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Chapter 1
Waking up doesn’t hurt. Opening my eyes doesn’t hurt, breathing doesn’t hurt.
Trying to sit up hurts too much to happen.
Wherever I am, they have sash windows and like plain plaster, but there’s something wrong.
It’s the colours, or the way the clicking sound doesn’t echo, or I don’t know what, but something is wrong. I turn my head a bit, that works, just, slowly, toward the clicking, and there’s someone there knitting.
My brain gets stuck. I don’t have the words for the words; it’s like getting a long way up something, a tree, a steep hill, a watchtower, and looking down when you aren’t thinking about it, and realizing you’re way high up.
The person in the chair isn’t large; looks old but not that old, grandma when you’re young, sure, and the knitting looks like knitting. The chair, it’s not anyone else’s chair, has a name, and smells of bending, and it looks like hunger. The person…it’s like being high up, and looking down, only I’ve never been this high up and it’s the other way around more; I’m looking down, and it goes, not forever, but it might go through the earth, and whoever’s grandma this is, they’re looking back and it goes up so far past me I don’t think the distance has a name.
Every metre of the distance down, there are things. Mighty things, age and darkness and spines.
“I see you’re awake, dear. Good.”  The needles don’t pause, but this sounds entirely friendly. The work’s something complicated, with cables, knit much faster than I could a plain square.
“You had a parasite, really quite a clever one in an unfortunate way. Fastened on your talent.”
Maybe I’m dreaming. The ceiling has these incredibly fine lines, glowing like thin slices of lemon, and the window glass is singing something, faintly. I can’t tell if the singing is happy or sad.
“I haven’t got any talent.”  They test you, every year you go to school. Never even got a false positive. Ow. No forceful breathing.
“Oh, you do, dear. The parasite looked very well fed, might not have been a whole décade from exploding when it came out.”
That, or the pain across my stomach, or just the way the pillow has started to feel wet as dust, drags me back under, and if there are any more words I lose them.


Chapter 2
The next time I wake up I can sit up.
There’s a pause after I manage that, but it’s not too bad. I can still see where the incision was, but it’s fading. Reassuring, because it’s longer than I can spread a hand. One parasite? The incision looks like they took out my spleen with a straight-up lift.
The ceiling still has all those lines, and they move. I don’t feel dizzy.
Hungry, but I’ve felt worse than this the day after a long day shifting wood on the drying racks.
Nobody in a chair, but there’s someone there, only they aren’t. It’s…you know how you can think you see someone, out of the corner of your eye, and then when you turn your head, they aren’t there? Like that. If I look straight, no one’s there, and if I turn my head and don’t think about it, someone is, grinning.
There are letters.
Six or seven of them, which is a surprise, stacked up on the table beside the bed.
“Decide to use your eyes, and I’ll be easier to see.”
It’s an amazing voice. I wish it was saying something that made sense.
I try to look at the speaker, but they go away again.
“Try. Think about using your eyes.”
Can’t imagine what else I’d be using to see, but I try. There have to be photons somewhere, and I think about seeing them.
I’m sure my eyes are open.
The writhing lemon razor-lines across the ceiling go bright and feel like cat fur. Right where I’m looking, not two meters away, there’s a blue-green outline of a person, like the colour of deep water flowing around somebody, a taste of salt and iron, and an amused smell.
I really wonder what they’ve given me. This isn’t right at all.
“Oh, good, but not like that yet — just your eyes, not light.”
If you don’t know who the crazy person in the room is, it’s you.
Right.
I don’t know what happens, but the blue-green outline fades out; it’s still there, I’m just not looking at it, despite it being right where I’m looking. There’s a tall person there, really young, younger than me, the knitting lady would say girl, really tall, and about then my brain does its best to shut off.
I can hardly blame it; the ceiling looking like the feel of cat fur would be enough of a reason, but it’s the old reason. 
Whoever this is, the amazing voice is insufficient notice of the complete effect.
“What’s the last thing you remember?”
We say “before the person in the chair, knitting,” at the same time, and I stop thinking about my eyes. If I can’t see this person, it might be easier to think, it’s not attractiveness, it’s tension between pretty and dangerous.
“Something that tasted…”  Bad isn’t enough. Spoiled isn’t right, it was…“like someone boiled a swamp in a corpse.”
I can feel the smile, closed eyes or not. “That’s a new one!”
Something, I guess.
“The stuff that tastes bad is a talent-suppressor. You locked up the brush-clearing team you were on, as spill-over from controlling an anti-panda, which isn’t easy.”
This isn’t making sense.
“You got dosed with talent-suppressor to make sure you couldn’t use the Power for anything until someone who could solve the problem got a look at you.”
Not easy. Not easy what? “Was anyone hurt?”  I don’t remember anyone being hurt. I remember getting there, displaced into the Folded Hills and winding up at a lake that didn’t have a name on the map, but not like something that happened a décade ago. More like the kind of thing you have to try to remember how old you were.
“Not even the anti-panda. A sorcerer-surveyor messed with its head to convince it people aren’t tasty, before you let it go.”
This is still refusing to make sense.
“I always tested flat zero for talent, not a null, just not enough to find.”  It really cuts into your choice of trade when you can’t join a focus, not even to make up the numbers so the thing will work at all.
I feel the nod, just like I’ve been feeling the smiles.
“The parasite must have got you young. It was a feeder, not a suppressor; you kept right on developing talent, it just ate any exercise of the Power.”
A grin I feel like the memory of fire. “Talent we can only test for during dissection. All the school tests look for detectable amounts of the Power.”
“Aren’t there tests for parasites?”  There were tests for all kinds of things.
“Lots. This one was new.”
Thousands and thousands and thousands of years of crazy wizards fighting each other has consequences, almost all of them bad.
“Would it really have exploded?”
“House-size crater for four or five houses.”
I don’t know how anyone can sound gentle and gleeful at the same time, I really don’t.
The hole in the air says “It’s out now, all of it”. People don’t sound that certain saying that the sky is blue.
Not that I can tell right now, trying to look through the window singing.
More gently, and from a lot further away, it says “You’ll be fine in another two or three days.”


Chapter 3
In four days, I’m in a tent.
A big one; it’s the Line pattern for an eating tent, with high sides that roll up and a peaked top that’s got a frame under it that the corner and side poles hold up.
It’s a pleasant day out there, early autumn, only a few clouds, only a little wind. Way up on the side of a hill out of town, there isn’t anything to see except a canal and I can’t really see it, just the line of trees.
I’ve got my own clothes, I’ve read all the letters, one from my mother and two from my aunts, who posted them before they got displaced north. They were fine when they sent the letters, but there won’t be any more. Two big, huge, wards, to try to stop the critters from the Iron Bridge we’re all running away from, two Commonweals where there was one, and no postal service. No communication at all, people keep saying “sundered”.
Nothing from Flaed, who could have gone north or east. Not really a surprise.
The tent has two other people, and nothing else. It’s much too big for us; you could fit half of a workshop in here. I can’t see any mildew, any mould, the colour of the canvas is even and greyish but it’s got this really bothersome sticky green quality, like burrs that aren’t ripe yet.
All the medical types keep telling me I’m not going crazy, that metaphysical perceptions aren’t obviously different from crazy, that I’ll get used to having the extra awareness.
Three letters from my collective, one surprising one from the sorcerer-surveyor, who included a basic get-well-soon and a copy of a field guide description of an anti-panda. Turns out there at least used to be a big mostly-white white-and-black mostly-vegetarian bear. That’s your panda. The anti-panda’s mostly black, and bigger, and not vegetarian at all. “Preferentially anthrophagic,” the field guide says, with notes about how the simplified brain and the extra senses make usual anti-predation measures ineffective.
Yet another hideous made thing that breathes, something so common that no one bothers to remember which wizard made them, or exactly why.
I’ve been moving around for a couple of days, not too fast day-before-yesterday and not too bad yesterday and fine today. There isn’t even a scar.
Creeks seem like genuinely pleasant people; nobody’s glared at me for getting in the way or for not knowing what all the stuff in lunch is and looking worried. The green-and-green stripy hair they all seem to have, or the amber or red or teal or violet eyes, aren’t off-putting; it’s not as though there weren’t a diversity of people where home used to be. It’s weirder that everybody looks related, everybody except me.
All three letters from the collective mention how the rest of the brush-clearing team has calmed down; they were all stuck immobile, barely able to breathe, for half an hour, and the only one who knew why was staring at the anti-panda the whole time. They’re all treating it as certain I won’t be coming back, there’s some good wishes, so awkward they have to be sincere, but apparently along with explaining to everybody what happened the sorcerer-surveyor has been clear that even without the parasite being able to take control of an anti-panda at all means I’m sufficiently high talent that it’s unsafe not to train it.
Well, me.
Invisible sticky green canvas textures or not, lemon lines in the ceiling, all of it, none of it leaves me with a belief I’ve actually got a meaningful degree of talent.
The legitimately odd thing about the Creeks is that they’re huge. Not bulky-huge, but large-huge. One of the other people in the tent is certainly a Creek; not especially happy-looking, more resigned. Kinda striking anyway, even doing all my looking out of the corners of my eyes. Short hair, the dark green in their hair looks black.
A variety of resigned expressions and dark hair goes oddly with the impression of brightness and the golden-amber eyes.
The other person’s obviously not a Creek, none of them have blue hair and way too skinny, even if almost tall enough. Can’t sit cross-legged, either. Or maybe isn’t, just now, or prefers to sprawl. Lots of room.
Nobody’s talking. Given what we’re in the tent for, I’m not inclined to complain. I’m still not really reliable about not paying too much attention to people.
Another half-hour and someone comes in, certainly not a Creek; not any species I recognize. They’re somewhere in middle age, black hair, brown smock, battered leather satchel. Looks friendly. There are a couple more Creeks following, one who looks younger, but I still can’t tell with Creeks how old anybody is.
The middle-aged person sets their satchel down, up at the closed narrow end of the tent, then turns around to face us. We’ve all turned around, facing away from the open side and afternoon.
“In this time, I am called Wake.”
I pay attention, can’t really help it, it’s like being back in school and this is going to be important.
Everyone is looking at me. I’ve got my head between my knees and I’m shaking, shaking because it’s a warm day and I’ve never been this cold.
“You need not pay that much attention,” Wake says to me. Kindly, entirely benevolent. It sounds human, it really does, a regular human sort of voice.
Everyone’s looking at me, and I don’t care. I’m trying to stop thinking about the sensation of snakes twining across the inside of my skull.
“The five of you are, I believe, Zora — ” the younger Creek who came in with Wake — “Chloris, Dove — ” Dove was in the tent before I got to it — “Kynefrid — ” the skinny blue-haired lad — “and Edgar.”  Me, and no one else contradicts Wake.
Wake takes that judicious pause, the one teachers use to make sure you’re paying attention to them.
“It is generally understood that capacity to exercise the Power depends, at base, on talent. Training grants the skill necessary to use the Power, but the ultimate capacity anyone might have to exercise the Power is a function of their native degree of talent.”
To the extent that I ever paid attention to something I couldn’t do, that seems correct.
“This is nearly equivalent to asserting that your capacity to consume food is a function of your total lifespan.”
The canvas wall of the tent behind Wake grows glowing lines. X-axis, Y-axis, something that looks like a normal distribution.
Wake waves at it, stepping to one side. “The just run of talent in the general population.”  Y-axis is the population, apparently all of it, all seven-and-a-half million people of the Commonweal before anybody got displaced.
The whole graph expands, pans left, past the Y-axis, into what ought to be negative talent along the X-axis. There’s a narrow, steep, high blip there, barely more than a single line wide, and high enough — how can I possibly tell? — to be one person in thirty thousand.
“Nulls, those whose presence forbids the active exercise of the Power. All Power, not merely that consciously willed. Excellent careers as librarians and chemists await those born in such wise.”
The graph shrinks a little, pans right. Somewhere to the right edge of the normal distribution there’s a flat bit. “There are no persons known with this degree of talent,” Wake says, that flat bit glowing brighter.
The flat bit is nearly as wide as the whole normal distribution, then there’s a tiny rise, steep on the left edge, trailing off to the right edge. It doesn’t go very high, and it trails a long way, headed off to the right into large amounts of talent and no people.
The narrow part of the right tail of the main normal distribution shines, along with the tiny rise way off to the right. “One in five thousand; the range of talent from which the Commonweal expects to draw Independents.”
The highlighting on the right tail drops, and the view centres on the blip of the rise off to the right. It gets bigger, until it’s the only thing, a slumped shape like you sawed through a snowdrift.
“One in thirty thousand, by troubling symmetry with the nulls.”  Wake sounds like “troubling” might not be rhetorical.
Five small green dots along the X-axis. Kynefrid — Chloris — Zora — Edgar — Dove.
Kynefrid’s dot is on top of the peak of the small rise, with narrow range bars. Chloris and Zora’s dots are pretty much on top of each other, a decimetre to the right of the peak of the small rise, the range bars aren’t entirely distinct. Wake’s good at this, I have no idea if the range bars are right, how anyone would tell, but the shading’s clear, it’s obvious which range goes with which named dot. Their ranges are wider right than left, it looks like individuals match the kind of long-right-tail slumping snowdrift distribution, odds are you’re at the left end but you might not be.
My dot is more than a metre to the right of Zora’s and Chloris', across the tent, and Dove’s is half again past that, just in the tent.
Dove shifts forward, the way someone who is trying to decide what to say does.
Wake smiles, entirely jovial.
The view gains a vertical gold line. “The median talent of those on the battalion list.”
It’s to the left of my dot, maybe three decimetres.
What a battalion has to do with being a sorcerer isn’t obvious at all. Line battalion?
Wake waves one hand at the canvas in a sort of scrubbing motion, and the graph goes away.
“It is your collective misfortune to be merely mighty. Any mountains you move shall require long and careful preparation.”
“That’s a misfortune?”  Zora, who doesn’t sound more confused than I’m feeling.
Wake nods. “Those in the principal distribution have the practical option of ignoring their talent; it may trouble their dreams, alter their luck, but it will acquiesce to disuse.”
I don’t like where this is going.
“Much as those who are nulls cannot ignore that fact, and must exist in a world where the direct exercise of the Power cannot benefit them any more than it might harm them, those whose talent exists in the third modality have no meaningful option to ignore it.”
Wake says this calmly, like it isn’t a condemnation. Maybe if you’re a sorcerer it isn’t.
“As a customary matter, your training should have started between the ages of twelve and fourteen. Your formal schooling should have started at sixteen. While there are some advantages to approaching training when you are of mature years, and less likely to commit acts of rash enthusiasm, there are two considerable disadvantages. Your talents are more developed, requiring that you manage greater strength with what greater wisdom you have won.”  Wake’s tone doesn’t give the impression this is a certain outcome.
Wake pauses, and something changes. I’m not going to look closely again to try to tell what.
Wake looks at all of us, individually, taking careful time. “Mastery of your talent, of the exercise of the Power, is not a slight discipline, even under ideal circumstances of development. None of you have that; your brains and minds have already developed, become set to varying degrees in habits that do not involve habitual or extensive exercise of the Power.”
Wake doesn’t say, but Dove does: “Extensively traumatic process of alteration.”
Wake nods firmly, looks at Dove. “The rest of Blossom’s advice was just as honest.”
Wake’s attention comes back to the rest of us.
“Should you succeed, your continued existence will be constrained by an unfailing adherence to the precepts of the Shape of Peace, to which you will be required to irrevocably bind your lives.”
Kynefrid’s head comes up, from a gaze bent on sprawled feet. “Isn’t that Independents?”
“Yes,” says Wake.
“Surviving major exercise of the Power requires alteration of the self.”  Wake grimaces. “More accurately, such exercise produces alteration of the self. Choosing the form of the alteration is preferential in all respects to the results of chance.”
I’m thinking about breathing, trying not to go too tense. Staring at the grass I’m sitting on doesn’t seem like an especially good idea, the shade of green wavers alarmingly if I don’t not watch it.
“The lifespan of Independents is in most respects incidental to the alterations of survival.”  Wake seems to recognize that this cannot be said kindly, and doesn’t try.
“Don’t people decide if they want to be Independents?”  Zora. I think Zora’s deciding not to be alarmed.
Wake’s head tips from side to side, neither ‘no’ nor ‘yes’. “Those in the right tail of the main distribution might, yes. It is a true choice for them, to be an Independent, to be perhaps accomplished village sorcerers, to live two centuries, to be at least somewhat socially acceptable, or to be team leads on a large focus and be entirely socially acceptable, with no recognized whiff of sorcery.”
Wake’s face takes on a more formal cast, less teacher and more, more sorcerer, I guess.
“It is, strictly, a choice for you as well — the Commonweal does not compel service. It is, simply, that you cannot expect to survive without your studies progressing so far.”
This isn’t getting better.
“All of you are solidly in the third modality in your possession of talent; against the statistical mass of the Commonweal’s history, that gives you roughly even odds of surviving to achieve Independent status.”
“And if we don’t want to do this at all?”  Kynefrid, voice full of doubt.
Wake’s voice is gentle. “You can think of it as having a congenital heart condition. Without training, survival at fifty is effectively unknown; survival at forty is one chance in four.”  Out of the corner of my eye I can see Dove sitting up straighter.
“Supposing you wish to continue — supposing that you wish to live full lives — you five will form a study team together, and training will begin tomorrow.”
“As that study team,” Wake goes on, voice entirely prosaic, the way it sounds like when you go off somewhere to help with a big job of work and the host gean tells you where you’ll be sleeping, “you will be in my keeping, as a servant of the Galdor-gesith of the Second Commonweal.”  Meaning we get fed out of taxes.
I don’t like that much, and I don’t think anybody else does, either. There’s a moment of not-squirming. Being young and healthy and not working is really embarrassing to contemplate.
“As that servant, I shall be arranging your lessons and quarters.”
Wake looks suddenly mischievous. “Any student hijinks you will find yourselves explaining to Halt.”
I think Chloris, face dropped into hands, is trying not to cry. I’m trying not to gibber, I think it comes out even. Zora has a this-can’t-be-right face on.
Kynefrid looks alarmed. “Wait, everyone-knows-the-stories Halt?”
Dove starts laughing like that was really, really funny.


Chapter 4
Even in school, after you test out for no talent at all, they stop giving you focus exercises and send you off to do something else.
For me, that was mostly wood-turning. A big help in getting into the collective I wanted, but no help now.
Everybody’s stuff made it out to the tent last night; this morning, everybody’s a bit muzzy except Dove. Dove just looks grim. Nobody’s had breakfast. There’s a walk, which helps with the muzzy; having the sun clear the horizon helps more. Cloudy, but I don’t think it’s going to rain.
The person who got us up goes by Steam; certainly not a Creek, I think maybe about my height, twenty, thirty kilos more muscle and moving the way winch-cables do before the load comes on. Not someone to argue with about needing breathing exercises.
The walk ends at the front edge of a sandpit. It goes back a couple hundred metres, straight into a hill. There’s a serious lot of sand exposed, it looks like someone dug the dirt off it for a couple hundred metres, not like there was erosion.
Messed-up sand; chunks of it look fused, and the parts in loose grains look stirred.
“Does that look odd to you?”  I’m not sure who the “you” I’m asking is, but Zora and Kynefrid shake their heads. Chloris says “I didn’t think the glass factory had dug up so much.”
“The Experimental Battery used it for firing practice.”  Dove waves at the distant back edge, the sand left piled up in front of it. “The shot go way back before they stop.”
“We’re here because if it will stop long shot, it’ll stop anything the five of you come up with.”  Steam sounds amused.
“The point to this is getting good at maintaining a personal awareness of the Power, of the access to the Power your talent gives you. There are a million ways to do that, but if I’ve got to teach it, I’m going to use the one I know best.”  Steam still sounds amused.
We wind up beside each other in a line, about far enough apart that our hands wouldn’t touch if we stuck our arms out. Further than I expect, all these really tall people. Steam’s gone over how neither talent nor the Power are intellectual things; it’s a whole body thing, like stamina or balance.
So we’re going to start with breathing: in through the nose, out through the mouth, and visualizing the Power arising in the centre of our guts kinda like a well-pump. Once we’ve got it, the Power is supposed to go all the way around, up the spine and back down and around.
“If you set your hair on fire, stop,” is Steam’s last bit of advice.
I feel stupid, worrying about breathing; Steam can call it natural breathing all day, breathing by expanding my stomach doesn’t feel natural at all.
On the other hand, I may not know about natural breathing but I do know where worrying about how stupid you look and if you’re doing it right goes. Keep that up long enough and you’ve got a face full of splinters and a parting tool up your nose.
Haven’t torn my nose off yet and don’t want to start now.
Dove’s to my right and Kynefrid’s to my left, Zora and Chloris are past Kynefrid. Steam’s behind us. It’s an effort to not try to look at how anyone else is doing.
It gets to feeling like it’s doing something, there’s definitely a change in sensation, and I’ve just decided not to think about whether or not I’m fooling myself when there’s a shriek.
Zora’s head is fountaining sparks like a dry pine bough just catching fire.
“Stop,” says Steam, in a voice that could kick open doors, and makes hand gestures, swoopy ones, and mutters something that might be chanting if you did it for serious. All the sparks wind up in a small glowing orange ball between Steam’s cupped hands.
“That’s pretty good,” Steam says, making a throwing motion and sending the ball of sparks out into sand, where there’s a flash and a pop and some flying sand.
Zora’s making ‘is it out?’ patting motions, there are still some wisps of smoke. Chloris is looking appalled; Zora looks embarrassed. I can’t see the top of Zora’s head. Don’t know how you tell how much damage happened to coiled braids.
I’m trying to figure out what to do about the tingly sensation in my hands; Steam’s Stop made me reach for something, the way you do to cut the air to the lathe.
Steam’s good at looking reassuring. “Everybody lights their hair on fire at least once.”  Zora straightens up a bit; Chloris doesn’t look less appalled, and Kynefrid starts. Dove, out of the corner of my eye, is grinning. I really wonder what Dove used to do. Dove’s older, I can’t tell with Creeks how much older, not almost or just out of youth like the rest of us but no telling how far.
Steam slips between me and Kynefrid, turns around, looks at me again, reaches out and squeezes my hands around the fingers, right and left. It feels like a horrible smell.
Tingling’s gone, though.
“Next step is like this,” Steam says, facing all of us and going to a wider, more bent-kneed stance, arms up in front in a curve, palms facing in and fingers spread. “Think of it like holding a big ball. You’re feeding the Power down your arms and into the ball. Keep it in the ball; it’s an accumulation exercise.”
When my attention lifts off my breathing, I’ve got a four decimetre ball of heavy iron-grey something. It feels like it has mass, there’s drag if I move my hands out a bit, and there’s this uncomfortable smell of whistling.
Dove’s got something barely a decimetre across, the colour of the smell of oranges, and I can feel the heat on that side of my face, on the outside of my right arm.
Kynefrid’s effort is intermediate in size, and it stutters in and out of existence, wafting a sensation of falling plum blossoms.
Plum blossoms that skitter up my arms and neck on little-ant feet. Don’t like that much.
I can’t tell what Zora and Chloris have managed, but it’s something; there’re odd coloured shadows of their raised arms just visible in the corner of my eye.
Steam’s voice has got a lot of pleased in it. “We’re going to let go from the left. Give it a count of three from when the person to your left lets go and turn your hands outward.”
“Zora, one, two, three — ”  Steam’s voice doesn’t have any doubt in it whatsoever, which is a good trick.
Zora’s sphere of energy goes a long way, almost off the sand, and vanishes in a hiss and an itching.
Chloris’ gets maybe three metres away and vanishes with a bang. A really loud one, with wind. Not just confused senses, an actual explosion. Doesn’t do anything for my nerves. I feel myself inhaling a little deeper, more deliberately. There’s something to this natural breathing stuff.
Kynefrid turns their hands out just about when the sphere stutters; it goes away, and my hair is standing on end. Steam makes a clucking noise.
I don’t know why I don’t lose the sphere then, or my breathing. I probably take too long, three full breaths, before I turn my hands out.
The iron-grey something leaves, I wasn’t sure it would, the sense of mass makes it seem like something you’d have to throw really hard. It goes up, a smooth parabola. When the ball comes down it sits spinning and throwing sand and sinking into the little pit it’s digging.
Dove’s sphere of energy hangs there, drifting a little, and then Dove frowns at it. It drifts away, rather slowly, but it drops to the sand and vanishes in a spray of what looks like melted sand.
Quite a lot of melted sand.
Well, we’re all still alive, and nothing’s on fire.
Steam moves around in front of us. That seems to be Steam’s take on it, too.
“Kynefrid, you’ve done lots of specific charm-stuff, like heating the wort kettle?”
Kynefrid grins. It’s at least half embarrassed grin, but a grin all the same. “That’s beer, not cider, but yeah.”
“Stop trying to make it do something; this is just getting the Power to show up. Doing something with it is next décade.”
I have the horrible feeling Steam means that literally.


Chapter 5
Another hour of breathing exercises, more melted sand, finishing breathing exercises with ‘Power-scrubbing’, making sure there isn’t any sticking to us where it shouldn’t, then running to the tent to grab clothes, running into Westcreek Town so we have time for a bath before breakfast, the actual bath, which is more like a comprehensive sluicing, and the time required to eat breakfast, are all sort of a blur. I’m there, I notice what’s happening, but it’s enough different from anything else I’ve ever done that it doesn’t want to stick to my head. Dove is emphatic that use of the Power requires a high food intake, and Chloris’ concern that we haven’t used much yet gets met with “This is breakfast; what else do you think is going to happen today?”
I’m pretty sure Dove has no specific factual knowledge, either, but we find ourselves back at the tent, where Wake is rather contemplatively winding up surveyor’s string.
“It being the sixth day of the third décade of Vendémiaire, perhaps the first thing we might consider is more weather-proof housing.”  Wake is totally cheerful saying this.
“We’re going to build a house.”  Chloris doesn’t say this like a question. Chloris says this as one delivered into the keeping of crazy people.
“Tents are damp; it gets hard to study.”  Wake’s cheer doesn’t alter.
“The only way I’ve ever made a wall we can’t use.”  Dove sounds a little wry.
“I’ve made a lot of doorknobs, but that doesn’t seem helpful, somehow.”  I try not to sound anything other than informative.
“I know how to make pickles.”  Chloris isn’t sounding convinced of anyone’s increase in sanity. “Why can’t we request housing in Westcreek Town?”  Rather than wasting material making something new hovers there unsaid.
Wake’s head tips a bit. Wake’s shorter than me, so way shorter than Chloris, but this won’t stay in your head unless you work at it; Creeks keep talking to a place four decimetres over Wake’s head. “Housing is short; various of the displaced need to be kept from the wet. Were that not the case, it is considered inadvisable to house high-talent students in established settlements.”
“Inadvisable, disturbs their studies, or inadvisable, fire hazard?”  Zora looks worried.
Wake smiles. “Inadvisable, smoking crater.”  Large hands come up, spread placatingly. “Not a common outcome, but it need happen only once in a very long while to be unwise in an established settlement.”
“So we’re up here on land close to useless, close enough to town but not too close.”  Dove sounds reassured, like the location of the tent finally makes sense.
Wake nods.
“Any qualified Independent ought to be able to put up a house.”  Zora doesn’t believe something about their own statement, but I think it’s more that qualified will apply any time soon than anything about the abilities of Independents.
“Or be able to turn into a snowdrift and not care that it’s winter.”
That one gets Zora a full-on smile of approval from Wake. “We would not consider that a reasonable expectation in your first year of studies.”
Wake starts handing out stakes, and mallets, and string. Dove takes a mallet and a handful of stakes and starts walking, up over the top of the hill.
The tent is on the south, town-and-canal-facing side of the hill. It doesn’t get much sun.
Dove is scuffing at the thin dirt and looking displeased, over on the north side of the hilltop.
Dove looks up at Wake; the rest of us are trailing behind Wake. “This would have been shale if it didn’t have so much crap in it. Take the crap out, which we don’t know how to do, and you’ve got a carbon fire and still don’t get competent rock.”
Wake nods, face solemn.
“Westcreek gets its weather from the southeast. If we’re going to head into town through the snow, that means we want — ” and there’s a specific sort of hand-wave. I think I see, for a flickered instant, an orange line trail over low places in the empty landscape, northwards and down.
Wake looks pleased. Dove looks startled.
However pleased Wake looks, Wake sounds dry. “High talent results in abrupt learning experiences.”
“Just as long as they’re survivable.”  Dove sounds just as dry.
Wake’s head tips from side to side. It’s a Creek gesture, I thought it meant ‘maybe’.
Kynefrid is looking around. “Lots of drainage here. If the water pooled at all there’d be grass, this is all starving forb and lichen.”
Soil too poor for weeds. Which is really useful, in its way.
“Which means it’s broken rock, and we don’t even want to pile anything on it. Not without digging down far enough to find something mostly solid.”  Dove crouches down, prods with the survey stake. Up comes a hunk of rock that crumbles when Dove’s hand closes on it.
“Lots of digging.”
“The cellar will leak.”  Chloris says this about how I’d expect someone to say ‘and they skin babies to make hats’.
“There’s always a way, though.”  Which way, Zora couldn’t say, that’s clear from tone. “It’s a school problem, there’s a way to solve it. You don’t get ‘don’t try to do that’ problems the first day.”
Wake nods sagaciously. “Not usually.”
Dove grimaces. “Dig the hole, haul in fifty tonnes of sand, fuse that to glass for the cellar and support pads, bunch of brick pillars, arched brick roof. Nobody’s got any spare timber this year, it’s all in barges. So glass tile for the roof, too, another ten tonnes of sand.”
“You have neglected working spaces.”  Wake doesn’t say this as a criticism, it’s just information.
“Sleep out of the rain first, then working space?”  Kynefrid, not sounding all that definite. “Houses get built better than sheds.”
“You will find you will have work to do that takes days, and which must be attended to every hour of those days. Not this year, I grant, but the day shall come.”
“And we won’t want to be putting boots on.”  Zora sounds exhausted just thinking about it.
“Most do not.”  Wake’s ‘most’ could as well be ‘all, except for two special cases of great note and comment’.
Dove has been scratching numbers in the dirt. “I could almost believe there’s a way for the five of us to move fifty tonnes of sand, and fuse it. If we need workspace, we’d need at least a couple hundred, and I don’t believe that.”
“Edgar?”  Wake’s tone is much closer to ‘do you have anything to contribute?’ than I really expect it to be; I had teachers get really cranky about hanging back from group participation exercises all through school. I hate arguing.
“It makes no sense to worry about digging the hole or making the roof or whatever unless it’s worthwhile to start. The people who know about digging think we’d be working really hard to get a leaky cellar, and this is a class. So there’s something the class is about that you haven’t told us yet.”
Wake looks at me, and nods. Which is a lot better than being told that the leaky cellar will really help with raising the strange frogs that will be forming most of our diet…
“Dove is quite right that this rock is full of crap; there’s fine sand, what would be clay or mud, and a great deal of organic matter. Nor did it get very deep, to be made into rock; it’s friable and fragile in large part because it is only barely rock, not so different from the mud it was when the water dropped it.”
Everybody nods.
“Those processes all involve chance; where the water flowed faster, you could find clean sandstone; if the land here had risen faster, this — ” Wake’s hand waves, invoking general principles — “would already have eroded down, into something more completely rock.”
Kynefrid and I are looking at each other. Having both been displaced, we’ve both heard the explanation for why the road through the Folded Hills goes where it does; it’s the relatively flat bit because it’s the seam between two totally different geologies, the plants are different, most of the animals are different, but north of the road and south of the road happen to be arranged in the same kind of mountains.
“So, what could this have been?”  Wake’s hand motion encompasses at least the hilltop.
“Better rock? Further out to sea, clean deepwater limestone?”  Kynefrid voice holds no belief in the words it is saying, no belief in the choice of these particular words. “Get the right limestone bedrock, we could put in some grape vines…”
Chloris’ arms rise in rhetorical dismissal, disbelief; Zora giggles. I’m trying to think a few steps ahead, but Dove gets there first.
“There’s that big dike of hard rock, halfway to the Folded Hills; it’s south of the road, we’re south of the road. And the Folded Hills didn’t rise until after, you can see where the dike fractured when the Hills came up.”
“You want a volcano?”  Kynefrid, sounding scandalized.
“I want there to have been a volcano, or almost a volcano, something that gives us hard rock, basalt or something, to build on. And before the land tipped with the Hills, we’ve got lots of time to suppose a nice big lake, so we can pile lots of clean sand and some clay for bricks up-slope from the hard rock, enough so that it’ll still be there downhill from the hilltop.”  You get the impression Dove is used to planning things.
I’ve never had to dig actual basalt, or any other hard rock that was intact; we got granite-y boulders, though, scattered through the soil, anything from head-sized to bigger-than-houses, and sometimes you had to hack them up to get them out of where you wanted to put a post-hole. If you just dig, you get a post-pit, and even more work. Did quite a bit of that before I joined the collective. It’s kid-work; energy and stubborn would get the job done, skill not required.
The thought of trying to hack a foundation into a huge chunk of the stuff doesn’t appeal.
“If it’s a volcano, can we try to put a gas bubble in? Big one, so we’ve got the cellar?”  Everyone looks at me, Wake rather intently. “Digging a basement in basalt would take a long time, I don’t think any of us are going to be just making the rock move any time soon.”
“If we’re being silly, I want some limestone, or some chalk, or something. Something so we can have an actual garden without two generation’s lead time, composting sand.”  I don’t know if Chloris is just playing along or has decided that it’s clearly socially expected to be crazy today.
“None of these things is impossible.”  Wake is being utterly serious. “The alteration of possibilities does not permit one to be extremely specific, but priorities may be set.”
“How big is this thing going to be?”  Dove, sounding speculative.
“I should not like to see you five attempt something greater than thirty hectares at this stage of your studies.”  Totally straight-faced from Wake.
“Thirty? That’s not a garden, that’s a farm.”  Chloris sounds indignant. “Why don’t people do this instead of weeding?”
“People have done this instead of weeding; all of the north-western corner of the Creeks is geologically discontinuous from the lower Westcreek watershed, the three eastern Creeks are each distinct from the eastern barrens, all are distinct from the southern swamplands. You don’t always get something you can farm, and sometimes it has worse weeds when you do. It’s a matter of odds, not certainty.”  Wake sounds patient. My head hurts, this is too much like trying to make the Bad Old Days return.
“Like fixing the teapot.”  Kynefrid sounds stunned.
Everybody looks at Kynefrid, uncertain how the landscape is like a teapot.
“One of my aunts had a favourite teapot, and it broke, and an Independent who was there to talk about soil properties in the orchards and what we should add fixed it, fixed it so that it had never been broken.”  Kynefrid takes a deep breath. “It wasn’t exactly the same colour after.”
“Just so,” Wake says. “It is an alteration of which past shall manifest itself in the world.”
“Wasn’t there only one past?”  My head hurts, and I don’t think the answer is going to help. At least let my head hurt for the correct reasons.
“At any point in time, there is only one past.”  Wake scuffs one sandalled foot across dirt or rock, it’s hard to tell the difference, gestures. There’s a floating green and blue rectangle thing, taller than Wake and full of crosshatching and squiggles. Someone has made a sandwich out of engraver’s styles for filling space. My brain wants to make the basic crosshatches boxwood, but I don’t think whatever it really is makes good drawer pulls.
Wake points at this glowing stack of lines. “What we are standing on. Every layer, every geological period, was an accumulation of chance. Most of those chances are scarcely relevant; precisely where the footsteps of some ancient behemoth passed has little effect on what we are standing upon. Yet that accumulation of chances made all the wide earth.”
“It’s really that hard to control?”  Zora, sounding worried.
“It is impossible to control. It can be reliably predicted.”
Zora sits down, head in hands. “I don’t see how those are different.”
“Is this like dice?”  Dove doesn’t sound especially doubtful.
Wake nods.
Dove looks at Zora. “Remember school? Honest dice, you don’t know what they’re going to roll, but roll enough of them and you can say what the range of outcomes were ahead of time.”
“It’s a hill,” Zora says.
“It’s a tremendous pile of chance events, stretching back billions of years.”  Wake outright grins at us. “It just looks like a hill.”
It goes right on looking like a hill while we stake out a big squashed rectangle, “Trapezoid,” Chloris says definitely while I’m wondering about the lumpy hill making the sides curve and wiggle, the baseline two hundred metres across the south side of the crest of the hill and reaching more than six hundred metres of the north slope, fanning out so that the far side, the end line, is four hundred metres long. It’s regular old iron survey stakes and heavy twine, nothing special; last time I saw a road crew, this is just what they were using.
Not quite twenty hectares; Wake points out that we don’t really need even this much, and Chloris, Kynefrid, and Zora all produce some variation of “But we can grow stuff!”.
Chloris tries to pull Dove into supporting that. It doesn’t work; Dove apparently held a quarter-thorpe once, what would be more than one farm where I’m from. Dove makes a best try to point out to the other three that while it’s usual for Independents to do things like develop new varieties of food crops, that’s probably not what any of us are going to be doing.
“Why not?”  Kynefrid clearly likes the idea of being able to make better apple trees.
I think it’s going to be a long time before we’re allowed to make anything alive.
“Strength. If it’s a five-demon problem, they send the Line. If it’s a lots-of-work-over-a-long-time problem, like making weeding work better, that’s an Independent from the right tail of the main distribution; something that depends on skill and specific knowledge more than strength. We’re going to get either three-demon problems, or the stuff no one has ever seen before; if we can figure it out, great. If we can’t figure it out, that’s when someone on the battalion list gets to deal with it.”
Ok, that’s twice. “What do Line battalions have to do with being an Independent?”
Dove looks at Wake.
“The Line’s standing orders, should an Independent ever escape the constraints of the Peace, include a minimum level of force.”  Wake’s tones are completely dry.
“There are people, individual people even if they are wizard people, who could fight a battalion?”  Zora, sounding almost personally offended.
I’ve only seen it once, but a single battalion can march somewhere and leave a permanent road behind them, fused rock a metre thick and ten metres wide, and everything under it rearranged into roadbed. Ditches, too.
Wake looks at Zora, makes a gently gesture. “It has never been tried within the Commonweal, and the Line is cautious.”
I’ll believe cautious. I don’t believe timorous. Are the Independents that strong, or that skilled?
“If we are to be cautious, we should specify which of the changes in the terrain are most desirable.”  You can tell from Wake’s voice that we’re getting back to the actual lesson.
“Bedrock, nearby sand and clay, limestone top cover, cellar bubble?”  Dove tries to make this sound like a question, it’s an honest try.
“Isn’t that too specific?”  Zora, sounding both doubtful and determined. “We want good clean soil, compatible with the Creeks; we don’t really care what produced it, do we?”
“Good clean soil arising from natural processes,” Wake says, quite gently.
Everybody nods.
No one else is going to ask, so I’d better. “What about water? We’re on top of a hill, and lugging buckets up from Westcreek doesn’t sound fun.”
“The West Wetcreek,” Zora and Chloris and Dove all say at me, quietly, but definitely out loud.
Dove says it while miming a forehead smack, only just within the gentleness of ritual. Wake looks pleased at me. Everybody else’s face does some variation of ‘Establishment Of Laws, uphill with buckets every day’.
By the time we get it written down, it’s ‘near-surface competent bedrock’, ‘ready access to plentiful potable water’, ‘good clean soil, arisen from natural processes and compatible with its surrounds’, ‘many tonnes of readily dug sand and clay near to hand’, and ‘obvious optimum cellar location’, set down carefully in that specific order.
Set down in angular letters pressed into a thin sheet of copper; according to Wake there’s no reason for the copper beyond the greater difficulty of smudging the writing. It starts to feel serious, like something real rather than a classroom exercise, watching the goal written down.
“How do we do this?”  Kynefrid asks.
“Standing in a circle.”  Wake’s general good cheer doesn’t seem to have a problem with five people who don’t know what they are doing altering the landscape.
We get put in a rough shape, to match the curved trapezoid we hammered into the landscape, rather than precisely a circle; ‘standing in a circle’ turns out to be a standard answer for ‘how do we perform ritual magic?’ as a question, one of the jokes common to sorcerers.
The survey stakes have individual numbers punched into them. That’s apparently enough for ritual purposes, and Wake adds the numbers to the copper sheet, along with our names, our regular names and something we get told we’ll learn in a couple of years that references use-name to true-name held by the Shape of Peace.
Wake explains that this isn’t an enchantment, it’s nothing more complicated than a request for a different history, “Which your present skill might plausibly obtain.”  The only difficult part is being in balance together, Wake says. To do that, we get to hold one big ball of Power together, all of us facing in and arms outstretched. Wake does something and is somehow outside, under, and above the space we’re defining. I don’t want to think about that; listening, stretching out my senses on purpose, instead of flinching away from yet another weird taste that something sounds like, is more than enough like work.
There’s a lot of room to put effort, to put energy, into the big ball; it wobbles a little, until everybody gets roughly even on how hard they’re pushing into it, and then it steadies and grows and does something so it sinks or rises.
Chloris is green and white and shining, Kynefrid a mist of blue, a waft of hot glass and springtime, Zora extremely purple and happy and spinning. Dove is gold and red, the gold built harsh and glittering out of the sound of trumpets.
The ball gets larger, spins a little, comes back still, stops growing, and starts to gain weight. The whole time, I don’t do anything but hold my arms out and breathe, as slow as I can. I’m surrounded by fit people with larger lungs; they want to breathe more slowly than I do, and it’s a long time, it feels like forever, until we’re all in balance, all breathing together, all breathing in and breathing out the great mass of Power we’ve woken.
First thing, says Wake, voice come silent and inescapable.
Near surface competent bedrock, we all say, once voice together, just as silent and just as inescapable.
Breath in, breath out, breath in, the next thing. The next, and the next, and the next.
Wake’s inescapable silence, saying “Is it done?”
All of us, saying it is done as we will it.
I’m least five metres higher than I was standing, and the dirt is different, very different, the whole smell of autumn has changed.
There are trees.
Huge trees, the kind of trees you look at and think ‘forest primeval’ before you think ‘no, before that’. No underbrush, no understory, it’s bare and still and silent in there. When we walk under those trees, I know, with a vast implacable certainty, that we’re going to be the first thinking footsteps the fallen leaves of thousands upon thousands of years have ever known.
I count on my fingers. My hands are shaking nearly too much to make that possible. I don’t think I’ve ever been this tired.
Nine days ago, I thought I had no talent at all.
I wasn’t awake for most of those days.
I sit down, and do my best not to gibber.


Chapter 6
“Up, students!”  Wake’s cheerful, still, though now with the kind of cheer you’d have to be three heroes to want to argue with.
I’m not the only one sitting.
“Briskly, now; no sense in letting the weeds in here.”  Wake makes a couple of strange broad gestures, both arms going wide. There’s a corner-of-the-eye coiling shape, like a rope that’s woken up. It has the colour of the feel of deep cold dust.
I lurch up, and take three steps forward, and grab. Change the number of steps, and in one case skip the lurch, and everyone does.
“The trick is to push on the rope.”  Wake says this the same way as everything else. I’m willing to try, Kynefrid, who is wobbling a little, looks like an opinion will arrive in just a second, and Zora says “You can’t push on a rope,” like you’d say ‘the sun is a star’.
Chloris is nodding vigorously, and Dove nods just once, but it’s got more certainty behind it than Zora and Chloris put together.
“Barge towing,” Dove says.
Wake nods, grimaces, says “Imagine winding on one ply, each of you, to make a larger rope,” and starts walking.
I haven’t wound rope, but I think I’m the only one who hasn’t. It doesn’t take much watching before I figure it out. All the individual colour-sensations blend into the deep cold dust of what must be Wake’s warding.
We walk, not very fast, all the way around; it’s bigger than the space we staked out, maybe a bit bigger than the thirty hectares Wake seemed to think was our reasonable limit.
It’s strange; the trees go right up to the edge of the new space, and stop. There isn’t an understory, there isn’t an edge where there’s a bunch of bushes because the trees can’t shade them from the side, it’s straight in all the way around. The trees have all the good dirt, and thousands of years of fallen leaves, and outside that it’s the broken crumbly rock that can’t grow much.
So it doesn’t, and there are trees seven or eight metres thick and eighty metres tall over the back of a hill that’s changed shape, it’s higher and steeper and there’s full-on meadow right up on top of it now.
I remember the meadow rustling against my legs. Don’t remember what’s in it, don’t really remember starting to walk. It’s all breathe, step, breathe. The effort of using the Power has no thought itself, but makes it hard to think.
Adding to the ward, it has to be a ward, while walking is a good reason to go pretty slow. I can do it, everyone can do it, but it’s like trying to walk in a straight line when you’re really tired. You have to think about it, and not stop thinking about it, or you stagger. Staggering makes the rope wiggle, strangely, as though it was both heavy and wet.
No water, not that I can see. The bottom of the little wood, the southern, lowest edge, isn’t all the same trees; they’re not as tall and the bark looks like it spirals.
Back up the hill is hard; Wake’s fine, no change of pace, it’s the same deliberate stride it was all the way around, but it’s hard work to keep up on the uphill, and to keep winding Power into this rope-thing, the wind against me getting stronger.
Up toward the crest of the hill, there’s what’s almost a small cliff, three metres of nearly vertical hillside; we go around it to the east, going up, as we went around it to the west coming down, though I didn’t notice it then.
Breathe. Step. Breathe. Bind, to the texture of dust.
The top of the hill is meadow, low meadow, not much past knee-high, but it’s thick turf, you can feel the cushion underfoot.
Wake stops, turns, looks at us one by one, and we all follow along with the gesture when Wake raises both hands and grabs across, hands on forearms, hands at face height.
There’s a snap, somewhere back of my eyes, and I sit down again. The world feels like it’s spinning, but I think that’s just my head.
I hear Wake say “Well done,” quiet with satisfaction.
The next thing I notice is a clank sound, as Steam sets down a couple of buckets and the yoke-chains rattle off the lids.
Steam doesn’t look the least bit put out at having carried two twenty-litre buckets up the hill, yoke or no yoke.
Full ones, one of them is stacked ten-litre cans, one water and one…I don’t know what it is. It tastes of citrus and happiness, in a terrible clear way, the way you probably feel if your enemies are dragged before you in chains. Dove makes some implausible faces drinking it. So does Kynefrid.
The other bucket is food.
It’s mostly potato salad, along with some mutton sausage and a couple apples each. I keep having to make a conscious effort to chew.
Right around when I start the second apple, I realize there’s sounds that weren’t there before. It’s quiet, you have to stop and listen.
Dove stops dead, stops chewing, when I go still and listening.
Zora leans over and taps Chloris. Chloris produces an affronted look back, but they both go quiet. Wake is nearly always quiet. Certainly doesn’t look worried. Kynefrid is lying down flat, no snoring, but I doubt Kynefrid’s awake.
Steam gets up and takes two steps towards the trees. Steam’s been an amiable sort, smiles a lot, if not as utterly cheerful as Wake. This looks different, it feels like cold glass.
I’m not supposed to get the feel of cold glass through my eyes.
The sound comes again, faint and high. Three clear notes and a trill.
“Bird?” says Steam.
“Bird,” Wake says.
Dove starts chewing again. Zora’s looking intent, back and forth, Chloris is looking at Steam and looking worried.
Steam, it’s not like straightening up, but it’s something. No cold glass, no unnatural smoothness of motion. Steam shrugs with one shoulder.
“Shifting the past around like that brings live things through.”  Steam sort of waves at the forest. “Some ways, that’s always been there now. Other ways, it just happened. It’s too big to be sure there’s nothing hungry in there. So we’re cautious.”
Chloris nods, slowly.
“You deal with hungry things?”
Steam smiles, gently. “Big ones.”
“We have to deal with the small ones?”  Chloris doesn’t sound like the prospect appeals. I certainly don’t want to, though I would be pleased to get a better look at the bird. I don’t think I’ve ever heard that song before.
Steam’s head shakes, stops, so chin pointing will work. “Wake does.
“Whatever that other history uses for sheep could have sneezed a disease all over this meadow, and we’re all dead without knowing it, from sitting in it to eat lunch.”  Steam doesn’t sound like someone who particularly cares, one way or another.
Wake’s eyes narrow. “Not the most likely outcome, even without the warding. With the warding, I should describe it as surpassingly unlikely.”
Steam nods.
“So that’s why no one uses it for farms.”  Zora, sounding subdued.
“One of the reasons, yes,” Wake says. “One of the others is that sometimes there are big things in there. Crunchers may well have come into our present world by that means.”
“Is the ward active?”  Dove sounds like someone asking a technical question, maybe not their skill but something they’ve done. My brain doesn’t want to work, it’s making ‘digesting, go away’ noises at me, but I figure I should know, too, and try to pay attention.
Wake nods. “Any disease-causing organism able to significantly infect the inhabitants of the Commonweal, their commensals or cattle, will be dead in a few hours. Similarly anything able to produce widespread ecological change in the wild portions of the Creeks, even the tiny wild places under the hedges. Certainly before it is time to leave for dinner.”
I’m pretty sure I’m staring at Wake, too. Everybody else is, well, not Steam.
“The ward will persist; weed species will not be able to get in, while the wholesome natives of the new area will be able to pass in and out.”  Wake goes right on sounding cheerful.
“Rough on birds full of seeds.”  Dove doesn’t sound especially worried.
“Rough on the seeds.”  Wake stands up, gestures broadly with both arms. “This is a remarkable result. I should be remiss to permit it to come to harm.”
“Couldn’t you do something like that for weeding?”  Zora, but Chloris is nodding. Dove is prodding Kynefrid in the bottom of one foot with their toes.
Wake smiles at Zora. “There are just more than two hundred Independents in this Second Commonweal; there’s precisely one of me, and of those two hundred Independents, less than thirty are as strong or stronger than any of you five.”
“If we six did nothing else, you could, with two years’ practice, ward perhaps a hundred hectares like this in a day, every day. You could not maintain each ward, once made, as you shall maintain this one; they would fade, fade to uncertainty in a season and to nothing in two seasons. So perhaps ten thousand hectares, doing nothing else; no increase in skill, no general service, no responses to crisis or alarm.”
“You, you couldn’t do that yourself?”  Chloris, sounding shocked.
“Not every day.”  Wake makes a gesture I cannot interpret. “The five of you are untrained, but you are strong. More of the strength of the ward is yours than mine.”
“Not more than fifty thousand,” Dove says, quietly. People who that much land could feed, I’m pretty sure Dove means.
Wake nods. “Though there are things that might be done, if weeds were no concern, still certainly not warded land sufficient to feed a fifth of the Creeks no matter what skill might be applied. Which is a tenth the Second Commonweal.”
There’s that little catch in everybody, even Steam, thinking about it. Half a million Creeks, half a million displaced, everybody really worried about food next year. We moved all the stored food when we displaced, away from the unceasing tide of horrible things from across the Dread River, let loose when the Iron Bridge dropped and a ward the Commonweal didn’t know anything about collapsed with it. This year isn’t the problem. It’s getting farms and houses and roads and I’m told canals into the Folded Hills, and it’s figuring out how to do that really fast, without getting too many people who know how to farm killed doing it.
Being able to make the weeds, all the weeds, just die would be extremely useful.
“Could you teach people the ward?”  Chloris, tentative and thoughtful.
“There were,” Wake sounds very dry, “in the Commonweal as was, eight Independents who could cast that ward, five of whom could do it reliably. The Second Commonweal has one of the five and three of the eight.”
Wake stands up, looks a good deal more cheerful. “I shall be delighted if I am able to teach it to one of you.
“In the meanwhile, shall we see what there is to learn of this new land?”


Chapter 7
We stay out from under the trees. Dove sums it up for everybody by saying “It feels holy in there.” It does, even after carefully sorting out that none of us think holy involves gods, that known-to-be-inefficient way to concentrate more of the Power than one person can raise.
Still, it does feel holy in there. It doesn’t feel old, which is odd, given the trees, but it’s deep and peaceful and clean.
Wake has Steam run us through some different breathing exercises, ones about sensitivity rather than power. Trying to imagine breathing out through my fingers is bizarre, but it starts to do something after awhile.
“Why fingers?” from Kynefrid, gets met with “Touch is the most basic sense,” from Wake, and the real problem is that the answer nearly makes sense. You can see it go through everyone’s face, that shouldn’t make sense, it’s not like we’re actually going to be able to put our hands on stuff buried metres deep, but sorcerer logic is leaking into everyone’s brain.
After we’ve about got the breathing-out part, which feels strange enough that I carefully don’t think about it, we spread out into a wider line and squat down and do it with our finger tips touching the ground. All this breathing stuff is circles, out comes back in, it’s purely mystical — breathe the actual air you just breathed out back in and bad things happen pretty fast — but as mystical it works.
Thirty hectares of immense trees, sure, I’m in the shadow, and the birdsong, and the strange sharp smell, of the immense trees. The trees that just couldn’t have grown, before, not if the best life-mage sorcerer you ever heard tell of had sat there for a thousand years and pushed.
Loose dirt isn’t much heavier than water, call it a fifth. So a hectare of the loam under the trees is twelve thousand tonnes for the first metre. Times thirty hectares, times however many metres it goes down before it hits the bedrock.
No way it’s not much more than three metres deep but that first three metres is saying 'a million tonnes’ into my mind very persistently. It’s not like we really lifted it, or created it, or even precisely made it, and I certainly didn’t do it myself.
I keep telling myself that, and my brain keeps saying 'a million tonnes’ as though it isn’t millions and millions of tonnes. My no-talent brain’s stuck on the first million.
The bit that knows it has a talent, because it’s exhaling through its fingertips and getting something back, it’s not really helping because I can feel stuff down there. I don’t know what it is, but the sensations change, the top bit has to be actual turf, then there’s something less squirmy, and then a lot more of something slidey that feels like the taste of salt, and then something that goes down deeper than I can reach, stiffer and cold and feeling more bitter than the salt.
Steam motions stand up at all of us, and we do, and shake out our arms. The tingling in my fingers isn’t like they’ve fallen asleep.
“It’s practice, isn’t it?”  Zora sounds like someone who should have known better. “You have to have felt things before to know what they are.”
Nothing alters in the general benevolence of Wake’s expression. “Considerable practice is required for confident identification by this method.”
“Is it like having to do some long seams by hand before you’re permitted to use the sewing machine?”  Zora asks this in entirely calm tones, they’re not plaintive at all. It cracks Wake’s expression anyway.
“No.”  Wake says it firmly.
“Consider it to be like kneading bread; you must do so until you know what dough that has been kneaded enough feels like. Only with this, the analogy breaks down, because instead of the one thing which is bread, there are a very great many.”  Wake makes a specific gesture, seemingly at the sky.
“Many other tests for the nature of a substance exist; the entire discipline of chemistry and all manner of particular tests making use of the Power. This means is not precise, it takes a lifetime of practice, but it is also extraordinarily difficult to mislead. Even if your experience suffices only to say ‘a rock, that is a rock there’, you can be confident that it is indeed a rock.”
“Not certain?”  Chloris, who sounds entirely certain of the answer.
“Nothing is entirely certain.”  Wake says it with a complete absence of doubt.
“So there might not be water around here somewhere?”  Steam still doesn’t sound like anyone who cares a whole lot.
“With those trees?”  Kynefrid sounds stuck between appalled and disbelieving. “There’s a lot of water down there somewhere.”
“Might not be anywhere it’d be decent to dig for it.”  Dove sounds brisk. “Never mind where we put the sewage pond.”
“One thing, then the other thing,” Wake says. We do at least know that the pit latrine by the tent is still there, everybody visited after lunch. It might have been a much more urgent question, otherwise.
The two most-uphill tent pegs aren’t, the guy ropes are fine but the pegs aren’t there, at least not so as you could see them. Maybe breathing-fingers will be a way to find them.
The one thing, the first thing, turns out to be standing in a line and walking, east to west, and writing down what we feel. Well, Wake writing down what we feel.
It’s squat, reach, try to figure out what words to use for things like relative depth or mass or the horrible cold squelch, like the ghost of something rotten, I run into a few times. Then it’s a couple metres forward, and do it again.
It takes a surprisingly long time to get across the whole new meadow that way. There are a few ripples in it, too, dips I wouldn’t call a dell, but the stone underneath isn’t perfectly smooth and the meadow isn’t, either.
Then we come back, closer to the trees.
The whole line of the ridge, the thing that was there before we changed it, slopes down to the west, getting lower toward the West Wetcreek. The meadow is over something glittery; under that is something dark, and denser. It wasn’t lying in anything like the same way, before, except the slope, and even that’s higher, you can see the hump in the ridge-line where it got higher. The dark stuff dives down northward more steeply than the hill slope; presumably that’s what gives room for the trees.
Trying to think of this makes my head hurt. From the faces, I’m not the only one. The important thing seems to be that the dark stuff is practically at the surface on the east side; it doesn’t just tip north, it’s northwest, and the place it came from, or its heap of chances, I don’t imagine there’s a sudden hole in some other world somewhere, or we’d get vast sudden pits appearing here at least occasionally.
Though if the dirt just switches, who would notice? It’s not like someone lives on most dirt.
Probably shouldn’t think about that much.
Wake motions us off the meadow, off to the east and a little north and down off the curve.
“Reach down,” Wake says, gesturing.
I do, we do: the…original, unaltered, something, standing on the stunted forb within reach of the meadow grass makes the whole thing suddenly real, I’m awake, this is really happening, and down there I can feel the angle of the heavy dark stuff, dropping away down but not vertically, it splays, out to the east and tipped a little westward so if the face of it was a wall it leans back and in. It sloshes down there, all the free-draining rock has to be piling water up against the wall-face of the terrain we added.
It sloshes not very far down. Feels like it’s barely half my height.
“Tomorrow is digging out a spring,” says Wake.


Chapter 8
It’s like being hungover, the ache doesn’t seem to be a muscle thing.
Steam handed every one of us a pair of ten-litre cans after the post-breakfast sluicing; no yokes, just advice to avoid thinking of them as heavy.
We don’t go to the sandpit, we go back up toward the tent and the new meadow.
If it was a hangover, I would’ve had to have drunk something except water and altered beets. If it was a hangover, I’d be feeling better for the amount of water I got into me at breakfast. Also the salt. I don’t, so that’s not what it is.
Not thinking of the cans as heavy gets tough, quickly; both of them slosh. Not the same slosh, one of them might be bottles, the lid looks loose. The other one’s the same can of water thing as yesterday.
I’ve got a decent enough hat. I can’t say I’ve actually got glare in my eyes, even crossing the bridge back to the east side of the West Wetcreek — Dove and Chloris and Zora between them have me and Kynefrid about cured of referring to it as a river or just ‘Westcreek’ — and over a lot of sunlit water, but it feels like glare, anyway.
Chloris suggests stopping to rest our hands at the other side of the bridge; Steam says it’s a learning experience, keep going.
Kynefrid looks entirely weary for a second, and Zora gets what I’m starting to think is a standard look of betrayal, and my head turns a little to see if Dove is still right behind me. Dove’s swinging both ten-litre cans in one hand as though they were empty.
The cans weren’t empty when Steam handed them out. The bails don’t squeak like that when they’re empty.
The Power exerts physical force just fine. Lots of what makes the Bad Old Days bad involve having wizards squash you, or your house, or the milk cow, in a fit of pique from a long way away.
There’s a place near where I used to live that has a pond shaped like a boot-print a couple hundred metres long. Local knowledge has it the result of some wizard of old deciding to stomp on an enemy, good and hard.
It’s a deep pond. Fills up with turtles every fall.
Only place it isn’t the Bad Old Days is either Commonweal. Trying to remember that, I think I have to remember that every day I’m learning sorcery.
I don’t want to hand my lunch to the wide sky. Doesn’t matter to lunch if it’s incompetence or wrath.
Getting into a tug-of-war with the vastness of the earth that’s pulling down doesn’t seem like a good plan either. The earth will win. I can kinda feel how you could do that, there’s a dip in nothingness around each of the cans, and me, and the bridge, and everyone else, everything’s got its own. It’s not a bendy dip. Filling it in probably makes it deeper, deeper is just the same as piling more stuff into the dip; our individual dips are bigger than the cans, and the bridge is way, way larger. I think you could, I could, flatten it out, but I don’t want to do the experiment, not walking up a hill in the morning sun.
There is a way, though, Dove’s doing it. Asking seems like cheating, Steam’s outright said this is a lesson.
If I make my arms stronger, I have to get everything, skin, bones, tendons, not just muscle, like it’s not just the new chuck that has to turn twice as fast when you rebuild a lathe. That could go nineteen kinds of wrong, and there’s still this hangover-thing, I doubt I’m thinking as well as I could.
The dips all go straight down. I wonder if I can kinda tip one, rather than bending it? Like moving up a ramp, instead of a straight lift?
Steam’s head turns. “Edgar — not like that. That’s too exciting for just after breakfast.”
All right, then, as Chloris looks more baffled than angry and Kynefrid just looks baffled. Kynefrid’s lanky, nearly skinny, but seems to figure carrying maybe twenty kilos up to the meadow was no big deal and isn’t worrying about making the job easier.
Spin the dip, so the can wants to rise up the sides?
It’s really hard to get the dip to rotate at all, and Steam is looking alarmed at a quarter-turn, so I stop.
Zora’s got something, it’s like towing two little boats on the water, the bails of the cans angling back. Doesn’t look anything like as difficult as carrying them.
Rot.
Floating things aren’t lighter, they’re less relatively dense; air’s thin, water’s thicker, more things float in water. There’s stuff that’s thicker than water, collectives who make jewel-bearings for clocks use it to float the bits they don’t want out of crushed rock. There were clockmakers across the road and about a kilometre down, before. Dunno where they are now, if they wound up going upstream or over into the Second Commonweal.
Make the air thicker and I’ll have to drag the thick air along, that’s not going to help. Make lunch more widely distributed? Difficult to see how that’s a good outcome.
Huh. The dips scale with how heavy the thing is. What if I just sort of roll the edge of the dip down, like the top of a sock? Make the dip itself float higher, if that even makes sense?
It works!
Fiddle a little with the amount of roll, and I can get it, carefully, so each can’s about half a kilo. I stop there; I still don’t want to hand my lunch to the sky. Plus Steam started looking alarmed again somewhere around the kilo mark.
The rest of the walk goes a bit quicker after that, or it feels like it, anyway.
Chloris is looking plenty steamed, and Kynefrid’s sweating, but they make it fine. Zora’s had a nice even tow going on the whole way, and Dove’s still swinging both pails. I’ve got the roll balanced and have about stopped fiddling with it the last kilometre or so, to Steam’s apparent relief.
Just east of the meadow and down, over the hill, right down below where we found the dark rock to be highest yesterday, there’s a waggon and a couple of bronze bulls. They’re doing that disturbing happy contemplative chewing thing, like they were actually alive and ate stuff.
Someone comes round the waggon, patting both bronze bulls absently on the forehead. Doesn’t look quite like a Creek, colour’s wrong, hair’s one shade of black and skin tone’s at the medium end of brown, but my first impression is that this is Dove’s kid sister.
Dove’s pails get set down with a clunk. “Captain Blossom!”
Whoever it is grins. “Hi Dove. Just Blossom.”
Dove looks plausibly embarrassed.
Zora looks young, is young, still in youth. Wake doubtless thinks we’re all young. Whoever this is looks young, too, but not the same way. There’s something else there, which I suppose goes with the Captain.
Line Captain? Add an extra ten years on the looks, that still seems unlikely. Maybe a barge team captain? Different kinds of people age at different rates, look different in their ages.
Ow.
Glare, nothing but glare in the world.
Just exactly what you want when you’re feeling hungover.
Nothing but glare, though. I mean, it’s not actually there, or my hat would be on fire, but no horrible texture or accompanying sounds or smells of forlorn longing. Just straight up why-did-you-look-at-the-sun-through-a-telescope glare.
You’d think I’d learn about the whole mystical perception thing and teachers. Even Steam looks blue and has too many arms. Doesn’t give me shaking fits, but ow.
Steam looks, well, be fair, it’s not the mean kind of amused.
“Blossom, this is Edgar. You’ll approve, Edgar got stuck on trying to alter the curve of gravitational potential energy.”
Blossom grins at me, too, and the grin suddenly gets a good deal brighter. “Can you put them down?”
I don’t see why not, it’s just unrolling the sock. Works fine, there’s the moment of the full weight on my hands, but that’s much better than the full weight the whole way up here.
Blossom gives me an approving nod, Steam introduces the other three, and Blossom says “Everybody grab a hammer or a drill rod,” waving one of each in either hand, up from off the waggon bed.
Steam says “See you at dinner,” gives us a general wave, and trots off as we’re moving forward to be handed implements.
It’s surprising how much Steam leaving makes me nervous.
There are face covers, tight wire mesh you can see through but which will stop the chips, and some long tongs for holding the drill rods, so you can be mostly out of the arc of the hammer and still turn the rod.
Chloris and Kynefrid have a brief argument about who gets the hammer; Chloris wins it by the expedient of holding the five-kilo sledge straight out from the shoulder in one hand. It doesn’t quiver, despite staying there while Chloris points out at moderate length that being considered frail would be found personally and specifically offensive.
Dove mutters something about a fortunate lack of horseshoes, and tosses me — gently — a drill rod. I see no reason to argue.
Besides, there are what look like two-and-a-half-metre drill rods in the waggon bed. Pretty sure we’re all going to get a turn.
Yesterday’s marker pegs are still there.
I don’t know why they wouldn’t be, but that stopped meaning ‘of course nothing has moved them’ sometime yesterday.
Kynefrid’s used a chalkline before, I’ve used a chalkline before, we get to set the line; there’s enough bare dirt that there’s only a couple places we have to toss some sad plant. Wrong kind of tongs for it, but they’ll do.
Then there’s the other line; four metres away, another twenty meters long. Holes every two metres. We’re in for a long day.
Blossom makes sure everybody’s facing mostly the same way with the hammers, all on one line; if a hammer flies, it’s going to make some sad plant sadder, not cause a casualty. I can hear the team lead who does machine safety in, in what used to be my collective, saying “casualty”.
The top of the dirt isn’t sure if it’s dirt or rock; the rock itself is pretty mushy stuff. That’s still a lot of holes.
Zora’s holding for Blossom in the middle, I’m holding for Dove closest to the meadow, and Chloris and Kynefrid have the outside. Two metres doesn’t seem like much distance when you’re about to have someone swinging a sledgehammer on both sides of you.
Blossom picks up what I supposed was a spare drill rod, about a metre long. We’re going to get there, but what we’ve got now are not much more than half a metre long. Blossom steps out in front, turns around, and goes all teacher.
“You did a big working yesterday, you’re all talent-tired, and this looks like a nice simple physical day involving hammers, to let you get charged back up.”  Blossom looks left and right. It’s a real smile, there’s real friendliness. It’s not reassuring.
“If you were using a focus, that would be basic safety advice, as basic as everybody using eye shields.”  Blossom gestures at the tilted-up mesh mask perched on their head.
“Since we’re trying to turn you into accomplished sorcerers and want to get there before your talent kills you, that’s not what we’re doing.”
Blossom grabs the metre of drill rod by both ends and twists it into a coil, both hands moving in circles. The rod winds into a spiral with horrible noises. It looks just like a large coil spring, if coil springs were red-hot enough to show a glow in daylight.
Blossom drops the coil, and there’s a smell of scorched dirt and a few small flames as sad vegetation dies by fire.
“If I have to stick to muscles, I’m not that strong.”  Blossom says this conversationally. “It’s not totally unknown, but most sorcerers don’t put that kind of effort into physical strength.”
“If all of you stick to muscles, we’re not going to get these holes drilled today, and the more the schedule slips, the longer you’ll be living in a tent in the rain.”  It’s a totally friendly smile. If it weren’t for the words, I’d say Blossom looked kind. I can see Dove out of the corner of my eye, nodding, no look of surprise, no look of distress, this seems reasonable to Dove.
Hard not to wonder where Dove’s expectations come from. All the Creeks I’ve met so far seem like decent people, lots of them are friendly, no one even seems to mind having five students dropped on their refectory without even being put in a dishwashing rotation.
“So the plan has you working through the talent-tired. That builds your ability to summon the Power, it gives you practice with noticing when you’re about to actually damage yourselves through overstrain, and it’s not very much Power, so it should still be recuperative.”
“Drilling twenty holes in rock is recuperative?”  Zora, voice full of a wish to be precise and careful and get this correct.
“Yes.”  Blossom says this with total conviction. “Every Independent has ways of staying awake and useful for a décade at least. A nice simple day practising strength enhancement through simple concentration on the Power and getting a good night’s sleep at the end? After food? Completely recuperative.”
It’s not a joke at all. Blossom means it. And Dove is nodding again.
Sounds like the notion of balance between ‘get the job done’ and ‘don’t harm yourself’ is different for Independents.
Drilling isn’t very hard as an idea; you whack the drill with the hammer, some rock breaks, you turn the drill, you whack it with the hammer again, more rock breaks, you get a hole a decimetre deep or so, you pour some water down the hole before you pull the drill rod, and the stone chips mostly stick to the drill. As the hole gets deeper, you switch to using longer and longer drill rods.
In practice? You’ve got to hold the drill plumb; you’ve got to not flinch when someone with a big hammer is swearing just over there, you’ve got to get methodical about twisting the drill, without holding it so tight in the tongs that you’re making it harder for the person on the hammer to do anything. Traditionally, there aren’t any tongs, you hold the drill with your hands, and presumably just hope your luck is good enough that the person with the hammer, who might be you, doesn’t miss today. Hitting the drill over and over again, precisely, isn’t easy, though it doesn’t have to be hit all that hard, at least not on this rock. You need enough to flake rock, it’s not like you’re trying to stun an aurochs.
If you could find an aurochs.
Dove’s first couple of swings are tentative, and then Dove gets into a rhythm, and not flinching from the swearing is nothing compared to not flinching from the way the blow kicks back up the tongs handles into my hands. The ringing doesn’t help, either; everybody with a hammer has a rhythm, but they’re not the same and even with only three it’s a lot like the evil opposite of music.
I’m not doing anything that requires any strength; squatting and holding the thing vertical isn’t effortless, but it’s not anything like swinging a sledge. So I start thinking about talent, and if I can do a better job.
The tongs are some drag; hands would be, too, but I ought to be able to hold the drill. I mean, if I can make a couple ten-litre cans light, fixing the drill vertically should be pretty straightforward, that dip may be narrow for what’s really just a half-metre steel bar, but it’s there, I can see it, and it wants to point down. Getting the round top of the dip to centre on the physical round top of the drill is really easy.
Spinning the drill by spinning the dip won’t do me much good. It’s a lot of effort, and from the way Steam reacted it’s got a messy way to go wrong.
But it’s steel, and it’s right there, and it’s not the tongs because I’m touching the tongs and I’m not touching the drill and it’s not the hammer because the hammer keeps moving in big sweeping arcs. So there should be some other way to get the Power to grab at it; I’m pretty sure there are enchantments that move steel things, and if an enchantment can do it, awake live talent can, too.
I start reaching into the drill, trying to feel if there’s anything that changes when I turn it with the tongs. I get a bell sound, a big ripply thing like a sheet flapping on a clothesline, every time the hammer hits it, a bitter taste like overcooked soap, and a pattern that feels something like wood grain. It’s not wood grain, but there’s the same kind of thing, strings of something with something else holding them together.
If it was wood, it’d be awkward, the strings are short and mixed and kinda twist. Not really wood grain, I can imagine them straighter, if they’re straight it’s almost like gear teeth, I can make the drill rotate.
And I can, too, except the tongs get ripped out of my hands, the whole drill rings when it’s struck with a ripple that runs through the gear teeth and doesn’t move them. Dove catches the hammer at the top of the backswing, breaks their rhythm, doesn’t swing down, pauses, and then sets everything down. The spurt of rock dust falls quickly, it’s not very fine, not like sanding dust from wood. The drill is stuck to the face of the hammer, the tongs are stuck to the drill, and standing on the drill to pull on the hammer doesn’t work, Dove can’t get the hammer off the drill.
Blossom says “Stop.”  It’s not loud, it’s entirely conversational, but you don’t, I can feel this like cold oil trickling down my neck, you don’t hear it with your ears. Chloris stops hammering. I think that’s the stop Blossom meant.
I stand up, which is an improvement; Zora and Kynefrid do, too. Dove hands Blossom the hammer, drill, and tongs, all stuck together.
“Good thing it was a short drill.”  Blossom sounds amused. Better, Dove looks amused. It wouldn’t have been my shoulders that got wrenched if the drill couldn’t lift clear of the hole.
“Thorough job of magnetizing, Edgar. Trying for something you could turn?”
I nod. Magnets, well, magnets are something they show you in school. Somebody has to make them but I’ll admit to not thinking of them as made things.
Really need to start thinking of stuff done by the Power as made.
“How do I turn it off?” I say, taking back the mass of stuck-together tools.
I did it, obviously I get to turn it off.
“How did you turn it on?”  Blossom’s still sounding cheerful. I am starting to wonder what it takes to get Blossom to seem anything else.
I can feel my face contorting. I don’t have the words for any of this stuff. “String? There were all these little bits like wood-grain, only jumbled; I was imagining them lining up.”
Blossom grins at me. “That’ll do it.”
Blossom’s voice pitches up, makes it a general comment. “Magnets come from organizing small particles, usually small crystals, though it can be smaller. There’s a bunch of theory, but for where you are now, if it’s a magnet and you don’t want it to be, you disorganize its insides.”
Another grin. “Since we need the drill rod to keep working as a drill rod, it needs to stay this shape and it needs to keep its temper, so no heating it up.”
“Knots in the strings?”  I want to know what I’m talking about when I say ‘strings’. Probably makes sense not to tell us yet, we’d be staggering around trying to understand stuff we’d never experienced.
I still want to know. This feels like being sent out to weed unclaimed ground by poking things with a stick.
“Instead of long threads, can you imagine them in rings?”
Apparently I can, little snippets of the threads will break off and wind together into rings. I must look a generally successful kind of stunned, thinking about it, because Blossom goes on.
“Get the rings going opposite directions. All the same is a different kind of magnet, opposite’s a bit like balancing stones in an arch, zero net force.”
The little rings are stripy; if I remind myself I’m not seeing real things, it’s an idea my brain has about an idea that might describe something real, it’s easy, every second ring can just do a backflip, and then the little stripes from being wound threads can go the other way.
The drill and the hammer just pop apart; the tongs hit my feet, mostly flat, so it just hurts, nothing breaks.
Blossom, well, sticks out a hand and the tongs rise up to be grasped, handed to Zora. “You can heat these.”
Zora’s face says “I can?” before it turns into a frown of concentration. The pincer end of the tongs blurs orange-hot, really fast. Zora’s face goes from concentration to surprised to pain, and then the tongs are being juggled around between what look like oven mitts. I don’t think you can make oven mitts out of snow, even if you are a sorcerer, but that’s what it looks like.
“It’s not much heat, you can just push it straight up into the air,” Blossom says, still cheerful, and calm, as though someone wasn’t juggling red-hot iron a metre away.
The frown comes back, and the tongs visibly cool. There’s a heat haze in the air, all headed straight up, but it doesn’t last half a second.
“What are these mitts?”  Zora sounds as if the real question is where they came from.
“Your reaction to holding something hot.”  Blossom pulls a big floppy sun-hat out of clear air. It’s green, and it’s got an amazing purple feather. Blossom waves it gently, it bends in the air as it ought. “Nothing here but Power; same with your mitts.”  The hat vanishes, no ripples, nothing, it just goes away.
“Get good enough and you can make things that move and speak, but it’s still just illusion.”
Zora gets this look of mad glee; the oven mitts get embroidered cuffs, something mostly in red, run up past Zora’s elbows, develop fingers, and vanish. There’s a distinct pause, and the whole thing reappears, vanishes, reappears, sticks while Zora’s fingers wriggle, and the gloves vanish again.
Blossom’s voice goes teacher. “Anything you make like this that you’re not paying attention to has a tendency to vanish, before anyone gets hopeful about clothes.”
Kynefrid gets a very thoughtful look.
Blossom points at Kynefrid and Chloris, a chin-lift, but it’s obvious. Sorcerers don’t seem to point at things with their fingers. At least our teachers don’t.
“You two didn’t lighten lunch, so you get a water-cask off the waggon and back here.”
“How?”  Kynefrid, who looks like someone who has a good sense of how much a full hundred-litre cask weighs.
Blossom looks at Dove.
“The Line trick is a rolling loop of the Power; you balance the weight on the top of it, and roll it along. Big squishy loop.”  Blossom shrugs. “Probably want to imagine the loop lifting the cask before you move it.”
You can move big things, barges and houses, big things, or huge boulders, with the right kind of sixty-four-person focus, but I never knew how they did it.
“Zora?” Blossom says.
“Steam said not to think of the cans as heavy, so I didn’t.”  Zora’s shrug is very similar to Blossom’s. “I don’t know why it worked.”
“Direct lift force,” Blossom says. “Works better on small things; you don’t want to be trying to balance anything large that way, where large is I’d really like a wheelbarrow.”
“And we already know Edgar rolled up gravity like a sock.”  Blossom has the grin back.
I really wish I knew if I’d been clever or stupid.
Chloris and Kynefrid get the cask back over here, a stand, and a bucket with a spout. The cask gets up on the stand, too, and nothing gets dropped. Both of them seem surprised by that.
We all go through the wet-the-drill step, how to check you’ve got all the chips and dust — “Don’t want to pad the rock ahead of the drill,” says Blossom — and then it’s back to drilling with the next length up.
Dove hands me the hammer. All the magnetism is out of it, quietly enough that I didn’t notice Dove doing it at all.
“Not used a five-kilo sledge much,” gets me a grin, and a “Start slow,” so I do.
Not much like tapping window brads, but there’s an arc there, and I can get my sense of the Power into it, like running my hand up the nap of flannel the slow way. It’s a bad idea to try to swing the hammer down on an inhale, that was like punching myself in the gut, it’s up with the in, out, in, down for awhile, before I can manage up with in, hold, down.
It works, pretty much entirely to my surprise. It sparkles and feels chewy but it doesn’t smell of anything but sweaty people and stone dust and mud.
After a couple of decimetres, it’s stop, pour, pull, and back. Dove reminds me to drink; one of the ten-litre cans each is indeed just a bucket of water. It’s not that warm out, it’s a pleasant enough day but it’s getting late in the year, and I might still need all ten litres.
I don’t hear what Kynefrid says, it’s quiet, might be an offer to switch with Chloris after they’ve pulled their first drill, but the results are hard to miss.
“Not frail — ”CLANG — “not delicate — ”CLANG — “if I must — ”CLANG — “do this unseemly — ”CLANG — the way Chloris says unseemly you’d think it was ‘gratuitous cannibalism’ or ‘become an aristocrat’ — “messy, crazy THING — ”CLANG — “I will — ”CLANG — “NOT be delicate — ”CLANG — “and get the job DONE.” CLANG.
Kynefrid obviously, visibly, decides against arguing the point, and keeps on holding the drill.
There’s a break in the middle of the morning and a quick lesson in sharpening rock drills. We all get to try Zora’s oven mitt trick. Mine come out segmented, like armour gauntlets. “Not very much like armour gauntlets,” Dove says, and leaves it at that. They work, everybody’s work, we re-temper the whole set of drills; we’ve got three holes done.
“The rest should go faster,” says Blossom, still smiling.
Let’s just say we get the job done.
Even with the Power, with a good lunch — bread and pickles and amazing pumpkin chutney and half a kilo of dry sharp cheese, and there were bottles, a litre of cider and a couple litres of the frothy joy-beets drink each — and lots of water, swinging a hammer half the hours of daylight, even in the fall, is something you notice.
Something that leaves me feeling like my arms can’t decide if they’re going to catch fire or fall off.
Getting the second empty water-cask back on the waggon is harder work than getting it off full was, but we get that done, too. It and its stand are the last thing. Twenty two-metre holes in — weak — rock, all neatly plugged with wooden pegs and ready for whatever comes next.
Blossom’s still grinning. Dusty, did as much drilling as any of us, but not looking anything like tired. I don’t know if this is an inspiration to learn or a source of despair.
Blossom gets the waggon turned around without doing anything visible, or, so far as I can tell, invisible, to communicate with the bronze bulls.
“Get dinner, get breakfast, sleep in between, wash at least once. Leave the gravity alone unless I’m there or Wake’s there to supervise. Back here after breakfast tomorrow,” Blossom says, from up on the waggon seat, and rolls off.
We pick up the lunch cans, and start walking.
Well, shambling.
I can about manage shambling.


