bumped his knee with hers. Neither moved away afterwards.
Inside, Pella called for someone who could lift a flour sack without discussing it. Cal rose, then waited when Ada touched his sleeve.
The kiss was brief and less certain than the one beside the river. Ada chose it without trying to make it stand for every answer she had not reached. His good hand rested against her shoulder, warm through the coat. When they separated, he looked relieved and careful at once.
“This doesn't make the rest disappear,” she said.
“I know.”
“Good. Because that would be a terrible use of a kiss.”
He smiled then, properly.
They went inside and carried the sack together. Pella watched them over the top of her account book, said nothing for an extraordinary length of time, then asked whether the flour might be set down before either of them attempted to negotiate its emotional significance.
Ada nearly dropped her end.
That evening, the physical warehouse count arrived.
The city had fewer days of immediately accessible grain than the assured-arrival figure had implied. It also had enough to survive a carefully staged reduction if the northern stores released their first cargoes now and if the court branches began surrendering capacity before the central lock was attempted.
The plan was narrower than they had hoped. It was not impossible.
Ada set the repaired cuff beside the figures and worked until Mara told everyone in the room to sleep, not because the work had ended but because none of them had become more useful in the last half hour.
Cal left his copy of the grain release request on the table where everyone could read it.
The Last Night of a Certain Map
The final proposal occupied twelve sheets and refused to look like a victory.
There were deletions. There were receiving reductions beside names whose owners had already objected. There were dates by which banks must be inspected, wages paid, witnesses recalled and allocations allowed to expire. Where a guarantee could not honestly be given, the sheet said so.
Ren read the whole thing aloud.
It took most of the morning. The purpose was not ceremony. Spoken descriptions exposed mistakes that neat columns hid. A route named after a mill could refer to two approaches. A transfer listed as ending at dawn could overlap with another beginning at first bell. A boat's capacity could mean cargo weight or the number of sacks someone hoped to fit aboard.
At the ninth sheet, Ysra stopped her.
“The return here is still attached to the old authority mark.”
Ada looked closer. She had copied the diagram from Hald's current preparation.
“If the central order remains in force,” Ysra said, “a local release removes the new agreement. It doesn't necessarily remove the older claim beneath it.”
Ren sat very still.
They had known about the underlayer. They had not yet traced every administrative instruction capable of reasserting it.
Hald came when summoned. For once his folders were not arranged before he began.
“The transitional releases can operate,” he said.
“Unless an old priority instruction restores the receiving demand,” Ren replied.
“That instruction should be superseded.”
“Should be isn't a release mark.”
He looked towards the door. Ada saw him deciding how much of the truth could still be delivered as a manageable technical correction.
“Bring every current override,” she said. “Every renewal, every subsidiary instruction. Not only the pages the new decree intends to replace.”
“The Chancellor's office maintains some separately.”
“Then ask for them separately.”
Hald left without agreeing. He returned two hours later with a list longer than any of them had wanted.
By evening, the Regent had the proposed winter transition and a second account showing the orders that had to end before it could safely begin. Tovan carried both to the chamber herself. Public copies went to the carriers and the city wards before anyone could suggest they were merely working papers.
Ada wrote home while they waited.
She told Perrin that the bank failure had required a new pedestrian route, that Iven had performed the binding and that she was still responsible for the ground description. She started to explain why she had not used her own hand, crossed out the explanation and left the fact.
She told Jon the stores were being counted properly. She told Dema, in a separate note, that her statement had been entered without requiring her presence, and that no one had been allowed to reduce Bren to the date on an allocation.
To Hobb she wrote nothing. He was across the table eating the last of Mara's pickled roots while claiming not to enjoy them.
Cal came in with an answer from his father. North Rill would release the first cargo under a public agreement that separated the supply decision from Cal's status. Oren had signed the separation explicitly.
Cal read that line twice.
Ada did not ask him to be pleased in a way that made the years before it easier to understand.
After supper, they went up to the empty room beneath the roof. From its small window the illuminated court looked almost harmless. The city around it was less brightly marked. Ada could identify the direction of the infirmary, the bakehouse and the lower landing, but not the individual buildings.
“Tomorrow?” Cal asked.
“A decision, perhaps. Then work.”
“Still frightened?”
“Yes.”
“Good. I was going to feel very inadequate if you weren't.”
She rested her forehead briefly against his shoulder. His coat smelled of damp wool and the customs-house kitchen. He put an arm around her without trying to hold her still.
Downstairs, someone knocked at the outer door.
They separated and listened. Serit's voice crossed the entrance hall, followed by Tovan's. Ada could not hear the words.
She picked up her notebook from the sill. The newest sketch showed no complete national design, only a sequence of smaller changes that might allow people to pass through winter without making the margins permanent.
When she and Cal reached the stairs, Ren was already coming to meet them.
“The Regent has called us,” she said. “Bring the version with the limits.”
Ada did not need to ask which one she meant. It was the only version they had agreed to give her.
The Regent's Winter
The Regent received them in a room with maps already on the walls.
They were decorative ones: old provinces coloured in deep blue and red, mountain ranges made handsome by distance, roads thin enough to suggest that travelling was mostly a matter of choosing a line. Ada noticed a hunting estate larger on its page than three towns combined.
Meral stood beside a fire that had been allowed to burn too low. She looked less prepared than she had at the hearing. A loose thread hung from her cuff, and there was a small ink stain beside the nail of her first finger.
Sile was not in the room. Hald was. Tovan stood by the door, and two public scribes waited at a side table. The presence of the scribes mattered more to Ada than the absence of the Chancellor.
“I have read the limits,” Meral said.
Ren placed a fresh copy on the table. “They are part of the proposal. Not notes to be removed when the clean order is made.”
“I understand that.”
“Then the authority to close a receiving branch must be as explicit as the authority to begin it.”
The Regent looked at her for a moment. “You have developed a habit of repeating the most inconvenient sentence.”
“It has been missed before.”
Meral sat.
The winter order would suspend the permanent counterseal. Existing routes would be reduced in stages, with the private and ceremonial branches examined first. Essential supply would receive priority, but priority would describe named journeys and quantities rather than offices entitled to take whatever capacity they required. Each new agreement would include an end date and a local means of release.
Ada listened for what was absent.
“The old emergency instructions?” she asked.
“To be cancelled where they conflict.”
“Who decides whether they conflict?”
Hald glanced at Ren. Ren did not answer for him.
“We need them named,” he said. “A general phrase leaves uncertainty in the authority layer.”
Meral picked up the second account, the one listing the overrides.
“All of them?”
“All those underlying the affected receiving claims,” Ysra said. “Some may need replacing. Replacement is not the same as leaving the old claim alive beneath a new one.”
The Regent read the first page again. Ada could see her encountering the extent of her own signature. Orders Meral had authorised over years appeared here without the comforting separation of different seasons, different emergencies, different officials assuring her that each measure was necessary.
“I was told these were temporary.”
“They were,” Ysra said. “And then they were renewed.”
Meral looked up sharply, but her anger did not find a useful target in the woman sitting with both arms supported.
The discussion lasted past the watch change. They established who could halt a stage, where confirmations would be held, how receiving towns would pay for maintenance on bearing routes and how the first independent inspectors would be chosen. The Regent wanted appointments made through the Hall. Ren insisted the affected districts nominate people who knew the ground. They settled on paired inspection: one licensed professional, one local witness chosen without the receiving authority's veto.
“It will be slower,” Meral said.
“Yes,” Ada replied. “Especially when they disagree.”
“Do you consider that an advantage?”
“If they're disagreeing about whether a bridge exists, I'd rather they do it before anyone arrives on it.”
Tovan lowered her eyes. It might have concealed a smile. Ada was too tired to care.
Near midnight, Meral asked each of them whether they believed the transition could be made safely.
Ren answered first. “With the reductions we have named, the ground checks completed and the authority layer cleared. Not without them.”