Chapter 9
It’s bucketing down rain the next morning.
We did see Steam at dinner. There was advice, and some instruction, on how to do breathing exercises to encourage muscle recovery. It worked, I could feel it working. From the way I feel now, I’d be dead if the exercises didn’t work.
Kynefrid had asked about the wisdom of using breath as a metaphor for life; all of us had been taught that you weren’t dead until your brain was dead, that the first really reliable test for death that anybody could use involved listening for a heartbeat.
“Brain, heart, sure, but stop breathing and neither of those will keep working long,” Steam had said. “If you’re trying to put yourself back together, it has to work, and you’d rather it worked without having to think too hard.”
Have to think pretty hard about leaving the tent. It’s chilly, the rain will be cold, I think we all hurt, I know I want to whine but no one does. Maybe nobody wants to be first.
We all get moving. Part of that might be the knowledge of which direction breakfast is in.
The rain is cold all right, it doesn’t help the ache.
Steam, I don’t know if it’s showing or explaining, how to dry off and stay dry helps. Bad enough being in a refectory where you’re not on the work rotation without dripping on the floor.
Breakfast helps. I’m not quite miserable enough before to consider drinking some of the wood-lettuce-root tea the Creeks all drink. It’d be a closer thing if it didn’t smell like the way cold cooked onion feels.
The walk up to the Tall Woods — no one wants to use ‘new’, it’s easier to think of it as having been there all along — may not help, exactly, but practise making lunch lighter and keeping the rain off at the same time is at least a distraction. And the walk probably does loosen some muscles and help a bit.
Being grinned at by Blossom doesn’t help at all.
There’s no waggon today, just a couple boxes, proper ones with latches and hinged lids, and a handful of sticks like extra-length broom handles.
Blossom’s wearing outright gauntlets, can’t call them gloves. Serious gauntlets; whatever they’re for is dangerous. They don’t look like metal or I’d say they were from fighting armour. Odd colours, too, I think it’s stains of some kind.
“Good morning!”  Blossom says it sincerely, hard cold rain and all. We’re two, three hundred metres from the actual trees, just outside the ward-loop around all the novel terrain, and I can feel the ward but the overwhelming thing is the way the rain roars on the leaves.
“Now that we’ve got those holes drilled, we can break the rock up in a controlled way. We want controlled so no one gets their skull crushed by flying rocks, first, and second, we want controlled so we’ve got a good idea how big the hole will be before we start.”
There’s something about the way Blossom says ‘skull crushed’. It’s not any least kind of approval, but it’s not like there’s going to be any kind of surprise, either. Right. This is actually dangerous.
Blossom’s head comes up a bit, looking at each of us instead of looking at all of us. “Do any of you remember why steam’s impractical?”
There’s an abrupt quirk to Blossom’s lips. “Water vapour, steam, not the Independent Steam.”
Kynefrid speaks doubtfully into the extended pause. “Something about adding heat the second time.”
Blossom nods. “Thermodynamic cycles. If there’s a Null available to keep the Power away, you can get work out of heat mechanically. But then you have to add heat again. It’s the cyclical nature that does it, the Power objects and you get serious mischief. If there’s no Null, anything that works by moving heat explodes. Using high-pressure steam to cook food faster will eventually explode, less immediately but certainly.”
Everybody’s nodding. Being careful with kettles, it doesn’t matter if you’re making soup or dyeing wool, everybody knows about being careful with kettles. A lid mustn’t fit too tightly.
“An explosion is just stuff flying apart, stored energy becoming kinetic energy all at once. You can get that by storing energy in the structure of the stuff with heat or with chemistry. Enough Power in a continuous application of will can keep the mischief out until you remove your will from the working.”
Hard to tell in the rain, but this is a locked stillness, not just silence. I don’t think any of us think we can do that. I really hope Blossom doesn’t.
“Since on-site, as-needed high-energy chemistry is more work than we need to do today, we’re going with something simple.”  Blossom’s grin has edges. I’m feeling my spine ache at me as my back tenses up solid. This isn’t safe, echoes through my head in a voice I don’t recognize.
Dove grins back at Blossom. Kynefrid looks totally bored. Chloris and Zora have nearly identical fixed looks. I don’t suppose respectable young Creeks blow stuff up very often. Nobody did in the part of the Commonweal, First Commonweal, I was from, there were lots of rocks but not much outcrop.
“Time to turn the umbrellas off,” Blossom says, and obviously starts getting damp. You can hear the rain rattling off our hats, the tone off Blossom’s hat is different, harder, more like a roof than fabric. “You never have any kind of actual Power working going on when you’re blasting. That’s rule one. Rule zero is you don’t even consider it if you’re drunk, hungover, unwell, or are otherwise not able to supply your full attention.”
Rain’s still cold.
“Rule two; have some place to hide when the boom happens.”
We all look around; it’s pretty much locally flat.
“Over the ridge line?”  Zora sounds doubtful; that’s a couple hundred metres away.
Blossom nods. “You want to hide where the boom can’t get you, not where you think it won’t get you. Over the ridge is correct.”
Zora looks a bit surprised, and then cheered. I know I’m happier having a hill between me and the boom. Power…I don’t want to have to rely on the Power just yet.
“Everybody, tidying exercise; you do not want to have any residual Power on you anywhere.”
So we all do. It only seems silly for the first few breaths-worth, now, and then stuff happens, the texture of the rain stops smelling like roses and starts being more like cat fur. I try to think about the rain washing any bits of Power away. It seems less oppressive that way.
When we’re done, Blossom has one of the cases open, and is holding something slung in a hankie with a loose grip on the hankie corners between least and third fingers.
“Rule three; you never hold these things in your hand.”
“It’s that reactive?”  Kynefrid does a sort of shuffle-step, half a step back and half a step forward. Kind of inclined to do the same thing.
“Growing your arm back is that unpleasant.”  Blossom says this with immense conviction. “Or your eyes, or half your face, presuming I can keep you from dying.”
This grin is just flat frightening. “First aid is not my best skill.”
“These work by resistance to conducting the Power. They’re not supposed to go off on their own, but nothing’s immune to mischief.”
Or one of us having a novice failure of control. Blossom doesn’t say it. Blossom pauses, so we’ve all got time to think it for ourselves.
“When they go off, the boom is just little stuff moving really fast; faster than sound in the medium. It’s not connected, it’s just all flying along, and it’s tiny, so it bounces. That means it follows the path of least resistance.”  Blossom waves the hankie, and you can see something heavy enough to swing in it. “Like this, the hankie dies in fluff, I feel like I’ve been whacked in the hand with a plank, but it’s not likely anything will break. Better than getting your hand stepped on by a horse, on the odds.”
“A live riding horse.”  Dove says this rather dryly, I don’t know how anyone sounds dry with cold water running off them. I suppose the rest of us could try it if we wanted.
Blossom nods. They don’t keep all that many horses in this part of the Creeks, and the ones I’ve seen are enormous draft beasts. “One of those draft horses would be for sure worse.”
“Hold it in your hand, the force is contained by your hand. When the boom happens, you lose that hand to the elbow.”
Blossom wiggles the fingers of the hand that’s not holding the hankie. “That’ll put you behind on your studies.”
Chloris laughs. It’s a bit ragged, but it’s a real laugh.
“Everybody come closer; you need to be able to see this.”
Blossom sets the hankie down, flips it open with a sodden flap. “This is a couple of copper ends, and the twisted stuff between them is technically wool.”
“Wool?”  I have been getting better at believing things since I woke up in Westcreek, but this one’s tough.
“It’s iron and carbon and a coating that’s more like the outsides of ants than hair. It works for this because the coating fails all at once and the carbon conducts Power well. But the thing it grows on is generally considered a sheep, so wool.”  Blossom sounds amused.
“Technically.”  Dove is grinning, and the dry tone won’t stick, this is clearly very funny if you know what they’re talking about.
Nobody else does, and Blossom makes a waving gesture. “The copper ends have a very minor working on them, so that there’s a preference in one cap for the Power to flow in, and in the other to not flow out. There’s also a predilection toward being noticeable to talent.”
Blossom looks at us carefully; none of us get curious about what that means and reach out. Might be the rain, might just be good sense.
Blossom nods.
“The predilection takes touch to set up; you can’t just fumble around, notice these things are there, even out of the box — ” there are runes all over the boxes, incised in the brass edging — “and set them off by accident with a little too much Power when you’re curious.”
“So we’re going to try one each, on the surface. Flood it with Power and it flies apart. Then we’re going to come back and set the actual charge.”
Which is just what we do.
The tries go off with more of a snap than a bang. You can still feel it through the rock, crouched down two hundred and fifty metres away. Not a lot, but it’s there, like a door being knocked on once.
Finding mine, the one I’d carefully touched with two fingers — “if I knew why one didn’t work I’d be famous,” Blossom said — was easy, like finding the fork next to your plate. Setting it off wasn’t any harder than breathing out.
Going back to look, the metre-fifty scorch marks are disturbing. Some sad forb, getting less sad with the rain, hadn’t died in fire, but it had died.
The main shot to break rock was a dull boom and a rumble. It had taken a couple hours of mixing up tamping mud, from magically collected bits of dirt and equally magically collected rain, lugging the mud from the considerable safe distance to the drill holes in an actual, full-weight bucket, of figuring out how many of the larger wool twists to use, and then figuring out how you tip a bendy thing you’re holding in a sodden hankie down a just-large enough hole in the rock.
The actual tamping had been pretty easy, as a thing; thinking about what I was doing had made it harder. You don’t lean over the hole, you use the wooden stick in one hand, you don’t drop the stick, it’s always pushing lightly. The things we’re using don’t go off from pressure, but bad habits kill you. Blossom said that just as cheerfully as everything else.
Grouping together, so all the explosions would go off at once, was harder.
That’s the ‘I’m not sure we really managed it at all’ kind of ‘harder’; everybody has colours, I have to think about it to not see those, from what Blossom said about linking up I’m pretty sure that’s expected. There’s somebody in Westcreek who looks like they’re covered in snakes, lines of writhing green scales.
Everybody has a texture, too; I don’t know how to describe Dove’s, it’s cool and inflexible but I don’t know what, Zora feels like having a cat step over your leg, Chloris is like a good deep hardwood clonk sound, only you feel it instead of hear it, and Kynefrid’s like open dirt. This is all much more apparent than our first joint working with Wake.
We don’t mesh well. It worked with Wake, but that might have been Wake. It might be sheer concern for how big a boom we’re headed at. It might just be the second time being harder, because you think more. But I’m not sure it worked, we never really manage to get one whole stable thing, even if at some point Blossom says “Go!” and there’s a rumble in the rocks.
And now we’re standing next to what would be a pit, if all these broken rocks weren’t in it. It’s still raining, not as hard.
Blossom left the boxes with the other bits of wool and copper over the ridge. “Umbrellas back up if you want them.”
Everybody wants them. Everybody but Blossom, who really doesn’t seem to mind being rained on.
Blossom stands up from having one hand on the broken rock, smiles, actually smiles, it’s not a grin. “Not bad for a first try.”
“What do we do with the rubble?”  Chloris sounds like someone estimating wheelbarrow loads, just like I’m doing. Though I think the answer means we’re not doing this with a shovel; we’d be the whole winter in that tent.
“Fill, somewhere. Or maybe a pond dam, the mass doesn’t have to be impermeable, just the face.”  Blossom points downhill, a sweep of arm from north to east. “Where do you expect to walk?”
Dove lets go of an obvious slow breath, and orange lines crawl over the landscape. It takes me a second to realize the cross-hatched spaces are ponds.
“It’s in my head!”  Zora sounds gleeful. Chloris sounds appalled.
Blossom extends a hand, palm up, at Dove, who makes a reaching motion back. I didn’t see anything at all change hands, but the perception of orange goes away and the same lines come back in green and gold, right straight up out of the actual landscape.
Kynefrid says something, I don’t catch it, Kyenfrid’s facing the other way. We’ve all got green shadows, dark as daylight, rain or no rain.
“Better?” says Blossom.
Zora claps once and bounces once. Chloris nods, wide-eyed.
“Are we going to be able to do that?”  Kynefrid, most of the way to gobsmacked.
Steam is not deferential. Kynefrid may have taken what I think is deference to Blossom as unconcern for the fate of students. Or maybe it was not paying attention.
“Study hard.”  Blossom waves, wiggles fingers at the shining lines. “This particular thing is more knack than skill, transecting lights, but the lights themselves are a skill.”
“But not this year.”  Zora clearly wishes to make this a question.
“Basic lights are next month some time, this kind of light is next spring. Photons are pretty easy.”  Blossom has this tiny flash of looking fond through the basic steady grin; Zora looks happy, and Chloris’ eyes roll.
“Unlike all this rock.”  I figure I had better say something, before I get asked.
“Unlike all this rock.”  Don’t think I fooled Blossom.
“So, students, where ought the rock to go?”  Nope, didn’t fool Blossom at all.
Kynefrid and Dove are sketching, or trying to sketch, on the dirt; it’s wet, it’s rough, there really isn’t much actual dirt.
Zora’s face screws up in concentration, I hope it’s concentration, if it’s pain it’s severe, as Zora stands on tiptoes and makes a throwing motion. A mauve ball of light a metre in diameter bounces, bounces again, rolls, sometimes uphill, and sits, spinning, where the dam for Dove’s choice of second pond would have to go.
“That’s further away.”  Chloris does not approve of further away.
“It’ll be enough, though.”  Zora’s big ball of purple light rolls uphill, dips through where the first dam will have to go, forward and back. “That’s going to take more fill than we’ve got.”  The combination of the purple and green light is really indescribable. Zora’s light-ball scintillates.
It also rolls back to the second dam location.
“It’d be a start.”  Dove sounds mostly convinced. “We’re going to have to move all the dirt, order doesn’t really matter so long as we don’t have to move anything twice.”
That was a rule for the lumber rack, back in the collective, but I’ll take it for dirt, too.
Kynefrid is nodding. “Two steps? If there isn’t any water down there, we want to leave the rubble in place, right?”
Blossom’s head tips from side to side. “Or maybe drill deeper and build a windmill. You’re right that any deeper doesn’t work for plain gravity.”
“So we need to move, what, it can’t be less than five hundred tonnes? Today?”  Kynefrid doesn’t have any trouble believing in making a dam, or ponds, or even the whole creating-a-creek part. The idea of being able to do it that fast is the problem.
Well, mine, too.
Can’t actually see the sun. I’m not damp or miserable, and my feet are dry, which is enough right there to like this having talent thing a whole lot more, but I have no real idea what time it is.
“Lunch first?”  I figure it’s worth a try. Eyes light up, and Blossom nods.
“Can’t have you collapsing in heaps halfway through.”  Blossom’s still smiling. “Not under piles of rubble.”
I’m getting used to the joy-beet stuff. Easier to feel happy with dry feet.
Lunch goes quick; it’s leek and potato stew, I guess; bit too thick, and too much actual mutton, to be soup. Nothing complicated, no trying to figure out what individual thing to eat next. It’s even hot, warming things up is very easy. Hot food is cheering enough that Blossom’s “Point it away,” injunction, in case we warm the food excessively, doesn’t take anything much away from the cheer.
Can’t ever remember being this hungry, it’s been three days, I can’t say ‘all the time’, it feels like all the time. Not even after a couple décades digging post-holes when I was sixteen.
Though, five hundred tonnes. I can get my head around that, it’s not swapping millions and millions of tonnes of dirt and rock with another world, I can believe it. It’d take me décades with a wheelbarrow, but it’s an imaginable amount.
The dip’s different. The hill, well, it’s got a dip, but I shouldn’t call it that, the ridge line’s this huge thing, have to reach out into the high notes to see it clearly. But the rubble’s got its own mess of dips, now, all jumbled up like the chalk line got chucked into a bag loose and then rattled for a year.
Don’t have to pick it apart, though, I don’t need one specific bit of the rubble. It’s more like combing your hands though unwelcome garden plants to see what roots the hoe has cut already by which plants come up in your hands.
If I twirl those together, there, it’s all one thing, and it’s not really a sock, more like a bag, but I can imagine that the bag has a single dip, and roll that down.
Somewhere a long way away, Kynefrid says “Dictates of Law,” in reverent tones. I’m not paying attention, the sock’s fighting back, it’s like trying to roll up a strip of sod, just too heavy.
A hand comes down on my shoulder, and it’s like another hand on the lever. I don’t think about that very much, it’s enough that the sock will roll, and it does.
“No farther, Edgar.”  Blossom isn’t smiling, it’s a set, intent expression, but there’s nothing but approval in Blossom’s tone of voice.
“Do I want to turn around?”
The hand on my shoulder shakes a bit, right in time with Dove’s giggle. Thought so.
“You might want to stand up, too.”  Blossom doesn’t giggle, but is certainly amused, it’s like there’s a magic sun grinning at me on the eyelids this set of perceptions don’t have.
I take a firm grip on the sock-dip, make eye contact with Dove, and stand. Dove’s green hair is a lot more noticeable up close.
I was facing east; facing back west, to see the place we blasted, shows me the rubble, floating. All the rubble, dust to boulders.
Closing my eyes and opening them again doesn’t change it.
“Nobody tell me how heavy that is.”  It doesn’t matter, once it’s rolled the sock stays rolled almost on its own, I just don’t want to have to fight off the gibbering.
“Not today,” says Blossom. It’ll have to do.
“Can you move it down the hill?”  Chloris sounds a bit stunned.
“No.”  Blossom says it like a law of nature. “Suitable practice mass for gradient sliding is about fifty grammes.”
“Edgar, Dove, stay linked up like that, you’re going to have to adjust the float. Edgar’s got executive.”  Blossom says this like I know what it means, and I suppose if I think about it I do.
“Chloris, Kynefrid, Zora, you’re going to tow the rubble.”
“With good intentions?”  Chloris is looking around a bit frantically.
“If good intentions are what you want to use.”  Blossom sounds utterly composed.
It’d be funny if my head was anywhere social. It’s all breathe, breathe, will the rolled sock to be stable, which is getting so it’s a reliable destination for my head. It’s a lot like how you can’t think about what you’re making when you’re doing individual cuts on a lathe; you make the cut, that’s the whole of what you’re doing or you’re going to flub it. Using a hammer is like that, too, hit the right thing with the right force this one time. There’s going to be a next time but you can’t fix your misses with next time. Same with anything, really. Dove’s right there, that other hand on the lever. All I get is that inflexible cool texture and the fire made out of trumpet music. No nervousness, no worry, and I know it works, because there’s the huge floating pile of rubble. The bottom of the rubble is way over my head, maybe three metres higher than the old grade level.
This is really kinda relaxing. I’m holding up way more than five hundred tonnes of rock fragments, it might be a couple thousand, holding hands with a fellow student I know just about enough about to be sure I don’t know them at all, waiting for my other three fellow students to invent something that will haul all these rock bits hundreds of metres. Going to think about all of that later. Not going to lean my head on Dove’s shoulder, either.
“Is there water down there?” Kynefrid, clearly unwilling to stand under the rubble to look. That’s only sense.
Zora says “Lots!” and points at the bottom of the rubble; the bottom metre, metre-fifty, is wet, all of it dark with water. The top’s wet, it’s still raining, but the sides down, where there’s a slope in, they’re not wet very deep, maybe half a metre. You can see where water there followed the breaks downward.
Kynefrid produces one decisive nod. “We want the whole way. If it were a barge, we’d want a tow and a rudder, but we don’t have anything for the rudder to push against.”
“Tow lines out to left and right, drag line for steering.”  Zora sounds utterly convinced.
Chloris and Kynefrid look at Zora. “Just because it’s not a barge for cheese doesn’t mean that won’t work, the collective I was apprenticed to did that every fall, winching barges out of a tight basin into a loading slip.”
There are nods, and none of them notice Blossom’s sudden smirk. This really isn’t going to catch on as a means of delivering cheese.
A little while later, there’s a braided thing a bit like a ward Wake made right around the rubble, a metre down from the top. Zora’s strand is the drag line; Chloris is ahead left, Kynefrid is ahead right. They’re all hanging on to nothing with their hands; they can feel it, I can see it, but not with my eyes. There’s a bit of wobble in the rolled-up rubble-dip when tension comes on the immaterial lines, and I stick up the hand that’s not holding on to Dove.
These are little wobbles, but it will be very embarrassing if the whole thing flips over.
I pull the rolled bit of sock wider, instead of trying to push against any of the wobbles, and the wobbles damp out. Hurm. Can’t turn the sock upside down, to get the wide bit lower, but I can cinch the middle bit in a little.
Dove just helps, there isn’t any explaining step. Maybe Dove’s getting my intent directly, no idea if that’s possible or likely.
Still won’t work, it’s still tippy. The Power doesn’t grab the whole shape, just the rolled part.
We end up with the rolled-bit stretched down, so instead of being a thick round rim on the top of a bowl it’s more like a wide-bottomed, thick-walled bucket that’s been crunched in like a pulley wheel. The braided willed lines go in the narrowest bit, where they can’t slip, and the centre of mass is below them; they can pull the whole thing down, they can pull it forward, but they can’t pull it over.
Lathes teach you a lot about centre of mass, sometimes by hitting you in the face-shield with the doorknob blank you chucked in wrong.
I take my hand down. Blossom’s making an ‘on your head be it’ motion with both hands.
I think it goes pretty well; there’s some yelling between Kynefrid and Chloris on the tow lines, Dove and I almost fall once each, it’s tough to walk on rough ground when most of your mind has been stuffed into, it happened in steps, and it’s complicated, I think I have to call it a spell. Whatever it is, almost all of my head is in it.
We get all the rubble over to the second dam site. Doesn’t take enormously much longer than it would take to just walk that far, maybe twice as long as a slow walk would. Even that might be a bit fast, you don’t want to get a heavy thing going too quick. We can’t possibly miss the dam site, Blossom’s lighted transect sits on it still blazing at the sky.
Chloris, Kynefrid and Zora let go of their lines, let go of the tow spell, unravelling it neatly, go through a careful clean-off to be sure they’re not still connected. Blossom beams approval at them. They trot right back to the excavation, and I can, faintly, hear Zora asking if they should be on the other side of the hill.
Blossom’s head shakes.
The voice coming down the hill to me is gentle, much more gentle in tone than I could possibly hear Blossom. “Do not damage yourselves. If you can not damage yourselves and get the rubble in free contact with the ground, great. If you get baffled, stop.”  An absolute command.
I nod, I can feel Dove saying something like ‘yes’.
“My teachers would present you with casks of wine, the way you’re outrunning the syllabus.”  I think there was real affection in that.
Beats demon dissection. Dove, it’s obviously Dove, but I can see that Dove’s mouth didn’t move.
Fair point, comes back from Blossom, with a sense of grin.
Dove? I’m trying not to fluster.
The shoulder would have been fine. So is this. How are we going to set it down?
There’s a half-second when my brain drifts toward locking up, and then there’s that voice that says ‘the machine is running’. I’m the machine. I’m running. Right.
Across the spot we want dammed?
It hasn’t been a sock since we made it a pinched bucket, but if it can be a pinched bucket it can be a trough. I move the shape out, it doesn’t want to take square corners, well, I suppose, sharp corners concentrate stress, there’s got to be a material limit in there somewhere, but I can get it looking like a drilled mortise. Dove gives the rubble pile quick, sharp, sideways shakes as the containing shape changes; there’s a place where I have to stop shifting while Dove gives it what’s closer to three swift kicks than a shake, to get the big broken boulders around the edges to shift.
The whole thing, well, you know how it feels, the first time you get to kiss somebody you’ve been interested in for awhile, and going from being relatively sure they wouldn’t be interested at all to, well, here you are and they’re being enthusiastic back? It’s like that feeling was a texture, a quality of the air, and I’m breathing it.
It’s glorious.
I get one corner of the trough shape, Dove gets the other, it doesn’t take asking or even waving at the corner I mean, it’s like we’ve been doing exactly this forever, and it turns smoothly to match the shining terrain. There’s a couple more rattles to get the downhill end to be a little thicker, then a tip or a squish so the upstream face will be closer to vertical.
Setting it down means making the bucket taller and thinner, back down in the big dip of the ridge, but this is loose rubble, we really want it compacted for a dam, so the bucket just keeps going up, and up, and then it just goes away, like steam from the kettle getting into the kitchen, and there’s no separate dip for the dam just for a second.
Less than a second, some narrow moment of time. Then the dam’s own dip is back, and I can pick it out of the rest of the hill as one single thing. I look down, the individual pebbles, if I concentrate for a second the individual specks of dirt all have their own little dip in the gravity of the world.
Dove punches me in the shoulder with the gentleness of ritual. I know about the motion before Dove’s hand lets go of mine. Dove probably knows I’m going to say ‘oof’ anyway before the punch starts.
It looks like a dam, not a pile of rubble, it’s steaming or smoking a bit, and it’s in exactly the right place, there’s a narrow, narrow band of Blossom’s transect lights around it.
“Never even heard a crunch.”  Dove sounds reverent.
Somewhere up the hill I hear applause.
Doesn’t make walking back up there any easier. It’s no wonder we nearly fell, parts of this hill start trying to turn back into mud when it gets rained on all day.
We all sort of trail over to the excavation. It’s got far more water in it than the rain can explain, and it feels like clean water, if I can trust the feeling.
Kynefrid grabs a mass of rain out of the sky, sluices out, washes off, the tamping mud bucket with great thoroughness, flings the mildly muddy water somewhere downhill, and tosses the bucket in the excavation. It comes back up again full, and Kynefrid puts out both hands to grab it out of the air. Kynefrid’s hair steams, after the bucket gets dumped over it.
Zora takes the bucket when offered with a single firm nod, and repeats the dip-lift-and-pour process.
Dove grins, and produces a good deal more steam than Kynefrid or Zora did. I don’t think there’s any steam off me, though the water surely feels good. Chloris looks doubtful, but douses anyway, and looks relieved. Definite steam, head and torso too.
Blossom takes the bucket from Chloris, who looks surprised Blossom wants it and more surprised when handed Blossom’s hat.
Blossom’s hair doesn’t so much steam as dry implausibly fast.
“Well. You’ve all earned your early day. Lunch buckets back to the refectory, get dinner, get breakfast, wash at least once, sleep in between.”  There’s a grin with that. Three days like this and the routine takes you over, and I’m sure Blossom knows that.
“Get Steam to show you the exercises for balance after dinner, and do them.”  The emphasis on do would bend thick metal. We all nod, our spines on strings. Blossom is relentlessly pleasant and looks barely older than Zora. An apparent age that can’t possibly be right, but I’m starting to wonder if the whole thing’s a complex lie.
Blossom looks at me, speculatively. “I think I should get Halt to take a look at that perceptual knack of yours.”
“Halt is a story.”  Kynefrid says this with emphasis. “For variety, when the bad children falling prey to weeds or monsters isn’t convincing.”
“Halt has a cottage in Westcreek Town.”  Dove says this with no emphasis at all, so doubt can’t get into it anywhere.
“Halt has tomorrow’s class,” Blossom says, and giggles.


Chapter 10
It’s the grandmotherly lady with the knitting.
Who does have a cane, who is really short, I don’t think there’s an adult Creek much under a metre-ninety, Halt’s not a metre-fifty, and I’ve learnt. I’ve got the tightest grip I can manage on my perceptions. Nothing but eyes and ears.
It was trying so hard to be a regular day, too. No rain falling, though everything was wet. Wet’s a lot less of a bother now that all of us can make our feet not-wet once we’re at breakfast.
Steam took us out to the sand pit after breakfast and ran us through exercises. It doesn’t especially hurt. I’m really not sure how that happened. After yesterday, it almost ought to hurt.
There were some new exercises, ones you do in pairs, Steam calls it Push Hands, and I’m definitely not just the shortest but maybe the lightest. It’s supposed to be about circles and balance. When I stop worrying about getting thrown over the horizon by Chloris I can work on stopping worrying about getting thrown over the horizon by Dove.
I did give myself a twitching fit realizing it’s not a joke anymore. Centre of mass of five hundred tonnes five metres in the air is a hundred kilos, twenty-five kilometres straight up, and I’m not a hundred kilos myself unless I hold bags full of rocks or start wearing armour. Can’t convince myself it was only five hundred tonnes, either.
Steam had looked at me, looked at Zora looking baffled at me, I hadn’t been having problems a second before, said “That’s why we teach you control,” and kept walking, to where Kynefrid and Dove were having different problems.
It helped.
Kynefrid’s taller than Dove, a couple of centimetres over twenty decimetres to Dove’s nineteen-five, maybe nineteen-six. I doubt Kynefrid’s got significant-much more mass than me, it’s an attenuated physiology. Long arms, long legs, lots of leverage, but the ‘push’ part doesn’t work with just physical effort, it can’t. Chloris claims Dove is strong by Creek standards, there’s got to be that bit of exercising the Power to make it work, no possible way to do it all with muscle, only Kynefrid has shaky control and gets angry about it, which doesn’t help. Makes me glad I got switched to Zora.
There’s been a couple of vivid flashes and some crackle-zap sounds from over by Dove and Kynefrid. The flashes make me jump. They make Zora jump, too, and there’s enough energy going round in circles between us that we swapped places both times. Can’t really look, Zora’s taller and heavier and stronger than I am, I need almost all my attention on the Power. It’s getting so Zora looks like a regular lass, which is only fair. Zora is, here, we’re in the Creeks and Creeks are all the people I’m seeing who aren’t sorcerers. Then we do something like this.
No crackle-zap, though. It’s kinda like the terrain-swap thing, all that energy, but it’s moving in its little flat circle just like our hands are, leaning forward and back with the balance shifts.
“Figure — Steam — will — tell — us — what — we — do — with — this?”  Zora says one word every time I’m pushing, on the inhale, which sounds even weirder. Can’t shrug, can tip my head back and forth, which seems to be Creeks for “I have no idea.”
“Remember hold-the-ball?”  Steam probably heard Zora. And I suppose neither of us looks panicked, so Steam goes on. “Each of you gets half, and from going round the energy spins in place.”
Zora and I go round a few more times, doing that horrible ‘keep doing what you’re doing but think about something else’ thing I hardly ever had to do before I went to sorcerer school. Zora doesn’t nod, I don’t know what it is, but the next time around Zora’s only pushing half and I’m only pushing half back and my hands go round in a way I don’t even notice and there I am, holding a big spinning ball of magical energy, only half of which came from me in the first place.
Out of the corner of my eye, Steam makes a judicious, well, maybe you won’t kill yourselves today, nod. “Classic counter-rotation, too. Good.”
Steam’s hand motions shouldn’t be visible, there’s even less freedom of motion holding the ball of energy than there is doing Push Hands, I can’t look around. Steam has a bunch of standard motions, I don’t know them all yet, it’s been four days and I doubt I’ve seen all of them yet. Doesn’t keep me, or Zora, from making an eighth-turn, me left, Zora right, so we’re looking at each other as much as we’re looking at Chloris on the third point of the triangle.
Chloris looks nervous. Hands are steady, though. Breathing syncing up, which is easy to say and hard to do, especially with three. I wish I knew it was impossible for my lungs to get bigger from all this matching breathing with large people, my flesh wouldn’t of itself, but get the Power involved and I don’t know my lungs growing can’t happen.
“Zora, Edgar, pass a third over to Chloris, same exhale.”
That’s new, and we do, and Chloris picks both bits up with an eep! noise and an intent look and putting some energy into it, and then we’re all standing there holding an energy ball that’s spinning slowly in some indefinable way. It’s not like the thing has any actual mass or a surface or something; if you push a stick into it, there’s a zap. Bad for the stick. Rain falls right through once you get the hang of it, I don’t think this is raw Power, it might just be an illusion of the Power.
Steam gives us a couple of breaths. “The whole thing, pass to your left.”  Lots of emphasis on ‘left’.
It works; no zap, no bang, not even anybody’s hair standing on end. It’s not easy to grab energy from somebody else, at least not compared to summoning it up out of myself.
“Three breaths holding, one breath passing, still to the left, keep passing.”
The first couple of those are unnerving. Doing it once doesn’t make the how you did it stick, which is probably why Steam has us doing a lot of these. More fun than all those doorknobs were. We make it through the fluster, and settle into the pattern well enough we stay in when there’s an outright crash and a little whiff of ozone from behind me.
There’s a faint “tsk,” from Steam, and, pointing over at Dove and Kynefrid, “You two, ground out.”
“Chloris, Edgar, Zora, on the next pass, hold.”
Steam sticks one hand out, and we hand over the energy balls one at a time. They float to Steam and go away, quietly, without any fuss.
“Could’ve gone worse.”  Steam sounds more like pleased. “Ground out, shake out, stretch, that’s not much warm-up for today.”
Dove’s fine; shaking out one hand with something of an intent look about it, but no evidence of distress. Kynefrid looks kinda rumpled. Don’t think hurt, though I don’t know what you’d be looking for, to see if someone’s sprained themselves in the talent.
“I’ll be five hundred before I stop wanting to say attention to orders.”  Steam’s fairly quiet, and the attention to orders part still comes out in a way that feels like it’s grabbing me by the back of the head and making me look straight at Steam.
“A general note on the theory. We’re doing so much external Power management stuff because you’ve all got finite capacities to conduct the Power. Everything has a finite capacity, but your capacity is in your head so we don’t want to overload it. Boiled brains smell bad.”
Zora makes an amazing face when Steam says that, and Chloris’s face looks like Chloris nearly did, might have prefered to. Steam waves Kynefrid at the water. All the teachers are good about stuff like that.
“You can raise a bunch of Power and then manage it with much less; depending on how, and how skilled you are, sometimes very much less, thousandths of the amount you’re using. It’s indirect, and it’s awkward, and you feel like you have no sense of control because, compared to doing it all internally, you really don’t.
“Kinda like steering a barge, right? Huge big thing, you don’t exactly control it, you just get to provide an opinion. Do it right, and the barge goes where you want. Do it wrong, or try to do it in the wrong time and place, and there goes the barge into the rapids. What we’re doing now is the equivalent of plunking you in a rowboat and seeing if you can get an even stroke with oars. It’s a lot harder than just hanging off the back of the boat and kicking with your feet, but it gives you a lot more choices later.”
There’s this patter-of-feet noise, in a really odd rhythm, and this thing arrives. Someone’s sitting in it, and there are a lot of feet, and it’s got a canopy over it.
And a door.
Which is when the lady with the knitting from the hospital steps down.
Steam puts both feet together and bows, formally. Halt, it has to be Halt, smiles at Steam, makes a small wave, and Steam straightens up and trots off.
“Good morning, children.”
We all mumble something. No matter how hard I try to stick to eyes and ears, that friendly smile, the twinkle of eyes behind glasses, the tiny old lady leaning on a cane, has the presence of an immense hungry spider.
“Dove, dear, could you get the buckets off of Eustace?”
Dove grins, spins round, and waves at the — I suppose it’s a sheep. It’s huge. It’s got a couple of immense glass buckets slung over it. Really immense, a couple metres across and a couple metres high. They’re heaped full of something whitish-grey, with covers tied across. Has to weigh tonnes, it’s not popcorn, which might explain why the sheep thing looks a bit morose. Or murderous. I’m not sure I could tell morose from murderous with a normal ram, and this one has horns like murderous would be more natural to it.
It walks over, which is something.
“Ed, can you get the other side? Don’t want the pack frame to tip.”
Bucket, dip, roll the rim of the dip, keeping it even, at least roughly even, with Dove’s straight lift of the bucket on the other side. That one floats down and makes a significant crunch on the sand, it weighs tonnes all right. I get mine floated up and set it down next to the first one while Dove is hoisting the pack frame off of — I guess it has to be Eustace.
Halt, it still has to be Halt, looks straight at Eustace, says “Not too far; no meat,” very sternly. Eustace looks like having the buckets off was a reason to look pleased, but now ‘no meat’ has taken it away. This is definitely morose. Eustace does wander off, out of the sand to toward the little oxbow marsh that’s between the sand and the West Wetcreek.
“Uh, teacher? It’s rather weedy down there.”  Chloris doesn’t normally sound the least bit uncertain.
Halt smiles. “Quite all right, Chloris dear, Eustace’s main diet is weeds.”
We all get smiled at.
“Making useful materials out of rocks is more a Blossom thing, but the poor dear has been presented with two whole waggon-loads of mineral samples that might contain useful amounts of samarium, and will be quite useless until satisfied as to the truth of the assertion. Expecting Blossom not to set a bad example by playing with molten sodium is just unreasonable under the circumstances, so here I am to teach you glass making.”
Zora says “Molten sodium?” in worried tones. It’s not clear just precisely what Zora’s worried about. Lots of choices there.
“I’m nearly sure Blossom finds it relaxing.”  Halt’s perfectly cheerful. The legions of spiders are perfectly cheerful.
Chloris’ face looks stuck; Kynefrid looks frightened. Dove has half a smile on and is nodding.
Four hours later we’re all doing our very best to sit up straight and eat lunch with good manners. You’d worry about your table manners, too, sitting cross-legged in a sandpit after a morning spent melting tonnes of rocks, sand is tiny rocks, if you could not make the grandmotherly figure sitting across from you stop looking like an enormous spider to your inner eye. An enormous spider with the same shapeless purple hat and delicate way with a teacup.
Making glass takes all five of us, each doing something different to the same mass of stuff.
We’d grabbed a couple of tonnes of water out of the West Wetcreek before lunch and dumped it over ourselves. The ground is comfortably warm to sit on because that’s where we put the heat from the five-tonne block of glass.
Halt has a chair; Halt has a little side table. Both of them follow Halt, or at least, I never see Halt do anything to move them. I don’t see them move, either, but follow seems more likely, somehow.
The big block of glass is cool enough that there’s condensation running down the south side of it.
There were words like ‘calcium hydroxide’ and ‘boric oxide’ used this morning, but I don’t claim they stuck. One of the big buckets was full of borax, the other full of salt. Both come from the badlands well to the east in barge-load lots, and Halt had a lot to do with setting up a glass-making collective near here last spring, when there was one Commonweal. If there’s a lot of this borax stuff just lying on the ground, you can see why that’s the limit of settlement.
It took more water than I thought it would; some of it to pry up the limestone, and more to get the lime. It was loud and hot and I certainly couldn’t do it on my own, it didn’t form a particularly cohesive memory.
There was a lot of heat, and a lot of pressure, and a lot of pulling the one thing out of the other thing, the one I almost remember is combing the air bubbles out of the glass. There was a lot of the Power involved, and there were a bunch of times I didn’t think I was going to make it, that I’d just fall over, and have to hope Halt wanted to control whatever hole that left in the overall working.
But it’s there and it’s solid and it’s clear as water and we’re going to make water pipes out of it. Also sewer pipes and some hot-water tanks, all of which we’re going to carry six and a half kilometres from the sand pit to the Tall Woods.
That’s not the scary part, not after yesterday. The scary part is that Halt brought pipe size gauges, and we have to hit the tolerance.
Eventually, we do. The last length of sewer pipe, forty centimetres outside diameter, thirty centimetres inside diameter, and four metres long exactly, takes five tries. We’re all a bit loopy by then, and it’s nearly sundown. Not as much daylight this time of year.
Halt is nodding approvingly. Looking at the heap of pipe, I feel like we earned it. But  mostly I just want to fall down and not move for awhile.
Halt produces, from somewhere, a tray not big enough to make a useful hat with six little cups, my mother would call them eggshell cups, on it. They’ve got something in them, one regular swallow worth.
Dove’s looking suddenly very dubious. “Does this have cranberries in it?”
Halt smiles. “None whatsoever, Dove dear. You’re none of you short of vigour, really, you’re just tired. This is rather like a muscle relaxant for the talent. Helps prevent cramps.”
Dove takes a tiny cup, I do, Chloris does, Zora does, Kynefrid does, looking rather astonished after an under-nose wave to get the aroma.
“I’m sorry, Halt, ma’am, what is in this?”
It’s a gentle smile. “Complexity, Kynefrid. The recipe takes a small book to write down. You may not like the taste, but it won’t hurt you.”
I can’t escape the feeling that it really does make sense to trust the ancient, mighty, spider entity. It’s not even close to the weirdest thing that’s happened since I woke up in the hospital, borrowing a forest from another world is still winning, way out in front.
I catch Kynefrid’s eye, Dove’s, Zora and Chloris come in on it, lift the cup up a bit — no way am I trying to touch rims with tired, shaky hands and tiny porcelain cups that might be older than the First Commonweal — and try to say “To learning!” like I mean it.
I do mean it, but mostly I want to fall over.
Everybody, Halt, too, murmurs “To learning!” back, and then we all drink.
You know that feeling you get from drinking something very cold, something with ice in it, too fast? Your face freezes? Try to imagine that not actually hurting, starting in your extremities, and winding up in your eyes with a taste like the sound of screaming. The happy, children running around shrieking, kind of screaming.
Wow.
The giant spectral spider chuckles through its spiracles.
I hear it as a kind chuckle.
If I don’t want to gibber, I pretty much have to.


Chapter 11
We get the pipe and the hot water tanks — fancy constructs of foamed glass — and ourselves up to Westcreek Town, and over the North Bridge, and then along the West-East Canal track to the place we need to turn north again to go up the shallow path, up to the Tall Woods. It’s not how we usually do it, we usually come in from the west, along the ridge the long way. That’s shorter and drier.
Halt’s eight-legged…conveyance, let’s stick with conveyance, could probably handle the ridge just fine; with the giant glass buckets empty, Eustace might be able to handle it, too. Sheep climb better than you’d think looking at them, much of the roundness is wool, and Eustance doesn’t produce an impression of delicacy. There’s no way we’d make the climb with the glass; there are some steep bits, and quicker or not, we’re all trying to stay co-ordinated and move our five-tonne pile of glass stuff without dropping it.
Which means any two of us tripping over something at the same time is a bad thing. We manage not to do it. I’m probably going to dream about the big conveyor shape, a broad flat loop of the Power going round and round and shifting glass pipe forward, just as long as we can keep it balanced, but we make it.
It’s early dark; there’s still a little light to the West. I’m not dead.
I can’t stop the slow rhythm of the natural breathing, either. I can stop thinking about not being able to stop. Not in any state for the kind of thinking that’s going to help.
“We shall all be late for the second sitting.”  Halt observes this to the dark, almost as though expecting an answer. Then Halt whistles, a noise I didn’t expect.
Eustace grumbles, but walks up closer and kneels down, so the bottom of the big glass buckets rests on the ground. “Into the buckets, children, and we should get to dinner nearly on time.”
My brain fails to process this. It does note Zora taking a hop and a jump and doing a front roll over the lip of the right-hand bucket. Guess Zora takes not being late seriously. I’m not sure I’ll be able to manage to climb in at all.
I don’t have to; Dove tosses me into the left-hand one.
“Sit as low as you may, children,” Halt says, and then we’re swaying up. I’ve got my legs out flat on the bottom of the bucket, and am managing to not actually bump into Dove when Halt says “You’ve been a good boy,” in indulgent tones and there’s a noise like a varnish boiler splitting a seam and a couple of jets of purple fire start from Eustace’s nostrils.
“Look away from Eustace,” Dove says quietly, chortling. I think that’s good advice and then we’re moving. Moving rather fast, it’s dark, I can’t really tell, even looking carefully out to the side, not enough landmarks. Eustace’s flames don’t get more than a couple metres long, but it’s really dark out here, and the purple fire makes everything strange.
How just purple light can make the sight of Halt calmly knitting away on an eight-legged conveyance hurtling down the hillside any stranger I don’t know, but it can.
It’s not a bumpy ride, especially, much better than I expected for the bottom of a bucket strapped to a galloping anything, but I wind up piled into Dove anyway. It’s unquestionably downhill to start with and there’s nothing to hold on to. We’re not sitting, we’re lying down flat, Dove just fits, I’ve got lots of room and one arm over my head to try not to slither around. Dove puts an arm out and grabs me round the shoulders.
Which means I wind up with my head on Dove’s shoulder. “Consider it disinterest in getting splattered brains out of my hair, if that makes you feel better,” Dove says, and it might even have worked if I didn’t have to fight so hard not to just cling. I’m way too tired to pretend I still know who I am.
I make a couple of spluck noises before I manage to say “Thanks.”
Dove says “Idiot,” in friendly tones. “I’m pretty sure even Halt sneaks off into the night somewhere for a hug sometimes.”
Spider-chuckles come out of the night, distinct and clear. They’re trying not to sound sinister, they really are.
I stop fussing about social norms and confusion and hold on to Dove right back.
Dove snickers at me, in the kind sort of way your friends do. “Halt takes some getting used to. Ask me in two or three hundred years if I’ve managed it.”
“Deal.”
And then honesty compels me to add “If we’re neither of us dead.”
“If we’re neither of us dead,” Dove says back, agreeing, and then we’re there, Eustace starts slowing and then we’re crossing the North Bridge in a sort of thunderous trot. All I can think about is the story of the bridge-troll and the billy-goats. It would take an insanely courageous troll to say anything to Eustace, even without Halt. The angle, feet forward lying on the bottom of a thick clear glass bucket maybe a metre off the ground, and the light, snorted purple flames and some orange from the bridge-lights, turns Eustace’s threatening mass of horns into a ghastly promise of rending murder.
Getting out of the bucket is surprisingly easy; Eustace rocks forward, kneeling, and dumps them. Lying on the bottom means we’re suddenly standing up and can just walk out.
Ducking under the curled ram’s horns and squinting away from the purple fire, admittedly, but walking on curved glass beats trying to climb glass walls.
Eustace, and Halt’s conveyance, walk off together; we look through the door, realize the first sitting is at the plate-stacking stage, and make haste for the washhouse. It’s more ‘douse’ than even sluice, and there’s not much to be done for our clothes, no matter how fast we can dry them, but at least we tried.
Dinner, well, Zora and Dove have to keep prodding the rest of us to eat. Once I get a couple biscuits and some spinach and some duck into me, my appetite comes back into focus. Chloris beat me to it, Chloris is stuck in a tension between decorum and devouring when I start noticing anything. Kynefrid takes longest, but Zora’s expedient of slapping jam on some biscuits and putting them into Kynefrid’s dominant hand one at a time does the trick.
The five of us, having looked at each other, gotten up, and gone back for thirds, receiving the dregs of the soup-kettle, some lightly scorched pumpkin cake, and some concerned looks, are managing to start something that could be mistaken for a conversation by the end. It’s mostly ‘did we really do that?’. I find this reassuring; I didn’t have any talent with the Power a décade ago, at least as I experienced it, but all of the others have known for a long time. They may not have been paying much attention to it, but they’ve known.
Wake walking in, and over, isn’t reassuring, particularly, even if Wake does go over to where Halt is sitting, drinking tea and knitting and talking to what I realize have to be the team leads from the glass manufactory collective Halt set up and still advises a lot, rather than straight towards us.
Just means that we get both of them a minute later, looking pleased and benevolent, but both of Halt and Wake is a bit unsettling no matter what they do.
“Good evening, students.”  Wake looks positively jovial. “I am given to understand you had a successful day.”
“None dead, none down,” says Dove. Chloris looks appalled; Wake looks like it’s work to keep from chuckling.
“I acknowledge that you neither know enough to judge for yourselves, nor have any reasonable expectation that Halt would tell you that.”  Wake smiles. It’s a normal, human, smile, but I don’t, can’t, forget what I saw when I really looked at Wake, just that once.
“A short time is enough for a good start.”  Wake’s smile gets wry. “Though four days may not seem like a such a short time.”  We’re all nodding; your ears just make you nod when they hear “A short time is enough for a good start;” school does that pretty reliably.
“Tomorrow, Déci, is a rest day, even for students of sorcery. You are free to do as you will, within the limitations of law and courtesy.”
Wake pulls up a chair, and Halt’s chair is right there. It was five tables over, before Halt got up, didn’t see it move. There’s a little rustle as we very carefully don’t shift away.
“Both law and courtesy are somewhat altered for sorcerers; you are not yet that in formal law or name, but as a practical matter it applies.”
We all nod. After you’ve re-arranged the landscape by more than one means, it’d be really hard to argue that not having sent your forms to the Galdor-gesith would convince a judge.
“You have no knowledge yet of any of the means of altering the thoughts of others. Nonetheless, you are highly talented, more than enough that any intent desire calls into question the ability of the less-talented to consent.”  Wake’s just saying that, there’s none of the take-this-seriously emphasis I remember from teachers, but you hear it. It’s making Kynefrid and Chloris look less than happy. “Commonweal law is not less emphatic on the necessity of consent in social relations once one has become sorcerously active.”
Chloris sighs, the way you do when you recognize being a grownup means not getting when you want.
“Oh, nonsense, Chloris dear, while you mustn’t go pounce on a barge crew with strong intent, you can perfectly well put yourself where they might ask.”  Halt sounds amused. I am starting to have opinions about the glints of, spectral, metaphorical, it has to be my brain’s best try at representing what’s really there, spider eyes much larger than my head.
“Without ever really wanting them to ask?”  Chloris sounds extremely doubtful.
“Without putting any will into it.”  Kynefrid seems certain-sure. “It’s like practicing sterilizing charms, or something, in your head; you can go through how it works as much as you like. Nothing happens until you put the will into it.”
Halt nods. I start feeling very careful, and Halt’s not nodding at me. “That’s not doing anything. With people, you have to will that you don’t.”
Kynefrid nods, rapidly, back. Yikes. Chloris, all of us, are nodding. Halt isn’t very far back of the grandma act.
I swear the spider eyes twinkle at me, when I think that.
“Grue managed to make it all the way to Independent status without an impropriety; I shall hope you shall, also.”  That’s just flat stern. From Halt. Anyone else, it’d be notice of execution.
We get a moment to collect ourselves. Wake pays a lot of attention to how we react when Halt talks.
“Now, Zora, I know you’ve been very bothered by not helping in the kitchen, and asked if you could at least come in and help bake on your day off.”
“I can’t do that?”  Zora sounds stricken. I figure Zora plain likes to bake, it’s not merely feeling like a freeloader.
“It’s not especially safe, Zora dear.”  Halt’s walking stick performs a sort of circle gesture, including all of us. “You’re a little soon for getting absentminded and turning half the dough into vampire toads, but only a little.”
Dove’s face ducks behind one hand. No giggle, not quite, but the smile hits Dove’s eyes and keeps right on going.
Zora’s quivering with sheer will, and a few tears leak out anyway. We’re all too tired to have much of a grip on our faces.
“Hush, now,” Halt says, kindly. “I had a chat with Grue; you are welcome to come bake, Grue’s making nibbles, provided you can cope with ocelotters underfoot and being around Blossom making things.”
“Lots of hammering?”  Zora’s voice has got steady again.
“More what melts abruptly.”  Wake, I don’t know what Wake sounds. “Stay where Grue puts you and you’ll be fine.”
“Yes please,” says Zora, rather fast.
“I’ll tell Grue, then, Zora dear,” Halt says.
“Dove?” Wake asks.
“Mama’s not that far upstream. There’s a strong request I present myself, so my mother can believe I still look like me, is how the letter put it.”  Dove shrugs. “I can ask a barge for a lift both ways and get back for dinner.”
“Edgar?”  Halt, sounding like I’m being included out of fairness. Not anywhere for me to go.
I shrug. “Sleep?”  Even if the tent leaks, the way I feel right now.
Wake and Halt both grin at me. “A wise impulse,” says Halt.
“Now, one more thing, children; you are not to practise sorcery, not even your breathing exercises, without supervision. You are at the same place with sorcery new-hatched ducklings are with walking; anything at all unexpected and you’ll put your beak in the dirt.”
We all nod about that, too. If the rest feel like I do, a day of no magic will be a vast relief.


Chapter 12
On the way out from dinner, I got handed a letter; Chloris had two, Zora had a bunch, half a dozen at least, and Kynefrid had two. None for Dove that I saw.
Nobody wants to block the door, but there isn’t enough light to read in the tent, and we all know it. There’s this sort of stuck-ness until Dove, without actually saying anything, walks us all round to the bathhouse, one of the bathhouses, that go with the gean whose refectory we eat in.
We are apparently entirely welcome to use it, I didn’t actually hear the conversation, I’ve had enough time and enough light to realize the letter is from Flaed, and it’s taken quite awhile to find me.
I didn’t know if Flaed’d gone north or over the Folded Hills; things had moved really fast, and it’s not like we had any kind of formal understanding. None of the mechanisms of government would have kept track for us.
There’s the part of my head that thinks ‘good to hear from her’, but it’s pretty promptly outvoted by the rest of me, Flaed, not ‘her’. Any amount of sorcery would be too much.
It’s a quarter-hour later before I can actually open the letter; I’ve sluiced off yet again and am sitting beside the tub, not in it, because I’m just too tired to try reading in the tub right now.
The light’s good.
Flaed, well, it’s Flaed; concern about me and concern about being displaced and where they’ll live and what they’ll eat and what the gean, who are mostly vegetable farmers, will do, bunches of odd things seen while being displaced, and how I’m doing and what’s this about an anti-panda, am I not still with my collective?
No actual information about which valley Flaed is in or what the postal system thinks the place is called. Hardly anywhere in the Folded Hills has an official name, I can remember seeing how blank the map was before the anti-panda happened, and Flaed would never make a name up. Wouldn’t want to bother somebody who’s probably desperately trying to learn how to weed in the new place with questions, either.
I fold the letter back up, and put it back into the cover, and put that on top of my pants, and get into the tub. It’s a climb; the thing is entirely above the floor, made out of vertical wood staves, softwood, don’t know it, a rounded rectangle five metres by eight. It’s a couple metres high, too, you could teach an older infant, five or six years old, to swim in the thing. It’s meant to hold way more than five people, but there’s only one ladder, and the rule is, apparently, that you climb in and move around the tub sunwise until you would bump into somebody, then stop.
In my case it’d be swim round the tub if it weren’t for some kind of leg-frames, which I can walk on, if I don’t mind being only thigh-deep in the water. Nobody says anything, I don’t think there’s anything at all unusual about this in the Creeks, even if nobody in the Township of Wending was much into mixed soaking tubs.
I wind up by Dove, trying to figure out how to get the seat flipped down so I can not hang on to the side. I manage it without too much trouble, the height adjusts. I suppose there are fourteen-year-olds in the Creeks they don’t want to drown.
Kynefrid looks asleep, and sounds it, snoring a bit. Kynefrid’s hair is solid blue, not a blue tinge, and the yellow lights in here make it look unnaturally green. Everybody else’s hair is already green; every Creek I’ve seen has two-tone hair, in ear-to-ear stripes of light green and dark green. Zora’s combing, chasing out the memory of braids, the two shades of green ripple down Zora’s hair like sun on leaves. Unbound and wet from washing, it’s too long to comb the whole length in one reach, not enough arm, it’s a seize-and-finish process.
My hair is brown, my eyes are brown, no one will ever believe I could do the horseshoe trick even with magic.
Dove doesn’t float at all. You can tell not floating is expected, the extra footrest things are pretty wide and there’s more than just feet would require. Have to be so you can keep yourself from sinking too far to breathe. For all I know, any of us might be able to handle not breathing next year no problem, but not today.
The lighter green in Dove’s hair is darker than the darker shade in Zora’s; the darker green goes black in this light. Dove’s hair is kept short enough you can see the stripes, it’s not layers like woodgrain.
Chloris, between Dove and Zora, floats. I can’t tell if the floating is annoying Chloris or the degree to which Dove and Zora don’t. Creek thing, social thing, Chloris thing, maybe Halt knows.
I smirk at myself, and Dove raises an eyebrow at me.
“Question I couldn’t answer, caught myself thinking maybe Halt knows.”
Dove outright grins.
A little while later, it’s a serious exercise of will to get out of the tub, get dressed, and start walking back to the tent. The heat really helped, the walk is just endless, rather than fatal.
Can’t say we sleep like the dead, not really, but I’d believe it if you told me the dead could hear Kynefrid snoring.
Morning hurts.
Not as badly as I think it ought to, but enough to notice. It’s wet, too, a persistent clammy mist more than actual rain.
Hunger wins.
Zora and Dove wait for me, a little. I have to scuttle to catch up. They seem to find the general fragility of non-Creeks mostly amusing, in a must-be-tough-to-be-you sort of way.
I don’t, I doubt any of us, need to think about getting into Westcreek Town; our feet know the way. Not being in someone else’s hurry makes for a restful morning, mist or no mist.
Outside the refectory is, well, I don’t know. Six little legs, three a side, and one huge one at the back. The huge foot looks like there was some sort of collision between a chicken and a rabbit. The creature has thick practical teeth that could eat anything at all. Looks like it masses five hundred kilos or more, up past the low end of cow-sized.
It’s completely dead. Dead, and slung from a pole, and surrounded by sixteen armoured people, hefty even for Creeks.
Most Creeks have this impression of general amiability, the way an ox or a draft horse often will; it hasn’t got anything to prove, you couldn’t possibly make it try, and besides there’s some work to do around here somewhere. This bunch look a bit scuffed, despite the armour and the spears and the mist, but it’s scuffed like the finish on an axe.
Someone comes out of the larder door; a senior cook, and somebody adult, they’re in armour, and too small for a Creek. Really little, in the Creeks, slight and shorter than me. Everybody around the dead critter-thing straightens up, just a bit. Right. Large-critter critter-team, and a non-Creek team lead. Nobody’s acting like that’s odd.
The cook’s looking attentive while the team lead is saying something about how the critter’s really tasty even in the bland cooking. I’d expect the phrase “bland cooking,” to earn a dire look, but all I see is puzzlement.
Right about then, someone notices us, or Dove, maybe, and they all get a bit straighter than they already were. Dove smiles sort of sideways, and nods back at them. The team lead makes a kind of formal wave. Dove straightens up a bit to return it, more formal still.
We’re in to the refectory proper before Zora says, “What was that?”
Dove says “That’s half the colour party of the Wapentake of the Creeks.”
As names go, that’s outright historical. I have to think for a second to remember what a wapentake is, I thought was, from school.
Zora snorts, and makes an elbowing motion at Dove, something I wouldn’t do, and says “The critter!” in aggrieved tones.
Dove shrugs and keeps walking without pause toward the sideboard. Or possibly the porridge vat. “Captain says it’s tasty.”
Zora makes a face. I’m, well, I figure if we’re getting fed and not even being asked to do dishes I don’t get to complain. Not that it’s likely a false claim. Anybody making team lead for a critter team, never mind that critter team, any kind of team so traditional and so risky you call the team lead Captain, can’t be in the habit of making huge public mistakes.
Wake’s sitting alone, surrounded by a bunch of empty chairs. Given that we get a direct look and a wave, yeah, Wake’s been waiting for us. There’s a narrowing of eyes as we head over, and the next wave of Wake’s hand has, well, structure. I don’t know how that could possibly be true, it’s not like Wake’s bones have moved or there’s a change in the consistency of the air, but my brain insists it’s structure.
My brain insists that the floor, the sensation of standing on the floor under my feet, the actual feeling of my own weight on the soles of my feet, sounds like the rustle of dry leaves in a wind, too. Half of being a wizard is probably knowing when to pay attention to your relentlessly unhelpful brain, and when you can drive yourself crazy by trying to figure out what something means.
I’ve got my foot hooked around a chair leg before I realize that not only am I dry, I’m clean. Clean like the clothes I’m in were never dirty, once, ever. Since these pants were the ones I was displaced in, seventeen days from the Township of Wending to wherever it was at the bottom of the easternmost valley of the Folded Hills, and have been going to sorcerer school in since, that’s, I wouldn’t have believed it at all before I woke up in the hospital here.
Zora’s grabbed the end of a braid, looks worried while rolling the last bit of hair between thumb and forefinger, and then relaxes a little.
Wake smiles. “Grant me a little wisdom.”
“Is this a next-year thing?”  I try not to sound flustered. Maybe putting the plate and the bowl and the other plate and the mug and the handful of spoons down will provide enough plausible flustered. Dove and Zora wait for my hand to get away from the spoons before grabbing theirs with the relaxation of a day off.
Different smile from Wake. Wake has a large stock of smiles. “Not all Independents may them so do. I should not you held this a reason to suppose you shall not learn it in time.”
Not next year, and maybe not the year after. Repeat as necessary. Right.
Wake’s drinking coffee; doesn’t eat much, and I’m not sure Halt eats at all, beyond tea and the tiny scones of ritual. Blossom eats like the wolf of legend, so maybe it’s an old Independent thing, rather than an Independent thing.
All three of us get through the first plate before Wake says anything else. Which I suppose shows a certain seriousness about the wisdom.
“Firstly, Zora, Grue functions as supervision; if you have a reason or desire to exercise the Power in Grue’s company, you may.”
Zora nods, chewing and wide-eyed with happiness. Being able to heat an oven by yourself in a minute or two has to be an attractive idea.
“Secondly, you — ” the movement of Wake’s coffee cup involves all of us — “may well have questions. Déci is a good time to remind you to ask them.”
Dove stops eating, cutlery neatly arranged on the edge of the second plate. “Anybody else ever gone to a sorcerer school run like this one?”
Wake’s head shakes no. “Not within the span of our historical knowledge.”
“Blossom, Grue, and five others went through a predecessor approach, that attempted to maintain a balance between the traditional approach, with the pre-eminent teaching of precise control before all other matters, and the novel idea of teaching indirect and externalized invocation of large amounts of the Power as the pre-eminent skill. Those concerned with the training of sorcerers in the Commonweal have been arguing about the results ever since.”
Dove’s looking really thoughtful. I’m thinking that the applesauce is suddenly less attractive than I thought it was.
“When I write home, what do I tell my mother?”  Zora’s voice won’t hold all the feelings behind, it comes out flat and shaky. “Sorcery is dangerous, that’s why there are rituals, so you do the important part consistently. Everybody who has ever made preserves and sterilized the jars knows that.”  Wake nods. Plain boiling won’t get everything, not after however many tens of thousands of years sorcerers have been trying to kill each other, anyone who won’t obey them, or anything else that annoyed them.
“There are only five of us; the fifty-fifty odds have to be from the traditional teaching style. So do I really say, Oh, Hi, Mom, Aunts, Uncles, everybody, this magic stuff is all kinds of fun and it’s really interesting and I’m working hard and it’s not impossible that I’m going to survive it?”
Wake takes a deep breath, stops, does the chin-pointing thing toward where Kynefrid and Chloris are wandering in together. Can’t tell if they wanted some tent-time, or if they just had that much trouble waking up. Even without the careful warnings we get about eating, there’s no way they want to skip breakfast.
Zora nods. I go back to the applesauce, Dove gets up and comes back with a whole pot of tea, just ahead of Kynefrid and Chloris. Tough to keep up with Dove even when you’re not balancing plates.
Kynefrid and Chloris sit down. Wake starts talking. I’m really not sure if Wake let the deep breath out at all between pointing and starting talking. “Zora has asked what truth there is, communicable to concerned family, regarding a student’s survival chances, given that the novel training model in which you are engaged has not been used before, leading to a dearth of valid statistical expectations.
“I think, Halt thinks, it is more likely that you will survive the use-of-the-Power part of your schooling. The emphasis on external working removes a source of risk, even as the scale of Power use adds one, and on the balance we believe it will be to your favour. The traditional approaches to training sorcerers emphasize control so harshly because they must; a significant error, when the operation of the Power is taking place within your brain, suffices to kill you. The approach you are following, that your teachers are taking with you, means a significant error will be worse for the landscape but maybe better for you.”
“We can try new things, and it’s not a disaster.”  Zora sounds thoughtful, hopeful, something like that.
“You very nearly must try new things; of all the many things we know that sorcery might accomplish, we know how to accomplish only a very few in the style of Power use we are teaching you.”
“So why go to more trouble to get worse sorcerers?”  Chloris emerges from breakfast that far, and dives right back into it, though clearly listening.
“A sorcerer of traditional habits co-operates poorly with other sorcerers. Not as a necessary matter of intention, but as a matter of ability; the complex channels of rigid control you develop are not, cannot be, like anyone else’s, just as no two trees grow their branches precisely alike or no two people have the same pattern of veins in their hands.”
Dove puts an empty teacup down, sits up very straight, and smiles like the end of the world. “Halt’s after dynamic high-precision willed focus instantiations.”
Wake’s returning smile is full of approval. “Halt and some others.”
I must look stunned. Dove looks across at me. “A focus creates an artificial mind. Everybody joins in, you get this new thing that’s greater than the sum of its parts.”
“A really dumb one.”  Kynefrid sounds like someone startled into understanding Dove’s point.
“Yeah, it’s a plough, it’s a dredge, there’s nothing else in there. Even the Line standards aren’t really flexible, they’re just more complicated, like a dog that knows more tricks. So if you want to melt a mountain or obliterate a sorcerer, it works great, but if you want to do something detailed you can’t.”  Dove doesn’t say any of this like it’s the least bit open to debate, and with magic, ‘rocks fall when you drop them’ is open to debate.
Chloris looks puzzled. “There was all that copper.”
Dove makes a face. “Got by melting everything in a tailings hill and shaking the melt a bit. You could make glass, too, but probably not pipe to a size and certainly not those foamed glass tanks.”
Zora’s head is being held tipped over so far it’s practically touching a shoulder. “Isn’t there an enchantment?”
I know this one, from being around machinery discussions at the collective. “An enchantment’s a — ” there is no other word — “spell that’s been given a fixed form outside a mind. If you’ve got it, you can just shove Power into it, you don’t need the skill to make it. We already cast a spell together, with the Tall Woods. Nothing says we couldn’t do the kind of spell that’s usually put in a focus.”
Wake’s look of approval has moved over to me. “Only not a fixed one. The executive could move, the expertise could alter.”
I’m still trying to get my head around that when Zora says “So,” in a lingering way.
Zora takes a deep breath. “If I say we’re doing a different kind of training, and it’s because Wake and Halt think there’s a way to get actual sorcerer-teams, that can do better stuff with the Power, and that it’s still not precisely safe but it’s probably not worse than the old way, I won’t be lying to my mother?”
“You will not be lying to your mother.”  Wake says that firmly, and then actually takes a swallow of coffee, instead of just waving the cup. “If your mother is especially concerned, I will, or Halt will, be pleased to speak with any of your family about why, in the entire absence of statistics, we believe your odds are at least as good.”
Zora nods a little, the nod is tentative but Zora’s looking much more cheerful.
I’m thinking that there’s an uncounted multitude of voracious hell-things between the Second Commonweal and the First, so I shan’t be sending my mother any letters. Not even to say I’ve found better work.
“It’s the transition, isn’t it?”  Kynefrid’s gaze is fixed on an empty plate. “Use-of-Power stuff isn’t what makes an Independent, it’s not any different, not really, from learning a different bunch of charms from the sorcerer three townships over.”
Wake nods, with a kind of ‘do go on’ overtone to it.
“Sometime, days ago — ” we all smile — “someone said something about the point of the transition being to be able to handle the Power without lighting yourself on fire, the lifespan is a side effect. And we’re wandering off into a Power-handling style no one else uses.”  Kynefrid isn’t sounding hopeful.
Wake’s head tips from side to side. “Blossom’s style of significant Power use is solely this one. Grue is fully capable of it. So it’s not a complete paucity of example.”
“But we still — ” and Kynefrid stops, I think from not knowing what the words are, not from not knowing what it is there is to say.
Wake’s chin points at Dove, coffee cup swinging wide to let the gesture be clear. “Flame-thrower.”  Zora. “Wreaker, probably life-tweaker.”  Kynefrid. “Yaldre.”  Chloris. “Seven-to-three on summoner, ten-to-one on tagmat, four-to-five on necromancer.”  Chloris looks appalled.
Zora says “Edgar?”
Wake shrugs. “We have no idea. Edgar’s agency with the Power gives an impression that’s reminiscent of Halt, but is otherwise unknown.”
“Scion of the spider-god.”  Dove’s grinning at me, and it’s not at all unkind as grins go.
It would still be my turn to look appalled, even before Wake says “That is the most favoured hypothesis.”
“So the style will get us through?”  Kynefrid’s doubts, well, if they’re not all emerging in voice tone there are enough for three people.
“Style gives us some understanding of what is required for success.”  Wake makes an oddly precise gesture. We get something, shining brown and green, on the air down the table. A few people at other tables look, curious.
A part of the construct, I don’t think it’s a diagram, blinks. “Success requires seven things; you must be able to invoke, actually gather, a sufficient quantity of Power as a reliable matter of capacity and skill. None of you can do that this morning.”
“You must have a stable expression of skill, a common and habitual pattern of belief concerning the functioning of your talent. Your flesh must have adapted to the density of the Power. Your metaphysical part must have expanded to support the necessary reflexes, which will not arise from the flesh.” Blink-blink-blink.
“Having done that, you would function at the level necessary to survive as a professional sorcerer; if the magnitude of your talent placed you in the right tail of the main distribution, you could stop there and all should be well.”  Wake produces a remarkable grin. “Except possibly for the boredom.”
“To become an Independent, you must wilfully and consciously alter your flesh, binding your life to the Power.”  Blink. “You leave the food ecology and enter the metaphysical.
“You must alter your being so that the primary locus of your self becomes the metaphysical part, rather than the flesh, of your brain.”  Blink.
“You must secure the acceptance of the Shape of Peace.”  Blink, and then it stays bright. “This requires that you perform the previous step in such a way that you emerge sane. Most especially, that you accept the authority of the laws of the Commonweal.”
“You — ” this is suddenly not the abstract ‘you’ Wake has been using — “do insist on being an advanced class.”
The construct parts gain glowing cyan letters. Fourteenths. Fifty-fifty means we’re looking for seven of them.
Shape of Peace’s the hard one; three-fourteenths. The Power-raising step is one; the next three, together, are one. Right. Being a village sorcerer isn’t just safer, it’s easier.
Primary-locus into the metaphysical part has a zero, apparently that never kills anybody. Altering the flesh has a two. Three, one, one, zero, two. Seven, all right.
“The Shape of Peace is fussy.”  Dove thinks that’s funny. I don’t, I can’t possibly, know that, but I can’t make myself doubt my interpretation of tone.
“It is not enough to follow the laws; you must believe in their necessity.”  Wake produces, not a usual grin, but a terrible smile. “If Halt can do that, any of you can, but it requires thought and work ahead of time, rather than delight in how mighty you have become.”  The coffee cup’s rise stops long enough for, “It is a seductive joy.”
“Moving your mind out of your brain is easy?”  Zora doesn’t believe it.
Wake’s head shakes no. “It is a consequence of altering your flesh, it very nearly happens on its own. It has the zero because it contributes to the attrition from the flesh-altering and the Shape of Peace, since there is no guarantee that your metaphysic mind will be sane or reasonable. No one can justly assign the proportions, so we give that step a zero.”
Zora giggles. “Wild yeast in the beer.”
“Just so,” Wake says, approving. It happens, and it’s bad, and no one really knows the odds.
Chloris’s face lifts from Chloris’ hands to give a dark look at the half-full state of the second plate. Chloris stabs something with a fork, almost hard enough to risk the plate. “Sorry. I know I should have a question, but I’m stuck on necromancer.”
Wake’s look goes gentle. “Scarcely famed in story, but useful to the Peace; much of what a necromancer finds themselves doing is asking the freshly dead to explain what they had been doing, just before, or had meant when writing their will. Much else is assuring that someone yet lives, or to survey the general rates of death in wildernesses, to detect new weed species.”
Chloris’ nose wrinkles. “I’m going to have to learn how to animate skeletons, though, aren’t I? Even if it’s just to make sure I can fight a sorcerer from outside the Commonweal?”
Wake nods. “All of you will. We seek to teach you what you can learn, not what is most narrowly applicable to your particular expression of talent.”
Oh, why not. If the answer is worse than ‘scion of the spider god’ I’ve grounds to spend the day having a good gibber. “The metaphysical-part stuff; we’re eventually moving our whole minds there, so there must be a way to think with it. So I think that means using the Power changes how you think, which must mean it changes your personality.”
“Precisely correct,” says Wake. “The important thing, the matter to keep in the forefront of your mind, whatever substrate that mind happens to be using, is that the personality you get is chiefly a matter of your conscious choices.”
Which is good, in that it’s basically ‘don’t fail’, and failure already means death, so it’s hardly worse, and horrible, because it means I’m going to have to start believing I’m a sorcerer right now.
“Wait, the Power works with our brains; if we’re — ” Zora makes the gesture of not knowing the word — “growing a new brain, growing more brain, something, can we get more talented? Or less, or differently?”
“You’re growing a new brain, that you’ll eventually move into, rather like building a new house in stages before you move from the old one into it; you can certainly get less talented, more is expected with maturity but a slow process, and differently isn’t impossible.”
“So I could learn to enchant stuff?”  Zora’s voice is full of hope.
“I expect you’ll all learn to construct enchantments. It’s not exceptionally challenging as a skill. The rare thing is the talent which views the Power so the most natural way to produce a spell is to fix it in metal and words.
“It is not entirely unlike cooking,” Wake goes on. “Following the recipe, making small improvements, adjusting to local ingredients, is something most anyone can do if they care to expend the necessary effort. The insight to invent a way to make cake out of gelatin and cold fat and coarse meal is much less common, and what we mean by describing someone as an enchanter.”
“It makes that much difference?”  Kynefrid, who has a clean plate and from the sound a full brain.
“An enchanter can hit you with a thousand years.”  I tip my head up and back, to see who said this, and then tip it promptly forward again. Standing right behind me, not a portion of someone’s anatomy to tip your head into without specific invitation.
Wake makes an wry face, Dove looks past me rather fondly, Kynefrid looks lightly stunned, and, looking left, Chloris looks like Kynefrid except for the angle of regard. Zora sparkles with hope.
There’s this strange tickle of a feeling, and when I reach into it, not even really thinking, I’m looking out of Dove’s eyes. I look like a fish, and close my mouth. The person standing behind me, well, it’s the Wicked Queen from a fairytale.
Not a Creek, curly gold hair, tall as one, but way too skinny even ignoring the hair, and an implausible, I would have said impossible five seconds ago, body-language smoothly combining ‘Oooh, hello’ and ‘Anger me and die’. As much as I can see past myself, implausibly good-looking, too, to the point where the second thing you think is that some kind of cheating must be involved.
“Hey kid,” this person says, looking at Zora, “you were asking about baking?”
Zora nods, twice, and looks at Wake. Wake makes a gesture of dismissal, and Zora shoots up so fast their chair would have fallen without a hasty grab for the back, and then Dove has to — my vision is going double, I’m seeing Dove’s view and my own — wave at Zora or Zora would have left plates and cutlery behind. There’s a blush, but Zora doesn’t slow down very much, collecting utensils.
Back of my own eyes, I see Wake looking speculatively at Dove. Dove’s looking back at Wake entirely calmly. No idea how Dove can possibly do that.
“If you take Edgar with you, can you not do that?”  Wake asks it as a real question, it’s not an instruction phrased as a question.
“I can intend not,” Dove says.
Zora’s pattered out with, well, it has to be Grue. I am going to have to count on my fingers to figure out how many different kinds of joke that choice of name is. Chloris is finishing off the now-cold second plate, radiating frustration. Kynefrid appears to be reassembling a capacity for social function, and I’m medium certain Kynefrid’s entirely one for the lads.
Wake stays thoughtful until Kynefrid and Chloris have headed out themselves. I think they’ll be in the tavern before they notice just how clean Wake’s unspoken wave of dismissal left them. Chloris is furious enough to maybe not notice at all. Or to want a whole barge crew.
Wake’s coffee mug is set down with a kind of finality, then Wake turns toward me. “Edgar, it’s preferred if you don’t, if any student in your stage of development doesn’t, spend any lengthy time alone. It’s much like a recent mild concussion; you’re very likely to be well, but you might fall over, and then the sooner someone notices the better. For you especially, with an adult talent instantiating in a single décade, this is a concern.”
“So I should — ?”  I was looking forward to collapsing in a heap, tent or not.
“Come join me for lunch,” Dove says. “You’ll reassure Mama, and you’ll get to see at least a bit of the West Wetcreek.”
If Wake looked even slightly less casually beatific, the impossibility of this being a set-up would convince me that it wasn’t.
But, hey, I can collapse in a heap on the boat.
So I nod ‘yes’.


Chapter 13
This barge is, it looks like a lot of the barges are, meant to move people. There’s a pilot house, right up in the front, above a cabin with windows and a nearly flat roof, that has some part of the driving enchantment in it. There’s a steady rhythmic thumping from up there as twelve people, twelve sets of feet, on the barge team dance Power into the rest of the driving enchantment, down in the keel.
You could get fifty people in here, standing. It’s just me and Dove; stuff moves on Déci, but not a lot of people, even if some of the emptiness was waiting for the third barge.
I’ve about got used to the thumping, there’s a little niggling sense of the Power moving around to it that I have to work at ignoring. I’ve gone from wondering if I should ask Dove if this was a setup to wondering how to ask Dove if this was a setup when Dove says “We need to talk.”
Throwing myself out the back of the cabin into the hold isn’t really practical, the back wall looks like a vertical extension of a structural bulkhead.
Bother.
“Skittish reflexes there, Edgar.”  Dove sounds like Dove being Dove, instead of whatever persona’s presented when being a good student. It’s not helping with the feeling rattled. That was a very specific tone of ‘we need to talk.’  Those conversations don’t go well.
“You never used a focus before you wound up in Halt’s clever experiment, did you?”
I shake my head no. “No talent, not a Null, just totally flat. Couldn’t latch to a focus.”
“There’s this thing called consonance. For a focus, it’s the word for what happens when it works, when everybody involved’s brains basically get along. The other thing, everybody says ‘not much consonance’ and shakes their heads, but what it means is that however much Power you’re supplying, your brain and that other brain don’t work together well. It’s why you don’t just grab eight or twelve people and a focus and go do something, it’s not going to work, you need the whole team to — ” Dove points up — “get along together.”
They’re dancing up there to send Power through the keel and back around, which is why the barge is headed upstream maybe three metres per second. I’m starting to think anything ongoing is a loop of some kind.
“So we’ve got consonance?”  The whole hand-on-the-lever thing, digging out the spring pond, does sort of argue for that.
“You could say that. You could say that Halt’s old, too, or the West Wetcreek’s wet.”  Dove gets this implausible look, it’s got a lot of wry in it, nothing like Dove’s usual wry humour that never shifts the stern-and-golden-eyed underpinnings. “You have absolutely no idea, do you?”
“No.”  I make some aimless hand motions. “I have no idea. I, you know what Wake said about intent? I had better start believing I am actually a sorcerer. Because I don’t, not really, this is.”  I stop, and wave up at the roof. “That’s real, that’s the kind of thing I believe in, that’s been around my whole life. Seeing the individual gravity of a pebble? I had no idea anyone can do that, and I’m terrified I’m going to find out hardly anyone can, like Wake and the cleaning thing.”
Dove nods. “Well, there’s three things. We’ve got a lot, in the wow, that’s surprising sense, not in the hey, you’re pretty good sense. Blossom and Grue have a strong consonance, they’re not obviously separate people all the time, and Blossom wouldn’t outright say they have more than you and I do.”
Shape of Peace.
“Mama’s going to notice, would never make a sorcerer but Mama notices things. So there’s going to be strong opinion about you pretty quick.”
I realize I’m holding my head in my hands.
“No reason it won’t be a good one.”  Dove looks indescribably sad for a second. “Mama managed to like Hector.”
“Hector?”
“Dead of personal heroism, fighting berserk Reems infantry.”  The sad turns into something else. “Really nice muscles.”
What do you say? Where in the wide earth is Reems? I can feel my brain getting stuck. I don’t like it, I am sure there’s something I ought to say, and my brain sticks utterly anyway.
“Anyway. That’s two, and just a social warning. Three, three is that we’re going to affect each other. It’s really obvious in an established file even when they’re not using the focus all that much, not every day, if they’re attuned, if the consonance is just vaguely functional they start, well, losing the rough social edges.”
Dove’s looking back out the window, at the West Wetcreek, I really don’t know why they don’t call it a river, it’s not even a small river, flowing by. There’s another barge coming downstream.
“You don’t seem like a bad influence.”  Which isn’t much, but it’s all I’ve got to say.
Dove doesn’t.
Good is a tougher question.
“I don’t know if I can deal with the unstoppable, but that’s me.”
“I’ve been around a quantity of unstoppable.”  Dove’s looking at something that isn’t out that window.
“I’ve been around a lot of actual doorknobs.” Dove’s head turns to look at me fast. Not quite abruptly. “Also tool handles, drawer pulls, saw handles, and a sideline in wooden drinking vessels.”
Not shrugging is hard, but it feels important. “Before I got here, I’d have been sure Kynefrid was right about Halt being just a story.”  Don’t smile too much. “Halt isn’t precisely plausible.”
Oh, Dove, don’t smile like that. Don’t smile like that at me. “Says the scion of the spider-god.”
Not just a joke.
“Next time one of the grownups is around, I’m going to loan you my eyes and let you see what you look like.”  It’s, no, really, it’s not a threat. “Preferably standing next to Halt.”  It’s got a bunch of implacable in it, but that’s not the same.
“I don’t look like a giant spider wearing a shapeless purple hat.”
Dove snorts. “Behind the spider.”
Behind the spider isn’t an improvement. The spider, I mean, if you had a fear of spiders, it’d be a problem, no matter how hard you told yourself you just can’t have a spider that huge. If it was a real spider instead of Halt’s notion of a more plausible explanation it’d have to eat cart horses, people wouldn’t keep it fed, but it’s not, it’s not even the thing that manifests Halt, it’s really, really obvious if you can see it at all that there’s the thing behind the spider, all right, and the spider is the equivalent of a big smile and a clean shirt and hoping no one who notices the scars can figure out how you got that kind of scarring.
I mean, I don’t know, I’m pretty sure Dove doesn’t know. “You don’t know what the behind-the-spider actually is, do you?”
Dove’s head shakes no, with emphasis. “Not a chance. You can see it better than I can, stuff leaks across from your eyes that I can’t see on my own. Don’t think anyone can see it clearly. Don’t think it’s what it started out being, either, I don’t think there’s anything born into the world that can do what Halt does.”
“Not just the best wizard.”
Dove waves a hand, I think it’s supposed to be corrective more than disagreeing. “That’s mostly Blossom.”
Blossom? “I thought Blossom was under a hundred?”
Dove nods, turning in from the window. It’s not raining out there, but it’s certainly thinking about it. The Creeks, the land beside the West Wetcreek, is a well-kept place, green and glowing even in autumn. “Eighty-four. Fifty years older than I am, pretty nearly to the day. Grue’s not a décade older, they celebrate the same day.”
“How do you know this?”  It’s not like the instructors at this school are especially forthcoming.
“Comrades in arms. Blossom was on the March North; so was Halt, so was I.”  Dove smiles at me. “So was the colour-party you took for a critter-team.”
Wapentake…“Territorial Line?”
“Regular, now. But yeah. About half of us came back.”
Establishment of Laws.
“You were getting displaced, no reason you’d know. But, well, some stuff happened that got through my determination to pretend I was entirely regular. Blossom talked to me about it. There was a degree of inappropriate social contact.”
I must look dumbstruck.
“The kind with tea.”  Dove only thinks Idiot, thinks it with an affectionate overtone. “It’s really tough talking to someone who looks nineteen and is doing the whole grandma-planning-your-life thing, at least Halt looks old, it’s not like you’ve got a chance but at least your social reflexes know what’s going on.”
“That’s, well, odd, but it sounds like the whole thing was odd.”  I’m certainly feeling like it was odd.
“Blossom’s a Captain, full-on Regular Line, been to officer’s school, warrants of authority and commission and did well with it, the kind of person they’d try to make a Standard-Captain except for being an Independent. Line custom says you don’t socialize with them if you’re in the Line and not also in the grant of a warrant of commission.”
Dove’s looking out the window again. I have no idea what to do, or say. This isn’t…I can’t even think ‘straightforward’. But maybe I can be calm about it, and Dove’ll catch some of it. I’m certain-sure Dove isn’t telling me all of it, or even half of it. Which means it’s way worse than the bits being alluded to, which are pretty bad. About half? If it was ‘about half’ the apples, it would mean less than half.
“It sounds like I was better off with the anti-panda.”  It comes out tentative.
Dove snorts, and looks at me. “Any of them going to be happy to see you, if you go back there?”
“Probably not.”  Saved their lives, likely, but still. Getting locked up, suddenly and with no warning and no idea why, that has much too much of the Bad Old Days in it. “I was still the new kid, you know? Sometimes the new kid doesn’t work out, they go do something else than what they were doing at their first collective.”
That happens a lot. I’d bet it hurts as much when it’s for a more usual reason than locking up anti-pandas by extra-dumb luck.
“Mama’s going to be happy to see me.”  Dove’s face goes wry. “Mama’s name is Grackle. Don’t use it, you’d have to be that generation or older, but try not to look surprised if someone else does.”
I’m looking surprised now, but hopefully that will count for getting it out of the way. Creek names are different.
“Anyway. Blossom’s not one of the old ones, didn’t have to get learning irregularly or survive desperate and skittish and hiding for centuries, Blossom had trustworthy teachers from the age of five. Much, much further along than ‘not a hundred’ sounds like, most of the stories are still Bad Old Days stuff where not-a-hundred meant you were still in desperate-to-survive territory. And Blossom’s an enchanter, Halt claims a much better enchanter than Laurel.”
Laurel’s, well, Laurel’s where the Commonweal comes from, and Grue’s line about getting hit with a thousand years. It’s not what anyone thinks the Wizard Laurel meant to do, but the Hard Road and the battle standards and the graul, which every Commonweal school-child learns really did take Laurel close to a thousand years of work to create, are why there could be a Commonweal.
And now there are two, and I wonder what this one will do for a Hard Road.
“You figure we’re for all the, what did you call them? Three-demon problems? So Blossom can get on with figuring out how to build a Hard Road?”
Dove’s head tips side to side through maybe, the really thorough version with torso tipping in it. I think that’s less ‘maybe’ than ‘true, but irrelevant’. “What are Independents good for?”
Solving problems, but those really come down to “making stuff and killing things.”
Dove nods, a little sad. “Neither of us are really likely to wind up on the making things side. Zora’s headed at the best garden in six days travel, but, well. I’m told really strong talents tend not to be especially constructive.”
The gesiths keep a lot of depressing statistics. The Galdor-gesith must have a thorough set answering that question.
I, oh, wait, the sneaks. “We are, aren’t we? Only we’re lumped together and the people teaching us are experienced mountain-movers. So we don’t notice. And that house metaphor from Wake and we’re learning by building an actual physical house we’re going to live in for years while we study.”
I’m shaking my head. It takes real attention to stop. “Is there a word for being subtle by making something so ridiculously obvious it’s invisible?”
“Doubt it.”  Dove is grinning at me. Still the kind grin, but, yeah, Dove’d figured that out already.
“Is it metaphorical at all? Or is there a real structure that we turn into, off in magic-space somewhere, wherever the Power comes from? Are we going to need a wall?”  Because there’s surely other things out there.
Dove shrugs. “I think there can be, you get sorcerers like that, it’s a type, but whether it’s a substantial structure or an insubstantial one? I think we get to pick. I think there’s probably as many options as you can really believe in, too, it’s not like any of our teachers do the same thing.”
Real Halt’s a thing behind a spider-thing behind the wee grandmotherly woman that looks like what the spider-thing is trying its hardest to pretend into existence. Only…
“Zora can’t see behind the spider-thing, can only just see the spider-thing, doesn’t like it, Zora finds it unsettling to think about. I don’t think many people can see that far, and no, I won’t bet you there isn’t a fourth layer.”  Dove’s voice makes it clear bets about a fifth layer are out, too.
“Yeah. Halt’s an inside-out nested doll of increasingly scary things, Wake’s not really alive, and Blossom’s only fully corporeal by, I guess the word is courtesy.”  Blossom can be fully corporeal, real arms swinging that sledge hammer, but if you take a good look at Blossom the coiling white fire is constructing the flesh. It’s, well, not a disguise, Blossom doesn’t make it difficult to tell. Call it a social convenience.
“Wake’s not really dead, either,” Dove says. It’s a really odd subject to be discussing in a calm tone of voice.
“There was that one time, back right at the start, I really looked at Wake. Exactly stuck, I think, balanced, precisely between living and dead. Wake might, might — ” I do not want to remember what I saw, but it will hold still in memory if I make it — “be the gateway, the defined space, not the solid-seeming pillars around it, that’d be more like a favourite chair.”
Learning sorcery makes you say nonsensical things. Really stupid, ridiculous, nonsensical things, and you say them like you’re totally convinced.
Dove nods a little. Dove’s good at waiting for me to not flail out of my composure.
“So, if we’re going to keep the consonance, we’d better think about being neighbours?”  It takes an act of will to not say “sharing a house” out loud. It leaks through anyway, Dove hears me better than I hear Dove, words, anyway, at least so far.
“Or we need to make a conscious effort to move apart.”  Dove says this…I don’t know, it’s not uncaring, it’s like Dove’s convinced that caring isn’t what’s important.
My head’s moving no. Not a lot, but I’m not thinking about it, and it’s moving. Well, there’s the vote from my spine. “That wouldn’t be doing the job.”  It wouldn’t, and I think I manage to say that so there isn’t any ‘most important thing’ overtone.
School makes a point of counselling honesty in, well, not this kind of conversation, but similar social ones. And they tell you it’s difficult. And they tell you who you can talk to about it, and there’s a real effort. Because we do all live in fairly compact places where you can mostly keep the garden from devouring anybody or the contents of the privy-pit from getting infected by some ancient war-fungus and going on a rampage, it matters that we all get along.
Dove and I fused hundreds of tonnes of rock into a useful shape, almost a kilometre away from where the blasting left it rubble. It’s important that we get along.
There are no words, I doubt there are any words that Halt knows, that really capture how hard it is to be honest sometimes. I woke up in a hospital bed nine days ago, and it wasn’t that far off returning from the dead.
“I was…pitied a bit, I guess. No one wants to be a sorcerer, sorcerers are weird and socially dubious and no one forgets the conclusions of the Bad Old Days.”  Though we don’t really believe in them, we haven’t had them for centuries, not in the parts of the Commonweal either of us are from. “Having no talent at all, though, not being able to use a focus, it’s a problem. I had to work at it to get into the collective I wanted. There was a lot of doubt I could really do all the job, and they weren’t wrong, I couldn’t. I could do the stuff I could do well enough to be worth it, but any time the air tank needed topping up or the drying oven needed a run I was useless. If everything went really well I was going to get good at one of the things I could do, probably fine turning work, and do that for the rest of my life. I’d contribute, but not especially much. Somebody’s who’s just slow in the wits, they do what they can but it’s not much more than enough.”
“You’re not slow in your wits.”  Dove says it quietly, an observation and not a judgement.
“Not anymore. I sure was. Don’t think I’m quick enough to do wit-work really well, either, only, it’s all moving. Getting that parasite out, all of a sudden I’ve got enough talent that I’m at risk from it, I’m a risk because of it, things look like tastes or feel like sounds, all my experience of being me is false now. I’ve got no idea who I am, and the flesh brain I need to work on not using if I want to live isn’t working the same way.”
Deep breath, only one, or I turn into a fire hazard.
“If I could be sure it wasn’t wishful thinking, I’d think I was still getting smarter. Someone at the hospital told me there was more to the parasite than the talent load, it’d make you unobtrusive.”  Which was a lot more tactful than just saying ‘dull’, a word even Flaed had been known to use.
Dove squeezes my shoulder, once and quickly.
“You know how a kitchen with a hot stove smells, that underlying hot iron smell, that really basic we’re home, it’s warm, the house is safe and the stove is working and nothing is wrong? I mean, maybe there’s still the dishes to do or another load of something to carry or even scrubbing the floor, but it’s this really basic safety and comfort thing.”
Dove nods at me, cautiously. I suppose either of us having detailed thoughts about fire on a wooden barge isn’t completely sensible.
“You feel like that smell.”
“Which,” and I don’t shout, I’m pretty sure that kind of it’s-too-much shouting has to stay with the former life, “doesn’t actually mean anything, any more than all that purple around Zora means anything, it isn’t even my brain trying to tell me something.”
If I could be sure I could tell.
“Nobody decided that, it’s not information, it’s just, well, good luck, given the stuff that does have meaning. I like it. I like it a lot. It makes me feel safe. And I have to remember it doesn’t mean anything else, it’s not the basis for a decision or a hint from the universe or some kind of sorcerer’s luck, it’s just there like sunsets.”
Deep breath. How by the rot untimely can the emotional temperature stay low? 'The rest of our lives’ is this independently discontinuous function of how well we do with sorcery.
Well. Not really independent, is it?
“I like you. You’ve got a brain, you’ve got a spine, working with you, working with you is a joy.”  Not really a deep breath. “But that’s four days, from someone whose self-knowledge ceased to exist five days before that.”
Dove turns around, sinks down until it’s like sitting on nothing, back on the front bulkhead, I think. Front wall? It puts Dove’s head just above the bottom of the window. Looks like it’s comfortable, don’t know how.
“Think we’re going to work harder next décade?”
Was that the easy intro? It, it has to be, there was no theory and no expectation we’d figure out the order of steps or what steps were required, that, all of it, that was getting us to provide our own confidence-building rigged demonstration of how easy it was.
“Do people ever win arguments with Wake?”  I’ve got my forehead on the next upright over from the one Dove is leaning on.
Dove grins, what might be really Dove, the person who’s there for Dove to talk to in the dark, rather than the presentation of unstoppability. “I’m not covering that bet, not even about Wake.”
Yeah. Halt. Dove thinks this is mostly Halt’s idea, a way to get a wizard-team that can really work together.
Dove looks at me, it’s a funny angle, but I can feel Dove’s gaze on me, if that could make any sense, feel the thinking. “We don’t get to stay who we were. That hit you faster than the rest of us, but there’s no way to be an Independent by mistake, you’ve got to decide that’s what you’re doing. A big part of the stress level has to be trying to push all of us out of our beliefs about ourselves.”
“So who I am doesn’t matter, it’s who I decide to be.”  Not a question. It can’t be. I can run mad, and defy logic, or I can accept that I could hardly be stable and cohesive right now, the point is which stable and cohesive I get to in the future.
“That’s my best guess.”  Dove’s expression is something I wouldn’t recognize if I could see it better, because what I’m getting from, from the consonance, how many times do I need to see out of someone else’s eyes to believe this is real thing, isn’t an explicable feeling.
“You ever take any militia training?”  Dove’s voice has gone strange, up a register, that’s not an easy question to ask, don’t know why not.
“No.”  Not a lot of point in considering the Line or a critter team when you can’t latch to a focus, and I figured I wouldn’t be good at it even physically. I needed to put my effort into something I could be good at, my mom was always really clear about that, and by the time I could have taken the training I agreed.
“Your mom seems pretty sensible,” Dove says. I thought that would get through. Easier that way. I suppose it feels more private. Couldn’t do this with anyone else in here.
“There’s a feeling that goes with catching the next trooper over in the corner of your eye, their shield-edge or just some moving bit of them, when you’re in the middle of a fight.”
The words are going into the empty passenger cabin, quiet and composed and not directed at me, it’s a conversation with the still air. The other stuff, that’s coming straight at me and it’s got a lot of shrieking and death in it, this isn’t theory Dove is talking about, no kind of theory with all that muscle memory of shock, impact.
“That’s what you feel like.”  Dove looks up at me. I look back, right into the even face and the golden eyes.
“You’re right that it doesn’t mean anything. I was telling myself I was just being stupid about loneliness, I’ve been stupid about that before, here I go again, attaching all that we-haven’t-lost-yet to some poor Regular near-kid who showed up via the hospital and having Grue pry a horror from your innards. Then you took an easy exercise and solved it by telling a defining, fundamental aspect of the world what to do, because you thought that was the easy, obvious way. And it scaled, you got all the loose rubble out of the blast pit.”
This is much quieter as spoken words. “You’re so comfortable to work with it’s terrifying.”
The not-words aren’t quiet.
My turn for the hand on the shoulder, but I leave it there, lightly.
“When I was learning lathe work, there was a lot of emphasis about trying to do it right. The thing was, if you tried to make sure you didn’t do anything wrong, it was too many things. Doing it right was just the one set of things, there’s a list, follow the steps in order it’ll, it won’t necessarily be good, usable, but you don’t get hurt. Which is, which is much more difficult than it sounds, but I figure it’s possible. So we don’t have to decide corporeal or non-, or how hard to try to hang on to making stuff, worry about what would be wrong, that’s all emergent, isn’t it?”
“We don’t know, we’re going to find out.”  Dove says that quietly, it’s a quote, I think an acquaintance, an experience, not a book.
“The stuff that really matters is, is deciding we’re going to do this with a ‘we’ in it, that turning into sane Independents, Independents who survive the Shape of Peace, means coming up with a way to think about the Power that’s basically adult, peaceful, not a way to get direct gratification, and that it works for both of us.”
I really hope the undertone for this has more than shrieking in it. Wizards, sorcerers, they’re not the good people. Independents are Independents because no one wants them in their gean, when you get right down to it, fussing about long lives and political effects being the polite cover or not.
“Everything that makes that harder isn’t what we want.”
Dove doesn’t look as relieved as I feel, but I don’t think the face exists that could do that, everything coming back from Dove is relief and agreement. No real doubt, there’s some “Where’s the paintbrush?” sort of feeling.
“How are you with books?”  Dove’s got a hand over mine, that’s still on Dove’s shoulder.
“Books?”
“Learning from books. Never got anywhere with that.”  Dove’s embarrassed, and worried. Yeah, there’s going to be a tonne of memorization, isn’t there? Names, if nothing else, and there’s got to be a lot of ‘else’.
I do the side-to-side head tip. “Not great; I can do it, I know how to do it, a way to do it, but it was always work.”  I feel myself grinning.
“Goes right after a conviction in the necessity, respectability, and utility of using the Power lawfully in the new house?”  I can’t make this really sound like a question. It’s really not. Not unless we have to put in something to keep from frying our brains, and I figure some teacher would have mentioned that if it was likely.
“Yes.”  Dove says it standing up. Dove’s not really that enormously much taller than I am, decimetre and a half, but there’s this whole moving-like-oiled-metal aspect to it. Most of the Creeks seem to have some of it, Dove’s got a lot of it.
“I refuse to shake hands on this one.”  Dove doesn’t get a lot of intensity into the words.
It’s a really good hug.
We wind up on one of the benches against the back bulkhead. Dove says there’s about an hour to go. It should be a lot more awkward than it is, sitting next to each other.
“Should we talk to the others?”  I have no idea; social rules for school say everybody or nobody, the point isn’t to excel, it’s to get everybody educated. Inviting someone else into the consonance doesn’t seem possible, and I wouldn’t want to if I could. One entire complex other person getting better and better at reading my mind is, well, it’s not any kind of shortage.
“I’d give it a couple décades, or maybe wait until the house is done. I know we’re the test case, but there’s who knows how many thousands of years of experience with people, baby sorcerers, going into this.”  Dove just sounds thoughtful, voice and undertone.
Then Dove snorts. “It’s not like I’d want to try telling Chloris ceasing to be respectable is inevitable or Kynefrid that, no, really, it’s important that you do this.”
Yeah.
“Zora?”
“Grue’s got Zora, that wasn’t a purely random kindness baking invitation.”  A very thoughtful look. “Besides, Zora likes using the Power. Plus Zora’s people think it’s good, gaining new skills. They might be happier if it was something less complicated, or safer, but I’d bet new skills are a better thing than being a sorcerer is a bad thing. Still getting lots of letters, still happy to get them.”
Letters. Right, I’m going to have to say something to Flaed. Not right now, though.
“Not a lot of worry about the Bad Old Days over by Blue Creek, it’s had even less trouble than Westcreek has.”  Dove sounds contemplative, before looking at me with a strange grin. It’s a look down, I’m still getting used to that. “Don’t leave that letter too long.”
I shake my head. “Not knowing what to say isn’t going to keep me from writing it.”
There’s a nod. “Not that different from this visit.”
Dove clarifies, because it’s obvious I’m confused. Something for this mind-reading thing. Somewhere, there have to be social rules for this. “They’ll be happy to see me, but no one is going to know what to say.”
Which, well, we sit there until the barge slides up to what looks like a tidy little town, it could be a village if it was organized like one. They don’t even tie up, we just say thanks and jump off. I’m a little surprised when my legs work fine, they haven’t been getting the stress.
The visit itself? Dove’s maternal relatives are embedded in a gean of friendly people, the refectory is warm, lunch is good, despite a few ‘baked pickles?’ moments and a preponderance of sharp flavours. I don’t hear anyone use Dove’s mother’s name. Dove must take after their sire; Dove’s mama is a decimetre shorter and, well, quieter. It’s not that Dove’s loud, it’s the implied hammer-to-the-head full attention spilling out of Dove. Grackle, I can think it, hasn’t got that. Lots of warmth and kindness and welcome for a randomly provided fellow student, and no odd looks. There’s a few of those from other relatives, but I can hardly blame them. I don’t look like a Creek or a sorcerer or much of anything.
It’s, well, it’s hard to escape the impression that Grackle is exactly what Dove would be like with a normal level of talent for the Power.
Dove’s mama works in a soap-making collective. Sends us back with five buckets of soap and another five of shampoo. After interrogating me about favourite flowers, but still. Not the sort of thing that goes with having made a bad impression, even if the soap-making collective has been doing especially well the last couple of years.
I even manage to explain how being around adult Creeks makes me feel fourteen without sounding too stupid or offending anybody. Actually youthful Creeks are just surreal, they tend to blur a bit when startled, or when they’re trying to get Cousin Dove’s attention.
The only bad part is being run over by a chicken.
Chickens in the Creeks run up to forty kilogrammes, or so I’m told. This one was young, probably only about thirty kilos, and left some claw marks in my scalp.
It’s apparently not that unusual a thing, even if you knew about the chickens ahead of time, and I even manage to explain in a convincing way why I didn’t try to protect myself with sorcery while the local medic is stitching up my head without saying “It would anger Halt”.
That would clearly have worked, because Dove mentions it and there are those nods.
Still, pretty nearly worth it to feel only the expected kind of odd, meeting the family of someone you don’t actually know very well, even with the chicken. Without the chicken, it’d have been a great Déci.
The barge we catch back to Westcreek Town has Halt on it.
Halt says “Hello, children,” and the knitting needles stop clicking. They don’t stop moving, but they stop clicking.
Saying “Hello, Halt,” is awkward, I’m sure we sound awkward. There’s no pause in the knitting.
“Did you have a good Déci?” Halt says, just like your grandma would.
I nod, I can see Dove nodding. “Even with the chicken,” sounds like an odd thing to say, but it’s true, so I say it.
Dove takes a couple steps to one side, and says “Is it permissible,” before Halt smiles
“Of course, Dove dear. Just don’t set the boat on fire.”
Dove straightens up a bit, and there’s that strange tickle-on-the-brain feeling again. I close my eyes, take another breath, and another, and reach for it.
I look scared, which is only accurate. There’s this wiggle feeling, like I’ve got trout in my head, and the image of me through Dove’s eyes goes blurry, not like going out of focus but the way tree buds make the twiggy ends of tree limbs seem blurry in the spring.
If you get really bright, low-angle sunlight, early enough in the spring that there aren’t any leaves yet, a bunch of raspberry canes or an old rosebush might produce a shadow like that, if it was cast onto something rough.
It’s not the same, it’s like looking at the footprints of a duckling and the place an eagle’s feet have rasped the bark and thinking there’s a similarity in shape, but, rot-where-it’s-not-wanted, there is a similarity of shape. I do look, some, a little bit, like whatever is back of the spider.
I open my eyes, and am seeing myself seeing Dove seeing me seeing myself, and then I find the shutoff. Ow.
“Come here, Edgar,” Halt says, speaking directly to me.
I take the six short steps. Halt motions at my head, and I duck — Halt’s chair has got taller, silently, and without it being apparent just when this happened — so Halt can look at the stitches.
I straighten up, and Halt rummages, somehow reaching shoulder deep in a knitting bag that looks like it’s maybe three decimetres deep. The flask that emerges is either silver or glass. It looks like it switches, depending on how far from the knitting bag it is. Or maybe how long it’s been out. Halt hands me the cup-cap of the thing full of, well, whatever was in the flask.
I don’t know what it is, I don’t know what that colour is called, it’s visibly viscous.
This is Halt. I don’t even consider not drinking it.
Halt is looking at me, and looking so enormously serene I can’t help but think of giggling. Dove is looking at me half-alarmed, and the undertone is nearly all alarmed. “Does it taste bad?”
“Don’t know what it tastes like, but it’s not bad.”
“Not bad at all?”  Dove is having trouble with this.
“It tastes like an emotion I’ve never felt. I mean, the sensation when my scalp ate the stitches was off-putting, and my head twinged a bit, but the taste is fine, I just haven’t got anything at all to compare it to, I think you’re asking a baby about their first taste of solid food.”
Halt smiles beatifically, at me, at Dove, it’s hard to tell.
“That answers all my questions about what you are, Edgar. Not all of yours, of course, and certainly not all of Wake’s, but all of mine.”  Halt’s speaking straight at me.
“I’m pretty sure I was born human.”  I don’t sound as sure as I’d like.
“I might have been, too, dear, I don’t honestly remember. It’s not so much a disadvantage as you might think.”
Halt can do an amazing twinkly smile. It makes Dove visibly nervous. The awful squashing possibilities of dropping a thousand tonnes of rocks, being squashed with utter thoroughness because neither I nor Dove had ever done this before didn’t make Dove look nervous. Nigh-certain there wasn’t any internal nervous from that, either.
“All your choices about who are still quite real, dear, today this is merely information about your capacity for style.”  The needles never stop, but there’s this flash of smile, a smile where the spider smiles, too, the mouth parts that look like legs curving wide and showing two-thirds of the venom spikes. “I shall be most curious to observe what you do.”
The needles start clicking again, and Dove is squatting against the bulkhead, muttering something about needing to stop making even implausible jokes, so I go over and put a hand on Dove’s shoulder. I think it helps both of us; I’m sure it helps me.
It’s not like ‘scion of the spider god’ is the worst thing anyone’s ever called me, not in context.
We’ve got time, and the weather’s decent enough, to trot up to the tent and back before dinner, but neither of us have anything to change into that’s any better than what we’re wearing, and it’s tacitly agreed that it’s better to hand the others their buckets of shampoo some place the light is good.
We’re all getting a bit cautious about being handed things.
Kynefrid and Chloris show up together. Chloris looks relaxed. I don’t think I’ve seen Chloris relaxed before; even the breathing exercises don’t seem to get through that basal watching-self tension. Kynefrid looks, well, it might be smug. It might just be having been somewhere, doing something, where the rules were the expected rules, things were understood, not surprising, for the first time in days.
Zora shows up nearly late, we’re standing around the doors wondering where Zora is, who we could ask, and Zora arrives riding pillion behind the Wicked Queen. I find myself thinking that if Zora looked any happier, it would be a fire hazard, and then thinking that the aphorism might be a real risk now.
Zora’s radiating so much happy that I don’t notice Blossom right away. I wouldn’t have thought that was possible even when it was just Blossom, never mind Blossom on another blood-red horse-thing. Zora stands there and holds food tubs and a stack of pans and they’re still coming out of a saddlebag that really isn’t large enough for one of them, so we all move forward to help. Five of us can just about carry it all.
Blossom takes both horse-things away, tack already floating off them, and we follow Grue inside like ducklings.
It’s Déci, so it’s the kids’ table for us; Halt and Wake and Blossom and Grue and the Line officer I thought was a team lead from the critter team and somebody, not a Creek, I don’t recognize them, have the back far corner, and we get the next one out from it.
Chloris appears to have skipped lunch, is famished and very pleased at how they said convincing nice things at the tavern. Kynefrid isn’t saying anything, it’s not a funk, but there’s no social presence, Kynefrid’s fallen a long way back inside, no self in the eyes, it’s to the point of putting jam on a baked potato. Kynefrid eats it, too, and doesn’t seem to notice at all.
Zora had an amazing time baking, Grue’s kitchen and kitchen garden are cleaned, maintained, and apparently assisted by a multi-species nest of enormous ants, to the point where Zora was handing dirty dishes to ants and getting them back clean. “I didn’t watch that very closely,” Zora says, and then rattles off the list of knowledge and qualifications required to make a horse-thing, Grue’s apparently entirely willing to share the recipe.
“That will take a few years,” says Dove. I think it’ll take about twenty, if I’m understanding all the words properly.
Zora nods. “Yeah. But now I have a reason to study.”
Dove doesn’t mention the chicken. Everybody says thank you for the soap, even Kynefrid emerges just enough for politeness.
Oh, and bland cooking? Bland. I think I drink five litres of water. Can’t make myself stop eating, which ought to be worrying. Pulled seven-legged-critter haunch is an argument that organic solid fire is addictive tasty stuff.


Chapter 14
Dove was right. That first half-décade was the gentle introduction.
For all of Brumaire, we eat, we sleep, and we move rocks.
Other things, too, but I don’t think there’s a day we don’t move rocks.
Making the other two, and then three, dams, creating stream channels and lining them and the ponds, which means making clay first, and then making a whole other overflow stream because there’s far more water than the sewage ponds will take without flowing too fast. Which means a marsh. A small marsh, “Twenty ducks, eight geese, or a pair of swans,” Wake says, and then has to explain that where Wake is from, swans are only twice the size of geese. What’s small in the world still means a lot more clay lining and finding out that Wake knows more about clay than it seems possible there is to know, it’s just a type of mud, isn’t it? Which runs us into Wake’s knowledge of mud, vast beyond belief. We can all tell because trying to fit the fraction imparted into our brains produces this increasingly familiar feeling of uncomfortable fullness.
The ponds all work, the water flow doesn’t strip the lining, we’ve even got it set up so the marsh will put any down-flow silt in useful places, it’s a success as civil engineering. It’s not a house, it’s what makes a house possible.
Getting the prairie sod up and off is ridiculously easy; Grue’s taught Zora how to get the line of intent to go between living things, it’s not so much a technique as a way to apply a rule on the invocation of Power, one required to avoid frying Grue’s kitchen-ants. So we put a stake in for the centre of the circle, Wake suggests an appropriate radius of fifteen metres, we stretch thirty metres of string around the stake to be sure we’ve got ourselves lined up on the clifflet rise in the slope, we move the stake, and then we move the stake again; this is something to get as completely right as we can manage, not just right enough. Once the stake’s in, Zora makes a circle around that doesn’t do anything but divide the sod, right clean down to the bedrock. Dove and I pick the whole thing up and march it over to a clean space Chloris had made.
Chloris, face screwed up and brow speckled with sweat, had sterilized that space, killed it dead, deader than that, refusing everything inside the just-large-enough ward Wake set up permission to live, and then, the thing Wake described as the ‘interesting part’, explained to the ward while passing the sod through it and to the sod itself that the sterilization didn’t mean it, the sod was to believe in its expectation of continued life. Considering that the sod is still sitting on a metre of topsoil and three metres plus of subsoil and rocks, it’s not all that difficult to maintain a conviction that it wants to live. Wake says that; from Chloris’ face I’m not sure I entirely believe it. We’ve even got it more or less into the same sun-angle, which should help.
Keeping the small ward going is harder; it has to hold in all that dirt, and hold out anything that might let weeds in. Chloris manages it, working with three levels of thinking, so far as I can tell, and two of them are panicking, one that the working is using necromancy and another at the thought of messing this up, being incompetent in public. The third skein of thought’s getting the job done, so I hope it wins the overall argument when it has time. There’s a daily topping-up-the-ward for three days after that, everybody trooping over the hill before breakfast and feeding Power to Chloris to feed into the thing. The ‘before breakfast’ part isn’t much fun, but if we all do it that means nobody’s facing the day already tired.
The big ward around the Tall Woods we only have to feed once a décade. “A more advanced technique,” Wake says. “Meant to be there indefinitely, where we wish the retaining ward to leave as little evidence of itself in the future as we might arrange.”
Temporary isn’t really a property of exercised Power, any more than it’s a property of rain, or anything else that doesn’t rot. It isn’t always raining, but the possibility of rain means flowing water, there isn’t any getting away from it, it doesn’t decay out of the world. I can start to see how that must change how sorcerers think about things; life is in the category of stuff that rots, but using the Power isn’t.
The idea that necromancy can be used to keep things alive, from soil bacteria to people, bothers Chloris. It bothers Chloris for décades. As a thing, a technique, it’s obviously really useful for, say, transplanting cuttings, but more obviously terrible if you had someone badly hurt and weren’t willing to admit that they were going to die, even if you didn’t want them to. That could be just hideous. “Yes, it can be,” says Wake, and I look at Dove and Dove looks at me and we both, together, it’s the same decision, not the two of us each deciding the same thing, decide not to think about what that would have meant in the Bad Old Days.
Kynefrid’s part of the job was to make something, not a ward, what Wake calls ‘mis-described illusion’, a great big barrel made out of the Power like we made insulated mitts when sharpening the rock drills. It’s even got hoops, but on the inside, compression structures instead of tension ones. It’s kept the dirt around the huge plug we lifted out from collapsing, which leads to a pay-attention-students moment when we all troop back to the hole.
Kynefrid can’t stay there all day and all night to keep the whole thing from vanishing with inattention, we couldn’t even take turns, it’s Kynefrid’s working, none of the rest of us were involved. Passing workings is possible, but, Wake’s tone goes dry, “Not so soon in your studies.”
Wake produces a wooden box twenty centimetres square and maybe five deep, fills it with clay — the clay drifts a kilometre through the air from the patching pile of extra we left at one end of the not-filled-yet marsh — smooths it dead level by waving a hand at it, and produces a stick from somewhere. More a dowel, and it’s got one end pointed and the other end cut to an angled wedge. We learn a ‘paucity of basic signs’, the one for ‘the whole working’ and the one for ‘permanence in the indefinite present’ and a few others. Kynefrid doesn’t have to write the thing, but does have to figure out how to take the ‘intention of shoring’ already made — there are a lot of possible signs for shoring — and hook it into the, it must be an enchantment, Wake’s written. Plus handle a Power-feed from the rest of us, if it turns out that Kynefrid needs more of the Power than that directly available while already keeping the existing shoring up.
It doesn’t work. The clay cracks, Kynefrid wobbles, and the shoring almost goes, bits of it blink out before Wake gets it stable, I don’t know how, don’t think Wake takes over the working, it just stops failing until Kynefrid manages to get a grip on it again.
“Know what you did wrong?” is all Wake says to Kynefrid, while the fired clay powders into dust and disperses on a breeze that isn’t blowing anywhere else. Kynefrid nods. Not looking well, looks like someone awake much too long, days, but also entirely determined.
The second try, Kynefrid asks for a lot more Power, we feed Kynefrid a lot more Power, and it works; there’s a wooden box indifferent to being in contact with white-hot ceramic, no ‘crack’ sound, and the shoring stays up after Kynefrid collapses. Which leads to a discussion of Power-exhaustion first aid, arranging Kynefrid in the recovery position on the grass on and under a blanket from Wake’s satchel, and, very carefully, floating everybody else down into the excavation. I can’t fly, there’s no good way to move to the side, but Dove and I between us can manage straight up and down for everybody. I need the external anchor or I start to wobble. We can’t just climb because the shoring is the same height all the way around; the ground isn’t, there’s only a metre of dirt to the north, but the shoring is the same four metres there as it is to the south, and it’s way too smooth to climb. So we float.
The bedrock is marble. Gorgeous un-fractured blue-green marble, suitable for statuary and rolling-pins and the work-slabs of confectionary-makers, and none of us want to blast it into rubble. Seems like a complete waste. What we want for the house is the igneous rock below that, we can all feel it, it’s only another four metres down or so. The junction there’s easy, you can feel the discontinuity and there’s more than enough meaning to get the Power to latch on to just the marble and lift, but how we get only the marble under the excavation out isn’t obvious. Even if we could lift the whole hill.
I wind up sitting down and having a brief gibber for ten minutes or so, because I caught myself thinking thirty-metre hole saw as though it was a serious option. Wake smiles at me after I explain the gibbering in response to a quizzical look; it turns out making a hole saw is a serious option, though not the simplest. For starters, we don’t have anything suitable for the cutting teeth on hand. Dove makes a face, points out that it’s marble, not pure quartz, and there’s all the poor struggling forb we pulled out before the clay pond linings went in, to be the start of the bottom muck or the compost pile, depending. Lots of carbon there, and we can go get sand if we need to, because silicon carbide will certainly cut marble.
“It will cut quartz, too,” says Wake. By the time Kynefrid’s conscious, Wake’s taught us the ‘sound, unspecialized’ recipe, and we’ve got sixteen big half-metre square blocks of ‘dense, amorphous, fibre-reinforced’ silicon carbide ten centimetres thick and it’s dinner time. Halt takes one look at Kynefrid, walking into the refectory, fishes out that odd flask, finds a mug, and doses Kynefrid.
Kynefrid makes faces. Prolonged and disturbing faces, as though the flesh wishes to escape from the skull-bone beneath. Kynefrid then flatly refuses to try to describe the taste, despite considerable curiosity from those around, out of a desperate desire to not to think about it ever again.
It doesn’t work very well; the taste very nearly prevents even an attempt at eating dinner, which is frightening; we’re all ravenous. Dove ruffles my hair while not saying ‘scion of the spider god’ out loud, and Chloris and Zora are both busy enough trying to get Kynefrid to at least drink something that isn’t wood-lettuce tea that they don’t notice. Zora cheerfully points out that wood-lettuce is a slow poison even to the most susceptible, it won’t be any immediate help.
Running the hole-saw is easy; you number the carbide blocks, you count in your head, you feed a push in, formally dividing the push in your head by sixteen. Getting the hole saw to run straight vertical isn’t easy, and dealing with the immense mass of dust and chips takes planning. Fifteen centimetres wide doesn’t sound like much of a trench, but for a thirty-metre diameter circle that means about fourteen square metres of kerf, or whatever you call the space emptied by the saw-cut when it’s not really a saw and you’re cutting rock. We’re going down four metres or so, so there are going to be something around a hundred and fifty tonnes of chips.
It winds up with Kynefrid sitting well back from the pit, holding, hunched over, yesterday’s enchantment-tile, slowly and carefully extending the shoring down about a decimetre behind the position of the cut, Dove running a reverse-rotation mass of water to flush the dust and chips out of the kerf, Zora pulling chips out of the water, and Chloris pulling the heat. If you leave the heat in, the water is steam pretty quick, which, as Wake says, can be fine if you’ve got lots of water. Instead, we’ve got maybe thirty tonnes of water pulled out of the spring pond and floated over. Chloris feeds me the heat back, continuously as it’s removed from the water, another ongoing thing that’s a loop in the Power. It takes me a couple of tries with much smaller amounts to figure out what to do with it, Wake says “Heat is work and work is heat,” to me as a universal principle and I can see that, things heat up when you hammer them or saw them or bend them, anyone knows that, but the heat to work part is a mental leap.
I get heat-is-work sorted out in my head, Wake puts a small ward — a kinetic dump, which I think means flying rocks will hit it and stop — on me, everyone else gets out of the excavation, I lie down — the face cover doesn’t protect the back of my head, but the living rock ought to — put on the face cover, ward or no ward, and away we go. It’s much, much tougher to work with Chloris than with Dove, but that’s close to saying that I’m aware I’m doing it. It’s not any harder than having to pay attention to the person passing you stuff when filling shelves. There’s no load, no active load, the teeth have mass, we’re not cutting yet, but I can spin the teeth and Dove can run the water and there’s this tiny trickle of heat coming through from Chloris.
Then there’s the whole drilling straight problem. It takes me an embarrassingly long time trying to lower the whirling circle of carbide teeth to recall that a plumb bob works by gravity, not by being dense or heavy or stretching a string. Once I’ve got that, seeing the cutting teeth as arranged on a planar surface and the surface as normal to the local gravity works fine. I do see it, there’s a pillar of light in my head presumably from the centre of the earth and rising up into the sky.
Cutting rock is loud, really, really loud. Feed slower walks into my head, unmistakably Wake, and the noise drops and drops again as I feel something like having my ears covered in the idea of mud. As I feed slower the amount of heat running around drops, too. There’s an obvious ideal place, where the most chips come out for the least heat, and we sort of all wobble ourselves to there. Get the teeth below the surface level and the whirling water drops with them, to be a deep thrumming in the rock. It was pretty spectacular there for awhile above the surface, nearly-boiling froth with the big carbide blocks hurtling through it and the haze of rock chips. Another ten tonnes or so of water shows up, there’s some loss as steam no matter how hard Chloris pulls the heat out, steam moving too fast to condense back before it’s out of reach.
Once we get down into some granite, or basalt, or whatever the heavy igneous rock is, the cut slows, but not really all that much. Keeping it from catching takes some thinking, it’s a lot like sawing through a knot, where one part of the material you’re cutting is a lot tougher than the stuff around it. Keep cutting until all the chips are gabbro, Wake says, so we do that.
The teeth come out looking battered, they’re neither perfectly square nor a half-metre on a side anymore, but they’d be good for another few holes. We made them from dirt and dead plants in an afternoon, and if Wake will walk us through it again I’d bet we could do it on our own the third time. It’s the first thing that has really made me feel like we’re actually sorcerers, because if this was widely available people would use it, and I’ve never heard of it before. Even on a much smaller scale, a metre-wide hole saw for setting a king post would be worth having.
This isn’t as easy to do as it seems, was, I shouldn’t, can’t, claim it was difficult after it wasn’t.
Zora’s laid out the chips as walkway, connecting the three sanitary ponds. It looks like an edged walkway somehow, too, it’s a very neat job. Must have sorted the larger chips out and inserted them vertically.
Getting the marble plug out is straightforward, there’s nothing difficult except believing it’ll move before it rises. Walking it down, all five of us, to Westcreek Town isn’t any harder, the Line-style rolling loop of Power, not any rolling up of its gravity-socks. We have to be really careful on a couple of the turns after we’re on roads, it might be only about four metres thick on a ten metre right-of-way, flipped on edge, but it’s still thirty high and thirty wide. It gets to the shared stone-yard of the three stone-working collectives in Westcreek Town without causing any calamities. Lots of remarks; the leading views are that you can’t make a useful millstone out of marble and that even if we get another one and an axle, what would we ever get to pull the cart?
Every single one of my fellow students gets a thoughtful look, and I do, too, the first time someone says that. We really could be turning into Independents, even if none of us have the least idea yet how we’d go about making what we’re thinking of.
Between the three collectives, there’s more than a hundred people standing there to watch us rotate the big marble plug on its side, realize it’s upside down relative to how it lay in the earth, hoist it a careful twenty metres in the air, flip it over with stately caution, and set it slowly down. Wake gets a thoughtful look somewhere in there, then Wake’s hands wiggle at the big shared stone-yard. All the stray bits of rock and gravel and sand clear themselves into appropriate piles, away from where the marble is coming down.
We get it down whole, no cracking. There isn’t even a thump. Dove looks at the team leads and focus-firsts, who are just staring at us by now, and says “Didn’t have any place to put it.”  There are some slow nods, they can about cope with that. Most of them can’t when Zora asks, rather diffidently, if we can have some worktops out of it, not sure how many or how big yet. I can see the math happening in all the team leads’ heads, it’s, with the thick spots, probably eight thousand tonnes of marble, which would supply some immense number of work tops, and the team leads and just about everyone else close enough to hear Zora stagger around laughing. Zora’s “Not just work tops,” is in withering tones, and doesn’t help with the laughing.
We are, when composure is recovered, promised work-tops, and some architectural accent blanks in the bargain. We’re halfway to dinner before Zora stops feeling offended. “We still won that one,” Dove says. I take Dove’s word for it, I have to, Creek social encounter rules are going to take me at least fifty years to understand. It’s not actually a fight, it’s got something to do with social authority, some kind of status you can only use indirectly. Halt has tonnes and tonnes of it, which is a pretty good demonstration that the Creeks are collectively smart. Dove has at least a couple tonnes, something Dove will neither admit nor acknowledge. Makes me think my estimate’s low, but I don’t understand how it works.
Before we go in to dinner, Wake tells us to be sure to wash thoroughly after breakfast tomorrow morning and to wear clean, fresh clothes. “Any clothes?” Chloris asks, and Wake nods. “This is a requirement of ritual. Clean matters, not worn since the last laundering matters, but style and material do not.”
There’s a mass outbreak of confusion.
“When I was young, we did this fasting. You are all fortunate that’s been discovered since to be no true requirement.”
It’s a good thing we’re all so tired there’s no chance of that remark keeping us awake all night. Ritual magic on an empty stomach? That wouldn’t go well.
We make a point of scrubbing, instead of sluicing, in the morning; we make a point of carrying the clean clothes down to breakfast so we’re wearing them when we head back up toward the Tall Woods. It’s a clear day, quite shining, but also well into leaf-turning season.
When we drop off the clothes we were making vast pits in, these last few days, the tagger at the laundry makes muttering noises, and asks us which clothes list we’re on. The response to ‘not’ can be summarized as ‘Well, I guess I’ll have to fix that’. No gean, so no clothes list there; what it means to be an student sorcerer I have no idea, there should be an official school-outside-a-gean in the mechanisms of government somewhere, but if so, we’re a really small one. Even the Tall Woods must be causing the cadastral survey some issues, somewhere, but no one’s mentioned.
With all the displaced people, I doubt anyone’s going to worry about it, and I even more doubt Wake didn’t sort it out ahead of time, but still. There’s this niggling feeling of impending attestations.
A niggling feeling of impending doom, too, not at all helped by seeing Wake there in something that isn’t a shapeless mass of coarse brown robe.
Still a robe, but it’s shining white and Wake’s got a giant scarf-thing in deep blue draped over the right shoulder, it looks like nothing but friction holds it, and an impractical octagonal flat hat in matching blue silk. There’s some kind of embroidery all over the scarf-thing in copper and gold.
“Good morning, students.”
“Good morning,” comes out at five different times and cadences, but I think we all manage to say it.
“Melting gabbro, any mafic rock, is energy-intensive. For an individual practitioner to generate the required energy to melt a large quantity of such rock is very difficult, even with resort to mechanisms disapproved of by Commonweal law. The available options are thus large foci, which while energetically sufficient lack fine precision, or doing the work in stages, which permits precision but which requires awkward scaffolding mechanisms to prevent the first part from falling over while the subsequent parts of the work are accomplished.”
We all nod.
“The, quite legal, alternative involves non-coercive summoning.”
We don’t nod.
“Isn’t summoning inherently coercive?”  Dove, sounding, not worried, baffled. I’m getting a lot of baffled. Not just from Dove, and all the rest isn’t mine, either.
Wake’s head shakes no, with emphasis. “There are inherently coercive mechanisms, but the act itself is not. The idea is to offer an opportunity not otherwise available; the — ” Wake’s face and voice tone shift, very oddly — “traditional sacrificial mechanisms are effectively this, sources of Power not otherwise available to creatures from elsewhere.”  The image of a living heart ripped from the victim is vivid. For a few seconds, I wouldn’t mind having skipped breakfast.
“Since we are not going to sacrifice anyone or anything, not even by a large donation of the Power, as was sometimes done, what we have to offer can be thought of as an opportunity for art.”
What?
“Fire elementals inhabit either a place, or a time period, where nothing possesses a fixed form. To some subset of them, the opportunity to create art of fixed shape, in durable materials, has value.”
“So we’re bribing, paying, a fire elemental with the opportunity to make a house?” Chloris has passed through scandalized and won’t be be in disbelief long, not without slowing down both soon and much.
Wake’s head shakes through another no. “We are offering a fire elemental the opportunity to enter into an artistic partnership to create a valued fixed structure.”
So we end up standing in the middle of the excavation, eight metres below the short-grass prairie meadow that came with Tall Woods, making a house out of nothing. If it doesn’t have to do anything, keep back heat or dirt or hold weight, forming shapes with the Power is easy, you think at it. You find out how clear your thoughts are, too. Getting a whole house, even a whole house purely as walls and floors, no fixtures or doors or furniture, that’s a bit tougher. Things don’t persist without intent, and you try thinking of an entire house at once.
It winds up with me playing thing-conserver, holding on to the overall model, and the others adding things. There’s an argument over three floors or four, straight stairs or curved, where the windows go, and almost everything about usage you can imagine. Which is pretty silly; even if we did know how a sorcerer’s work-room was typically set up, Wake had told us, bluntly, we weren’t going to come out in the traditional way. And the place is huge, thirty metres across is a lot of space for five people before you have three floors. Chloris has problems with that, thinks there must be an eventual population well over fifty. Dove lists, Zora lists, storage, inside talent practice, the lab space we don’t know the appropriate size for, and the inevitable regret at guessing necessary room sizes.
The model has a tipped roof, higher to the north for the light, side windows, arched out of the sod, and the actual roof spiralled with a flat so the sod won’t wash off it in the rain. Kynefrid gets very focused on how we keep the runoff headed away, out into the ground around, some kind of bad experience with that, where the thorpe Kynefrid comes from was. I pass a few suggestions to Dove, hypocaust floors and showers near the lab space, before I get entirely wound up in holding on to the wholeness of the image. Dove is doing something to the walls, I can’t quite tell what.
Wake’s been walking a circle, sunwise, all the way around the outside, one hand trailing on Kynefrid’s shoring-enchantment. Wake goes round like this more than once, I don’t know how many times, chanting. We’re not creating anything substantial enough to impede Wake — hah! — so the walk and the chant keeps going as walls and floors and stairs shudder and flow into something like a fixed appearance.
We’re all standing in the middle, I can hear, from closer than it seems, Wake saying “Ready?”  Everyone’s fine with me holding the house image, I’ve got it, transfer seems rash, and Wake asks everybody individually. Dove takes my left hand, then Zora my right, then we’re all standing in a pentagon shape holding hands around Wake. There’s a little tweak from Dove somewhere in the structure, and Wake starts talking. I have no certain idea it’s talking, words, meaningful speech, but it sounds like language. Not a language I know, it’s not obviously actually a human thing, it sounds like someone trying to whistle flames while breathing math.
Everything goes white. It’s hot, it’s impossibly hot; I don’t hurt, there isn’t any pain, it’s not safe but it’s not malice, either, there’s a feeling like standing near the edge of a precipice to it, don’t get into the bad energy state where you’re falling and you’re fine. The fire elemental, I don’t know anything about fire elementals but if you’re thinking of anything simian made of flames you’re utterly wrong, this is all dots and giggling and whirling wild mind.
Trying to hold the house-shape as though it were immutable won’t, can’t, work, and Wake did say collaboration. I don’t try to explain anything in terms of ‘otherwise we would be cold’ or ‘otherwise we would be wet’, I try to get it into elegance and pride and appropriate containment of the rituals of learning.
Look at it the right way, and that’s what eating and washing and having a place to stash your spare socks is; we’re here to learn and if we don’t do those other things we won’t learn well at all.
Explaining the learning catches in more than one spot, and then I realize it’s not something I can explain as facts, the elemental is from somewhere where there are no facts that aren’t immediately obvious. Everything else is fluid and willed. So I tell it we’re trying to learn to be ourselves and each other at the same time, that it’s a thinking dance in slow time out of the shapes of flesh.
That works. Departing constraint makes complete sense, that you might need to learn how to do it makes complete sense, too.
There’s a grand, utter, ornate failure of geometry, and I’m blinking out a window. From the angle of the trees, I’m not at the bottom of the excavation anymore.
We’re all still holding hands. There’s a cool breeze.
“Are you intact?”  Dove says that out loud, and with a lot more emotion underneath in my head.
I nod. “That was really strange, but it wasn’t worse than scary.”
Dove’s looking doubtful. Zora’s eyes are huge, and Kynefrid is looking at me over Wake like I might explode.
“Where did you go?” says Chloris.
“Data points beyond Halt’s doses,” Wake says, sounding completely pleased.
Then Wake looks up and smiles like the soul of mercy.
The whole thirty-metre sweep of the domed ceiling, the unbroken curve of the inside of the roof up to the crystalline spike of a top-light, is…Enamelled? Inlaid? Wrought? I have no idea what it is, but it’s peacock feathers, sixteen really huge ones and the colours glow like the memory of fire. I wouldn’t assert they’re not emitting light.
The big low stretches of window to east and west and north are what we expected, that the roof extends a bit to the north, over the outside door, that was expected, too.
It’s nearly sunset. What?
“Windows tomorrow,” says Wake.


Chapter 15
Making glass with Blossom feels different than making glass with Halt, something beyond standing inside the Round House looking at the window openings instead of standing in a sand pit.
It’s probably just style.
Blossom’s scary, the same way any large amount of power in a small space is scary, it’s not really any different from being near a big set of water-driven gears or some road team using a fifty-person focus to grind rock. It’s not a focused scary, not any more threatening than the big gears. Blossom ought to look about nineteen, it even works sometimes, but then you realize you’re looking at a self-composing, ongoing, open-ended enchantment, a single terrible purity of Power. I have to decide what kind of Independent to be, and here’s this apparently pleasant and sane person who, when they were about my age, maybe Dove’s age, wanted to be this single awesomely terrible thing.
Halt’s, Halt’s not really scary. Halt’s mighty, the mightiest thing I’ve ever seen, Halt’s a scary shape, but I’m less and less sure it was the scary shape Halt wanted, rather than the shape Halt got. I’m not sure if any of the old ones ever got what they wanted, it almost couldn’t happen in the Bad Old Days, even if I’ve only met two of them. We’re being handed a huge gift, and we’re not really equipped to recognize how huge.
I find I’ve taken Dove’s hand. It’s reassuring, it’s reassuring even with Dove still worried about me, not much, but some, and even with Dove’s memory commenting on just what Blossom can do. I don’t begin to understand what happened to that demon.
Zora takes a couple steps away from us. Dove looks at Zora, quizzical. Zora looks right back. “It’s not especially safe when you two start sharing the brain.”
Chloris looks baffled, in the way someone who knows they’ve missed something does. Kynefrid looks baffled in the way you do when you aren’t sure you heard that right.
“Quicker than talking,” Dove says, quite entirely composed.
“Quieter, too,” Blossom says, with all good humour.
“We’re making windows, so there are three problems. One is you want your windows to be entirely flat, so they don’t distort what you see through them. Two is that you are going to need some kind of frame, and what you can make affects how thick you want the glass to be. Three is that glass isn’t a good insulator; you would like your windows not to leak heat or coolth nor run condensation, depending on what time of year it is.
“The fourth, local, problem, is that those — ” Blossom waves at the window openings — “aren’t flat.”
The roof, one continuous shallow dome, is supported on walls that rise two and a half metres above the level of this top floor, and an average of about one and a half above the level of the ground. There are gaps in the walls two metres high for nearly all the northern curve except for the door-pillars and the empty doorway, and for eight metres each to east and west; that’s the windows. The floor is level with the sod around the door to the north, there’s a dip to clear the windows to east and west, and the back quarter, the whole south wall, the edge of the roof is level with the hill. That’s not quite what the shape of the hill looked like before the house went up, there’s a new back-curve to the surviving edges of what was the three-metre clifflet, so the southern ends of the east and west windows don’t wind up buried.
Not buried is good, but the walls are still in the curve of a circle, and we’re going to have to deal with that somehow, making the windows.
The roof isn’t precisely a circle, or if it is it’s larger than the walls; there’s a five-metre overhang over the door, curving back to no overhang just past the southern ends of the east and west windows. Of course, the walls could be off-round instead; judging a thirty-metre round structure for roundness from the inside isn’t something I have a lot of practice with, but I doubt it’s easy.
Going to be a trick getting the sod back on. With the overhang, we’ve got more roof than there was hill when we lifted the sod away from the excavation.
“Perhaps fifth is that we have no idea what the walls are made of?”  Kynefrid sounds, not diffident, like it’s a real question because maybe every sorcerer worthy of the name knows how to make glue that will stick anything to anything for a thousand years.
We’re all clumped up, fairly close to the doorway. It makes it a little easier to not have your attention vanish into that amazing ceiling.
Blossom’s eyes narrow. One bare hand goes on a door post. Then three steps to the broad sill, it looks like two and a half metres, of the window opening, and then sinking down to put the same hand on the floor.
“Have you looked at the rest of it?”  Blossom sounds odd.
There are two noes and four head-shakes. I have one of the noes.
“Change of plan,” Blossom says, still cheerful. “Learning how to make a light.”
We troop outside; light is just heat, Blossom says, only moving faster, but let’s not risk a heat-bloom inside, or where it’s pointed at anyone. Remember how when something is hot, it glows? That’s the same thing, there’s enough intensity of heat that it’s moved up into the energy levels where eyes will detect the glow as light.
So we line up in the mist, facing east, and are instructed to point our efforts at making a light up and away.
The way Blossom is talking, this is a straight Power-to-light thing, you summon up some Power and you emit it as light, just as you would with heat to heat something up.
That might be how the others have been heating things up; I’ve been thinking of heat as the average motion of the atoms, and kinda stirring with the Power to get them moving. Which makes having no atoms, going straight to photons, difficult. Photons are just energy, there’s no actual substance there; if you pull all the energy out of a photon it goes away. Getting the Power, which isn’t itself material, to just become material, well, I know it’s possible, people do it, but I’m not finding a how you do it lying around in my brain.
Still, there’s a lot of air, and while heating any amount of air white-hot seems implausible as a useful thing to do, heat is just motion, school made an analogy with a harp string. Which disgusted all the mandolin players who had never seen an actual harp. So if I grab some air, a little bit, a litre or two, and make an illusory mirror around the pointed-at-me end, I should be able to hold the stuff in the air, the nitrogen and the oxygen and the water and all the tiny amounts of everything else, fixed, not let them move, because otherwise I’ll get hot air mixing with all the other air, and shove enough of the Power in to get a glow out of my analogy to really tiny harp strings.
Nothing, nothing, nothing, red light, a beam of red light, narrow as thread and sparkling its way through the mist. Well, red is the first colour things glow when you heat them. Orange, yellow, green, and it’s going blue in an amazing sphere of sparkles off the mist when Blossom says “Edgar, stop.”
The beam of light doesn’t fall back down to red, it just goes out when I stop adding Power to it. I keep the mirror, and my grip on the air. It’s amazing what rock moving will do toward teaching the novice sorcerer to not just let go of a working.
I can feel Blossom metaphysically poking at my grip on the air, at the shape of the mirror.
“That,” Blossom says in a very dry tone, “was tuneable coherent light. Coherent light is traditionally a multi-person laboratory exercise in the fifth or sixth year of study.”
“Couldn’t figure out how to go straight from the Power to photons.”
“You do heat injection by stuff-stirring?”  Blossom’s really very good at not sounding judgemental; I feel like an incompetent idiot anyway, and nod.
“Most of the time how you make heat, or light, is inherently obvious. If it’s not, there are — ” I can feel the indicating chin lift — “workarounds, but the breakthrough insight isn’t guaranteed.”
“Can you turn the coherent light thing off?”  There’s a, perfectly audible in my head, unspoken with no bang? following after this question from Dove. From the shifting feet noises, everybody else got the implication just fine.
I let go of the air, then the mirror. Let go of the air. Perfectly obvious non-metaphorical meaning that involves no valves or tanks or plumbing.
Dove grabs my hand, and for a second it really is one, well, it can’t be one meat-brain, it’s like there was one metaphysical brain for a second, and when there are two again something got installed in the section of metaphysical brain that’s specifically mine.
That’s…ridiculously simple. I wave my free, right, hand around. Red-orange-yellow-green-blue-violet, no problem. Then back down, then bright white, then soft white.
Zora claps, once, Chloris looks happy, and Kynefrid’s face sort of slumps into a smile.
Blossom’s lips don’t so much as twitch, visible fleshly face entirely the image of friendly equanimity. Ever been smirked at by a single terrible purity of Power? Even by recent standards, it’s a weird experience.
I look over at Dove. “Thanks.”
“Can’t have you slicing up whatever might be in the darkness.”
Slicing?
Blossom, rather than Dove, hands me, through Dove somehow, an image of what looks like a whole Line battalion. They’re, mine was a thread, this looks like it’s bigger than the sewer pipe we’ve been making, it’s green, and fifteen kilometres away a mountain is catching fire. You were laudably cautious about energy levels, Blossom’s voice comes into my head. And with all this mist, you’d have had to push it really hard to light anything on fire. Or — another image, much smaller, tiny ornate letters flashing into metal — slice anything up.
My feet are actually on the stairs before I’m paying any actual attention again. Logic might be a way to go wrong with confidence; magic seems more and more like a way to make the world fragile. I’m still holding Dove’s hand. Dove’s not making anything of it, and I don’t want to. We really don’t know what’s down there.
The next floor down, there’s nothing like a railing or an enclosing wall for the stairs, but they’re two-metres-fifty wide and have deep treads and shallow risers and run us straight out on to a floor apparently made of sliced-up rock tiles half a metre square. They’d look blacker if they were polished, it’s a faintly rough surface, like it’s been fine sawn. The tiles have tiny narrow completely black lines between them. Grout? No, it’s metal.
Kynefrid has one tile up, floating, and is setting it down to one side so there’s room to shine a light underneath. “Forty centimetres of hypocaust, on some kind of metal arch framing.”  Kynefrid sounds impressed. The metal arches are a surprising deep evening blue.
The floor the stairs came down through seemed like it was about a metre thick.
“The metal’s titanium,” Blossom says, contemplatively. “You may have lucked into high-titanium gabbro.”
“Gabbro?”  Chloris.
“Basalt when it doesn’t reach the surface. This — ” Blossom’s hand-wave floods the room with light, to a completeness and depth none of us are managing — “floor is classic gabbro, made into tiles.”
There are sixteen big blocks of something, a metre wide and half a metre deep and extending maybe two metres of increasingly tapered length into the room, up under the ceiling. I can’t believe they’re holding floor beams up, who would make all the beams meet in the middle?
Blossom is looking at the ceiling. “Tensioned. There are cables in there.”
“More titanium?” Dove, sounding unsurprised.
Blossom’s head shakes. “Carbon. Diamond, almost. About a hundred times stronger. You put the compressively strong rock in compression with tension in the cables, you get a very rigid, very strong floor. You could have Eustace do jumping exercises upstairs and you’d never even hear it down here.”
About then, Chloris notices the ceiling, and all of us, Blossom too, wind up lying on the floor with our heads as close to the centre as we can get without bumping into each other. Blossom’s managing a sort of diffuse twilight.
The ceiling is stars; stylized, a little, but with the real colour tints and relative positions, it’s the autumn sky over Westcreek, on a background of evening blue so deep it seems to have more depth and more blackness than the actual night sky. There are…yeah, it’s millions, I can float a little half-square-metre frame illusion up to the ceiling and count and I’m getting far more than a thousand in two places. Most of the stars are tiny glittering pinpoints, but still. The more you look the more depth it gets, the more stars, like the fall of night when the sun’s just down only with more stars than regular eyes can hope to see.
It’s insanely gorgeous. I can’t begin to imagine how long it would take people to make just that many little shining metal stars if they had to do it with molds and hammers and polish.
“I can’t say for sure, not out of my head, but I think that’s the real position of everything from yesterday.”  Blossom sounds impressed. “Did anyone say anything about stars in the model-house you communicated to the fire elemental?”
“I wanted easy to clean.”  Chloris sounds a bit stunned.
“I said something about nice ceilings.”  Zora isn’t usually that quiet. “Nice, not…impossibly beautiful.”
Blossom sits up, turns half around. The light goes from dim to bright, and a band of brightness runs around the wall under the ceiling. The top half-metre or so of wall, safe from even Creek shoulders, heads, the ceiling’s three metres off the floor, is polished mirror-flat.
“All the cornices, or whatever they’re supposed to be called, have lamp niches.”  Kynefrid’s impressed. “Point the lights at the wall, and you get diffuse light everywhere.”
“Are we really going to have to put a privy and a bathroom down here?”  Zora, sounding troubled. “It’s nearly too nice to walk through, never mind use for anything.”
“A bunch of privies and a big bathroom, you could get fifty people on these two floors.”  Chloris, sounding even more troubled. “Just the five of us here is, is, it’s hard to see how it’s not claiming we’re special.”
“You are,” Blossom says. “You’re especially dangerous to everyone around you.”
Chloris would really like to object.
“It’s for a good reason, it’s in the hope of great public service in the future, it’s arguably not merely good but necessary, given the ratio of area to Independents in the Second Commonweal, it’s something that wasn’t your idea. None of that means you’re not hazards to all about you, or that you won’t be for years.”
“So we need to be way out of town.”  Chloris really isn’t happy allowing even that much. “Maybe we need to be underground. We don’t need all this space, we don’t need this, this magnificence to live in.”
“The elemental had no idea about shelter, or warmth, or cold. It’d totally understand Zora’s snowdrift suggestion.”  I really don’t want to say the next bit. “What the elemental did understand was an idea of elegance and pride suitable for the rituals of learning.”
Dove’s grin is a quiet thing, in flesh. In the undertone, it’s like the sun coming up.
Blossom makes a big swoopy all-of-this-gesture. “No one has ever made a building with a fire elemental before. Lots of small intricate things, a few things as large as a cart, one distant historical — ” meaning so far back, pre-Commonweal, that it could be a complete lie — “attestation of a boat. This is in some sense the test run for Wake’s suggestion for how to construct the House of Parliament.”
“Suggestion?”  Kynefrid, well, let’s say there’s an expression of risk-reassessment visible, a parade of expressions and eye-twitches.
“There’s no reason to suppose that the elementals have any equivalent notion of scale, it’s a question of intricacy, not mass. Much more intricacy isn’t common, collaborating with elementals at all isn’t common, but about half the successful collaborations are more intricate than this.”  More inclusive wave from Blossom.
“Successful?”  It’s a question, but Dove doesn’t sound like it’s an important question. So far as I can tell that’s true; Wake was down there in the hole with us, that’s what matters.
“If the first one succeeds, the rest succeed.”  Blossom grins, suddenly. “At least so far.”
“Wake has done many?”  Zora, sounding rather nervous.
“Wake has done more than everybody else combined, but Wake only did the summoning, sent the invitation you might say, for this one. The collaboration was Edgar’s.”  Blossom dimples at me. “Given the results, come the day, Edgar’s going to be encouraged to do it again.”
The only good thing about hearing this is that I’m lying on the floor already.
“Wasn’t that…” Chloris stops, stuck for a polite word for ‘insane’.
“You collectively selected Edgar to represent you.”  Blossom doing implacable sounds very gentle. There’s this outer layer of a quarter-inch of marshmallow fluff and then there’s something you don’t even know the name of, but good tool steel would cringe and plead before it failed and died trying to score the faintest of lines in it.
“It’s here, it’s certainly a house, it’s your own work, it is magnificent. Get some lights in it and working plumbing and it may well be glorious. That it’s a demonstration of Wake’s argument that a fire elemental is indifferent to structural mass is a bonus, but none of the other approaches to melting a bunch of gabbro into a house were any safer. Nor have any of you seemed inclined to turn that prairie into sod huts.”
“It’s still wrong,” Chloris says. “It’s too much.”
“It’s not like it’s ours,” Dove says. Dove does a good implacable. “There’s no fixed anything for teaching Power use in the Creeks, not for Independents, never has been. Not anywhere in the Folded Hills, either. This is something we’re borrowing from the next bunch of students, and the bunch after that, not something we’re going to keep. We’re going to come back in a hundred years and look at how big the library is getting and try to pretend that we’re fine with how that bunch of students has organized the kitchen.”
“That bunch of students will have an example of good work.”  Blossom’s clearly sympathetic to Chloris’ distress, but not its cause; not being special and do the job aren’t supposed to come into conflict, there isn’t a whole lot of scope for that in normal daily life in the Commonweal. Opposing those two axioms like that locks Chloris up, to the point where there’s no words to argue being found anywhere.
Zora’s looking differently troubled. “It’s all open down here. How do we put in walls or even curtains without ruining something?”
Kynefrid’s been sitting up for awhile. “Illusions, little enchantments, one room a time. Like the shoring, we should be able to make those. If we get the first couple wrong they’re easy to change out. Drop the enchantment thing under a floor tile, let it sit in the hypocaust so no one has to worry about kicking it.”
“Binding,” says Blossom. “If you make a fixed working like that, rather than a fixed shaping for any Power you run through it, that’s a binding, not an enchantment.
“Aside from terminology, that’s a good approach. You all need to learn enough of making bindings to make lights anyway, so Kynefrid’s suggestion will solve the partition problem neatly.”  Blossom sounds actual-pleased, not teacher-pleased, and Kynefrid almost looks happy.
The next set of stairs go down, and down, and down, before they come level into another flat floor. Dove takes a breath, and turns inward, and makes a much, much brighter light.
Most of it comes back; it’s bright out there. There are inarticulate noises from people still on the stairs.
The walls are about, I find out later exactly, ten metres high. We expected the excavation to be lowered by pulling rock upward to make the house, but not this much. The walls are, floor to ceiling, tiled black and white, black shapes like a flat cruciform kite and white shapes like an extremely stylized swallow or falcon or something, nothing to it but pointy wings. It’s shiny, it’s very shiny, and the grout between shines silver.
In the middle of the floor is a pile that glitters, the hoard of the neatest dragon that ever lived.
Dove moves forward, I move forward, everybody else comes off the stairs behind us. Blossom’s got one hand on the wall, head shaking half in time to stepping down, stair by stair.
“What is it?”  Kynefrid, sounding confused. Not more confused than I am. I haven’t seen anything like it, it doesn’t look like glass.
“Allotropic carbon.”  Blossom’s tone is dry. “The grout is pure nickel; the tiles all have a trapezoid cross section normal to the wall, with the wide side in the wall.”
“There’s something behind them.”  I can’t tell what, but the glitter is too consistent.
“Usually that would be scored foil, so there’s more reflection. This is part of the wall, the nickel back there didn’t oxidize at all, and it’s ridged to scatter blue light.”  Blossom’s moving across the floor, bubble of light slowly increasing until the whole place is a glittering bright evenness.
The nickel grout’s a bit higher than the diamond wall tiles. Be tricky to bump directly into one, even if the tiles themselves are sort of medium, fifteen centimetres on the long axis. Still…
Kynefrid is looking at me. “Workshop down by the ponds in the spring?”  I’m nodding before my brain has finished making words out of it. Yeah. No swinging a hammer in here. “Good idea” is what I say out loud.
Chloris’ problems with magnificence haven’t been helped by, it’s got to be almost eight hundred square metres of diamond wall tiles. Nor has any finding words to argue, Chloris’ eyes are enormous.
Not sure Blossom’s haven’t got a bit bigger. Rest of us, there might be less difficulty finding words.
The ceiling is black and white, a severe thirty-two, no, sixty-four point, the between-points are finer and fainter in grey, compass rose.
“Any bets that North isn’t precisely aligned with the spin pole?”  Dove’s voice is quiet.
“I’m not taking a bet that thing won’t move to stay aligned.”  Kynefrid’s sounds shockey. “I don’t think the tiling pattern ever repeats.”
Zora’s followed Blossom to the middle space, stands there, watching, as Blossom trails a hand across neat stacks of ingots. Some of the stacks are a couple metres on a side and reach nearly to the ceiling.
“Iron, aluminium, titanium, magnesium, nickel, chromium, vanadium, yes, Zora, that’s gold, platinum, palladium, rhenium.”  Blossom sounds startled by that last one. “You really lucked out on the titanium, there’s seven hundred tonnes still here.”
Blossom is sounding thoughtful. “Couple thousand tonnes of aluminium, too. Looks like most of the iron is in the walls.”
I might be getting used to the glittery effect in here. I’m trying to figure out what ceiling is made out of. It’s smooth sheets, I can’t see any seams in it at all, it just switches between black and white and the faint grey outlines. Be surprisingly challenging to get up there to see. Climbing a pile of mirror-finish ingots would be suicidal, something would slip, but I might be able to use the stack as a reference and float up.
Most of the floor is an even black. It might be stone, but it looks too even. Even slate usually has some variation in colour.
Blossom has crouched down again, to put a hand on the single narrow bright circle you can see on the side where the piles of ingots are much smaller, then straightens up, slowly.
It shouldn’t be any different from any of the other times Blossom’s stood up from putting a hand on the floor to see what was in it, but it is.
“Who put what runes in the walls?”  Blossom’s voice tone is so completely empty you think of much worse things than stern parents.
“Home and strength and peace and truth and joy,” Dove says. “For luck, there wasn’t any specific intent.”  Seeing as we haven’t learnt how yet, hovers behind that, unspoken.
Nobody else says anything.
That last little thing you changed?
Yes, comes back, somewhat wry.
Blossom’s looking at me. “Edgar, did you express anything about runes or wardings or anything like that to the elemental?”
I shake my head. “I didn’t know it was runes, it was something Dove wanted in the walls, so I passed it through with the rest of the idea of the house.”
Chloris looks annoyed. Zora makes, grinning around them, gagging noises. Kynefrid looks, mildly, annoyed at Zora.
“I would really like to talk to that elemental.”  Blossom says this almost happily. “Wake that ward up and I’d defy a battalion to break in here in less than a day.”
Dove smiles.
I want to see this smile again, there’s nothing in it but happy.
“Wake did say it was a work of art.”  Zora nearly always sounds cheerful, Zora sounds cheerful while complaining, most times, but this has enough lurking glee in it to set the whole world smiling.
“A work of art where you’re not getting any cuts through the walls for the sewer pipes.”  Blossom sounds, well, not precisely pleased, it’s not the worst imaginable outcome. “Even if it wasn’t too deep.”
“So we can’t use it?”  Chloris, come all the way back into focus.
“So you’re going to learn some really basic gate-making, along with the light-bindings.”
I don’t usually agree with Chloris about looking appalled.


Chapter 16
Hundred-kilo ingots of aluminium are, you will pardon the expression, a pig to move. Making a light and floating the ingot and managing the stairs together was an excellent lesson in how much we had left to learn, getting used to managing hundreds of tonnes each on the flat or not.
Digging blast pits, Blossom’s troubling phrase for a specific shape of hole in the ground, meant moving lots of rocks.
Making little half-litre corundum cylinders, well. Blossom was very cheerful to point out that corundum is just aluminium and oxygen, and if the elemental had been so kind to leave us all this pure aluminium, we might as well take advantage. Corundum is an ideal material for making a light.
The obvious problem is that combining anything with oxygen is usually called a fire. Dove didn’t have one; the rest of us did, though Kynefrid managed to keep it down to only one. A quarter-kilo of aluminium vapour on fire half a metre from your face will light your hair and your shirt and blind you just from the radiant heat, which is why we do it in sequence with Blossom running a ward for us. Then we find out that’s the practice piece; the real ones either have the writing on something in the corundum, like a little strip of metal, or, if we’re going to do a respectable job, we’re going to use this handy bit of vanadium, and this other handy bit of titanium, and this equally handy bit of iron, and go for a really deep evening purple-blue, actual sapphire, like the sky above the last bit of sunset, instead of the plain clear corundum, and we’re going to do that thinking of these particular words being formed into an open spiral and we shall thereby write the important words and glyphs into the structure of the thing in subtle changes of shade.
The words are numbers, wavelengths from sunlight, Blossom says, and there’s sixteen of them, for apparently traditional reasons. Actual sunlight’s much more complicated, Blossom says, but our eyes aren’t so we can cheat. A scrap of poetry about the splendour of the morning and the peace of evening go in there, too, and glyphs of sun-runes, top and bottom, with the coil of words hanging between them.
‘Simple little binding’ or not, it gives you a real appreciation of why enchanters are rare.
We all manage to do it. It takes Chloris six tries, three of them fires, before one works, not so much crying as in tears by the end. Blossom’s general encouraging cheer doesn’t, you can’t say doesn’t crack, it doesn’t even not scuff, it just takes no notice at all of Chloris coming apart in a panic that it’s not working, it won’t work, that there’s no way to avoid having to fail in public.
It bothers Zora a lot, who gets teary watching, especially after Blossom notes to Chloris’ desperation that there’s lots of aluminium and a whole sky. I get fidgety and Kynefrid climbs out of the pit and starts pacing around the top, but it doesn’t much bother Dove. It’s not that Dove doesn’t care, though I’d be six kinds of idiot to think Dove likes Chloris particular-much. That doesn’t seem to matter either. When Chloris does get it, when Chloris has set the difficult hot rock down and slumped in a heap, Dove puts a litre mug of water in Chloris’ hand and says “Victory,” like it means something. Chloris tries to say something, tries to laugh, remembers that one must not, covered in sharp burnt black dust, even consider scrubbing tears away from eyes, tries to really cry, and nearly chokes, but gets it all under control, drinks the water, stands up, and hugs Dove.
Actually obtaining light out of the things, once we’ve got them, is ridiculously easy. I couldn’t have done it before the parasite came out, but anybody else who wasn’t an outright null could have.
We’ve entirely missed dinner; it’s full dark. Blossom says something quiet to the sky, clear and chilly and full of stars. About enough time to drink another litre of water later, a white bird that seems to be made of nothing but elegance and a faint glow swoops down and hovers before Blossom and says, in what is clearly Grue’s voice, “Ninny. Sluice them first,” and then flies away.
We need the sluicing; we’re black everywhere outside our clothes, and some way inside them, with really fine aluminium powder that settled out of the air. Even Blossom, which is possibly like an indifference to being rained on.
The house Grue and Blossom share was a mill, it probably still is in some way, and we wind up standing under the long feed trough for the overshot wheel, it can swing out away from the wall and the wheel to over a place you can stand on the other side of the mill race, and scrubbing. It’d be instant shuddery shivering without a fellow student sorcerer standing upstream and heating the water. Today was precision, not output; no one’s tired in the talent, so the warm water isn’t short. A mix of a day’s sweat, extra-fine aluminium powder, extra-sharp aluminium oxides, and rock dust is a dire thing to get out of your hair. We go through a lot of soap, and Dove and Blossom wind up helping Zora and Chloris with their hair while I add the heat and Kynefrid provides illusory shower heads on hoses or we’d never make it to dinner. Blossom doesn’t quite have Dove’s muscle definition, but it’s close. The resemblance is much stronger when neither of them is wearing anything and you can see the muscle move.
I have no idea what Grue feeds us, though I do appreciate Grue’s overt notice that the ants have been told to hide, there’s company. It’s good, it’s hot, there’s a lot of it. By the time we’re halfway through, all of us have been at least tentatively purrbucketed by ocelotters and it’s possible to discuss counting all the many niches for lights in the house without anybody flinching. It’s got to be at least a hundred. “Good practice,” says Blossom, just before a determined ocelotter puts both front paws on Blossom’s left shoulder and attempts to purr its head through Blossom’s.
Casting pits, over the next couple days, yet more rock. And you don’t want the same shape as a blast pit so we couldn’t very well use the same pits. We do get a lot of new-made clay out of it, suitable for lining the space uphill and southward of the bottom two sanitary ponds, which gives us a place to put the subsoil and the smaller rocks from under the sod after it and its metre of topsoil go back on the roof. The new dirt got a less-ferocious version of the 'nothing lives’ Chloris had put around the sod, and Chloris looked untroubled for the first time in days, realizing that, sorcery or not, necromancy or not, this was clean dirt for a new garden.
The sod went on the roof the day after we wound up making lights instead of windows. Wake supervised, back in a plain brown robe and customary benevolence. There’s less of an area issue than I thought there would be; the top of the roof, where the light spike at the peak of the dome comes through inside, is a much larger light-collection area than you might think from inside, plus there’s the big crescent area under the roof overhang, where it’s quite obvious we’re going to have to move the meadow or it’s going to die from the shade. Sod goes back in contact with its fellow meadow all along the southern edge of the roof and there are no bare patches on the roof. Something subtle happened to the rise of the dirt back there. Wake looks beatific about it, so it has to have been the housebuilding. The gates for the plumbing go in three days after that, the binding, as Blossom put it cheerfully, being “A little more complex,” than the lights, especially as we were feeding one source into many for water and then many into one outlet, only really eventually three outlets for waste water, one per floor, simply so we could actually make the bindings. The everything-into-one version, Blossom says, is perfectly possible, but it would lack redundancy, so we can always claim a design decision. “You never want to have to replace a complex binding before you can use the privy,” Blossom says.
Taking something you just made out of iron and gold and your terror of doing it wrong and opening the world to a horror from beyond, wrapping it in ten centimetres of molten glass to keep the iron from rusting, and then dropping it in a pond is an odd feeling, even if we didn’t precisely drop it even after waiting for the glass to cool. Still, aluminium guide stakes or not, it’s making a spell-binding for the express purpose of burying itself in muck, which is not the kind of story you get as a kid even in the Commonweal.
We lose a day of housebuilding because one of the bathhouses in town, not one attached to the gean that’s feeding us, has a big old wooden water tank like a giant barrel up on stilts, and it finds a surprising way to fail. Wake volunteers us to provide a replacement, which we do, in the form of a huge foamed glass cylinder with aluminium mounting bands around it. It’s not until dinner that I notice I’m thinking of it as having had kind of a break, twenty kilometres of walking between fetching the aluminium and getting to the sandpit and back, plus making a round water tank twelve metres across and fifteen high, plus peaked roof, lid, mounting hardware, and plumbing connections, and floating all that back into town and up on to the brand new support pillars the gean had just put up.
There’s a lot of happy faces and we feel useful.
Zora turns out to have a real knack for making elegant things, and if you’ve got someone named Edgar there to slap on the fine clay slurry before the heavier firing clay and someone named Dove to fire the clay for you, you can get a long way rather quick doing lost-illusion casting. Especially if you encourage the melt to flow down into the mold by turning up the gravity. But not too far; we get one spectacular mold failure, good proof of the wisdom of Blossom’s insistence on the casting pits. Also a memorable lesson in why titanium fires are something to avoid, an aluminum fire is bright and hot but you can put those out, once the titanium starts the clay mold burns up with it. We get a full set of stair railings done as foamed titanium — you stuff some nitrogen into the melt and insist that it not react with the titanium; it helps a lot if the person pushing the melt isn’t the one managing the nitrogen — in delicate traceries of flower stems; the surface is perfectly smooth. It takes some will to get that.
It’s not quite pure titanium; apparently if you add some aluminium and two-thirds as much vanadium as aluminium your titanium gets a good deal stronger, and, as Blossom says, “Too strong is a hard thing to get in a railing”.
“I’d never do it like this if I hadn’t figured out how to dust with the Power,” Zora confesses, and I understand, it’d be making more work forever, if we couldn’t dust by wanting to, but the railings are gorgeous. They’re even fairly easy to fasten to the floor; it’s not glue, it’s a binding, and I cannot follow Blossom’s explanation of how it works whatsoever or at all, but it works, without so much as a bolt hole.
Kynefrid and Chloris spend the time we’re casting railings having a continuous vociferous argument. Their argument produces a severe kitchen in mostly black glass, something that looks like black glass, but they do remember to reserve some space for the marble work tops of Zora’s hope. I find the four ovens a surprise, but everyone else just looks at me about it so I shut up. We get a bunch of bindings in for the pantry walls, real shelves — more of Zora’s work in titanium, spare and practical rather than ornate, pulled out of a melt by thinking like an illusion if someone else will get the metal hot and another someone else will keep the air off it while it’s hot — and a whole bunch of fixtures and all the wall bindings done.
Blossom makes us wall-wards, pale ghostly things, to go with our illusory wall bindings. “Wards are the last thing,” Blossom says about what we’re going to learn, and even then, these are complicated. No stray thoughts out, no stray noises out or in, but you can call out, push a thought to someone named. You can create a kind of alarm, lock the door, leave a message in the door, the place where the illusory door also is, it’s fiercely complex. Blossom doesn’t seem to think so.
Zora shows up after the second Déci of Brumaire with a bathing tub. Chloris and Kynefrid had repeated their tavern jaunt, Dove had accepted a lunch invitation from some Line comrades, and I’d read some history in the form of Galdor-gesith records and written my second reply to Flaed, when I wasn’t lying in the middle of the middle floor and staring at the ceiling. The first reply hadn’t gone very well, based on what I got back; I don’t think ‘Edgar’ and ‘sorcery’ got into the same place in Flaed’s head, there was distress. Not that ‘sorcery’ could be a good place in Flaed’s head. Zora had gone right on making stuff, making actual human scale individual things makes Zora happy with a nearly flammable joy. Going to be interesting to see what happens with spring and a garden.
The tub’s four metres by eight, a rectangle rounded at the corners, and twenty-three decimetres high, too deep to stand in. Chloris isn’t initially entirely approving, that’s very nearly luxury for just the five of us, and only ‘very nearly’ because Chloris doesn’t want to be insulting. Zora points out you can improve the ceiling clearance by taking up some floor tiles and setting the tub straight on the arched floor supports.
The tub is also a single massive sapphire block, a really deep evening blue with no purple, with a broad lip and flowing even curves everywhere. The drain-gate binding’s built in, part of the whole massive block. The plug is a dome of white glass that must weigh five kilos; it has a free-swinging titanium pull-loop a centimetre thick and some kind of rubber gasket round the bottom, where it overhangs the drain-gate. Rubber? Where would Zora get rubber? That was produced in the far northwest of the First Commonweal.
“Bug spit,” says Grue, smiling just like the Wicked Queen.
Zora had carefully pre-wheedled Grue into, apparently not shrinking it, “putting it a bit further away in an unusual direction,” Grue says, so it’s half its actual size and instead of being absolutely impossible to get down to the middle floor the tub traverses the stairs just fine. It installs without difficulty, too, Zora had insisted on leaving lots of space. Dove and Chloris say extensively nice things about it, and just before Zora grabs me and Dove and an indulgent Blossom to go off and make fixtures for it, more solid cast titanium, Kynefrid and I share a look; there is clearly something about lots of hot water and Creeks which we do not understand.
We’re the first couple days of the third décade mapping the hypocaust, which doesn’t get down to the lower floor but completely extends through both the middle and upper floors. I can just crawl in it. None of the others can, so I wind up fairly contorted. The outlets for air are over the door, in the bottom of the overhang; the inlets are tucked back to east and west, in the narrow part of the overhang. The heat supply is switchable, there’s a property of residency affecting who can switch it, and the unquestioned enchantment managing the notion of residency has some sort of generalized connection to the Power, both to let it work and to generate heat. Blossom spends half of a day I spend crawling through the hypocausts sitting in the middle-floor hypocaust taking notes on the enchantment. It’s something Blossom could do, has done, readily enough, but would never have thought to do it in quite that way.
Day after that is the first clear one we’ve had; no rain, no fog, no mist, and no expectation of anything but clear air. Wake and Blossom show up at dawn, Wake with breakfast’s containers bobbing in the air behind like forlorn steel will-o-the-wisps, trapped out in daylight and headed for a hard fate. A lot of rapid aluminium ingot-lugging follows, and a blur of a day. It’s plain cold out, but we don’t feel it. Two windows twelve metres along the circumference and two more eight metres, all two metres high, get made. They’re all quadruple-pane, with the individual panes made of two-centimetre thicknesses of corundum. We use foamed titanium to frame them and pure willpower to coat them with ideas about light so they seem clearer than the air, Wake didn’t so much explain as give instructions but it worked amazingly, and the same sticking-binding we used on the stair railings to attach the frames into the window openings. We were very careful to leave nothing but dry nitrogen between the panes. They don’t open at all, but the hypocaust takes care of air flow better than open windows would. “By spring, you’ll be able to manage an air-gate if you just can’t stand not being able to open a window,” Blossom says, while we’re all collapsed in various heaps.
The times we all five get into the same big working, something we’re not really doing individually, work better but they’re more tiring.
Kynefrid and I are both still astonished that it worked; all the window openings are completely level, plumb, and square. Emotionally, that’s a more convincing evidence of the fire elemental than the existence of the house. That’s not natural at all.
Wake did nothing all day but but watch us closely and wave a hand at the tarps we’d had over the window openings as we got closer with a framed window assembly. The tarps shook themselves dry, folded themselves out of the way, and piled themselves neatly under the overhang. Wake professes a most pleased assessment of our progress, even if Blossom does still have to run the safety wards for us when we’re making corundum.
“Some knowledge comes after other knowledge,” Wake says.
After that, it’s a couple days of running around making lights, lugging beds and bedding up to the house, making dishes, “Anything but titanium or corundum,” Chloris had said with feeling, and Wake had run us through 'the very first basics’ of making stoneware. Potter’s wheels aren’t as easy to use as they might look, and what we produce isn’t perfectly round, though it fires very well and glazes to an entirely serviceable finish.
Chloris uses the double-walled titanium tea mug that says 'Chloris’ when Dove and I make a set of five a décade later, all the same. Kynefrid’s is blue, mine is the plain grey metal, Dove’s is gold, Chloris’ a remarkably delicate leaf green, and Zora’s purple.
Day after that is a dam emergency about thirty kilometres south of Westcreek Town; we get the thing put back together, pile it a bit deeper and give it a better grasp of its foundations, and then fire the whole thing into a single ceramic curve. That was fun; getting back afterwards is, thankfully, a barge ride, because we’re all ready to fall over after missing lunch from being caught up in the working. It leads to discussions between Wake and representatives of the Food-gesith and the Lug-gesith both, about how many dikes and dams we might be able to see to on a non-emergency basis.
Day after we get back from fixing the dam has a nice fellow name of Mulch showing up with a couple barrels of starter-sludge for the sanitary ponds. The Independent Mulch has an archaic way of speaking, is impressed by the meadow, fairly much awed by the woods, and has a bunch of garden suggestions for us, which Dove and Chloris both write down. Zora’s too full of glee to pick up a pen, but asks approximately seven thousand sensible questions. Kynefrid and I stick in a bunch of survey stakes and write a bunch of stuff down, rules from Mulch about how you track the water level and silting depth in your ponds.
Zora’s marble work-tops happen the day after that, and the rest of us lug sixteen big marble blanks and thirty-two smaller ones back up with us. Chloris sits down with Blossom and figures out how to make sheets of opal; Zora co-opts Wake to run wardings and makes the transom windows, half-a-metre high by three metres wide, out of actual sapphire. Somehow the total of the panes comes out to just the blue Zora wanted, despite the four outside layers and the two inner ones. The innermost pane has an off-centre clump of marsh flowers done in gold in delicate outline style. Doesn’t match the meadow flowers on the banisters but it suits.
Kynefrid makes the doors. We’ve been having a discussion about this, and had decided to be somewhat fancy, the doors should be worthy of the house, and never mind that’s getting the proverb backwards. The two outer and two inner doors are alike double slabs of nickel-chromium-vanadium, shiner than silver, hinged their whole height, and double so they can be internally barred; pull them closed and a mass of nickel-alloy bars drop, half the middle layer of the doors, interleaving with each other. Kynefrid claims it’s really easy to build if you can just tell things to be the exact same size. The milk-white opal sheets Chloris has made get inset, had spaces made to hold them when the door panels were made, and the remaining door surfaces, where the frame would be on a wooden frame and panel door, are filled with leaves in gold outline, as close as Kynefrid can get to the shapes of the leaves from the Tall Woods. Those have been falling with autumn and enough have blown near that we don’t have to go under the trees for examples. We’re going to do that, but not, we all think, until spring. We’re all still something like fire hazards if you startle us.
Dove and I spend that time cutting marble columns; we get the wire mesh face guards, a strong belief in a heavy smock, and Dove spins the marble blanks vertically while I imagine an extremely sharp edge that moves up and down. The pediments and capitals are harder, I have to get those square. Fourteen of those go under the overhang, seven on each side of the walkway to the door, and two out where the pathway crosses the line of the outer ward around the whole of the Tall Woods. Nothing but decorative, but no harm in some decorative. Saved-out marble boulders from under the sub-soil of the big dirt plug get roughed square and used to hold up the pediments, there’s still a metre or so of dirt missing from where the sod came out, and it looks a little strange for awhile, rough-cut boulders under the neat pediment blocks.
After that it’s gravel, for under the overhang, and flagstones, to go over the gravel and down the path. The stone-workers are more than happy to hand us enough fine-sawn flagstones from the short supply bin; several sandstones, one a pure quartzite, three different sorts of granite, six individual tiles from a large dredge-boulder that, whatever it started as, had to have been metamorphosed by a nearby magical working. Tamping those down is my job, wandering along and running the gravity up on them, very careful to do it slowly and not crack anything. Dove spends most of that day carving little details into the column capitals, a blue-green marble nesting swallow, a spray of vine-leaf, an implausible peering pond-turtle.
It’s the twenty-ninth day of Brumaire, and we’re pretty much done. I have never been half this tired in my entire life, but we’re done. It’s a bit of a shock to stop working on the house.
“This is remarkably presentable, children.”  Halt sounding approving is a surprise every time it happens. “You could bounce a cruncher off those windows.”
With Halt are Wake, Grue, and Blossom; also another obvious sorcerer, introduced as the Independent Crane, and a clerk from the Galdor-gesith, who is introduced as Lester.
We made eight chairs, and a kitchen table big enough to need them and a few more, a slab of marble a metre-fifty by four metres on a wrought titanium frame. Zora looked nearly as beatific as Wake does pointing out that the kitchen table is certainly a work surface. It gave Chloris a struggle, but the sheer prettiness of the swirled blue and green marble is winning.
Eight seats should be one more than we need for the grownups, but Halt’s always got that chair. So theoretically two of us could sit at the table, too.
Dove sort of shrugs and sits cross-legged on the floor, far enough away that no one has to bend their neck too much to see each other. It’s a pleasantly warm floor. We all do the same, and leave the chairs for the grownups.
Lester has a list. It takes main force of will, visibly so, for Lester’s attention to return from the ceiling, but an accredited clerk with a job to do and a list can manage that.
Only just, but none of us have any grounds to fault the difficulty.
Lester starts by presenting their credentials and explaining why a clerk from the Galdor-gesith has taken an interest, the house was presented to the Galdor-gesith as a kind of entrance exam for official student-of-sorcery status. “As the Law requires,” Lester says, “a suitable clerk must make an evaluation of the tangible work.”
We go through a listing of what we did, how the place was made, attested, properly attested, you can feel the Shape of Peace in your head, legal and binding attestations. Lester counts construction from the sixth day of the third décade of Vendémiaire, the day we…invoked? created is wrong, it was already somewhere else, we just borrowed the chances that created it, the Tall Woods.
It’s the first time I’ve stopped and counted. Thirty-four days from different bedrock to the Round House. And we’re…well, we started as complete novices. Not so much now.
I can feel Wake smiling at me as I think that. Wake’s actual face goes on looking positively solemn.
No, we, as we understand it, the only work on the actual house done by a teacher was Wake’s summoning of the fire elemental, Grue’s assistance getting the tub down the stairs, and Blossom’s creation of the wall-wards for our bedrooms; everything else, except Blossom’s hammer-drilling, if we count the ponds, was our work. Even slicing up the wretchedly touchy aluminium ingots. Teachers did many safety things, wards we don’t know how to produce, including the ward around the Tall Woods as a whole.
“The encircling ward that has the student’s names in it?” Crane says, in the tones of a point of clarification.
That’s news. Wake’s solemn holds. “New students will add their names to the ward as the time presents itself,” Wake says, addressing our narrowed eyes.
Add their names to a promise to preserve the woods, comes into my head from Dove.
Yeah. Sneaky. Because the alternative is to not come here to study, and assuming we don’t all die, that’s going to matter in a few years.
My hair ruffles. Dove doesn’t move, the attentive-on-the-clerk look doesn’t alter, but my hair ruffles. Crane’s eyebrows go up. Crane’s name suits the sorcerer, tall and narrow and with hair that goes a little like hackle-feathers.
We wind up following the grownups down the west stairs — that’s the rule, down the west stairs, up the east; no one wants to be heading up and meet a bathtub headed down — for a slow inspection.
Blossom’s confirmed that the middle-floor ceiling is the exact position of the star field, invisible with day, as it would have been visible from this spot at the moment the elemental and I agreed that, yes, please, this house should be built. It’s been a little masked by the eight, four-a-side outside, curving east and west, bedrooms outside the curve of the two privies with the sanitary arrangements and the showers, and those beside the big bathroom with Zora’s sapphire tub at due south, but it’s still an exercise in attention-prying, however lesser than the peacock-feathers of the dome. The pocket doors of the bedrooms and bathrooms, illusory rollers are apparently a surprise, the whole hypocaust floor, the lights, get comments; the tub gets a combined double-take from Crane and Lester. Grue grins behind them, and Zora, asked, says “There were tonnes and tonnes of aluminium, and it should last,” which produces a nod from Clerk Lester you can see taking substantial willpower to make.
The lower floor still has its hoard, not much diminished. Even with the windows and the losses to fires, we’ve used barely five tonnes of aluminium. Less titanium, and beyond that there’s only the doors. Which are massive enough, but not compared to the pile of ingots.
“That circle,” Lester says, and Blossom says “Platinum, two centimetres wide, five centimetres deep.”
Halt chortles, the full chortle, with stick-taps. I can see the fine hairs rise on the back of Crane’s neck, and Lester’s whole body twitches. “Not much ward that won’t hold,” is all Halt says.
Blossom and Grue were Halt’s students, specific personal students, not the way we’re being Halt’s students. Wake was there, between where the Commonweal started and Halt, as much alive as now, and master of stable domains, before the Commonweal began. We haven’t been getting an example of how most Independents react to Halt. Never mind react to Halt in an ornate subterranean ritual space behind wards Blossom says could hold off a Line battalion.
Lester inventories the hoard; Blossom has laid claim to the rhenium for the Line, something to do with making new battle-standards. Lester nods and makes a note of that.
We wind up on the nice warm upper floor again, after the grownups have looked over the kitchen and the doors and the windows in some detail, and Lester has another set of questions. Do we know what we’re doing, legally?
The answer is a chorus of “No.”  We know why we’re doing this, having been informed we’re all high-talent enough that training to an Independent standard of practice gives us fifty-fifty odds of making the age of fifty, instead of zero odds.
Lester nods at us, taps the used sheets of notepaper square, and starts explaining.
Typically, sorcery students study sorcery from the age of sixteen — school runs from nine to fifteen, so right into sorcery — to the age of twenty-five, and are then examined for potential. Those demonstrating the potential to become functioning Independents are offered formal student status, those who cannot demonstrate such potential are encouraged to find other work. “It is common,” Lester says, “for those lacking sufficient potential to recognize this and move into other sorts of work, often high-output focus teams of one sort or another, prior to being examined.”
We all nod. Sorcery is not the sort of thing where you want to wait for the bad flub before deciding that maybe this isn’t for you.
Formal student status makes you a leornere, free to seek out an existing Independent as your particular teacher, heáhláreów, and to complete the all-own-work project you have to submit before being permitted to petition for Independent status. It puts you into the keeping of the Galdor-gesith, grants you a stipend — pens, paper, apparatus, travel, Lester says into Chloris’ appalled look and Zora’s doubtful one — and requires that you present yourself at the Shape of Peace to take binding oath.
“Already?”  Dove, still sounding calm.
“Not the acceptance as an Independent.”  Not the one where the Shape of Peace might kill you as mad, bad, or aristocratic, hangs in the air. “A notation of status, much like taking a clerk’s office.”
Dove nods. There’s a thread of reassurance in the undertone. If Dove can ruffle my hair, I can send the idea of a hand squeeze. The smile that comes back makes me close my eyes, just for a second.
Lester looks very clerkly, gaze-over-glasses, at us and notes that at no time has anyone used the words leornere or heáhláreów in normal speech; they are specific ancient terms in law, older than the Commonweal, and if much used in the Galdor-gesith’s records and formal contracts of instruction not generally used as a form of address.
We all nod again.
Lester carefully notes that while it is legal, permissible, and not actually unknown, for a project to be completed and a student to achieve Independent status without having found a heáhláreów, it can’t at all be recommended as a course of action.
We don’t even nod. None of us want to die. We’re doing this to not die, substantially. Well, Zora’s doing this because it’s fun, and Dove’s doing this to find peace, and I’m doing this because not doing it would be about as easy as inhaling for an hour. I’m not sure why Kynefrid is doing this, maybe nothing else to do. Chloris might not know why. But for all of us, there’s a lot of not die back of the other reasons.
Lester seems to get the not die part.
“Do you wish to take up the status of leornere?”
“Are we qualified?” Dove says.
“If you, rather than the elemental, had done the heating enchantment, this house would do for an own-work project,” Lester says. Not a dry voice, but I think if Lester was here as a person, not a clerk, it would be. “Even a joint project.”
We must look dubious; I surely enough feel dubious. Lester starts ticking things off, dry end of the pen counting over fingers. “Entirely clean terrane; bulk-fused earthen dams, the technique extended into the service of the wider community on minimal notice; fast, cheap, collaborative precise hard rock excavation techniques absent any form of blasting or bulk melting; first well-attested use of a fire elemental to construct anything even a tenth this large; rapid, highly detailed titanium casting; those cruncher-bouncing windows; that astonishingly refractory and complexly mechanical and quite beautiful pair of double doors.”
“Those are odd?” says Zora. “I thought we got lucky with terrane.”
“There is always luck,” Lester says. “But entirely clean terrane requires an ability to believe in the possibility, which is not common.”  Too much experience of weeding, floats around, all of us and most of the grownups. “We make note of an ability to make good on high hopes.”
Zora’s face goes “Oh,” soundlessly.
Crane’s bright eyes search over us.
“The only vaguely usual thing in this astonishing edifice is the binding in the lamps. Though I note that the Independent Blossom created that specific binding while a student, and that while it is in wide use, it is almost always performed in four steps. Creating the fixed glyphs of the wreaking through tint changes in the sapphire you’re synthesizing from vapour-phase aluminium in the open air is — ”  Crane inhales, just a little “not a commonly undertaken performance of the binding.”  The I’m not sure I’d care to try that, comes through under the words.
There’s a flash of something really complex from Chloris, face dipping into hands and shoulders briefly locking.
“I’m in,” says Dove.
Lester makes a 'come sign this’ motion, and we get up, line up, and sign. I can feel the Shape of Peace in Dove’s head, as well as in mine. It can tell.
“If the Independent’s schedule will permit — ” you can hear just how optional this really is in Lester’s tone, this is one of those things that takes a specific emergency to get out of doing — “I shall ask the Independent Crane to conduct the new students to the Shape of Peace during the last décade of Frimaire.”
“My schedule certainly permits,” Crane says.
“It is unvarying custom,” Wake says to us, “that it not be your particular teachers who conduct you to the notice of the Shape of Peace.”  Wake gets one of the non-cheery smiles, just a little one. “Unlike the acceptance.”
Right. The other Independents would want to avoid surprises of all sorts, hence the custom.
“Indeed,” Crane says. “And in honesty,” and here Crane takes out a couple of five-mark gold coins. One gets handed to Wake, and one to Halt, both with a small bow. “Elementals will build large structures,” Crane says to Wake, with another little bow. Wake bows back. “External manipulation of Power can be efficacious in the novice,” Crane says to Halt.
Halt beams at Crane, nods in formal acknowledgement.
Halt gives Chloris a list of ingredients, it looks like dyestuffs, to “Nip up to Headwaters and look into, while you’re travelling, would you Chloris dear?”
Chloris says “Of course!” with a real smile, as though actually happy to be asked. Crane’s eyebrows may never come down; they’re still rather skittish as the grownups all depart, Lester with a handclasp for each of us.
Déci, well, we sleep in. We cook our own breakfast, or, rather, Zora cooks, we all eat, Dove and I wash. We dry the tent, and strike it, and pack it up as neatly as we possibly can. The pit-latrine gets back-filled; no one wants to try hoisting it into the upper sewage pond. We try out Zora’s tub. We get down to Westcreek Town, packed tent in tow, in what is actually snow, and get grabbed by the clothes-clerk of our hosting gean. Boots, winter pants, jackets, broad-brimmed waxed-canvas hats with ear flaps that look, to Kynefrid and me, ludicrous, but, well, Chloris doesn’t hesitate. So it’s normal Creeks winter wear, and there’s got to be a good reason. I manage to get sock-wool, as well as socks; I’ve got narrow feet and had rather knit my own. The wool in the Creeks, or at least some of it, is good stuff, fine and springy and smooth. The sweater I get is plain wadmal grey. Dove’s is yellow-gold, Chloris’ is green, Kynefrid’s is blue. No purple, so Zora winds up in a magenta-pink thing, a bit too large. A pile of smalls. Stern, nigh-ferocious, injunctions and admonitions to bring clothes to the laundry, not to try cleaning by spell. Cleaning by spell universally horribly destructive. We all nod.
The tent goes back to the gloomiest person, and certainly Creek, I’ve ever seen, a man Dove addresses as Chuckles. That the tent, unpacked, is dust dry throughout deepens the gloom. The deepened gloom makes Dove smile, and the thought of no more tent has all of us full of cheer headed over to the refectory.
We make the first sitting of dinner, and Blossom, there already, explains the coin exchange thing; that’s the public acknowledgement that your hypothesis has been falsified among Independents. Not any old hypothesis, but a significant one you’ve disputed with another Independent to the point you’re both getting “somewhat focused,” Blossom says, “on how certain it is you’re the correct party.”  It gets used as a way to make sure policy disputes stay over, an important thing when the people involved live for centuries and, Blossom says it wryly, “Have characters not necessarily unsuited to the holding of grudges.”
First day of Frimaire will be an undercut mill-dam plus sluice and spill-race, and we’re to both meet Wake there and to do no least thing by ourselves, the mill itself being flammable timber.