Hald gave the same answer in more formal language. Ysra confirmed the release method and refused to certify stretches she had not inspected. Tomar described the ferry approaches he could attest to, then stopped. Cal spoke only to the supply agreements for which he held signed records.
Ada felt the question arrive at her like a weight she might once have tried to lift all at once.
“I can speak for the field accounts I made,” she said. “I can't promise the whole winter.”
“No one seems prepared to do that,” Meral said.
“No one should have promised it before,” Ada replied.
The Regent looked towards the decorative roads on the wall.
Then she signed the suspension of the permanent lock.
The sound was almost nothing. A pen moved. A page shifted beneath a hand. Ada had expected relief to fill her body. Instead she noticed how badly she needed sleep.
Meral signed the public winter order next, leaving the named cancellations attached rather than referring to a separate confidential schedule. The scribes witnessed each sheet. Hald checked the authority wording before the seal was applied.
“This does not absolve us of responsibility for the damage done in reaching this point,” Meral said.
“No,” Ysra answered. “It doesn't.”
The Regent's gaze rested on her, then moved to the ink drying beneath her own name.
Outside, the city had become mostly quiet. A night cart passed with a loose wheel making a dull knock at every turn. Somewhere a baby cried and was soothed. Ada breathed cold air without having to think about the next sentence for several whole seconds.
Cal walked beside her, close enough that their sleeves touched.
“Did we win?” he asked.
She looked at the bundle in Ren's arms.
“We've been allowed to do the difficult part.”
He laughed softly. She leaned against him for one step, then another, and let that be enough until they reached the customs-house door.
The Test That Failed
The dry test failed on the third panel.
No one was travelling the route. No active transfer had been attached. That was why they were testing it with unprepared sheets, pins and actual ground descriptions rather than discovering the mistake beneath a wagon.
Ada still felt sick when Iven stopped reading.
“The return witness names an ash,” he said.
“Yes.”
“The inspection names an elm.”
She leaned over the table. Her copied preparation showed the ash beyond the lower gate. The fresh ground report showed an elm beside a wall and a gate that had been moved twelve years earlier.
“Same line?” Hald asked.
“Not the same approach,” Ren said. “The old gate entered the yard from the west.”
Ada remembered the page she had used. Hald's clean plan, accepted without a date check because it lay beneath the current schedule. She had compared the lengths, the receiving ends, the administrative descriptions. She had not compared the tree.
“I copied the old anchor.”
Hald reached for the source sheet. “The working archive should have been updated.”
“It should have been,” she said. “I still copied it.”
Ren removed the third panel from the sequence.
“We recheck the whole linked approach.”
“Could we correct the name and continue?” a clerk asked.
“No,” Ada said before Ren could answer. “The gate moved. It isn't a spelling error.”
There were people waiting to begin the first receiving reductions. There were officials who wanted the new system to fail because failure would make the permanent lock look reasonable again. Ada knew exactly how useful this mistake would be to them. She also knew how useful concealment would be until the day someone had to walk the difference.
She wrote the error into the test record.
Hald read it over her shoulder. “You needn't describe it as your failure alone.”
“I haven't.”
She pointed to the archive date, the missing update, her copied anchor, the independent check that had caught it. A chain of actions. No villain required, and no reason to leave any link unnamed.
Ren sent two inspectors out with a local carter. The rest of the trial continued only where the faulty approach could not affect it. Ada wanted to go with them. Iven asked her to stay and read the other panels because she was the person most likely to recognise the same copying habit elsewhere.
It was a worse task than walking. She could not use cold air and exertion to escape the feeling in her stomach.
At the fifth sheet she found another assumption: not a wrong anchor, but a loading yard counted as continuously available when its owner closed it for market storage on two mornings each week. The description had been accurate once. The agreement was not.
They removed the disputed hours.
By afternoon, the proposed capacity was lower again.
Sile arrived while they were recalculating the grain intervals. He had not been invited to oversee the test, but he retained office and access to its records. His gaze moved from the crossed-out figures to Ada's name beneath the error account.
“Enthusiasm is not a substitute for trained administration.”
“No,” Ada said. “That's why the test had someone checking my work.”
“And the reduced capacity?”
“Real.”
He looked towards Hald. “You approved this method.”
“I approved a test before binding,” Hald replied. “It has found something the previous records didn't.”
Sile's mouth tightened. He asked for a copy. Neris gave him one that included the fresh ground findings rather than only the page bearing Ada's error.
After he left, Ada went to the stair and sat on the lowest step. She had used up the part of her composure available for witnesses.
Mara found her there.
“Did someone die?”
“No.”
“Was anyone sent onto the wrong road?”
“No.”
“Then breathe before you tell me.”
Ada told her. Mara listened without saying it was nothing. A wrong gate could matter. It mattered precisely because they had been arguing that other people's wrong gates should not be hidden behind neat pages.
“Do you want to go home?” her mother asked.
For one startling moment, Ada did. She wanted the house, Perrin's complaints, a task small enough that she could finish it without discovering another room full of consequences.
“After,” she said.
Mara sat beside her. “Then I'll keep the stockings dry until after.”
The inspectors returned at dusk. The sound route was shorter than the detour everyone had feared but carried fewer heavy loads than the first design allowed. They had spoken to the yard owner. They had measured both gates. They had stood beside the elm while the carter described the old ash falling in a storm.
Ada changed the panel. Iven checked it. The local witnesses would check it again before any prepared ink touched the sheet.
When the second dry run reached the third panel, she read slowly. Nobody told her that confidence required a faster voice.
This time the route continued where the ground did.
Beneath the New Order
Hald came after supper with a folder tied in grey cord.
He had always preferred blue. Ada noticed the difference before she understood that the folder belonged to another office.
“Where did you get that?” Ren asked.
“From a records clerk who would prefer not to be named before the content is verified.”
Neris raised an eyebrow. Hald accepted the look without comment.
Inside lay three subsidiary instructions. Two repeated priorities already listed for cancellation. The third authorised the Chancellor's office to reassert receiving demand during an interruption judged to threaten metropolitan security.
No expiry date. No requirement to name the threatened journey. No obligation to notify the bearing routes before the demand returned.
Ada read the final clause twice.
“This survives the new order?”
“It could be interpreted that way.”
“Would the preparation accept it?” Ysra asked.
Hald looked at her.
“Yes.”
The room became quiet enough for Ada to hear a spoon touch a bowl in the kitchen.
Ren laid the instruction beside the release diagram. “Then the local tabs can work exactly as designed, and the old layer can ask for the same load again.”
“Yes.”
“So the Chancellor can call the release a failure.”
Hald did not answer. His silence was not disagreement.
Cal stood up. “We take it to Tovan.”
“We verify the seal and the current register first,” Neris said. “Otherwise he'll say we are arguing over a cancelled draft.”
The verification took the rest of the evening. Serit brought the register under a written request. Two clerks compared the seal, the entry and the renewal marks. The instruction remained active. It had been renewed four months earlier.
Ada watched Hald while the clerks worked.
“How long have you known?”
“That the authority existed? Years. That it remained outside the cancellation list? Since this afternoon.”
“Did you look before this afternoon?”
His fingers rested on the grey cord.
“I believed the general replacement wording sufficient.”
“You told us the named orders mattered.”
“I did.”
She waited.
He looked towards Ysra. “I wanted the technical correction to be enough.”
Ysra did not soften the answer for him. “So did I, once.”
Tovan arrived before midnight. She read the instruction standing, then sat to read it again.
“Will the Chancellor argue this is necessary to protect supply?” she asked.
“Yes,” Cal said. “And sometimes he will be describing a real danger.”
“Then we need a replacement response, not only a cancellation.”