Chapter 17
The Creeks really get snow. It’s mostly wet in Westcreek Town, it wants to make things icy, but snow that sticks on the ground is not something I’m used to. The idea of wearing the thin socks under the thick socks is one I have to have explained.
I’m still doing better than Kynefrid, whose attenuated frame really wants to be somewhere warm. There are narrow stretches of ice along the edges of the river, but apparently the main stream never freezes; something to do with the tributaries of Westcreek flowing into it, Westcreek that’s dust-dry, magically so. This is not evidence that it doesn’t get, that it isn’t, cold.
The idea that Westcreek is the default Westcreek, because according to tradition, it was the original, present lack of water notwithstanding, well, I can deal with that, that’s the kind of silliness tradition about names will produce. That the thing actually exists is getting tougher to believe, after we’ve built water-gates so the house will work. Getting fish through gates alive is, well. Chloris asked Blossom about what might come through into the kitchen taps; Blossom ran us all through exactly what the gate does, all eleven layers of it. Which is ten layers after the recognition that a basic gate will kill anything alive, there are a lot of nasty things that aren’t. So the West Wetcreek getting live fish and warmed water from the frozen-over tributaries of the Westcreek-that-was “Presents a challenge to the explanatory power of current theory,” Blossom says.
The water isn’t frozen. Can’t argue with that, there aren’t even any thick chunks of floating ice going by in the current.
Zora hasn’t even put on gloves. Shows no sign of wanting to come inside the barge, either; this one has an open section to the front of the passenger area, then a wall, but no glass windows, so ‘inside’ might be too strong, but the wall does cut the wind.
By the time we’ve gotten off the barge, about twenty kilometres north of Westcreek Town, Kynefrid is shivering pretty much continuously. The walk helps a bit, as does getting some hot soup when we get to the mill. Still not looking that good. Chloris, I don’t think anything’s said in actual words, but a large wool blanket appears, and Chloris and Zora wind up pressed on either side of Kynefrid under the blanket. I’d bet there’s some joy in ceasing to shiver.
The mill itself is a four-way joint tenure; a quarter is the township, because the dam keeps the water level high enough to irrigate some fields, and the other three-quarters are a barge-building collective and two collectives of coopers, all people who want their timber carefully quarter-sawn. It’s also a good ten kilometres from the West Wetcreek heading east, a location that we would have needed to make a road to reach on dry land. “Too much swamp to bother with,” Dove says.
There’s something very wrong. The dam is undercut, sure, but it shouldn’t be, there’s no explanation in flowing water, you can see not just the old, old courses of big rough stone blocks at the core of the dam now that the earth facing’s fallen off them, you can see little speckles of what look like fresh rock. A really big flood might do that, but a flood at the end of Brumaire? It’d have to rain hard for days. Otherwise only if a big dam failed upstream, and if that happened someone would have said, to explain the mud that’d be everywhere if for no other reason.
Dove takes my hand, and I get a wordless explanation of, well, it has to be a light-bending trick of some kind, but Dove thinks of it as seeing further. It’s every bit as straightforward as making a light, once Dove’s put it in my half of our head, and I, well, I wind up with my head on Dove’s shoulder for a bit when I’m murmuring “Thanks.”  Dove’s gone a bit glittering-sound-of-trumpets, but only a bit. Still has a firm grip on any impulses to mayhem.
It’s definitely patches of fresh rock. Not like someone was at it with a hammer, like something was scraped across it.
Wake, well, Wake is wearing a shapeless brown robe and sandals, same as always. There’s half-melted snow getting more melted between Wake’s toes. If that’s any sort of annoyance to Wake, it doesn’t show at all. Wake looks entirely amused. I can hope it’s because of getting to within arms’ reach without either of us noticing.
“Bad weeds,” Dove says.
Wake nods. “The first report of any change to the dam face was three days ago.”
Wake doesn’t look happy that Kynefrid is half-frozen, but I think pleased we stuck to instructions. Now that Wake’s here, Kynefrid can, and does, use the Power to warm up. The blanket goes back with thanks from Kynefrid and Chloris. Wake has a murmured conversation with the people in the Mill; a couple of team leads from each collective and a clerk from the Peace-gesith and a gerefan from the town, there’s no attempt at a day’s work being made.
The only living rock around has the mill on it. Wake looks dour, which makes all of us look at each other.
“So, students, presuming bad weeds, since it is better to be embarrassed than dead, and noting that the one bit of outcrop has a flammable edifice, what would you suggest?”
Wait, Dove says. I don’t say “Is this similar to any known local weed?”
There’s the most heart-rending sigh I think I’ve ever heard, at all, from anyone, from Chloris. Eyes full of tears, swimming-full, it’s not crying, precisely, nothing wrong with Chloris’ breathing but there are tears running down Chloris’ face. Zora’s looking confused, Dove’s not looking like anything. Kynefrid clearly thinks about hugging Chloris, and just as clearly thinks better of it, arms falling again.
“Energy use. It can’t be high metabolism in anoxic ice water, so it’s either really, really big, thousands of tonnes, all through the root-layer everywhere around here, and using stored energy on its periphery, or it’s got a mystical metabolism and it might be really big anyway.”  Chloris’ voice is clear, conversational, a bit distant. How Chloris tries to sound having arguments about the aesthetics of the dishes.
Wake nods, face calm and a little inquisitive, not quite looking at Chloris.
“So the first thing, the very first thing, is to get everybody who isn’t a sorcerer of some kind out of here.”  Chloris looks briefly sad. “And find out what losing the barrel production would do to the food supply. We might want to get the mill machinery out of here, too.”
Which is just what we do, mill and all. It’s on living rock, but it’s slabby living rock with the bedding plane almost flat. More importantly, Wake is allowed to help, this isn’t house building for examination. I don’t know what Wake does to the bedrock, it’s complicated, but the mill, whole and entire, and about six metres of the rock it’s on, lift just fine when Dove and I grab it by the gravity. It’s not a flat slice through the rock, we’re going to have to find just the right angle of hillside to set it down, but the clerk can point that out easily enough, right by the township town of Hopfields. We draw a small crowd, nobody’s used to seeing a sawmill float by. Especially since there’s a belt of woods there, yellow birch and sugar maple and those funny-looking fountain-trees, so we have to float the mill out over treetop height. Everybody walking out with us is pretty quiet.
Half the Creek weeding teams are in the Folded Hills, helping the displaced. Which is maybe why we got called, aside from a chance to teach us something. But I don’t think anyone in Hopfields expected to see their sawmill fly.
Water, bread with butter, Wake’s complimentary about the bread, which is a very nice chewy mostly-rye, and we start walking back. It’s about five kilometres.
“Now that the safety of the bystanders is assured,” Wake says, I think in the way of a prefatory remark, there was going to be more, and Chloris says “If it doesn’t talk, just kill it.”
Chloris sighs again. “We don’t know anything, none of us are local weed specialists, I’ve never heard of it, Zora’s never heard of it, Dove’s never heard of it, but that’s not really conclusive, there are so many kinds of weeds and some of them go dormant for so long.”  Centuries, some of them. That’s why the weeding teams have big shared libraries and maintain secretaries and archivists to write everything up and index it. You don’t want to have any more learning experiences weeding than you can possibly avoid.
Wake doesn’t look the least bit bothered by being interrupted.
“So it could be anything, do anything, spew toxic gas, explode, it could catch fire and burn down a thousand hectares, we could be fighting hundred-metre tentacles in a minute, we just don’t know.”  Chloris feels odd, brittle, despite the calm voice and attention on the surroundings. If you expect hundred-metre tentacles, paying attention is only prudence.
“But if it’s alive at all, if it’s not all gears and cables, I can kill it.”  The knowledge does not bring Chloris joy. “So if it’s not a question of bringing it into the Peace, once it’s dead, it’s, it’s, on the odds, it’s easier to handle.”  Meaning, yeah, we might get that fire, but dead first and fast is about twice as good as dead-by-pieces, if you look at the statistics of half a millennium.
Wake nods. “There is virtue in an uncomplicated plan.”
Chloris looks startled.
“It is customary, in such work, to apportion three roles; the traditional names are front, bubble, and periphery.”  Wake’s voice is pure teacher, but Dove gets this grin.
“Chloris, you will have front; Kynefrid and Zora will assist you. If it does not speak, you worry about getting the weed dead.”  There are a few terrible stories about people mistaking a genius loci for a weed. The ‘speak’ part is important.
“Dove, Edgar, you will have the periphery; you worry about surprises, anything sneaking up, poison gas, anything that might distract Chloris from the job as front.”  Dove nods, I nod. “Suppress the mess,” Dove says, easy to say and maybe hard to do.
“Since your studies have not yet progressed to ward-making, I shall have the bubble.”  There’s a brief flash of cheer from Wake.
I fuss a little. Yes, one of the Twelve; yes, old, and presumably not entirely by chance, but one single flying rock to the head could — and then Dove’s voice says Wake’s on the brigade list, one down from Shimmer, and my worry shuts off.
One down from Shimmer is two down from Halt, and there’s nothing above Halt. Wake looks like a middle-aged bricklayer, but that’s not more true as a thing than Halt really looks like your grandma. It’s just a much better disguise.
We get past the dam, stop, stamp around a bit, making sure the footing’s not going to surprise us right where we are. The pit where we lifted the mill foundations looks a bit slumped, but nothing more than you’d expect from wet dirt.
Wake goes through some arm-waving, and you can feel the ward come up. Way up, Wake’s taking this seriously. Dove and I take off left and right gloves, respectively, it shouldn’t really matter but it might. This consonance thing keeps getting easier to do, and it was no detectable effort when we did it the first time. It’s getting harder and harder to want to stop.
Zora and Kynefrid and Chloris have less trouble than I’d expected getting sorted out. Some, it takes them a couple of minutes, but what they get looks solid. It looks like the sound of bees made of glass, Dove thinks more bronze dragonflies, and it glitters.
Chloris spends the next two hours very carefully going through every form of communication imaginable three times, and asking Wake twice if there’s anything that might have been left off the list of what Chloris’ tried. By the end of that, everybody has a clear picture of what is certainly thousands and thousands of tonnes of twisty root-things, not precisely parasitic but taking over big parts of the soil ecology over what must be four or five hundred hectares on both sides of the mill stream.
“Am I right, that it can’t talk?”  Chloris sounds so forlorn, saying this to Wake.
“It can’t talk.”  Wake’s own voice is gentle. “It’s near enough a scutch-grass rhizome system.”  Except for the vastness, and vast hunger. Scutch grass isn’t what you want, not a useful plant, but it’s not a weed.
Chloris nods, and does something. It’s dead. Didn’t need to draw on Zora or Kynefrid at all, I get the impression that was so much easier than making lights there’s no way to compare. Chloris is shaking, not from cold, and Kynefrid and Zora hug Chloris together.
Nothing stirs anywhere, we don’t see anything going off, no secondary defences, no movement of things or chemicals, nothing poisoning the dirt. Between us, Dove and I have our awareness down to a couple metres deep in what must be the bedrock, and out over five thousand hectares. It’s an odd sensation to do that for hours, you start to feel the worms and the bugs and the chipmunks and the slow seep of water as sounds, see all their strange textures of history.
“It’s not safe to just let it rot.”  Chloris, pulling out of the hug, visibly pulling a scattered mind into the present.
Zora nods, the blue-green-purple collective mass of them wiggles into a different shape, and this does take all three of them to do. It feels, rippling away from whatever Zora is doing, like being the peal of a bell; not being the metal, not being the sound, being the compression wave in the metal. It’s really strange.
“Well done,” Wake says, and then a diagram appears in front of Zora. Zora’s nose wrinkles in response to the diagram, and there’s another set of bell-peals, lower and higher in pitch.
“Once it’s dead, it’s just chemicals,” Zora says, “and chemicals have rules.”
That makes Wake smile.
There’s a bunch of slumping, nothing serious, but whatever Zora did took all the structure out of the root-things, it’s doing a worse job of holding the dirt above it up.
“Dove and Edgar have front for the dam repairs,” Wake says, and keeps the ward up. “Chloris on periphery, Zora and Kynefrid feed to Dove and Edgar.”
The dam doesn’t need replacing, it probably doesn’t need fusing as such, but it’s clear that the narrowness of the bridge they’ve got over the stream here is a problem, it’s the only bridge between the landing nearest the West Wetcreek and Hopfields, and it’s not wide enough to take a waggon. So we leave the existing spill-race foot bridge alone, and the sluice-gates, but sort of walk the dam face upstream another three metres. Getting the water out of the bottom-mud before we do anything hot to it is something we still check, but I’m starting to feel like I understand how to do it. Dove always did, I think from making roads with the Line. Railings, says Dove, and there aren’t enough bits of old lost iron in the pond to do a complete railing but we can do sockets; I pull the oxygen off the iron and hand it, floating and molten, to Kynefrid, who makes a couple dozen post-sockets out of it, holds them up hot for Zora to glass them, tussles with them a bit to make sure the inside sizes with the glass are all twenty centimetres a side with good square corners, and hands them back.
Dove’s got the dam-top road to a good camber and a good curve and raised on arches, one of them clean over the sluice gate, and I’ve got the sockets set three to the span of an arch. Nothing to be done about the sluice mechanism, it’s still usable even if someone’s going to need a ladder to get to it, and we keep it usable while fusing the whole of the dam into a single solid mass, old rocks and new mud and down into the bedrock on a big sweeping curve, the bedrock’s just as slabby here, we want some depth. It takes all four of us to do that, and then we have to grab all the steam and keep it from icing up everything into impassibility for a kilometre around.
The spill-race, Chloris and Kynefrid and Zora do the banks and bottom solid while Dove and I confuse the water into flowing a metre above the channel. The pond banks are a mess, long sections were mostly weed-rhizome-root-things there, and we can’t figure out how to fix it, the squishy slumpy nature goes back a long way and we don’t want to kill the surface plants. We eventually settle on a big hollow glass wedge, almost like a ploughshare, and making a bunch in different appropriate widths and wedging them under the slumped bank sections, then stuffing the open backs full of pond-mud and sort of rattling that into proper sedimentary order. That breaks the wedge up, too, not a lot, but enough that it’s not impermeable to water.
Wake is pleased, says so, and we troop back up to Hopfields, pick the mill up, and come back, having collectively preferred being done to getting lunch first. Wake has a way to say ‘as you were’ to the slumped dirt, so the mill fits right back into the hole it came out of, by the time summer comes you won’t be able to tell we moved it.
That leaves us with one astonished clerk, one astonished gerefan, and considerably more than six flabbergasted members of wood-working collectives, who had followed their mill back at a respectful, careful distance, and the kind of offer of lunch you can’t possibly refuse without the utmost rudeness.
Dove tries to be apologetic about how none of the road turns into the new dam-top bridge-road are done; the good people of Hopfields are having none of it, to the point where the sixty-odd people of the town road team have gathered, the team lead’s shaken our hands, and they’re all headed down the road with a dirt-dredge and a top-fuser. The dirt-dredge looks like a small brass shovel and the fuser, as is apparently traditional in the Creeks, looks like a clothes-iron.
Chloris hasn’t said a thing since remarking that the weed couldn’t be safely left to rot. Even thanks and hello and yes please have been head-ducks and murmurs, which is not like Chloris at all.
We’re through lunch, and on to “Alas, but one each, and a half-litre for Kynefrid and Edgar,” beer, really good beer, but, well, Hopfields, you might suppose there’s a connection. Chloris stares at the mug, not even holding it, mug’s on the table, and that’s not like Chloris, either.
“I don’t like killing things,” Chloris says. “Even weeds.”  I can, I think we all can, hear necromancer floating in Chloris’ thoughts. Don’t think anybody from Hopfields can. I hope not.
“There is no reason whatsoever that you should,” Wake says.


Chapter 18
Keeping Kynefrid from freezing becomes a general project. Before we all got displaced, Kynefrid says winter got dealt with by not going outside much, and that was a warmer, dryer winter. Not going to work at sorcery school, where we seem to be alternating days fixing drainage systems and days spent out in the snow doing blob-of-Power exercises. Actually using the Power, Kynefrid is fine; there’s enough, I don’t know, it almost has to be leakage, Power getting stuck in Kynefrid’s flesh instead of going off to do work, that the cold isn’t noticeable, and there’s been some ferociously cold days with wind while we’re working on drainage.
It’s when we stop that Kynefrid starts to freeze.
Extra layers, including a vast coat, help; hard sugar candy, well, some help, it keeps the worrying shade of blue at bay for ten minutes at a time. But Kynefrid still has trouble with the cold, and it’s going to get colder. “Not really cold,” Dove says, “squeaky-snow cold, not hat-not-optional cold like they get way over east past Slow Creek.”
Chloris, despite whatever delicacy being able to float implies, is just as happy to have snowball fights gloveless as Dove and Zora are. I sit in the window, drink tea, and watch. Kynefrid sits at the kitchen table, drinks tea, and sketches. Some of it’s gardens, some of it’s mechanisms, a lot of it is hydraulic, water wheels and watercourses and ways to make the sluice-gates self-adjusting so the turbine keeps the air tank full on its own.
It should be dark out there. We hung lights around the overhang, so there’s plenty of light for throwing snowballs. Anything the ward around the Tall Woods won’t stop, we’re not going to have much luck with, so it’s not like it’s unsafe. It still seems really weird to want to throw frozen water at each other, but they’re clearly having fun at it.
“Think we’re going to live through this?” Kynefrid says, quietly. I can hear fine; the acoustics in the Round House are remarkably better than the hard surfaces would make you expect. Blossom’s said something about a very precise roughness to the walls.
No idea how to answer, even if I think I know why I can hear the question.
“All of us? If it’s independent odds, all of us would be a surprise.”  One chance in thirty-two. “Don’t think it’s independent.”  Statistically independent, not the we’re-becoming. I’m not going to make it without Dove. Not totally sure it’s true the other way around, but it could be.
“Westcreek Town’s a provincial capital. They don’t have a full duplicate of the records, I’m not sure there’s but the one full copy up by the new Shape of Peace and there’s a bunch of clerks working their way backward making more copies, but the stuff that is here, the last forty years or so of the First Commonweal, that looks like quoting individual odds is really misleading. It’s the class; pretty much the whole class makes it, or the whole class doesn’t.”
The records I can get to don’t go back far enough, but there’s some indications that Blossom and Grue might be the only survivors of their particular class. I’m hoping it’s a disturbing indication that Edgar doesn’t know how to use the Galdor-gesith’s index, not that something dreadful happened the last time something like the teaching style for our class got tried.
“So you think we’re not going to flub something big? For ten years?”  Kynefrid sounds cranky, not trying to pick a fight, that’s actual fear.
“Closest thing we’ve had to a flub is you losing the binding for the shoring on the first try. So far as the rest of us know, all that did was make you really tired.”
We say it together. “And get me dosed.”  If that stuff of Halt’s tastes bad to you, it’s persistently bad; Kynefrid was a décade waiting for the whole of the taste to go away. At least Kynefrid can grin about it now.
“I think all the teachers are being really careful to give us stuff to do that works like that; you might exhaust yourself, you might make a huge mess, but it’s going to be an external mess.”
Kynefrid looks…doubtful, let’s say. Been a bit something since the weeding, quieter than Chloris but more consistently something.
“Look, Independents, full ones, have a half-life, right? Something around a hundred and twenty years.”  That’s not a statistic anyone makes an effort to tell you, but it’s public. Current value reported to Parliament every year. Not precisely cheering, even for mortality statistics, but there’s a way to look at it. “The prize isn’t immortality, it’s not getting old.”
“A long life doing interesting stuff.”  Kynefrid says this as though the prospect doesn’t particularly appeal. “I get the idea.”  Almost waves the tea mug, puts it down first. “This place is a strong argument.”
It’s getting easier to pry my attention out of the underside of the dome. There’s some clanging, the outer door opening, and then more as it closes and the inner door opens. There’s something in the doorway floor that drains, just water, it leaves the mud, but it leaves dry mud. I think Chloris’ ‘easy to clean’ had more consequences than widely realized. There’s a lot of boot-kicking. Coat racks, even splendid, elegant, Zora-work titanium coat racks, look really odd, just sitting there beside the doorway, but there they are, it’s winter. Boot trays, too.
“It’s not fair;” Chloris. I can’t see Dove’s eyes roll, not from something more than ten metres. There’s no visible motion before Dove’s left hand has a firm grip on the top front of Chloris’ coat, and not a whole lot as Chloris’ feet leave the floor. Dove has to lean back a bit to hold Chloris in the air at arm’s length, but it’s not otherwise obviously difficult.
Left is Dove’s off hand.
Chloris squeaks.
Dove sets Chloris down. Chloris looks appalled, and more appalled to see Zora grinning.
“That I can do that, that it’s materially possible, not that I’ve done heavy work, and you can’t, that’s unfair. Pure heredity. That your reaction involves squeaking isn’t unfair, that’s you never learnt what to do.”
Kynefrid pours some more tea. I get off the windowsill — it’s two metres wide, it’s hard to think of it as a sill — and head for the table. This has been coming for awhile now.
By the compressed nature of time in sorcerer’s school, awhile. Probably why Kynefrid made the big pot of lettuce-root tea. It’s not so much that I’m getting used to the smell as I’ve figured out how to borrow Dove’s brain to smell it with, at which point all I have to do is to remember not to drink it, because now it smells good.
Zora pours a mug of tea, puts a big spoonful of raspberry vinegar in it, stirs. Not used to that particular culinary habit, either. Don’t try it if you’re not a Creek, not even in beef broth or something else sturdy and savoury.
“Dove can chuck both of us in a snowbank.”  Zora shrugs. “At once. This isn’t surprising unless you won’t see Dove to look at.”
“Dove admitted it was unfair.”  Chloris doesn’t put vinegar in wood-lettuce tea. Salt, yes, four or five grammes. I’ve about stopped flinching. I’m not sure Kynefrid ever will.
“Dove asserts that the strength difference is unfair, but the ability arises because I’ve practised and you haven’t.”  Dove doesn’t put anything in wood-lettuce tea.
“What exactly would practice get me?”  Chloris remembers not to wave the mug.
“Skill.”
Chloris makes a face. It’s not clear those are skills Chloris is inclined to value, put it that way.
Dove sounds sad, but it’s not sad, I think it’s tired somehow, but I can’t really tell. “It was a plant.”
Chloris nods, angry. “And I would have pulled a little one out of the garden, it isn’t any different, only it is. I didn’t do anything, I just thought, it’s…”
“Exactly the same.”
Chloris looks at Dove. Dove said that so you kinda have to look, look Dove in the eye.
“Swords, an adci, spears, a hoe in the garden, it doesn’t matter if it’s metal or a rock or the Power, it’s the intention. It’s the decision that does it.”
“The decision was easy.”  Chloris is having a lot of trouble with this, that’s a short sentence for anybody’s voice to be changing pitch erratically.
“Which it should have been. It was a weed, you’d checked three times that a weed was all it was, you checked with Wake, you could see the serious harm it had done, it was a lot less of a risk you had that wrong than hitting yourself in the foot with the hoe in the garden would be.”
“And the next one, and the one after that, and eventually I’ll start killing people, because it’s so easy. It’s — ”  Chloris waves at the dome, vaguely around. “This was hard, I though I was going to die or catch fire every day when we were building the house. It made me think magic is hard, terribly difficult stuff, even if it’s faster and more beautiful it was really, really difficult.”
“Then the weed was so easy.”  Chloris says that into the tea mug, and if all we had to go on was the actual sound we’d never be able to tell anything got said, it’s so quiet.
“Sometimes people are pretty easy, too.”  Dove says that quietly, to the tabletop more than the rest of us, but just ears would be enough to hear. Good ears.
Dove looks up, looks right at Chloris. “Doesn’t mean you have to do it, passing like a murrain among the enemies of the Commonweal. It does have to get done.”  Lots of the glitter of trumpets.
“Has to?” says Chloris, only a little louder and still to the mug.
“At a pass in the Northern Hills I doubt still exists, there was a fortress. The Reems troops on the wall were speculating about what kind of prices they could get, selling such large women into sexual slavery.”  Dove’s voice is entirely conversational.
Dove shrugs. “They had a lot of demons and a big army. That was part of what they really meant to do.”
“You’re sure that’s what they said?”  Zora, trying really hard not to sound horrified.
“Rust translated, Rust’s Reemish is good enough for nuanced insults. Rust could slant it, some, sure, but only some. A false translation would violate the obligation of service.”  
Dove…this really doesn’t bother Dove.
“Slant that?” Chloris, all of Chloris, is stuck in a flinch.
Dove shrugs again. “Rust wanted Blossom to have a failure of temper.”
The idea of trying to make Blossom angry, failure-of-temper angry, sort of sits there. Deliberately, consciously, setting out to make Blossom mad enough there’s a loss of control.
“This Rust is utterly without even the vestige of good sense?”  Kynefrid knows this has to be a question to be polite, near-polite, the attempt’s there, but it’s not enough. No way does that really sound like a question.
“Pretty much,” Dove says. “One of the old ones.”  Dove makes a face. “I’ve only met three of them, but all the Line descriptions insist Wake and Halt are pretty much the sanest, calmest, least-unpredictable old ones.”
Zora’s eyes narrow. “I’d still rather make Halt mad than Blossom.”
We all stare. “I don’t want to make either of them mad, but Halt has way more practice not turning people into frogs.”
Dove’s lips quirk; it’s a lot larger smile on the inside. “Or, in the specific case, lighting them on fire.”  There’s a swallow of tea. “Chemically.”
Chloris’s arms get stuck in the air, half rhetoric and half enough horror that Chloris has to move.
Dove sets the mug down, looks across at Chloris. “Remember the bit in school about why there’s no point in trying to go back to before there were weeds?”
It’s more than a bit. Ecology doesn’t work in reverse, you can’t make dead things live. If you can’t make dead things live, there’s no going backward. So there’s nothing to do but to move forward, and pick the least awful forward you can get.
Chloris nods.
“There’s an entire mystical, and by now actually old and diverse, ecology alongside the breathing one. The one with unicorns and eel-trees and six different sorts of flower called lover’s-agony. We’re joining it. What does that imply?”
“That there’s nothing for it but to turn into murderous lunatics?”  Chloris is bitter, this isn’t just voice-tone.
“Or death from a simple error,” Kynefrid says.
“Why’s everyone so cheerful tonight?”  It’s not that I think they haven’t noticed, not really.
Zora says, a little too brightly, “I got my forms attested?”  Maternal permission for Zora to go take up leornere status while still a youth of seventeen. Had to go back in person, Zora’s mother insisted. Blossom, I would have expected Grue, but it was Blossom, ran Zora, riding pillion, home to the Blue Highlands, and back again, last Déci, and the only reason it took six hours was that they stayed for lunch. Which means this Déci coming up will be somewhere near the Shape of Peace, and we start travelling tomorrow, one day on a barge and one day on foot.
“Feeling irrevocable.”  Kynefrid takes a swallow of tea, plain mint, and if it cools off any more the sugar is going to start precipitating out and forming crystals. Wake showed the Creeks generally a trick with reeds, just after arriving at the end of the summer, and sugar is plentiful. It’s been a big help, I’m told, with the canning. I can observe it being a big help with keeping Kynefrid from freezing.
“Tomorrow’s always irrevocable,” Zora says, not the least sad about it. “Sometimes it rains on Festival.”
Everyone’s looking at Zora.
Zora sets the mug down, not a casual motion. “Not a complete idiot, can we agree on that?”
I nod. There might be other nods.
“So, here I am, I’ve got something to do, I’m learning a lot, we make these amazing things and when I was learning sewing I was still fighting with getting seams to lie flat when I’d been doing it this long. I get to be an adult, socially, more or less. I’m going to have my own garden someday.”  Big slug of tea. “Only really difficult part’ll be finding a lad I don’t light on fire.”
Dove, very gentle indeed, leans over to punch Zora in the shoulder. Strong approval.
Might have to share, sneaks into my head behind a grin. My brain locks up.
Not for all that long, but when I get it unlocked Zora is giving Chloris a narrow look. “Have you talked to Wake at all?”
Chloris’ head shakes no, Chloris’ whole body screams it.
“You realize Wake’s a necromancer?”  Zora’s pushing.
Wake’s the necromancer.
“It doesn’t bother Wake!”  Chloris does vehement pretty well.
Yeah. Turning into thump-on-Chloris'-panic, this isn’t going to help.
“Hey, Edgar,” Kynefrid says, “why aren’t you bothered about the whole thing?”
“Life is collective and gean and family, right?”  Nods.
“I worked myself into a collective despite being a dull kid and having absolutely no talent. I got some polite letters, but they don’t want to talk to me anymore. I locked up a bunch of them, most of them, along with an anti-panda, and from the slow kid with no talent, that was way too creepy.”
I’m at least half-lucky they didn’t let me die. Or make a formal complaint of mind control.
“All the geans are gone, scattered, the Township of Wending as a whole doesn’t exist anymore, it’s under however many metres of hell-things from across the Dread River. The buildings of mine sure are, and the people are everywhere, some displaced north, some displaced into the Folded Hills.”  Swallow of tea. Mint, but just mint, no sugar solution.
“My mother, and my sister, both my mother’s sisters, all my cousins, they went north, they’re whatever the First Commonweal is calling displaced. Went with my collective because it’d been so important to get into one, to get myself real work. I haven’t got any family at all in the Second.” Dove squeezes my hand. It’s gentle, but I know just how much force is back there.
One of my major problems with anything like sharing, fear of broken bones.
“There was this one lass, but, well.”  I’d asked Chloris, not Dove, to read Flaed’s last reply. I couldn’t figure out what Flaed was trying to say, the letter was talking in widening spirals. “I’m so sorry,” Chloris had said, handing it back.
“Everything else is gone. So’s the lack of talent, and most of the slow. I basically fell asleep in some nameless place way down the valley in the near Folded Hills, it’s probably got a name by now, and woke up in Westcreek.
“I was the slow kid, right? Tried, but mostly couldn’t, or couldn’t quick. My mother never really stopped being disappointed, did their best but having an obviously slow kid after a smart one hurt. Lots of people took an interest, I had a bunch of volunteer aunts, two specific people put in a lot of time making sure I learnt enough turning to get into the collective, everybody seemed to agree that tolerating my curiosity gave the best odds I wouldn’t be entirely useless.”
Which, well. I wave at the ceiling.
“It’s like I passed through the land of the dead into a better world.”  Almost said ‘another’, but, no. Better.
“Like it so far.”  I squeeze Dove’s hand. Dove smiles at me. Zora makes a face, Chloris stirs salt into a fresh cup of tea vigorously, spoon ringing, and Kynefrid says “Yeah.”
Yeah, had a lot of weight on it, and there’s a moment of general looking at Kynefrid.
“Family’s all there, thorpe’s all there, gean’s all there, they weren’t very different things. All displaced together. No orchard, no vines, it’s going to be fifty years before anyone’s going to be serious about making brandy. They were all being strong on the necessity of my leaving to study, some of it was real worry for me not cooking my brain. Didn’t much want to go, didn’t think I needed to, I was learning lots of charms for things.”
There’s a sigh. Not one of Chloris’ heartrending ones, but it’s not Kynefrid’s favourite thing to be thinking about. “Not getting kicked off the cliff means I’ve got to step. Stepping’s hard.”
Chloris gets vehement about nodding agreement.
Then Chloris sighs, and slumps. “Halt convinced my mother, and my aunts, that I really had to study properly, it wouldn’t be enough to hope all the little weirdnesses went away, there would be more screaming from the lemon preserves.”
“Halt never really convinced me.”
There’s a visible gathering of courage in Chloris. “Dove, what convinced you?”
Dove sets the mug down, doesn’t let go of my hand, looks, I don’t know how, but looks Chloris in the eye without any trace of challenge in it. “Cutting the hearts out of demons.”
Dove, well, call it exhales noisily. “That sounds good, but what really did it was the ichor running off my hand.”
Zora looks really confused. Kynefrid’s got as much face behind one long hand as will fit, eyes, mostly. Really long fingers. Chloris’ brain might not be past the word ‘demon’. Chloris’ face just stopped moving entirely, hasn’t even blinked.
Dove turns to look at Zora. “The warsword melted, the gauntlet melted, the vambrace melted, but my hand was fine, with enough ichor left on it to boil the first bucket of water.”
Zora’s eyes are huge. “I don’t want to know?”
Dove nods. “You don’t want to know.”
I, no, I need to know, however much I could have done without some of the images leaking through from Dove. This March North seems like it went half-way to some special hell.
“Maybe a third,” Dove says, smiling at me.
“I am seven separate sorts of idiot,” Kynefrid says, a little too much biting-off the words for it to be really conversational. Hand’s still up across the eyes, it’s not distress, precisely.
Everybody looks at Kynefrid. Speaking harshly isn’t usual behaviour.
The hand comes down, and Kynefrid looks at Dove. “That first Déci find-a-barge-crew tavern visit, one of the lads went by Toss. Had a strange band of scars around their upper right arm and more odd scars over their left hand. Everything worked, it couldn’t have been as bad as it looked, only from what Toss said it was a lot worse.”
Dove nods. “Toss didn’t have an especially good time.”
“There aren’t that many Creek women named Dove, are there?” Kynefrid says. No more impulses to hide, it looks like.
Zora puts their mug down to look at Kynefrid, the way one might if asked if there weren’t very many Creek women with wings instead of ears. Dove grins.
“So far as I know, one. Lots of Roses and Lilys and Meadowsweets, for nature names. The occasional Lark.”  Dove takes a swallow of tea, reaches for the pot. “Mama’s a bit eccentric.”
Kynefrid is nodding. “How honest is Toss?”
Dove gets an odd sort of smile. “Lad called Neat there?”
Kynefrid looks cautious. Maybe even skittish. “Might not be the right one, but there was one.”
“Toss’d be pretty honest with Neat there,” Dove says. “Neat has issues with exaggeration.”
“Rot,” Kynefrid says, says it with feeling.
Kynefrid draws a deep breath, looks at the teacup, looks up, well, looks like looking up, the ceiling doesn’t grab at Kynefrid’s attention at all. “Halt doesn’t terrify you?”
“Not especially.”  Dove’s head tips from side to side, just a bit. “I’m not about to try overthrowing the Peace.”
“Rot,” Kynefrid says, a lot quieter.
“If I asked you what really happened, and you told me, I’d have a lot of trouble with it, wouldn’t I?” Chloris says to Dove.
Dove nods. “Probably.”  I can’t call this a smile. “Not doing ideally well with it myself.”
I squeeze Dove’s hand, just a little. Don’t know if it helps. I hope so.
Dove takes a big slug of tea, sets the mug down. I can feel a mental shake, and a sense of it takes time.
Chloris’s turn to duck, face behind both hands. “I just want to be good.”
Zora, obviously unsure, pats Chloris’ shoulders. I’ve got a bit of brain-lock, some of it splashed from Dove. Good?
Chloris looks up, face blotched. “There’s all this…horrible to deal with, possible horrible, all the ways for things to go bad, for me to go bad.”
“Knew somebody,” Kynefrid says. “Single best grape-picker there was; more grapes, less leaves, less damage, pretty much did the work of two other pickers, better. Figured that allowed them a claim to be good at it.
“Not getting the impression you want to challenge Wake for necromantic excellence.”  Kynefrid’s voice has found a way to friendly teasing, doing the little turn-aside, pointing the mug away just in case tea-heating with the Power results in mostly steam.
Chloris’ face goes murderous, really briefly. Really did look like a desire to kill Kynefrid, just that one flash, and Chloris gets up and starts pacing.
Lots of room for that. No idea what kind of furniture one puts in a huge round space twenty-five metres across, so we haven’t. The kitchen takes a smaller slice out of it than you’d think. The corner-closets sort of hide against the wall. Zora moves to get up and Dove puts out a hand. Zora sits back down and looks worried, watching Chloris pace around in big figure-eights, precessing slowly, covering most of the floor.
“Chloris.”  Dove’s voice is entirely neutral. “Lots of buildup.”
Chloris produces a choppy nod, walks over to the door, stamps into boots as both sets of doors clang open, stomps outside.
Chloris gets about thirty metres beyond the overhang, just where the path starts to turn east toward the warded edge, throws head and arms back, and screams at the sky.
We all grab for the things that are trying to rattle their way off the table.
There’s a big round flat space in the snow, when anybody looks again, and the last bits of a big round cloud of snow. It looks like it flew too far to make a circular drift, except where the arc of the circle nudged back under the overhang, where there are little four-decimetre-high snow-arcs bulging between pillars.
Chloris stomps back inside, kicks the boots off, shuts the doors. Dusts off for remnant Power bits, though there aren’t any showing.
“Sorry. I hate feeling like I’m being told to grow up.”  Chloris is not looking especially sorry, but is looking more balanced.
“Grow up is not the same thing as give up and stop arguing with your mother,” Dove says, actually smiling.
Chloris laughs. Really doesn’t want to, but it’s a real laugh.
Like the other two, Chloris never drags the chair. Unlike the other two, it sometimes looks like it takes Chloris an effort of will to pick the chair up, but not right now. The chair floats away from the table, Chloris sits down, grimaces at lukewarm tea, and freshens it up from the pot.
“Leaving tomorrow. Have to sort this out now. Understand that. NO IDEA HOW.”  It’s not the scream, but the potential for the scream is back there somewhere.
“Did your school do picky/hopeful and reliable/exciting?” Zora says.
Mine certainly didn’t. I look at Kynefrid. Just as baffled. It’s some kind of Creek thing.
“It’s a two-axis description of how you can map your approach to selecting sex partners,” Dove says, letting go of my hand to stretch. I get a quizzical look as Dove’s arms come back down, and then Dove’s picked my chair up and moved it snug against; the two chairs are the same height even if we aren’t. I take Dove’s hand back and tip my head to rest on Dove’s shoulder. I’m finding the stressed-out necromancer unnerving company. Dove hides it much better than I do.
“I’ll admit I’m way far off in the picky/exciting corner, which isn’t making my life easier.”  Chloris is actually smiling, like there’s real cheer back there somewhere.
Zora’s head shakes. “I don’t mean directly, I mean sorcerers do something like that, there’s — ”
Zora’s hands wave, trying for a grip on a clearer idea — “Intuitive/exacting, and a scale of perceived distinctness from the Power, and clever/tested. We spend a lot of time in clever because there isn’t any tested for us, the way we’re learning, but you can see it bothering Wake a lot and Grue some and Blossom because it’s supposed to and it doesn’t bother Halt at all.”
“And Blossom doesn’t regard the Power as distinct, not at all, and Halt completely does.”  Kynefrid says it thoughtfully. You can practically hear the gears start to turn, trying to make something out of the idea.
Zora nods. “So we’re not really trying to figure out the right way, sorcery isn’t a the right way thing, it’s somewhere in the civilized rules there’s something that works for you, like finding someone to snuggle.”
Not entirely worth lifting my head off Dove’s shoulder. Should try to contribute. “There’s a continuum between quietly local and broadly active, too. Read the Galdor-gesith’s records and most Independents do things like work on pre-natal care in one township or specialize in weeds for one particular place, there are Independents who work on one thorpe.”
I’m getting a look from Chloris.
“Our teachers are mountain-movers, active with the Line and either affiliated with or they just are a political faction among Independents. They’re not the statistical norm.”  I don’t find that easy to remember, we’re not supposed to find that easy to remember, no reason why Chloris, who might be less fundamentally sneaky than Blossom, should find it easy to remember.
“Are”, says Chloris. “I don’t understand Halt but affiliated is the wrong word.”
I can feel the muscles in Dove’s neck move with the grin.
“You all right Edgar?”  Kynefrid’s looking concerned, real concerned, not social concerned. Can’t nod, don’t want to move my head.
“Yeah.”  Which isn’t convincing. “Never been good at conflict.”
Chloris looks murderous again, sets the tea down, consciously smoothes the look of murder away from visibility. Then sighs. “All right, yes, this is a conflict, it’s not just the mess getting loose from my head.”
Chloris sort of nudges at the mug. When Chloris’ face isn’t wearing a desire to kill us all, it keeps slumping into utter misery.
There’s another sigh. “What’s the conflict about?” Chloris says it, sounds baffled, I’m pretty sure the baffled is real and entire.
Probably my turn. I hoist my head off Dove’s shoulder. “Whether you can be a necromancer and anyone will like you.”
Dove pats my head, gently. The other three are looking three different flavours of appalled at me.
“Independents are Independents because nobody wants an actual sorcerer in their gean. Wake’s joke about how people in the right tail of the main distribution have the option of ignoring their talent isn’t a joke, four out of five do. You can be a team lead on a big focus and be really extra-useful without having that whiff of the Bad Old Days and people looking at you funny. Nobody likes a sorcerer.”
Zora’s looking thoughtful, which is normal enough. Kynefrid’s face is in back of both hands, which isn’t, and if Chloris was as strong as Dove I’d be worried about the edge of the table top. Marble’s pretty, it’s not strong.
There’s a whole lot of fond coming through from Dove. No idea what Dove’s face is showing, afraid to look, especially after Dove’s forehead touches the top of my head, really briefly.
Look straight at Chloris. Forget about just dropping dead, look straight at Chloris.
“Why do Independents point with their chins?”  I don’t do as good a job of saying this in completely neutral tones as I ought. Not as slow as I was, the idea that if I get it, it’s obvious to rocks isn’t true anymore. Still there in my emotional responses.
Chloris’s brow wrinkles and clears. There’s a big shoulder-slump, not quite collapsing in tears.
Then it goes from not-quite to face goes into both hands, crying. “I don’t want to be frightening,” comes out, muffled and on the cadence of the sobs.
I’d figure pointing is threatening, not frightening. Fright’s in their head; threatening is what I’m doing, and there’s not much obvious difference between a levelled spear and a sorcerer pointing their hand.
Except the spear is just going to maim you, worst case.
Kynefrid and Zora both manage a couple of back pats.
It’s not especially optional, Dove says.
Chloris’ head comes up, Zora’s eyes go wide, Kynefrid’s looking half-frightened looking at Dove.
Ed keeps calculating how high you’d throw a hundred-kilo human being if you applied the same energy that’s lifting a load of rocks. I take it you don’t do that?
Chloris says “No,” and, weirdly hesitant, No, too.
Anybody can hit you in the head with a rock, or a bottle, or a big serving ladle. Sorcerers can make your children hate you, or your dead parents haunt you, or make it impossible for you to sleep, and take bets on when you’ll kill yourself.
There are laws, Zora says. Kynefrid’s looking back and forth like following along is work, is costing concentration.
There’s weeds, too. And a lot of folk memory, and all the Bad Old Days, just over the borders. Dove’s head tips toward me, then Kynefrid. They got displaced, there’s a Second Commonweal, because whatever those things from the Paingyre are, the Line can’t hold them. People don’t forget what sorcerers are. Dove’s level of dispassion is starting to worry me.
Learnt skill, comes through, just to me. Excessive practice.
“No one’s ever going to like me and I just have to cope?” Chloris says, entirely out loud.
Dove nods.
“This isn’t children-and-youths school, the point isn’t who likes who.”  Dove takes a deep breath.
“Stop thinking ‘fellow student’ and start thinking ‘study team’,” Dove says. “The job is to get all us to where we’re standing by the Shape of Peace, accepted as Independents. We don’t have to like each other. We have to get the job done.”
“You can be really bossy,” Zora says to Dove.
“Yes,” Dove, half-grinning. “I can go right on being really bossy when I can’t remember which of my friends are dead.”
“Dead?” says Kynefrid.
“Lots of necromancy in a Line standard. Some of the dead stick around, they contribute to the focus even if they can’t hold a shield.”
Kynefrid’s shaking. I make a motion at the tea mug Kynefrid’s got half a grip on, much more shaking and it might slosh. Kynefrid picks it up, makes a face, obviously not very warm. I make a reaching motion, get handed the mug, I turn away and heat it up. Stuff-stirring will get the sugar back into solution, unlike the slow light the rest of them use. I hand the mug back, and Kynefrid wraps both hands around it and takes two tries before drinking any of it works.
Dove’s looking quizzical at Kynefrid. Not concerned, yet, to look at, there’s some behind Dove’s eyes. “Some of Toss’ stories just turned real on you?”
Kynefrid’s head shakes no while every other part is still shaking. Looks wrong. “The nature of the work.”
Dove looks sympathetic.
I’m pretty sure I look baffled. Zora’s at least half-baffled, and Chloris is fighting to have a brain that’s functioning, for thought to be possible. Looks like the impulse to think is winning.
Two big swallows of tea later, and Kynefrid starts talking. “We’ve been doing safe things. Moving dirt, almost all of it, melting dirt, the one big weed, helping maintain the drainage. It doesn’t feel safe, I’m usually terrified, but it’s safe things.”
I nod. Zora’s looking like this is a comprehensible line of argument, which puts Zora’s understanding way ahead of mine.
“The actual job, the useful thing Wake and Halt are hoping we’ll be able to do, is to go deal with the Bad Old Days, as they are now. Not get really good at weeding a particular thorpe, not improve some maker-collective’s water power, but keeping those bad days over the border.”
Dove says “You didn’t think about that before?”
Kynefrid’s mouth twists. “Thought about it. Didn’t feel it.”  Looks at Dove. “You’re, well, you’re only a little more determined than most Creeks, and you’re talking about using your dead friends to get the job done, as though that were a normal thing to do.”
“In the Line.”  Dove’s looking quizzical again.
Kynefrid makes some vigorous slashing motions through the air. “The attitude, the outlook, the willingness to just keep going. The reflexive belief that getting the job done is more important than survival.”
“If it’s everybody? Isn’t it?”  Zora doesn’t sound happy, but does sound certain. “If there’s a critter or a bad weed or a dragon or a foreign wizard or anything like that, where the risk is to everybody? We’re not important, that’s the whole point.”
Kynefrid nods. “Yeah. That’s right. That’s unquestionably right, that’s the whole reason for the Peace and the Law.”
Kynefrid had mostly stopped shaking. “Doesn’t mean I can do it.”
Dove nods. “Three-fifths of Independents aren’t militant.”  Dove visibly decides not to pour another mug of tea. “Grue isn’t militant.”
Kynefrid says “What do you think a sorcerer team, really collaborative magic, is for?”
Dove smiles, softly. “Freeing up Blossom to enchant stuff.”
Not the answer Kynefrid was expecting.
“The Commonweal’s built on Laurel’s discovery that voluntary mattered, that a focus enchantment that required everyone participating to be a real volunteer could be stronger than the sum of its parts. We get the Shape of Peace from that, the Line standards, the things that let us make the Commonweal work.”  Dove sounds cheerful. “Now the whole economy is foci of one kind or another.”
Kynefrid actually says “Do go on.”
“Inventing the standards took Laurel hundreds of years. Sitting on a mountain nobody else wanted, avoiding other sorcerers, not doing much else. We’ve got a bunch of big problems, starting with how we move stuff between the Folded Hills and the Creeks, it’s not a natural territory, making replacement standards for the Line, and whether only a million people can keep a Commonweal running.”
“So you think the point is to free up Blossom to work on those, rather than keeping the borders?”
“Probably.”  Dove looks, I don’t know what that’s called. Frustrated, in a really specific way? “I don’t claim I know what Halt’s thinking. But the problem is that Blossom is militant and is about as effective as Halt and there are only two of them. Keeping the borders isn’t the best thing to do with either of them, long term, it’s just we’ve got to get to long term.”
Chloris looks awful, face under rigid control. “So we’re going to be keeping the borders? Actually killing people is the point?”
Dove’s running out of patience, I can feel it.
I put up a hand. “We’re the experiment. There aren’t eight of us, any kind of live focus with good-at-co-operating sorcerers probably takes at least eight, just like a regular focus. We’re the experiment to see if the pure form teaching approach works.”  Chloris looks doubtful, Zora looks thoughtful, Kynefrid looks like there’s a serious chance of fainting off the chair.
“It doesn’t make a lot of sense to only do this with third-modality sorcerers. If they can get fifty regular right-tail Independents, even village sorcerers, really co-operating, it’d be stronger than eight of us, eight third-modality sorcerers, and the population ratio’s something like ten to one. Laurel’s focus enchantments already changed everything. If there’s a way to use that much Power in a precise way, it’ll change everything again.”
“You don’t mind being the experiment?”  Chloris is in some strange country beyond appalled.
“No. Land of the dead, remember? That parasite would have killed me. If I had never been displaced, never been terrified by an anti-panda, I’d have blown up by now, probably taken my collective with me. Anything from here is pure fortunate circumstances.”
Chloris, well, might be listening.
“Remember what Wake said, back in the tent at the start, about our odds? I’ve been doing some reading. Our traditional training odds, at our ages and with no prior background, well, Zora’d maybe make it. Nobody over twenty would. If I can read clerk, it’s got a lot to do with why they test so hard for talent in school, people kept dying when they found them older than fifteen. We’re, well, salvage. It’s a chance to try the training style Halt and Wake wanted, and the Galdor-gesith probably let them because, on the odds, we’re all dead anyway. Wake’s being totally honest saying we need to get to being Independents, immaterial mind-substrate and all, if we want to live, and being just as honest saying they’re sure, the teachers are sure, our odds aren’t worse this way. The odds the other way are one-hundred-percent dead.”
“Salvage.”  Dove sounds contented.
Contented?
Salvage is a lot easier to imagine than special.
Yeah.
Zora’s eyes narrow at us.
That’s worse than whispering. Zora sounds prim.
Guilty, Dove sends back.
“I’m supposed to work really hard to be salvage, and lose my family, and turn into something terrible?”  Chloris doesn’t sound distraught, that’s disbelief, real, utter, cannot imagine.
“You’re supposed to outlive your parents. There’s a proverb about it.”  Zora sounds frustrated. “If we manage to outlive them for a really long time, being hale and active when our sibs are old, that’s going to hurt, but that doesn’t mean it’s bad.”
Dove’s hand tightens in mine. For a second it starts to hurt, and then the grip slackens.
“Chloris, look, is Wake terrible?”  Dove sounding determined to be calm is not the most relaxing thing I’ve heard, even tonight.
Chloris’ head shakes. “Not even especially creepy.”  Not like Halt hangs there, unspoken and clearly heard.
“Wake’s the strongest necromancer known. Right there, one of our teachers, in a lot of ways our main teacher. If Wake can be not-terrible, starting from the Bad Old Days, do you really think it’s impossible for you?”
Chloris’ head shakes, only nearly firmly, Chloris says “No,” in a small voice, “I don’t know who I am anymore,” in a smaller voice.
“That’s the whole point,” Zora says. “We get to do the whole caterpillar thing and turn into butterflies, only we have to make up the butterfly.”
Chloris looks at Zora, face a mask of doubt. “You aren’t having any trouble with this.”
Zora snorts. “If you’d asked me in the summer if I liked metal working, I’d have backed away from you because you were crazy. Baking on Déci is important so I can wail and cry on Grue, I’m not feeling useless because I can’t make anything at all anymore, but some of those Déci days there’s been a lot of wailing.”
Kynefrid sounds kinda like heartbroken. “I was so determined not to be a sorcerer. Now we’re going off to be confirmed as students, attested to the Shape of Peace, and I’m caught up in a season, I’m the regular age for it. You three — ” Kynefrid’s chin points, leaving out Dove — “are ahead.”
You’re coming, too. It slides out of my head without any conscious decision on my part.
Wherever we’re going, I’m coming too. Dove’s reply has a feeling of contentment in it.
Zora looks kinda like the way youths do when they can’t avoid seeing their mother smooch somebody. “Does this consonance stuff explain why you read each other’s minds?”  Not sure if Zora means the question for me or for Dove.
“It’s not that Edgar can read my mind. It’s that I don’t want it to stop.”  Dove goes right on sounded contented.
“Reading minds is normal?”  Chloris tries not to sound judgemental, not successfully, but it’s a real try.
What do you think this is? Dove says. We’re all open books.
Kynefrid’s face does five things, and sticks at of course. Zora’s a little behind Kynefrid, Chloris just slumps a bit more.
“To keep us out of trouble,” Zora says, not entirely bitter.
“Blossom still hasn’t shown us the failure mode for tilting a gravity-sock,” I say, as cheerfully as I can. “Probably a good thing Steam could tell me to stop in time.”
“Probably,” Dove says. Dove isn’t deciding to be amused, that just is amusing. To Dove.
“It’s not the same social rules. It’s not the same construction of responsibility. It’s not…tolerant of human frailty, put it that way. That’s what the whole make yourself into someone magical part of this is about. It’s not just that you can’t use the Power, it’s the social definition of can’t use the Power, too. Can’t be that patient, or can’t be that responsible, or just can’t not take it personally, if you’re using the meat brain you were born with.”  Dove says this talking to the ceiling.
“Fragile or likeable.”  Chloris says it like sentence of court.
“You lose more kinds of fragile than likeable.”  Kynefrid’s out of tea, looks morose, but doesn’t sound it. “There’s this collegiality among Independents, it’s not all lonely contemplation on mountaintops. Even if you don’t — ” Kynefrid’s chin tips at me and Dove — “count these two or Blossom and Grue.”
Zora pats Chloris again, says “It really is hard.”  Zora’s trying hard not to smile, but it’s not all working. “I wasn’t done growing up the first time, and being told to do it over’s still wretched.”
“I don’t know what to do.”  Chloris is somewhere way past sad. “I have just no idea.”
“Talk to Halt.”  Dove says it gently, then says “Talk to Halt,” again, even more gently, when Chloris’ eyes go wide. “Halt wants this to succeed, and Halt has seen everything twice. Maybe you even need to tell Halt you’re not convinced.”
Chloris twitches, but we’ll call it a nod.
“Tonight, though, you and Kynefrid get to bed. Zora gets the lights, Ed washes, I dry, we get to bed, and tomorrow.”  Dove sits up straighter, looks at all of us.
“We’re going to take a nice barge trip, we’re going to get off the barge and walk west to the Shape of Peace, we’re going to go through the ritual, and we’re going to come home without embarrassing our teachers.”  Dove says all of this like a description of natural law.
“Home?” Chloris says.
“Home,” Dove says, waving at the dome. “We made it, we live here, it’s home.”


Chapter 19
Getting off the barge is easy.
Not to slight the barge; it’s the apparently usual big, well-maintained, sturdy thing, and this one has glass windows for the passenger space. Between us, Crane, and what looks like representative adult members of most of a thorpe, it’s warm, too. Warm enough that Zora’s doffed jacket and sweater, nothing but the shirt left, leaning beside a window, one layer of cold glass, and still looking warm. Stepping outside would work better, but the door’s dead-centre ahead, and it lets the wind in. Since it took an hour or so for the room to warm up in the first place, I think Zora’s decided that would be unacceptably rude.
If Chloris wasn’t pleased to be handed a detailed list, specific instructions, and a letter of credit by Halt, I was entirely fooled. Back together, had done the work of reassembly, I think. Couldn’t outright ask.
Coffee seems to reanimate Kynefrid, going through a couple extra mugs, talking to Wake after Wake went through the details of what we’re doing on the trip with us. It’s not complicated.
I, well, I get breakfast, I stack some chairs, I wipe some tables, I try not to think. Dove had terrible dreams, mostly dreams, some of it’s memory but I have no idea which parts. Wouldn’t know it at breakfast. Might have guessed, once Dove slept pretty much the whole of the barge trip north.
Crane isn’t talkative. The sense of being observed would make me very nervous indeed if I were a small terrestrial creature. It ought to make me a little nervous anyway, but after Halt’s full attention, checking to see if we’re doing the wrong thing making glass? It’s reassuring; not a familiar grown-up, but there’s still one to hand, just in case any of us have the Power equivalent of a sneezing fit. Allergic to weeds in the water or something.
None of us are. None of us fall off the barge, either, nor trip on the way to the hostel. It used to be the Hill Road Landing, and just about just that, not a single proper bollard, I’m told more than once. Since the new Shape of Peace, just before I became a student, there’s a full sheer bank, shored back of big driven piles hung with barge-bumpers, and bollards for twenty barges downstream of the ferry. “Upstream can go worse,” one of the barge crew remarks. “Takes about four hundred seconds to get the keel-focus up enough to move against the current.”
I suppose this explains why all six of the moored barges have big mooring ropes to four separate bollards, sometimes crossing each other.
We, the five of us, stop together just back from the walkway behind the sheer bank and as out of the way as we can get. No one says anything, and there’s enough of a linkage generally that you can feel Zora’s Do bollards have to be iron? along with Chloris’ drifting enquiry after depth in the river.
“Students,” Crane says. It’s much more amused than stern. “They’ve already got one.”
We nod, it’s one motion. 
“Somebody else is going to want one,” Zora says. “There’s some scouring around the feet of the upstream six pilings,” Chloris says. Crane’s eyes go, something, it’s not something flesh-eyes visible, not narrow or wide or anything like that, then there’s a small nod. “So there is.”  Which means we go by the landing-master before heading to the hostel.
The singular isn’t really correct; it’s four long, well, sheds, almost, sod roofs and low fieldstone walls, square windows on the high side, toward the West Wetcreek. Warm, though, and quiet and dry; flagged floors, gravel under them. Round gravel, out of a stream somewhere.
Crane’s willing to have us heat the bathwater with the Power, as long as we ask first and heat everybody’s. Nobody objects. Crane wasn’t sure, I don’t think. Creeks have trouble worrying about what Dove and Chloris and Zora are going to do. None of them register as ‘sorcerer’, it looks like they mostly register as ‘neighbour’. Easy to understand why Chloris fears losing that.
I’m apparently invisible. Even Crane lost me for a bit after dinner, before doing the strange-eyes whatever again. Kynefrid is obviously well-behaved and just as obviously too skinny to be a threat. Various parental sorts of Creeks keep checking to make sure Kynefrid’s eating.
It’s oddly difficult to sleep. After the last, well, I suppose technically it’s more than two months duration, heating bathwater isn’t enough Power use to notice. Didn’t do anything else today, and it takes some work to get my brain to quiet down, the grown-from-food one or the metaphysical one that isn’t done yet.
I’m not holding hands with Dove when I wake up, I couldn’t be, Dove’s two rooms away, through a couple of stone walls, but it sure feels like I am. From the Idiot, and the wiggled fingers when we meet, headed toward breakfast, Dove’s had the same feeling.
Trying to eat breakfast outside-hands-only doesn’t work very well. We keep trying; going to blame that on not being awake. Eating breakfast quickly and drinking one’s tea outside-hands-only works a lot better. Even when Chloris looks pained and Zora looks quietly appalled. Quietly for Zora, anyway. Kynefrid doesn’t normally take any notice. Today, it’s a sort of rueful, maybe, kind of notice? Something.
It’s, well, I ought to think it’s cold out. It’s colder than winter where I grew up, at least for daylight. There isn’t much wind, though, and the road’s clear, and the day’s bright. Lots of people, waggons rumbling by, almost all the drayage is bronze bulls. About half of them look new. It’s not remotely wilderness, there are rest stops five kilometres apart the whole way.
It’s kinda nice to just walk and not think for awhile. Which is a really strange value of ‘not think’, if I think about it, which I’m not, entirely, not in the front of my head. I am getting the impression that the metaphysical brain doesn’t stop, doesn’t have the flesh-brain need for food or rest.
They’re all eccentric. Dove’s wearing gloves out of good-example. I’m wearing gloves out of necessity. Doesn’t make any appreciable difference. Having your brain run at two speeds forever would do that.
The majority position considers the increasingly detailed synthesia a more probable cause, drifts, very tactfully, half a precise step of long legs, into our brain.
The principal minority position attributes the obvious tendency to eccentricity to the unnatural degree of self-control necessary to the non-fatal exercise of the Power at large scales.
So we’re going to be eccentric for unusual reasons. Dove’s grin in the undertone is the smell of fire and sunrise and the sound of the fear of silk, become much too comfortingly familiar to reach strange if it stretches.
Crane turns that into a discussion of what we’ve done, all five of us have done, specifically, not how we got the Round House built, not what we attested for Clerk Lester, but how individual wreakings, workings, there might be a difference, how using the Power felt and how we see what we do.
I don’t think any of us have the vocabulary. We use up a lot of distance trying.
Somewhere around the twenty kilometre mark, just past the fourth rest stop, there’s a waggon stopped. It’s just having the pair of bronze bulls unhitched and walked forward; the rear axle’s snapped clean.
We stop. Crane drifts forward, past us and up to talking with the drover. There are six or seven infants, one a babe in arms and the rest up to about four, in the waggon, along with a couple of adult minders. None of them are Creeks and the waggon’s got a newish canvas tilt. Looks like some of a gean’s infants going somewhere. At a guess, out of temporary housing in the Creeks back to wherever their gean’s got roof and walls put up in the Folded Hills.
Crane hands us the problem, pure curiosity, I think, leaning on that admittedly wizardly staff Crane certainly doesn’t need to lean on and watching before the last syllable of “Students?” is out on the air. Crane says 'Students’ as a question in the same precise way our teachers do. It might be the most reliably similar thing about sorcery in the Commonweal.
If there’s anything else Independents all do the same way I haven’t noticed it, and that’s only really four examples. There are hundreds, not many hundreds and we haven’t seen them, but hundreds.
Kids out, their minders out, check that there’s nothing precious in the waggon that anybody’s going to fear for if we pick the waggon up, pick the waggon up a couple decimetres and float it sideways off the road. Kynefrid gets the wheels off the axle-bits, and then on the illusion of an axle, spinning properly, then back off, the illusion tossed to Dove, who has the broken axle hanging in the air as a blob of molten iron with carbon creeping into it from some road apples gone quietly to charcoal. Zora’s acquired a handful of big nails from a drover coming the other way who stopped to see if they could help; that goes into the melt, and the whole thing extends itself to match the illusion, which Kynefrid, exchanging nods with Dove, lets go. The idea of an axle vanishes; Kynefrid gets a wheel, Zora gets a wheel, to make sure they’re still true and the hubs are sound. They check the springs and the axle mounts, too; having one of those go, having it get shorter than the other, is a common reason for a snapped axle.
Chloris does the heat-pull; especially in the cold it’s a lot easier to get anything to cool right if you feed in too much heat, which Dove is doing, and pull out the excess. Feeding exactly the right amount of heat when the breeze is pulling out a variable amount is much more difficult. Chloris winds up with a cold-looking curious four-year-old, and then a cluster of warm passengers, because Chloris takes the four-year-old’s hand to arrest the step-stare-step progress toward the big glowy axle in the air, realizes it’s a cold infant, and starts passing some heat over, instead of all of it up into a shimmer on the air.
Half an hour later there’s a new steel axle down to air temperature, five minutes after that axle and wheels are back on and I can set the waggon down. Re-stowing the warmed passengers is another five minutes only because of some shyly passed out warming-rocks. Those go back toasty, under a mass of lap-robes that’s got all the kids in the middle and the minders on the outside. Dove hands the driver the smooth chunk of slag from the axle break, Kynefrid, rather hopefully, provides the drover on the other waggon, the one with nails and going the other way, with a re-heat for their warming rock. Everybody waves at the kids in the repaired waggon, waving back at us. Bronze bulls are good for three metres per second, steady pace, and we don’t walk that fast, so they pull ahead, but pretty slowly. The kids wave for a long time. Just as they’re getting out of sight, Zora develops large purple butterfly wings and waves those, just once before illusions go wherever they go when you turn them off.
Crane’s mouth quirks at the wings but nothing gets said until we’re at the next rest stop.
“The charm to fix an axle would take me, oh, perhaps forty seconds.”  Crane makes a small gesture, fingers almost tapping along the staff. That pose of leaning’s a state notice, I think, much the way Halt not knitting is. Not the same state.
“Yet those children, at least, will go away thinking sorcerers are friendly and kind, and the adults will believe you did work. Sorcery, but work, lacking any seeming of effortlessness.”
“It wasn’t difficult to do,” Chloris says. “It was just an axle.”
“Yes, but you melted it, you didn’t charm it, it wasn’t some unfamiliar process.”  Crane’s face moves, just a little. “Arguing with Halt is hard work.”
Dove is grinning. “Who is there to hold that untrue?” and after a pause, “What do we call you, if we’re trying to be polite?”
“Crane. A hierarchy of titles among sorcerers is no more appropriate than it would be among anyone else, and easily less.”  A small smile, but I think they’re all small smiles.
It’s a very bright afternoon.
“Keep going until we’re there, or stop here and walk the rest of the way on Déci?” Crane says, two rest stops later. Which is tactful; Kynefrid is much too blue, the axle-fix helped, but once Kynefrid’s skin tone starts to match their hair, the slow shakes start. Those are set in now, it’s not just starting, Kynefrid’s way too cold. There’s a four-voice chorus for stop; Kynefrid’s shaking so much that talking would be difficult. Kynefrid will often not vote to stop over the cold, out of hating to be a bother. No matter how many times anybody points out there’s ‘bother’ and there’s 'accidental death attestations’ and that one is much more trouble than the other.
Déci is another fine day, not that cold, clear, sunny. Kynefrid sets out into it with a certain grimness, all the same.
It’s not that far, though, another twelve kilometres. There’s a rest stop, there’s a rest stop three kilometres past, the road goes right on past, not through. It’s not even a town yet, it’s mostly tents, and it looks like the few rough buildings are mostly full of records, rather than people.
I started to feel the Shape of Peace from two rest stops back.
It’s Déci, so we can’t do anything, but we can go look at it. There are a bunch of tents, the familiar Line-model ones, like the one we were in all of Brumaire, in a big horseshoe arrangement past the Shape of Peace, up on the bare ridge of rock. That’s where Parliament is meeting, would be meeting, if it wasn’t Déci.
The Shape itself looks like chalk lines, but, well, they’d never do that. It’s going to be as close to permanent as they could make it, and besides, someone’s swept snow off it with a broom without any signs of blurring. Try sweeping snow off a chalk line and not touching the chalk.
“The chalk lines were layout marks, like a carpenter’s pencil marks on wood. They got caught up in the enchantment and may now be permanent.”  Crane’s voice is cool, considering. “Can you tell where the actual enchantment resides?”
The rock is dark, there’s a lot of iron and one of the m-names, manganese or magnesium, which I can’t reliably tell apart. I can tell they’re different, but remembering which is which seems beyond me.
Fifty, sixty metres down there’s the top curve of a ward. There’s a shallow curve, it can’t be spherical, it’d be ten kilometres across…
Crane is shushing someone. There’s the strangest feeling in the air. Zora’s rustling, standing right there, there’s nothing, no butterfly wings, but rustling. Chloris is a single singing hunger like famine in winter, white as ice and green as leaves an hour unfurled. Kynefrid, Kynefrid’s not cold, and looking very surprised about that.
Dove’s right there, I’m right there, Dove’s standing on the other side of Zora, but it doesn’t matter at all. I can’t, Dove can’t, actually see the Shape if we have to do it divided, but our mind can manage. The ward, the chalk, it’s pretty much all a decoy. A really good, careful one, someone worked hard to move little bits of iron and magnesium in precise ways far down in the basalt, and it’s complicated. The actual Shape of Peace, this is like the top of a standing wave, the place where the Shape rises. Not materially accessible, but maybe materially present? The Shape of Peace is everywhere in the Commonweal, it has to be, everyone with a local office uses it for something. It’s not bound to the dirt or the people, the people are it, but the enchantment itself is written in the shadows of the shapes of the memories of names.
I have no idea what that means, but the explanation is right there, hidden before the world.
That’s the last thing that fades of the vast complex structure. Shadows of the shapes of the memories of names.
I don’t think that’s next year, Chloris says.
You can’t quite say any of the five of us laugh, it’s not a place for just starting to laugh, but I think we all get something of a manic look.
“Back with us, students?” Crane says, quietly pleased. There’s a couple of other Independents standing beside Crane, introduced as Glyph and Ongen. “Didn’t change my name,” Ongen says, smiling.
“There are Independents of two hundred years’ service who can’t see that clearly,” is what Glyph says. It’s not disapproving, really, but there’s a lot of surprise.
Chloris and Kynefrid tip their heads at me, Zora almost points and turns it into a sort of elbow sweep. “Edgar does most of the unusual perceptions.” Kynefrid gets that out in an admiring tone, somehow.
“Not enchantments.”  Hard not to sound skittish. “More than half of that was Dove.”
“You could pass the image to the others?”  Glyph says to Dove.
“I’m not Blossom.” Dove grins. “I’d have said Ed had six-tenths of that.”
“If you were Blossom, I would be certain Halt was putting something in the water.”  Ongen says this in good humour. It sounds like Ongen would not much disapprove if Halt was.
“But you — ” Glyph’s chin includes Chloris and Zora and Kynefrid — “all saw?”
We nod, all exactly together. It’s not planned, there’s no intent to do it, but we’re still a little bit linked up. Actively linked up. It happens.
“Doing things together wouldn’t work if we didn’t share perceptions,” Chloris says. I don’t think how much Chloris wants to let that sound prim comes through outside the five of us.
“Things.”  Ongen’s smile is much wider, and at least as friendly.
“They have made a collection of mighty things into a house,” Crane says, quite solemn.
“Not a remark for which it is easy to devise a response.”  Glyph is looking at us more than Crane, but seems willing to leave the whole thing.
“Sorry to have disturbed your Déci,” I remember to say. Gets me a solemn head-shake and a brushing-out wave with a grin behind it, respectively.
Turns out the Galdor-gesith maintains a hostel for travelling sorcerers. Also turns out it’s got no water; the tank’s fine, but the pump is waiting on windmill parts, so all the water is being lugged out of the little lake with buckets.
It takes us about ten minutes to conclude we can’t make a pump, not right now. No patterns for the parts, and we really shouldn’t tackle a new binding on our own just yet, even if the easy fix would be to plunk water-gates in the tank and the lake. The hosteller doesn’t quite snicker at me when I ask if the roof lifts off the water tank.
It doesn’t, but there’s an inspection hatch, which is nearly as good. I don’t think Crane liked the almost-snicker much, not from the immensely calm response in the face of the hosteller’s reaction to a couple tankfuls of water lifting out of the lake, and even calmer explaining that, no, see, the students are being extremely careful to make sure that, chemically, they have absolutely nothing but water, and that mystically, it’s not just dead, it’s inert, you can see Wake’s teaching in that.
Zora didn’t need to make the funnel purple, and really didn’t need to decorate its outer surface with stylized daisies, even if it does look cheery. Works fine, and the excess water wanders back to the lake, somewhat diminished by a few water troughs and a kitchen cistern.
Crane, well, it’s possible to look solemn and bemused at the same time. Dove looks over and says “Creeks. Baths. It’s important,” and Crane actually laughs.
Breakfast, bath, clean clothes, wait for Crane’s final cup of tea to be finished. Breakfast involves some cinnamon-and-honey pastries from the cook whose cistern we filled, which was a lot nicer than they needed to be.
It’s getting so I can breathe for calm without the Power buildup, which is good. The hostel’s got a lot of wood in it where it isn’t still canvas.
Everyone who might know what’s involved treats the formal student status as being like joining a collective, or maybe more like taking a minor gean office, something that hands you specific responsibilities but it’s not formally your main job. I suppose Independents are a large, very distributed collective, there are less than three hundred Independents, there were a couple thousand but most of them are in the First Commonweal still, but there are plenty of collectives that size and some larger.
Which I suppose isn’t wrong, the specific responsibilities part, it’s agreeing that you’re going to, for whatever reasons seem good to you, set out to become an Independent, not just someone capable of sorcery, someone able to exercise their talent to predictable material effect. You’re going to have to be acceptable to the Shape of Peace as a whole, but that’s how you exercise your heightened talent, after you’ve departed life for the metaphysical. The minor sorcerer is still in the life they inherited from their parents.
Dove takes my hand, which is not the usual order of things.
I can feel Dove deciding to say this aloud. “Last time I undertook specific obligations to the Shape of Peace, keeping them was tougher than I thought it was going to be.”
Crane, I don’t think that’s sympathy, I think that’s fellowship. Crane’s expressions are subtle, it’s tough.
“I have not known so many Independents of either Commonweal as your senior teachers have,” Crane says, dry and quiet into their teacup full of coffee. “Still, I have not known any who did not find what you are undertaking harder than they thought it was going to be.”
Crane smiles, quietly, gently, at Chloris’ look of despair. “Not impossibly difficult. Only the difficulty of a large complex thing first undertaken.”
Dove gets a ‘right, work,’ look, and says, not to anybody in particular, “Yet these things shall come to pass.”
Crane’s eyes widen just a little. Several other people in the hostel look variously alarmed. Dove takes no notice, stacking dishes. Zora’s looking at me, as though I know why Dove said that. I don’t, all I know is that Kynefrid didn’t get the spike of determination that came with it, Kynefrid isn’t shaking again.
We don’t go straight to the Shape of Peace; we have to collect a clerk — not Lester, a Francis — and both of Glyph and Ongen, who are, by Francis, introduced as list-lead and the Maintainer, respectively. No one explains what either of those things mean.
The walk from there is shorter than the walk from the Shape of Peace to the hostel yesterday, but it feels three times as long.
Francis hauls out Lester’s lists of our accomplishments, our attestations of them, and our attestations of intent. We get asked, individually, with careful checks of name and signature, if we do now still so attest our works and intent.
We all do, one by one. I don’t think any of us find it easy to say, it’s not something you think about every day, but the idea of having, of accepting, the legal obligation to turn yourself into a metaphysical life form is one that sticks. Even if it’s the only way to save any kind of your life.
Even if the first bits of your new life are something you really like. Kynefrid wasn’t wrong calling it stepping of a cliff.
If you’re not a sorcerer, you can be sure that the metaphorical cliff is safer. I don’t think that’s true for sorcerers.
I’ve managed to get on the end of the line where I’ll be going last. I get to hear four cautions that the actual process of administration hurts before I get my own personal caution. The cautions aren’t especially worrying. The noises everybody’s making are unnerving, but not hugely so. It’s the not being able to turn to look, the not being able to reach out and tell what’s going on. Dove isn’t there, for the first time in months, and it’s very unsettling. The Shape of Peace is determined that everyone does this as a distinct individual.
The oath isn’t a promise to abide the law of your active thought and will, which is what all the clerk’s oaths and minor office oaths say. You promise to return, to be examined for an Independent, and there’s a connection established so the Shape of Peace will always be able to find you. No getting most of your magical education and heading over the border.
There’s a dabber thing, with a felt end; you get a big splock of oil in the middle of your forehead, and one on of the back of each hand. I found out later the oil is refined from ostrich lard, and that if I can figure out why it works better than anything else I’ve got my own-work project.
The return’s got a time limit. Ten years.
The only possible way to get an extension is to present yourself for judgement. If you’re still in the biological ecosystem, the Shape of Peace can give you more time, it’s been known to happen. Or it can judge you a failure, which is fatal.
Dove’s got, I’ve got, six years at most on the odds. So no worries about an extension.
The words are easy, you get a card with a neat printed version anyway. “I, Edgar, formerly of the Township of Wending in the Province of the Dread River, presently in the keeping of the Galdor-gesith in the Province of Westcreek, do avow by my name that I shall return unto this place in not more time than ten years and one day, to be examined for the qualification of Independent sorcerer.”  It’s your card, you thumb-printed it with a drop of your blood. Just the left thumb.
Saying the words is just as easy. It’s a good thing to want the life you’ve got, and this life is the only one I’m going to get.
You say the words, you think “That’s it?” and the consuming pain starts in the middle of your forehead, gnaws its way through your skull, your brain, down your spine, and out, mostly out, your hands. Some of it gets everywhere.
I’d have screamed if my jaw hadn’t locked from the pain. I’d have screamed at some length.
When my eyes focus again and I get to my feet, I see Glyph looking apologetic. “That can only happen once.”  It’s addressed to all of us, though Kynefrid, who went first, is looking better than I expect, based on how I’m feeling. So maybe it wears off fast.
“The second time is fatal?” Chloris says, sounding shaky and furious at the same time.
“Yes,” says Glyph, completely serious. “You can only bind your name once, for much the same reason that you can only live through the second of time before the present moment once.”
“How’d you get into — ” Dove says to Glyph, with a chin lift at where the Shape of Peace swirls away, faintly, above the rock. It’s not looking as though any of us taste bad. Though if school had it right, the very first such binding was Halt’s, back just after the Shape of Peace was created.
Dove’s question registers. This is the Second Commonweal, but all the Independents are displaced, just like me and Kynefrid. They’d have done their name-binding with the original Shape of Peace.
Glyph very clearly can’t think of how to explain this, you can see, really see, I’d have seen before the parasite came out, a bunch of equations and diagrams starting to hover around Glyph’s head with the thinking involved.
“The First Commonweal cast out our names, but to us, not the Outer Dark.”  Ongen isn’t as bothered by the amount of simplification, while Glyph’s halo of math is getting denser, hearing this. “We could thereby commit our bound names to the new Shape of Peace as we made it.”
“The Outer Dark is what happens if we fail the Independent examination?”  Zora makes that a question to say, despite not thinking it’s any kind of question.
Ongen nods. “It is.”
We hand our cards to Francis, we get a handclasp of welcome from Ongen and Glyph both, and we all go get lunch. Crane is, well, sympathetic, but also implacable; we need to eat, and by the time we’ve got something into us we’ll believe that.
I like the cooking in Westcreek Town much better, but Crane’s right. There’s an ache, as the pain fades out, it’s the using-the-Power ache, not an abused-muscles ache.
Near the end of lunch, “It has to be like that?” Chloris asks, and Crane nods back.
“Comprehensive name-binding generally wants, generally has, a strong structural bias toward extinction of talent. Forms where the extinction of talent is not accompanied by general extinction of the basic mechanisms of life are difficult to achieve,” Crane says. “The name-binding in the Shape of Peace is traumatic, but does no lasting material damage nor alteration to the talent. Devising a better one is difficult without an ethical source of experimental subjects.”
Since you could only do it once, even if you didn’t kill them or zero out their talents. And if you did it the least bit wrong, they’d be shut out of the Shape of Peace, which is, for a sorcerer in the Commonweal, near enough to a death sentence.
I’m sure everybody’d try to fix it, first. But if they couldn’t, you would die, be destroyed.
I remember feeling a lot less ambivalent about that when I didn’t know I had any talent for the Power. Still the only way to have anything like the Peace with people like me around. Floating eight thousand tonnes of marble through Westcreek Town got us a few odd looks, not panic and screaming. It’s still — something — thinking I’ve got a deadline with real dead in it. Never had that before.
Well, that I knew about. The parasite came with a deadline.
Dove reaches across the table, ruffles my hair. “All we have to do is not die and keep up with Halt’s syllabus, and we’re fine.”
“You’ll be fine,” Kynefrid says. “I won’t be.”
Kynefrid sounds dreadfully certain, and when Zora tries to say something holds up a hand, Stop. “Really. At least half of being able to do something with the Power is belief that you can. I, I got too far with learning charms, I don’t know, but the idea that I can throw myself off the cliff and grow wings and fly before the ground grinds me to grease. I can’t believe that.”
Kynefrid’s hand lowers and Zora’s mouth opens and — 
“Zora,” Dove says, “you really can’t argue Kynefrid out of it. It’s not fair to try.”
Zora’s mouth clamps shut, so Zora says nothing, beyond whatever sprouting gloriously ornate butterfly wings and swishing them irritably is intended to convey.
Chloris says “Remember you can come back.”
Kynefrid’s head shakes. “The ward would let me in, you’d all be happy to see me, and I’d try to do what you were doing and fry myself.”
Completely certain about that.
“So what are you going to do?”  I try to say it flat, no emotional subtext.
“In strict law,” Crane says, “formally accepted students are free to wander as they please. There are even three examples of successfully attained Independent status after spending a dozen years meditating in the wilderness.”
Three. In five centuries.
“In the particular case, having conferred with Wake, I have offered Kynefrid a more traditional course of instruction.”  Crane sets the teacup down, quietly, very precisely centred on the saucer.
“Which I have accepted.”  Kynefrid says that almost sadly, but I think Crane understands.
Dove, and Dove’s bag, produce Kynefrid’s blue mug. Dove hands it across. Kynefrid looks like someone whose head might fall off, just from surprise.
Dove just looks at Kynefrid, holding the mug out, until Kynefrid gets collected enough to take it. Crane’s looking at Dove in a distinctly approving way.
“You may not want to finish there, but you still started with the Tall Woods. The Round House’ll have your doors for a long time.”
Dove’s head turns to look at Crane. “Try to bring our fellow student back for Festival, some years?”
Crane produces a small, completely serious smile. I don’t know how you smile in a completely serious way, but that’s what Crane does, before nodding once. “I shall.”
Can we get walking? drifts out of Chloris in a cloud of misery, and we all nod at each other, and get up, and say something like “Good luck,” to Kynefrid, and “Thank you,” to Crane, and head out.