Ren nodded. The emergency process had to allow action, but action with named quantities, a time limit, an independent check and notice to the people whose ground would carry it. If a route could not safely take the load, the receiving demand had to shrink. An emergency could not create a bridge by declaring that the bridge ought to exist.
They wrote until the candles guttered.
Hald supplied the authority language. Neris simplified it wherever his sentences allowed an official to choose between two meanings. Ada added the route-specific checks. Cal wrote the notification sequence. Tovan named the officers who could enforce a stop at the receiving gates.
No one could act alone. That made the process less elegant and harder to seize.
At last Hald pushed back his chair.
“If I testify to how these renewals were applied, the inquiry will include my approvals.”
“Yes,” Ren said.
“I am not asking for protection from that.”
“Good.”
He looked as though he might have hoped for a more generous response. Ada thought of Ysra naming the work she had done. She thought of herself writing the wrong anchor into the test record. Accountability was easier to admire from a chair where you were not the one being questioned.
“Your evidence can still matter,” she said. “Without making the rest disappear.”
Hald rubbed a thumb along the worn edge of the folder.
“I know.”
Whether he fully did or not, he signed the verification.
The next morning, Sile argued that the subsidiary instruction had been retained accidentally. Then he argued that it was indispensable. The public record kept both arguments in order.
Meral listened while Hald described the underlying authority layer. For the first time the Regent asked him not how to preserve her power over it, but what would prevent her office from renewing the same claim unnoticed in a year.
“Separate custody of the records,” Neris said. “And people outside the receiving authority who can require an answer.”
Meral did not like the response. Ada could see that. She asked for it to be included anyway.
They left the chamber with another page of cancellations and an emergency procedure that would be slower than Sile's single seal.
Outside, the bells marked noon. Ada ate an apple on the steps while Cal held the papers out of the wind.
“We keep finding another layer,” he said.
“They kept adding them.”
He looked at the apple. “Is there another?”
She gave him half. For a while that was the only division either of them had to manage.
The Names of the Wards
The ward register was a handsome book.
Its corners were brass. Its pages had been ruled by someone patient. Against each young person's name stood a province, a household allocation, a course of study and a sequence of permissions describing who could visit, where letters could go and under what conditions travel might be approved.
Cal found his first entry near the middle.
Eleven years old. Suitable for advanced instruction. Resident as an assurance of continuing amity.
Someone had drawn a small correction through the length of his intended stay. The revised entry said subject to review.
Ada stood beside him, not looking until he moved the book where she could see it.
“They made it sound like a scholarship,” he said.
“Did you want the instruction?”
“Yes. Some of it. That's the part people use when they want me to agree the rest was kind.”
Across the room, the other wards were meeting with independent clerks. The younger children had adults they trusted beside them. Those who did not have such a person were offered a choice of advocates, not assigned the first official willing to call himself one.
One boy wore a yellow ribbon around his wrist. Ada recognised him from the waiting corridor, where he had been trying not to cry while a tutor described homesickness as a temporary disorder of discipline.
His name was Deren. He was thirteen.
“Do I have to go back?” he asked Cal.
“Not because we are ending the restriction.”
“My brother says Father won't let me study if I come home. But I don't want to stay here if they can lock the outer door again.”
Cal sat at the same level as him.
“We're writing the right to leave into the new arrangement. And the choice to continue studying. They need to be separate.”
“Will that work?”
“I don't know every person who will try to interfere with it. I know who will hold your copy and who you can ask when someone does.”
He showed Deren the names, including one clerk outside the household office. The boy read them carefully.
Ada watched Cal resist the impulse to promise more. His voice remained warm without becoming certain about a world he did not control.
Later, Oren arrived for his own meeting. He did not enter the room where the young people were speaking. He waited until Cal came out.
“I have signed the release request,” he said.
Cal looked at him. “I'm not asking to be transferred.”
“I know. I signed the end of the condition, not a transfer of custody.”
He handed over the page.
Cal read it standing in the corridor. His father's name was beneath a sentence stating that no provincial supply obligation could be secured through his residence, correspondence or travel.
Oren waited.
At last Cal folded the paper.
“Thank you.”
The words did not contain forgiveness for everything. His father seemed to hear them at their actual size.
“What will you do?” Oren asked.
“Finish this work. Then perhaps come north for a while. As a visit.”
“You have a room.”
“I'd like a door I can open myself.”
Oren swallowed. “Yes.”
They embraced awkwardly, the injured arm and the Governor's stiff knee making an ordinary human problem of what had been a political one for years. Ada turned towards the window and let them have it.
The formal end of the ward travel restrictions was read that afternoon. It was not enough by itself. Some families were far away. Some young people needed money, safe escort, continued housing or a place in a different school. Tovan assigned officers to those tasks and required written confirmation that the choices belonged to the people concerned.
Cal asked that the register remain intact.
An official suggested replacing the old descriptions with more appropriate language.
“No,” he said. “Add the new order. Don't make it look as though this is what the old words always meant.”
Neris marked the page for preservation.
When Deren left the meeting room, he still wore the yellow ribbon. He had chosen to stay through the end of term under the new arrangement and to spend a fortnight with his brother first. He showed Cal the travel pass twice, unable to believe the destination had not been chosen for him.
“Keep your copy somewhere dry,” Cal said.
“I have a tin.”
“Good.”
Ada and Cal walked back to the customs house by the ordinary street. It took longer than the household branch. They bought hot chestnuts from a woman who refused to break a large coin and waited while Cal found smaller ones.
At the crossing, he stopped.
“What?” Ada asked.
“Nothing.” He looked down both roads. “I don't have to report which one we take.”
She held out her hand.
He took it. They chose the road with the chestnut shells scattered along it, for no reason that required an entry in any book.
Before the Gates Closed
The river rose through the night.
By morning, a low landing marked for the second grain cargo was under water. The first cargo had reached the city. The second was still upriver, with a boat owner unwilling to risk his hull against debris no official order could clear from the current.
Sile used the delay at once.
“The transition must be postponed,” he told the Regent. “The city cannot surrender reliable capacity while alternative supply remains uncertain.”
Ren laid the newest bank report beside his statement.
“The present arrangement is drawing through an approach whose ground is failing. Keeping its demand unchanged isn't reliability.”
“The main spine can compensate.”
“By placing the load where?”
He named two bearing branches. One had already reached its inspected limit. The other relied on the same low river ground as the flooded landing.
Ada watched Hald follow the line with his finger. He stopped where the fresh report marked saturation.
“That branch cannot safely take the additional claim,” he said.
Sile looked at him with open impatience. “It has carried more.”
“Under different ground conditions.”
Meral asked for the choices in plain terms.
They could reduce receiving demand now, accepting slower and fewer arrivals while the second cargo waited. Or they could keep the published speed and attempt to make bearing routes carry loads their current condition did not support. The permanent lock would not make that choice disappear. It would make refusing the extra burden harder.
The Regent ordered the first reduction to proceed.
Tovan sent officers to the receiving gates. Not to demand more speed, but to stop traffic before the release began. Warehouse keepers were told exactly which cargoes would be delayed. The bakehouses received revised flour intervals, with the physically counted reserve used rather than the assured-arrival figure.
People were angry. Darro sent a message listing the loaves he would have to make smaller. A merchant threatened to claim compensation. A court household complained that a visitor would be inconvenienced.
Neris entered the complaints without making them equivalent.
By afternoon, the Atlas room had been cleared for the work. Only the necessary binders, readers, witnesses and recorders would be admitted. Duplicate accounts would remain outside. Officers at the receiving gates had written instructions about whose stop orders they must honour and how a cancelled subsidiary demand would be recognised.
Ada inspected the communication sequence until the words blurred.
Ren took the page from her.
“You've read the same line four times.”
“I want to know it.”
“You do. Now eat.”
At the customs house, supper was thick soup and bread with a crust that resisted every knife offered to it. Hobb declared the resistance a sign of character. Pella said the bread had more character than some witnesses.
Mara sat beside Ysra. Cal passed bowls. Tomar argued with Iven about the correct knot for a wet ferry line. For a few minutes the room could have belonged to an inconveniently large family with too much work in the morning.
Ada wanted to keep it exactly as it was. Then she remembered what the Atlas had become when people refused to let a temporary arrangement end.
After supper she found Pella packing a small carrier bag.
“You're going?”
“To the lower receiving office. Jessa needs someone she trusts with the confirmations. I know the steps and the people who'll try to jump the queue.”
Ada hugged her before asking whether she wanted a hug. Pella accepted it, then pulled back enough to breathe.
“If you start giving farewell speeches, I'll make you carry the bag.”
“Don't get hurt.”
“I was planning to be careless until you said that.”
They smiled at each other. It was enough.
Cal and Ada walked to the back gate after the others had gone to bed. The rag-ball boys were absent. Rain dripped from the wall into a bucket someone had placed beneath a broken gutter.
“I'm afraid,” Cal said.
“So am I.”
“I thought saying it first might make me appear impressively improved.”
“It did until you explained.”
He laughed quietly. She leaned into him, and they stood with his arms around her while the bucket filled one drop at a time.
Neither made a promise about tomorrow. They discussed breakfast, and whether there would be time for it, and the fact that Ada's new stockings were much warmer than the old ones. Small practical facts, not because the larger things were absent, but because bodies had to live through them.
Before sleeping, Ada laid out her notebook, the witness accounts and Perrin's folded drawing. She touched the little bird's repaired boot.
Then she put the pen away.
For once, she would not spend the night trying to make a map certain enough that morning could not surprise it.
The Atlas Room
The Atlas was not one book.
Ada had known that from the diagrams. Knowing it did not prepare her for the room.
Frames stood in long ranks beneath the high windows, each holding sheets layered so that an old road might remain visible under three later decisions about who could use it. Prepared threads ran between the frames. Brass pins fixed the main authority strips along a central rail. At the far end, the unfinished counterseal lay beneath a linen cover, its broad perimeter waiting to turn the changing network into a locked arrangement.
It looked less like a country's heart than a room in which people had been putting off difficult filing for two hundred years.
Then a receiving bell rang, and three fine threads tightened together. Ada felt the pull in her teeth.
Hald checked the first gauge.
“The northern spine is active.”
“Within the reduced interval?” Ren asked.
“For the moment.”
No one pretended the qualification had not been spoken.
They took their places. Hald supervised the existing layers. Ren oversaw the transition sequence. Iven and two other licensed binders worked the prepared panels. Ada read the ground accounts and matched confirmations. Neris recorded each action. Ysra sat where she could see the old release marks without holding her arms above the table.
The local witnesses stood near their respective sheets. They had walked the actual approaches. They knew the posts, gates, banks and turning places represented here by lines fine enough to vanish beneath a thumb.
Tovan's first messenger arrived at the outer door with the receiving-stop receipt. The ceremonial carriage branch was empty. Its gates were closed against new arrivals. The return marks could be released without taking travellers out of a journey they were already making.
Ada read the receipt aloud. Neris entered the time. Hald checked the matching authority cancellation.
Only then did Iven touch the prepared return.
A line loosened. On the adjacent frame, another settled a fraction lower. Somewhere outside, people would now need to leave earlier or take the ordinary street. Somewhere farther away, a service approach would stop being longer than its ground required.
The first confirmation came back after eighteen minutes.
Route clear. No unresolved arrivals. Bearing interval restored as recorded.
Ada let out a breath she had held too long.
They did not celebrate. The next receiving branch had a physician travelling on it. They waited for her arrival before closing it. The wait added eleven minutes and saved them from making the very kind of decision they had spent weeks condemning.
At the third panel, the revised elm anchor was read by the local witness before Ada read it from the account. Both descriptions matched. Iven repeated the limits. The yard owner confirmed the market closure hours.
The release held.
Sunlight moved across the high windows. Someone brought water and bread to a side table. Ada drank without leaving her place until Ren ordered a proper pause between stages. The Atlas would not become more respectful of tired hands because the work felt important.
By noon, three private branches had been reduced and one suspended. The first local agreement was operating beneath the new winter order. Its release tab remained accessible outside the central rail. Ada could see it: a small, plain end of prepared cloth, not an inspiring object unless one understood the years it had taken to keep it within someone else's reach.
Then the northern receiving gauge rose.
Hald leaned closer.
“That interval should be closed.”
“Which claim?” Ren asked.
He traced the tightening thread beneath the visible schedule. It passed under the cancelled order they had checked, continued beyond the new panel and caught at a narrower strip mounted behind the authority rail.
A clerk came from the inner office carrying a fresh instruction.
Priority movement to secure metropolitan supply. Issued before dawn. Continuing until further direction.
Ada read the seal.
Sile.
“This wasn't in the register at the last check,” Neris said.
“It was issued this morning,” the clerk replied. His voice shook. “The office said it confirmed existing authority.”
“Where are the travellers?” Tovan asked from the doorway.
The clerk did not know.
Ren turned towards the receiving gauge. The line continued tightening. Released capacity was being claimed again beneath a different instruction, before the bearing routes had agreed to lend it.
“Stop new entries,” she said. “All affected receiving points. Do not release another bearing panel.”
Tovan sent three messengers at once.
Hald put his palm against the table, not against the prepared rail. Ada saw the effort it cost him not to reach for a correction before knowing where its load would land.
Ysra was already reading the old layer.
“Don't pull the narrow strip,” she said. “It has a shared authority catch. You'll disturb the claim beside it.”
Outside the windows, the city continued its noon business. Bells rang. Carts moved. The world had no reason to know that a sentence issued before breakfast was tightening a road beneath its feet.
Ada set the false instruction beside the verified cancellations.
“Find every receiving point named under it,” she told the clerk. “Not the office names. The places.”
He looked at her, then at Neris.
“Start with the lower gate,” Neris said. “I will write what you say.”
Someone Else's Steady Hand
The first message from the lower gate was incomplete.
New arrivals had stopped. Two carts and seven pedestrians remained between the receiving marker and the yard beyond it. The ordinary exit stair was blocked by stored goods. A keeper was trying to clear it. The loaded approach could not yet be declared empty.
Ren read the message without moving the bearing panel.
“We wait.”
The northern gauge rose another fraction.
“We can't wait indefinitely,” Hald said.
“We can't release occupied ground because the timetable has become unpleasant.”
Tovan returned with the Regent. Sile came behind her, protesting that his instruction had been intended to maintain essential supply while the experimental sequence reduced capacity.
“Under what verified receiving limit?” Meral asked.
“The standing emergency allowance.”
“The allowance cancelled yesterday?”
“The power to protect metropolitan security was not surrendered.”
Ren turned from the table.
“You are not feeding people with that sentence. You are claiming a load on a saturated approach and a ward branch already being reduced.”
Sile looked at Hald. “Can the Atlas not compensate?”
Hald's face had gone very still.
“It can move the consequence. It cannot make the consequence cease to exist.”
For a moment, Ada thought the Chancellor would continue arguing as though a sufficiently firm voice could straighten the threads. Then the next gauge clicked against its stop.
Meral took the new instruction from Neris.
“Cancel it. Explicitly. Cancel its renewals and any subsidiary direction issued under it this morning. No further demand is to enter without the verified limits in the winter order.”
The public scribe wrote while she spoke. Neris made a second copy. Hald supplied the exact authority references, and the Regent signed them in the room where their effect could be checked.
Tovan sent the cancellations to the gates and stationed an officer beside the instruction register.
That ended the legal claim. It did not instantly empty the roads.
Ada laid out the ward-branch account. The young people using it had been moved to ordinary approaches that morning; their travel choices and classroom times had been arranged before the reduction. The first part of its load had already been surrendered. A remaining, inspected margin could be used temporarily while the lower gate was cleared.