Chapter 20
Headwaters is a surprise. I was expecting more or less Westcreek Town, maybe arranged a bit differently.
Instead of a fairly big place, spread along both sides of the West Wetcreek and the East Canal, even if that’s really three sides, it’s a very compact settlement on an island too round to be entirely natural. It has walls. It’s got maybe three thousand people, though I’m told that goes up to five in the summer. Everything’s at least five or six stories, except the warehouses around the edge, which look like they’re at least three.
“This is the right time,” Zora says, and then tells horrifying stories about what the biting bugs are like in the summer. More horrifying is the purpose of the warehouses; there are quite some number of Creeks, four or five townships worth, living north and west of Headwaters, up in various damp little valleys where the Folded Hills mush into the Northern Hills and the bugs are “serious”, Zora says. “Really serious. You can’t go outside after dark, some months. But they keep bees and make whiskey and sheep’s cheese and maple syrup and indestructible socks.”
“Also smoked boar and excellent insect repellent,” Dove adds.
The warehouses are where the surplus goods get stored, sometimes brought on sleds in the winter but usually paddled in by canoe when the water is high in the spring. So they’re there because thousands and thousands of people live in a landscape that alternates bog and rock and is mostly impassable, you get a brief paddling season and a not-quite-as-brief hard freeze when the rot in the bogs isn’t producing enough heat to make the ice treacherous. Otherwise you stay home. Unless you’re willing to risk going mad from the bug-bites. Really, chemically, mad.
It’s more than enough to make me glad my former collective is down at the southern end of the Folded Hills.
I ask if anybody lives in the Northern Hills. Presumably, if people are willing to live up in the Corner like that.
I get wide eyes from Zora and Chloris and a certain amount of confusion. Apparently you could go berry-picking and things there, at least in the foothills, in Chloris’ grandma’s youth, but not for the last generation and not for the last fifteen years, for sure. The Hills have mostly been mountains, and they keep getting less pleasant.
I’m probably looking baffled. I’m certainly feeling baffled. “Conscious terrane,” Dove says. “Reems was trying to colonize it, it’s in an inhospitable mood.”
“All that altitude and snow, there will be flooding problems,” is Chloris’ contribution, and I can believe that; the snow, well, there’s snow, you can see it on the frozen marsh, you can see snow all around, but if you look up, and concentrate, the northern edge of the world is this glittery pure white. Lots of snow, way high up.
Lots of snow right here. It’s higher, some, there are two sets of locks around dams drowning rapids to get barges up to Headwaters, and colder than Westcreek. Plus I’m told the Corner is a weather trap; the prevailing winds come from the south-east. So more water falls out of the sky. Someone keeps the streets clear, can’t see anything that looks like sweep-marks or shovel-bites on the edges of the snow, so it’s probably a focus. Clear streets are helpful. Chloris has had a couple of days to recover from grief and recreate a determination to do a good job of shopping for dyestuffs. Determination doesn’t mean Chloris knows where one needs to be to get anything on Halt’s list, so there’s going to be a good deal of walking.
Chloris and Zora set off to do that, Zora having offered to carry, even on the condition of no spurious illusory anything.
I’m following Dove, who knows where to go, fellow soldiers to visit. My offer to go with Chloris and Zora instead was turned down, with emphasis, so it’s not precisely like I shouldn’t be there.
It’s, well, the hospital is way too big for a town this size, six stories, two big buildings, and it’s not at all full. Which is doubtless why the word ‘regional’ was over the door, and I suppose in winter nobody’s getting hurt by weeds. Or nothing like as much as spring planting, anyway. We’re headed toward outside, more than halfway through and the hospital’s on the north side of town, so the side that gets a lot of the light. There’s a lot of glass, it’s practically a solar, and there’s a bunch, a big bunch of folks, maybe forty.
None of them look especially ill until you notice slings and crutches and one or two problems with drool.
I hang back a bit; everyone’s clearly happy to see Dove, there’s card games that just stop, cards set down face-up. It’s not obvious any of them notice me standing in the doorway.
Big lad, well, near enough a regular lad, height-wise, for a Creek, but wide even for a Creek, gets up. Has trouble, looks like the arm and the leg don’t work on their right side.
“Hey, Slice,” Dove says, taking the offered left forearm.
Something’s not quite right, and then something’s completely wrong.
CHLORIS! ZORA! HOSPITAL! HELP!
That gets me noticed, not much, I’m just whoever stepped into the room behind the head-noise and reaching for Dove and then they all go strange, eyes-rolling, falling-over strange.
Dove’s not doing well, and then I’ve got a hand on the middle of Dove’s back and we’re not doing well together.
All of the people, Line-troopers, they must have been, there’s a spike in the metaphysical part of them, one or two, only through limbs, the limbs that aren’t working, and the spikes all move, pushing through, reaching at Dove.
Dove’s got something up, not a ward, raw energy, intact behind it, Dove’s dropped the link, there’s a whole lot of spikes, more, extra, none of them have reached past, the energy-thing’s in the way, it’s not a smart metaphor, it’d maybe have fumbled along the link but now it’s just trying to get at Dove. Too hot to reach through, for some value of hot, the energy sphere, and the hungry spines are twisting, like trying to wrestle a rosebush in a windstorm by holding up a mattress.
Metaphysical weeding problem.
Individual spikes, limbs, whatever, keep moving and feinting and trying different angles. It presumably thinks it can win against Dove. Hopefully it really didn’t notice me, and flubbed its assessment.
If the spines, spikes, they’re like big jointed thorn-branches, the patients get hurt worse flailing with them. First thing after stopping the pushing at Dove is to stop them from coming at me, because I can’t do that shell thing.
Noun, verb. THIS SHAPE OF SPIKES BE BOUND TO STILLNESS. Don’t want to lock up anybody trying to come in and help. The thought is quiet, underneath, hardly anywhere near the part of my mind I’m thinking with. That’s going, it’s all going, oddly dim, like being colour-blind for material reality. The spikes are just ends, feet, something, on long jointed limbs. Or vines, no obvious body. They’re twitching, little waves travelling up and down them, but they can’t move, can’t shift the place they’re in, all they can do now is push, straight forward into where they’re stuck.
YOU THAT ARE BOUND BE STILL. Less twitching, and less. Lots of push into the stillness, lots of a sense of tightening, like twisting a stick in a loop of rope. Haven’t got all of them, there’s a bunch still trying to get to Dove, but not enough anymore, the energy thing can hold them, it’s like they’ve got weight, like there’s an up and a down and Dove and I are at the bottom of the down, and the weed-thing, the hungry limbs, are at the top. It can still just fall on us and that’s going to be even worse for the previous victims.
Pick one. That one, there. Arrows that come through flesh into air they break off behind and draw through in the direction of travel, there was this terrifically gruesome description of that attached to some early Commonweal battle school spent days on. So keep all the stillness, everywhere, and all the stillness right there, that specific limb, and snap. Don’t think the idea of an edge would work. Shearing, force in three directions, that works. Pull the spike-end through, crumble it into smoke and dust and nothing, gone behind the darkness.
Next one. Fight the twitching down again. Next. The one after. It’s a lot like the kind of weeding you do in the vegetable garden as a kid, only I have only got the idea of heavy gloves. Have to hope it’s the right idea.
That goes on for a long time.
Get through about two-thirds and there’s a tremendous attempt at thrashing, the twitches rise up to something like humming, like a rope too tight in the wind.
I press down on the will to move, not just the form of the spiky thing. Dove’s still intact, still got the energy-sphere, obvious Dove’s getting really tired. Feeling seriously tired myself.
Snap. Snap. Snap. Don’t wait for the smoke and dust and nothing to clear, just keep going.
When my material vision fades back in, I’m on a couch, Dove’s on the same couch. Still in the solar, but it’s afternoon, the light’s moved. Dove doesn’t look good, colour’s awful and right out, unconscious, head back, eyes closed. Breathing, normal sort of breathing, which is something.
Tiny thin thread of the link, consonance, which is more.
There’s a purple illusory metronome in the middle of the floor, ticking back and forth. There’s five or six bodies, patients, damaged Line troopers, lying on the floor, and Zora’s cross-legged in the middle of them. They’re breathing at the same time, exactly the same, one breath to four ticks of the metronome, tick-tock out, tock-tick in.
Chloris has a, yeah, ghosts, that’s a group of ghosts following Chloris around, and Chloris’ smiling and nodding and saying totally inaudible words, almost like dancing, handing ghosts back into their bodies as doctors, people with doctor tattoos anyway, slide bodies away from Zora one by one and do things. The ghosts go back in, the bodies sit up, blinking. It looks like everything works, same number of ghosts and bodies. Lots of crazed smiles.
Halt is sitting off to one side, not knitting. Seems like a bad sign. Somebody medical hands me a litre mug of whatever it is that Halt carries around in that flask.
Still have no idea what it tastes like, but it helps. It helps a lot. It helps Dove, a bit, but I wasn’t trying. I hand the mug back, look at Halt. “Could I have another?”
There’s this noise in the background, from all the Line patients. “I think I can feed most of it through to Dove.”  Who still hasn’t moved, not dead, not dying, but that’s the best I can say, and I might be wrong. Not going to let go Dove’s hand.
Halt nods, and what looks like a quarter-litre pocket flask fills the litre mug, probably again. This time, I, well, I drink it, but so far as the consonance is concerned metaphysical-me is holding up metaphysical-Dove and feeding it to Dove’s metaphysical existence in tiny sips. Takes hundreds of seconds.
Dove’s colour is a lot better by the end. There’s a quiet, not quiet enough, but quiet, mutter of “Idiot,” and Dove sort of wraps around my hand. The wrapping process winds up with Dove’s head in my lap. Breathing better, colour much better.
Me, too. That was worrying, there’s a tightness going off my ribs.
The doctor, yeah, that’s a doctor’s worth of forehead tattoos, looks into the mug, looks at me, looks at Halt, doubt and confusion rolling off in waves. Halt smiles, full of quiet secrets.
“Edgar.”  I look. This is Halt speaking with deliberate emphasis, a whole lot more Halt than normally gets into the grandma persona. Rocks would look.
“Many people are going to fuss at you, and ask you what you were thinking.”
I nod. I’m a little surprised Halt isn’t one of them.
“You won.”  Halt sounds completely approving. It’s an unsettling effect.
“Victory does not justify, merely a requirement.”  That comes with a twinkle. “You made good decisions on short notice and shielded those behind you. Those serve as justification.”
I nod, there’s really nothing to say. I have no idea what you can possibly say when Halt commends you for excellence of conduct. From the low mutter around the room, the troops of the Line have no idea either.
“What happened, that there were ghosts?”  I try to say this levelly, but it’s hard. I want to sleep as I have never wanted anything.
“Disembodiment,” Halt says. “Limb-twitch, when it attacked.”
Several of the medical sorts wince. Most of the formerly hurt, paralyzed, do. You’d think something like that would hurt. From the faces, it hurt a lot.
Zora’s standing up, doesn’t look a whole lot better than I feel. Some, though. The metronome goes tick-tock even fading into nothing.
Halt’s head turns. “Excellently well done, Chloris, Zora.”  Not a tone of voice you could doubt. “You have much reduced the cost.”
Chloris straightens, smiles in this shy and utterly unselfconscious way. Zora lights up, too, but Zora does that when happy, it’s a regular thing. Chloris has gone something special. I can see five or six of the Line troopers, looking at Chloris, going from grateful to smitten. Smitten enough that it’s getting through their realization that nothing’s paralysed.
There’s stumbling, they’re all weak, months of no exercise, but we wander out on a lot of tears, as well as doctors urging caution and sitting back down and food and careful therapeutic exercises, not charging out the door.
Getting Dove back to the hostel takes wrapping in a blanket and floating, despite some muttered protests. I’m sure it looks strange, three obviously exhausted young people and a floating figure wrapped in a hospital blanket, drifting along behind Halt.
Nobody saying anything isn’t strange at all, Halt looking determined and walking with a deliberate stick-tapping motion moves in a bubble of silence and shifting aside.
Breakfast is, well, breakfast is odd.
I’m implausibly sure Dove didn’t have any nightmares because we spent most of the night having a long talk about the future. I’m pretty sure it was a dream because I don’t remember anything except the shifting landscape, stream-bank meadow to mountainside and day into night in some implausibly gentle way, and I don’t feel exhausted. I don’t even feel tired, which is maybe the two mugs of that draught of Halt’s, but sleep had something to do with it.
Dove looks tired, still, but nothing worse than tired, talent-tired. Chloris is still somewhere special. Zora’s not looking tired, but is looking worried about Chloris. Halt, though, Halt is eating, not just the scones of ceremony, it’s a very substantial breakfast. Three eggs doesn’t sound like that much to me if I just say it, even after being run over by the thirty-kilogramme chicken, but it is. Creeks don’t have specific little egg spoons.
Halt looks entirely cheerful, even if I am down last. Halt’s got a little jar of some sort of preserves open, and is passing it to Dove. Dove gets a proper Dove grin, and stabs some with a fork, says thank you, hands the jar back, and eats the forkful.
Dove looks really surprised. Also much more awake. I can’t tell why, there’s something muzzy about my awareness of Dove.
Halt positively beams. “Dove, dear, you really might wish to consider that your…admiration of unstoppability in other persons is not found universally appalling.”
Zora makes a noise. Dove mimes bonking Zora with a spoon, the bowl of the spoon maybe a metre from Zora’s head when the striking motion happens. Then Dove looks at Halt, and nods. “Point taken.”
Chloris looks at Halt, and says, “Is Kynefrid going to be…successful?” having clearly discarded a few initial word choices.
Halt’s head tips a little, looks at Chloris over a raised teacup. Chloris goes right on looking back, and doesn’t fidget.
“The future remains obscure, girl. Crane is strong and kind and suitably ruthless. It will suit Kynefrid better than the exercise of hope.”
Chloris sort of nods, looks down, goes right on looking somewhat unlike Chloris.
I set my breakfast down, sit down, look at it, slump a little. I’m not going to have any appetite unless.
“Halt? Do you know what that was?”
“It’s dead now, dear.”  Halt puts honey on the bacon on the butter on the toast, picks the toast up, and it just vanishes. It wasn’t a small piece of toast, there’s no apprehension of chewing, there’s certainly no noise, the big spider’s not anywhere manifest enough to have done it, and spiders, I’m pretty sure spiders don’t chew anything anyway.
“At the time of injury, a metaphysical toxin, destructive to belief in ownership of flesh.”  A roll with jam vanishes.
“Halt, just how fast did you get to Headwaters?”  Dove’s more curious than it sounds, and Dove sounds curious.
Halt produces a mad pixie smile. “So swift as I was able.”
Dove thinks that’s as much answer as there is to be had.
“Was I that loud?” I say, looking at Halt.
Chloris and Zora are looking at me in disbelief. “I still have the headache,” Chloris says.
“Not,” Chloris says, putting up a hand, “that you shouldn’t have shouted. I don’t think you knew how loud it was.”
Halt nods. “I shall be unsurprised if the Eighteenth makes report.”
Buttering my own toast only goes so far. Even eating it doesn’t add much time, trying to think of what to say.
“Do we learn how to do that properly?”
“Possibly.”  Halt is still smiling. “Properly depends on the student.”
Halt makes a sort of ‘as I was saying’ motion with a fork; the slab of egg pops off it, presumably into Halt.
“Yesterday, well. An immaterial predator. Against which you all did splendidly well.”  Halt clearly remains pleased about that.
Dove isn’t. “No way to tell, is there.”
Halt’s head shakes, the hand without a teacup reaches out to pat Dove’s forearm.
Dove looks sideways down at me, across at Zora and Chloris, then settles into a fixed look. “Near the end, I had Three Platoon to cover the artillery for Blossom while the Captain took the standard, Two Platoon, the colour party, and Halt into a Reems fortress.”
“We got piled into by a bunch of Reems infantry. The infantry had critters with it, like really spiky wolverines, and the spikes, the spines, are what produced the injuries in everybody you saw in the hospital. So it could be that it went off today because I was the first sorcerer it saw after it — ” Dove grimaces, waves the hand that doesn’t have a spoon in it — “ripened, or because it was always trying to get me and just didn’t manage the first time.”
“Was there a One Platoon?”  Zora sounds very tentative.
“One and Two and Four turned into Two, after the second fight at the wall where we all wound up breathing solid despair.”  I find myself putting an arm around Dove, I don’t make a decision to, the bleakness gets into my spine and my arm moves. “Three mostly came out of that fight.”
Dove’s mug gets picked up, set down.
“After that, One was the dead who stuck in the standard, so they went into the fortress, too.”
Chloris has a bit of the what-is-happening-to-me look, but only a bit. “You were leading, and it was trying to get you specifically?”
Dove’s face twitches. “Blossom was leading, overall, but nobody’d try to get Blossom with critters. I’d have been the best available target.”  There’s a pause, and Dove gets quieter. “They might really have thought I was making the ward, not just running it.”
“Dove.”  Halt pauses, patting with a napkin. Napkin? Didn’t see any anywhere else in the hostel dining room. “You won.”
Dove nods, still looking grim.
“I did not, Grue did not, various careful doctors did not, have the least suspicion. Persistent metaphysical toxin, yes, quite vicious. Trap did not cross my mind.”
Which means it’s beyond sneaky stuff. Was. Was beyond sneaky stuff.
“Had the word trap occurred, I should have done something about it.”  Halt sounds stern.
“As it is, well. Grue is invisible to the Power, Dove dear. A competent trap wouldn’t try me or Blossom. You were the next sorcerer to walk in. You didn’t die, despite having, most very deliberately on your teachers’ part, no idea what you were doing in that kind of fight. So perhaps it was still trying for you, yes, or perhaps it thought it could win.”
“Like bloodroot never going for the bunnies.”  Zora sounds very definite. “Bloodroot is barely a plant. It can’t be that difficult to stick I can eat that into even a really dumb critter, if someone got it into bloodroot.”
Dove smiles, a little. “Point. So I have to put this to dumb luck, not my incompetence.”
“Entirely, Dove dear.”  Halt is looking round the table, and Chloris passes, in succession, the biscuit basket, the wire caddy with the preserves jars, and a dish of larded potatoes. “Especially since you did the best thing you could have, pinning it like that. Edgar wouldn’t have been able to withstand its full attention.”
“Are the Line patients going to be all right now?”  Zora says it tentatively.
Halt nods, tapping a folded piece of notepaper stuck under the saucer-edge. “All well, as they would not have been, had you and Chloris not been so prompt.”  Halt twinkles at that side of the table.
“Even when we have no idea what we’re doing, we’re useful.”  Chloris wishes believing this was optional, but doesn’t feel like the knowledge is a burden. Day before yesterday, Chloris did.
“A thing Wake and I wished very much to prove.”  Halt smiles beatifically. “Finish up, children. Chloris still has some shopping to do — ” Halt’s hand dips into the knitting bag, and returns with Halt’s letter of credit, Chloris’ hand-written list of dyestuffs, Chloris’ mechanical pencil, and Chloris’ warm knit hat to Chloris, of course everyone knows where Halt is staying after the apprentices sprint out of the shop — “and then we have a barge to catch.”


Chapter 21
Westcreek Town in winter gets a fair good deal of snow, half a metre or more on the ground, and winter’s colder here than Wending was.
I don’t much notice the cold. It’s, there’s an explanation, I understand the explanation, I can experimentally test the explanation, it’s obviously correct, and the whole thing renders me uneasy anyway.
Dove and I got the consonance sorted out, it had tipped a bit between the Shape of Peace and the spiky-trap critter, getting tossed into that kind of fight when it was already a bit out of balance from being forcibly shut down by the Shape of Peace.
Wake, asked, produced the most completely dry explanation of energy circulation imaginable, so much so that it was two days before either of us figured out what the explanation meant. It was useful as the dry description, we just had to get to the implications ourselves. Common, not merged, but certainly common, the way you can have your own room in a house and share the rest with someone who has their own room, metaphysical brain constructs eventually turn into something that’s got a metaphysical metabolism, just like the unshared metaphysical self-construct does. That was the first implication. Only Dove and I have antithetical talent flavours, I’m apparent as a cloud of darkness with edges in it, and Dove’s, well, it’s not just a blazing scream of trumpets, there’s a lot more brass instruments in there now and a sense of heat, not just light.
I’d be bothered by the darkness if it seemed to be changing my character. My character’s changing, sure, sorcery school is supposed to do that, but I can’t see any way it’s the darkness doing the changing. Growing a new brain not based on flesh would have to change something, even if I was doing nothing else. I’m not creeping out anybody, anybody with a regular amount of talent, any more than Chloris is. Zora sort of gives everybody response-whiplash, and both Wake and Blossom point out that life-mages are a lot less creepy for completely irrational reasons, it being life-mages who can decide to alter your brain or heredity in undetectable ways. It’s life-mages who cure diseases and up crop-yields, too, and that’s what seems to stick, socially. Even for seventeen-year-old incipient life-mages with a penchant for illusory wings.
Dove isn’t creeping anybody out, Dove gives people a case of “Where are these battlements we’re storming?” but everybody who’d know says Dove always did, it’s just gotten stronger.
So, anyway, crunchy darkness with tooth-like structures, brass orchestra on fire with glory. Shouldn’t work, as an energy balancing problem. Especially shouldn’t work because Dove’s lots stronger than I am.
Only it works just fine, because Dove’s half of the house becomes the metaphorical sunny, northern side, the paved courtyard and the broad windows and the long slope to the river, covered in trees and clean fields. My half, we’re not counting the middle, shared, half, is the shaded, dim, south side. I was trying for backing on to the dim forest primeval, but I don’t believe in forest primeval, I don’t well remember the four days I spent in one being displaced, and even then anywhere you can get to on a road isn’t truly primeval. So what I’ve got is a sunless sea. It’s dim and vast and quiet, and I, Dove too, we’re repeating “metaphysical rules” to ourselves and not trying, trying not, to sort out how the drainage could possibly work.
Well, except it does, because it’s purely metaphorical, it’s not actual water, it’s a personal understanding of the Power. Fire feeds over to me, darkness feeds round to Dove, it’s working fine. You might as well call it convection and be done with it, only then you’d have to figure out if there’s heat, a temperature analog that applies to the Power, the Power as a thing, rather than using the Power. Using the Power, you get heat; work is heat.
Chloris had produced an emphatic nose-wrinkle at the explanation, incomprehension, not disapproval, well, disapproval of the incomprehension. Chloris’d really, really like it if sorcery, metaphysics, talent, anything, had only one set of rules. I’d almost agree, even if it’s obvious we’re, the whole point of this particular class and teaching style is, to come up with yet another set of workable rules, only most, nearly all, of the existing sorcery rules are wretched. If there was only one set of rules, who’d take the bet the rules we got were one of the numerically rare nice, or at least avoiding blood sacrifice, sets of rules?
Wake had looked calmly at Dove and I, after we’d tried to explain what we thought we were doing, still without anything much in the way of useful precise words, and said “Praise then darkness and creation unfinished,” as though quoting something.
Then Wake’d said “Praise then fire, and the impulse of making,” and that was a quote, too.
Chloris says something, I can’t readily describe it. Tentative, and obviously words, but not a familiar kind of language.
Wake smiles, and repeats it, with no hesitancy at all, so it sounds like an incantation. “Hearing the original in undertone is excellent,” Wake says to Chloris, who still looks startled about it.
“Is that why Edgar did so well with the fire elemental?” Zora says, and Wake does the back-and-forth head tip and said “It might be.”
It’s a viewpoint provided by a terrifyingly powerful necromancer from somewhere in the northern hemisphere, from a specific place so grim it was worth it to flee from it across half the world and find a pre-Commonweal Halt a reasonable choice of neighbour, seven or eight hundred years ago.
Or, alternatively, the effective metaphor provided by a patient and caring teacher.
With the Power, how you decide to look at something really matters.
Rather like being formal students. On the one hand, you’re committed; succeed or die. This reduces Dove’s level of stress, which I don’t understand at all. I hear the point about taking the complexity out of it, I really do; it’s not like we’ve got any major decisions left to make, even the own-work project’s a much smaller thing than deciding to go for Independent in this formal, irrevocable, submit-to-judgement way.
On the other hand, our teachers will now just tell us things. Not everything, but a whole lot more than they used to. And we’re our names a lot more, rather than ‘students’, unless it’s Halt. Halt goes right on saying ‘children’.
So Wake just told us, we didn’t have to figure it out, that Block is Steam’s teacher, formal, heáhláreów, teacher, and that Steam’s route to being an Independent was weirder than ours, Steam was in the Line, right tail of the main modality of the talent distribution, moved into a magical metabolism by accident as an alternative to dying of exhaustion. Never meant to be an Independent, doesn’t like being one, but the basic definition is the magical form of life one. So Steam had to go back to school and learn all the other things you’re supposed to know, and was nearly done when we met in the early fall. All done now, but still in Westcreek Town, back serving with the Line. Which mostly means running training for hundreds of new recruits.
We see Steam a fair bit, on the other side of the big training field the Line uses. It’s ostensibly clean land, but it won’t grow anything much, something about minerals and acidity. In the winter it isn’t muddy, Block says, and runs us through Power-handling drills. Complicated ones; toss the sphere over there, sprint to the other place, catch the sphere coming for you while you’re sprinting. Or manage three different Power manifestations, keeping track of which is which, while running backward uphill in waist-deep snow.
Block thinks this is good for us, even when the weather doesn’t co-operate and it takes using the Power to pile the snow up so it’s deep enough in the right spots.
I think I shouldn’t be accompanied by a little wreath of mist. If I make the considerable mental effort to pause the Power circulation, the mist fades away and I get cold.
Cold, and a small question from Dove in my head, wanting to be sure I’m doing that on purpose, not hurt.
Did that twice, and gave up. Has to be the same thing that kept, keeps, Kynefrid warm when actually doing something with the Power. Just have to get better at modulating it, so I’m neither cold nor melting a hole in the snow.
Block’s the only person I’ve seen who can effectively spar with the Captain. They put on armour and use staves that are spear-shafts with an end cap at both ends. It’s impossible to follow what they’re doing with my eyes, and using the Power isn’t much better. Not for Dove, either, which is some consolation. Chloris can follow the individual events better, though not well enough to explain how, or what’s happening. It’s got something to do with fatal implications. “It’s not that they’re trying to kill each other,” Chloris finally says. “They’re trying to be able to kill each other.”  There’s a pause. In the winter, it’s not water, it’s buckets and buckets of tea. It’s usually only almost warm, but you need it, running around in dry winter air. “They mean the kill part. Just not this time.”
Dove and I can’t do the push-hands thing anymore, none of the pair drills.
Well, strictly, we can, and it’s even a good way to raise Power. Doesn’t do what it’s supposed to do for training responses. We’re doing the one-mind-two-heads thing by the end of the first exhale. Got an actual change of expression out of Block, one eye got a tiny bit wider. Translated out of Block, that’s shouting and waving arms. Or Halt saying ‘Hmmm’, though I’ll take most anyone else shouting, given the choice. Halt’s take on watching Dove and I do push-hands for Power raising was to ask if we could keep the Power strands distinct.
We can; we get a coiling thread of red-gold fire and one deep grey thread twisted of whispers. With a little practice, we got the twist even and started running more than one ply, so it looks like actual cable, multi-layer, multi-strand rope. You don’t notice when you’re doing it, Dove doesn’t notice either, but it’s apparently very pretty; we got a look of positive glee out of Zora, wing-waving and all. Halt had produced a benevolent look; Wake had looked at us, the benevolent look, made the head shake of disbelief, and looked at us to provide a clear approving nod.
“Of course Halt’s up to something. To be Halt is to be up to something.”  Dove said that without any kind of concern. “We’ll find out what things we are sooner or later.”
I can do the push-hands thing with Steam. Much more experienced than I am, but about the right size, and I’m stronger, Power-wise. Steam’s stronger, physically, but not as much as I’d expected. I suppose all the running around is having an effect. It’s tiring, so I suppose it must be good practice. “Just enough,” Block says, meaning not melting circular holes in the snow around ourselves. That’s tricky. I get better, Zora gets better, Dove, I shouldn’t be surprised, gets it apparently as a consequence of being told it’s a requirement of the drill. Chloris has days with perfect control and days where there’s a snow tornado.
“Death has many moods,” Wake said, and Chloris took a deep breath and nodded and kept at it. Some of that has to be helping the temporary ghosts in the Headwaters hospital. Those Line patients, all of them, sent Chloris a letter of thanks, extremely formal, hand-done charter script by a trained clerk on parchment, actual sheep’s hide parchment, and they all signed it. Chloris took it out of its silk and thin smooth hardwood boards, read it, put it back, then Chloris’ whole posture changed. Got a lot more relaxed about the neck, Dove says, and it’s stayed that way, though that’s not all of it. The letter itself is up on Chloris’ bedroom wall in a narrow frame behind water-clear corundum on both sides.
Zora got a thank-you from the medics, with a formally attested certificate that will count toward medical qualifications, and a mantel clock jointly from both groups, a good one. “Not smitten,” Zora had said, grinning.
The fighting parts of the drills — “This is what I know,” Block said — are harder, it’s not a question of the Power, it’s a question of keeping the Power from leaking into what you’re worried about. Control is pretty easy when it’s ‘use the Power’ or ‘don’t use the Power’; ‘use the Power sometimes’ is hard, and ’use the Power, sometimes, on very short notice', is harder still. Dove and I have a bunch of discussions about how to move the reflexes into the new brain, there’s no sense in leaving the best impulse to duck or dive out of the way in the flesh, but we’re different. Getting everything balanced so I don’t try to do anything that would take Dove’s strength and Dove doesn’t try to get out of the way on the basis of my narrowness takes some work.
We mostly get it, and it improves. By the end of the winter we’re doing well enough that Dove and I can reliably toss a file, eight recruits, around. Can’t do it with more than four of the veteran troopers, and that not every time, but it’s still progress.
Actually hitting things yourself, especially with your hands, is something regular Commonweal fighting classes tell you not to do if you can possibly help it. If it’s each other, you’ll do less harm wrestling, and if it’s a weed or a critter expecting to get your hand back is rash. Block explained all this before setting out to teach us how to punch “In a way that adjusts for these deficiencies.”  Block doesn’t see ‘more harm’ as a deficiency. The first décade of punch drills makes me think my arms are going to fall off; Zora grumbles, Wake has to tell Chloris to stop the first couple of days, before having more will than sense causes damage, and even Dove looks like it’s work. There’s five basic punches, according to Block; you pick up weights, five-kilo weights in my case, and you do a thousand, per hand, of each five. Then you do another thousand, per hand, of the straight punches, and then you’re done that part of the warm up. Once you do the rest of the warm up, which involves some of that running backwards uphill in the snow while juggling different Power manifestations, you may actually train.
Did I mention that the passing-Power-spheres part of the training, Blossom started showing up some days and joining in, the very soul of cheer?
No one gets fried. Definite progress. Catching Blossom’s casually-produced head-sized spheres of white light goes right on making me expect an abrupt demise, but I can do it.
The first décade of punch drills is wretched and the second décade of it isn’t much fun, but after that it turns into a regular part of the day, even as Block starts easing the weight up. Sometime in the middle of the winter Block decides we’re no longer utterly incompetent and we start hitting things. Illusory things, initially anonymous squishy illusory things.
The first time it’s an illusory thing with eyes and a density gradient something goes off in Chloris’ head and the punch, which is done hard and badly. We all hear the wet crack from Chloris’ wrist breaking. Block’s eyes narrowed microscopically before showing Chloris how to hold their injured hand to reduce the risk of further injury, sitting out. “Not yet a sufficiently advanced class,” Block says, not entirely to us.
The rest of us keep going. Grue shows up and, rather than fixing Chloris’ wrist, teaches Chloris how to manage the pain well enough that it’s possible to pay sufficient attention to Grue, somewhere between teaching and explaining, how to fix it. “I’m not going to damage any of the rest of you for teaching purposes,” Grue says, “but pay attention, it might be easier when it’s your turn.”
Chloris’ wrist is fine by dinner time, as both Grue and a Creek doctor carefully confirm. Chloris has a long talk with Wake after dinner, I think, I’m guessing, part of it is being surprised someone who is such a pure necromancer, talent-wise, can heal anything.
The next day, Chloris punches the back out of the illusion, and gets this look. If none of the teachers were there, I’d be backing away.
Figured out we’re allowed to hit things, Dove says, and I find myself nodding. Chloris gets scary, after that, at the block-and-strike part of what Block’s teaching us. I don’t care if fellow Creeks think Chloris’ a bit ethereal, willowy, whatever the polite term is among Creeks for someone who floats, Chloris is a substantial person, and even without being an incipient necromancer the intensity would be unnerving. Since, well, all those ghosts, there’s a question about incipient, not necromancer, Zora tries making a ‘fist of death’ joke, and gets Block doing a tiny solemn nod. “An expected outcome of the training for one such as Chloris,” Block says. Whatever’s going on in Chloris’ head takes that in stride and goes right on being scarily intense.
Before anybody can get to being scarily intense, we had to live through the first day of thousand-punch-drill. Dove managed not to wince, eating lunch.
We head back up to the Round House: it’s getting to be the usual pattern, do something strenuous in the morning, do something studious in the afternoon. We’ve been been doing a lot of hydrology and geology with Wake. All the thousand things mud is made out of have names. It’s drifting into chemistry. None of us have figured out how you make illusory diagrams stick to the page yet, though we’re assured we’ll get it eventually.
Up by the path-pillars, right on the edge of the big ward, there’s Grue, feeding chickadees cracked sunflower seeds out of an open hand. There’s nothing involving the Power about that; aside from the seeds, it’s mostly holding utterly still. Grue can smile and hold completely still.
Grue’s wearing a loose white wool tabard-thing, and nothing else, not even shoes. That’s the Power, or at least being comfortable doing it.
The ward itself has been getting stronger, we’re all getting better at adding to it, so even without Kynefrid it’s strengthening. Wake assures us Kynefrid’s name will stick so long as the ward itself endures. In a few centuries, it’s going to be a memorial for many names, as well as a ward, the way Independent half-lives go.
Grue hardly has to wait outside the ward, Grue’s entirely one of our teachers, can walk through the ward or the front door alone. Grue’s got an odd sense of politeness, claims, cheerfully, that it goes with the utter lack of tact.
Everybody says Grue and Blossom did the same thing, used the same ritual, for how they became magical life forms, but the results don’t look much alike. Blossom’s appearance of flesh is an obvious manifestation, something put on about like you’d put on a coat to go out. Grue’s invisible to the Power; you can get a sort of halo, you know there has to be something happening from the eddies, but you can’t get any direct view of Grue. No amount of knowing that keeps Grue from looking entirely real, in a way I lack words to describe, it’s got something to do with not looking contained, which is silly if I think about it. Grue’s an Independent, and there’s that complex warding, Grue might be the complex warding. It prevents at least freezing, melting, catching fire, being crushed, or clawed by ocelotters, I’ve seen the last one, and Grue still looks entirely physical in a way that Halt or Blossom don’t. Even Wake, if you pay attention, it’s obvious the dominant presence is the intangible presence.
Watching Grue walk through the snow barefoot makes me uneasy; I know Grue’s at much less risk of freezing than I am, but it doesn’t feel that way. It feels like I’ve got boots and a fellow-citizen doesn’t, even if Grue looks like the snow has incidentally failed to be cold. Grue’s breath doesn’t smoke on the air, Grue’s bare feet, for all they leave prints, aren’t melting any snow at all.
Must be a lot of uneasy, because I get my shoulder patted. “Ask Blossom about the glacier sometime, Edgar.”
I wonder if the glacier survived.
All of us with boots get our boots off, we get something to drink and perch, at Grue’s indication, on a windowsill. Two metres deep, two metres high, twelve metres on the curve. I keep thinking there should be a better word than ‘windowsill’.
Grue goes right on smiling, but is suddenly serious. No idea what changed, Grue doesn’t look different. “This is the first difficult thing we’re going to teach you.”
Certainly gets my attention. Chloris makes a faint sound of despair, half for the form of the thing.
“Everything else you’ve been able to pick up in a couple of tries. This is — ” suddenly Grue is Blossom, then Dove, then me, than Chloris, then Zora, then Grue again — “shape-shifting, and it takes practice.”
I look really silly in a white wool tabard too long for me. It’s the only thought I can get in my head for a second. White’s not your colour, comes into my head, in gentle good humour.
Grue’s doing the tabard belt back up. “That’s the demonstration, not of what you’re going to do, but that I know what I’m talking about.”  Still smiling. “In terms of talent flavour, I’m a shape-shifter, which is not something much discussed even inside the community of Independents.”
Most people really don’t like shape-shifters. Even the poor folks who have some kind of hereditary shape-strong thing going on, simple and obvious and limited to the one other shape. Grue, Grue’s reputation as a life-mage is considerable. Must make it easier to keep people from worrying about the patch of mist or a passing crow.
“There aren’t any shape-strong Creeks,” Grue goes on, “so I’m going to mention the main feature of the stories about the shape-strong, which is that you do it a little bit wrong, you get stuck in the other shape. Since it’s hard to stand for an Independent when you’re stuck in the form of a swan, the first thing you learn is to turn into yourself.”
We’re learning. Everybody thinks about that before they say anything. I can’t get it to make sense.
“From yourself, into yourself?”  Chloris sounds like this is the least implausible plausible possibility, but not like it seems in the least convincing.
Grue nods, all cheer. “Your happy, rested, hale self. You should have lots of contrast to work with.”
Lots of motivation, too, which is likely why thousand-punch-drill and shape-shifting start the same day. One of the reasons why, anyway. We’ve all got this consistent ache to motivate us.
“Stuck means, no one can help, stuck?”  I try not to sound too worried about that.
Grue nods, smiling away. “Commonweal law forbids turning other citizens into anything. There are a few, tightly supervised, participatory medical exceptions, but those, aside from taking a committee and a year or two to set up, wouldn’t help, because shape-shifting, like life generally and the Power specifically, isn’t reversible. If you’re a swan, you’re really a swan, it’s not like changing your hat. You don’t have a default state, you’re an ongoing process. Being alive means your metabolism tries to stick to a fairly narrow range of states, but there’s still no default Edgar-thing to turn you back into.”
Grue stands up straighter and looks completely serious. “Shape-shifting is optional. You’re going to make irreversible changes in yourself, and while just not dying does that, shape-shifting does it very much faster. It’s an important skill, it makes parts of becoming an Independent, transitioning to a metabolism based on the Power, much easier, but this really is an optional class.”
Dove? Figure it’s worth it? We’ve figured out how not to be overheard, at least not by fellow students. They can both tell we’re talking if they pay attention, but it’s a bit less annoying for Zora.
There’s an actual pause, not rhetorical, really thinking. Got a pretty good notion of who I am, comes back. I’d say you’re taking the larger risk.
Well, if I wasn’t risking both of us, but Dove’s extremely polite about not pointing that out.
Being a big spider’d limit my social opportunities. Kinda want a recovery option.
I can feel Dove’s smile right through Chloris. Good point.
Zora sighs, directs a very-best level of martyred look at Grue. “No slumping, they’re in. I’m in.”
Not completely less annoying.
“Dove?” Grue says.
“We’re in.”  Dove smiles, one of the rare just-happy smiles. “Could stand to shed some years, the way Block’s notion of training’s going.”
Grue nods, smile a little wider. “Block’s consistent.”
“Could I turn myself into someone with no talent?”  Chloris says, looking straight ahead.
“Not anymore,” Grue says. “It’s possible, there are well-attested incidents, but it’s extremely rare and you’ve got too much metaphysical self for that to work. There are some Bad Old Days things that removed talent by alteration of shape, instead of name, but those didn’t work reliably, and you can’t do them to yourself. It would take someone really strong, too, you need a great deal more Power than the person you’re doing it to.”
Chloris, it isn’t sighing, it’s a long exhale, Chloris goes foggy for a few seconds. “I’m in.”
There’s a little bit of a pause from Grue, looking at us. “Good.”
“Two rules, you have to think about them. You’re going forward. You don’t think about how.”
No how, well, I don’t know how I do anything with the Power, not really. I know how I think about it. Having to think about all of how my insides work at one time, even if I knew, if anyone knows or could know, not going to do that. Not with a thousand years to build a mystical brain for the specific purpose.
Forward, forward has to be — “We’re talking about forward, as in keep the metabolism going forward?”
Grue shimmers through a male, rather more muscular, version, an apparently normal self except with a tide of glowing hair to the floor, something bipedal and mostly green, normal self again with black hair that fades, in about twenty seconds, to its usual old-gold colour.
“Am I the same?”
“More different than just living through that span of time?” Dove says, slow and perplexed.
Grue may do half a head-tip, there isn’t a lot of movement, I think it’s the angle of the light, you can feel the question even if Grue doesn’t move much.
Dove having realizations makes me blink, there’s the impression of a bright light. “Discontinuous, it has to be more different, you didn’t stay human, whatever that green thing was, there has to be a discontinuity of metabolism.”
Grue nods, pleased.
“No discontinuity?”  Chloris. “While we’re practising?”
“Muscles that don’t hurt?”  Zora sounds doubtful. “Quickly? Pack the next three days into five seconds, muscle-tissue wise? There’d be a fire. Something jumps.”
Grue nods. “Something jumps.”
“Forward’s a direction.”  I get a ‘go on’ motion from Grue.
“Changing shape’s free, the Power does it, if you ask right, we’re not supposed to think about that part. I mean, I think Zora’s right about the catching fire, we’re doing something discontinuous, but thinking about gaps isn’t going to work, everything we’ve done has been either results or intent, some kind of pressure.”
“So I figure it has to be right now, I don’t want, me, the awareness I have of myself, I don’t want that to blink in and out, that’d be bad. So right now has to go forward, but right now is a point, there’s this theoretical single momentary point in time. Only now it needs to be an ellipse, stretched, something. Leaning out more into the not-past.”
Grue nods. “Chloris, Zora, that work for you?”  It might not work for Dove, precisely, but Grue can be certain Dove knows what I meant.
“Maybe.”  Zora’s voice has room for a lot of maybe.
Chloris’ head shakes. “If I’m thinking of passing breath to the future, the me-exhaling isn’t the me-inhaling, is that the right kind of thing?”
Grue nods again. “That should work.”
“One last thing,” Grue says. “Self-image runs behind. You can’t shape-shift yourself out of your talent, but shifting out of the last three months of exercise is just as easy as shifting out of the muscle-ache.”
Grue produces an impression of vast glee. “Or the hangover, shifting does have compensations.”
Serious again, like a lid came down. “Spread out from each other a bit, you don’t want to hear each other breathing, and try.”
Breathing with intent is automatic by now, it takes concentration to notice that’s what I’m doing. Power, there’s easily more than I want to apply to my own flesh. Don’t want to think of anything as slices or stirring, either, this is me, not some rocks. Best thing I can think of to try is still the elliptical now, make now lean into the future where I don’t hurt and am as fit as the muscles healing would have left me.
I don’t get anywhere. There’s a lot of Power swirling around, I’ve got the concentration to do something, if I could get a grip on what.
What eludes me. I’ve had time to stiffen, it’s been at least a couple hours or it’s much cloudier, no, a couple hours, turning around to look out on these window sills keeps feeling like looking through the wall, and this time it serves strong notice that I’m stiff.
Grue’s sitting cross-legged on the floor, surrounded by something swirling, lots of narrow lines in different colours. Grue’s eyes open as I step down, close again as I point at the door to the main-floor privy-room.
The others are still off somewhere. Zora goes sparkly, there’s no other word for it. I put a big pot of wood lettuce tea to steeping, and make a small pot — in the Creeks, a small teapot holds a bit more than a litre — of something that won’t poison me. It smells like hay, dry, but it’s quite nice steeped. Grue sort of flows upright and collects a cup, which leaves us both standing by the counter, well aside from the big teapot with the wood-lettuce.
“Blossom would be easier to talk into a hypocaust if she ever felt cold,” Grue says, not really to me or the teacup.
Chloris emerges next, walks, it looks like floats, but I don’t think it really is, over in a cloud of silver-green lamentation, fair and terrible.
Self-image lags behind, drifts into my head from Grue, wrapped in the secrecy of a smile, watching Chloris’ green mug poured full and salted, spoon ringing faintly. For just long enough for Chloris to lift the mug, take a sip, and set it down, Chloris’ face stays the perfect still countenance of the death of all that lives.
“Nothing,” Chloris.
“It takes practice,” Grue says, smile behind the teacup.
Zora scowls the sparkles back into nothing or Zora, I can’t tell, walking over, it’s not illusion, I don’t know what it is, it’s still mostly purple, a lot of shades of purple. Zora’s mug’s half vinegar, and gets heated all back to the tea heat. Creeks are weird about food.
Dove comes over last, a waft of hot metal and fleeing enemies. I don’t know how I know, no one’s ever so much as hastened out of my way, but it’s fleeing enemies.
Grue sets the cup down as Dove lifts the gold mug. “You’re going to practise shape-shifting in the afternoons until you can. It’s going to take awhile.”
“Awhile?” Zora, apprehensive.
“As long as it takes.”  Grue is completely serious, raises a hand. “This isn’t like going for an Independent, there aren’t inevitable horrible consequences to stopping.”
Grue waits, to be sure we’ve all understood that.
“We’re teaching you backwards, by the traditional standards. Simple things that use lots of the Power first, then less simple things that use substantial Power, and finishing off with complex stuff, which is generally required to use small amounts of the Power so as to be possible.”
We all sort of nod.
“Shape-shifting — ” Grue briefly has golden skin and light brown hair — “isn’t the easiest, but is probably the safest, and certainly the most generally useful, of the less simple things.”
“Keep at it 'till we’ve got it?”  Dove doesn’t believe that’s a question.
“If you keep at it, you’ll get it.” Grue’s head shakes, in some kind of solemn good humour. Two of them makes Dove blush, I’ve never seen Dove blush before. Which is good cover for how confused it makes me, Grue means, I think Grue means, Blossom is the other one.
“If we get it, can we change ourselves on purpose?”  Zora doesn’t normally sound tentative.
“Can, but not necessarily should.”  Grue’s gone considering. “What do you want to change?”
“I’m over on the reliable side of things.”  Zora’s trying to say this as though it isn’t important. “Not much in the way of prospects.”
Grue looks sympathetic. We might all, legally, be the same social age, we might all, legally, be adults. If Zora likes reliable, tavern visits aren’t much of a solution, and none of us could get into a tavern anyway. None of us should consider trying.
Anybody Zora’s actual age and brave and interested, after the water tank and the wings and the eight thousand tonnes of marble, well. Either uncles or aunts would sit them down for a long talk, as many as it took.
“You’re actively using the Power,” Grue says, wry and friendly and implacable all together. “You’re developing control, you haven’t actually got control yet, not surprised or distracted or orgasming. Anyone you have sex with right now dies, possibly of joy.”  Grue makes a face and half a hand motion and what might have been an illusion doesn’t happen. “Even if they were as talented as you are, and the Power balanced.”
“A larger mess,” Dove says, not precisely amused.
Zora and Chloris certainly aren’t amused. I’m trying to tell distressed from morose when Grue straightens up, goes formally teacher somehow.
“Shape-shifting out of urges is one of the two big reasons Independents don’t fall in the average range of sexual appetites.”  Grue’s being carefully neutral. “I wouldn’t make that choice quite yet.”
“What’s the other reason?”  Chloris, well, call it nervous.
“Not including an interest in sex in their metaphysical self.”  Grue has a moment of looking as though contemplating seducing laid bricks. “It’s surprising what people forget.”
My eyes are some of the wide ones.
“Sex is necessary to life.”  Halt’s unmistakable voice. Halt, unmistakably, sitting at the kitchen table, knitting away. “Sorcerers reproduce ever so much more reliably through teaching.”
“Here in case Ed pupated?”  Dove was surprised, my surprise and Dove’s surprise sorta splashed through each other, but Dove doesn’t sound it.
Halt smiles. “More concerned for hatching, Dove dear.”  Soundless knitting needles really don’t explain how we could possibly not have noticed the door opening. That door clanks.
Chloris looks away from Halt, at Grue, takes such command over voice and features that the aura of lamentation extends past the kitchen table. It eddies around Halt, a metre or more away. “I have no right to ask this, it’s not any of my business at all, but it makes a huge difference to how I understand your advice. Are you and Blossom lovers?”
Grue nods, gently. “Yes. Though that is much like the principal flavour of my talent in terms of how it is discussed.”  Infrequently, among Independents, and not at all otherwise.
Chloris says “Thank you,” and looks even more confused.
Grue, quietly male, says, even more gently, “Blossom has no sexual interest in women, but it works out.”  This particular smile, well, Grue, just being male is no reason one can’t seduce laid bricks. Probably the second course of bricks, hidden in the wall. “Twice a season wouldn’t work out, except the rule is no other women when I’m male, and anything I like otherwise.”
Dove takes my hand. I’m not actually appalled, but it takes thinking. Of course a shape-shifter has more social options. Dove knew, this isn’t new in Dove’s knowledge. Zora’s visibly thinking very fast, and I think Chloris has just stored it all, not thinking so it’s possible to get to the rest of the question.
“But with who?” Chloris says. “Tavern visits, even if I look just like this, feel just like this, when I’m a hundred? I mean, it might be, be decent if they’re feeling celebratory and hopeful and everybody thinks it’ll be fun, but that wouldn’t be enough now, it’ll be a lot less then.”
Halt’s voice, quiet over the clicking of needles. “You can change your mind later, dear.”
Grue nods. “Lots of Independents go along for awhile and then just turn the whole subject off in their heads. Some wind up with Independent lovers. You can get just about any sensation from an illusion. I’ve got something of a kelpie habit.”
Chloris’ face goes slack.
“Dangerous-critter kelpie?” Zora says, appalled.
Grue’s head shakes. “They’re people. Socially limited people, created for a nasty purpose with an even nastier biology, but they’re people, howsoever trapped outside the Peace. They can’t abide each other but they’ve got excellent conversation, someone went to a lot of trouble to make sure they’d be good seducers. If they’re sure of the outcome they’ll spend hours and hours seducing you, it gets them warm, they’ve got immense stamina, and they live a long time. I don’t have to worry about the compulsive anthropophagy or the parasitic reproduction. The ones who will learn decent manners are a lot of fun, it’s not like they’re fixated on the event of reproduction, just the precursor. Great way to spend Déci. Great way to spend three or four days if you’ve got them, kelpies tend to wear out after the fourth day.”
“Decent manners,” Zora says, and stops. For a couple of instants, Zora’s just not there, metaphysically.
“Grue exerts selection pressure on the kelpie population,” Halt says in a firm voice. “All to the good.”
“That sounds like a really nice arrangement.”  Chloris’ voice comes out so you can tell all the wail has been strangled out of it. Chloris isn’t being sarcastic, it’s finding that’s the real truth, Chloris’ honest opinion, that’s making Chloris want to wail.
Grue nods. “The rate you’re learning, five years from now I could make some introductions.”  Grue shifts back to female while taking two steps, pats Chloris’ shoulder. “Nobody thinks getting through those five years is easy.”
We need to be talking about this? Dove says.
Not from my end. Which feels odd, but it’s true. Won’t have the interest until after I’ve hatched, I don’t think. Whatever hatching means, that wasn’t a joke, Halt meant that. That work for you?
After you’ve hatched seems like a good time, Dove says.
There’s this tiny curve of smile from Halt. I’m supposed to catch it.
Chloris has reassembled a social presence, Zora’s mind has restarted, which involves muttering something about turning into a tree.
Grue’s looking entirely kind, there really isn’t another word for it.
“Can I ask some more questions?”  Zora, not Chloris. Chloris is looking skittish.
Grue nods, motions ‘go ahead’.
“Is it safe? I mean — ” Zora is talking quietly and very quickly — “are we going to interact badly with a regular partner, is sex with other students going to light us on fire because we lack control, how can we tell?”
“A regular love, it’s not inherently safe, but you can build caution into your metaphysical self. Other sorcerers, no, not safe, you have to think about it ahead of time.”  Grue, it’s not a wistful smile, it’s what wistful would be if you were looking forward to it. “Blossom gets excited and forgets the fleshy envelope.”
“Doesn’t that hurt?”  If I’d thought at all, I wouldn’t have said that. Maybe Grue is the ward, rather than the ward being on Grue, but Blossom really is that coil of white fire.
“Gloriously.”  The tone of voice, the, I don’t know the word, Grue’s smile, that’s not any kind of joke.
Zora’s blinked out again. Chloris’ cloud of lamentation’s coiling in, shrinking, and there’s a halo of silver-green sparkle showing. “It’s a day for appalling questions. Grue, what do you think of yourself as? Does shapeshifting…”  and here Chloris runs out of the ability to form words.
“Alter the imagination of the self?”  Grue says, quietly, to Chloris, as though it’s just to Chloris.
Chloris nods.
“Like any sorcery, it depends what you do with it. Get rid of a hangover, no, not much; spend ten years as a tree, you’ll come back different.”  Grue’s smile goes wider, bright. “If you ever wonder why Mulch is like that, there’s a good place to start.”
There’s another truly gentle smile from Grue, just at Chloris.
“For myself? I identify as happy.”  Grue says that in a completely serious way.
Chloris nods. That wasn’t any kind of a joke, Grue completely means it.
Halt’s taken the needles out of something, looks like it’s done. The butt-ends get tapped on the table, reflexive length checking, I think, only maybe it’s not as reflexive when Halt does it, all that knitting patterns into the Power. Grue looks up, over at Halt, back at Chloris and Zora.
“What does not kill us makes us stranger, and who would be a stranger?”  It might be a quote, it’s meant kindly, but Grue says it as a definite thing. “We all get eccentric, and agree not to use words like normal or even regular at one another unless we mean statistics, and then only if we must.”
Zora nods, five or six times. Chloris nods, on the way to sitting down and folding over, head in hands. I tuck myself under Dove’s arm, and Dove leans on me. Just a little, or we fall over, but Dove leans back.
“Halt?”  I can feel Dove’s head tipping, just a little to the side, before Dove asks this.
“Yes?” Halt says, looking up from rapid needles.
“Do you ever shape-shift?”  There are all manner of stories. The knowledge of them isn’t in Dove’s voice, asking the question.
Halt smiles. “Never, Dove dear. Though sometimes I stop pretending.”
Dove grins, nodding thanks at Halt. I can feel it just about as easily as I can feel myself smiling.
Halt gives me a look, and I peel myself out from under Dove’s arm, heat up the teapots, and start pouring tea for everybody. Grue’s got one of the glass company tea mugs, Halt’s always got a teacup. Well, a teacup from an extensive collection, this one is painted with dark blue dusk-roses at an incredible level of detail. There’s a plate of, cookies? biscuits? Thin square shapes. We didn’t have that in the larder.
Everyone gets their tea, social tea, not the desperate need for fluid, there’s a tinkling of spoons, and everyone gets a, call it a biscuit. Nothing I’ve ever had before. Some kind of shortbread?
“It is customary,” Halt says, “to label leornere for the public safety.”  We get a smile. “Polite circumlocutions confuse. You know enough to be dangerous, and not enough to be reliable.”
We’re all nodding.
Halt starts producing lumps of fabric, hats, they’re hats, from that voluminous knitting bag, and hands them to us. If it’s knitting, the needles weren’t a millimetre wide. You know basic 'one black fleece, three white fleeces’ grey? They’re that colour, but it’s not wool. Some kind of silk? There’s really no guessing what kind of fibres Halt has access to. Round hats, no brim, it’s an eight-centimetre-deep band with an oval top and something even finer for a lining. Darker lining. Of course it fits. Two black buttons, one over the other.
“Buttons over the left eye.”  Grue sounds cheerful, not Grue-is-always-cheerful cheerful, but entirely cheerful. Grue was one of Halt’s students, this might be additions to the family from Grue’s point of view.
“Those hats are for formal occasions.”  Halt produces pieces of card, each with four buttons. “The label of custom is two buttons, vertically arranged in the hat band. Circles filled with embroidery if you must.”
I take my card, take the hat off, take a careful look, turn out to be a bit slower than Zora turning up the lights. The black in the buttons is something very shiny, set in metal. The black stuff looks like it has depth, it can’t, but it looks enough like it does that I peer at the back of the buttons on the card.
“Thank you, Halt.”  We all say it at more or less the same time. Dove, whose buttons are red and gold, three red and three gold, is just barely controlling a fit of giggles.
What’s funny?
Tell you later.
Chloris has white and green, Zora a very changeable purple, light or dark, more or less red or blue, depending on the angle of the light.
“Is dinner — ” it really is only just about dinner time — “a formal occasion?” Chloris asks.
“Today, it might be,” Halt says, clearly pleased.
No one says anything at dinner, in the very Creek way where you don’t say anything because taking any kind of formal notice wouldn’t be polite.
Zora manages to shift into Zora fourteen days later. If there’s a visible change, I can’t see it. Whatever it is, Grue agrees that it’s real, and spends some time talking Zora out of going straight for trying to turn into a tree.
Chloris takes another three days past that. Chloris produces visible changes, hair shifting a couple of green shades lighter. Over the next month, the darker of the two greens goes silver, the implausible silver of molten aluminium in a vacuum, not the hair colour that gets called silver, a change that makes Chloris giddy, just ‘happy’ isn’t enough.
Dove, twenty-one days into trying, quietly stands up and looks like they rose more lightly. It’s not a big change, but visible, sharper of face and springier of motion. ‘Springier’ comes out in the classes with Block, whose eyes crinkle a tiny amount before noting that excellence may be expected of a combination of youth and treachery.
Day twenty-eight, I have the clever notion that I might be going about this wrong. It’s the right kind of idea, I think, but I am, after all, not a dot. I’m trying to make theory work as practice.
Wind up walking out the door of the house in my head, Dove’s head, our head, up the jumbled rocks, down to the loose smooth grey cobbles of the beach. I find a cobble about the right size for Edgar’s head, and lug it back to the flat space outside the door into the dim quiet of the back garden. Searching around in the jumbled rocks provides rocks I can pile up as legs and torso and arms. Stubby arms. The big round cobble goes on top of the pile.
I put clothes on it, Creek-style pants and wrapped jacket, what I’ve been wearing this winter. Wouldn’t work with material rocks or material pants. Haven’t got a hat. Hrmm. I fish a hat out of the house, stick — they stay where I put them — a couple of teeny black pebbles on the brim.
Back up to the beach. It’s always very dim, always the same temperature, I would have felt cold, but I don’t, not anymore. Even if I let go of the house, let go of the circulation with Dove, let go of most of Edgar, really, I’m fine.
The water’s colder than the air, but still, it’s fine. I don’t go out very far, there’s a sort of bay, and out past the bay-mouth bar, this long sand-spit, it’s deep. There are things down there, I can feel them. Not evil, not angry, but hungry would be a good bet. I can stay in the bay, it’s got enough to eat for now.
It takes a bunch of trips. There’s some weed that does for hair, there’s a couple round smooth polished bits of shell for eyes, there’s bits of carapace, scattered about on the bottom, that I can drape over the shoulders of the stones. It’s not the real thing, but it’ll do as a stand-in, and Edgar’s going to need armour.
I have no idea how Halt does this, anything like this, with that spider in the way.
Squeezing through a spider would be really insanely fiddly.
The pile of rocks looks right, it’s Edgar, I’ve got the gaps and the seams out of it, it’d be a presentable statue in a memorial garden, it’s getting so the colours are right, it’s one even composition now, all the same kind of stone. The bits of carapace are sitting beside it, I don’t understand armour. Edgar’s still going to need it, but it’s going to have to wait.
“Praise then stone and the basis of being,” Dove says behind me.
I turn around. Dove’s just stepped out of the open door, head tipped, just a little, looking at the statue. “You didn’t ask Wake for the whole poem?”
“Didn’t realize there was a whole poem.”
“They think there are nine elements, where Wake’s from. Stone’s the bottom one, the one everything else sits on.”
I nod, well, sorta. It makes sense, I mean, stone’s just chemicals, but if you’re starting before you’ve got the idea of chemicals or charge, it’s the most durable stuff, and there’s an awful lot of it, and everything else is piled on top of it most of the time.
“This hatching?”  Dove doesn’t sound worried. There are flames in Dove’s hair, individual red-and-crimson ones, tucked behind each ear like feathers, and you can see gold fire coiling in Dove’s eyes.
“Making sure I don’t lose Edgar when I do hatch.”  The jacket and pants are beside the statue, right now. Checking for seams. None left, it’s one solid Edgar.
“I think that’s what happened to Halt, lost the human. Probably twice.”
“Twice?”  Dove doesn’t sound doubtful, just curious.
“Grandma Halt’s stuffed through that spider. I don’t think the spider was voluntary, it’s a lot of trouble and no benefit I can see. Pretty sure that’s a lost human. I just have the feeling there was one before that, Halt’d have to have had a lot of practice to be able to get Grandma Halt through the spider.”
“Can I put some plants back here?”
“Sure.”
Boxwood and dusk-roses in red and gold and pearl-grey and midnight blue, you won’t find the last three colours growing anywhere material, and tiny flowers like stars in dark, dark green leaves for ground cover. The statue’s got a plinth, too. And I think those are yew trees, up toward the rocks.
Dove’s really warm. We’re a bit more balanced, hugging like this. “Aren’t you a fright,” isn’t supposed to sound affectionate, but Dove doesn’t leave anything but affection in it. “Do I get to make Edgar-requests?”
“Taller?”
Dove’s head shakes. The fire-feathers, well, say tickle. Weird sensation.
“Great strapping lads haven’t worked so well,” Dove says. “Edgar’s doing entirely fine for looking at, and you’ve continued the trend.”  Dove’s chin lifts, pointing at the statue.
“Edgar will be a lot happier not worrying about broken ribs from a hug.”
Dove snorts. “Not to mention getting out in front of Block’s exercise program.”
“That, too.”  Edgar’s statue’s muscle definition is implausible. Implausible isn’t going to stop Block trying, and Block’s got, we’ve got, a long time. I’d rather sooner than later.
“Under-equipped for a Creek?”  Edgar’d be stuttering that, it’s a lot easier to think about when I don’t have to be Edgar.
“Some,” Dove says. “Prehensile, generally, and can spiral both directions, specifically, are ahead of size by my preferences. Retractile, if you do worry about size.”
No wonder Kynefrid looked so astonished after that first tavern visit. “Can you wait for a bit?”
Dove nods.
It takes awhile to find the right rock, long enough that I grab a snack. Mustn’t think of Dove as tasty. Dove smells tasty, but that’s short-term thinking. Much more sensible to have that hunger become Edgar’s urge for squishy mammal skin contact.
Dove’s sitting on a bench by the door that wasn’t there before, but that’s fine, it’s just furniture, a memory of wood and iron.
Adding the rock is only a little complicated, getting the statue right meant a lot of practice.
I look over at Dove, then I try to look inquisitive. Dove smiles, nods, stands up, extends a hand.
“Done for now?”
“Done for now.”  Time to be Edgar again. I mean, I am Edgar, if Edgar is anything that talks, it’s just as accurate to say material, at least until I hatch.
“Good,” Dove, taking the hand I’ve just now got to take. “It’s been three days, only person not looking concerned is Halt.”
I’m saying “Three days?” as we step back through the door and I’m sitting up in my bed in the Round House.


Chapter 22
Wake had four months in the schedule for learning shape-shifting. It takes me a few days, but I manage to feel better about my thirty-one days after learning that, and Zora only barely manages to avoid being smug.
Wake manages to look pleased, greatly to the credit of Wake’s name as a teacher. It’s more and more obvious that the teachers are juggling teaching us and running all over the Second Commonweal doing things they’re the only people available to do. “The work of Independents summarizes as ‘is it safe?’, ‘can we make it safe?’ and ‘is it good for anything?’” Wake says.
Somewhere around the third day of getting used to, call it the material advancements, Dove picks me up and hugs me, might be as hard as the feeling asks, rather than as hard as Dove can, but I’d have needed medical treatment before either way. Now I can just hug back.
It’s an improvement.
Getting used to being hugged with my feet off the floor, well, I’m willing to practise.
Wake’s cheerful resumption of teaching us everything about mud, well. We need to know. But I couldn’t call it an improvement.
Wake alternates with Grue; just because we can manage to turn into ourselves doesn’t mean we’re done with shape-shifting. Grue starts discussing control and broad alterations of metabolism in between having us practise shifting on short notice, or into versions of ourselves that aren’t tired or hungry and only aren’t tired or hungry, no other change. That’s a lot, much tougher to do than it sounds like it ought to be. You know you’re tired in some really basic way.
It takes about a décade to get used to being so much stronger. I only break one plate. Turns out Creeks get strong, the kids are like kids anywhere, the horseshoe-bending thews come on in youth. So they’re all sympathetic and random folks in the refectory tell me stories about the time they pulled their shirt-sleeve over their head when they were fourteen. I try to give suitably Creekly answers. Nobody looks offended.
Wake has everybody else break a plate, and runs us through fix-things-through-alternative-probabilities mending of them, the tiny-small version of pulling the Tall Woods into existence from far away in chance. Zora suggests we do it linked up, so that way we can agree on the colour. This works; the mended, never-broken, there’s probably a specific word in some language somewhere, plates are all the same colour. They’re not, quite, the same colour as the other plates, but they’re all exactly the same as each other.
Wake looks visibly pleased, which is a surprise. This is supposed to be an easy thing to do. I ask. Apparently we may be asked to do this again, in the presence of people with colour-measuring devices, having potentially demolished a large old branch of probability theory as applied to the Power.
Aside from the plate, it’s as though everything became lighter. Including Steam, who gives me an appalled look the first time we do push-hands, after. “Doesn’t show when Ed’s dressed,” Dove says, and there’s a two décade supply of appalled, severe, and displeased looks from nearly everyone in the new battalion. Student-buttons or not, the Line considers Dove one of theirs. Saying anything won’t help me, so I don’t. Chloris and Zora individually produce a few “Bath!” remarks when the appalled starts to slide into actively disapproving. That runs into descriptions of the bathtub at the Round House and, in a few days, tentative questions from our host gean about how hard was the tub to make? Is blue the only colour?
Blossom, who apparently has ‘think of something’ for a syllabus that afternoon, says “What colour were you thinking of?” and then “We’re not that short of iron,” and we go make a big green tub that’s only green for the outer five millimetres or so. Managing the whole diffusion thing is trickier that way, it feels slippery, but the whole thing still feels easier, in that ‘done this before’ sort of way. Which doesn’t make any sense. Zora did the tub; I’ve done window panels, we all did window panels, but the windows were made as clear as we could. It still feels easier. Might just be like the drain-gates; those were horrible the first time, but knowing they worked last time counts for a lot.
Zora makes the drain-plugs out of nickel, solid nickel. Low domes forty centimetres across still weigh more than thirty kilos. “Durable,” the person who runs the bathhouse says, in what I’m nearly sure are completely approving tones.
The bathhouse roof is not meant to come off; “We could pick the whole building up?” doesn’t really sound like a question when Chloris asks it, and there are concerned faces. Blossom takes a couple hours to have us practise the ‘further away in a funny direction’ thing on some unwanted hunks of rock in a corner of the stone-yard. We produce some gravel and a couple hundred kilogrammes of stone dust. Trickier than it looks. Blossom then slides the tub far enough away in that odd direction it’d be too small to hold most loaves of bread and floats it into the bathhouse, because ‘further away in funny directions’ and ’lighter' have nothing to do with each other.
Four days later we do the other three tubs; something about heat retention and ease of cleaning, officially, plus someone in our host-gean having located some scrap iron, an old keg of older nails rusted into a single mass in the dim corner of a cellar. I suspect it’s got something to do with everybody wanting to use the shiny new tub, but can hardly complain. I’ve been using Zora’s splendid first example of the type for a season.
It’s quietly studious, mostly, the winter. I get better at everything in fits and starts. It seems to be either that or some things are easy and some things are hard to impossible. Happy to take ‘some progress everywhere’.
Dove has trouble with the book parts, just as expected. If Dove can’t hold it, it’s not quite real. ‘Hands’ goes a long way, any exercise of the Power counts as ’hands', but words on the page, as a collection of facts, frustrate Dove. It’s not that Dove has trouble reading; can read fine, will read for fun. About one in twenty in the Creeks can’t, far more tactile in how they learn than Dove is, by no means stupid people but turning symbols into words doesn’t work for them. There’s not much to be done for it; the Book-gesith got mightily concerned about it, generations back, and there’s been some prying at the problem ever since, but whatever went into the Creeks is somewhat less talky and somewhat more clever of hand than the general average of people.
Learning all these mineral names would never have been my favourite thing, either, but I got decent enough at memorizing stuff. How much water to how much solid in what kind of glue, that sort of thing, or how fast you want the lathe to be turning for what diameter of workpiece and what that means about where you put the belt on the pulleys.
It’s surprisingly easy to just…eat the book. You don’t consume the physical book, but getting a complete copy into your metaphysical self is not a whole lot harder than picking up the physical book, only in some sideways-to-your-talent sort of way. It’s also surprisingly useless, since all you’ve got is a record of what’s in the book, right down to the tea-stains and inky thumb-print smudges. You’ve still got to read the thing and do the work of understanding. The only real advantage is not having to carry the book around.
“Producing a tangible copy is next year,” Wake says. “Lamentable handwriting has been perpetuated for millennia in this way.”
Eating the book, well, the library in the shared half of our mind started as a vague notion that there would be common knowledge. Books make a good metaphor, and it turns out we don’t both have to learn something. If we can get it into the common half, it’s really there for both of us. Having the metaphorical metaphysical page there to add to the idea of a book in our joint head makes the whole memorization process much easier for Dove, too, that’s close enough to hands in some way the physical book isn’t.
It’s easier if we both do it, and it’s easier still if we do the book-lift a page at a time, so we spend a lot of time sitting in a window sharing a book. Usually sharing eyes. Books, big reference books full of the names of dirt particularly, get in the way of resting your head in somebody’s lap.
It took about five days of watching us fuss with this for Chloris to hiss and produce an illusion-binding of an odd flowing book-stand thing that completely solved the one lap problem. “If you’re going to go using one set of eyes anyway,” Chloris had said. I’d said thank you very carefully. Dove had said thank you, too, rather gently.
The other head-on-lap problem is that my neck is too short. Top of my head against Dove’s leg works fine, as long as I don’t get too tranced out and start trying to match Dove’s double heartbeat.
Grue had pointed out, second shape-shifting class after I figured out how to shape-shift at all, that I’d stopped having a heartbeat. Grue looked amused. I’d gone over a bit of what I’d done, and there’d been a solemn nod and no reduction in Grue’s apparent lurking desire to giggle. The Edgar-statue is apparently a shape-anchor, it’s not unknown, it’s a good way to make sure you’ve got a stable default, though it’s likely to make turning into a tree harder than otherwise. I’ll take it, all the same, unsuspected preference for a distributed circulatory system and all.
Zora has a couple really bad days, wailing-and-snorfling sorts of days. The news that Zora’s oldest sister is having a baby sets it off. As news, it’s good news; Zora’s been asked to come visit for the naming, and the combination of the tactful absence of ‘come home’ in the letter, along with the recognition that maybe Zora won’t be able to travel, and the sudden crashing awareness that, if Zora survives sorcery, Zora’s going to outlive the incipient kid put Zora through the Independent loss of family thing in one abrupt realization. Well, outlive, it’s not precisely immediate loss. The awareness of not being around for the kid growing up might have been the worst part. I wind up doing a lot of back patting and saying ‘there-there’, at neither of which am I any kind of skilled.
Dove mostly seems to be getting better, inside. Getting those Line-troopers out of the hospital in Headwaters did something good. They were hurt under Dove’s authority, and that matters.
It’s not, it’s increasingly obviously not, completely splendid in there, Dove’s experiencing sorcery school, the entire ‘try not to kill yourself, real-dead-in-the-deadline, turn into another form of life’ reality of the whole, not the individual days, as a relaxing change. Not even close to making the best of it, either, that way some people have of not expecting their life to be reasonable. So far as I can tell, it’s plain factual.
Expressing concern mostly gets my hair ruffled. “The Captain suggested I give it time; Halt cautioned me not to be in a hurry. Going to try listening to advice for a change.”
I give a solemn nod my best try, then pick Dove up and twirl. It’s become a surprisingly easy thing to do.
Not like there isn’t enough space in here.
The result is an amazing grin and Dove picking me up and twirling me about, which is hardly grounds for complaint.
We get Zora’s best try at looking indulgent. Zora’s about decided looking nauseated doesn’t work.
Somewhere in there I get a straightforward letter from Flaed. I suppose it’s technically a reply, I did write back, but there’s no real mention of that letter. Flaed’s sorry for having had so much trouble with the idea that I might be a sorcerer, not that the knowledge doesn’t still trouble Flaed’s understanding but it wasn’t expressed well. That takes half a page or so, plus a wish that studying isn’t too awful. Then there’s a couple pages of reasonably linear descriptions of where Flaed is and what the doings have been.
It’s friendly, I’m glad to see it, and I have to think about whether or not it’s a good idea to pretend as much as it would feel like pretending to answer. It’s not like I can write about the mechanics of shape-shifting for small talk. “Making stuff,” Dove says. “Just what, no how.”
I nod, and slide Thanks, and a quantity of affection toward Dove. That advice makes it much easier to write a letter; there’s the bathtubs, there’s the fact of Block’s exercises, let’s call them exercises, though that isn’t working so well for Zora lately, it’s very obvious that the whole point is an ability to kill people and that bothers Zora in ways increasingly difficult to ignore as the exercises feel less and less like theory. We’ve made some copper pans and a stack of baking sheets for ourselves, swapped someone their old copper water tank for a foamed-glass one. Blossom and Wake have to be getting bored running wards for us, but if they are, it doesn’t show. They’re both emphatic that the plan won’t change about that; wards are one of the last things, after we’ve got connecting as a truly firm habit.
I do the head-tip thing, what would be onto Dove’s shoulder without five metres’ distance between us on the windowsill. Dove’s head tips sideways back. There’s a real sense in which Dove’s always right there.
Chloris makes, I don’t know what to call it. It’s a noise. I don’t think it’s at the pen or the writing, Chloris made a switchable illusion of a writing desk and is sitting at it, working on the kind of notes that Chloris finds work best for remembering lists of facts. The desk is really simple, just a seat and a writing surface, no drawers or any moving parts, but it gives me ideas about how Halt manages to always have that chair.
Zora, who is lying down past me, head into the room with the book on the floor, looks up at Chloris and says “We could get better at shape-shifting and take turns being the burly lad?”
You can feel the spike of something from Chloris, I’m not sure that wasn’t physical movement in Chloris’ hair, and then control coming down, face, temper, tongue. It gets your attention.
“I am not prim, I don’t think you can go collect half a barge team in a tavern and properly expect them to take entirely sequential turns, I can manage to be gracious refusing enquiries I should never have considered to accept, I can even mostly encompass this awareness that our course of study requires me to become something inhuman.”
Chloris’ primness isn’t evenly distributed, I’ll go that far.
“I am having a lot of trouble with loneliness.”  Same declarative voice, out of a suddenly really not angry Chloris. “Abandoning my sense of self would not improve matters.”
“They’ll let you into a tavern.”  Zora is trying hard to be fair. Maybe too hard, and taking loneliness for more of a euphemism than Chloris means.
“Where I have to worry about pulling the life out of somebody in a fit of enthusiasm.”  Chloris sounds really sad about that. Which is good, I suppose, being sad at the specific prospect. Necromancers enough in the Bad Old Days who weren’t sad at all, who thought that was the best thing and made a habit of it.
“I asked Wake about it.”  This is the voice equivalent of the death-of-all-that-lives serene countenance, it doesn’t sound like Chloris except it does. “It’s entirely legal in cases of natural or easeful deaths, it’s entirely fine to do whatever the shade agrees with, statistically they mostly will, it sends them on in the memory of their youth, it might help.”
Even Wake won’t claim to know what happens to the dead. The metaphysical part goes somewhere, strong necromancers have this sense of where you go to go there, the place the journey starts, and that’s it. After that, there’s no knowledge at all, and only really thin inference.
“Bit of a wait.”  Dove can, somehow, sound commiserative in a way that doesn’t set Chloris off. If there’s a way for me to do that I haven’t found it.
“The two male students, since, saving Zora’s pardon, it has to be a fellow-student and I’ve never had much inclination for the lasses, one of them left and even if Kynefrid had stayed, Kynefrid had no interest but the other lads anyway.”
Chloris inhales carefully.
“The other one appears to be an odd mix of revoltingly cute and oblivious.”
Not something I was expecting Chloris to say. Completely not. Dove sort of snickers at me inside our head. Not wrong about cute, Dove says.
Zora’s rolled half up to look down the windowsill. “What is going on with you two?”  Zora makes a vaguely placatory gesture. “I know it’s not really my business only we’re all something, and it’s looking really odd.”
Dove nods. “I promised myself that the next time my hopeful nature got the better of me, I wasn’t going to do anything about it for a year.”  That means something to Zora and Chloris, they’re nodding.
Help?
“Edgar, well, Halt used the word hatch, and Ed hasn’t yet.”
“Hatch?” says Chloris.
Breathe. Your heart can’t stop anymore, you didn’t keep it, just breathe. There’s a huge difference between Dove knowing and anybody else, if I did still have a heart I might be bleeding from the eyes in panic.
“I don’t ask Halt about word choice. I’m sure it’s something real, I’m sure I don’t feel like an egg, I’m sure I don’t know what an egg feels like.”
“So you’re waiting to find out what you hatch into?”
“What, and when.”
There’s a look from Dove. I’m not sure it shows, not a face thing.
“How long, too, it could have sorta started. Halt showed up for the first shape-shifting class, I don’t think that was overcaution.”
There’s a collective mental pause as everyone tries to produce a response to ‘overcautious Halt’ as an idea.
“Edgar, why does hatching matter?”  Chloris, well, curious is better than angry. Has to be.
“Halt’s worried about it?”  That gets me three narrowed looks.
“I have no actual idea, I’m not asking, I don’t want to think about it, what we think about tends to become real, it moves the odds. This — ” a wave at the house, the Tall Woods, all of it — “wasn’t a whole lot more than doing that on purpose. If it was important that I focus on something, Halt would have told me. Halt hasn’t, I’m trying not to think about it so I don’t get all fixated on a bad outcome.”
“So hatching isn’t what you’re doing with Dove.”  Zora’s rolled the rest of the way over, looking up but scooted deeper into the windowsill to avoid the ceiling grabbing at the ability to think.
“There are four things you can do about consonance: take off ‘ignore it’, because it’s not mild consonance. Building a joint metaphysical brain’s what we picked.”  Dove sounds just a little dry.
“Consonance makes you cuddle like, like newlyweds?”  Zora does doubtful with real depth to it. Marriage was rare in Wending, rare most places in the Commonweal-as-it-was. In the Creeks, among Creeks, marriage is unheard of, it’s viewed as evidence of madness, possibly socially functional madness. Zora’s using a locally legendary example. “When you’re not? Or lovers at all, or want to be?”
Dove makes a passing gesture at me, which I suppose is fair. It’s not like Dove doesn’t know the panic has passed. Doesn’t mean I can think of what to say quickly.
“Kynefrid was sure you weren’t one for the lads.”  Chloris says this slowly.
“I wasn’t. Whatever happened when the parasite came out more or less shut down any experience of sexual attraction.”
Which is something I am so entirely glad I didn’t, won’t, have to explain to Flaed. It would have been difficult, when that was past half of what we had.
I know Dove’s figured it out, we didn’t talk about it directly but I was hoping we wouldn’t have to. It’s not something Dove’s at all nervous about, which would be more reassuring if I could think of anything that did make Dove nervous. I suppose Zora and Chloris do deserve to know, we are, all four, a something.
“Whatever there is to hatch into, back in my metaphysical self, thinks you smell good. Tasty, the way food smells good. I think it’s tied to the amount of talent.”  Zora’s staring at me, Chloris is nodding, very slowly, and Dove’s slid me something that’s half a hug and half a hair-ruffle.
“Leaving it as hunger would be stupid. So it’s a desire for skin contact, something someone could consent to. Shutting it off wouldn’t work, I’m not crazed enough to try, it’s something really basic.”
“More basic than your heartbeat.”  Chloris, marvelling.
“Wasn’t on purpose.”  It wasn’t. Never occurred to me, which might be why, too.
“Didn’t notice you’d done it.”  Dove’s voice has nothing in it but affection.
I nod. I really hadn’t.
Chloris has a sudden smirk. Doesn’t want it, can’t stop it. “You know what the Line is saying.”
Zora makes a snrk noise, and nods. Dove, I think that’s a fond look.
“The Line troopers are saying something about my heart?”
I really hope not.
“Not the recruits, the injured veterans from the hospital.”  Dove looks, I don’t know, wry? Sharing a mind doesn’t mean Dove isn’t complicated. “They’ve about settled on a view that I’ve finally found someone tough enough.”
I must look bewildered. I am bewildered, but I can see Chloris and Zora looking at me like I’m looking bewildered. Tough enough?
“That draught of Halt’s. Most people can’t make themselves drink it the second time, even knowing it will fix the hurt. Not with Halt standing there looking prepared to be disappointed if they don’t. Some of those spine-stuck had been dosed with it, hurt in the battle before the one with the spine-critters. They’ve had the indescribable horrible dreams and the days and days of their food tasting wrong, and it does that to absolutely everyone but Halt and you.”  Dove grins at me. “Kinda sad I missed the faces when you asked for a second mug.”
“You’re not worried about this?” Zora, very serious, talking to Dove.
Dove’s head shakes.
“Salvage, remember?”  Dove gets up, walks along the windowsill to where I am, sits on the floor and leans on my legs. Chloris stands up, moves the notes, turns the desk off, and sits on the other side of Zora, who, still lying face up, has scooted in. One of those conversations you could almost have in the tub. Not that we don’t, for somewhat less fraught things like the housecleaning schedule.
“Back in the tent, on the odds, I was already dead. We were all already dead. When you’re already dead, you can give up, you can do whatever does the most good that’d get you killed because it hardly matters now, or you can go on because you might be wrong. I’ve been wrong before, it was odds, Blossom was real clear it was odds, so, go on. Only sorcery doesn’t muddle, you do it well or it kills you.”
Chloris is, very reluctantly, nodding. Zora’s, somehow, never actually sat up, pulled into a knee-hugging posture and leaning on me a bit. I put an arm around Zora. Everybody has to grow up, but going to this particular sorcery school can’t be one of the easy ways. Regular sorcery school probably wasn’t, isn’t, easy, either, but it’d be slower. Nobody’s had a ‘get it right or die’ meltdown so far. Though I suppose the first décade, the whole house building, was a concerted effort to make that our regular state. I even suppose it is, any time we have to do something new.
You are distractible.
Sorry.
“Only I thought I was dead.”  Dove doesn’t sound sad. I put a hand on Dove’s shoulder. Out of hands. “So, well, don’t worry about it. There’s a high-felicity consonance, ridiculously so, some — ” Dove turns, inside arm reaching all the way around me — “skinny displaced lad who tended quiet. You get consonance with high-talent people who grow up together, who have similar mental outlook. Strong consonance cross-gender’s almost unheard of, it gets studied in specific cases, there’s only four.”
Chloris almost says something, and Dove says “Counting me and Ed. Only if we’ve got a similarity of outlook, it’s not obvious. And we’ve got unrelated talent flavours, Ed might not have a talent flavour, not the way anyone means, could just be whatever hatching results in. So it’s new. Can’t guess about the outcome. Go with it anyway.”
“But,” Zora says, looks up at me and then looking at Dove.
“Not trying to be happy, trying to get the job done. Consonance is a way to patch some of my weak spots, to get skilled enough fast enough I can survive to be an Independent. It’s a way to be a better Independent, there’s a multiplier, we don’t just add together.”
“Letting someone, it’s not even into, is it? It’s become a part of your mind.”  Chloris sounds, well, troubled, if Chloris’ propriety’d permit it. It’s Chloris’ emotional-reaction-later voice.
Dove nods. “When’s the last time you dropped the general linkup between the four of us?”  Chloris looks a bit confused, I can feel Zora twitch. “Not stopped paying attention to it, removed yourself from it.”
There’s a startled metaphysic blink, as Zora and Chloris drop entirely out, and then very quickly reappear in, re-create, the basic joint working link. “I’d forgotten it was there,” Chloris says, shaken.
“The Line’s a lot like that, it’s a focus, it’s not your own head, but you get used to having it there. You know you’re not alone. I didn’t figure the consonance was going to be a lot different.”  Dove’s head won’t fit in my lap from there, the windowsill is too high, not a lot too high but enough, so Dove’s head leans into my hip instead. “Wrong about that.”  I can’t quite hug Dove, with the angle and one hand around Zora, but I try.
Dove’s, it’s not sad, exactly. “Really didn’t want to lose the not-alone. I’m on the books as Regular Line, I’ll be the senior in authority of the Wapentake until something kills me, but I’m gone for an Independent. Won’t be the same.”
Dove inhales enough I can feel my right hand rise, there on Dove’s shoulder.
“Anyway. We’re not merging. We’re not deliberately disassembling the consonance. It’s this thing we’re doing together, on purpose. Not-being-alone is you — ” Dove’s chin points at Chloris, Zora. “Ed’s like my head got bigger, I don’t think there are words.”
Haven’t found any.
Having someone nod with the top of their head resting just below your hip is an odd sensation.
“So once you’ve hatched you might want to be lovers with Dove?”  Chloris, directly to me.
“I might.”  I don’t know how to say this. “Don’t know how I’m going to come out when I hatch, don’t know what will be there, I don’t know what hatch means as material events. It might change what Dove wants.”
Careful deep breath.
“In the end, attraction’s a decision, it’s something to add or leave out. Can’t be any tougher than neglecting a physical heart was. If Dove wants me as a lover, after I’ve hatched, if I add it back in I’ll want it. If it’s there anyway, and Dove doesn’t want, I can take it out. Consent gets odd with sorcery.”
“Solely for Dove?”  Chloris’ voice takes no notice of what emotions move in Chloris.
“Not taking any bets Dove’ll be interested, consonance or not, after I hatch.”  It’s a tough thing to say out loud. “Never been much of interest, and sorcery’s bad enough without whatever I hatch into.”
“You sound like you don’t care.”  Zora, talking to the windowsill.
“I care.”  No hands to gesture with, don’t want to let go. Making some kind of waving gesture anyway, a faint clatter of shadows. Chloris puts a hand on one, and I leave it there on the windowsill under Chloris’ hand, shadow of the shadow of the shape I’ll hatch into. “I’m talking about the other half of my mind, when I’m turning into, into whatever you’d expect if you weren’t used to the way my aura goes.” I can feel Zora wince a bit, under my arm, and then Zora straightens right up and hugs me.
“Remember the cautions about wanting things at people?”  Dove’s straightened up a bit.
Zora nods around me, Chloris eyes close before there’s a quiet, pained “Yes”.
“I can’t make this a story, Ed can’t make this a story, or we start going decision-observation instead of observation-decision. We get what we get, we make the best decision we can, we go from there and get something else. Try anything else and it — ”
“Gets coercive”, Chloris says. Chloris’ emotions have caught up.
Dove leans out, puts a hand out, Chloris takes it. “It gets coercive, which remains utterly unlawful even when we’re all tangled up like this, when we all want to be tangled up like this.”
“Chloris?”  Zora leans back, away from me, so I can look at Chloris directly. “I’m not that stupid.”
The shadow-limb gets a pat, and Chloris nods.
“I also figure, Dove might have a reason, but I’m not the same species as you are, wasn’t, I’m sure not now. Don’t expect to be interesting.”
It’s odd. Narrowed eyes would be more unsettling, because narrowed eyes would go with the memory of conversations going badly. Chloris’ humanity falls off and I’m looking at the perfect still countenance of Death, hearing the gentle voice, empty of every passion because all things come in time to die. Continents, Halt, stars, every breathing thing, it doesn’t matter.
“Edgar, you are the one lad in the world I know I won’t just have the life out of, you’re much too strong. You started stronger, you’re getting stronger faster than I’m getting stronger.”
Death can look shy.
“And you’re not ever going to tell me I’m delicate.”
“You’d throw me into the fish-pond.”  A real smile, good.
There’s a pause.
“Did that get the knots out of the tangle?”  Zora, voice cautious.
“I think so,” Dove says, sitting up.
Chloris nods, picking up both shadow-limbs, and hugging them. Really odd sensation, they’re in contact with the cool calm knowledge of Death, not the warm lass.
The shadow limbs bend, they’re strong, I can curl them around Chloris a little, and Chloris leans back into them, looking beatific.
Zora looks at me, looks at Chloris, looks at Dove, sighs.
“If we’re going to be a, a wizard-team, even if we’re a little one, should we be tangling our heads up on purpose?”
“Changing how we develop to make sure we stay team-like?”  Though I think it’s really down to four terrified people relying on their friends.
Dove’s utterly certain that’s just what it is.
Zora nods. “You — ” a chin lift at me, a chin-lift at Dove — “have, you talk about, a house, I’ve got a tree.”  Zora looks across at Chloris, whose hands turn up. “Any reason not to think about those as being close together?”
“We’d be deciding to keep doing this, that it’s going to go on while we do. We won’t be here — ” Dove waves at the Round House — “but we’d be going on together. It wouldn’t stop.”
“Blossom and Grue can spend time apart, even lots of time apart. They don’t like it, but they can.”  Zora, quietly definite.
Dove nods.
“Nobody likes spending time away from home.”  Chloris, in the still voice of Death.
Deal?
Deal.
Eight arms, four people, more than two shadow limbs, and a windowsill make for an awkward sort of hug. Different from not being a good one.