“How long?” Ren asked.
“Only through the evacuation and return confirmation.”
“Witnesses?”
The branch keeper stood at the second table. A grounds worker and the receiving steward had confirmed the current line at dawn. All three were still in the building. Neris called them forward.
Ada compared their account with the panel. The ground was sound. The receiving demand had stopped. The temporary return would have a named end, not a promise to attend to it when the crisis passed.
She reached for a guide pin.
It fell from her fingers.
A small sound. Brass on stone. No one shouted. No one needed to.
Her thumb had become a numb block attached to a hand that still remembered how precision was supposed to feel. She could clamp the grip with her second finger. She could make the line. She could perhaps finish it before the pain began.
At the quarry, she had thought the choice was between hurting herself and leaving Perrin behind. Here, Iven stood two feet away with his tools ready.
Ada looked at him.
“I need you to bind it.”
“Read me the ground.”
She moved the panel towards him.
For one breath shame arrived anyway, old and unreasonable. Then she spoke the first anchor. The keeper confirmed it. She named the cleared approach, the usable margin, the receiving stop and the exact release condition. Iven set the prepared line. Ren checked the return orientation. Ysra identified the old layer that must remain untouched.
The work passed between them.
The gauge stopped climbing.
It did not fall. The lower gate was still occupied. Holding a burden safely for a little longer was not the same as having ended it.
Cal arrived from the corridor, coat half fastened.
“Pella's at the lower office. The exit is still blocked. They're trying to move a cart with a broken wheel.”
Ada looked at the route sketch. The ordinary stair was wide enough for people, not carts. It had been treated as storage because the folded entrance made it seem unnecessary.
“I know the back approach,” she said.
Ren glanced at her hand.
“I won't bind anything. I can read the physical way out.”
Tovan gave them two officers and a written stop order. Cal took the ground sketch. Ada left the prepared tools on the table.
As they reached the door, she heard Iven repeat the temporary limit to the recorder. The system would not depend on her staying in the room to remember what she had meant.
Outside, the afternoon was cold and bright after rain. Cal set a pace she could keep without running blindly through corners. They passed the decorative gate, the short court branch now closed and a woman carrying a basket of onions by the ordinary road.
Ada's hand hurt where it was not numb. Her boots struck actual stone. For the first time that day, she knew exactly what kind of distance remained between her and the people waiting.
They went to walk it.
The Ordinary Stair
The lower yard was full of people insisting they had been told something else.
A carter had been told the priority instruction entitled him to pass. A warehouse clerk had been told the goods on the ordinary stair could stay until evening. The gate keeper had been told not to reopen the long entrance because that would confuse the arrivals. Pella stood among them with her carrier bag across her chest, asking questions nobody could answer by repeating who had given an order.
“Is anyone beneath the cart?” she asked as Ada arrived.
“No,” said a man beside the broken wheel.
“Then stop lifting it until the people can get past.”
Cal handed Tovan's order to the keeper. One officer stayed at the receiving marker to prevent new entries. The other went with Pella to the stair.
Ada examined the ordinary route. It began behind a stack of grain boards, turned between two walls and climbed to a street above the landing. There was no magical problem with it. A cart, three crates and a careless assumption had made it unusable.
The crate owner objected when they began moving his goods.
“Write his name and the quantities,” Pella told the officer. “We can argue about the bill after people are out.”
A woman near the folded entrance was holding a child by both shoulders. The child was old enough to resent being held and frightened enough not to pull away. Each attempt to leave through the active receiving turn had brought them back beside the same wet post.
Ada knew what returning to the same landmark could do to a person's ability to believe the next instruction.
“We're not using that way,” she said.
The woman looked at her. “They said not to move.”
“They were right while there was nowhere clear to go. We're opening the ordinary stair now. You'll be able to see it.”
“Are you making another road?”
“No. We're moving the things off one that's already here.”
The plainness of the answer helped. The woman's grip on the child's shoulders loosened a little.
Cal and the carter shifted the boards. His injured arm limited what he could carry; he took the lighter end, asked for another person and did not turn refusal into a test of courage. Ada marked the cleared path with chalk while Pella checked every turn herself.
The first crate came down. The second had been nailed to a board beneath it. Someone fetched a pry bar. Minutes passed in labour that no dramatic command could shorten.
At the top of the stair, the grounds worker from the next yard confirmed the street was open. The keeper walked the route down to Ada and back again. Only then did they begin sending people through.
“Hands on the rail,” Pella said. “One at a time at the narrow turn. Nobody carry more than you can hold safely.”
The child went first with his mother. He counted the steps aloud, stopped when his voice shook and began again from a different number. Ada did not correct him.
A man with a bad ankle needed help. He had twisted it trying to force the repeated arrival earlier. Cal and the officer supported him between them. The stair was slow work. It was also a stair, which meant each step taken carefully remained behind them.
By the time the last pedestrian reached the upper street, Ada's coat was streaked with dust and her left hand had a splinter near the wrist. Both carts remained below. Their drivers had reached safety. The loads could wait until the suspended receiving claim had been resolved and the ordinary cart exit cleared.
The keeper made a count against the entry list. Two carts. Seven pedestrians. Everyone accounted for. No one left on the approach. No incoming traffic.
Ada checked the count with Pella. The officer witnessed it. Cal carried the receipt to the upper runner waiting for the Atlas room.
They did not declare the whole operation finished. They declared the part they had actually completed.
The release confirmation returned near the fourth bell.
The emergency claim had ended. Iven's temporary ward-branch allowance had been released after the lower-route receipt arrived. The bearing gauge had settled within the inspected winter limit. The two carts could be removed by the long yard entrance under ordinary conditions.
Pella sat down on a crate whose owner had finally stopped objecting.
“I would like,” she said, “to spend tomorrow carrying something that doesn't require an inquiry.”
“A fish?” Cal suggested.
“Fish involve inquiries. People lie about fish.”
Ada began laughing. Once she started, she could not quite stop. Pella joined her, then covered her face with both hands. They were filthy, shaken and alive on a crate beside an inconvenient road. The laughter did not mean none of it had mattered.
Back at the Atlas room, the records lay in full view.
Sile had been removed from control of the instruction office pending inquiry. Tovan had named the order and the evidence rather than describing his detention as a matter of security that need not be explained. He would have counsel, a recorded hearing and the right to answer the allegation. Ada wanted him held accountable. She did not want his methods inherited by people who disliked him.
Meral stood beside the cancelled instructions.
“My office renewed the earlier powers,” she said to the recorder. “Include the approvals bearing my signature. This did not begin before dawn today.”
Neris wrote it down.
Ada found the guide pin beneath the table. She put it in Iven's case and thanked him.
“Keep the ground accounts clear,” he said. “That's thanks I can use.”
She nodded, then allowed Mara to take her outside before anyone discovered another task she could perform without sleeping.
After the Great Work
Ada slept through breakfast and most of an argument about a missing basin.
When she woke, sunlight lay across the floor. Her boots had been cleaned badly but kindly. Someone had put a cup of water beside the bed and another beneath the roof leak, which made the two vessels look like parts of a confused experiment.
Mara sat near the window mending a stocking.
“Is it done?” Ada asked.
“The dangerous part you were doing yesterday is done.”
“The whole transition?”
“No. Eat before you ask me to govern the rest of it.”
There was bread, cheese and an apple cut into quarters because Mara knew Ada would otherwise claim she could eat while fastening her coat. Ada ate all of it. Her hand ached in a deep, unfamiliar way around the numb patch.
A physician examined it after noon. He asked where sensation remained, what movements hurt and how long she had continued working after the quarry binding. Ada answered without trying to make the account admirable.
“Will it return?” she asked.
“Some may. I can't promise all of it. Rest matters. So does not repeating the injury to discover whether you've become stronger than it.”
Mara kept her face carefully neutral. Ada resented how much agreement could fit into neutrality.
The remaining releases proceeded over the next several days. Ada attended the readings, not every binding. Iven and the other professionals shared the work. Hald's existing preparation was examined rather than trusted because he had finally helped. Ysra taught the old-layer sequence from a chair with proper supports brought from the infirmary.
The city did not become pleased with slower roads. A councillor called the ordinary journey to his office intolerable. The soup kitchen received its extra pots. Darro made smaller loaves for three days, then larger ones when the second cargo arrived by the higher landing. The timing appeared in the public account beside the cost of unloading it there.
Dessa crossed to her mother's lane by a revised morning allowance limited to the journeys actually described. When her mother remained ill, another neighbour helped with the child. The map could improve the crossing. It could not supply every person a household needed.
Orla came to the customs house on the fourth day.
Ada saw her from the stair and began another of the embraces that had become inconveniently close to tears. Orla tolerated it, then asked whether anyone knew where the promised clean linen had gone.
“I thought you'd come to rest,” Ada said.
“I would enjoy that. The infirmary would also enjoy a boiler that doesn't require a man to hit it with a mallet.”
Her questioning had ended without charges. The names of people she had helped were no longer being collected as evidence of her disobedience. It did not make the nights she had spent waiting for another summons disappear.
“Are you all right?” Ada asked when they were alone.
“No,” Orla said. “Not entirely. I expect to be more so if the boiler is repaired and no one praises my courage instead of fixing it.”
Ada laughed, then wrote down the work order number so it could be followed without requiring Orla to begin the story again.
The quarry inquiry had started separately. Perrin's statement was taken near home rather than requiring another journey to Orison. The wages recorded in Venn's system were compared with payments actually received. Rusk's decision to halt unsafe work was entered alongside the orders he had previously enforced. No single good act bought a blank page.
A preliminary payment reached several workers before the full account was settled. It was less than the total owed. Ada hated that, then listened while Neris explained why a partial payment clearly marked as partial was better than another promise withholding everything until the last disputed figure had been decided.
Cal spent mornings at the supply office and afternoons helping the former wards arrange travel. He came to supper tired and sometimes irritable. Ada found this reassuring. A person who existed beyond the moment he saved or disappointed her could be tired from something ordinary.
One evening they argued over whether he should go north before the final hearings.
“You don't have to stay because I'm here,” she said.
“I'm not staying only because you're here.”
She stopped. “Right.”
He described two promises he had made to people waiting for travel funds. They were specific, limited and his to keep.
“Then stay for those,” she said. “And tell me when you're tired instead of looking noble at the soup.”
“I was looking disappointed. It's the same soup.”
She tasted it. He was right.
By the end of the week, the permanent counterseal had been dismantled while still unbound. Its materials were stored for other work. The linen cover went to the laundry, which seemed to Ada a more satisfying fate than preserving it as a symbol.
The Atlas remained. Roads still needed records. The difference was in the accessible releases, the dated agreements and the people outside the room who now held copies capable of requiring an answer.
Ada began packing her coat for home.
What the Record Kept
The public record office opened in a former tax room with poor light and enough chairs for only half the people who wanted to use it.
Neris demanded more chairs before she agreed to let the opening be celebrated.
“They will call it accessible,” she told Ada. “Then an old person will have to stand for an hour to ask which road has been put on his knees.”
The chairs arrived by afternoon. Some did not match. Nobody reading an allocation appeared troubled by that.
Copies of the new winter agreements were held there, at the Hall and in the affected districts. People could request the basis of a load, its duration, the receiving authority paying for it and the process for objecting. Clerks were instructed to distinguish a request for explanation from consent to an arrangement. Ada wrote that sentence herself and asked three people unfamiliar with the office to tell her what they thought it meant.
One misunderstood it. She changed the sentence.
Ysra gave a second statement about the causeway hamlets. It was longer than the first and less shaped by the immediate need to stop the lock. She named decisions for which she had signed, work she had questioned and work she had completed without insisting on an answer.
Afterwards, she sat with Mara in the courtyard.
“Do you think I should come home?” Ysra asked.
Mara looked at her. “Yes.”
“Knowing all of it?”
“I don't know all of it yet. You can tell us what we need to hear without living forever in the room where you did it.”
Ada sat on her aunt's other side. She had wanted once for Ysra to be wholly innocent of the system that had injured her. Now she wanted something harder and more useful: for her aunt to keep telling the truth and still have a place at their table.
Hald testified under the same inquiry. He was removed from sole authority over the central preparation. His knowledge remained necessary; necessity no longer meant his decisions could go unexamined. He would work with other binders, provide the old methods in teachable form and submit changes to independent review.
“You've made my work considerably slower,” he told Ren after the first session.
“I had help.”
For a moment, Ada thought they might smile. Neither quite did.
The Regent accepted a public restriction on emergency renewals. Time limits could not be extended through a private administrative note. Extensions required fresh ground accounts, named receiving need and a review independent of the office asking for the load. Her earlier approvals remained in the record.
Sile's hearing would take longer. Evidence had to be gathered from the offices that had made his instructions appear inevitable. Witnesses needed protection from officials still loyal to him. Ada was relieved not to be required to remain in Orison until every question had an answer.
Before she left, she visited Beren at the warehouse office.
He had been assigned to the new physical-stock account with two other clerks and a supervisor who had initially objected to the extra work. Beren showed her the separate columns: present, in transit, contracted, unconfirmed.
“More columns,” he said. “My great contribution to public life.”
“More honest columns.”
“That does make them harder to add.”
He had kept a small sketch of a hen beside his ink pot. Tam had passed through the previous week and denied that the original bird had possessed any unusual political insight.
Ada laughed and asked when the wagon next went towards Sable Fen.
“Tomorrow,” Beren said. “If you can tolerate the company.”
She booked four places and sent a note to Ren before anyone could decide she was indispensable for another month.
Pella was not coming with them. She and Jessa had agreed a trial carrier route with clear fees, named loads and a rule against treating grandchildren as unpaid extensions of an injured man's licence. Tomar complained about the rule's wording and helped improve its practical details.
At their farewell, he pressed a small ferry token into Ada's palm.
“Not a debt,” he said.
“What is it for?”
“Reminding you that a crossing can be paid for once without owing the keeper your life.”
She held it carefully.
Pella hugged her hard enough to make the token's edge press against her coat.
“Write something that isn't evidence,” she said.
“I'll try.”
“Try harder. Tell me whether the goose ever learned anything.”
That evening, Ada packed the public statements beneath her clothes. She did not take the central preparation fragment. It remained under agreed custody, available for inspection, with copies made before anyone could decide its importance justified hiding it again.
Perrin's drawing went in her coat pocket.
At the bottom of her bag she found the letter offering her a private training place in exchange for silence. She laid it with the hearing papers, not as a keepsake but as one more part of the record.
Then she closed the bag.
A Road That Took the Day
Tam's wagon still smelled of apples, leather and whatever animal had last objected to travelling in it.
“No hen?” Ada asked.
“Not after what I heard she's been saying about me.”
Mara climbed up beside Ysra. Hobb arranged himself among the baggage with the expertise of a man who believed a comfortable seat was a public resource if he reached it first. Ada took the rear place, where she could see the city receding without having to keep turning around.
Cal came through the gate carrying bread wrapped in cloth.
“You forgot breakfast,” he said.
“We ate.”
“Then I've made a needless journey.”
Ada climbed down to take it. He had gone to Darro's. The loaf was warm through the wrapping.
Neither quite knew how to perform a farewell in front of Tam, Mara, Ysra and Hobb, all of whom were pretending to find different parts of the wagon absorbing.
“When will you go north?” she asked.
“After Deren's escort is confirmed. Then a week with my father, perhaps two. I haven't promised the length.”
“And after that?”