Chapter 23
Spring isn’t especially spring-like, not calendar-spring. First day of Germinal we get forty centimetres of mushy snow.
Not precisely cold, either, not the way it’s been. Block stops producing drifts to run through uphill and backwards and starts with unevenly icy slopes. We get a good two hours of how to make our feet have variable traction with the Power, standing in place, first, and then walking frontwards up the slope for practise, before doing it backwards. Steam, without ever saying anything, gives the impression that Block’s being extra-nice to us.
Mushy snow sets off garden planning in pretty much every Creek over six who isn’t Dove or Chloris. It can’t really be every single other Creek, but it seems like it. Even Halt is setting out trays of seeds under glass inside the north window of the little cottage Halt inhabits; someone, I don’t know who, asked at dinner what Halt was planning to grow and got told “Strange flowers,” in entirely distracted tones.
There was a general pause in the flow of conversation in the refectory.
Grue decides we’re far enough along with shape-shifting to try counteracting external influences, and shows up one afternoon with several bottles. It turns out Creeks are relatively difficult to make drunk, something which explains how they survive their taste in beer, and what Grue is following local custom to describe as brandy is nearly pure ethanol with some delicate flower infusions in it for flavour. Or green gooseberries and maple sugar, something I wouldn’t want to try from the description, but Dove really likes it. Grue’s head shakes at my attempt to get up and get some water to thin the stuff out, so I take really small sips. It doesn’t taste at all the way it tastes to Dove. Neither does the dusk-rose, or the squash blossom, or the chrysanthemum. I don’t think I like the chrysanthemum, Dove’s not much fond of it either, but the squash blossom’s good. It tastes like patterns of warmth, spice warm, sunlight-warm, opened oven door. Baking oven, something a bit damp like pie.
“How did I drink half a litre of neat alcohol and not get even slightly drunk?”
Grue grins at me. “To be certain, I’d have to dissect you.”  Chloris looks appalled; Zora giggles. Dove looks, feels, just like Dove, only those battlements we’re storming are a lot closer.
“Here.”  It’s a stoppered flask, it’s got a straw, the whole thing, straw and all, is glass. The liquid is opaque and mauve. “Try a small sip,” Grue says.
“Foremost,” Dove says, because it tastes good, and everybody’s eyes are streaming from the flask being unstoppered. I stick the stopper back in. It takes three tries the second time.
“All right,” Grue says, “back to sober.”
I’m drunk, I’m very drunk, but Edgar isn’t drunk. Edgar is made from stones, cold and sober stones from the Silent Sea.
This turns out to be true. Dove’s, Dove’s sober, sitting in an intangible mass of shattered battlements, but sober. Dove smiles at me. Grue’s head shakes again. Grue can manage a lot of fond approval.
Zora’s mind has a lot of trouble pulling out of the kittens, there are illusory kittens all over the floor, fading in and out of romping. Chloris seems to fall through the perfect calm stillness, it takes a minute or two to find it, but once Chloris does it’s a single exhale to entire sobriety. Chloris gets up and comes back with a pitcher of water. I want more water than will reasonably go in a brandy glass, so I go get five of the big glass mugs we use for water. I’m halfway down mine by the time the kittens get organized into something leonine, and then that sort of blurs itself into a tree and Zora says “That was awful.”
Grue nods. “Alcohol is reasonably safe.”  Unlike, hangs unspoken, all the venomous critters or malign sorcery that will also make it hard to think, chemically or otherwise.
“What did I get?”  It wasn’t alcohol.
“The solvent is ammonia,” Grue says. I look so appalled Dove starts laughing.
No one laughs at the appalled looks when the mud starts, halfway through Germinal; they nod at me, and say things like “First spring around Westcreek for ya?.”  It’s Zora’s first spring around Westcreek, too. There are grim mutters that everyone was too polite describing what it was like in Westcreek in the spring. People wear mudshoes, anywhere off a fused road, like snowshoes only smaller. Illusory mudshoes have the big advantage of not needing to be cleaned.
It gets us into a refectory discussion of how hard they’d be to make for others. We don’t know, and Zora gets a speculative look that makes the rest of us uneasy. Anything illusory and tight can be a problem, illusions only flex or stretch if you put that in. Zora’s first attempt at an instant bodice left Zora unable to breathe. If the illusion had been tried as a binding, there would have been a problem.
Wake cheerfully explains that we’re all first-year apprentices; you wouldn’t expect objects in trade from any other first-year apprentices, and you shouldn’t expect it from new sorcerers, either. There are nods, a few muttered “Safer that way.” remarks, but if I can’t think of anything else, reliable production of illusory mudshoes might do for an own-work project. Blossom’s was hats. Halt knit the enchantment into our formal apprentice-hats, which is why they never tilt, blow off, get dirty, or move unless the wearer — or Halt — moves them. Also how Blossom wears enormous swoopy sun-hats with plumes no matter what the weather is like and nothing bad ever happens to the hat.
The mud starts to solidify around the end of Germinal. You still get muddy, we’ve switched from illusory mud-shoes to illusory over-boots, you get muddy but you’re not at risk of being mired, or just plain sinking out of sight. The over-boots are tougher to create, they have to bend and you need something for traction, it’s not enough to make them a bit concave.
The twenty-eighth of Germinal, Wake takes us away from Block, sends us through the bathhouse to sluice off the mud, and loads us on a boat, not a barge. Narrow, high prow, high stern, you could row it upstream if you had enough other rowers and you had to. We do head upstream, but the boat-team does it with a focus, not oars.
Wake always looks benign. Any time we’ve seen, anyway. Wake being not-benign isn’t likely to be reported much. So we’re starting to be able to tell what kind of benign we’re seeing. This one might be hopeful.
“It is,” Wake says, “a simple matter to kill everything. One imagines a volume of dirt, and forbids life within it.”
We all nod. We can all do it; Chloris doesn’t have to think about how, but we can all do it, we all did it putting in the pond-bottoms before we flooded them, building the house. It’s not something you can do once you’ve got good soil and a working garden. You kill everything you want along with what you don’t want.
“Similarly,” Wake says, “killing any single thing is a simple matter. The difficulty is to remove the weeds and leave the soil alive.”
We all nod again. Even the weeds you don’t need a weeding team for are a lot of work.
Wake produces, from somewhere, a big wooden rack, half a metre by a metre, full of quarter-litre glass jars. The jars have labels, and sloosh faintly. Preserved plant specimens, it looks like.
The next rack has arthropods; the rack after that is tiny, twelve jars. Those look like critters. Regular mice don’t have eight legs.
Wake also has a list.
“The first stop is an island, just below the Headwaters bank-edging.”  Wake waves the list, gently. You know it’s Wake’s list because it’s a fired-clay tile mostly full of angular marks. “Five varieties of plant, seven of arthropod, one creature.”
“Which creature?” Chloris says, very still.
Wake doesn’t rummage, though there’s a pause to check the list. Up comes a jar. Spark mouse, not something I’ve heard of. Four legs, but scales instead of fur and it’s twice as wide as long. Chloris’ upper lip curls back in a way that makes me consider diving off the boat.
“These are all entirely unambiguous weeds.”  Wake says this calmly, I suppose Wake has few worries about dropping dead. “The hope is that the combination of the four of you might effect the removal of weed species from a significant area. Not unusual, new weed species, nothing as substantial as spline-beasts, simply those weed-things that must be dealt with every year.”
“So the weeding teams that aren’t in the Folded Hills can keep up.”  Dove’s completely certain about this.
Wake nods.
“We’re starting in the morning?”  Even an actual boat won’t get us all the way to Headwaters today.
Wake nods again. “Providing the calm environment of a boat trip to consider means.”
Which is kind of Wake but it doesn’t take a lot of planning. We don’t have to handle different critters at the same time, we don’t have to do lasting structure with the Power, we especially don’t have to make it safe for other living things.
We go through all the steps carefully anyway, but getting from the preserved specimen to the name-nature, the full sense, of the live thing, something the Power can grip on, isn’t difficult. It’s new, and Zora and Chloris get it faster than Dove and I do, but once we’ve got it it’s there, the next preserved plant or arthropod isn’t another new thing. Once we’ve got the full sense, finding all of them in a volume isn’t very hard. At least we think it’s all of them, but Dove and I get the same number of arthropods when we’re stopped for the evening as Zora and Chloris do, we go through the whole rack. The number is pretty high, but it’s all one thing in one place. Wake gets the location image from us, wanders off up a laneway. When Wake comes back in half an hour the only thing that prevents panic is that absolutely no one, not even Halt, would stroll along swinging an eye-wasp nest from one hand if any of the wasps were alive.
Eyes aren’t where they sting you; eyes are where the grubs emerge from.
“An excellent confirmation,” Wake says, and provides a short lesson on eye-wasps while dismantling the nest. It’s fascinating, the wasps mix sand into semi-digested wood pulp, each part of the nest looks almost perfectly like a rock, the rocks match the gravel where it was found, it’s almost as tough as rock though Wake just waves a hand at each bit and they fall into neat halves. Three rocks is a large nest. “There’s a corpse in the woods somewhere,” Wake also says, “these all hatched last fall.”  Wake can tell when the wood died, apparently to the hour.
In the morning, the island is about a kilometre long and about a hundred metres wide, never more than a hundred-fifty. It’s got an old nut-orchard all over it, I think hazelnuts. Getting our attention over ten hectares like that isn’t difficult, the shape takes a bit of attention but it’s just there afterwards. We take turns, Wake wants us to be sure we can do all of the parts of the task even when “There may be predilections to one part or the other.”  Two of the plants and one of the arthropods aren’t there, reaching for the full sense doesn’t find anything. Wake, I have no idea how Wake’s looking, can’t find any either.
The next spot is above the island on the west bank; Wake has us reach as far inland as we can, for a kilometre of bank. It’s just area, the four of us linked up can reach a one-kilometre-wide strip into the Folded Hills, if we don’t have to be any more precise than that. Wake says, “Not where we are weeding today,” still benevolently cheery. It has to be ground where we’ve got a clear sense. So it becomes a five-kilometre strip, fifteen kilometres inland, and then a ten-kilometre strip, fifteen kilometres inland. I think we could reach further but that’s about the limit of useful perception for any of us.
Affecting the large area isn’t a whole lot more difficult than ten hectares, even when Zora’s doing the killing part of it. Zora’s face scrunches over the critters, it’s not their fault someone horrible made them to make it impossible to farm, which is certainly true, but Zora’s from a gean that’s more than half farmers. The necessity of weeding isn’t something Zora can phrase as a question, the way it sometimes gets to hopeful people. Turning the critters into something that isn’t a weed, well, Wake describes that as ‘intractable,’ which is, so far as I’m learning the jargon of independents, ‘Can’t prove it’s impossible’. No one’s done it yet, Dove says. Impossible is a very bad word. Dove and I are just doing scope and pushing on that one, more than enough spare attention to talk, and that bit of conversation leaks into the linkage a bit. Chloris’s head turns, the better to direct a disapproving look, Zora giggles at the look, and Wake’s benevolence has this tiny flicker of ‘What have we done?’.
Wake had me not do any of the killing after the second time by the island, I’m doing a competent job but Wake’s concerned about the aura flavour splashing on any people in the weeded area.
It takes us a day, switching sides of the river and then moving down another ten kilometres, to get back to Westcreek, and then another day headed south and a day to come back upstream. It turns out the elevation and mountain-shadows to the warmer north evens out with warmer wind off the presumed sea to the south, there was one the last time anybody we know about went to look more than a thousand years ago. Spring comes to the West Wetcreek more or less all at once. That’s not at all true further east in the Creeks.
The boat crew, who are used to moving, mostly people, as quick as they can, find the whole stop-and-start progress strange, but they do a good job. They’re a bit distant, but we’re standing on top of the people-cabin all morning discussing the best way to kill things. Weeds, things, but we’ve clearly never done this before, either. I’d have been as distant as possible, I doubt I could have got distant enough, if I’d found myself stuck next to a bunch of novices imposing experimental flavours of death on swathes of landscape, before. It’s plenty odd from my present perspective.
Chloris, well, Chloris can just say die. Which sounds like it’s harsh and cruel, but it isn’t, the way Chloris does it you’d think die meant sleep, rest, pleasant dreams being said to the exhausted. Wake looks solidly approving, more approving than benevolent, and makes a couple of technique suggestions to Chloris I can’t follow at all.
Zora’s approach is, well, taking life away. Not like stealing it into a jar like a story, though for all I know that was really the style in the Bad Old Days, it’s like a single sharp jerk and the aliveness is outside the thing, dissolving into disassociated metaphor.
Dove, the first time took close to ten minutes, complete with, for me, an odd sensation, Dove running through all the possible kinds of fire. My half of the brain isn’t much full of fire, but Dove’s metaphysical self reaches toward an arrangement of flames. Dove’s list of possible sorts of fire, well, ten minutes and that was going through it quickly. Fire spreads, though, fire isn’t what you want over a wide area, not even tiny fire.
Then there was a smile, and the raw spring wind coiled away from the warmth of it. Wake’s head came up, cautious. Dove had reached out, and the metabolism of each and every individual of a tree-devouring beetle on that orchard-island ceased, its chemistry crashed into low-energy disorganization, heterogenous slop instead of living cells.
“Did you just now devise that?” Wake had said, and Dove had nodded, almost shy and still smiling.
My first try was a plant, some kind of weed with ‘choke’ in the name, apparently one of the ones that wraps around your neck, rather than poisons you if you eat the tempting berries. I’d been able to take the sense of it from Zora without difficulty, and finding it was easy, the sense of it was there on the orchard island, and then I had no idea what to do. It’s all metaphor, really, the Power works off whatever mix of perception and imagination you can manage to get to correspond with what’s really there, and I’d remembered the sensation of the spiky limb-things in the hospital at Headwaters. So I’d reached out with a thousand thousand ghostly narrow limbs, each with a single claw, and plucked the life out of all the Longthorn Choke-Vine on the island, seed and stem together.
Wake had suggested, tactfully, that I might want to try the next one differently, by which Wake meant that Wake wasn’t shuddering, and Dove wasn’t shuddering — Dove had grinned — but everyone else on the boat was going to need ten minutes to set aside their shaking fear of death. “More like being torn to pieces very, very slowly,” Chloris had said, strongly disapproving.
My second try was the spark-mouse. Which is a critter, and really isn’t at fault for its existence. I’m trying to avoid the same sort of shudder-response, it was hard to avoid the sense that Wake had wanted to shudder, which was both tough to credit and easy to want to avoid doing again. So I get the full sense from Dove this time, Zora and Chloris are linked in, setting the area and helping push, and think oh, of course and reach out and pop all the spark mice off their history of descent, not so much killing them as rendering them abruptly never to have lived.
When my perceptions fade back into the sunlight, Wake looks like indecision between laughter and hair-tearing. It’s still a benevolent look, but Wake’s a tiny bit wide of eye about it.
“All the shadows grew teeth,” Zora says. “Interested teeth. Teeth with eyes.”
Wake nods.
“A succinct description.”
Which is why I don’t do any of the killing after that. Dove comes up with a way to turn beetles into little waxy statues birds will eat, eat and be nourished by, Chloris starts singing, half-crooning, things that sound like lullabies, and Zora develops a determination to get everything that isn’t actually the weed, in the weed, through the process alive so the weeds will rot faster.
I spend the trip trying to push my perception out further than the sixteen kilometres or so that seems to be the present limit, handing sense of specimens into the link between us, and providing push. After the first morning we’ve stopped standing on the cabin roof, and I spend a lot of time doing a perhaps unnecessary amount of leaning on Dove, too. There are fitted benches up in the bow, Dove and I get one side, Chloris and Zora get the other, and Wake perches on some boat-thing in the centre of the deck. Not sure if Wake is looking more pleased or benevolent by the end of the trip.
It’s a day up to the first orchard-island, a day down to Westcreek Town, another day down to the ‘limit of agricultural settlement’, a place called Longbarns, and a fourth, quiet, day back. Wake quizzes us about mud, coming back.
The boat crew, we’re careful to all say thank you, and not in incidental eerie unison, spend a couple whole days linked up and working and we do that a lot, they’re polite, but I can tell they’re not sad to have us further away.
Of course that’s why we had Wake with us. Halt wouldn’t have helped their state of mind at all. Wake nods at me. Much though they may be used to sorcerous practitioners.
“That was excellently done,” Wake says, waving us entirely clean before sending us to dinner. We got a cooked dinner in Westcreek town night before last, but otherwise it’s been hard cheese and hardtack and strange pickles on the trip.
“Anybody hungrier than usual?” Dove asks, as we’re sitting down, and we all shake our heads.
“That was pretty easy,” Chloris says, and sighs.
“That,” Halt says over a click of needles, “was two décades of hard work for some hundreds, weeding with careful attention and intricate foci.”
Halt looks to have been sitting at the end of our table for a geologic age. Wasn’t there when I set my plates down.
Chloris’ face goes oh but no sound comes out. I feel pretty much the same way.
That was a lot easier than moving dirt Zora doesn’t quite say out loud.
Halt nods, looking entirely benign. “So it should be, doing but one thing each.”
“Collective sorcery is working?”  Dove says this as an actual question only because Dove doesn’t know what Halt was expecting.
Halt nods. “Excellently well. Block’s style forbids thought. Bad for many things, but it suits all of you for Power-raising.”
Wake didn’t expect us to be doing much more than ten or twenty hectares at a time, wasn’t sure we’d be able to do that whole ten-hectare island to start with. It could have been a much longer trip. We were doing fifteen thousand hectares at a time, and I still think the limit was perception.
“Work on your perception,” Halt says with a twinkle, mostly to me, and a continued contented click of knitting needles. “Though we will start that small, and close. Distant perception rests on lack of doubt.”
“We can see further if we’re sure what we’re seeing?”  Zora, wanting to be sure.
Halt nods.
Not any hungrier than normal is still a three-plate dinner. Some hundreds, call it two, Halt might mean five, but call it two, two décades, four hundred décades work between the four of us is a hundred décades each, three year’s work, nearly.
Somewhere inside, the three plate dinner stops bothering me, real appetite or not. Dikes and dams and ditches are real work, but not, and I know this doesn’t entirely make factual sense, not like weeding is. Getting weeding to work is where having food starts. The drainage is having more food, but you could get that perfect and still be doomed by bad weeding.
“Nobody else can weed like that.”  Chloris, finding a little more tension to release from shoulders and neck. Doesn’t sound doubtful, exactly. More like it would be too good to be true.
“Four sufficing the task is a small surprise,” Halt says. “But you are a sturdy lot.”
Sturdier than we were; we’re all looking back at a searching gaze from Halt.
“You have talked, and made decisions, not shrugged and declared you would think about it later?”  We know, I know, Dove knows, we agree that Zora and Chloris know, Halt is talking about linking up to do magic.
“Yes, Halt.”  Incidental eerie utter unison, you can’t tell it’s four people speaking. Heads turn at other tables, wondering who just spoke.
Halt can’t, really can’t, look benevolent. It might work on low-talent people, I don’t know, Halt tries, you can tell it’s meant to look benevolent, but the spider gets interested, it leans forward almost into general visibility, something you could see with photons.
If the spider moves forward, the thing behind the spider does, too, and by now Zora and Chloris can borrow enough of my perception to be sure the thing behind the spider is there, but not a whole lot more than that. Dove pats Zora’s hand, Dove’s inside my perceptions, just like I’m inside Dove’s, you can do a lot with extra dimensions, so seeing the thing behind the spider isn’t sending Dove mad. You know how if you see a completely normal tree or a big rosebush or a raspberry thicket, something like that, something familiar, from a funny angle or in strange light or as shadows on a wall, and suddenly you don’t recognize it and it seems threatening? Same thing, only backwards. It probably should seem threatening, but it just doesn’t. It’s Halt.
Halt nods. “Good. You are well along, now, it would be work to stop.”
“Halt?”  Chloris sounds a bit hesitant.
Halt’s head tips, yes?
“Why did you think this,” there’s a hand motion, “this style of Power use, would work?”
Halt positively beams. “Blossom and Grue not being much evidence?”
Chloris nods. I nod, too. Not any more than Dove and I are evidence, that’s consonance, not working together and the external manipulation of the Power.
“A very long time ago — ” before at least one of the times Halt got bound under the earth, I think this means — “ there were six siblings, who did something very much like your linking together. They came to a terrible end, but not because of their technique with the Power.”
Halt’s glasses get nudged up a little before Halt looks straight at Chloris. “Grue and Blossom are evidence, you four are evidence. Weeding fifteen thousand hectares at once has been done. Four apprentices weeding any thousand hectares once had not. Fifteen thousand, with a twelve-weed average, twenty-four and twenty-six times, one day and the next day? That’s new in the world, girl.”
I can’t make illusions stick to the page yet, none of us can, but they’ll linger long enough to do quick figuring on the table. If you’re counting what we applied the Power to, each time, even if it was often the same dirt, that was nine million hectares.
Don’t think I know strong enough language. Dove doesn’t know strong enough language.
Halt nods at me. “You’ll do it again, different list, in eighteen days.”
Different list, because different weeds, later in the spring.
“After that, we’ll all be going for a trip in a swamp.”
“All?” Dove says.
“All the students, all the teachers,” Halt says, smiling. “A pleasant excursion, possible since you were all so quick with shape-shifting.”  Otherwise Grue would have got the short straw and stayed with us, I think.
“You might wish to put some thought toward travel in the swamp.”  Halt beams at us. The it’s going to be horribly wet and unpleasant and involve leeches if you don’t goes unsaid in some technical sense involving sound. It comes through with bell-like clarity all the same.
“Halt?”  Zora, who is looking much more nervous than usual for asking Halt things.
“Yes, Zora?”
“What happened to the other people in Grue and Blossom’s class?”
“Timidity. Not theirs, the teaching-committee’s, insisting on both techniques. They could do what you do, raising much more Power than their flesh might sustain, but they also learnt the old habits of control. In extremity, the more intuitive internal use failed.”
“Cooked themselves.”  Dove says it sadly, and quietly, and Halt nods.
“Blossom was two years without eyes and an arm, after.”  Everyone winces.
“Blossom did entirely save Grue, and eventually Blossom.”  Halt looks at us, gently, Halt can do gently. “You’ve all been quick, but we should very much like not to have to teach you how to grow your eyes back.”
Halt smiles, terribly.
“It itches.”


Chapter 24
“Do illusions float?”  Zora asks this walking up from Block’s class, the second day after we get back from weeding.
Yesterday was book-stuff after Block’s class, teachers being cautious, no matter how tired we don’t feel. We’re drifting out of mud and source rocks into other sorts of chemistry. If I only count the Commonweal, Wake’s had five hundred years to eat books. Not counting the previous thousand years, given a continued preference for writing on clay tablets, seems deeply stupid. And that’s one teacher.
Figure you ever get finished being a sorcerer?
My physical hands don’t twitch, I’m getting better at this. Dove gets the idea of thrown up hands and smiles at me.
“They can,” Blossom says. “Thinking of doing boats with a binding?”
Zora nods.
“Bindings like that are small magic, but still magic. Lots of things out there that attack magic.”  Blossom says this as a fact, not as a reason not to try illusory boats.
“And we’re going into a swamp.”  Dove is cheerful about it. I can’t manage cheer, swamps are rough places, with extra things inclined to attack. Power, people, anything that looks plausibly digestible, things that exhibit movement, reflections on the water, it’s a very long list.
Lots of sorcerers in the Bad Old Days seem to have worried excessively about escaped slaves hiding in swamps, or being snuck up on by frog warriors, or something. Around Wending, there were three distinct species of venomous duck, two with rending teeth so they could eat stuff too big to swallow in one go. Westcreek has a species of enormous diving duck, too big to fly, that’s venomous and breathes fire. I suppose the fire helps them deal with the leeches. They’re certainly prosperous enough; during the winter there were rafts of them, fifty and a hundred a time, in the turning basin at the end of the West-East Canal. Everyone local considers them sort of half-lucky, despite the occasional worry about kids getting too close. “Keeps the swans off,” everyone says, in judicious, on-the-balance-of-consideration sorts of tones.
Anything like that with a tendency to swarm magic, it’d be inconvenient. Maybe fatal for us, if something venomous or otherwise abruptly deadly gets through before the teachers get it suppressed.
“Everybody’s short of canoes,” Chloris says. “All those surveyors in the Folded Hills.”
“I have no desire to take a flatboat through a swamp.”  Dove says it with an unvoiced again. I get some mental images, involving equal proportions of a flatboat, a bunch of Creek youths, mud, and suffering. “No reason we can’t make some canoes.”
“Other than not knowing how?”  Chloris is only a little doubtful. We’ve managed a lot of stuff where we didn’t know how.
“Make the illusion, paddle it, get it right, use it as a template for a titanium one. Or aluminium, but I think titanium’s sturdier.”  Dove’s been thinking about this. I’ve been thinking about leeches.
“No zinc or magnesium on hand,” Blossom says. “Pure aluminium’s too soft, you can make it tough enough, but we’d have to go mine zinc. We’ve got the vanadium and the aluminium, so the alloy choices are better with titanium.”
“Is aluminium good for anything but making corundum?” Zora asks, quite cheerful.
“Roof tile, guttering, anything to spread heat, some cast machine parts. It’s soft, but water doesn’t wear on it much. Any kind of outdoor structure, you can make a really good rose trellis.”  Blossom isn’t particularly focused on the question.
“Can all of you swim?”  Blossom still sounds a bit abstract. I’m getting a strange sharp smell across my vision, too. I doubt there are any actual metal flowers, but that’s what I’m thinking about.
“Need to go write something down?”  Dove’s voice is light, but the concern is very real.
Blossom makes a gesture. I have no idea what it means; Dove understands it completely. It’s a strange feeling.
“We can stick to illusions and caution until we get the shape right. Won’t shift an ingot until you’re back.”  Dove says this in cheerful practical tones, more than usual.
Blossom looks at each of us, and I nod, Dove makes a “Go, go,” hand wave, Chloris nods, and Zora says “We’ll be careful.”
Blossom says thanks and isn’t there. Just gone.
“You, you can’t gate somewhere with no gate?”  Chloris finds not knowing how appalled it’s appropriate to be really annoying.
“Don’t think so,” Dove says. “Even the little water-gates are hard to miss.”
The ponds are well and truly melted; ice all off, various bits of green doing their best along the verge, tiny shoots above the water all along the south bank. There was still ice on them when we left to go weeding. Still going to be really cold if anybody falls in.
The useful canoe size for travelling with is seven metres in length. That’s not even a question, it’s settled knowledge. It’s also apparently the only thing any of the other three agree on about canoe design. We don’t know where we’re going or why, nothing about how long a trip or how much stuff we’ll need to bring. It takes close to half an hour before Dove says “Ed? Not much time paddling?”
“Wending was about a kilometre upstream from the place the Dread River started, everybody wanted to keep kids out of, and off of, the river. So we did just enough boat and swimming stuff for school, a day and a half upstream.”
Oh. Right. Not something they’d necessarily know.
“Once you were on where the river turns into the Dread River, you’re never seen again. The boundary moved, some, it wasn’t always the exact same distance from the Iron Bridge. Everybody was a bit nervous about it.”  That being the polite way to say ‘unreasonably terrified’. Got a lot worse after the bridge fell, and we thought for a while the Line could hold the hell-things. Kids didn’t go on the water and boat crews didn’t swagger about how they did.
I’m surprised you got out.
Folks south of town didn’t.
That’s a hug, not a hair-ruffle, and neither Zora nor Chloris is looking the least displeased about the undertone.
Chloris hands me the writing tablet. “You get to count votes.”
It’s about an hour later that I realize that the intensity of the not-an-argument rests on the prospect of appearing in public in a canoe of your own, their own, design. That’s apparently a very significant thing to do, in terms of that Creek indirect social authority. You’re claiming you’ve got something better, and there’s a real limit to how far making the canoe out of titanium will get them with that, it has to be near-optimal for a canoe made out of the new material.
After a couple of hours, a lot of vote-counting, and a great many full-scale illusions, I ask if I’ve got that right.
Apparently I do.
Halt’s there at dinner. I don’t know why I hand Halt the tablet before I sit down, but it was the right thing to do. Anything Halt will stop knitting for is important. There are a couple of “Hrmm,” noises and a few, not really illusions, illusory, but you can see through them, they don’t look like a canoe, appear while Halt is reading.
Wake wanders back up to the Round House with us after lunch the next day, or at least to the pond. Wake has some strong opinions about something called tumblehome and something else called rocker, but is mostly worried about a combination of stiffness and reserve flotation. I don’t worry about that, I’ve got yesterday’s list of votes to turn back into one illusion, one held in enough parts that I can change individual things.
Wake’s had doings with metal boats before, the folks who brought Wake over the equatorial ocean used them. Theirs were much larger than a canoe, riveted iron and larger than the cargo-barges used in the Creeks, but they were always concerned with being sure to have enough air trapped in the hull that it would keep floating, even when something unpleasant might have created a hole. The illusory model acquires air tanks, sealed ones, stuffed up in the narrow parts of bow and stern. That’s the reserve flotation. Stiffness is tougher; there’s an almost snarly discussion, and the illusion acquires a single deep keel, thumb-thick until it tapers outside the double bottom, the double bottom on both sides of the keel, separately filled with a very broad honeycomb of support around empty spaces. You could never make it without the Power, getting the taper and the load-spreading curves on the top and bottom of the honeycomb spacer wouldn’t work even if you didn’t have to put it between two seamless metal sheets.
“Metal is cold,” Wake says. “Un-wearing. Kneeling pads, something for the seat rails, we’ll want both.”
“Not in titanium,” Dove says, looking at the illusion and smiling.
Dove holds a hand out, thumb up. Chloris does the same. Zora passes over big anchored loose rings at the bow and stern, ten centimetres across, and smaller bulges, three centimetres by one or so, one per metre down the inside of the top wales. Dove and Chloris’ thumbs stay up; Dove is looking rueful. Zora puts one thumb up. Wake nods. I bind the shape into one of the aluminium plant tags Chloris made, right about the time we got slushy snow. Chloris admits there are way too many for this year, or possibly the next ten. They weigh nothing, a couple thousand to the kilogramme, and make excellent targets for stuffing a minor binding into. Partially because you can tear them in half and light them on fire if you get it wrong, but partially because they don’t care about wind and rain or regular heat.
The rest of the day goes to paddling; everybody but me has a very clear notion of what a paddle should be like, and produces one. Wake extracts a material one, wood, some dark hardwood I don’t know, from the battered and nondescript satchel Wake always carries. As a paddle, it’s wider and shorter than what the others are producing, and it’s got a rawhide wrapping on parts of the shaft. I’ve seen baker’s peels that looked like it. Halt’s knitting bag, Blossom’s and Grue’s saddle-cases, something larger on the inside than the outside seems to be a standard Independent thing. I don’t find the canoe hard to paddle, after Dove explains paddle sizing and I conjure myself one. That’s about all I can say. Everyone else is pleased, even with no kneeling pads. Wake takes some careful measurements with a length of string and knots, and asserts a responsibility for the kneeling pads.
We get Wake again the next day; Blossom, Blossom Wake describes as having been “stricken with inspiration,” which is something I don’t want to think about.
Copying the illusion in actual metal, well, that takes three tries for the first one. No titanium fires. Complex shapes, shapes that have an inside and an outside and layers, it’s tougher than I thought it would be. Then we realize we’ve made the mooring rings as solid pieces, they don’t lie flat, and have to melt that one back to an ingot.
Try four works, careful removal of oxides and all. We get five more made before dinner time. Only need four for the trip, eight people, four canoes, but there is a shortage and both Dove and Chloris know people they think are adventurous enough to try a metal boat made by sorcerers. Metal boats right on fifty-five kilos in weight. I’m told this is good for a seven-metre canoe, I still don’t want to carry one, though I suppose it’ll be easier than I expect it to be, now, if I have to.
Easiest way to take the canoes down to Westcreek is to float them, the ponds run off to a stream that feeds into the West Wetcreek above Westcreek Town. Wake takes one, Zora and Chloris take one, Dove and I take one. The other three we can bring tomorrow. It’s pretty easy, none of the bridges are low enough that anybody has to duck and the water’s high enough that it’s much closer to having to steer than actually paddle.
There are remarks. Dove’s careful not to seem pleased about them, Chloris isn’t pleased about them, Zora’s ignoring them, and Wake doesn’t have to try to seem anything other than pleased.
Wake didn’t do it, just made sure we didn’t catch fire.
So Wake’s allowed an obvious good opinion of the work?
As long as it goes unsaid. Dove finds my bafflement at the Creek social rules amusing.
Chloris isn’t pleased.
Chloris doesn’t speak barge-crew, it sounds like accusations of laziness. It’s admiration for cleverness. Wouldn’t be if you were doing gean-work.
Which is what Chloris did, before.
Docking, pulling up to a sheer wall with bollards and ladders, ought to be tricky, not something we did in school and that was awhile ago. Dove knows what I should do, I can borrow how from Dove’s memory, translating that into something someone with my reach can do isn’t hard, I’m getting pretty good at that, and somewhere in there we stop being entirely separate people. That’s probably overkill, but I suppose it matters that the canoes look handy.
That you look like you know what you’re doing. The ‘Idiot’ lurks under anything Dove’s contribution to us is going to come right out and say on the water.
The water’s high in the West Wetcreek, too, still spring, there’s a lot of snow melting in the high places to the north. So getting out is easy, and getting the canoe out of the water’s nearly as easy.
I wind up carrying it, it’s not far to the boat shed our host-gean has a half-interest in, and it’s a lot easier than I thought it was going to be. Ridiculously much easier. Didn’t notice Block’s classes were having that much of an effect, that the new shape had.
Dove’s acquaintance, Pallas, is in the boathouse. Dove’s mention of canoe availability leaves Pallas torn between glee and a distrust of novelty. Pallas and a partner do maintenance surveys on waterways, work for the Lug-gesith, and have been sharing a canoe with another survey team. Dove watches Pallas reduce to paralytic indecision before saying “There isn’t any magic in it.”
“None whatsoever,” Wake confirms from where Wake and the boathouse clerk have been discussing getting some kneeling pads made. The translation from string to centimetres is going far more smoothly on Wake’s side of the conversation.
“Then why’s it metal?”  Pallas’ partner, newly arrived. Lots of muscle definition.
There’s an “Ed, Celandine, Cel, Edgar,” introduction from Pallas that surprises me. I do my best to look pleased and collected.
“It’s metal because we had some, and nobody’s got a spare regular canoe nor will they until long after Halt wants to take us through a swamp.”  Dove gets slow nods from this. Arguing with Halt is widely understood as impractical, and it’s not like you want to walk through a swamp.
“So, cold, but not very heavy and as strong as Dove thinks it needs to be?”
Dove’s head shakes, a firm no, almost emphatic. “Stronger, and heavier, than Dove thinks it needs to be.”  Dove’s chin lifts. “Wake would they were stronger.”
That’s supposed to imply something, I can see the little twitches. Presumably that Wake isn’t dead, somewhere past three times the age of the Peace Established.
“Still drink beer?”  Pallas’ tone is too offhand.
“When I get the chance.”
“Figure they’ll let you loose for Festival?”
Dove shrugs one shoulder. “Déci implies Festival.”
Pallas grins. “See if you can find us. Bring the likely lad.”
Dove grins back, slaps hands with Pallas, and says “Deal.”
We’re most of the way to dinner when Wake, who is looking an especially pleased sort of benevolent, remarks that Creeks will apparently forgive sorcery for utility.
Takes me most of dinner to figure out what Wake meant.


Chapter 25
The next morning, we’re just starting our breathing exercises, no running backwards or Power manipulation yet, when Halt shows up with a severed head.
It’s higher than Halt is tall; it’s at least four times longer than high. It looks more like it’s made out of sculptured metal than anything like flesh, school mentioned some things that had a lot of metal in their scales, but this looks like a single smooth thing. Doesn’t look like skin, it looks like steel got so angry it flowed into a hungry shape.
Block makes the gesture that pauses the class, turns, makes a short bow at Halt, straightens, makes a narrow head-shake no. Blossom’s head shakes no, too. And the Captain’s.
Doesn’t look like a herbivore. Can’t imagine what it’s supposed to eat. What do you need eight-metre jaws for? Even if you were a herbivore? Huge trees?
“Was that in Split Creek?”  Zora sounds happy, which is not what you’d expect from Zora presented with a severed head.
Halt nods.
“Did it have any legs?”
“Six,” Halt says. “These are known?”
“There are stories,” Zora says. “Most of them say Split Creek wells up from a place outside the world where fates are recorded, and there’s a bunch of things like that in the well, chewing on the dull fates.”
Halt nods to Zora, pokes the head almost irritably. The ferrule of Halt’s stick doesn’t leave a mark on it. “Thank you.”
“The ones with no legs are supposed to be much worse.”  Zora sounds shy.
Both Halt’s eyebrows go up. “This one conducted itself appallingly.”  Halt says that to the sky, or the severed head, and not very loudly. Halt turns to look at the Captain, who is looking searchingly back.
“Many sheep, three brave sheepdogs, some barns, several hundred metres of roadway, six bridges, a quantity of chickens, and a hitch of oxen, but no persons. It chased chickens obsessively.”
Gave the people time to run, comes clear to me, I don’t know to who else. Looks like Block, who has an incrementally grimmer look.
The Captain nods, once, looks at Blossom. Blossom looks tired. Blossom is tired.
“Fifteen days to the next round of weeding, Captain. Weeding, swamp trip, call it a décade if it works. Not less than three décades after that.”
“Swamp trip?”  The Captain’s voice is calm, tone polite. I can feel Dove tensing. Something about this is serious.
“Essential ingredient. I need Grue, I need Wake, we’ll be too busy to worry about the perimeter, so Halt. Can’t leave the students unsupervised.”  Blossom says all of this is the same recitation-of-facts voice.
Zora looks somewhat offended at ‘unsupervised’. Or maybe ‘students’, Blossom says it the way you’d say ‘kids’, your kids, your cousin’s kids. Dove’s will puts a map of the West Wetcreek across all our minds, bracketed by the patches of a hundred-fifty square kilometres at a time where we killed all of something. We really did; weeding teams have been sending complimentary thankful messages since before we got back. Longer lists to Wake for the second pass in fifteen days, too.
Zora sort of nods, not physically, I don’t think, Zora’s behind me, I can’t actually see, but the acknowledgement is there. Nothing at all says we couldn’t do that to people, as a matter of capability.
The Captain doesn’t, not that I can tell, move, do anything, but Blossom grins. It’s a rueful grin. “Everyone in the shot shop’s busy as can be. Put them on pointy sticks and it stops being three décades.”
“While the dread of my name could not begin to claim the tenth part of the shadow of the shadow of the rumour of the dread of Halt’s due and insufficient harbinger,” Block says, in cheerful calm observational tones, “I may perhaps prove dread enough.”
It makes the Captain look, not calmer, less tense isn’t always calmer. The troops around the Captain, still looking a bit scuffed, they look calmer. Halt’s looking entirely pleased.
I think Block’s plenty dread enough. We’ve been sprinting uphill backward with big rough sacks full of wet sand over our shoulders.
After we got back from weeding, Block’s taken to tossing shapes and patterns of energy at us while we’re sprinting, some of them have duration, they go on for ten or fifteen seconds and change while they do it. Somewhere in the middle of today’s round of that, Dove thinks No one has any armour. It’s an explanation for the sacks of sand, not ours, the ones the Line recruits have been carrying while exercising.
Dove’s got armour, it’s on a stand in Dove’s room. Blossom’s got armour, the Captain’s got amour, I’m pretty sure the Line troops who go critter-team have armour, too.
Short company, very short after spines and ichor. Trying to raise a battalion. Not enough, it’s all fitted.
Block doesn’t object to us talking; Block doesn’t object to us talking out loud. Any lapses in concentration hurt, it’s not likely to be lasting damage, Grue gets complicated when you ask about that, but catching Block’s notion of energy packets with the Power is something you really want to do.
This one tries to wiggle on me, they’ve started doing that, you get the front of it and it folds up and tries to splash on you. Sphere isn’t a thought, anymore, it’s just a reflex, and there’s a smell like leaning into something completely solid and it’s not the energy Block threw anymore. I have to throw something on, but I don’t have to throw what Block threw. Zora looks relieved. Zora’s been having to work at keeping up with Block’s class.
It’s bothering Dove, no armour for the new battalion. Brings it up when we’re walking to the pre-lunch sluicing. Doesn’t want to suppose Blossom will be at lunch.
“Captain Blossom?”  Dove doesn’t do deferential questions, and this one isn’t, but it’s more of a real question than Dove usually manages.
Blossom goes right on looking tired. “Nothing to do except answer questions from the shot shop until you’re all done weeding.”  Blossom doesn’t weed; something like that critter Halt showed up with the head of, yes, reported very good at that, but in general, no. Halt says “No capacity for subtlety,” Wake says, Chloris asked, “Creativity is not desirable in all things,” and pretty much everybody who isn’t an ancient terror of the world says things like “I would have sworn on my name that couldn’t possibly burn.”
There’s, well, not precisely cake, something involving a lot of carrot preserves between two layers of sticky gingerbread, with lunch. One of those things where you suspect someone of wanting the jars the carrot preserves were in more than the carrot preserves, but it’s good. Sticky, amazingly sticky, but good. We’re all working on our second slabs when Blossom says, apparently to the air, “No iron, no steel foundry, no rolling mill, no annealing ovens, and two-thousand-plus to fit in fifteen days.”
“Fifty kilos per is twenty troops the tonne, a hundred tonnes, really ninety, we’ve got six hundred-ninety-something tonnes of titanium left, six tonnes of aluminium, still a couple thousand of that, four tonnes of vanadium, we’ve got fifteen or so, no mining required. Get an illusion of somebody, get an illusion of an existing suit of armour, fit the illusion to the illusion, do what we did with the canoes only maybe more elaborate if there’s annealing or something for hardness.”
Blossom’s smiling, really smiling.
“Can’t,” Dove goes on, “do the fittings for two thousand, at an hour per that’d take us a year solid. So we make four armorer’s foci that’ll do the whole stack, and the battalion’s got armour by the end of the summer. More than four if we can, but four will do it.”
“Won’t it be solid?”  Zora’s got an illusion of something on the table, it’s purple and gold and black and squirming as Zora’s thoughts alter. Doesn’t sound like Zora disapproves, it’s a “But how?” sort of question.
“Armour illusion has to be components, every lamé its own thing. Some notion of a rivet, some notion of deleting and duplicating.”  Dove’s mind gets ahead of the words, of Dove’s ability to talk about the Power, it’s an ordered glittering thing taking shape into our mind, I can feel the reality of it, of Dove’s will behind it.
Maybe Blossom can, too.
“Fifteen days?”  Blossom’s frankly doubtful.
“Twelve,” Dove says. If there were any actual battlements involved, they’d be crouched somewhere weeping in fear of the terrible fate overtaking them. “Gotta be rested for the second weeding pass.”
Nobody dies. That’s about all I can say for the next twelve days.
We do our exercises with Block the whole time, who thinks it’s excellent training when you start tired. Zora bobbles three in a row of Block’s ouchful Power-packets and then something snaps in Zora somewhere. The next Power-packet at Zora just grounds out dead and Zora tosses something mauve. Some of them look like bunnies and they all smell like dead socks. Block seems entirely willing to accept this as a response.
Blossom points out that while no one is going to stand in the middle of anything involving molten titanium voluntarily, we don’t need the body-illusion; forming the armour illusion from an existing suit around the actual person is fine, as long as they’ve got the proper clothes on and can get out of the way before any actual metal gets involved.
The clothes, the padded armour smock that goes under, trews with padding and leather wear-patches over the knee and hips, the head-pads for the helmet, all are easy to get. We have to talk to Chuckles, I think it’s Chuckles due to a widespread belief about Chuckles not knowing how, but the Captain wants armour, and Dove’s still first in authority, and Blossom’s still got warrants of authority and commission and an active appointment as a captain. Armour padding we can get, no matter how doubtful Chuckles is that it will do any good.
I wind up shapeshifting away a few burns before we get the “person being fitted has to get out of the way first,” part entirely right, but we do get it right. The moving away has to be all done before any heat gets involved, and ‘all done’ isn’t easy to explain to the Power.
The ability to move lamés around, to copy them, to grab one of the illusory shoulder-point pieces and just bend it, I was expecting that to be the hard part. Dove’s great shining thing, terrible in its simplicity, slides whole and entire out of Dove’s mind and the notions of connection and limited variability work first try. It takes a little tweaking to get the rivet-heads in a contrasting colour, Blossom says you can get titanium to be almost any colour you want on the surface. Dove goes for a dull bronzy-gold. The armour itself is a plain dull grey, Blossom got to tweaking and it’s got a bit of chromium in it to make it tougher.
A bit. Two and a half tonnes, for the whole pile of ingots. When did I start thinking of two and a half tonnes of brittle, shiny, refractory rare metal as ‘a bit’?
Zora takes a look at the helmets, Dove’s and Blossom’s, concludes they’re like that because of how you can work steel with fire and hammers, mutters darkly, and does things to the illusion copy. Dove and Blossom are both doubtful. They don’t stop being doubtful until we make a helmet to Zora’s design and Blossom sticks it on a stake and smites it repeatedly with a heavy drill rod. The helmet dents, the drill rod bends, that comes out about even, but the hinges still move and the throat ring still unlocks, there really are things you can do when you’re forming metal with pure willpower in four dimensions that you just couldn’t do any other way. Blossom straightens out the drill rod with an absent expression and nods. Dove looks at Zora and says “It’ll do,” which makes Zora smile and smile, despite having been talked out of clear visors.
The hard part turns out to be hanging everything together; vacuum, you don’t, you really don’t, want titanium molten in air if you can help it, warding, the illusion, the rules for the metal, not just what goes in when but how to cool it and being sure the bits are separate when it has all cooled. There aren’t any straps, the lamés hang from each other on rivets that slide a bit. Plus the copy-an-existing-suit to get the illusion, and Dove’s terrible clarity that makes the illusion something you can change, you can add lamés, take them out, pinch parts narrower, stretch them wider, and it keeps the same set thickness. The steel lamés are close, rolling mills, Blossom says, rolling mills that are all back in the Commonweal-as-was, but we’re doing it exact.
Greaves, vambraces, copies of Blossom’s intricate and indestructible gauntlets, not the standard Line model, and not with the strange intractable materials of Blossom’s, really responsible for the indestructible, either, but really good. They’ll need leather liners, that’s Chuckles’ problem. We can make them, we can have them float in the air in the right places while they’re being made, rivets and latch hooks and all. Even something, Blossom makes them, clearly not the first time, things like pliers that set the rivet heads hot fast enough to avoid burning leather straps. Setting eight-millimetre titanium rivets with one squeeze of one hand. It shouldn’t startle me so much, not in the midst of Dove’s determination that a hundred tonnes of metal will bend and flow and be armour for a battalion with most of Dove’s living friends in it, but it does.
Doing the whole thing in our heads doesn’t work, or, rather, we can get it all in our heads and make armour, everybody’s got a suit of armour, I wind up with two full suits from being the fitting dummy, but there’s nothing left over to put what we’re doing into a fixed form.
Same problem, smaller, very much smaller, as making battle-standards has; nobody can get all of the working in their head at once. We get an explanation of what we’re doing while we’re doing it, individual parts of the working done as bindings, but the traditional kind, where you plan them out ahead of time and write them in runes and patterns. The tests we do by pressing lines into pure aluminium and painting on it with grease with a lot of copper in it. The copper grease gets everywhere, and it smudges. Two messes later, Chloris takes over making lines; Chloris has an uncanny ability to not smudge anything, including copper grease being painted on a warm aluminium plate a metre square.
Blossom gets a considering look and asks Chloris if any of Chloris’ relatives work at the shot shop.
“My cousin Mel does. Mother’s mother’s younger sister’s second daughter’s third child. Melantha.”  Chloris says this without looking up, or even appearing to notice.
Dove gets a small smile. Chloris’ stopped worrying that we’re not all Creeks, drifts into my head. Not before time.
Blossom notes that Chloris’ cousin Mel is one of the neatest hands with a pantograph Blossom’s ever seen or heard tell of, and is currently copying out something sixteen centimetres square when Blossom gave it over a metre sixty on a side, and there are nine different inks involved, four of which are black.
The idea of that makes Chloris shudder, but it doesn’t get anything smudged. We get it working, the grease smokes, but we’ve got the pattern right. Blossom looks at it, nods, notes that it’s pretty simple and robust is good, so we do the real thing in lines of gold and platinum set into corundum turned black with magnesium and aluminium. Thick lines, three millimetres wide and five deep, we have more than enough gold from the Round House hoard. The platinum comes from Line stocks, some goes into the battle-standards but Blossom has more than enough on hand and considers armour important. Then we add a layer of clear corundum on top, bound down chemically in a hard vacuum. “Good for the next thousand years,” Blossom says.
Turning the patterns into live bindings, something with the Power in them, isn’t all that difficult. We can do those individually, but we link up. It’s easier, and it’s practice, because the focus-creation, call it a focus enchantment, it’s not, in some technical sense Blossom asks us to accept, we’re not up to understanding the theory yet, it’s not easy theory, no one having devised a generally accepted other term is a hint about difficulty, that, the thing, the focus enchantment, does take all five of us. All five of us with Dove and me folded all the way into one person and everybody else, Blossom included, pushing hard. Dove’s part of us does the enchantment work, enchantment-like work, Blossom’s sort of metaphorically looking over Dove’s shoulder but Dove does it.
We get the first one done, everybody drinks a couple litres of water, looks around at the smoking devastation in the blast pit, and tries not to look appalled when Blossom, cheerful as ever, reminds us that this involves a lot of the Power, Blossom told us it did, who was that saying ‘A lot’? Then we realize we’re going to be hopelessly late for dinner, trudge back to the Round House, sluice off, do extensive damage to the snack food supply, and very nearly all fall asleep in the tub. Blossom spends the night, there’s what was Kynefrid’s room, and Grue’s away, patching up a weeding team that had a serious bad day with some sort of stinging insect.
I dream about complex shapes made of a thousand gleeful singing voices, every voice another variety of fire.
I get told in the morning Dove dreamt of a vast dim ocean where the water was all the names for silence. Dove thought it was extremely restful.
Day after that is five more solid patterns, they’re pretty, the focus-patterns look like what an enchantment in a story is supposed to look like, swooping lines coloured gold and silver and dark glittering depth.
We can, just, do three of the bindings in one day; that’s the ninth day. Dove remembered the day before to ask the refectory for a dinner we can take with us. There’s some tsking, but we get one, a generous one, there’s a half-kilo of pumpkin cake each and baked bacon-and-barley with cheese melted over it.
We do two more the tenth day. I don’t know how. Blossom looks seriously weary. I feel dead. Dove’s running on pure will, which worries me; Dove has more willpower than strength of life, something Blossom points out to Dove in just those words. Chloris and Zora are wavering in and out, too exhausted to fall asleep and too sleepy to string one thought after another.
We got six armouring foci made for the tenth day.
We’ve surprised Blossom, entirely in a good way, and Blossom tells us so. Blossom expected to have to get Grue involved, to have Power enough, expected that the warding parts of the thing were something we couldn’t do, we don’t really know how but Dove took the pattern Blossom provided and did it by rote.
Blossom also tells us that this was completely not how you’re supposed to do it, this was making raw Power replace planning, and why people thought the precursors of foci were useless for thousands of years before the Wizard Laurel made the battle-standards, they couldn’t concentrate enough Power to make one that could produce a useful light, never mind anything complicated, and bindings are, comparatively, nearly absolutely, easy to do.
The armouring foci are, I didn’t expect this, maybe not completely, but significantly, easy to use. They need at least sixteen people linked up, thirty-two is better, but they’re keyed, Blossom does some structured hand-waving and looks cute, which shouldn’t be possible, and says “Next year?” when we ask what keyed means, for the Line, Blossom just put that in the focus part of the working when writing out the structure for us. It will take a skilled person or two to do the work, but the files being fitted for armour can pile into the focus and power their own armour-making, the battalion won’t need an enormous staff of armorers.
The eleventh day involves all twenty-four armorers and armorer’s apprentices making themselves armour, they’re mostly smiths, none of them stand in the Line in any sense, they’re not in the Line, even if they work for the Line-gesith, they shouldn’t need armour but as a means of convincing people the armour-foci are safe this works well. The ease of the whole illusion-tweaking part of the process leads to a lot of appreciative comment. The comments turn profane the first time actual metal-forming happens, partially from the bright light — we’re still in a blast pit, it’s nothing like the same energy requirement as making the foci was but why take chances — and partially from how fast it is. The armorers look at a full suit of armour and see décades of work, not an hour of thinking.
Day twelve involves us making the Captain a full suit, taking that down to the practice field and draping it over a big stake with a crossbar. A couple of dozen people, Wake’s one of them, get out throwing sticks and hurl spears at it from about fifty metres. None of them stick, Dove went for same weight and stronger, not the same strength and lighter. The few dents, we’ve dug six neat blast pits at the edge of the practice field and brought the foci and the hundred-ish tonnes of carefully pre-alloyed metal ingots. It takes the senior armorer, ensconced in the first pit with the colour party linked up to push, maybe five minutes to have the dents out and another half hour to get the annealing and temper done over. Good as new, in no figurative way.
“Thank you, Sergeant. You have been of service.”  The Captain says that directly to Dove, solely to Dove.
Dove says “Sir,” and nods, once. Dove does more change of expression when someone says it might rain, but inside it’s like the whole of the world confused noon and midnight and glory.
There’s a tiny pause and “The Line’s thanks to you as well, Independent Blossom, and to the Sergeant’s fellow students.”
We all bow, just a little. Independents bow, we’ve all been picking that up, when someone else might grip hands. Same idea as not pointing, I’m pretty sure. Incidental eerie unison, though I can tell Blossom’s going along with it, it’s not accidental for Blossom to be moving exactly with us. The Captain’s edges go really strange, not for long, it’s too deep to be a flicker but like that. Probably why Blossom went along. Blossom detests the general nervousness about combining an Independent and a warrant of commission.
Thirteenth day is a book day in reverse, Blossom gets us to write up what we did, how we experienced it, helps us stick illusions of the enchantments to pages, stuff like that. It’s surprisingly easy to remember, but then it, for me anyway it, all started in the metaphysical brain. Different kind of memory.
The fourteenth day, Grue picks us all up after lunch and says we might as well go work on our perceptions.


Chapter 26
Grue walks fast.
I’d thought I was getting used to having to work to keep up, but I hadn’t been walking anywhere with Grue. Grue’s right between Chloris and Dove, height wise, taller than Zora, but more of the height is leg.
Well, more of Grue is leg, and I wouldn’t bet Grue needs to eat. We still do. We’re keeping up, but it’s work. Grue could be proceeding at a languid stroll, for all you can tell by expression and remarks on the surroundings.
The Creeks are apparently fortunate, in that there are a great many non-invasive, non-food plants; can’t call them weeds, they’re not dangerous, they’re just not good for anything. Anything people, human-type people, want, anyway, for all we know unicorns love thistles or lily-of-the-morning, there are seeds and berries mice and birds eat, it’s an actual food ecology, beside the human-maintained one. This is good, so far as Grue is concerned. A lot of places get one or two things that used to be weeds, that were and are intensely invasive but have lost the dangerous characteristics, usually because some poison that takes energy to make lowers their reproductive success, the ones you get the most of are the least poisonous. Keep that up for a few dozen generations and they’re not really weeds anymore.
Still plenty invasive, being invasive does lead to there being more of them in the future, so you don’t get any kind of complexity, and you get hardly anything in the way of birds or animals or even insects, unless you get something that can eat the one thing you’ve got and then you get population booms and crashes. Years when there’s nothing but one species of grasshopper thing, millions upon millions of them, trying to eat everything. The Creeks don’t get that, much of the Commonweal-as-was had stopped getting that, but the Creeks as a place hasn’t had the problem in at least a thousand years, probably, Grue says, more than five times that; there’s too much local diversity for the shorter time period to be likely.
We haven’t actually tried to sense anything with the Power yet, it’s all this fast walk and Grue pointing stuff out. We’re supposed to be headed about twelve kilometres south of Westcreek Town, on the west side of the West Wetcreek, where there’s a small marsh Grue likes. It’s a flood channel for a tributary stream, it should be full of water right now, and there’s a lot of diversity there. Lots of diversity is just the thing for working on your perceptions.
Grue stops.
We’re going by, I don’t think it’s a thorpe, as such, it’s a big orchard, the trees look old, there’s a cluster of substantial buildings a hundred or so metres from the road, with low garden, some kind of herbs, probably flavouring, between the road and the buildings. Two old stone gateposts, they’ve got lichen, but no gate. There’s a kid sort of slumped against one of the gateposts, they look maybe four, five, I have trouble telling. Creeks don’t get strong until they’re into their youth but the infants are still larger than anybody I grew up around.
Kid looks up, sees Grue, says “Can you help? It hurts,” in an utterly sad voice and sort of re-slumps. Grue takes actually fast steps, a blur, and sinks down next to the kid. There’s a couple of odd purple marks on the kid’s hands, raised ones, and I’m inhaling along with the rest of us.
Grue smiles, completely friendly, and says “Nap time!” in a cheery voice. The kid’s slump goes utterly boneless.
Grue says something in the undertone to Zora, Zora moves up by Grue, and to Chloris, whose eyes close and you can feel Power reaching out.
Dove, Edgar, I need a glass vessel, fifty centimetres inside diameter, a metre-twenty long, hemispherical ends beyond the metre-twenty, hard vacuum inside. These — a roll of something emerges from Grue’s saddle-case, floats at us, Dove grabs it — embed in the glass, there are instructions.
There are notes, clearly notes by and for Blossom, it’s Blossom’s thankfully neat handwriting. Whatever they are is a reminder, not an explanation, but the rolls of metal mesh with enchantment-patterns stitched and soldered across them isn’t complicated as a physical object. Loop for the head, loop for the foot, top of the head dome, top of the foot dome, one patch for the middle bottom, it’s pretty coarse screening, getting it into the glass should go fine.
Vacuum? Dove’s got a couple hundred kilos of silica pulled out of dirt from the ditch. Reading instructions is my job, if we’re in a hurry like this.
Illusory mandrel, form the glass around it, make it go away?
No one else alive, Chloris says, voice still and calm. Not within a kilometre.
That’ll work. Dove’s got the big blob of glass moving, it’s not the good stuff, no boron, we both try to find some right here but there just isn’t any, this is near enough plain old quartz, really, shining hot. We shift it thirty metres down the road. No wards, Grue is very busy with something, you can feel the working, feel Zora doing support parts of it. Heartbeat again, maybe?
Another blob of dirt comes up, flies apart, shreds, melts. Holding the vacuum is going to take a lot of quartz. I’ve got the mandrel, got the metal spaced out from it, Dove runs the molten glass over it, and we start tumbling it very slowly to keep it from sagging as it cools. Can’t cool it too fast, it’s still glass, the kinds of glass you can fast-quench to make it stronger need additives. Going to be ten minutes or so, Dove/we/I agree on that.
Ten minutes until it’s cool, gets Fifteen is soon enough, from Grue, so we slow down a little. Not many good places to dump heat, no water, with half a tonne of glass to cool down. Don’t want to make the air hot enough to start a fire. There’s enough trees back of the road ditch, enough grass and forb, that wouldn’t help at all.
We don’t, no fire, and it’s cool enough, so the illusion in the middle goes wherever bits of the Power go when you stop using them.
Got it? from Grue, Yes, from Zora, as we float the glass cylinder, completely empty now, over to Grue who waves down at a specific spot, so we do that, it’s round, it would roll. Chloris piles up some dirt to hold it, there’s a quick ripple and the ditch gets deeper and there’s a cradle for the cylinder.
Grue does something, there’s a couple big glass carboys out of the saddle case, bigger than the opening, I have no idea how that works. The contents of those gurgles through the glass, little gates, I think, it feels like a gate.
There’s a horrible wet noise, a faint urk from Zora who doesn’t so much as flutter on the working, part of the working, Zora’s running. Grue’s arm pulls back out of the cylinder after putting the kid’s brain and eyes through the glass without disturbing either. No idea how, not a gate. Something complicated starts, Grue’s applying Power to the enchantments in the metal mesh.
I’m hoping for four out of five, drifts across the undertone, generally, from Grue. I think Zora asked a question. Much better odds growing a body back than trying to cure late-stage wound-wedges.
Clothes, everything porous, out of it, float it into the buildings. The leather outside of Grue’s saddle case comes off, all Grue’s clothes, hair, there’s a couple of quick gestures and all our hair comes off. Not worth dying over, Grue says. In a day or two you can shift it back.
We float it all over, small sad body included. Nobody knows where to put their apprentice-buttons, not at all porous and nothing we want to lose. Grue produces a bottle marked ‘Disinfectant’, and in they all go.
I have the full sense, comes from Chloris, still and quiet.
Inert, not dead, comes from Grue, distracted. Something ferociously complex is happening with the enchantments in the cylinder, Zora’s getting pulled into that working on a ‘hold this’ and ’push there' level, and it’ll be a disaster if Zora’s imagination stops to count physical hands.
Dove, Edgar, NO OPEN FIRE, sterilize the buildings. And then Grue’s attention is entirely back on the cylinder.
Chloris’ attention is sweeping out and out, out past the first kilometre radius, out to sixteen, Dove and I don’t do much to push, we’re there as something to lean on, balance, this can come first, the buildings will take time and necromancy is fast.
I can feel what Chloris does everywhere, the cool sweep of attention, it gets inside my lungs, inside the sinuses in everybody’s head, down through everybody’s ears, everybody’s gut contents, Chloris is terribly thorough, thinks about blood, thinks about it more than once, but decides not. Get that even a tiny amount wrong and it’s horrible lingering death.
Done, says Chloris, there’s a hemisphere about ten metres across, with a thin green-white layer of intention it, any new wound-wedge spores from either side will be little specks of random chemicals if they cross it.
Dove’s not, this feels wrong, it’s not angry, not precisely, but this isn’t battlements. That’s impersonal, professional, considered, even when the risk is large. This isn’t, this isn’t more brave than sensible, this is somewhere sense and bravery have stopped being questions.
I get a wordless question, Dove wants a fire-mirror, the same idea as a gravity sock, can I keep all the light in? We’re only a little bit apart, and that’s getting less. Heat’s just slow light, and we really can’t start a fire, all those fruit trees, the heat-plume, smoke-plume, if there are any spores they’ll spread for kilometres. Chloris had the full-sense of what was killing the kid, nearly had killed the kid, those are gone, there could be another kind, there could be live spores over there, send those up on a plume of smoke and this won’t qualify as helping.
Gravity won’t do it, light’s slippery, enough gravity to grab all the light is more than I can do. Light has to travel through stuff, though, there’s an interaction, it’s not all school’s straight lines there’s bouncing off of air, solids, molecules of stuff, it’s all odds down there, the odds have names. A lot like tipping little mirrors, a myriad little mirrors, so instead of going all sorts of places all the light, all the heat, all the energy of any kind, it can’t get out, the only chance it has is back the way it came.
How deep? slides from Dove, over to Grue, gently, it’s like standing at someone’s doorway until they look up.
Five metres below their well depth, slides back from Grue, I think that’s the book answer, not anything Grue thought about. Grue’s doing something really complicated, another one, in a succession of complicated things. Zora’s utterly fascinated, Zora’s whole sense of self is off to one side, will out of the way so Grue can use Zora’s access to the Power to do stuff with, not enough time to explain anything.
Fifteen, twenty minutes later, somewhere, my attention comes back out enough that I’ve got a distinct sense of Edgar again. There’s a dark, shimmering cylinder, fifty metres into the earth and fifty high, thirty metres of overkill on the well and none of the buildings were nearly that tall but symmetry is easier, it’s two hundred metres across, and it’s work, I can only just hold this, nothing I can do to keep all heat in there, some of it leaks no matter how hard I lean on the odds, but only a very tiny amount. Two layers might get the leak down to a very tiny amount of a very tiny amount, nothing now is blackened or smouldering, this will do, and I can only just hold this. Mostly thinking about my breathing, stretching into the Power, reaching to make this work.
Inside the cylinder is ravening hell. There aren’t necessarily atoms in there, it’s that hot. Gas isn’t the right word, anymore. Half of what was in there was rock and water, not air, it wants out.
Dove’s shaking, breathing still under control, thinking, but this is all Dove can do, too.
Chloris looks mildly concerned, Chloris a long way gone into the perfect stillness of death. Grue’s alarmed, Zora’s still picking a careful way out of Grue’s immensely complex working, hasn’t seen enough to be worried yet.
Ground shock, Dove says, it sounds whimsical.
Grue nods, makes gestures that look like dancing.
Heat is slow light, but energy is stairs. Add energy, stuff climbs the stairs, gets further apart from itself. The mass inside the fire-mirror is so far up the stairs it’s off the top of the tower, off into places where the metaphor of stairs becomes tenuous, like climbing above the sky one step at at time.
Ready isn’t a word, it’s a feeling, an internal consideration. As much as I am I, I am, and the top of the fire-guard vanishes just as the will of Dove-of-us grabs all the substance that was corpses and cider and old stone buildings and slams it to the bottom of the stairs.
Stuff has rules; the energy has to go somewhere, and it goes as photons. The rules for photons are odds, and the odds don’t require a continuous trip, there can be a gap. Lean into it, everything Dove and I can do together, this is going to hurt in the morning, maybe a lot, and the odds can put it up, way high straight up, don’t have to be able to perceive that, it’s just an idea of distance. Somewhere well above the clouds, you can feel the flash, not on eyes or skin, but you can feel it across the Power if you’re paying attention. See it, the clouds pulse white over the width of the sky.
There’s a shock wave anyway, Chloris’ bubble of death-to-fungus snaps out, wider and wider again, there’s a few snapping noises from fruit trees losing branches. There’s some sparkle in the air, we don’t get all the light, and some of it’s really fast, dangerous fast, it’d be much worse than sunburn if it was right here, not over there behind a hundred-plus metres of air.
Enough, though. We got enough. The ground-shock goes on and on, crash and then rumbling. Doesn’t knock anybody over, doesn’t roll the glass cylinder. Start from a homogeneous mass remembering it’s made of atoms and it takes a minute for the chemistry to stop.
Where the buildings were, once the swirl of air curls off of them in mist, is a two-hundred-metre circle of dead flat something, colder than ice.
Grue takes a deep breath, another deep breath, while shaking out tension. Starts and ends with hands, but goes over everything, narrow, precise motions. “Better?” Grue says to Dove. Dove nods. Dove’s not wobbly, precisely, but should probably sit down.
“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Grue is saying. “You stay here, you don’t move from here, you’re all officially contaminated, anybody you see you warn off as far away as you can with word of bad weeds. If that was as infectious as it looked and it didn’t start here this could be very bad.”  Whole-digit percentages of the population dead, Grue means by very bad.
We all nod, and Grue blurs into a unicorn. Gold hooves and horn and tail-tuft and leg-stripes, the rest the same sort of crust-on-white-bread-brown colour Grue’s skin usually is, one sweeping glitter of dark gold eye, and gone in a blur of speed and a fading drumbeat of hooves.
Zora’s keeping the cylinder running, doesn’t have to do anything but feed it Power, it’s not a lot, but it needs to be even. The thing accumulates Power, Zora says, Grue explained, it can’t accumulate very fast, something about safety.
Chloris runs a hand over bare scalp, none of us have so much as eyelashes, never mind eyebrows, sighs, picks up a pebble, stuffs a binding for a big low quarter-circle sofa into it. Zora produces a distracted “Thanks,” moving on to the sofa, one arm reaching behind to find it, you sit on the outside, Zora’s looking away from the road, right beside the glass cylinder. 
I say “Thanks,” Dove smiles, doesn’t want to move. Chloris grabs some bits of grass out of the undisturbed ditch, in a little bit there’s a loop of grass you can toss over your head, holding a big poncho-thing as a binding. There’s waist-ties, and big loose hoods. It’s a help, it’s not precisely warm out, it’s probably going to rain.
“Not going anywhere, don’t need shoes.”  I nod, Dove says “Thanks,” to Chloris getting the poncho settled. Zora’s only barely got a poncho on, doesn’t want to move very much.
Then we’re all collapsed on a big green couch that looks like leather from any distance, wrapped in frost-white ponchos, staring at a big glass cylinder or at a bottle full of pure alcohol, arcane poisons, and apprentice buttons. Now and then we look up at a lot of empty road.
I’m wondering what just happened.
Zora says Wound-wedges get in cuts, anything that puts a hole in your skin. The usual kind is slow, it grows between muscle fibre and then bone, you get radial or parallel, both usually produce a smooth raised purple welt, there isn’t any pain. Radial leads to squishy amputation, Grue said. Parallel removes long bones, the fungus eats the marrow. Fatal, they’re both fatal, but it’s usually slow, there’s effective treatment. This stuff’s really fast, Grue was happy the kid’s eyes were clean.
Dove’s leaning on me. There’s a mutter, and Chloris is leaning on my other shoulder. Dove, it’s too tired to call a grin, sticks the arm behind me out so that hand is on Chloris’ shoulder. Chloris starts a bit, uncoils, moves to have a hand back on Dove’s shoulder, my head’s on both arms.
I’m getting used to feeling a bit buried, and the warmth and the closeness is nice.
There’s a mostly-together concern, it doesn’t make it into words before Zora says I’m not left out, I’m over here doing my job. There’s a small pause, Zora thinks twice about saying the next thing, says it. Today has been enough like cuddling with Death and Strange Mayhem already.
No argument here, I say. Which for most of what Zora means is completely true, and one really glorious thing about the whole connecting-up stuff is that there’s no possibility of Chloris hearing I think I’m cuddling with death. Death, yeah, if you accept Zora’s nomenclature I’m Strange.
Zora’s a life-tweaker, stuff-wreaker, going to be a really amazing gardener and feed people. Block’s increasingly sure Zora’s not militant at all, much less than Grue is, Grue functions fine in emergencies, I’m not sure Zora would. Do the job someone assigns, sure, with the roof on fire and the water rising, Zora just did that, but picking which job first is tough. I’m not sure Zora’s ever going to have the knack for that. Not sure I’m ever going to do that myself, instead of borrowing Dove’s head. Dove’s good at it, as solutions go that’ll more than do, but it feels like cheating somehow.
Dove, especially right now, after being all folded wholly together, that’s just cuddling with the rest of me. Me-that-is-us involves a lot of potential mayhem, that’s been clear for awhile. So I’m feeling pretty contented, even if I’m exhausted and today went horrible and it has started to rain pretty hard.
We’re tired, Dove and I, but not so tired we can’t make sure Zora, unwilling to shift any attention away from keeping the cylinder running, stays warm while it rains and rains.
Chloris mutters and tweaks and makes sure the sofa won’t puddle water.
After about an hour of being rained on, Dove says “No smoke,” out loud. That matters, I don’t know why. Then Dove starts talking.
When I was twenty-four, my father died. Wasn’t fifty yet, it was sudden and unexpected, had just taken up an eighth-thorpe by inheritance, Gran was getting on, and to look at Da was fine. Probably, looking back, Da’s where I got the talent from.
I got Da’s eighth-thorpe, none of Da’s sisters’ kids wanted anything to do with being farmers, already, and Gran’s, too, Gran didn’t want to go back to farming. Been too tired before being too sad. So I and my two brothers and my regular lad — faces drift across our awareness, all the people Dove’s mentioning — we took the farm up. Went really well, I had Lark almost right away and then Niketas and Agathon arrived together, it was a lot of hard work but we were prospering.
Four adults for a quarter-thorpe? Even with whomever might have had established profit-shares, and how common focus-implements are in the Creeks, ‘a lot of hard work’ seems like understatement.
One day I was away, down to the canal landing to talk schedules and barge-rates for kegged flax oil. Two kilometres, maybe an hour. Dove’s staring at something that’s not here. Not rigid, but that’s pure will. Chloris is looking past me, trying to see through Dove’s pulled forward hood and the hard rain.
Got back, there was a lot of shrieking and running going on. Kid-thorn had got the twins, then Lark, Lark was always trying to be a good child and take care of the twins. My brothers and Dion had tried to get them out, more courage than sense.
Chloris doesn’t know any words that are bad enough to apply to kid-thorn.
Fast sprouting vine-like pseudo-plant. It’s a recitation from Zora, a list of facts from a book. Very long dormant time in soil, encysts deeply. Mobile only with a host. No leaves, even when fully mature; purely carnivorous. Neurophagic, not classical mind-control with the Power. Victims unrecoverable. Spores will spread on the heat-plume from a fire. Victim-husks will protest their essential health and ask for help. Disperses by hosting in victim-husks and walking.
Zora can’t maintain an even voice, saying that. The feed to the glass cylinder doesn’t waver.
Just like that, Dove says. What was left of the kids cried and called for Mama, my brothers told me to be careful, Dion’s husk avowed undying love.
Got some of the neighbours, got a dredge focus, piled up dirt a metre over the highest Dion’s husk could reach a hand, and stood there until the road crew got there with a fuser and we baked the whole pile solid.
Nothing got out, no smoke, not the shadow of a scream.
Can’t start hugging Dove, I am hugging Dove. There’s not a thing in the world to say, I can’t imagine having to do that. It’s right there, it’s in the memory we share, it ought to be something I can imagine, but my imagination still won’t.
I can open all the doors, Dove has the sunny side but sometimes you need stillness and peace. The Sunless Sea’s dim and peaceful, and that bench is still in the garden.
Passed the farm to some cousins, Gran’s mother’s brother’s daughter’s daughter’s daughters, three of them, then went for the Line. Wasn’t going to stay there, didn’t much care what happened. Was just about done doing nothing but grieving, was glad I’d found Hector, was feeling useful again.
Then we went on the March North.
Half of everybody died. Hector went early, got brave and effective confused.
The rain’s cold. A little of the water trickling down my neck is hot, maybe scalding hot. Dove’s head is in my poncho hood, I’m holding on as well as I can. Dove cries quiet.
It’s really odd, holding on to Dove in the rain, half-leaning on Chloris who has an arm across the curve of the sofa to hold Zora’s shoulder, Zora’s crying, too. So’s Chloris.
I’m not, I’m sitting on a garden bench in my own head trying to murmur something comforting to Dove. Dove’s weeping there, too, not as quietly.
Nobody ran, comes only to me, in the back garden of our mind, looking out at the Sunless Sea. It’s the only comfort Dove’s got. More than half of them died, the ones in the hospital were mostly the lucky ones. Dove thinks the job, Dove’s job, was to keep them all alive. No idea what Blossom would say, or the Captain, I might need to ask them someday. Don’t think keeping them all alive was anything like possible.
“Ed?”  It’s Chloris’ voice, very carefully calm.
I look up. We’re, sofa, the four of us, the glass cylinder with the poor kid in it, a chunk of road, all of it, in a space marked off by a basket-weave of shadows, shadow-forms of legs with far too many joints to be the many-jointed legs of spiders.
It takes me three or four tries to find the right place in my head, the place the protective impulse has fed into the metaphysical world like that.
The weave of shadow, the slide-back of the sense of doom that’s radiating outward, that fades out. Takes me a few minutes to do it, a lot of my attention is still on Dove.
Not just Dove, we’re still all a something.
“The really troubling thing,” Zora says to the rain, “is that I can’t convince myself I’m not in a life where knowing someone who can do that isn’t purely a good thing.”
Dove snorts into my neck, pulls back, head out of my poncho hood, starts laughing. Dove stays there, slowly running down to chortles with the rain running off bare scalp, for a good long while.
Better?
Dove puts the poncho hood up.
Much better.
Dove goes back to leaning on me. I’m entirely fine with that.
Chloris sort of leans in again, too, now that it will balance.
It’s full dark, we’ve, even Zora, who decided it was the smaller risk, shifted to rested and well-fed versions of ourselves, there’s been a bit of pacing in illusory shoes, mustn’t risk cut feet, just to make sure no one’s legs kink, it’s a strange little bubble of warm and doesn’t need to be dry in the hard cold rain.
Sometime around midnight, we haven’t been talking, the link’s up, not active as such, but it’s all the way up, it’s an oddly comfortable way to spend a night out in the rain trusting each other, there’s a sense of something approaching.
We remember Grue’s instructions about warning people off all at the same time, and make a light. Too much light, thinking light! like that when we’re already linked up is excessive. The rain breaks it into a vast sphere of rainbows, really pretty, but not good for much, can’t see anything. We’ve got it turned back down and have said “Stop!” and STOP, before it registers for any of us that what we saw, half a kilometre down the road, was Wake and a unicorn.
Wake and a unicorn and six or eight people in warded suits.
We’re prepared. Grue isn’t sounding cheerful.
Wake comes forward, nods to us, once, the motion full of reserve, Wake’s got a staff, Wake’s working, wreaking, someday I’ll know how that distinction applies, there are broad motions with the staff and arms, the staff passing between hands.
It’s something immense. School books use the phrase ‘in their kingdoms of wrath’ a lot, it was the standard phrase about the pre-eminent sorcerers, those that had their own stable territories, back in the Bad Old Days. It’s not something that makes a lot of sense, not if you grew up in the Commonweal, never mind have had Halt sitting at the end of your refectory table knitting and asking you how the barge trip went.
This doesn’t make me understand, it’s one thing, I know it’s not directed at me, but it gives me some idea. It feels as though the night and the rain are flinching away from whatever Wake is doing. It’s an enormous, really immense, amount of Power, it’s not abstract, it’s this terribly specific extension of Wake’s will that the world should be different.
The folks in the warded suits have a rain canopy on poles, and lights, and a lot of stuff with them on a couple of the one-big-wheel-in-the-middle wheelbarrows Creeks prefer. And they’ve got wet boots, I can hear them squelching. We get checked, and given horrible stuff to drink, and checked again. Very thoroughly, there’s a long sequence of tests.
“Your lungs are full of stuff that used to be wound-wedge spores,” a voice from a warded suit says.
Wake’s huge working completes. For, I don’t know, I’m sure there is duration but I couldn’t tell you what the duration is, there’s nine distinct moments, moments with different real time to them, where the whole world feels like it’s gone, that I’m hanging in the otherworld, physically, that I’ve passed living into the land of the dead.
It stops, and I’m trying to figure out what it was. Chloris is clearly trying to understand how Wake did that. Dove’s looking concerned at the medic who was about to take a blood sample. Zora’s looking worriedly at the glass cylinder, Grue’s making some sort of reassuring unicorn head motion back at her, Grue’s taken the feed to the cylinder back while Zora’s being examined.
All the doctors, I suppose they’re doctors, look shaken. Really shaken, two of them are shuddering, big broad shakes they can’t will away from themselves. Dove and I run the air temperature around everybody up five and then ten degrees. It got a lot colder when it got dark, it’s not summer yet, and the rain’s early spring rain, not as cold as winter rain and that’s all you can say for it. I think it helps the doctors physically. Too much widespread sorcery for one day.
They get themselves collected, go on with the checks. They do them all twice. They do some of mine three times, the first time they try for a blood sample the needle won’t draw anything, they have to try a wider one. Whatever I’m using for circulatory fluid isn’t red. I suppose it has to be circulating, I’m still eating, even with no heart. It’s a funny brilliant shade of blue, Grue mutters Not at room temperature, not at room temperature, in a way we all catch but none of us understands.
Wake, walking with that long staff, comes back into the lighted space. Wake looks like someone who’s been working. Not tired, precisely, but as though Wake’s put in a day’s work and then some.
“In these circumstances, thoroughness is much to be lauded.”  Wake means that, getting the standard benevolent look back. “Such thoroughness as to prevent me from being able to raise the shades of the dead I have not often encountered.”
“I didn’t count them.”  Chloris is quiet. “I wanted to be sure we hadn’t missed anyone alive. More than twenty.”
Wake nods, one of the doctors says “Exactly right, you don’t triage the dead.”
Chloris looks a little less worried.
One of the doctors, not the same one, looks at Wake, Grue, Grue’s still a unicorn, Wake again, says “They’re clean. I don’t know how, I don’t believe it, but they all test clean.”
Dove grins, turns to look straight at Chloris, says “Thanks, Chloris!” in ringing tones.
Wake times it perfectly, Chloris’ face makes it clear that slow thoughts, we’re all a bit slow, have just done the sums to get the same answer Dove got when Wake says “The utility of necromancy.”
Chloris blushes faintly green.
There’s another half hour before Wake, realizing that the doctors, it requires consensus, just aren’t going to certify us as clean, that the lack of belief is in no way rhetorical, the careful redundant tests being at fault is much easier to believe than that we’re not infected, there are more than a thousand dead from the outbreak, most of them due to spores in the lungs, returning us to Westcreek Town is more of a risk than these particular doctors can bear to take, stops looking benevolent.
Chloris does the perfect still voice of death, the easeful death that frees you from overwhelming pain you can escape no other way. Wake doesn’t. Wake’s voice goes ‘all things come in time to die,’ sure, but ‘in time’ is now, this narrow instant, and it doesn’t care if the time is due and fitting. I can see the bones of my hands, there’s a smell of the sound of thunder, it tastes like the weight of cold dirt in your hands.
No idea what Wake said, what language it was in, nothing.
I’ve seen a unicorn look shocked. Maybe not a unicorn that was born one, I don’t know if they look shocked, look shocked just like that, but Grue is so shocked as to shift human.
“I am called Wake, I am an Independent of the Second Commonweal, and I am a Keeper of the Shape of Peace.”  Wake’s voice is still, calm, inexorable. Mountains wear away to the sea in a voice like that, if you could make the millions of years fast enough to hear with ears. There’s a short bar of something shiny in Wake’s left hand, half a centimetre thick, five wide, seventeen long. Token-size. It’s in the middle of an insubstantial tangle of circles and arcs and strange tiny writing a metre across, shining dark blue and bone white, a dark red like old blood, and eight distinct shades of dust. The tangle of light goes right through Wake, moves through Wake as it moves, as the hand holding it moves.
“This was a terrible fungus, a cruel weed, but it had no wits of its own. Those wits which wreaked it are dead. In these apprentices, so too is the fungus dead, dead beyond recall of shape or pattern of life. Nothing in them lives which is not essential to their lives and benevolent in its function.”
“I so attest by my name and the Peace.”  Anybody else would say “By the Peace and my name within it,” but the Keepers, it’s an extra dimensions thing. Their names are part of, not bound within, the Second Shape of Peace.
We get checked again, the glass cylinder gets checked again, Wake and Grue and the doctors get checked again, when we get to Westcreek Town. It’s almost dawn. Still entirely negative.
I’m going to learn how to do better illusory socks before I walk that far in illusory shoes again.
Halt’s there. There’s a green shimmer over Halt, it’s not just a ward, something complicated. Can’t tell what it does, but it’s more than just a barrier.
Some things that touch it die, comes into my thinking on spider feet. Useful for medical emergencies.
Halt’s very dry tone makes Dove smile.
I get handed a mug, a small one, smaller than I’d want for a tea mug, of that draught of Halt’s. I say thanks and drink it. No idea if it’s any good for fungus or not, but there’s only so much I can do with shape-shifting to make me believe I’m rested and we’ve got some weeding, or at least a barge ride to weeding, right after breakfast. The draught helps a lot.
Dove gets offered a mug, too, and takes it, sniffs it, performs Chloris-style nose wrinkles at it, and hands it to me.
“It’s good for you, Dove dear.”  Halt’s voice is entirely mild.
“I’ll start drinking mine myself when — ” Dove’s chin lifts at me — “starts drinking wood-lettuce tea.”
Halt dimples.
I drink Dove’s, too, it’s really not difficult to slide the benefits over, even if the actual stuff’s not in Dove’s digestive system. I probably should figure out how to drink wood-lettuce tea, how to be harder to poison in general, the tea keeps on smelling delicious, I’ll slip up and drink some eventually.
“I lost them,” Grue says, very quietly to Halt. Zora and Chloris don’t get Halt’s draught, they do get huge mugs of wood-lettuce tea.
“No safe places,” Halt says to Grue, it’s not a remonstration. “Chloris, that was excellently well done,” is the next thing Halt says, and Wake nods.
“An ability to figure out what needs doing and how to do it is cheering in one’s students,” Wake says, “but not nearly so cheering as the student doing it well.”  Wake’s got a mug of beer. Not what I’d try drinking if I’d been up all night, but, really. Whatever Wake wants, short of human blood. Not that there wouldn’t be people willing to donate, after Wake’s suppressed this wound-wedges outbreak.
Zora’s walked over to hug Grue, Grue’s doing badly now that the crisis has passed. Even leaving us there to die, raising the alarm was exactly the right thing to do. It’s what Grue did, Grue has to know that. I’d think it’s obvious we all agree, too, but probably better to let Zora communicate it.
Twelve, fourteen hours expecting to have to tell Halt and Blossom that we were all dead, dead in Grue’s care. And the doctors won’t declare us clean. Not free of stress. Dove says, and I nod. Actually nod, I’m not doing a good job of keeping inside and outside distinct.
I go lean on Dove, both of us still in our poncho things. I doubt there’s a way to keep these, but if there’s a way to transfer the binding into something sturdy I want to do it.
An upset, two upset, doctors are arriving with somebody else, also in the kind of warded suit the doctors are in.
It’s the member of Parliament for Westcreek Town, the riding is a slice of the West Wetcreek to get, not the whole town, the part of the town on the west side of the West Wetcreek, and somewhat past, then everything west of that to the Folded Hills in the bargain. Dove just knows this, slides the awareness over so I know it, too. There’s a discussion, between the MP and Wake and the doctors. Grue’s shaking a bit, whatever Wake did didn’t just surprise, it frightened Grue, Grue’s standing behind Halt.
Hey, grand-sister-by-marriage. Wasn’t that just strong necromancy? Dove makes it sound, Dove is, cheery and curious. Dove doesn’t seem to mind almost dying.
Got used to it, the words just inside our head, and the sensation of a hair ruffle. Not going to work for real for awhile.
It was probability, the second thing, not necromancy. Past the Tall Woods.
There’s a pause, partially because the doctors and the member of Parliament and Wake have hit a pause themselves. Wake’s Keeper of the Shape of Peace token is out again. It’s got a legal meaning, but everybody’s still getting used to it, the First Commonweal didn’t have them. They had a Maintainer, they had the same Maintainer, but it’s not the same.
Grue goes on, not sounding any more shaken, not sounding any less. Any disease any of you still had, anybody else who had it seriously might have just got well, because there’s a broad area in which it never existed. Not cured, it just never happened, they never had it, they don’t know why they were in that bed, they may have just lost scarring they never had, that was insanely strong. I didn’t know that was possible. Worse than the Dove-and-Edgar furnace trick.
I judge not Wake by the kind expectations of youth. Halt’s purely amused.
Dove’s next question doesn’t have words. Grue nods, jerkily, shaking a bit, not too much to hold a mug of tea. Why I can’t cope with fights, the bad possibilities all get real and I have a breakdown. Medical emergencies, bad ones, I have the breakdown after.
“If we are moved by fear, that is not the Peace.”  Wake’s voice is still the terrible even tones of grinding down mountains.
“They are not safe, they are student sorcerers. Safe is the same as dead, if you mean safe entire. The tests do not have false negative rates worth mentioning, you have performed them five times, thrice and twice by each of two means, there is an excellent explanation for why they were not ill, and they have been subjected to a cure far beyond the power of the disease to withstand.”
There’s a pause. I don’t think Wake is doing the slow coiling in the air on purpose, not the slow spiralling coil nor the sense that something far off is burning.
“Not the malice of a god,” Wake says, answering some question I cannot hear.
Halt’s face quirks, I can’t call it a smile. It’d have to be a stupid god.
Zora’s put their mug down to take Grue’s mug and set it down. Grue isn’t looking all that well. I can hear Zora saying You didn’t lose us, it didn’t happen, hugging Grue.
Chloris drifts over and puts an arm around me. It does balance, I’m still tilted because there’s more Dove than Chloris, but it works. Think we’ll get quarantined?
As long as it takes to weed? Dove’s mostly amused. Four days, we’d surely have symptoms by then if we’re gonna. Can’t burn the boat, sinking won’t kill fungus. Quarantine usually wants a couple layers of hard-glaze tile.
There never used to be Independents in the Creeks, Chloris says. An outbreak like that would have killed more people. Buried whole towns, there was a substantial town down by Longbarns a hundred years ago. Lots of memories of having to leave loved ones to die, so everyone wouldn’t.
The two doctors are utterly stuck on not possible. One of them has tried to talk to Wake about the necessity of acknowledging the inevitability of death, that you can’t save everyone, we don’t know why the test keeps reporting your students to be clean but they cannot be.
I think we’re blinking in accidental eerie unison.
The member of Parliament lifts an eyebrow at Wake, gets a nod, and starts taking the warded suit off, hood first. We wind up having a sort of picnic by the side of the road, with the member of Parliament, and Wake, and Halt, and Blossom shows up and hugs Grue, who is a lot calmer after, and the three doctors who aren’t insisting that our good health is impossible. Various people scrupulously walk around us by at least a hundred metres. The food emerges from Wake and Blossom and Halt’s larger-than-they-seem bags, it’s an odd mix. Much of what Wake’s got is clay pots full of various kinds of mush. It’s all tasty, and some of it’s nearly too hot to eat, sitting there at air temperature.
“Aren’t we going to be late for the boat?” Zora asks, sometime well after dawn, when we’re all sitting there drinking various kinds of tea and everybody’s being really polite about not noticing that the little jar being passed from Halt to Blossom and back to Halt via Dove is pickled demon heart. Dove’s developing a real fondness for the stuff. Not inclined to try it, it’s got the texture of really old pickled beets, ones old enough that they’re nothing but sharpness and disintegration and stains.
“No boat today,” Wake. “The boat-teams were up all night, getting news and help around the outbreak. Weeding can wait a day.”
Not two, not if anyone can help it, and certainly not three. But probably a day. Not much inclined to learn how to walk a hundred kilometres today.
Halfway through the morning, we all wind up going through the tests again, and some different, less portable tests. The member of Parliament carefully notes that in terms of their personal talent, there’s an equivalence to a small kitten, or perhaps a very clever rock. Altering the outcome through subconscious will is not a likely thing. The MP’s clean, all of us are, doctors, students, all three keepers of the Shape of Peace of the Second Commonweal, and Grue. Grue turned back into a unicorn after breakfast and lay down very neatly behind Blossom, who is leaning on Grue and looking contented. Grue looks asleep, head tucked around and the glittering spike of horn rising past Blossom’s ear. And making whorfling noises. Halt tsks at me sadly when the two warded doctors get around to drawing blood again. “Blue ichor. Really, dear,” and then doesn’t explain at all.
We get to go home, finally, around noon. Some very senior doctor shows up and has words, not especially tactful ones, with the two doctors still wearing warded suits. The senior doctor tries to apologize, but Wake won’t hear of it. “Enough death, enough death you cannot prevent, will trouble anyone,” Wake says, and they, Halt, Blossom, the member of Parliament, it’s definitely a grownup thing, all nod, all get something of the same look.
Healthy or not, we sleep like the dead.