“The carriers may have work checking the supply agreements. Paid work, if Jessa is willing to believe I can do something besides write questions.”
“She'll test that belief.”
“I expect she will.”
He looked towards the road.
“I'll write. Not only when something important happens.”
“I'd like that.”
“I'd like to visit.”
“Ask my mother how much warning she needs.”
From the wagon, Mara said, “More than the last government gave us.”
Cal laughed, and the farewell became possible.
Ada kissed him beside the muddy wheel. His hand rested at the back of her coat. She wanted to stay, and she wanted to go home, and for once the two desires did not have to prove which was more real.
When she climbed back up, Tam offered no comment. She waited until Cal had stepped clear, shook the reins and began the long ordinary approach out of Orison.
The journey took the day.
There were shortened stretches still, each operating under a current agreement. At one posting yard, the clerk had pinned the duration beside the route sign. Hobb made Tam stop long enough for him to read it.
“You'll make us late,” Tam said.
“I helped get that notice there. I intend to enjoy it.”
He read the whole thing, including the complaint address. Then he bought an onion pastry and declared the stop worthwhile on independent grounds.
Beyond the city, the land widened. Fields lay dark where the last crop had been taken. Smoke rose from low houses. A woman and two boys were repairing a fence whose posts had leaned farther each season until refusal became collapse.
Ada watched the actual ground beneath the routes she had spent weeks describing. The map had not grown less important. It had become less entitled to distract her from the fence, the muddy gate, the time it took an older woman to lift a bucket from a well.
At midday they stopped beside a stream. Mara spread the bread and cheese on a cloth. Ysra walked a little to loosen her knees. Hobb argued with Tam about a bridge repaired in a year neither could agree on.
Ada went to the water and tried to write a description of the crossing with her left hand. After three awkward lines she put the notebook away. Not every stream required her account. Some could simply be crossed, with no more than a short stop on a stone if a lace needed tightening.
Ysra came and sat beside her.
“You needn't practise every time you stop.”
“I know.”
“Knowing is often delayed in reaching the hands.”
Ada smiled.
“Will you teach again?” she asked.
“If someone wishes to learn from what I know.”
“I do.”
Her aunt looked at the water.
“You know things I didn't teach.”
“Then we'll have something to exchange.”
Ysra nodded slowly. Her hands lay open on her knees, damaged and still hers.
The afternoon road passed through Dunmere. A smith had put a notice outside offering repairs to carts delayed by the recent route changes. Someone had added beneath it that repairs caused by old route changes were equally welcome. Ada suspected the distinction would appear in no national summary.
They reached the edge of Sable Fen at dusk.
There was the low milestone. There were the familiar trees. The church approach turned away across ground that no longer carried the governor's hurried grain convoy on top of its own distance.
Hobb went quiet as they passed it.
Mara touched his sleeve. He nodded once and looked towards the village lights.
Tam stopped outside Ada's house. Before anyone called, the door opened and Perrin appeared with a length of wicker in one hand.
“You've taken ages,” he said.
Ada climbed down and caught him so hard that he complained into her shoulder.
For a moment there was only her brother's solid, living weight. Then Jon was there too, and Mara was reaching for Ysra's bag, and Tam was explaining that someone needed to pay her before the family reunion consumed her entire evening.
Ada laughed against Perrin's hair.
The road had taken the day. It had brought them home once.
The Work on the Kitchen Table
The basket was worse than Perrin had described.
Jon had attempted to strengthen one side without allowing for the tension in the other. The result leaned with an air of exhausted determination. Someone had put apples into it, perhaps to encourage it through usefulness. Three had escaped.
Ada stood over the kitchen table.
“You might make it into two smaller baskets,” she suggested.
Perrin looked offended on behalf of the trade. “You might make it into a warning.”
Jon set down the kettle. “It was holding things yesterday.”
“So was the shelf before it fell,” Mara said.
They ate late. Nobody had planned the meal for exactly the number of people present. Mara stretched it with bread; Hobb brought over cheese on the pretext that they would otherwise make him eat it alone. Ysra sat in her old chair and stared at the mark where Ada had once burned the table with an improperly cooled tool.
“I thought you'd sanded that out,” she said.
“We tried,” Jon replied. “It was determined.”
Ada touched the dark patch. The room held so many things that had happened without being entered anywhere official.
After supper, Perrin showed her the back room. His bedding lay as it always had. The quarry shirt had been washed and folded at the bottom of a chest rather than burned or left where he would have to see it every morning.
“Do you want to talk about it?” Ada asked.
“Not now.”
“All right.”
He sat on the bed. “I told the man taking the statement that Venn kept changing what the food cost.”
“Good.”
“He wanted dates. I didn't know all the dates.”
“You can say that.”
“I did.”
Ada sat beside him.
“They gave me some of the money.”
“Not all.”
“No.” He looked at his hands. “Dad said I don't have to spend it on the house.”
“You don't.”
“I might buy something stupid.”
“That sounds promising.”
He smiled at last, a small expression that belonged to him rather than to the person everyone was trying to help.
The next morning they opened the workshop.
The official seals had already been lifted under the new order, but Jon had waited for Ysra before rearranging the tools inside. Dust lay over the shelves. A spider had occupied the corner above the drying frame and appeared unwilling to recognise the licence restoration.
Ysra stood in the doorway for a long time.
Ada let her.
They did not put everything back exactly as it had been. The broad binding station was lowered. A padded rest was fixed along one side of the table. Ada moved the tools she used most often so she could reach them without making her injured hand support the rest of her body.
Jon made the rest badly once, listened to the corrections and made it better.
That afternoon, Dema came carrying a pot with a lid tied down by string.
“I heard you were home.”
Ada took the pot. “You didn't need to bring food.”
“I needed the large pot back before the next preserving day. There was food in it. We have solved two problems.”
She looked at Ysra, then at the altered worktable. Neither woman offered the other a speech.
“Will you walk with me?” Dema asked Ada.
They went to the church by the ordinary approach. The ground was soft from recent rain. Dema wore boots with one heel repaired in a different material. She walked steadily, stopping once to move a thorn branch from the path.
At Bren's grave she knelt with difficulty and cleared the fallen leaves.
Ada stood a little apart.
“It is shorter,” Dema said at last.
“Yes.”
“He isn't here to be pleased about it.”
“No.”
The absence remained exactly the size it had been before the road was corrected. Ada could not bear the thought of anyone using this visit as a neat ending to the story she had told in the Regent's room.
Dema rose and brushed dirt from her knees.
“Still,” she said, “I can come without spending the whole day getting here.”
They stood together for a while. On the way back, Dema asked whether the Chancellor had been as tiresome as his notices. Ada said he had managed more words without improving them. Dema laughed, suddenly and fully, and Ada was grateful without mistaking laughter for the end of grief.
That evening, Jon took them out in the boat before the light failed. Perrin insisted on handling the rope. Mara brought blankets and complained when everyone pretended not to need one. Ysra watched the bank pass without tracing a line in the air.
Ada lay back against a folded coat.
There were no prepared claims on the little stretch of water beneath them. The boat moved because Jon and Perrin took turns with the oars. When the current caught, they adjusted. When Mara asked to turn back, they did.
At the landing, Ada reached automatically for the heavy rope, felt her hand hesitate and gave it to Perrin.
He took it without making a kindness of the act.
They went inside before the lamps burned low.
The Winter Account
Winter did not arrive as a verdict.
It came as weather, one inconvenient day after another. A frozen gate. A week of mud. A delivery late because a horse was lame rather than because anyone had hidden twelve miles beneath a village. The new records did not remove the irritation of waiting. They made it possible to know which complaint belonged to a broken agreement and which belonged to a horse.
Ada worked shorter hours at the binding table. Some feeling returned along the edge of her thumb. The centre remained numb. She learned to use a thicker grip and to stop before tiredness disguised itself as determination.
She disliked stopping. Learning a useful habit did not require liking it every time.
Ysra took two apprentices for limited, paid instruction. One had a talent for preparation and no patience for records. The other could keep an account clear enough that even Hobb understood it and trembled whenever a live return was demonstrated.
“They'll both have to learn the part they don't prefer,” Ysra told Ada.
“So did we.”
Her aunt smiled without pretending the price had been fair.
The workshop licence no longer depended on assigning distant loads to the parish road. Fees remained. Inspections remained. There were still officials capable of making a simple application feel like a test of character. Neris sent corrected forms from Orison with notes explaining which boxes could be left blank and which required a reason someone was actually entitled to request.
Pella's first letter contained an account of a broken axle, a disputed barrel and the goose information she still considered overdue. Her carrier trial had become a cooperative with two other young people who could each name the routes they knew. Tomar handled the old ferry records and complained about being paid to sit indoors, then complained when a draught came under the door.
Ada wrote back about the goose. She included no evidence of wrongdoing unless the bird's theft of a mitten qualified.
Cal's letters came less regularly than she wanted and more honestly than the daily notes she once thought would prove affection. He described North Rill, a difficult supper with his father, the room he had rearranged because it still contained books chosen for him at eleven. He wrote about work with the carriers and a mistake in a storage figure that Jessa made him correct in person.
He did not make every letter an apology for having a life somewhere else.
Ada wrote about the apprentices, Perrin's new boots and the fact that she missed him most while doing things too ordinary to describe well. Cal replied that she had described them well enough for him to miss the kitchen table, which he had never seen.
The inquiry's first findings arrived after the deepest frost.
Sile was removed from office and barred from authorising public transfers. The judgment named the unauthorised instruction, concealed renewals and failures to act on ground reports. A restitution account was established for specific losses, with claims still open where the evidence required more work. The order did not turn every delayed wage or damaged route into immediate money. It gave the claims an address that could not be closed because the official disliked the story.
Hald's earlier approvals were included in the findings. He continued under supervision, teaching the layered preparations he had once treated as knowledge best kept within a small office. Ada heard from Neris that he was an exacting teacher and an irritable colleague, neither newly saintly nor safely ignorable.
The Regent's renewals remained in the public record. Meral's office could still direct essential supply within the new rules. It could no longer extend emergency claims through the private signature that had helped make the old system so convenient to those receiving its benefits.
Ysra read the findings alone before discussing them with the family.
“There should be more about the first causeway winter,” she said.
“Will you write?” Mara asked.
“Yes.”
She did. The answer was not finished merely because the household could now sleep through a night without expecting officials at the door.
Near the end of winter, Perrin received another wage payment. He bought tools, contributed nothing to the house because no one required it, and spent a small portion on a carved wooden fish whose purpose he refused to explain.
Jon repaired the basket properly. Ada congratulated him. Perrin announced that rehabilitation was possible even in serious cases.
On the first mild evening, a letter came from Cal saying he would attend the spring route review at Greyford. He asked whether Ada was going. Then, in a separate paragraph, he asked whether he could visit Sable Fen afterwards.
She carried the letter into the kitchen.
“How much warning?” she asked Mara.
Her mother read the expression on her face before the page.
“Enough to buy another loaf,” she said. “Not enough for you to spend a week pretending the house is someone else's.”
Ada wrote her answer at the table, beside the old burn mark.
Yes, she began.
For once the word did not need an attached schedule before she knew she meant it.
Arriving Once
By the time the spring review was held, the road to Greyford had acquired a new pothole and three conflicting explanations for who should repair it.
Ada arrived with mud on her hem and the local account in her bag. She put the pothole into the first discussion. The receiving-town representative said it belonged to ordinary maintenance. The bearing-town representative said additional winter loads had made the damage worse. Ren asked both of them whether anyone had measured it.
They went outside with a pole before the meeting continued.
Ada enjoyed that more than she expected.
The revised Atlas was not unveiled beneath a grand cover. It arrived in cases carried by people who asked where the tables were. Some sheets had already been amended twice. The new agreements showed their dates, local limits and release conditions. Public copies waited in separate folders. The old layers had not been destroyed; they were marked as ended, so future readers could see what had changed and why.
There were arguments. A town wanted a larger market interval. A carrier wanted more notice before a branch closed. A village representative objected that the written complaint process required more time than the farmers it served could easily spare.
Neris wrote that last objection at the top of a fresh page rather than defending the forms because she had helped design them.
Ada recognised the feeling. Work did not become beyond criticism when it had cost you dearly to make it possible.
At midday she went to the White Net.
The innkeeper's daughter played the whistle from beginning to end, with one uncertain note that she restarted so firmly that the whole tune briefly became hers twice. The innkeeper charged Ada for lunch and gave her extra bread without mentioning it.
Pella arrived late with a carrier's bag, a new coat and three complaints about a bridge keeper who believed rules changed depending on whether he had finished eating.
“Where's Cal?” Ada asked.
“Delayed north of the mill. Broken cart, not broken country. He sent word.”
Ada was disappointed enough to be annoyed with herself.
Pella stole a piece of her bread. “You may miss him without reporting a failure in the system.”
“I wasn't.”
“You were looking at the door as though it had violated an agreement.”
Ada laughed and turned her chair so she could see Pella properly.
They talked about work, then about a girl Pella had begun seeing at the carriers' office, then about Tomar's determination to explain why nobody should be trusted with his best hook while simultaneously lending it to everyone who asked. For a whole hour, Ada did not open the notebook.
The afternoon session included an offer of advanced training in Orison. It came with pay, a defined term and no condition tying Sable Fen's licence to Ada's attendance. Ren had helped draft the terms. Hald would teach some of the old preparations alongside other binders, and the apprentices could refuse work beyond their training.
Ada read the offer twice.
“Autumn?” she asked.
“If you accept,” Ren said.
“And if I don't?”
“Then we offer the place again. You remain licensed for the work you've qualified to do.”
Ada looked at her own name, unaccompanied by a threat to anyone else's road.
“I'd like time to decide.”
“You have it.”
That evening she went home with Mara and Ysra. Cal had not arrived. His second message said the cart repair had taken longer than expected and that he would come the following day if the route remained open. Ada answered through the inn's carrier before leaving.
Tomorrow is fine. Tell me if it isn't tomorrow.
She meant it, though she still wished it could have been today.
At home, Jon had made too much supper on the assumption that any absent guest might arrive hungry enough to correct the excess. Perrin had questions about the new maps and one about whether Cal was useful around boats. Ada refused to certify anyone's boat competence in advance.
The next afternoon she worked in the workshop with the windows open. The apprentices were arguing about a test panel. Ysra asked them to explain the disagreement rather than choose the louder answer. Ada used her left hand to write a ground description and her right to steady the page without forcing the thumb.
There was still work she could no longer do as easily as before. There was new work she had not known how to do at all. Neither fact had replaced the other.
Near the end of the afternoon, a cart stopped outside.
Cal climbed down with dust on his coat and a small bag over one shoulder. He looked towards the house, then the workshop, uncertain which door she would be behind.
Ada went out before he had to choose.
“The bridge?” she asked.
“Open. The repaired wheel held. I bought bread before anyone could accuse me of arriving as an unfunded demand.”
She laughed. Behind her, one apprentice asked the other whether that meant the guest had brought a receiving allowance. Ysra told them to leave the panel alone until someone qualified could inspect it.
Cal set down his bag.
For a moment Ada saw all the distances between the boy beside the river, the letter she had not agreed to, the rooms they had entered and the roads they had left. They had not vanished because he stood in front of her. They were part of how he had come, and part of what they would still need to learn.
“Hello,” he said.
“Hello.”
The word was embarrassingly small. It was also enough.
He arrived once, tired and real, with the distance still in his boots. Ada put her arms around him before either of them thought to make a record of it.