Chapter 27
Waking up hurts.
Nothing actually wrong, talent-tired, a combination of peak and sustained output, sitting out in cold rain for hours wouldn’t be a problem by itself. Furnacing the orchard buildings was work, keeping that kid’s brain alive was work, Chloris making spores inert, disassociated harmless chemicals inert, over square kilometres without help was work. It’s difficult to convince ourselves it’s nothing more than that, the memory of that poor kid’s body drifting away, the angry lines of purple welts, just how panicked the doctors were, it sticks. None of us have the least indication of welts, purple or otherwise, we shouldn’t, we know we shouldn’t. It’s still horrible enough it wants to stay in my head, all our heads, even Dove’s.
Dove’s way much better, I can feel a lot of, let’s not say relaxation, but the removal of pain, the tense you get from pain’s nearly gone down there. Doesn’t make it easier for Dove to toss the memory of that kid being devoured alive really slowly, harder if anything, not so locked into the one rigid shape of duty anymore.
We’re on time for lunch, a little wobbly, the incidental eerie unison involved in linking together and sterilizing the inside of the Round House with special attention to the bathroom, well. The tub wound up too hot to touch, but if we just leave it, it will be fine. We’ll all be fine, it’s just talent-tired.
Cleaning the house helped.
Halt’s there, drinking tea, but not knitting. Our apprentice buttons, the set, yeah, really the set, at least mine, they’ve got a particular feel, I can tell all six of mine apart somehow, are out of the jar of disinfectant and back on cards. I’m trying to remember how far the jar made it, when the last time I can remember it is.
“The picnic breakfast, dear.”  Halt starts handing cards with buttons back. None of us have a hat, it’s too warm for a winter hat and it’s just not a day for a festival hat, there’s a thousand funerals going on somewhere.
Careful ones, sealed immolations. No exposed ashes.
Even if we didn’t know, you could tell something had happened, the refectory’s hushed, there’s lots of people there, it’s not quiet, not the way it can be, but they’re trying to be respectful of something. Big printed sheets up by the door, a thousand names is a lot when you print them. Nobody comes in and reads the list and crumples into grief while we’re there. It’s surely happened, the upper edge of the outbreak was only just ten kilometres from town.
Halt watches us eat lunch, there isn’t any tsking at us for being slugabed, not from anybody. I guess some specific news has been getting around. Someone wants to know if we want the sofa back, it got left in the road and the road-crew is still arguing about how much it weighs, apparently different amounts depending on where you try to pick it up from. Chloris looks completely disbelieving about that, even after Halt says “Quite possible, Chloris dear,” in reassuring tones.
Chloris is entirely happy for whoever wants that sofa to have it. Given a little notice, Chloris, we’ll, make more.
We wind up standing in a sunny place, the rain cleared out early this morning, down near the West Wetcreek, there’s some kind of open space there, a barge-builder’s timber-yard but they’re out of timber, it’s all open space.
“If you are alive, children, you ought to be.”  Halt’s cheerful. I think I can tell that from Halt being cheerful, intending to be seen as cheerful, no matter what Halt’s actual mood might be. “The world hasn’t got any notions people don’t put into it.”  There’s some foot shuffling, but yeah. We are alive. Alive enough to notice searching looks from Halt.
Halt gives no sign of having found anything of concern.
Halt has us shift our hair back, on the grounds there isn’t any concern about infection and you can’t go get a hat that’ll fit with no hair, not if you plan to have hair again.
Dove’s hair comes back just as it was, short, distinct curl, dark and darker green stripes. It suits, probably because that’s what I’m used to seeing. Might just be being more relaxed, after telling us about what happened, how Dove lost family, but Dove looks better. Less like believing it’s a hopeless situation, way down deep somewhere.
Zora has a short internal argument. Zora’s hair comes back just at the length to get a comb through it in one pass, out at the full stretch of an arm. It goes into a thicker braid, so I suppose it comes out even.
Chloris’ hair comes back the way it had been, silver and pale green. Chloris’ eyelashes and eyebrows go the shining-silver colour of the lighter hair colour, the one it took after we learnt to shape-shift, which is new, and Chloris’ face is looking less young and more ageless, really ageless, unearthly, not what people say when they think you look younger than you ought to look. Halt looks approving, and says something about having to get Chloris a dress with a really high collar.
My hair won’t come back any colour that isn’t iron grey, the colour you see in cast iron if you break it, and it won’t come back any longer than two or three centimetres, or any other way than dense and extremely fine. Any breeze at all, it ripples and swirls and looks like it wants to float off my head. Dove says nearly fur, having given it an experimental ruffle.
We wind up with proper Creek-style summer hats, broad brims, retted-reed canvas, bug-net sewn to the brim. They’re a sort of old-straw brown colour, retted-reed is apparently just not worth trying to dye, it’s been done but the results don’t repay the effort. Explains why I see so many coats this colour in the Creeks, coats and tarps and rucksacks, along with the hats.
I don’t see how any of our apprentice buttons get attached to our new hats. None of the three people working in the hat-shop do, either, they’re bothered by it. Less practice with how things happen around Halt.
It’s a quiet afternoon, sitting on stones in the back garden of Halt’s cottage. It’s a tiny cottage, and a tiny garden, about five metres on each square side. Halt has us use our perception of the Power to count spiders.
Try to count spiders.
Tiny spiders.
Immensely many tiny spiders.
After we get that, we’re to try counting by type of spider, different sorts of weaver spider, stalking spiders, ambush spiders, per rosebush. “Species, oh, goodness, no, dear, species, with spiders? I’m not sure they’re entirely certain themselves.”
There’s a sort of amorphous ‘common descent?’ thought, I think we all have it. As a school subject that’s mostly about why areas with people are so different from those without, the directed selection pressure from weeding, but that doesn’t make sense without knowing about descent-with-modification first.
“Not spiders,” Halt says. “There were, we’re nearly sure, various squashed tiny fossils, spiders in the regular way, before the Power. Someone started from that.”
“Aren’t they still spiders?”  They look like spiders, I’ve never heard anyone call them anything but spiders.
Halt’s head shakes. “Ants, bees, you get a single mother and thousands of sisters working together. If they had wits, a nest of ants, a hive of bees, would be a gean, but they breed. Spiders, you might not say breed. All the spiders in a garden will, well, agree on niches, what each eats, they switch body forms by circumstance and season, if you can moult your exoskeleton you can change a great deal. They share information, there’s several mechanisms to respond to changes in their environment.”
“Spiders are a permanent weeding team?”  If the ants can be a gean, the spiders can be a weeding team.
Halt smiles. Halt really does seem cheerful today. “Nearly enough, dear.”  There’s a sort of constrained stick-sweep at the wider world. “A way of preventing insect monocultures might be closer.”
“Wouldn’t it have been easier to keep people from making weeds?”  Zora’s closest to being able to count spiders. Closest, but not there. Halt’s radiating patience about our inability, narrow perception is worse than shape-shifting for needing practice, and Halt is being vague about how much worse.
Halt’s head shakes again. “Making weeds is easy. Stopping them is hard; it’s another sorcerer. You might be greater, but there are more making weeds. Spiders work in the future, in places you aren’t.”
“Not a known skill?”  Dove doesn’t believe this is a question, but makes a try at having it sound like one.
“At times in the first, oh, twenty thousand years, of the Power, my dears, there were, well, probably not one, maybe two, maybe three, could have been four, the argument can be made, substantial time periods where things were organized. We can’t tell, not this far off, if it was good; people were tall, they died with their bones straight, they were eating well, but.”  Halt pauses, Halt’s voice goes serious, grandma-voice serious, not reality-flinches serious.
“That can be the care of a wizard-lord for their valuable cattle, or it can be a population of tolerably secure and prosperous people. No way to tell, so far away.”
“Spiders, spiders as we have them, appeared then, probably. The error bars are large.”
Thinking about a quarter-million years of consequences from using the Power, the Power’s about that old, the error bars on the Power coming into the world aren’t that large, it left more traces than spiders, it’s not enough to kill my appetite for dinner.
When you’re talent-tired, if it doesn’t kill you, your appetite survives.
“Do cheer up, children,” Halt says. “The trend’s going the right way, knowledge is increasing with the Peace.”
That’s a thought I can’t get out of my head.
It’d explain what Halt thinks the Peace is for, why someone who can do what Wake can do, or Blossom, really is happy to run around and do stuff for people.
The thought’s still there the next day, boating up to that orchard-island up near Headwaters. Same boat. Wake has about twice the sample racks this time, and this list is two tiles full of little angular marks, last time’s almost filled one. Weeding, killing many things, is still easy. I feel like this should bother me, it’s almost bothering me that it doesn’t, it does bother Chloris and Zora. Dove, it’s not Dove’s regular voice, even for the undertone, this is like sitting close to a small hot fire in the dark and having it speak. Many more are born than can possibly survive, Dove says, quoting. Choose what keeps the Commonweal in the better future. That’s a quote, too, different source, that’s, the image of the cover floats into my awareness, that’s the Commonweal Line’s Manual For Those Placed In Authority. Very first thing on the very first page.
We go through the samples, everything in the racks of jars, that’s much easier than trying to make a list of everything on Wake’s list, getting the full sense of the preserved critters, the arthropods, the plant-weeds, and the fungus-weeds, it’s just not very hard. Counting spiders one at at time is hard, this is like, maybe, having the Name. If we had enough perception, enough strength to have enough reach, we could kill every one of that weed in the world, it doesn’t matter how many there are, or where, inside what we can reach. Name and number are really different, I don’t understand why.
“Shalt be first,” Wake says, a layer of wry over the benevolence.
Easy or not, weeding is nothing to get at all shoddy with, and we don’t. We go through the lists, we’re careful, we’re thorough, halfway through the second day, the whole thing takes us six days this time, four days of actual weeding, I figure out how to do my share of actually killing things without distressing anybody. At least not anybody on the boat, no way to tell how someone ashore might react.
I’d about concluded that reaching, the idea of reaching, was the problem, all the reaching happened out of shadows. Reaching is space, something’s over there. Everything’s now, though, you can count on that. Don’t have to reach to get to now, I’m in it.
Can’t move anything in time, not sure it would do any good if I could, adding time to a weed might just make it flower and spread seeds. Can smear the average, though, the whole weed has to be in now but various parts of the weed’s chemistry, its metabolism, those can move away from now as long as some other bit’s going the other way so the average holds. No idea how much away, it can’t be much, but it’s fast, it’s not actual duration to smear something’s metabolism’s existence in now across a handful of seconds. Instantly, reliably fatal.
Dove’s looking approving.
Thanks for the idea. It’s a lot like the first thing Dove did, scrambling the metabolic chemistry.
I get a grin, the first real Dove grin I’ve seen since the orchard. I hug Dove, couldn’t not. Been missing that grin.
Chloris’ a bit perplexed, Zora’s saying Did that work?, Wake’s not looking benevolent. That might be Wake’s real face, a perfect mask of dispassion. After a very long ten, fifteen seconds, Wake nods, face sort of falling into benevolence again. “That won’t frighten anyone but the Twelve,” Wake says.
We’re back to Westcreek Town, done weeding, before I figure out what Wake meant. The Twelve, Wake’s one, Halt’s one, there aren’t any more in the Second Commonweal, are the surviving pre-eminent pre-Commonweal sorcerers the Foremost overcame. Why that particular thing would frighten them I have no idea, it seems basic. Wake didn’t tell me not to use it.
Well, done our share of weeding. There’s a couple days of delay, Halt and Grue both have something to deal with before we can head off to the swamp. So there’s two, and then a third, day of Putting In The Garden. There’s a bit of weeding in that, stuff blown in on the wind that wants to volunteer.
Putting in the garden, after mornings spent exercising in armour.
Dove’s happy about having the armour, it’s not just the first large group of Line troops in new armour making Dove smile and smile. The stuff Block teaches is something you fight with, that’s obvious, Block said so, but I think ‘armour’ is a requirement for ‘fight’ in Dove’s head. Block is happy about it, Block’s suit is not much like the Line pattern but once we’ve got armour, Block shows up in armour to teach us.
Dove smiles like that, the smile for the first company in armour, at being sure the armour’s a good fit, there isn’t any kind of motion your body can do that isn’t in Block’s exercises, our armour fits, and I feel warm. Rocks feel warm, no metaphor at all. Makes me happy. Going to be a trick keeping the armour-coat washed, but that’s the worst I can say; even new boots aren’t causing any wear problems.
It’s not, Chloris and Zora and Dove all assure me, a big garden. Fifty metres by twenty is still a good solid chunk of digging, stronger than I was, grabbing enough of Blossom’s time that we can make exactly the tools we want, shovels and hoes and some traditional Creek thing called a cultivator, first steel things we’ve made, all notwithstanding.
I find out that the garden is why the Round House has that extensive kitchen. The point to having your own kitchen is to be able to put up your own preserves, so you can swap them with people. You eat, nearly all of the actual food preparation in the ‘about to be eaten’ sense, happens in a gean refectory. Staying home to eat is what you do if you’re sick, or the infant’s hopelessly cranky, or you just can’t leave the work. Otherwise you’re anti-social. Doesn’t keep having your own pickles to swap from being socially essential.
I may not ever understand Creeks.


Chapter 28
We don’t paddle the whole way.
I’m not one of those disappointed by this.
A canoe, well, it’s not like I really don’t know what I’m doing, we know what we’re doing, because Dove’s skilled at this, extensively so. After the thirty-kilometre practice trip up and back down the West Wetcreek yesterday, enough, more than enough, of that knowledge is in my spine. Even if the main purposes was to check stowage and to see what had been forgotten, near enough a paddle-picnic. I even believe that, if I think about it, but getting in a canoe is still full of expectations of being lost to the Dread River. Starting the trip from a canal, an obvious canal, the West West-East canal is purely dug, entirely not a natural stream, and moving into something equally obviously not a major river, is a help with expectations.
The barge crew doesn’t comment on the canoes, I think there’s some sort of professional expectation that they can’t be surprised by boats. Other passengers do; it pulls Dove and Wake and Zora into several lengthy conversations, and one of those pulls in Blossom, who winds up looking around for something to write on, deciding there just isn’t anything, and flinging a full-scale see-through diagram of one of the canoes on the air. There are some narrowed eyes, but being informed that, no, it’s not an idea, it’s that one, the third one, Blossom and Grue’s canoe, exactly, see the knot on the painter rope on the stern mooring ring?, there’s a general outbreak of approval along with the examination of details.
“Making more?” gets said in hopeful tones, and Wake notes, firmly, that making more is premature; let the two in regular use put in at least a year of service, let these serve well, and perhaps see wider service than conveying sorcerers, and if no ill thing should arise, then making more is to be considered.
There are nods, that’s only sense, and a very dry “And when they really are the best canoes I’ve ever seen?” that makes Zora blush extensively.
Blossom makes a swooping broad hand gesture. Can’t be what does the illusion, I think it’s there to get people’s attention. Tiny canoe, a metre long, at the end of, yeah, big, physically large, focus, it’d need sixty-four people, not as complex as the armour, just big, more scope to handle, those honeycomb stiffener plates, the sheer size of the vacuum, eight metres by two by two, the mass isn’t that far off, some of the lads are in thirty kilogrammes of armour. Ahead of the tiny canoe, tiny schematic ingots, complete with question mark, pattern to copy, those spray out into three choices, physical sample, fixed list of illusion patterns, single tweakable illusion.
“Call it a month,” Blossom says. “Canoe-maker focus’d be about a décade, then there’s some way to mine titanium, aluminium, and vanadium.”
There are some nods. “Titanium rare?”
Blossom’s head shakes. “Tenth as much as iron, hundred times as much as copper. Not rare, just exciting to refine.”  There are some more nods. It’s obviously good stuff, there’s been talk about the Line armour, lots of family-and-lovers social reach from two thousand some-odd people, so it’s either rare or hard to use.
“There’s more aluminium than iron. Vanadium, there’s thirty-odd times as much titanium as vanadium, but that’s not really rare yet, two and a half times as much vanadium as copper.”  Blossom makes another hand motion, compact, compressed. The problem is that one thing must happen after the other thing. There are a bunch of smiles. Everyone knows that one.
“Iron’s a bit short,” someone else says. “Never needed much, but it’s not helping the price of nails.”
Blossom nods, carefully making it acknowledgement, not agreement. All the work to get folks settled into the Folded Hills is drawing off worked iron, and the Creeks have always used small-batch refining of bog-iron deposits. The collectives with the rights to those aren’t eager to draw them down, you get mutters about short-term thinking. You get mutters back about having to get through this year before you worry about next, it hasn’t gone outright political yet.
“Too much good dirt,” Blossom says, smile wry. “Hides the rocks. Makes metal tricky to find.”  Deep breath, half a glance at Halt, at Wake, in the undertone, you’d never catch it if you weren’t used to using the Power. Not that anybody thinks Blossom’s going to say something they don’t all agree on, all three Keepers of the Shape of Peace in one place hasn’t gone outright political yet, either, but some of the remarks I’ve heard about the member of Parliament and the picnic breakfast suggest it might.
“Refining, mining and refining together, there’s at least three ways to make a focus to do that. Which one is best, which one is safest, no one’s ever done that work; there were mines, collectives to work them, they were all prospering pretty well, nothing much short.”
Except samarium, Dove says into the undertone, all innocence, and Blossom’s formal face nearly slips.
I have a list comes back from Blossom, vehement.
“So you’d be taking a season to figure that out.”  Someone else, from the smock and the hands they could be a metal-worker.
Blossom’s head tips to the side. “Maybe not quite that. Getting proper standards made comes first.”  Everybody nods. It’s not like anyone is actually suffering, there’s a lot of worry, not the same thing, slides around in loud thoughts. “After that, I’m supposed to get some artillery made, but that’ll take some mining. Might consider to address the larger problem while I’m at it.”
More nods. Apparently a good answer.
The barge stops at a regular landing, a sparse one, there because there’s a landing place every five kilometres. Any landing means we can get the canoes off the barge without being clever. The barge is meant to have at least two metres of freeboard at full load, and it wasn’t at full load.
Not that we couldn’t have done it, the students, I doubt any of the teachers would do it the same way but the idea that getting a canoe off a barge would make any of them pause is beyond silly. It’s still impolite to do things with the Power when you could perfectly well do them the regular way. Lug thousands of tonnes of rock, sure, that’s fine, you’re not going to do that with a wheelbarrow, but the canoes leave the barge the regular way or we’re showing off.
I can’t quite shake the belief that Creeks show off by existing, at least when it comes to carrying things. This never made any sense, and it makes even less after Block’s classes and shape-shifting have me just about as strong. I remember how I felt, or I think I remember how I felt, most of my memory from before is getting blurry enough to really be another life, when a bunch of people with a focus would do something that was completely impossible for me, something I could never even help do. Watching someone do that themselves, by themselves, easily, that would have been worse.
When there was still one Commonweal, before the Second Commonweal, Independents in the Creeks were really rare. Creeks generally preferred to handle trouble themselves, there were a few times Independents got called in, but mostly the Creeks kept to themselves and dealt with stuff themselves. So sorcerers, sorcery, anything socially sorcerous, Creeks have been making their own foci for something past four hundred years, that’s mostly entirely new, here.
“May I ask a question?”
“Of course, dear.”  Halt is sitting in the bow of a canoe shared with Wake, knitting. Wake is doing all the paddling, and looks positively contented. Dove and I have to work at it to keep up, it makes me glad it’s a slackwater canal. Can’t tell if Wake is using the Power or not.
“Are the rules for being sorcerous in public, the ways it is and isn’t polite, are those changing?”
“It would be better to say they’re new, dear. Creeks, Creeks as a whole, don’t mind sorcery as much as the old Commonweal did, and the displaced are desperate to survive.”
“Sorcery being better than starvation.”  Grue, Grue’s not happy about the prospect of starvation, it’s the new standard of politeness. For-sure happy about that.
“My mother minds sorcery.”  Chloris can’t decide between angry or sad.
“So does mine,” Zora says. “Delighted I’m not sulking or screaming or inexplicably hostile all the time much more than sorcery is objectionable.”
“We’ve got a cultural habit of losing high-talent people, too,” Dove says. “Doesn’t mean we’re more hostile, we missed a lot of the Bad Old Days.”
“Do you know which portion of the Creek ancestry contributed to the traditional Power-use-as-craft part of your society?”  Wake asks this offhandedly, Wake and Blossom are trying to figure out which small stream we want to turn up, there are maps floating in the air.
Upstream in the spring. Late spring, not peak runoff, but still, it’s going to be something like work.
Better than sandbar after mud-bar, all the way up low water, Dove says. Stuff lives in mud.
“Didn’t know there were portions to the ancestry. The crafting runs in families, but they don’t seem especially picky about who they have kids with.”  Dove’s voice is a lot calmer than Chloris, particularly, looks. Zora’s got a bit of wide eyes, too. I can’t see it, but I don’t need to, spend months with the working link up and you just know. Their canoe’s up front, next to Blossom and Grue’s. Nothing like as weird as Dove dreaming when I’m still awake.
“There were three primary contributor populations to the Creek species,” Wake says. “One previously incumbent in the region, two immigrant; one of the immigrant groups appears to have been altered as labourers, the other as soldiers. It is likely there were two other, minor, contributing populations, possibly incompletely assimilated sub-populations of the incumbent population.”
“Uh, how?” Zora says.
“The assimilation happened as it usually does,” Wake says, voice very dry. “More politely than such things often go, but otherwise as usual.”
“Asks the dead”, Grue says. “I look at patterns in heredity. Same answer.”
“Asks the dead?” Chloris says, almost the way you’d say ‘radishes in the salad?’. A long way beyond startled.
“Something to do on Déci”, Wake says. Blossom’s canoe, Blossom and Grue’s, has turned up a side stream. Not too bad, there’s a current, you can feel it, but it’s not more than work to make progress.
“There are a number of old burial grounds, burial mounds, throughout the Creeks. More densely to the east, it was not as dry a few thousand years ago. The dead come back as they were, if you have the knack of it. The incumbent population were where your teal and violet eyes come from.”  Wake sounds happy talking about ancestry. Chloris’ violet eyes, Zora’s teal.
Dove’s ought to be amber, and are golden.
Paddling upstream doesn’t seem to be any different to paddling along the canal for Wake. Halt goes right on knitting away. Whatever it is has a lot of orange yarn in it.
“Two hearts, size, bone and muscle density, probably both the delayed and abrupt senescence, that’s from the labourer population. Needing particular horrible alkaloids in your diet is likely the soldiers, typical food-leash.”  Grue’s tone is contemplative.
“Only other thing I’ve got as for-sure from the soldier lineage are some lingering social structures,” Grue says.
“Don’t tell Radish without some buildup,” Dove says to Grue, smiling so much that my back is warm.
“Knees,” Wake says. “Reflexes, certainly the amber and probably the red iris colours. Details of the wrist. Teething in early middle age.”
Grue’s head turns to give Wake a look.
Wake’s benevolence extends. “I was sufficiently lucky. The shade self-described as a midwife, but we would say a life-mage. One who had a long life. Possibly responsible for the Creek species, the inter-fertility wasn’t high.”
Dove gets this very strange grin, not the kind where the back of my neck gets hot, looking at Grue looking flummoxed.
There’s an hour or so of paddling upstream, Grue giving an introduction to detecting the mechanisms of heredity the whole way. I store it, Dove stores it, Zora’s paying actual attention. Letting a new book accumulate pages in the shared library’s not a good habit for actual lessons. Wouldn’t do it at home. Paddling, paddling upstream through wild land? Dove and I are sort of half-merged, reflexes and reactions, it’s a comfortable state. Helps with the paddling. Perceptions all the way out isn’t dense enough, we’re sure we’re missing stuff, we’re never going to get bugs or diseases, but a couple of kilometres all around seems to work for big stuff. Dove picks up on different things than I do. Nothing actually dangerous shows up. There’s some big things, feels like a couple tonnes each, I don’t know what they are, but we never get within half a kilometre of them.
There’s, not really an island, a pile of rocks, the channel around the west of it is probably dry by summer. For now, though, they’re big rocks, head-sized, bare and dry. Good enough spot to camp, the water’s still high enough pulling the canoes out will be easy.
I can worry about the Dread River, hundreds of kilometres away across Folded Hills, four mountain ranges if whomever named things around here didn’t love understatement, but camping in real wild, it is real wild, it’d do for forest primeval, there’s far more of the Creeks than there are Creeks, they don’t fight with the difficult bits, people may not have come here in a thousand years, no, not worried at all.
If I was alone, I’d be terrified. You can only think die at what you see, what you know about. Fungus, disease, all manner of terrible tiny sharp weeds, bugs, parasites, we’d be facing poor odds if it was just the students.
Wake’s sticking metal stakes between stones, not quite any old way but certainly not worried about perfectly upright. Eight of them, no, nine, more or less evenly around a twenty-metre circle. Without the canoes, four seven-metre objects need space, I don’t think the circle would be that big.
There’s a bunch of formal hand passes and Wake nods, approving. The high singing noise coming through the Power fades down in ten, fifteen seconds, it’s still there, but it isn’t like my ears are ringing.
I don’t mean I sensed it using the Power.
Halt, Halt’s chair, the little side-table with the teapot, they’re all totally indifferent to being set on a bunch of big round rocks. Halt’s still knitting. It’s still got a lot of orange in it. If those are sleeves, there are six of them.
Blossom’s got big tall pots, the kind of thing you sterilize canning jars in or use to boil stock. Seven of them. No fire, but at least two of the pots are obviously steaming. There’s a bunch of potatoes peeling themselves in the air, slicing themselves, and landing in a big glass dish.
Grue, well, hands isn’t the right word, presents? — it goes from floating in the water to floating beside Grue to floating in front of Blossom with the potato peels to a cloud, abrupt chemical decomposition, it was a bunch of green things, some sort of water plant, and about half the cloud mists back out over the stream and falls, a slow rain of wet dust.
The other half restructures itself, thickens, acquires crumbling dried herbs from a container, slathers itself on the potatoes. The dish goes in a pot, the glass lid goes on the dish, the metal lid goes on the pot, the big rock under the pot goes glowing warm, and gravel, it was several rocks seconds ago, heaps over the pot. Whole process took fifteen seconds, maybe a bit less.
“Easier than packing lard,” Blossom says.
I nod. A narrowly specific value of easier.
Still, dinner will be hot, and soon. We don’t have to do anything except set up shelters for ourselves. Illusory ones, trying to get a flat space in these rocks would take melting and we’re trying to avoid large uses of the Power, Wake’s been emphatic about that.
Illusions make keeping the bugs out a lot easier. Not many of the biting kind, whatever Wake did with wards seems to work on biting insects. We’ve just got the ones that happened to have been in the warded space when the ward went up.
Well, happen to have been there and haven’t tried to bite Halt — they die — or Blossom — they go up in a tiny ball of fire — yet. None of them try to bite Wake, none of them can bite Grue, all of them can bite us, though they do thin out fast. Doesn’t do anything for the non-biting ones attracted to lights. Grue has a couple of lights that shine a horrible blue-purple colour. Those get put over past the canoes, just inside the circle of the ward. The insects, all the insects, like those better, and mostly stay over near the canoes, away from dinner.
Doesn’t this seem odd? Zora may not believe it’s odd, but thinks perhaps a good Creek would think so.
New’s not the same as odd, Dove says. Pretty much any Independent’s got to go looking for something sometime, prospecting, trying to find plants, trying to track down whatever those are that ate all the beets, it’s a regular part of the job. We’re here with more skill and Power than’s at all regular, but I doubt anybody’s a sorcerer-surveyor for very long without figuring out some camp comforts.
Blossom and Grue are, it’s either an argument about smooching or smooching about an argument, no way to tell. Wake’s organizing a flat space by tipping some rocks. Halt’s looking up from knitting, and just for an instant Halt’s eyes narrow.
Nothing dead falls out of the forest canopy, and whatever it was either wasn’t really there or it left. Or air-jellyfish the size of river-barges dragged it away wrapped in poisonous tentacles, paralysed, alive, and slowly torn to pieces, there isn’t much way to tell. The sky’s hazed with sunset and narrow with tall trees.
Chloris, it’s not a shudder. Zora does something closer to shuddering.
Dove looks quizzical at them.
You’ve seen Halt angry. Zora’s making a chair and a little table out of nothing, and looking only at the work. The possibility’s unsettling.
Chloris nods, fishing through a string of aluminium tags worn as a necklace, all furniture of one sort or another.
I’ve seen Halt be —  Dove’s right hand reaches into the air for a word — stern? If I ever see Halt get angry I’m going to hide behind Ed.
An entirely reasonable plan, Dove dear.
Dove grins.
Dinner’s good. Dinner’s very good.
Zora says thank you, and asks, peaceably with a willed peaceably, if there’s a test for when it’d be safe to help in a refectory?
Grue, Blossom, Wake, and Halt, all shake their heads. It’s not incidental eerie unison, but it’s surely unanimity.
Grue fishes a couple of small potatoes out of somewhere, hands one to Zora. It’s not around the fire, it’s around the half-metre ball of warmth hovering just off the ground. Still, close enough for social purposes.
Grue’s potato squiggles, there isn’t another word, it’s nearly writhing. Then it’s a blintz. A really nice one, hot, it has jam. Pumpkin? It’s pale orange.
“Try,” Grue says, and Zora’s potato melts into something hot, but also sticky and not blintz-like. Zora says “Ow!” and makes a rapid hand shaking motion, then winces until the burns shift away.
Grue hands Zora the blintz that was a potato. “It’s learning a lot of things so well you forget you ever didn’t know them. It takes time.”
Zora nods. Not happy about it, but the “Thank you,” for the blintz is entirely comprehensible.
Wake’s drinking a tall cup, tumbler, of something dark. If anybody told me they can smell the bitter of it in the Otherworld I’d believe it.
“We’ve set you a narrow road, and hurried you along it. You have done much, have all shown flashes of startling brilliance.”
All clearly means all the students, though I suppose it’s true of our teachers, too. Only everybody expects it of them.
Think about who you startled, children, comes into my mind, all our minds, on the tiny precise steps of spider feet.
“There’s a wide land beside the road, and we’ve kept you out of it. The hope, my hope as your teacher, is that you shall go back and explore there once you are yourself Independents.”  Wake says this about the way you’d expect someone to discuss barge schedules, planning a trip.
“It’s not just keeping Dove alive, is it?”  Chloris’ voice is half-way to the stillness of Death, the first time I can recall hearing. Usually it’s all one or all the other.
“Nor simply keeping the class as a whole alive,” Wake says. “You have grown mighty very swiftly. Half a year after your first successful working in conventional studies of sorcery, you might be lighting candles reliably.”  Wake’s benevolence entirely encompasses this.
I can feel my mind skip. Ethics. Sorcery in the Commonweal has rules, they call them meetings, meetings for the consideration of the ethics of conduct. It’s mostly not sorcerers belonging to the meetings. You have to go apply to do things with anything alive, Grue isn’t allowed to make anything that can reproduce, something about bees, there was a tonne of paperwork, not literally but trying to be, all of a five-drawer cabinet, about Halt’s giant sheep, it was really, really dry and I didn’t understand it and I skipped almost all of it, looking for survival statistics for sorcery students.
“You could only get permission because it wouldn’t work.”  I don’t, I can borrow Dove’s ears and be sure, I really don’t, sound offended. I do sound surprised.
“Nobody in the ethics meeting thought it could work, the official best-case was extended survival. You had to have had a plausible expectation of success, but you’d never have got permission if the board thought it could work, work like this.”  A board that has to have been back in the First Commonweal.
“Statistics do not apply to individuals.”  Wake says that calmly, just the way Wake says no-thank-you when offered asparagus. “Even if they make good policy.”
“There’s a flying dismount in here somewhere?”  Dove isn’t surprised. Dove isn’t even surprised I’m not surprised.
“No, Dove dear.”  Halt’s got a teacup. Nothing I’ve ever seen called tea glows red up into its own steam. It looked like tiny tentacles grabbed the sugar lump, too. “Dismounting, getting to the bottom of the hill, Kynefrid’s concern for landing, all these things suppose you shall stop and be again as you were.”
Halt beams at us through the red steam, gently bops something rising behind the tiny mass of tentacles with the bowl of the teaspoon. It sinks again, tentacles in affronted postures.
“You were none of you especially pleased with the lives you had.”  Halt’s voice is quiet. “Thus you should choose new forms with a whole heart and strong hope, perhaps. Perhaps you would, and rise in truth.”
I have absolutely no idea what to say. Dove reaches over and ruffles my hair. There’s a thought forming, it starts with yet, and Blossom raises an admonishing eyebrow at Dove. Sometimes Blossom’s barely there, gone, lost into thinking. Sometimes there’s a crackly sense of power, like a thunderstorm you can’t see.
Sometimes you get Blossom’s full attention.
“There’s a proverb. Misery makes sorcery,  It’s annoyingly true, at least for the survivors. The Commonweal tries hard, both of them, the idea is to produce someone who hasn’t developed a need for the blood of the living, or compulsions involving pain, or really serious holes in their ability to think rationally.”
Something slithers through Blossom’s fingers, loops, twists, spirals into pretty patterns. This is Blossom’s equivalent of twirling a pencil or the end of a braid or tapping rhythms. It takes me a few seconds to realize it’s not illusion, it’s twenty or thirty kilogrammes of molten nickel. Nickel and vanadium.
“The price of that is being told how it works. And that approach works, as teaching, we get Independents, they can do the job.”
Chloris takes a deep breath, stops, careful, tea mug on the little table that goes with the chair Chloris made, sits up very straight, hands folded. “This is a bet that if we just turn into what we think is, is, interesting, it will work?”
“Of course, Chloris dear.”  Halt’s voice is gentle. “That is true of any strong talent. It so often fails because there is time for the wrong doubt, an un-comprehended accumulation of hurts.”
Dove nods, twice, and then makes a sort of seated bow at Halt, and then Blossom. “Self-honesty preferable to will.”
Blossom nods. “Will toward anything except self-honesty…” and makes a hand motion, rolling band of nickel following.
“Grow up or die.”  Zora sounds admiring, in a deeply offended way.
“Grow up and live.”  Chloris’ voice slides between, not quite Chloris’ normal voice, a human voice, and the perfect stillness of Death practically by syllables, saying this.
“Precisely, Chloris dear.”  Halt beams at Chloris. “This is not an experiment to see what happens, we have all, even the very young — ” Grue, well, call it a grim grin, and thinks Eighty five, practically a baby — “seen enough apprentices die horridly. We seek to — ” Halt is at the end of a row, and switches the yarn knitting on to one that isn’t orange — “throw you into the sky, where you shall travel swifter and learn better for the wider vantage.”
Chloris looks straight at Halt. “Doesn’t this depend on being unusually talented?”
This depends on being talented together, we’re lifting each other. It wouldn’t work if we’d thought we’d known how sorcery works, it didn’t work for Kynefrid, who was, is, totally convinced there was, is, no way to survive our course of study. Conflict with previous knowledge.
Halt smiles, directs a head-tip at Wake.
“You are concerned because you may be the least mighty among your fellows?”  Wake’s got more of whatever the darkly bitter stuff in that tumbler is. And another pottery tumbler, tall bowl, it’d be a mug if it had a handle, too, Wake passes that one to Chloris. Who looks too surprised not to take it.
Chloris says “Yes,” as an answer to the question, echoing surprise.
“Do you know why we are here?”
None of us do.
“A portion of the battle-standards involves necromancy, the means that permit the newly dead of the Line to wait, and continue to serve for a time. The ritual enchantment for this requires a quantity of human bone about which nothing is known.”
“Nothing?”  I’m thinking Don’t you have to know it’s human? That it’s dead?
Wake makes a hand-rocking motion, with the hand the doesn’t have the cup. Chloris is halfway down the bitter drink from Wake, still highly uncertain about it, so much so you can tell from facial expressions.
“It is not a rational criteria. It has the concern of former days with name and sense, not one of phylogeny.”
I nod. It probably does make some kinds of magic easier, if no one made a concerted effort to teach you natural philosophy.
“Obtaining bone that admits of the criteria is difficult; easier in the old days, easier in places that have known less peace. It is possible that there’s an area of pre-Creek settlement in the middle of this swamp, which is why we are here.”
Nods. Halt is knitting away, Blossom’s doing something that results in clean cooking pots, Grue’s fishing out a couple eggs to go with a pile of flour and a jug of water and some sugar and five or six potatoes. They’re not for oil, there’s a sphere of oil floating out of somewhere. The whole rises up, renders itself an approximation of evenly mixed, emits eggshell, and proceeds to turn into cake.
“Thirty or forty grammes of powdered bone, that permits, at need, the shades of eight thousands to abide and act. This is not a thing I could have done; there are those who taught me in my youth who would swear on their names it could not be done at all, never mind what you might choose to do it with.”
“You’re going to tell me Laurel did that by being smart.”  Chloris, I don’t know what Chloris is thinking. “I’m really not very smart either.”
“Neither am I”, Blossom says, quite cheerful. “Not stupid, but it’s easy to find a smarter sorcerer.”
Grue’s eyes roll, then stop, because it’s rolling the cake.
The cake, cakes, it’s going to be a layer cake, drift down to land, well, stay, there’s a decimetre showing between the layers, on a plate on Halt’s side table. “Thank you, Grue dear,” Halt says, downs knitting, and produces a tub of icing.
It’s amazing how even you can get icing if you’re not obliged to use anything material to spread it. Or if you’re Halt. Not sure which it is.
“Despite the eye-rolling, Grue’s a good deal smarter than I am. So is Halt, so is Ongen, so are any number of people. Talent doesn’t correlate much with intelligence, which’d be a real problem if any of you were actually slow. I get by on persistence and experimentation, rather than brilliance. It works, it’d work for you.”
Blossom, who became the shape of something that has no law but Power.
Blossom takes a slice of cake, smiles thanks at Halt, produces a fork out of nothing, stops, puts that one away, produces a different one. “No using indestructible cobalt-chromium cutlery on Halt’s festive plates,” Blossom says, half to the air. The second fork looks like it’s carved out of horn.
 “It worked for Laurel,” Blossom goes on. “I’ve read every scrap of Laurel’s notes for the standards, everything we have which is nearly all of it. It’s not really true the standards took Laurel six hundred years, it’s closer to say a hundred years to prove the idea would work, four hundred years to jot down ideas while working on graul, and another hundred years to make and breed enough graul while producing complete working examples of the standards.”
Chloris is handicapped by holding a cake plate, no way to make really expressive gestures about being handed the Wizard Laurel as an example of conduct. We got forks handed to us, pretty sure they’re nearly pure silver. Specifically cake forks, too. Really part of Halt’s take on civilization, being able to care about which fork to use.
“I never understood something from school,” Zora says.
“All the early Commonweal history says the Foremost marched for Laurel, only then Laurel didn’t assume control of the conquered territories, Laurel went away, no one knows where, with the people who’d been the Foremost. Only they’d never have called themselves that, that’s what they were called after the Shape of Peace got made and the Line came into existence and wanted an example. Only there’s almost forty years in there, and the Twelve were overcome by the Foremost. So what was going on, while everybody was arguing about setting up Parliament?”
“It was more like thirty than twelve, at the start,” Halt says, counting back and forth on the fingers of the other hand with the cake-fork shaft. “Leaving aside three or four unassuming powers like Ongen, thirty-one.”
Halt pours tea. The other cup, the one with the red light and the steam and the occasional tentacles, it’s still on the side table. Halt directs a stern look at the emerging tentacles, moves the cake, provides a lump of sugar to the tentacles, and drops another into the teacup with tea in it.
Somewhere, some distance away, something howls, long and wavery and lost. It’s well and truly dark, black-dark and moonless, a night full of stars. What I can see of Halt with my eyes is washed red.
“The Foremost did not march alone, Laurel went with them, and Laurel was prepared.”  Halt says this without any emotion at all, not even a lack of emotion, it’s just words. “What Edgar did with time to the metabolism of weeds, Laurel did something very much like that to the minds of those overcome.”
“I thought…” Chloris says.
“That Laurel was not especially powerful?”  Wake nods punctuation to the statement. “Laurel was not, is not, I expect Laurel is up some other mountain somewhere to this day, having called failed their mighty experiment in being left alone.”
Wake’s face goes some ancient kind of stern.
“Thousands of graul, with the first battle-standards ever seen in the world, melting their way through the warded hills and slaughtering any that dared stand before them?”
Wake looks, briefly, extremely wry, goes back to the stern.
“The standards were Laurel’s corrective for not being especially powerful, make something mighty beyond the possibility of any degree of individual talent, then make a species of people mete to war, made so you are their chosen god, their ideal of service. Not servile, not controlled, I did not see it myself but any number of well-attested accounts have graul arguing with Laurel, but be sure that the voluntary nature of the standards does not take them out of your control because everyone bound to one loves you above their lives or kin.”
Wake’s face goes back to, not benevolent, but the sternness falls off it.
“Even one very mighty, trying to fight that, trying to understand how to fight that, might not notice Laurel doing something swift and subtle,” Wake says. “We were still those lucky; there were a few who, by guess or luck or supposition, escaped Laurel’s fetters.”
“The Foremost killed them.”  Chloris says this in an entirely human voice.
Wake nods. Halt says, still in a voice with nothing at all in it but the words, “The Foremost ground their ashes into dust.”
“What flavour is this icing?”
It’s very good, I’ve never had anything that tasted like it before, and I entirely do not want to hear Halt say anything else in a completely toneless voice, especially not after ‘ground their ashes into dust.’
“Strawberry, dear,” Halt says, a little absent but sounding mostly like Grandma Halt.
“Strawberry?” Zora says. I can near enough hear the rustling as book pages turn in Zora’s head. “Do they grow in the Creeks?”
Halt sets teacup and saucer down and smiles, quite gently. “I haven’t seen an actual strawberry in, oh, a very long time.”
Grue’s head tips over in a particularly inquisitive way.
“It was in a pot, on a windowsill, in a city on another continent, Grue dear. I’m not going to try to reconstruct the eclipses.”
“It’s really good,” Zora says, and we all nod.
Halt smiles, and makes a complex sound, I think it’s words, and says “Here, child,” handing Zora something.
Zora takes it. It vanishes into Zora.
“All my knowledge of strawberries,” Halt says. “Perhaps you shall make them live again.”
Zora’s eyes get wide and rather bright, and Zora nods several times.
Not what people think when you say ‘The Book of Halt’. There are all sorts of stories about how the only physical copy is kept by Null librarians in a cavern under the Shape of Peace, the first one, right next to the recipe for making the battle-standards and the Shape of Peace itself.
Chloris makes, I thought Chloris was thinking of asking for a second slice of cake, there’s enough, but it’s not a planned wave of the plate, Chloris almost squeaks. There’s an ocelotter butting its head into Chloris’ knee, quite determined.
Chloris gets a strange look, and looks across at Wake while petting the ocelotter; it’s intensifying its head butting, but into Chloris’ hand.
“The wards do not interfere with harmless things,” Wake says.
“It’s dead.”  Chloris doesn’t, is trying hard not to, say this as a contradiction.
“And yet harmless to we here.”  Wake smiles, leans to rescue the empty earthenware cup Chloris is trying to set somewhere safe. Ocelotters have heavy, muscular tails, and that close to Chloris the ghost of this one is near enough to solid, something Chloris’ small table is not meant to withstand.
“Ocelotters possess a modicum of wits,” Wake says. “Some gentle death can leave the shade of such to wander for a time.”
“Should I…help it?” Chloris says. Finish dying, hangs in the air, a loud thought.
The ghost is twining between Chloris’ feet. A fully-grown ocelotter’s maybe twenty kilos; this one would have been large for its kind, but it’s, I don’t know, it’s a large kitten. Gangly. There’s an audible purr, very faint, but I can really hear it with my physical ears.
“Commonweal law does not approve of taking familiars,” Wake says, “but it is entirely permissible to maintain a volunteer.”
Zora’s best illusory air-fish get a sniff, and some elaborate, between-all-the-toes, paw washing. Chloris’ much paler version works splendidly. The ocelotter springs and swims down through the memory of water and brings the dead illusion back to drop at Chloris’ feet, ghost fish from a ghost cat.
“Maintain?” Chloris says, leaning down to pet the shade of a feline head draped over Chloris’ knee. The shade is sitting on both Chloris’ feet, and the heavy tail coils around the back of Chloris’ legs up and behind the ocelotter’s own neck.
“The legal meaning obliges you to provide good care, as you would for any domestic animal,” Wake says. “Such a ghost requires instead your presence.”
“For the Power leakage?”  Chloris doesn’t really think this is a question.
“Sustenance against fading,” Wake says, “but social focus, some living person to be an anchor against dissolution, is entirely as important.”
Chloris goes quiet, thoughtful quiet, then reaches down again, a single finger extended. The ocelotter raises its head to meet the tip of Chloris’ finger with its pale shimmery nose.
“Is your name Spook?” Chloris asks, and there’s an emphatic sequence of head-thumps into Chloris’ hand which somehow becomes gleeful wriggling in response to a tummy rub. There’s an actual sound, a faint, faint sound, of tail on rocks.
“Edgar?” Halt says, it’s not any different from how Halt usually says things, quiet things.
I reach out, just a little. Dove’s always there, I could lose the inside of my skull and not lose Dove. Chloris, a tiny sparkle of kitten, Zora, a rustle of leaves dreaming all the names of trees, my own strange darkness and a silence like a dim ocean. Dove’s awareness lifting out of reverie, fire and four distant horn notes, faint and clear and terrible as joy.
“The Power isn’t supposed to take you good places.”  Or it wouldn’t be the Bad Old Days. I hardly sound like myself, to myself, this isn’t, wasn’t, really my voice, only it is.
“Death is easy, help is hard. Power sets you apart. Power gives you a single name, a single shape, everyone fears you. Loneliness will drive anyone crazy. Hurt makes you savage.”
Halt, it’s something in your spine, starts having us hand the plates back, collecting the cake plates and handing them back round with second slices. Halt looks entirely pleased.
“We can’t be lonely. We can’t lie to each other, we can’t lie to ourselves very well, you haven’t taught us warding. Warding has to come naturally from in-the-head sorcery, you’ve got to be trying not to cook your brain. Only we can’t, we don’t know how.”  Either way.
Spook’s nose doesn’t, quite, it’s very close, touch the loop, grey-gold-green-purple-black-scarlet-white-mauve, running round the sphere of warmth. It’s not enough Power to do anything, it’s barely enough photons to see, but it’s so easy. Didn’t have to think, didn’t have to ask, it’s a reflex. We all know the others are there. Always, the others always there.
“No one would believe it could work. Blossom doesn’t, yet, Grue’s been grieving for Zora since, since, you have to be thousands of years old and whole to believe it. It’s obvious from that far back, up, the perspective.”
I think they’ve got to where they’ve started us, sorta. Their metaphysical part’s so large and so tough it’s equivalent to manipulating Power outside yourself, the amount’s not a worry.
Only they got there by not making a mistake for a thousand years.
Not sure enough to say that out loud.
I stop, take a forkful of cake, another.
“Edgar.”  Zora’s doing a pretty fair stern. “What is obvious?”
“Dove, dear?” Halt says.
The loop of Power spins, looping through the stones, the air, it doesn’t matter, around the sphere of warmth, rotates, splits into four small loops, one landing on each of our heads. Spook stretches up, not batting, but trying to put a paw on the loop settling on Chloris’ head.
“I asked Ed awhile back if you ever stopped being an Independent.”
Halt nods, the spider nods, I think even the thing behind the spider is pleased. Don’t think it could nod if it wanted, even if you don’t need bones.
Zora’s looking quizzical, Chloris has a hat made of ghost-cat. It would never work if Spook had real mass, but Spook’s looking triumphant and Chloris is looking, flickering between, oppressed and indulgent.
Halt raises an eyebrow at Zora, says “Think, child; some told answers are useless.”
Zora sort of pats the power-circlet, and sprouts great gauzy wings, truly iridescent ones. Lines and flickers of red and silver slide over them, dimly. Zora sighs. With just my eyes, it’s too dark to see faces.
“My mother says garden is an intransigent verb, it’s got more past and more future than you do.”
Another sigh. “Edgar’s saying we’re, all of us, we’re all the garden if we’re individuals.”
Chloris manages a stern look, and Spook stops licking Chloris’ nose.
“Different depths of soil.”
Chloris really doesn’t sound hopeful.
“Your fellows cannot mirror death.”  Wake’s voice is entirely calm, entirely human, full of not mere benevolence but peace.
“If you believe anything I tell you,” Wake says, specifically to Chloris, “believe that you are mighty enough.”
Chloris nods, picks up the second slice of cake, picks up the fork, waits for the ghost cat to settle.
“Enchanters aren’t usually dangerous, are they? Regular enchanters are people like Ongen, not people like Blossom.”  Chloris sounds sad.
Wake nods, Blossom nods, smiling, Halt just smiles.
“Enchantment’s all subtlety.”  Dove says this slowly. Not out of doubt, not uncertain, Dove hasn’t got much attention to use for talking. Something about what Halt said, what I said, I don’t know, almost all of Dove is returned to thinking. It’s, it’s a bit like watching a fire try to turn itself into the best gears.
“Or Power.”  Chloris, hand stopped on the ghostly head of the ocelotter kitten. “Blossom can do things just because of strength. We can do things, the armour foci, those worked that way because we could all stack and throw Power at the problem, it wasn’t elegant at all.”
Halt’s face tips, a look over glasses toward Chloris. Just a little, ‘Don’t stop there’, not ‘Are you sure?’
“It’s all been good things, useful things,” Chloris says. “Difficult things,” comes out in a voice full of thinking.
“That’s not by accident, Chloris dear,” Halt says. “It won’t always be true but we’d rather you thought it was usual.”
Chloris nods, and acquires a lap full of offended ocelotter. Offended ocelotter that at least fell cleanly through Chloris’ cake plate.
Halt takes the watch.
“I didn’t paddle, and this — ” the thing full of orange yarn — “isn’t going to knit itself”, Halt says.
Dove’s warm. The shelter’s only opaque from the outside. I don’t understand how that works but it’s not difficult to do if you’ve got Halt to teach you how. It’s not cold enough to bundle up, we just lie there and look at the stars for a little while.
It’s, the idea, it’s turning into yourself all the time, that’s the end, condition, not a state, you’re always turning into yourself, not some ideal of a sorcerer.
You sound like me.
You worry about what the job is, I worry about how to do it. There’s a little bit of a glow, opaque from the outside or not, Dove smiling photons at the shelter bounces some of them.
Call it a habit, Dove says. A fixed habit of turning into yourself.
Can you imagine anyone more Wake-like than Wake? Halt is sort of a given, and Grue and Blossom, it’s more like they’ve got a head start. It’s a long head start, but I don’t think they’re there yet.
No Dove says. Question is whether I can imagine someone more Dove-like than me.


Chapter 29
Usually it takes me a minute or two to wake up. This morning, I’m about half into the first minute when I’m awake, because Dove has gone from completely asleep to entirely awake in no noticeable time.
Wild boar bacon, Dove says, getting up. I try to catch up.
Blossom’s cooking breakfast. We experience doubt; Blossom cooked dinner. It couldn’t still be Blossom’s turn.
“I like camp cooking,” Blossom says.
Cooking, cooking for fellow-sorcerers, even us, cooking outside on a pile of rocks in the wilderness. Using the Power isn’t going to upset anybody or burn down any kitchens. It makes sense.
Breakfast is amazing.
Dinner was good, but breakfast is amazing.
Eggs, bacon, fried potatoes, sweet preserved cherries, and a huge pot, one of the canning pots, of some astringent tea that’s safe for all and has an odd substance to it, the stuff almost has gravity. It sounds sort of nice, in a ‘the refectory figures everyone’s doing heavy lifting today’ way, but it was just incredible. Wild boar bacon makes the regular kind seem bland, the eggs, I don’t know how you improve eggs but Blossom does, it’s all really exceptional. Blossom can make sure all the potato slices fry perfectly, it’s astonishing. No frying pan, either.
Chloris is carefully not fussing. Blossom smiles, and says “The bacon was a thank-you for — ” and there’s an illusion, a hollow one, just the outline, of a set of gears, huge gears, I think it’s the stepper gears for a big air compressor, all helical cut and the main gear, the feed off the water wheel, probably a turbine, it looks like it’s three metres across. “Lots of water power up in the Corner, lots of staying in and working time, they were really glad to get something that supports more factory space.”
Chloris nods. “It’s, just.”
“Expensive?”
“Unfair,” Chloris says. “It’s something special you get for putting up with living in the Corner.”
Blossom nods. “Not a fun place.”
Blossom’s doing something with dough and oil and squinting, deep frying in the air. Doesn’t use much oil at all, and the results get rolled in sugar. Well, roll, in a cloud of sugar.
We all say thank you.
I have three; Dove has five.
Spook was very disappointed not to get a doughnut. Three ghost-fish, I can’t tell if Chloris makes them out of nothing, illusions, or if they really are fish-ghosts pulled out of the stream, but either way Spook devours them with a mix of glee and growling.
It’s such an amazing breakfast I’m expecting a dire day.
Doesn’t start that way.
Halt’s still knitting, Halt’s paying focused attention to the process of knitting, muttering along with it. I get to eleven needles, five of them moving, and stop counting and look at something that’s not doing that to my mind.
Wake’s not muttering, Wake’s got some kind of compound pendulum and a slab of clay to take notes on. Not the first slab. Certainly not just gravity acting on the pendulum, you can see, I can see, it takes paying attention, the Power getting involved.
“There’s a pause,” Grue says, looking entirely cheerful not quite in the usual manic way. “Wake’s looking for where we’re going, Blossom’s got the perimeter, Halt’s — ” Grue visibly thinks about word choice — “taking advantage of not being interrupted, we get to pack up and then I get to show you an essential Independent skill.”
Packing’s a lot easier when you can make the shelters cease to exist. We get everything bundled back up, well, Blossom does the cooking gear and it just vanishes back into Blossom’s cruncher-hide saddle case. Going to be handy if we’ve got any portages ahead.
“Kinda sticky, right?” Grue says, after we’re looking around, convinced we’ve got everything stacked by the canoes. And that the paddles are still there. There are animals, and some critters, that sneak up and steal the paddles for the sweat-salt soaked into them. Wake’s ward might have thought them no more dangerous than an ocelotter ghost.
There’s general agreement that we’re pretty sticky. Wiping down with a washcloth has definite limits, even without a day of paddling.
“It took,” Grue says, “a couple hundred years to get some of the old ones to stop being indifferent to smelling like the place rancid went to die. And while dirt is forbidden Halt, and Wake sends it to its doom, I can at least help you not start any bad habits.”
“You — ” Grue means all four of us, all the students — “will immediately think of pulling five or six tonnes of water out of the stream, sterilizing it, heating it, and providing yourselves with illusory showers.”
“If Wake hadn’t told us to avoid using the Power,” Zora says, illusory baths hovering not very far back in Zora’s thoughts.
“That would bother anyone’s dowsing,” Grue says. “More than having Blossom and Halt in the same township.”  Grue smiles. “There is another way.”
We wind up with little spheres of sterile pure water, maybe a litre each, and moving them a very specific way, it’s not imagining a container, it’s imposing on the motion of every water molecule. I can get the water to turn into a whirling approximation of gloves. It’s got something to do with knowing where my skin is, it’s really hard to explain but not very hard to do.
It would have been impossible if we’d started moving stuff like that, but thinking at an angle has been getting easier with practice.
“Got it?” Grue says, it’s not much of a question, it’s obvious that we have.
“Next, toss your clothes in a heap, make it five litres of water, add a bit of soap.”
It’s not a shower, but it works. And you can really rinse, no soap-sticky after the second round of rinse water.
Our clothes aren’t sticky. Our clothes are utterly clean. Grue makes a head-tip at Blossom, Blossom grins at us. “Wake’s tricks — ” translate that out of Independent, it’s things Wake’s either invented or is especially good at — “are either quiet or,” and stops, leaving us to remember the world, the world we were standing on, vanishing and reappearing in great ringing noiseless crashes, the Power as a whole rung like a gong.
We say thank you, a distracted one from Chloris and Zora, they’re still fighting with their hair. Grue’s offering helpful instruction, not tangling hair this way is tricky, “Unless you’ve got nerves in your hair,” Grue says, horrifying them. Me, too.
Zora gets this look of mad glee, and pulls water out of untangling hair which divides and braids itself, the individual plaits sorted neatly by colour. Those four braids do something complex, looped together and wound round Zora’s head.
The sphere of extracted water floats lower, Zora’s attention isn’t really on it, and Spook’s whole curious head gets stuck in it. So then it’s a sphere of water with vast magnified ghostly cat eyes. Spook’s ears do something, looks like folding into covers.
It’s not like I didn’t know someone made ocelotters. Still mildly creepy to watch.
Wake stands up, packs up the pendulum. Blossom and Grue head over to where Wake was, Wake hands Grue one of the clay tablets, heads over to where we’re standing by the canoes.
Halt hasn’t stopped knitting, I didn’t see the chair move, but Halt’s over by us, by the canoes, closer to the water, and whatever the current knitting is, it’s different, it’s not whatever it was that had all the orange and complexity.
Chloris’ hair is done up much more simply than Zora’s, but it’s still braided and head-wrapped.
You want all your hair under your hat. Dove, filling in something else I don’t know about living in the Creeks. Bug net won’t stay snug, otherwise.
Right, no ward when we’re moving over water. Bugs. Probably at least medium-grim bugs. Not likely to give us diseases Grue can’t handle.
“Wake?”  Chloris doesn’t sound tentative, but that’s an act of will.
“I understand, I think I understand, the idea is to never stop turning into yourself as a sorcerer.”
Wake nods.
“How do we, how do I, how do I know I’m turning into something good?”  Chloris is terrified, saying this. You couldn’t tell, looking with eyes, but it comes through the working link like screaming.
“Being good is not a wise course,” Wake says.
“I should not care to see you set out to do good, either.”  Wake makes a sit, sit motion.
Wake sits cross-legged on a rock. Chloris creates a giant cushion of a chair, I sit on a rock. Dove just sort of sinks down. Zora makes this ornate thing, taller than Zora’s standing height, the back is kinda like a small version of the peacock feathers in the Round House top floor ceiling.
“The consequences of defeat are permanent; the consequences of victory persist until the next defeat.”  Wake says this conversationally.
“So with good; what you do that is good persists until the next evil. This is very simple, if you can reliably decide what is good. Good would be a struggle to create a series of victories as little broken as you might arrange.”
Put that way, struggle is mild.
“Each of you may live a long time; each of you is of significant strength. You could do good, if you could judge all the consequences of what you might do. Yet the world is immense; a full understanding of consequence is direly difficult to obtain, even should you live for thousands of years to see how what you have done works on the world, and yet good remains a judgement.”
Same as not building in the flood plain. Simple rule. Figuring out where the flood plain really is, for the flood you don’t get every ten years but every thousand, that’s hard to do. If you pick everywhere it might be, you don’t leave yourself much farmland.
“Act to avoid constraining the future; if you can, act to remove constraint from the future. This is a thing you can do, are able to do, to do together. Sorcerers are not made free of a need for their fellows; much of the lamentation of history derives from attempts to be safe despite that need.”
Wake sort of gathers into some more absolute version of Wake.
“Remember that the least constrained future anyone has yet managed prefers the rule of law to the whims of wizards.”
Not going to forget that. Wake’s usual presence, the impression that this is a pleasant man, skilled in crafts, is real, but it’s something made. That whole sentence didn’t have any usual in front of it.
It makes me shake.
Dove and I wind up leaning on each other. It’s, it’s not wrong, it’s, it’s really Wake’s best advice. Things Wake really means, it’s like entropy decided to talk to you.
“It’s hard to believe that works.”  Chloris, in a very small voice. Works well enough.
“There was someone once, it took them a thousand years to die. In the end, they thanked me.”  Halt says this in completely conversational tones. Goes right on knitting.
“They thanked you for killing them?”  Zora says this hanging on to tone of voice with both metaphorical hands.
“That they had suffered so nearly as much as they deserved.”
Halt says this so matter-of-factly that it takes thinking to hear what was actually said.
“Which was not at all their opinion at the start of the process.”  It’s not a twinkle, I don’t know what that expression is.
“They don’t teach you these things in school, perpetuation of trauma isn’t helpful. For an Independent, even, the notion that the point to the Commonweal is to prevent that sort of thing from happening isn’t helpful.”
“It’s not?”  Zora, shocked.
“It’s not untrue, but it’s not really useful.”  Halt waves a hand, gently, something that looks totally unlike your expectations of any kind of spell. Must have practised that. “You haven’t done anything atrocious. You get the fear of it, all the same.”
“We could,” Chloris says. Very quietly.
Halt’s head shakes. “It is proper that you are concerned, but, no, Chloris dear. You would have to be someone else entirely.”
“We’re turning into someone else.”  Dove’s noting this for, completeness, I think. It’s not an argument.
“The Shape of Peace is important.”  Wake’s dry benevolence is familiar. Not reassuring.
“The important thing, children, truly, is not that absence of atrocity. That — ” a pause while Halt does something with a loose end in the knitting — “is a pleasant side-effect.
“All the founders of the Commonweal really knew was that they weren’t going to have anything like slaves and no sorcerer would rule them.”  Dove says this formally, it’s something the Line takes really seriously, it’s the basis of about half the civil law, it’s important.
Halt smiles. It’s, I think it’s real. Not something done with intent, to convey what Halt means, it’s just Halt smiling. Happy, amused, something.
I think if you’d just met Halt you’d never stop running.
“Then, children, they had the same problem everything has, how does it get into the future?”
“Fitfully.”  Wake’s benevolence takes a sardonic tinge. “I know my straight lines.”
Halt looks benevolent at Wake. It’s what’s meant, anyway.
“The school answer is you pass it on to children, to incomers, if there are any incomers,” Chloris says.
People do join the Commonweal, not anywhere near the Creeks, but it happened up to the north-west in the Old Commonweal pretty regular, one small sorcerer-holding at a time.
“But I’d be passing it on to myself, just a little in the future, it’s not the same, kids, you’ve got your sisters and your mother, mother’s brothers, your aunts and cousins and everybody in your gean, there’s other experience, lots of people have done it. You can talk to them. People write books, there’s lists, what to expect when your child is two, all that stuff.”  Chloris takes a deep breath. Wake looks benevolent, Halt’s knitting needles go right on ticking, Spook’s looking at Chloris as though Spook isn’t sure everything is as it should be.
Not five metres away, the stream is gurgling, it’s a fair-enough day in a, well, it’d be pleasant if I was looking at the wild from further away.
“Turning into a necromancer, there’s just me, and if I knew who I was this wouldn’t be so miserably difficult. How do I know I’m not becoming someone arrogant and ruthless?”
“Nothing wrong with ruthless, Chloris dear, so long as you start with yourself.”  Halt’s tone is almost placid, calm over the clicking needles.
“That’s my straight line.”  Blossom’s voice comes quietly amused and conversational from fifteen metres away. “Note that it would be utterly unethical, several crimes, to turn somebody into what I turned myself into. Entirely fine to do it to myself.”
“Given a plausible expectation of success.”  Grue murmurs this into our hearing, I don’t think it’s actual sound. We’re all, the students are, getting much better at the Independent social rules. You can almost always hear the thought, it’s telling when you acknowledge having heard that’s the tricky bit. Having it added to your hearing’s probably meant as a hint.
I don’t think Grue found that expectation of success easy to believe at the time.
“The world is full of creatures that have yet to die,” Halt says.
“And the Commonweal, this Commonweal, is one of them.”  Dove doesn’t think that’s a question.
Wake nods, Halt smiles the practiced smile of approval.
“Ed?”  Chloris doesn’t sound overwhelmed, this sounds lost. “Help me out?”
“Works is not an axiom, remember that? You can’t just claim something works, you have to show it’s true, say what you think works means, and for who?”  Show that you’re distributing any costs fairly. Lots of what helps you hurts someone else.
Chloris nods. If you don’t argue like that, someone has to take authority in a gean, and that’s, well, it’s better than people going hungry but not by a whole lot, something’s gone bad wrong. All that effort to do the opposite of being ruled by the whims of sorcerers works, but it isn’t always natural. People have to think about what they’re doing.
“I think — ” I am entirely certain, but that’s not the same as correct — “that there’s three claims going on. One is that the Commonweal works better than anything else we know about, that anybody’s tried.”
Which really is true, so far as I can find out. Ask Dove what it’s like over the borders headed north of here.
“Two is that this is because the whole point of the Commonweal isn’t to keep us from turning a fellow citizen into a newt, it’s to make sure everybody gets to make as many of their own decisions as possible, in practice, not some sort of long-odds theory.”  Since even in the Bad Old Days sometimes someone born in a barn wound up really powerful. Never the way to bet, but it happened, which is why so much of the Commonweal is about making sure no one gets born in barns. “All the politics is collective, there’s all that effort — ” including our maybe-fatal examination by the Shape of Peace — “to keep anybody from having any personal authority, it’s all offices derived from groups.”
Chloris nods at me.
“Third thing is we’re being told that sociability isn’t the important part, that following the rules is necessary but not what makes it work, not even the rule about never, ever using sorcery to get your own way. The thing that makes it work is to give up the fewest choices.”
“Like not needing to eat people’s hearts.”  Zora sounds nearly cheerful. “Binding yourself to one spot’s pretty bad, too.”
“Like not making your family detest you,” Chloris says.
“It must be a real choice, Chloris dear,” Halt says. “Not something outside your control.”
“Legitimate control,” Halt adds.
Like not deciding anything you don’t have to decide, is what I’m thinking.
By the time we’re in the canoes and moving, Spook’s done everything short of back flips to cheer Chloris up, and it’s mostly worked.
Then we get into the bugs. We’re trying, per Blossom, to work east, if we can, off to our left somewhere. Wake produced, I don’t understand how, some information about where what we’re looking for is least unlikely to be. Apparently finding anonymous bone magically gives it a name, so they can’t be direct. Blossom and Grue turned that into a physical location, or at least directions, via some ferociously indirect process.
We’ve still got the one stream, it’s fairly quick, not completely overhung by trees, there’s open sky up there, and there’s still a plenty of bugs. Really glad of the bug net.
Then we hit, it’s more of a sluice than rapids, Dove says, it looks rapid enough to me. It’s a lot of work to even not go backward, narrow banks is more current, and then we’re all, it feels like floating. Not quite clear of the water. Hard to paddle, but I don’t think we have to, we’re moving, single file, up the sluice.
“That was not a suitable place for a portage,” Halt says. Dove spends the next minute snickering because Halt’s assertion is so completely true. Dense brush into the water over wet rocks slick with something green, no place to even try to land.
I’d be more inclined to chuckle if we weren’t in, it’s only a couple hundred metres, well, maybe five hundred, before there’s no current to speak of, this is a vast dismal swamp. No trees, but the reeds are five metres high most places.
Green, there’s a few floating flowers, turtles, it’s not lifeless, it’s spring. Birds sing, we get a long slow baleful look from a heron, Grue notes that those ducks gliding away are flame-winged teal, it’s very much alive. Dismal, well. Nobody says middle of the channel, but there we all are, single file, Blossom and Grue, than Chloris and Zora, then me and Dove, and Halt and Wake trailing. No sense giving anything a better chance than we have to for a nice lunge from the reeds. It’s a swamp. Something is going to lunge from the reeds, if we give it enough time.
Even more bugs. We’re managing to head sort of east-ish, working our way further into the swamp, but the bugs are bad. Bug nets or not, gloves, long sleeves, it doesn’t really do enough. I can see Spook trying to decide if swimming under the water isn’t a better idea every few minutes, even though nothing’s trying to bite a ghost. The swarm’s that thick. Chloris is having an especially bad time.
Something nasty gets Dove back of the ear. Presumably chewing through the net, it takes steady pressing into the top wale to kill it. Dove’s not saying anything, no change of expression, but it hurt. Plus the hole in the net, and you can’t paddle and shift the bites away.
Thou worms, thou biting things; go thou elsewhere. Be apart from me and these my people.
I know they’re not worms, not nematodes, it’s much more an assertion of relative standing than any kind of classification. Which might be why it doesn’t work, I have trouble believing I can correctly refer to arthropods as worms.
Blossom looks incredulous and Wake looks appalled. I look, I’m not sure, but I’m grimacing. It felt just as frustrating as the bag flopping while you’re pouring sand out of it, or tent flap not rolling straight, the whole thing swirled away from my intent.
My, Halt says. The-people-of-whose-tribe-I-am.
I say it back, and Halt nods.
My, Halt says. Those-people-kept-of-my-power.
Didn’t use that one. Good. I say it back, a little tentative, it feels extremely silly, but Halt still nods.
My, Halt says. The-people-whose-company-they-permit-me.
Did use that one. Whups. I say it back anyway, it’s still part of the lesson.
My, Halt says. The-people-who-are-of-particular-concern.
Dove doesn’t blush, quite, when I say that one. Grue looks appalled, and Wake starts chuckling as though unable to prevent it. Zora and Chloris are looking increasingly annoyed that they have no idea what is going on.
Edgar’s put that in our joint knowledge. Would it be unwise for me to try? Dove says.
Try talking to a fire, first, Dove dear, Halt says. Preferably with Blossom nearby.
Forewarned, Blossom says. It’s not quelling, but it’s serious.
“Edgar, thou, for entities lacking language from other domains of life.”  Halt is not looking the least appalled. Halt looks pleased.
So it should have been Thou worms, thou biting things; depart, and be apart from me and these my people.
That works. I can feel that working, it doesn’t have that sense of swirling back at all.
Chloris turns around to look back at me. Bug net or not, repellent or not, Chloris always gets bit. It’s stopped. Thank you, comes through, fervent.
“I wonder how long it’s going to be before a mosquito bites a Commonweal sorcerer here,” Wake says, around a last few straggling chuckles.
Halt looks back at Wake. “Edgar is young. It will breed out.”
“Breed out?” says Chloris.
“New blood,” Halt says, smiling. “In a hundred generations, the injunction Edgar laid on their kind will be gone.”
A hundred generations isn’t very long to a bug. Five years? Three?
“Is there a word for shelter?” Dove asks.
It pops into my head, and I nod. Shelter, general, shelter-against, shelter-metaphorical, shelter-intentional, shelter-inherent, the condition of occupying shelter for all of those, shelter remembered in stories, shelter existing elsewhere, shelter not yet existing here, it goes on.
“Could we enchant that go-away?” Dove asks. “It’s a command, couldn’t just bind it.”
“Not just like that,” Grue says. “Same reason you shouldn’t kill all of something with limbs or eyes over a wide area, even some weeds, which these aren’t, you put holes in the web of life.”
The weeds get complicated. Nothing says they can’t embed into the local ecology and become essential, just because they’re trying to keep you from farming. Why we didn’t pick what we weeded out in the spring.
Halt looks thoughtful. “Knitting bug-netting would prove tedious.”
“Call it shelter and the principle is sound.”  Blossom doesn’t sound entirely convinced.
“Is that, language, it sounded like a language, is that hard to enchant?”  Zora’s looking nearly as cheerful as Chloris with no biting bugs.
Blossom’s head tips back and forth. “Halt doesn’t seem to have a problem with it.”
“There’s a lot of those aluminium marker tags,” Dove says. “Any reason not to enchant the words into one of those?”
Halt’s head shakes no, and Wake, who may think experimental enchantments aren’t what you try in a canoe, subsides. Zora and Chloris come alongside and Chloris and I do the topwale-grab. There’s a tiny bit of current here, but only a tiny bit, we’re not going to get pushed back very far the wrong way. Still good to have someone there to steer us well clear of reeds while we’re being sorcerous.
It takes three tries, one of which produces a fizzy green light that smells like the hope of victory, but we get it. I can say the words and Dove can make an enchantment out of them, our whole shared mind together. Then we make one for everybody. Blossom accepts with a little bow to Dove. Dove looks startled. “I couldn’t do it,” Blossom says. There’s a pause, and Blossom’s eyes widen a bit. With Blossom, you can’t say ‘light up’ unless you mean it, but it’s what anybody else would be doing when you said their eyes lit up. “It’s unworthy, but could you make another one? I want to send it to Ongen.”
“Now, Blossom dear, you have to send it with a letter,” Halt says, smiling.
Blossom nods. “I have to send it with a letter.”  Still smiling.
Paddling’s a lot better after that.
Swamp’s still dismal, delicate gold and purple floating flowers or not.
Got my own work project, Dove says. Or maybe we do. Figure out some way to get those widely produced, come up with something anybody with a bit of talent can use, not any tougher than lights if we can. Then make sure all the focus-makers know the pattern.
That’d be a substantial public service. Blossom sounds wry. You’ve got a sound project if you can make, by yourself, something someone who isn’t Edgar or Halt can use.
I can feel the startle from Dove. Everybody here can use their little aluminium tag, they all checked, even Wake and Halt.
That language is really tough, Blossom says. I can understand some of it, Wake can understand some of it, I had never heard of anybody but Halt who could speak it with force until, oh, sixteen minutes ago.
It’s spring, it isn’t raining, we’re not being bit by bugs, there are birds singing, the cloud doesn’t look like it’s about to start raining, there’s no wind down here, even if the reed-tops are tossing, it ought to feel peaceful instead of edgy.
I don’t think it’s anything out there, I think it’s unhappy students.
“Halt?”
“Yes, Chloris?”
“Why did you kill that person, so, so painfully?”  Horribly, sits there, it’s not as though Chloris thinks Halt can’t hear it, Chloris is trying to be polite.
“So other people would fear to disobey me.”   Halt almost twinkles. “It works much better with demons.”
Chloris produces enough confusion Spook walks up the top wale on the non-paddling side and tries to touch noses.
“Chloris,” Grue says, “it really is impossible to understand. That’s a good thing.”
There’s a couple strokes of the paddle go by, the reeds, the reeds all look the same, even the turtles look the same, you could be stuck in this swamp for an eternity.
“I don’t understand, Dove or Blossom don’t really understand.”  Grue’s voice is calm, quiet. “People who grew up in the Bad Old Days, it’s this gulf. Even one of the really gentle ones like Ongen or Mulch, there weren’t any non-combatant sorcerers back then, not really. Someone would have enslaved me, if I was this old, long ago, or I’d have turned into someone dreadful, or I’d be living in the wild, changing shape fifty times a day, and trying to be unfindable.”
Or you would have had time to think, and for a thousand kilometres in any direction, nothing would move but bees. Blossom’s thought is full of affection.
“It’s all about who’s in charge, who makes decisions. The Commonweal does that by asking everybody, everybody adult, and doing a lot of arguing and agreeing that there’s limits to what you can do to someone for not agreeing, or even not working.”
You can not work in the Commonweal, and you won’t go hungry. You’re going to eat a lot of raw turnip, if it’s won’t work, but you won’t starve and you won’t sleep in the rain.
“The Bad Old Days, well, it was all some variant on obey or be a newt.”  Grue’s voice is light. Newt, well, mostly you got stabbed by somebody with a spear who worked for the sorcerer, because you weren’t weeding fast enough. Or a weed got you. Or the sorcerer changed your brain. This all seems to have slid off Chloris, or maybe there’s less of it in school in the Creeks.
“So why are there any sorcerers in the Commonweal?”  Zora, who isn’t perplexed, but who might be suprised.
Wake shrugs, somehow, still paddling. “Can’t weed with a battle-standard. Can’t cure anybody. Can’t make another battle-standard, nor even so simple a binding as a light.”
Wake points with a raised paddle. Blossom nods, and we’re all working, carefully, the channel’s only three or four metres wide, it’s not likely all that deep, toward that direction. Something big takes off, leaping out of the water, rows over us on broad wings. Wicked stabby beak, long legs.
“Grand heron.”  Grue sounds pleased.
“Nor did anyone then know how well the battle-standards would work. There have been many clever ideas prove of little use once they were known things, and not surprises.”  Wake’s voice is purely conversational.
Dove is nodding. Chloris is looking worried and Zora says “But.”
“Someone smart figures out how to make a battle-standard, any useful focus is necessarily voluntary, but there’s lots of individual ways. Then they make graul, something like graul, that innate loyalty. Then we’ve got a problem.”  Blossom’s, Captain Blossom’s, tone is purely conversational, too.
“Being good is really hard.”  Chloris, it’s not despairing, it’s not mournful.
Immense frustration. Dove’s thought is kind. Good children don’t shout, or take a big hammer out back and break rocks.
That comes with an image of, Dove might be four, really hard to judge from a memory of infant hands, head in a too-large wire mask, whaling away, well, it’s actually fairly controlled, especially given the relative size of the hammer, on some big slabby, slate-y stuff. Grackle, I’m pretty sure it’s Grackle, perspective’s all wrong, is well clear, but looking approving.
“Good is an end, Chloris dear, not a means. We ought to teach you some sufficient means.”  Halt, Halt really can do kind. There’s nothing but kind in this.
There was that snow, Dove knows what I mean, Chloris going outside to scream.
Utterly terrified, and just us. This is being good in front of grownups.
Yeah. Two canoes of kids, one canoe of big kids, and a canoe with one grownup and Halt.
Blossom flicks a paddle-tip worth of water at me, with a grin I can feel from ten metres behind. I’m so surprised Block’s teaching works, and sphere holds water as well as it does blobs of the Power.
“Blossom,” Halt says, in a voice that has layers, the top layer sounds stern. There’s a lot of history and something like a chortle under that.
I drop the ball of water back into the swamp, complete with startled water-bugs.
“I’ll be good,” Blossom says, with just as many layers.
Grue, with a terrible brightness, says “Is it much further?” and Wake, immensely calm, says “Six or seven hundred metres.”
It’s a ziggurat, not a huge one, but the stepped pyramid shape is square and monolithic, there don’t seem to be stairs anywhere. It’s on top of dry ground, not very high ground, but it’s definitely not swamp. Not with actual trees like that.
Little trees. Lots of water, not very far down, nothing with big roots, I know that much.
We drift to a stop, still about fifty metres from shore, beside each other, instead of the canoes being in single file. The little trees run right to the edge of the water, there are branches with green leaves that dip into the water. Not obvious how to land.
If I use the Power, is that bad, unhelpful? Zora says.
No, says Wake. If we must try again, we shall do so in the morning, after any disturbance has had time to dissipate.
Zora sits up in the stern and doesn’t so much as wave a hand or say a word, but the trees for a five-metre stretch lean away from the water, each other, what looks like it was a ramp. I don’t think the place was built to be flooded this deep, not a boat ramp.
Might even have been stairs. It’s really old stonework, and the roots have been at it.
It’s not really a landing, it’s a clamber-out, unload, pull the canoe out behind you, sort of place. There are a few spots into the trees where there aren’t any trees, no dirt, no cracks, patches ten metres by twenty or so of glassy surface. Must have been higher than the rest of the plaza, square, meeting place, can’t really tell without knowing what the stuff around the ziggurat looked like when they built it.
It’s been a long time. The ziggurat feels solid, immense blocks of something metamorphic, I think, it’s all one dense even colour but it doesn’t have any grain structure, one smooth thing inside each big stone block.
Can’t feel any interior spaces.
The blocks are big, two metres thick by five metres square, it feels like, laid like slabs.
There are some, terse nods? Eighty-five might be practically a baby, but it’s more than long enough for work-related communication to get really sparse.
“Children, can you lift the whole ziggurat from the level of the ground?”
It’s not that big. We’re very careful to get the whole bottom course of stones gripped as a single whole thing, but it’s just not difficult. Up it goes, slow and careful.
“Well done,” Halt says, voice absent, not much Grandma Halt at all. Some of those nods were deciding Halt had front.
We stop lifting.
Wake walks under the floating mass of stone and does something.
It involves a, probably about an eight-litre jar, plain glazed pottery, and a lid that hurts to look at with the Power.
Ow. It’s all of us, not quite accidental eerie unison, but close.
There’s a pattern, square blocks, neat ones, obviously larger and square in the cobbles and gravel we lifted the ziggurat off, each half a metre or so on a side and set to make outlines of much larger squares. Sixteen round the outside, four corners, three between on each side, more inside, a square of nine, then four, then one in the centre.
Anything stirring? Blossom, to, no, not us, we can all hear it, but specifically asking Dove.
Still a rock. Dove’s pulled up from the link a bit, more attention free. Dove sounds amused.
Fire has a sense of humour. Things you learn by going to sorcery school.
Thirty-one’s in the ziggurat, isn’t it? Zora, not precisely nervous.
Right on top. Grue, who is sort of half-melded with Blossom, it’s ready to go.
Blossom’s got, you can feel the idea of it already there, the bubble.
Wake’s doing whatever’s planned to happen.
One of the square stone blocks rises, one of the square of four. It’s a cube, probably a precise cube, and rises about head-high. Head-high on me. The teachers are, you can’t say relaxed, more serene? Halt stops feeling like an imminent cataclysm. The cataclysm’s still there, but it’s if now, not when.
The jar goes into Wake’s satchel, and a cloth bag comes out, half-sack size, what you’d use for sandbags. That gets a whole dry skeleton, not articulated, but I think everything is there, rising out from under where the cube was.
The skeleton crumbles, crumbles again. Even fine dust goes into the bag.
Sacking ought to leak dust. It doesn’t.
The cube sinks down, back to flush with the surface.
Wake comes back out from under the floating ziggurat, hands the sack to Blossom. Blossom says thanks, puts the sack into a metal jar, really a jar, the lid unscrews. That goes, I don’t know, Blossom’s travel case is back with the canoes. It goes somewhere.
Another bunch of terse nods, and “Set the ziggurat down gently, children.”
Which we do, slowly enough it takes five minutes.
Can’t feel it when we let go, nothing, no ground shake, no thump, no kind of noise.
We grin at each other.
“Are we done?” Zora asks.
Wake nods, Blossom says “Yes,” Halt says “Quite done, Zora dear.”
“So we’re not spending the night here?”
“A splendid setting for ghost stories,” Wake says, “but no.”


Chapter 30
Canoeing back we paddled the whole way.
People don’t know if they should wave or not, when they see canoes full of sorcerers. We wave. No ambiguity from our teachers there; Halt sets their knitting down every time.
Nothing to do except paddle for two days, most of two days, it’s relaxing.
Wake cooked dinner the first night. Wake is most emphatic there’s no elemental fire in any of it, that, beyond the cooking-fire substitute, it doesn’t involve any use of the Power except in the abstract sense of the food’s ancestors having been preserved as seeds while Wake was travelling to this continent.
I liked it. Zora mostly didn’t. Chloris may be a month deciding. Dove asked if there was a hotter version of a few things.
The way Wake had nodded yes to that could disturb someone.
Halt provided breakfast, by saying four soft words. A mist rose off the canal and conformed itself to memories.
We’ve been in a story for awhile, floated out of Dove’s thoughts, gently declarative.
We’re in a story where Halt is nice, came back from Zora, the thought full of a conflict between observation and expectation.
“A triumph of the Commonweal, Zora dear,” Halt says, and hands Zora a scone.
Zora winds up torn between strawberries and some other kind of berry called currants, but not like any currants any of us have had, as the leading candidate for recreation. If Chloris gets a vote, it’s currants. Dove is ambivalent about the berries, wants whatever breed of goats are responsible for the goat cheese, a thriving crop of all the leafy things in the salad, and widespread cultivation of the orange melon.
Well, and the tea. We all want the tea. Halt’s notion of special occasion tea leaves you glad you’re awake. Subtly, it’s not an obvious stimulant.
I got a slab of smoked fish, among lots of other food.
I think it tastes wonderful. It doesn’t taste like fish, not any fish I ever had. Dove, who tried a tiny flake, makes one amazing distressed face, stops there, stops there long enough that Blossom’s starting to look like someone thinking about being concerned, and then Dove’s face smooths out.
“Why is it so hard to borrow Ed’s sense of taste?”
Dove may not be expecting an answer. There might not be an answer, or one we could understand yet.
“Distance,” Halt says. “You are reaching for another chemistry, Dove dear, and no close one.”
Halt twinkles more than usual. “Doubly distant, it’s not all arrived at Edgar yet.”
Hatching.
Current theory is that I’m incapable of worrying about my inability to worry about it.
Dove gets admonishing when I start thinking like that. Worrying about my inability to worry doesn’t get anything done.
I don’t worry the whole way home.
Blossom hugs Grue and vanishes. How Blossom carries things when disappearing like that, I’ll maybe know eventually but I surely know not now.
Grue’s off to the hospital at a rapid walk. The kid in the glass tank shouldn’t have come conscious yet. Grue wants to make sure the illusion of an environment is working properly, it was, it should still be, there’s almost no way for anything to go wrong, but growing someone’s whole body back is not any sort of regular thing, even for Grue.
Halt is met with a delegation, seemingly half-composed of people who are greatly desirous that Eustace, a whole flock of Eustace, should come eat large established weeds near to where they live, and half people who would greatly prefer that the eustacen go nowhere, and certainly not without Halt to mind them every hour of the day.
You can tell how it’s going to end. The eustacen are going to go exactly where and how the plan agreed between one of the Food-gesith’s fylstans and three or four township-clerks says they ought. Can’t blame folks for trying. Five-tonne sheep would be off-putting even without the stories about Eustace’s dietary preferences.
Halt, it’s too slow to even call a stroll, Halt heads off in a cluster of delegates, all being very polite and taking turns to speak. Like as not Halt’s going to have to go round everywhere that’s getting eustacen and be reassuring.
Halt enjoys that. Dove, it’s not precisely amused. Affection, maybe? Not a simple feeling. Dove’s memories of Halt being stern give a different view than any of the rest of us have got.
Entirely. Wake’s feelings about Halt aren’t simple either.
We’re standing by the racked canoes, we’ve agreed to put them into general use, Chloris gives their canoe, Chloris and Zora’s canoe, a pat, it’s not as easy as it ought to be to agree, but I suppose if anyone dents one badly we can un-dent it. Provided we can get a grownup to run the ward.
Spook’s sitting on Chloris’ feet, Spook has been very clear Chloris’s feet should stop moving so much, and washing a front paw. Lots of tail, it goes all the way around Chloris’ ankles and then some. A few wrinkled brows, no one’s said anything. I don’t think it’s obvious Spook is dead, not unless you’ve got some active talent. Not sure you can see Spook at all without some talent, though. May be some discussion about whether Spook is there at all.
Wake’s looking, I think it’s pleased, on top of the benevolent.
“Block’s name’s due dread and harbinger has been borne away into the Folded Hills this décade,” Wake says. “Some trouble of gaunts.”  It’s not mockery, Wake thinks Block is respectably dread, put it that way. One who might well have had their kingdom in its centuries.
We’re not really comprehensible to them, either. Zora.
You are young and strong and eager to learn, Wake says. Nor need I fear the increase of your knowledge whatsoever.
We get a moment or two of Wake’s view of walking under that floating ziggurat.
That is comprehension enough.
Wake’s appreciation for the Peace Established is real, but it’s not belief.
I think Halt’s is belief, full-on emotional belief.
If ever you should discover how Halt has done that, tell me out of kindness, slides into my thoughts, only my thoughts, I don’t think even Dove’s.
“Which leaves me alone, and I am asked to wander east and manage some matter of spiky trees beguiling travellers.”
Almost all the Independents are in the Folded Hills, where there’s no end of work. The Creeks have been used to dealing with matters without any, it’s working well enough, especially considering that those they do have are our teachers.
“I choose to believe you might be left some days without provoking a conflagration.” Wake smiles. “Nor would a chance at some introspection do you any present harm.”
The sense between the four of us is something like probably, and Wake’s smile gets wider. “Do your exercises, write, think, practise your perception. By all means tote heavy objects as you are bid to do.”
We all nod. Not much wrong with feeling useful.
“An actual emergency?”  Zora’s not sure where to go with the question, who or where or what.
“Blossom will be home.”  Wake says this with an utter lack of emphasis, the-weather-should-be-nice tones.
Brave emergency, Dove thinks, and we’re all nodding, even Wake.
There’s a pause, we all sort of nod, and start walking up toward the Round House. Wake starts walking south, the value of east with the problem is away south-east, into the edge of the really dry stuff, and I lose perception of Wake pretty quick, there’s this swirl in the Power that’s Wake, and it goes step, step, big step, bigger step, gone. Too far away, unless I really reach, and that’s just long enough for one more step and there’s a fading swirl and quiet nothing.
“Think it’s time?” Zora says, and Chloris says “Not today!” and we all nod. Chloris catches Spook up, who says “Mnorp?” very solemnly from the level of Chloris’ shoulder.
Not today. Today is walking home, sluicing off, listening, it’s like listening, to the spectral cat feet charging up and down all the stairs, changing clothes, carrying all our laundry down to the host-gean laundry, apologizing several times, the combination of vapour deposition in a blast pit and various wet organic things from the wilderness is exceptionally wretched, and going in for dinner.
Can’t really remember what it was, it was hot, there was lots of it, it was good. Nobody expects us to be social, I suppose it’s obvious we’re all a bit lost. Don’t say anything to each other, it’s not even words in the undertone, just awareness. You pass the potatoes or the water pitcher without realizing why, it works, it’s comfortable.
Explaining that Spook is spectral, can’t possibly contribute to uncleanliness, that was awkward, but Chloris managed it. Managed it without any cloud of lamentation. Spook attempting to nudge the refectory manager and failing completely, head passing through their hand, I think that helped on the whole.
Helps not to think about how it would have seemed a year ago.
A year ago’s too far away to imagine easily.
Hasn’t been a year.
We say thank you for dinner and tolerance and take our dishes to the scullery and wander back up to the Round House and soak in the tub for four solid hours. Floréal, Floréal and a bit either side, it wasn’t as busy as we’d have been if we were Independents already, I don’t think.
We make the first sitting of breakfast, nearly early, and put off work on the garden for an hour because we’re asked to move a barge to a builder’s yard. No one will say ‘float’, they’re careful to say ‘move’. There’s something wrong with the enchantment part of the driving focus and no one wants it failing more anywhere near Westcreek Town so the barge is moored more than a kilometre upstream. There’s probably a specific term for the side-on square pool with a dry-dock on each non-canal face, it’s off the south side of the Western West-East Canal, still in Westcreek Town proper, and they’d like us to put the barge in the southern dry dock if that’s not too much trouble?
You get really odd looks walking over a bridge when there’s a big cargo barge floating five metres over your head.
No upset, not much taken aback. Lots of startle. A bunch of waves and nods and one very hearty “Good morning!”. We smile back as well as we can, it’s not heavy, not functionally, but it’d be really embarrassing to drop it, so we’re concentrating.
The garden gets us into afternoon, and there’s a sort of general pause. “I don’t feel like I’ve caught up with myself yet,” Chloris says, and Dove nods. I feel like I’m the part left behind, the Edgar I ought to be still way out in front, but close enough.
Zora says “That tree wasn’t there before.”
It wasn’t, it’s, I don’t know, grey bark, the leaves are mostly oval with jagged edges, and not the same shade of green as the sad forb, deeper. It’s maybe fifteen metres high. Certainly wasn’t there before, we’ve put in a bunch of marsh but it’s still all the same sad forb where it isn’t pond or garden.
“It’s inside the Peace.”  Dove, sounding contemplative. Dove’s angry about missing the tree, but you couldn’t tell from outside.
“It’s Mulch.”  A stiff, fibrous version of Mulch, but the feel is the same. Might be checking on how the ponds came out, we’ve been following Mulch’s advice, as best we wrote it down. Not the same as the centuries of experience behind the advice.
Not the same as a tree’s view of the groundwater.
“Do we say hello?” Chloris says, full of doubt.
Dove’s head shakes. “How’d you spot Mulch, Zora?”
“Groundwater,” Zora says. “Trying to feel the flow under the garden, if we got the clay layer right. There was a draw.”
Dove nods. It’s not hard to tell Mulch is there, not if we think about it. There’s still something trying to shove your attention away, of course that tree’s always been there. Good argument against saying hello.
“Next year,” Chloris says. Chloris thinks Mulch has been rude. Not sure I disagree, but anyone Grue holds up as an example of eccentricity, it’d be an interesting conversation to watch, if Mulch and Chloris ever started talking manners.
Next morning, the tree is still there, we pass it both ways, down to breakfast and back.
We don’t go into the Round House, we start walking, carefully, north, into the Tall Woods.
Best weather we could hope to get, sun and clear sky and only warm. We’ve all got the white ponchos, Grue did something to the original bindings for us, sort of the idea of the braided grass is around the opening of the poncho hoods like decoration.
We’re not wearing them, but there’s a truism about being prepared for rain.
I don’t like woods.
Trees are all right, I mean, shade, food, some of them, something to turn into doorknobs and drawer pulls, something for someone else to turn into doors, trees are important, but woods, wild woods, wild woods from some other world?
All my experience of woods is being displaced and the stuff before the swamp where we helped rob what I wish was a grave. The first one had a lot of misery and an anti-panda in it, the second one would have been a fatal bad place on our own.
“Inhale a bit, Ed, would you?” Dove says.
I try. There’s a lot of, it’s not really spring underfoot, your feet don’t come back up, they do sink down, the leaves are deep and they smell like nothing else, old and patient the way coffee smells dark.
It’s dim. I like the dim, it’s honest dim, all the leaves up there are eating the light.
Dove reaches over and ruffles my hair.
We’re not moving quickly at all. Chloris is caught between whatever around us asks attention and Spook, who can’t decide between mad with glee or terrified. Zora’s eyes are closed and arms wide out, standing in the idea of a tree reaching up for the sun.
Dove, Dove is listening for birds.
There are some remarkable birds. There’s one large one, all cyan and vermilion with a great shaggy head crest that’s a ripply green in the shade and a blue that smells of ozone in the full light.
How did — ? I’d had the view of the thing as though I was standing maybe a metre away from it. Not the light-bending distance view that’s using the Power like a telescope.
“The standards can do that, no reason we can’t,” Dove says.
Chloris has given up, and picked Spook up. There’s some sort of negotiation, and Spook winds up on Chloris’ left shoulder, right front paw delicate on top of Chloris’ head.
Zora’s, you can feel it, you can feel the precise moment when Zora decides that turning into a tree right here isn’t, Zora could, wants to, it’s longing, it’s still not a good idea.
The butterfly wings sparkle, all the same, even if they’re, well, illusory, but it’s not a very disconnected illusory. The wings do stuff that’s not, I’m pretty sure it isn’t, intentional, it’s Zora’s mood leaking out.
Zora and Chloris get a bit ahead, there’s a channel, here, it’s maybe a stream when it rains, and then there’s a real — rill? rivulet? really small, half a metre wide at most, maybe a decimetre between some rocks, of flowing water.
It gurgles.
Not any louder than the kitchen sink drain, but it gurgles.
Or maybe chuckles, it’s hard to say.
“We’re the most dangerous things here,” Dove says. “That ward of Wake’s is getting strong enough to worry Wake, it was set up to be enough if the whole mad idea didn’t work worth mentioning.”
I wouldn’t have said worry, but I’ll admit I’m not sure how I’d tell worry from anything else, with Wake. The ward is getting strong enough that you see it without thinking about it, a cable three metres through trailed over the landscape.
Dove’s chin lifts. “Zora’s all delighted at the interplay of life, at the mighty shapes of trees, the aliveness, all that xylem and phloem, air and water becoming wood, leaves becoming soil, all the beetles and the mushrooms. Chloris’d never say it this way, but all this life is all this death, too, everything living and dying undisturbed, it’s — ” Dove waves, at the sky-pillars of the trees, the dimness, the leaves of a thousand, ten thousand, years, generations of these five- and six- and seven-metre thick trees, bark the colour of quenched iron — “a very tidy ecology, it’s had time to get all its rough edges off.”
“Me,” Dove’s gone quieter, “it’s fire turning into trees.”  Dove makes another wave, and I can see as Dove sees, the sunlight on the leaves and the rising water, not as water, but energy, the pull from water becoming vapour, sun-heated, a huge slow heat-engine feeding the photon-swallowing chemistry that’s making more tree.
“You,” Dove says, still quiet, “are waiting for something to leap out and kill us all.”  I get a look, and a smile, actual smile, “Probably for fun, nothing as necessary as predation.”
“I’m waiting for me to leap out and kill me.”  Just as quiet, quieter, it’s Dove. What I mean for Dove to hear will be heard. Could hide us in different coal mines and only mouth the words.
I get a look. It’s not disagreement.
“Hatching’s not voluntary.”
Deep breath.
“Halt’s the only teacher who might know what’s going on, I’m supposing Halt does, but I’d never be able to tell if Halt only wanted me to think that, smarter than I am and older than rocks.”
Dove starts to smile, and says “There’s a volcano somewhere.”
“Lots of rocks.”  Not all the rocks, but many more rocks than me.
Dove takes my hand.
“Even knowing what’s going on, Halt has to see me as the shell, it might even be a really pretty shell, but the point’s the healthy hatching, not preserving the shell.”  This has been bubbling away down there somewhere for awhile.
Another few steps, I have to jump over the rivulet, Dove can step, it’s a long step, but it works.
“I’ve been acting like I’m going to be the Wizard Quiet.”  Dove’s quiet enough saying it. “Been thinking of myself as hurt, broken, bereaved, something like that, for a long time.”
We stop. Zora and Chloris are way ahead, there’s not even a glint of wing, but I know where they are, hundred-odd metres ahead, slightly left. My head’s leaning on Dove’s shoulder, it’s not really a hug.
“You did lose — ” what do you say? — “Too much.”
“Says the lad who lost everything.”  Dove’s tone is wry.
“I didn’t — ” I say, and stop. Because what do you say?
“You didn’t have to cremate your kids, your brothers, or the handsome lad.”  Dove’s, this isn’t sad, I don’t know if there’s a word for this. “My mother and my sister are still there, Gran made twice-sure I knew I was a source of pride, the March North wouldn’t have lessened that.”
“I’m from here,” Dove says, then smiles. “Not right here.”  Right here, under ancient trees from another world. “Around here, though.”
The watershed of the West Wetcreek, sixty thousand people, it depends on how you count, Corner or not, West-East Canal or not. Not less than sixty thousand, could be a hundred and sixty thousand. Lots of cousins. Pretty much all of them know who Dove is, because Dove is a famous hero with the social standing to dispute with Halt as a matter of right, if Dove wants to.
Even if it took me half a year, more, to put the pieces of that together well enough to notice.
“Don’t want to,” Dove says.
“Have to stop being angry about the name of hero.”  Dove, I don’t think Dove can sound resigned, this is more like acknowledging that you’ve only pulled half the plants that aren’t peas and here comes the rain.
“Angry?”
“Lots of dead.”  Dove looks up, takes a step, I take a step, too, it’s not really that I knew Dove would, it got into my spine without passing through thoughts. Still holding hands.
“Blossom says that’s normal, blaming yourself for surviving. You’re not special, you miss them. They liked their classmates, that’s all I’ve ever heard Blossom or Grue say.”
More steps, ten, twenty metres worth. “If Toby’d made it, made it here with us, Zora’d be a lot happier.”
I get a view of a Creek lad, youngish, mid-twenties, maybe, not as much muscle as usual, the lightest haircolour mix, one of the rare ones, and an impression of grace. Then there’s a still image, same person, face still half-handsome, lying dead and bloody on short-grass meadow. There’s a lot of other people lying there beside one another. I can’t tell this, couldn’t, I get it from Dove, they’re laid out for burial, but fast. People cared but they cared more to find the living.
“Toby’s shade kept on running One, came home in the standard and said farewells.”
What I’m thinking doesn’t get into words, there aren’t words. There’s a hand squeeze, don’t think it was anybody’s idea, precisely.
“Not a good day,” Dove says. “You stayed with the work you’d narrowly obtained, not your family, not gean and familiarity, they’re gone, not anywhere you’re ever likely to get again, then you lost your collective, lost your welcome with the work because of how you’d saved lives, then wound up finding out everything you knew about yourself was — ” Dove’s right hand waves at the rustling leaves, way up there — “likely wrong.”
Step, step, step.
“Better than dead kids is a long way downstream of best.”
I don’t say anything. True, all of it, I haven’t been thinking about any of it because it seems, well, distant. It’s all real, there’s grief, but grief’s about the past. I’m being frightened by the future.
We go through a shaft of sunlight, it’s not where a tree fell, it’s a bit of outcrop.
“Do you know why Blossom likes living in the Creeks?”
“I didn’t know Blossom did.”  A bit like asking what geography the west wind likes best.
“No propensity to do what wizards want.”
“Doesn’t seem to give Halt any trouble.”  Not that it would.
“Most people, there’s this mix of ancestral meddling to make you want to do what the talented person says, at least four-fifths of the Old Commonweal population had enough to notice. Most of it responds proportional to talent.”
There’s a pause, as we figure out how to get around a damp patch. No underbrush, generally, not enough light, but there’s ferns here, it’s wet enough and not too dim. Makes the woods seem older, somehow.
“So Blossom had social trouble?”
Dove sounds amused. “That, and getting really stuck on ideas because it was hard to think about desires, Blossom’s heredity had a lot of the propensity. Creeks don’t have it, whoever managed the original hybridization took it out, Grue hasn’t found any at all.”
“Reason behind the reason.”  That’s absent, half a thought, and Dove says Hrmm? at me in our head.
“Why the salvage class is in Westcreek Town. Ostensible reason, there’s surplus enough; unspoken reason, that’s where Halt is, and everyone believes Halt can and will suppress any major lapses.”
Dove nods.
“Reason behind the reason, no one’s going to do what we want because we’re sorcerers.”  Halt probably likes the challenge. Obvious how it’s good for us.
Well, the purity of the results. Challenge is going three days too far.
“Not because we’re sorcerers,” Dove says. “You didn’t, Zora didn’t, notice how that weeding went over. Don’t think Chloris noticed.”
My turn to say “Hrmm?”
“Wake went with having us try killing weeds in bunches, Halt agreed, because the food situation’s bad. We got the West Wetcreek watershed off the probable shortages list, there’s places they can’t get off famine risk lists, half the Folded Hills, there’s only one road, only so much food we can get in there. We’re, the West Wetcreek is, closest. We, the four of us, took a bunch of ‘who starves?’ decisions from likely to very unlikely for, well, a quarter of the Creeks.”
Dove stops, looks up, eyes close, it looks like what people do with the sun on their face, in the dim under the leaves, and then the circle of sunlight around Dove’s about five metres across.
I duck my hat brim, sort of lean in. Dove puts an arm around my shoulders. Wouldn’t go look for a sunbeam myself, but the internal ecology, fire and silence, fire and darkness, more fire is more silence. It’s a comfort.
“I could take a Line company. Pretty sure you could, if you didn’t think about it. Together, we could give a battalion a bad day.”  Dove’s voice is entirely calm, conversational. “Not supposed to be any apprentices on any list at all.”
“We don’t know any warding.”
“Still,” Dove says. “Those orchard buildings, that was a lot of output.”
“Sanity must outrun power.”  That’s a quote, it’s a famous quote, but no one knows who said it. It’s from the political process that created the Commonweal. There are people who think Laurel said it.
There’s another scholarly position that thinks it was a sorcerer named Wheel, and the chronology of the first record is wrong. Four or five other attributions, it’s not even close to settled.
Dove nods, it’s more of a hug for a bit.
“The four of us together,” Dove says, and stops. More Power than anybody, more Power than anything short of a battle-standard or some hideous sacrifice-millions ritual out of the worst of the Bad Old Days. Every day, it’s normal, it’s honestly comforting.
Power feeds on Power is a proverb, an old one. Anything that depends on the Power, and our increase in skill does, some, you have to have the Power there before you can do something with it, that’s why there’s an Independent qualification for Power raising. We’re never really without access to the Power, someone by themselves would be, would go cold, I think the Independent jargon is, from something Wake said once. We haven’t. So anything depending on the Power goes quicker. Hatching might be such a thing.
Can’t see why the class survival statistics wouldn’t be. Not having the other students makes it harder, it’s not going to keep Kynefrid from making it, but Kynefrid’s going to work more.
“Been thinking,” Dove says, which is I mean this with the utmost seriousness, translated out of Creek — “ I’ve been stuck, imagining myself in one particular place, nowhere to go.”
Dove’s voice is calm, quiet, I could never call it conversational.
“Always becoming an Independent, a better sorcerer, that’s who I am, not what I do. So who I am can’t be still.”  Dove expects this to make a happy future, or maybe a happy future Dove, there might be a difference.
“Moving toward wholeness.”  That’s from something in the Galdor-gesith’s files, a description of an Independent who got damaged fighting something or other, I didn’t understand what. That there was considerable effort expended to put them back together, to give them time and circumstances where they could be sane again, and thus permitted to live, that stuck to my memory.
“We should get moving our feet.”  Dove nods, we untangle a bit, Zora and Chloris are being patient with us but they’re excited about something.
“An egg is a living thing becoming a chicken, if nothing eats it first, if everything works, if it doesn’t get too hot or too cold or too wet or too anything. It’s not like a rock turning into a chicken, that takes erosion and soil bacteria and plants, you only get parts of the chicken coming from the rock, it’s not a really good analogy, I know hatching is an analogy.”  And I stop, because I have no idea what I meant to say, all of a sudden.
“Is Halt scary?” Dove asks, voice back to conversational.
“No.”  I should qualify this, but it’s Dove, who knows the answer isn’t qualified, it’s just no, whole and entire.
“Hatching’s not an event.”  Dove’s amused. “You’ve got me thinking Halt’s not scary, and I’ve seen demons co-operate because otherwise Halt might be angry with them.”
Demons? Co-operate?
“Not making Halt angry is a special case.”  Dove thinks this is funny.
“Figure the consonance isn’t?”  It’s really hard to say.
“Has to be a hatching side effect.”  Dove sounds, is, calm. Shrugs. “We balance really well, Grue just sort of shape-shifts into part of Blossom, you know they don’t get a joint self? Our joint self’s somebody I like, you’re durable, you don’t whine. I’ve done much worse.”  Actual dimples, Dove looks younger than usual, than Dove has been looking, barely as old as Chloris used to, I’m never going to have a good sense of what Creeks look like at particular ages. “Ask Pallas, if you want an earful.”
We climb down a little ridge, more outcrop, metre and a half high, maybe. If it was Block’s class we’d just jump, but it isn’t, this is a stroll.
“Two earfuls,” Dove says, a little rueful. “All this consonance might be nothing more than making sure there’s someone who isn’t scared of you, you know? You’re not scary, either, less than Halt is, you’re my multi-limbed strangeness.”
I choke up, just manage to think Source of warmth, while there are still words and then we’re both choked up for a bit.
Zora and Chloris are looking at us, they’re beside another little outcrop, but this one is broader and bare, white, mostly white, there’s some silvery veining, it looks like marble. Not the blue-green marble under the meadow, this isn’t outcrop.
There’s a, pool, marsh, it seems to be filling in, been filling in for awhile, this is where the different trees start, the ones with the spiral bark.
Chloris makes a pointing gesture, low, elegant, very surprising.
There’s a couple of chairs, seats, carved back into the marble. Big ones, ornate.
They’ve weathered. Anything that sticks out has worn, you can see the sharp edges of the carving under the hand rests.
Between them, on the marble, no, it’s not flagging, it’s all one rock, someone cut the square rise and then cut the seats into it. Between the seats is a big white bowl, glass or marble, glass, there’s.
“A wine bottle.”  Dove and I say it together.
Chloris is wide-eyed, Zora is grinning.
“How did it not break?” Chloris says. “It’s been there at least this winter.”
The bowl is full of leaves, big, bronze-coloured leaves fallen from the tall trees behind us. Doesn’t look like they’ve stained it, doesn’t look like the piles of leaves on the carved seats have stained those, either, which isn’t what I’d expect from white marble.
“Good glass,” Dove says.
There’s some boron in there. Can’t figure out how the marble works, something to do with the porosity.
The leaves lift, very lightly, a metre or so. Nothing in there but the wine bottle, and whatever’s living in the leaves, I think those are ancestral spiders, regular arthropod spiders, not the modified kind. Should tell Halt.
The bottle lifts, too, it doesn’t look like the usual kind, it’s not the same green, this is more transparent, faint, like new leaves. Cork, wax, that’s familiar, don’t think it’s big enough to hold a litre.
Dove’s holding the bottle and looking speculative.
“Is it even ours?”  Zora’s having trouble with the logic. It’s not, can’t be, the actual same thing from where we got the pattern, not unless Wake’s utterly wrong about how what we did works, and the technique is in common use.
“Would you eat berries here, if there were berry bushes, and we knew they were safe?”  Dove’s not having trouble with the logic. Don’t think Dove’s wrong. We, well, made’s a bit strong, brought into being? everything here. Wrong to claim to have carved those seats, the band-work’s some kind of runes, I can see people getting excited, but we’re certainly why they’re here, all of it, trees, marsh, the singing birds.
Zora nods. “I would, but we don’t know that’s — ” a chin lift — “safe.”
Chloris says, with great reluctance, “There’s no death in it.”  Zora looks at Chloris. “Not for us,” Chloris says. “There’s ethanol.”
“Methanol?” says Zora, who could answer that question by really wanting to know.
“Ed?” Dove says.
Be known by sight, that is not fit drink and healthy, for I myself and these my shoulder-companions.
Whups.
The trees are glowing, the marsh, the carved seats, the fallen leaves, bird feathers, the wine bottle itself. None of us are gone strange enough for glass to be good drink.
Be thanked and be still. The glow goes out, Zora’s collapsed in a heap, snickering.
That which is, and is within, the vessel — I’m trying to say ‘Dove’, I say a word, I don’t get what it means — now holds, be known by sight in wholesomeness.
Better to ask if it’ll do us only good than if it’ll do us harm. Any alcohol’s a little harm, I’m not much for nuance with whatever language this is, not yet.
The wine bottle shines, shines deep red. Which, well, it’s red wine. If it’s grapes, could be plum, or cherry, or something they have there, and we don’t here. Shining like blood and fire’s not the best thing to be thinking.
Anybody see anything else shining? The pond’s not, but if anything else is, I got this try wrong, too.
Nobody can, so I say thanks to the glow. It goes out.
Zora stands up.
Dove hands Zora the bottle. “Anything scary in there?”
Zora’s eyes close, open again after a little while. “No.”
Zora hands the bottle back. Dove takes it carefully, both hands.
“Make some glasses?”  Actually a request, Dove’s voice has a complete lack of even implied battlements anywhere.
Zora says “Isn’t this still unwise?”  Unwise wasn’t one of the first six things Zora considered saying.
Dove’s head shakes. “Remember the constraints on summoning up this place. We wanted an entirely clean terrain.”
Zora looks up, looks around, you can feel Zora’s, mind, no, it’s Power, Zora’s particular, personal strength, reaching out, out again, back: “We got one.”  It’s more definite than Zora usually sounds.
Zora makes a gesture, and is holding four stemmed glasses, thin as soap bubbles, but tangible. “Save some?”
We all nod. Someone will want to analyze it.
Someone will want to analyze it no matter what does, or doesn’t, happen to us.
“Is this proper?” Chloris says, not sure that it isn’t.
“Wine bottles of our labour,” Dove says.
Chloris grins.
Zora hands everyone a glass, Dove swaps me my glass for the bottle, I probably do have more of a knack for small things, and I slide the wax off and the cork out as two careful, separate steps.
Red wine’s supposed to be left open to the air, but we pour the glasses and I put the cork back in and the wax back on, the bottle full, a little bit over-full, of dry nitrogen above the quarter or so left, no reason to let it oxidize.
“Must have been under the leaves the whole time,” Dove says. Certainly smells right, no vinegary sharpness.
It’s a very quiet quarter-hour.
Nobody tries the leaf-strewn seats; it doesn’t seem polite. Dove and I wind up to the west, left of the left-hand seat, Zora’s in the middle, feet swinging over the broad bowl, still full of leaves, and Chloris sits past the eastern seat.
There are bugs in the Tall Woods.
None of them bite. Everybody’s got their bug-charm, but we don’t need it, not even to keep wasps out of the wine. There’s, big, floppy wings, it’s the middle of a sunny summer morning, has to be a butterfly, though coloured all the shades of twilight, there’s almost a buzz of bugs hovering over the pond, there are birds, one that dives, some kind of arboreal pangolin-thing, scales and the caution of an anchoring tail and a boundless appetite for caterpillars.
After a little while, we all raise our glasses. No rim-clinking, hard enough to believe the wine didn’t pop the bare sheen of the thing, it’s not glass, but a toast.
“Peace and Plenty,” we all say, and we mean it.


Chapter 31
Wake returns to an absence of cataclysm. Starting to get bored, everything written down, garden in fine shape, have tiptoed into the Tall Woods in the dark to hear the dawn chorus from the birds, Dove insisted, but no fires. No giving in to the impulse to move a lot of dirt out of habit, either. We did spend most of a day moving a lot of gravel out of the West Wetcreek, playing dredge for the Lug-gesith, that helped.
The tree is indeed the Independent Mulch, in, so far as Wake is able to determine, no distress.
“I’ve got the expert on gardens watching mine for the next year?” Zora says, and Wake’s head shakes. “Some span of time,” Wake says, contemplatively, and Chloris says “Your?” in admonishing tones.
“The Round House garden,” Zora says. “Ours, but — ”  and stops, because Chloris is smiling as though Death has a sense of humour.
“In the records of the Commonweal, Mulch has assumed tree-shape for not less than twelve days and for not more than sixty-one years.” Wake’s tone is completely factual. “I would not expect twelve days. Establishing agriculture in the Folded Hills did not prove usually laborious.”
Day after Wake gets back, Wake takes us down to the practice field for a meeting. Blossom has the design, preferred design, Blossom’s preferred design, for the new battle-standards done. The Captain, a general named Chert, Ongen, who is about the only other Independent reliably able to comprehend Blossom’s enchantment designs should those designs seek to optimize anything, Wake, Blossom, and the four of us. It seems really odd to even consider discussing battle-standard workings outside, anywhere, and then Wake signs four words that sound like the feel of swallowing custard and we’re in an utterly dark hemisphere.
It’s not even a warded space, it’s, Wake says “As the Tall Woods, incomplete and in reverse.”  Disconnected from the accumulation of history, is what I get out of that. Someplace not of earth.
Can’t follow, Dove can’t follow, we can’t follow, the actual discussion, though we get closer than Dove, and Dove’s closer than I am. Lots of words, very few sentences. ‘Acyclic’ and ‘reticulation’ are the sort of words that need context.
Aside from the educational benefits, Blossom says with a grin that could bend granite into spoons, we’re there because Blossom wants to include something like the insect-repellent, the fire-mirror from the orchard, and Chloris’ exercise in spore-removal into the design. Blossom can’t do any of them, ‘not yet’ in the case of the fire mirror, maybe not in the case of the insect repellent, and not at all in the case of the spore removal.
“You can’t?” says Chloris, then blushes.
Blossom ignores the blush. “It could only be purer necromancy if you’d been dead when you did it.”  Blossom’s next grin is a little wry. “No skill with necromancy.”
Which means, given the real haste to get the standards done, we’re going to have to do it, if any of those things are to go in. We can link up with Blossom.
Neither the Captain nor General Chert actually say yeah, sure, it’s slightly more formal. Ongen’s concern about student contribution isn’t measurable. Ongen wants to talk, later, we do talk later, about the insect repellent, Ongen’s enchanted plant tag has been consuming a large fraction of the Maintainer’s attention. General Chert is firmly of the opinion that anything not actually harmful is worth trying if it makes attack wasps easier to deal with. Current best tactic involves heating large volumes of air to five hundred degrees. They don’t generally have time to pull the oxygen away first, so it’s mostly preferring dealing with a big fire to dealing with wasps.
Zora’s mood improves sharply when Blossom, all of us back in the regular world, out of the geometer’s cave of forbidden probabilities, points out the captain’s quarters in the standards, the standards and the signas and the pennons, will need furnishing on very short notice, and hands Zora, us, all of us, a, call it a mental illusion, don’t know what Blossom would call it, it’s not a memory or an idea or just facts, precisely, it’s a detailed description of the volume those quarters have to fit into, where the various gates go, that handle air and water and sewage, the necessary location for the portal to the subtended otherworld antechamber, it’s medium complicated.
“They’ll all be the same,” Zora says, cautious.
Blossom nods. “The Line’s in favour of that.”
An army is, technically, this has never really happened, five brigades, each with five battalions. Twenty-five standards. Plus a pennon for the general, which is only different from a standard by what it gets called. One signa per brigade, which isn’t a standard but which does need to house the brigadier.
“Thirty-one bathtubs,” Zora says, sounding pleased.
“Thirty-two,” Dove says. “It’s good to have a spare pennon for the spare general.”
“We have a spare general?”  Zora sounds surprised.
“We will someday,” Dove says. “Standards are meant to last.”
Two days on bathtubs, complete with taps, fill-gates, and drain-gates, and a day on single-piece ceramic bathing room floors, the drain gate done with differently conductive clays fired into the floor, off-centre in the sluicing corner, Wake’s gate style instead of Blossom’s. Then a day doing sinks with Wake and Blossom, Blossom’s got to wait for something to set or dry or be finished by other people, that’s not clear, but we do the sinks in aluminium-nickel-bronze four centimetres thick. We sort of get, well, not silly, happy, enthusiastic, something like that. It’s not the way we were with the armour, no do-or-die, but we did the armour. We’re all certain we can do this.
Dinner, we’re on time, no one’s exhausted, it’s been a fun three days. Even Wake’s seeming almost cheerful, along with the benevolent; nothing to do but hold wards, teach us how to make pottery gate bindings, and make sure we’ve thought things through might be close to a rest for Wake. Dove’s got four letters, unusual-many, Chloris has a letter, Zora’s got three letters, I don’t get one, it’s unlikely I’ll get anything from Flaed until after Festival and no one else is far enough away to write. Which means I get to make the ‘of course’ gesture. Sometime in the winter, the idea that we didn’t know one another well enough to read letters at dinner seemed ridiculous, and we got a dispensation from the refectory manager, on the grounds it was the only time they or anybody ever saw us sitting down.
Zora had protested that we sat down during Block’s class all the time, and got told that ‘slumped in a heap’ was not the same thing as sitting down.
Chloris hands that one letter to Dove. Dove’s face goes from concerned to set, and there’s, just a flicker, but for an instant it’s really there, one of the fire-feathers curling back over Dove’s ear. It gets Wake’s attention.
Aggrandizement, says Chloris, so upset there’s no cloud of lamentation.
I don’t think I actually form the word what, but Dove hands me the letter anyway, reaching across the table to hold Chloris’ wrist with the other hand. Zora’s hugged Chloris, which isn’t an expected behaviour.
It’s a really short letter. Salutation and:
“While I am hopeful you were of some assistance to your teachers, I should not care to think any child of mine should aggrandize their role in something of such importance.”
That’s all.
What am I missing?
My mother refuses to believe I could have killed our wound-wedge infection. Chloris’ tone has so many emotions in it there aren’t any, utterly flat.
Phrasing is ‘recant or be disowned’ Dove says. Family disowned.
Not like I’m still in the gean, Chloris says, with a pulse of grief.
“Wake? Can I make some lights for myself?”  Chloris, with a best try to sound calm.
There is not a ripple in Wake’s benevolence. “In propriety, a fifth part of the aluminium is available to you, but — ” and Wake turns a hand over. “Four hundred tonnes of aluminium is many lights, detrimental to the prosperity of several wreaking collectives.”
Almost involuntarily, Chloris smiles. “Three.”
Then “Lights, not hundred tonnes.”  Chloris sounding prim on purpose is a lot of prim.
Zora’s very carefully not looking appalled. Dove’s, well, Dove taps, there isn’t anything to the contact, Chloris’ shoulder, but it’s certainly still the shoulder-punch of ritual approval. This is some sort of Creek social thing.
One standard needs six lights, the signas need eight, so we need to make two hundred and two. No spares; light bindings last in proportion to the durability of the materials. Blossom had shrugged at us when we asked. There are four working copper and glass light bindings eight thousand years old in a Material Artifacts Library in the First Commonweal, someone made a set very carefully. Solid blocks of corundum should be tougher. “Not many data points,” Blossom says; the oldest light made this way is Blossom’s first success, it’s sixty-three.
Chloris’ three lights are red, ruby, it takes a tiny amount of chromium, instead of clear, and the reflectors, silver with aluminium in it instead of copper, for strength, it doesn’t tarnish, are, it’s not ornate design, precisely, but they’re certainly fancier than the ones for the standards.
“That gets out and we’re going to be re-backing a lot of mirrors,” Zora says.
“You could do those three with platinum,” Blossom says, drifting through to see how we’re doing. I suspect also to get away from the shot shop, where it doesn’t help if Blossom paces. Whatever it is must still be drying or setting or something.
Chloris’ head shakes, once, firmly. “That would be sarcastic.”
Dove nods. Plenty sarcastic, Dove says.
“Blossom?”  Zora sounds tentative, actual tentative, not rhetorical tentative. “Why are we making these?”
“Why do these get made?” Blossom says.
Zora nods. “Everybody else gets tents.”
“The Line establishes permanent barracks in usual times,” Blossom says. “Standard-captains get quarters in the standard because they’re bound. Can’t get more than four kilometres from their assigned standard. The quarters, aside from being a place to store maps and battalion records out of the wet, are compensation.”
“What happens when they retire?” Chloris asks, thinking about ‘retire’ being the right word.
“If a Standard-captain retires, they’re assigned a standard in retirement. We’ve got, will have, more standards than battalions by twice.”  Blossom goes entirely serious, and looks a little sad. “Only about a quarter of them ever retire.”
Wake’s made, not precisely a brick, it’s porcelain, it’s a binding for an illusion-form. Once we’re done the furnishings, we’re going to cast the standard quarters around the form, it’s an advanced version of a technique Wake’s been teaching for making houses, single bulk ceramic firings. Needs lots of clay, but whatever it’s called, the West Wetcreek lies in a river valley, there is lots of clay to be had. It takes us maybe an hour to dig enough up, Wake’s got the map giving where we’re allowed to dig from, it’s managed, we can’t just lift out a four-metre cube, and then the rest of the day to wedge and sort the stuff properly, Wake’s being particular about it.
Twenty-seven standards and the five signas, signas have meeting rooms, it’s a different binding and a different illusion-form. The binding comes out cold, all that illusion’s insulative, and it takes the four of us maybe twenty minutes to get each structure fired. It’s a long day, but we get them all done. Wake does something that keeps the air off, it fades, by the time the structure’s cool it’s gone. “Keeps the oxidization down,” Wake says.
Chloris has a letter done, written, neat and formal, and an aluminium box, just large enough to hold the lights and some exploded wood fluff. The wood fluff took four tries, it’s done with steam and layers, no kind of necromancy.
Made things, the lights, the box, Chloris says it works to think of that as the death of all other possibilities. Can’t fault the results.
The whole package, someone in the post office will wrap it, the whole contents of the package, comes along with Chloris, going to dinner.
“It is,” Wake says, “one thing to write a letter, and another to send it.”
Chloris nods. “I spent my whole youth fighting with my mother. I was trying to argue about, about if I had to be prim. Mother was arguing about what kind of prim was the best kind.”
Chloris stops, this is where you’d turn for the post office.
We stop, too, and sort of flatten the clump out a bit, there are people going by. They go by Wake the way a stream goes around a boulder. Wake’s not being rude, Wake’s not paying attention to anything that isn’t Chloris.
“Mother has a story about what I should be like. I’m never going to follow it. I want to live, I want to be an Independent, those aren’t really the same decision.”  Chloris gets a little quieter. “I don’t want children.”  There’s, it’s not a sigh, I think of it as like a sigh, the cloud of lamentation gets, briefly, shallowly, it’s not the dense lamentation, fifteen metres from Chloris. “However much Mother wants grandchildren.”
“This — ” the box lifts — “is polite, it’s not, it’s what another adult would do. To say Mother needs to listen to what Mother’s said, at least, even if maybe not what I’ve said.”
“Your mother might listen to me?” Wake says, in purely speculative tones.
Chloris’ head shakes. “It would turn into some story about how I, a proper daughter, had been seduced away by sorcery.”  Adjectives like fell and nefarious flit through Chloris’ conversational mind.
No shortage of stories like that. No shortage of species like that, kelpies do that, unicorns sometimes, there’s a whole category of study around problematic blandishments, wholly separate from the stuff that just takes over your mind, ‘the illusion of choice’ is a phrase you have to use really carefully talking about this.
“Besides,” Chloris says, “I want to find out who I am.”  Arguing with Mother didn’t work, floats along behind, and Wake nods.
“And this way you didn’t ruin Festival.”  Zora’s tone is entirely pragmatic.
More than an entire décade before, Dove says, just to me.
Day after that we start making floors, room-sized floors, can’t really call them tiles, triple glazed over their own drain-gates, “Eventually, something spills,” Wake says, and a bunch of wall panels. Those are hollow, about a decimetre thick, and glazed on both sides, all pleasant warm tones, three shades of mild green, it’s not pale, just mild. The floors are rich-earth brown, nearly black.
Big ceiling tiles, ceramic ones, an even milder yellow, hanging frames for them, and the gates that handle the air. Blossom shows up for those, they’re complicated, it’s not just moving air around, it’s managing the air quality and the temperature, mustn’t freeze or suffocate the standard-captains. Same with the privy, and something that’s the sorcerous equivalent of a set of settling ponds in Blossom’s version of one of Wake’s porcelain bricks.
We can do the door-gates, though, even the otherworld one. We get a day of actual class, careful instruction, make one as a test, and then it’s Festival.
First day of Festival, you’re supposed to make sure all the work’s done at your gean. Any collectives you belong to should have wrapped up before Festival, if your thorpe hasn’t quite got the hay in people will come help, the point is to get everything done so you can celebrate, rather than work in your Festival clothes.
Dove asks, after breakfast, if there’s anything we might usefully do. The fine line between any implication that of course our host gean needs help and seeming to be unhelpful guests turns into eighty kegs of beer in a cellar, to be hoisted out as gently as possible.
We do it carefully; gravity sock, and then tow the sock. The beer never gets to slosh.
Still doesn’t take more than an hour.
I never moved a tonne of gravel before I started learning sorcery, never mind the many-barge-load amounts we get asked to shift. Beer kegs, though, I’ve done that. I wind up sitting down for a little while, to a sort of general agreement.
Cleaning the Round House doesn’t do that, afternoon work in the garden, I’ve done that before but the context’s enough different.
Grue comes by at dinner with a dose of peace-abiding for each of us, individually labelled, and then stands there, watching. “I know you’ll drink it, I want to be sure it works,” Grue says. That gets some looks, not just from us. “The metabolism of sorcery students is a moving target,” Grue says, tone not precisely dry, and loud enough to be meant to be heard. There are nods, not just from us. There’s a lot of different kinds of peace-abiding — the Creeks used to only need two, lads and lasses, to the point they make the stuff in different flavours, someone four tables over is saying “Hackberry?” in mournful tones — but back in Wending it was normal to have a bunch of different kinds. Something that prevents conception and a bunch of common diseases and often annoying fertility side-effects for the next year has to care about sex and species.
Surprisingly, I recognize the flavour of mine.
Pine tar.
Scorched pine tar.
“It isn’t really,” Grue says, I’m probably looking appalled, betrayed, Dove says, but I take from Grue’s tone that asking what it really is won’t make me happier.
Second and third day of Festival’s mostly unplanned time. You can finish making your festival hat, you can spend time with people you wouldn’t usually see, you can count all the preserves if you want. We’re all at a loss, life has been following a fixed routine, down at the level of ‘exercises with Block, lunch, Wake or another  grownup shows up with a task, figure out how’ for what feels like forever.
Second day, by afternoon, when we’ve agreed we’re going to have to come up with something, turns into a silly illusions contest. Grue and Blossom show up halfway through the afternoon; being over the ridge doesn’t keep some of the grander efforts from being noticeable down by the canal. No one’s complained, there’s been several questions about what we’re building and why we’ve been expected to do it during Festival.
Getting into a silly illusions contest with Blossom’s much easier than you’d think, worse at silly than I am. Grue, though, people might not worry enough about Grue. Grue does this distant vista of a city, fortress, it’s not clear, but for a couple of seconds I’m desperately homesick for the place. A place that’s hanging, shining, in the air, that I watched Grue create.
The whole illusion contest is a lot of fun, and everyone agrees Zora wins it. No butterfly wings, it’s a mechanical forest, tree branches geared to the trunks, louvred windmill sail leaves. It all whirs quietly together like it’s doing something, too.
Third day, Dove and I get, well, our, same one, anyway, canoe out of the boat house and paddle up the West Wetcreek and then a stream a few kilometres north of Westcreek Town called the Swan, that rises up to the west in a broad valley, broad enough it wants to be marshy, so it’s an easy paddle up and an easier float back down. There’s a rocky outcrop that happens to be an island at the moment with a low exposed rock north-west slope, so it’s warm and un-worrying as a place to eat lunch.
No actual swans, and I don’t think either of us articulates a word all day. Extremely restful.
Didn’t do anything with the Power, either; joint senses out two, three kilometres the whole time, the consonance, but nothing gets moved or modified or even poked at.
It’s not all like that, not even close, but the Creeks part of the Second Commonweal around Westcreek Town is settled country. Travelling a half day on water through settled country is odd. I’m getting used to the canoe, barges are different, being a passenger, but that much settled, long-settled, country is still odd.
Fourth day is the public party, treats for infants, races for children and youth, sort of thing. This one’s, all those funerals weren’t that long ago, it’s not quite subdued, there’s an edge on it somewhere, it’s not entirely the party people wanted to have but it’s going to have to do.
Lots of people come to Westcreek Town for the day, there are a bunch of tents set up to shade people, food, and drink in the grazing meadows north of town on the west side of the West Wetcreek, and a lot of strolling around and talking.
Also foot-races, a kilometre-long timed barge course, one barge at a time, and, you can’t say attested, the Shape of Peace isn’t involved, say witnessed, spear throwing. You get a slip of paper that has a sober respectable person’s written witness that you threw as well as you did, and if your friends don’t want to believe you later, you can wave the paper at them.
Dove gets a speculative look, hauls us all into line, picks up a spear thrower, and puts three spears into the hundred metre target, spread over an area I might or might not be able to span with my hands. Easier than it was, Dove says. Several people in the throwing line look fussy when Dove turns down the slip of paper. Zora’s head tips about it, after we’re twenty metres away.
“The Line doesn’t provide warrants of authority just because you’re bossy,” Dove says, and Chloris can’t stop grinning at how flummoxed Zora looked, just for a moment.
We chance on Halt, who is handing apples to a couple of infants, siblings, I think, who clearly need either food or sleep. Looks that could be the precursors of petting motions result in Spook hiding behind Chloris, and it being clear that their minder can’t hear the doubtful “Meep?” and the infants can.
“Exactly the same apple,” Halt assures them, staving off some kind of protest and getting a look of melting thanks from whoever is minding the kids.
One memory, two instances, the thought goes with a wildly hopeful look somewhere back of Zora’s face.
Halt looks at us, and twinkles. “I can entirely understand feelings of hunger when faced with a festival, my dears.”  The spider looks, well, wistful, and there’s a faint smell like the feel of nubby towels, new, clean ones, dried in the sun.
There’s the tiny moment of thinking ‘I’ve got the buttons over the left eye?’, and Halt smiles. You’re entirely fine, children, Halt says heading away, waving us on the way were going.
That’s out around the outer curve of the loop, past the folks talking and commenting on the barge times, more on the barge times as you get closer to the people doing the timing by the side of the West Wetcreek.
We’re heading back in, our, our host, gean is one that does the big dinner inside, one sitting, terrible form to be late, and I’m thinking that, here we are, wandering around in a clump, Death and Strange Mayhem and Zora manifesting butterfly wings, fancy gauzy ones, all of us with apprentice buttons, even if they’re on big summer hats like everyone else is wearing, ghostly ocelotter trotting after Chloris and sometimes through people, and no one objects, no unease, there isn’t any drawing away, it’s like being a sorcerer was a normal trade.
We’re all feeling like that, differently, only Dove really grew up near Westcreek Town, it’s not completely familiar to Zora or Chloris, either, but the same absence of strangeness underneath somewhere, when someone says “Chloris?” in uncertain tones.
We stop, you can see the family resemblance, I think I can, Creeks mostly still look all related, I don’t think it’s Chloris’ mother, and Chloris says “Auntie,” and gives a kind of acknowledging nod.
Whatever Chloris’ Auntie meant to say doesn’t get said, the thought trips on a look that settles on Chloris’ hair, there’s a stiffening of expression, and “Bleaching your hair?” gets said in tones appropriate to ‘hoarding money’.
“Shapeshifting, Auntie, no bleach, just willpower,” Chloris says, in quietly dignified tones, and starts walking. So we do, and Spook does, and Chloris’ Auntie, whoever they are, sees Spook and goes from stiff to startled.
Mother’s cousin, Dove says in our head.
We’re fifty or sixty metres further on when Chloris says Misery and lack, and Spook leaps on to the top of Chloris’ head, to look down, worriedly, at a fixed expression.
Chloris doesn’t look like someone about to cry; Chloris looks like someone about to kill every living thing to the width of the horizon.
It’s less than one in five but it’s more than one in ten, here, people doing things to their hair. Including what I suppose to be bleach. Though that usually seems to produce magenta shades.
Frivolous wastefulness, if you ask Mother or Auntie, Chloris says, and none of us say anything until we’re heading in for lunch.
The refectory’s full, full right up, we wind up sitting with some trainees from a copper works south and east. I find out a bunch of stuff about raising lathes, what they use to make mixing bowls with, and realizing that I wouldn’t be safe with a lathe anymore, not without sitting down and going through all the steps carefully first. Still fun to talk an entirely material kind of shop for a bit.
The refectory manager comes by and sets a glass of cider down by Chloris, doesn’t say anything, doesn’t really stop, doesn’t precisely look sympathetic. The trainees do when Chloris responds to some searching looks by saying “Auntie disapproves,” and makes a hair-encompassing wave.
And you would stay drunk how? Dove says, when Chloris starts to dither about whether it’s proper to actually drink the cider, given a wroth emotional state and it only being lunchtime.
Don’t think the ethanol does anything at all. The awareness that it’s the seriously good stuff, wine-strong and five years in the barrel, past kindness and into strong approval, does a great deal.
The customary use of the afternoon is music and dancing. There’s a steady graduation of how energetic the dancing is, moving upstream away from town. The furthest out is after a gap, pipes, drums, and big wrap-round-the-body trumpet things. Looks like there’s a lot of vertical motion in the dancing. Zora and Chloris grin, wave, and head straight for it.
Dove and I sort of drift toward one of the music-only clumps, strings and woodwinds and a couple wooden flutes.
It’s extremely restful, it’s not precisely happy music, but it’s all elegant and peaceful, four hours of it, four different groups for fifty minutes each and a ten-minute break in between to stretch your legs. Think it’s the first time I’ve spent any time with Dove in a social group of Creeks. I feel slow over how long it took me to notice how much social status Dove has. The sound argh forms in my mind when Dove notices.
Dinner is roast sheep on a stick, there’s a shepherd-thorpe association with an outdoor roasting pit. The honey and radish-mustard sauce could clear a statue’s sinuses. Shape-shifting the grease off my hands feels a little bit like cheating, but it’s effective.
I get a little bit of shiver, I’ve been walking by people at dusk on a Festival day, using the Power.
Didn’t occur to me not to, easier to use the Power than get sheep-grease on my clothes. Nobody, well, Dove, Dove’s done the same thing, noticed, it’s not ostentatious or threatening.
Or important. Dove’s face isn’t how Dove’s grinning at me. Halt can hand apples to kids. Grue has trot-to-work days.
Law is wider than custom. Which was a caution, every time anybody said it to me; not sure how I mean it now. Having a unicorn show up at a hospital should cause panic, but Grue, no one agrees what Grue is, really, except theirs. Anybody who could be polite and do what Grue’s doing to the recovery rate of the injured would be theirs, socially.
I get my hair ruffled, hat notwithstanding.
Didn’t spend much time in taverns back in Wending, never had much inclination to drink to be drinking, and known slow people don’t do well in taverns. Haven’t set foot in one in Westcreek, never even thought about it.
This place, not a lot of lads in it. Everyone here clearly knows Dove, there’s a shout. It’s full, but there’s space by Pallas and Cel. Back-to-the-wall seats, the sort that fill first.
I only have to explain where I’m from twice, which is about six fewer than I expected. No one expects me to sing, which is good, and I’m not going to be able to forget the lyrics, which isn’t always. Sometime when Dove’s away from the table Cel asks me, despite Pallas’ attempts at shushing, if Dove and I are turning into one person.
I can shake my head ‘no’; I can manage about eleven words, none of them connected to the others, which is the problem with thinking of so many ways to answer this question ahead of time, and they really do, Pallas, certainly, merit a better answer than a bunch of almost-word noises.
So I make a small illusion, just a schematic, it doesn’t have the energy flow, it’s not even obviously a house, it’s only not a circle diagram because the areas are square, well, and circle diagrams don’t float over the table so there’s room for a sphere of darkness underneath and a fire-feather hovering above.
“Ed’s Ed, I’m me, there’s someone else we both are together.”  Dove’s leaning over, one hand on Pallas’ shoulder.
“Someone else looks bigger,” Cel says, curious.
“Someone else is, it multiplies.”  Dove’s slid back in beside me.
Pallas sort of un-tenses, Cel nods, I turn the illusion off.
“Is that hard to do?” Pallas asks, a swallow of cider later.
“Harder not to,” Dove says, and I realize Pallas wasn’t asking about making the illusion. “Most of sorcery’s been we’re not dead, can’t have been difficult, but Ed’s just there.”
I get a very odd look.
“Lots of overtones, I don’t understand any of them.”  Which is better than waiting for Dove to answer again.
Pallas looks at the table. “Dove and I had words — ” fight, with prolonged shouting, Dove translates — “when Dove took up with Dion,” and Pallas gestures at the air, takes a big swallow, sets the mug down, stares at it.
“Dion’s dead. Wasn’t a horrible person. Did a due share of diaper changing, was no kind of hard of working.”  Dove’s voice is actually soft, not merely gentle.
“Never once thought ‘Who is Dove?’ was a question to ask. You weren’t wrong about that.”  Dove reaches across the table and squeezes Pallas’ hand.
Pallas’ eyes are closed, there’s tears, trickling, Cel’s looking worried or relieved, might decide which in a minute. The weight of the not-listening around us is going to start denting the floor, people’s conversations are dropping away around.
A little bubble of air around us starts turning all the sounds from this end of the table into silences.
Dove gives me a look, I shrug, take a drink. It was either silence, or that counting song. Dove nods.
The person next to me on the wall bench, the other side from Dove, looks at me, pokes the air, I think to see if there’s anything actually there, and looks away down the table.
“Who is Dove doesn’t have an answer, just like Who is Edgar? doesn’t. There might, if we last long enough, be answers if you stick usually in them, but all the teachers have been — ” clear, let’s go with — “clear, emphatic, something, that not paying attention to that question, deciding it’s not a question anymore, is a mistake.”
Pallas gives me a look I don’t even start to understand. Cel sort of grins. “Never stop.”  Cel says it very quietly.
Dove’s face sets, relaxes, Dove looks over at Cel and says “Not unlike,” and looks back at Pallas.
“Sorcery means you can make yourself up, not completely, nobody gets away from their history, but.”
“You have to pay attention.”  Pallas is looking at Dove. Still teary, Dove’s looking teary.
Dove grins, I don’t, but we say “If you want to live,” exactly together. Accidental eerie unison, Cel starts smiling after realizing we didn’t do it on purpose.
“You don’t want to run away?” Pallas says to me, letting go of Dove, pulling back. Pallas makes a face when, I think it’s blank, my face goes something. “Dove escaping the limitations of flesh.”  There’s a vast mass of thoughts behind that, but no more words get said.
It’s not like it’s a secret, not really. “I don’t have a heart and I bleed blue. Didn’t plan either thing.”
Scion of the spider-god, sounds in my head, entirely affectionate, and I give Dove what’s probably an appalled look.
Pallas’ fit of giggles sets Cel off. They wind up leaning on each other, smiling.
“You’re not even arguing about where you’re going.”  Cel’s a mix of pleased and surprised.
“We don’t know,” I say, and Dove, right after, says “It’s obvious who cares more about particular things.”
“And you’re not being stupid,” Pallas says to Dove, in a much lighter tone than I’d expect from the words.
“I’m not being stupid.”  Dove smiles, saying it.
The singing that starts a little later has a lot more complex feeling in it, and I remember to drop the silence.
Eventually it’s not really dawn. You can tell things apart, the white thread from the black, but the sun’s not up and the moon’s not down. The long strip of grass beside the Western West-East Canal, the whole north edge back fifty metres and running away east out of town, towpath and tow-horse grazing when the canal was made and a hay-meadow now, is empty, damp, and dim; in half an hour it will shine with the rising sun.
That’s not why Dove and I are sitting with our backs on a marker-pylon and the last of a jug of cider between us, but it is why we’re facing west. By a pylon comes from going east, having walked Pallas and Cel home. Their gean is almost all water-people, barge-crew and buoy-makers and a rope walk. More than half of them are seldom home, so the various gean-houses try to split half-and-half until they run out of stay-at-homes, and then you get one housekeeper. Pallas and Cel’s house has a housekeeper named Meadowsweet, the first one I’ve met. Meadowsweet had said something to Pallas, something about it being bad enough trying to keep up with Dove, drinking, before, and Dove had really smiled.
Pallas and Cel had, individually, stood on warmed flagstones and hugged Dove and said Dove smiling always ought to have done that.
This particular pylon because we turn north here, and Zora and Chloris will be along. Fifth day of festival is home for breakfast, it’s a rest day for the refectory, tomorrow, too, if the gean can manage it. Just what to have for breakfast isn’t settled.
Chloris shows up first, hair down and skirt hem trailing through the dew. Chloris’ shirt has been stuffed in the Festival-hat and the hat, the fancy Festival hat, woven white, green silk ribbon, waved in one hand, ribbons still cheerful, throws back tiny dawn flickers from Chloris’ third set of student-buttons. It could be any Festival morning, any morning of the world, with Death, silver and still, perfect and gentle, walking out of the moon.
I really ought to react to that. I don’t, not at all, it’s abstract pretty.
There’s less dew where Dove smiles. Dead things would react to that.
Dead things do; there’s a ghost-kitten chasing reflections in dewdrops and the scattered ghosts of butterflies until it’s sprinting to reach me and Dove first. If Spook thinks about it, there are more and more ghostly butterflies, all the dead of all the years until the sky is ghost wings and one hears a baffled Meep? with the ears of the Power.
Ghostliness has nothing to do with head-butting me in the knee, nor expecting to be scritched behind the ears. It does help with the tail; there’s the impression of mass, of considerable momentum, but enough interaction to feel the irritated thwap as I stand up with the force it’s supposed to have would take my consent. Spook’s tail goes swishing through my shin.
Chloris comes up, Dove stands up, folds Chloris into firm arms, murmurs “In the old days, you could have started a religion, walking around like that.”
Chloris isn’t crying, but all of Spook’s awakened butterflies fade out for metres around.
I just can’t, Chloris says.
It’s not that Chloris wants to kill anybody, sorcerously or otherwise. A necromancer approaching someone, anybody, with no particular talent with an open and hopeful heart is going to kill them, yes, that’s the side effect, they’re going to transcend the soul out of them in a tide of joy at the life that was in them.
Celebrating Festival with a particular someone, the whole tradition, requires, is a consequence of, that open and hopeful heart.
Well, and everybody gets their dose of peace-abiding, equality under the law, but you don’t get the particular good out of those without bringing your own open and hopeful heart to Festival.
If Chloris does that, somebody’s going to die, and then the law will hang Chloris as it must.
There’s, Wake described it as a particular mental state, that can avoid the problem. Wake had had a considerable talk with Chloris about it, as mechanism, nearly a décade before we went up to the Shape of Peace to become apprentices.
Chloris can’t do it. Wake had pointed out, very gently, that so far as anyone in the Commonweal knows, no necromancer under two hundred ever has.
Coldness of heart just isn’t Chloris. If there wasn’t liking, Chloris wouldn’t want to nibble on their neck. Necromantic talent might go with a personality like Chloris', Wake’s said a few things that make me think it’s likely. You can see how they’d all come out unfortunate of character in the Bad Old Days, anybody they got the least bit smitten with would die, die of them, and it would be this thing made of joy while it was happening.
Dove gets Chloris sat down between us. Spook approves, and stretches out across all three laps. There’s another half hour or so, before Zora shows up.
Zora’s, well, not precisely morose.
Dove looks at Zora, I look at Zora, Chloris goes right on looking at the middle of Spook.
“Visiting apprentice sorcerer, polite, interested, cleverly attentive.”
Zora ought to sound more cheerful.
“Not even vaguely prehensile.”  Entirely morose.
Chloris smiles.
“Thanks, Zora.”  Chloris can’t quite manage depth to the cheerful, but that helped. That helped a lot.
“Going to put your shirt on?”
“I suppose.”
Breakfast, garden, lunch that’s all salad, some errands, including putting the now-empty barrels back in a different cellar, but mostly helping with striking tents.
We’ve, Dove and I, we’ve just put a tent down, when Dove says “Mama?” in surprised tones.
Dove’s mother, Grackle, going by with a basket of something, looking, then looking surprised to see Dove.
Dove gets a huge smile from Grackle, and then a terribly confused look, and the basket gets set down very quickly, Dove’s mother sitting down next to it.
Dove kneels down, provides a shoulder to lean on, Grackle’s sitting down but it could easily turn into lying down.
“There’s a lot of work to do, Mama. It’s going to take awhile.”  Grackle’s patting the side of Dove’s face, tentative.
Dove’s thirty-five, looks about twenty. I don’t think about it, but Grackle hasn’t seen Dove in half a year.
“You’re going to stick around and help?”  It’s a very direct look.
“All I can, Ma’am.”
“Good. Don’t bother trying to get an admission Dove ever needs looking after. Never would. Found the child with a scraped knee, had just turned four, pouring on iodine and ignoring the tears.”
Dove sighs. Doesn’t say “Mother!” but it hovers there.
“I might have already noticed that part of Dove’s character, Ma’am.”
“Not that I can necessarily claim to be much better,” Dove and I say that in perfect unison.
We get a smile, and Grackle climbs upright.
“I would have told you if I’d known, only here today, collecting kids, can’t stop, come visit,” Grackle says, before Dove nods and hugs and steps back, composed.
After Grackle’s thirty metres away, I hug Dove, and get snorfled on.


Chapter 32
Festival dinner, the last-night-of-Festival one, the one you eat with your family, is held at Halt’s cottage.
Which looks tiny, is tiny, and turns out to contain nothing but plant-shelves under the windows and stairs going down, down to a dark door that twists and folds and scrunches aside from Halt’s knock. Behind the door is a single long room hewn from the rock.
Dolostone, I think, it’s got that dull buff colour and the right sort of texture. Right sort of chisel marks, too.
Storage magazine, Dove says. Older than the Commonweal.
Halt’s dining table is ivory.
A single slab of ivory, a metre-fifty wide and eight metres long. There’s a curve, just a little, up the sides, hard and smooth, it’s a couple decimetres thick, it’s not a lot of curve, but you can see this faint ripple down the length, it’s not precisely straight, and the edge, the paler, shinier edge, goes in a decimetre or so.
“Dust and a memory, Zora dear,” Halt says. Zora’s eyes are especially wide.
The side benches, those are ivory, too, the table legs, the carved chair at the head of the table, high and intricate.
We, the students we, brought a basket of salad greens and the, still carefully re-sealed, wine bottle from the Tall Woods. Grue’s head tips to ask permission, picks the bottle up, smiles, and there’s a decanter full.
The centrepiece of dinner is roast something, I have no idea, but the wine goes with it well enough.
Blossom’s notion of ginger cookies, I think you have to be able to shape-shift, at least a little, to sensibly consider eating one.
I have four.
It’s the same toasts, of course it would be, to the Peace Established and the Work of the Year. The third toast, the one that changes, that’s to the Increase of Knowledge.
Which isn’t even strange. Not exactly the same kind of knowledge usually meant, something you’re usually saying after your children are adult, but the average of us and the teachers is still centuries.
I wind up snorfling on Dove a little, quietly as I can, and waving my hands, trying to pull words out of the air, when everyone, not looks, but you can, I can, feel the focus of attention. “Not dead.”
“Indeed you are not,” Wake says, smiling, voice full of a gentle benevolence.
Chloris takes a deep breath, leans back, stretches arms out behind me and Zora in the room got from leaning, leans back more from the neck, stretching, and, well, no photons, but shines, shines into a rippling sense of peace, arms come back back in, sits up, and says in the perfect still voice of death “I have a family.”
All the grownups nod.
The working link says, what it would be if it were expressed in words, Well, yeah.
“Even if the lemon preserves scream.”  Chloris doesn’t doubt this, doesn’t, precisely, disbelieve, but it’s a new thought, Chloris doesn’t want to unseat it.
Grue gets the giggles, and we wind up talking about a sense of place. “Don’t want you winding up like Mulch,” Blossom says.
There’s a questioning image of Mulch’s tree over the table. Zora’s right, you can get a lot of words for one picture.
“Mulch is able, diligent, highly knowledgeable, and incapable of trust,” Wake says. “A predictable consequence of a capable non-combatant sorcerer’s existence in former days.”
“We’re not acting,” Blossom says, though I’ve only had half the thought. “Not more than involved in looking human.”
Grue looks fond up at Blossom. Grue’s shorter when they’re sitting down. And, yeah, Grue is always acting, I don’t think there’s, none of it’s deception, Grue might be all surface. Complex surface.
Cauliflower, Grue says.
“One of the hard parts, and it’s even hard to explain — ” Blossom and Dove grin at each other — “is just plain nerves. I maybe ought to have studied with Ongen, been one of Ongen’s students, I mean, I learnt a lot from Ongen, or, well, there are a couple other enchanters back in the Old Commonweal. Only even Ongen was uneasy, students…lapse, it’s not usually malice, it’s just making mistakes.”
“Is that why we’re Halt’s students?”  Zora, who is bothered by something.
“That — ” Halt says, it’s odd to see Halt with a brandy snifter, “without my agreement you merit it — declares costly any trouble you are caused.”  No twinkle, no dilution, that’s policy, and I doubt even the Galdor-gesith would care to argue this point with Halt.
“Keeping you from melting things, Wake and Blossom take turns.”  Grue smiles. “I get to encourage cleverness and duck behind Blossom and be astonished.”  Grue’s still a little disbelieving, having failed to save us. That we might not have needed saving, just the warning. It keeps going philosophical if I think about it.
“Are we really learning?”  That’s what’s bothering Zora.
Zora returns Chloris’ look of disbelief, and leans in, a little, to look down the table toward Wake and Halt. “We can do a lot, we’ve done a lot, but it’s all incomprehensible. No idea what’s next, it doesn’t, it’s not whole.”
Halt sets the snifter down, makes Halt’s best try at looking kind, a spectral spider limb reaches over and pats Zora’s shoulder. “Learn by doing,” Halt says. “Do enough, and you’ll start to understand. Argue enough, and you may reach a shared understanding.”
“The Power has the rules you believe it has, except when it doesn’t”, Blossom says, wry indeed. “Makes us eccentric.”
I’m getting used to eccentric.
Dove smiles into my mind like all the noon there ever was.
“Use of the Power is perceptible.”  Blossom, all of Blossom, Blossom’s full attention that makes effortful remembering to breathe. “In the Bad Old Days, someone’d come looking, to kill or control. Anybody who kept their independence, they were lucky, and fast, and ruthless.”  There’s a quirk of a smile across the face Blossom wears as a social convenience. “You four, in the Commonweal, in regular times, in a month or two, here, anybody like that has to get through the Wapentake.”
“It’ll be stripy hair, next,” Dove says, tremendously fond.
“The Line,” Blossom says, with an entire smile. “Right now, you’ve got me and Wake and Halt to remonstrate with them.”
“Though not,” Wake and Halt say, in unison, “necessarily in that order.”  It’s not, I don’t believe it could be, accidental unison. Nor incidental. Eerie, yeah. Plenty eerie.
“So we can grow up quick and help.”  Zora’s not sure that’s right, correctly understood.
“So you may grow up fit to do mighty deeds.”  Not Wake’s gentle voice, benevolent, yes, but. I suppose Wake’s too honest to say that gently.
“Mountains,” Chloris says, and Wake smiles wide.
“Consider the immensity of mountains,” Wake says.
Two kilometres high, six kilometres across the base, a third of the circle times the height, three pi times two, call it nineteen, a cubic kilometre of water’s a billion tonnes, won’t be less than fifty billion tonnes, average rock’s twenty-seven tenths as dense as water. Average rock doesn’t make it up to mountains. It should probably really be a wedge shape.
There’s a sensation of Chloris taking my hand metaphysically, a familiar thanks.
“Hundred thousand tonnes a day,” Dove says. “Half a million days. It’d get boring.”
“It does get boring,” Blossom says, meaning more than mountains. “Also tedious and tiring.”
“I was thinking we’d never last that long.”  Chloris sounds surprised. “But we could.”
Fifteen hundred years. It’d feel longer.
“Find an enchanter, make some big foci,” Zora says. “Get help.”
There’s a substantial pause.
“Another one of the hard parts,” Grue says, “is believing anybody likes you.”  Grue and Blossom are holding hands. “That you’re not there to work until you die, that you don’t have to be a thousand to be heard.”
Halt looks, it’s not disapproving, it’s not worried, it might be the desire to pat Grue and provide assurances that it’s going to be better in the morning.
“I had, have, a lot of trouble with that, eighty-five is still practically a baby, it’s not like the odds of making it to a thousand are worth bothering yourself with.”  Grue smiles, this terrible wild rueful expression, if there’s such a thing as a rueful joy. “Especially if you’re in love with the goddess of destruction.”
I’d be making a face like Zora’s, like Chloris', if it weren’t for Dove’s memories.
“When needful,” Blossom says, more to them than anyone else, and putting an arm around Grue.
Halt makes a tsking noise. “We last as we last. We learn while we last. We all need someone who will listen, and tell us when we’re wrong.”  Halt picks up the cake server. The empty cake plate in the middle, well, the middle of where anybody’s sitting, you could seat twenty at this table, the cake plate stops being empty. “Eccentric is one thing, but no one to talk to, you stop getting the work done.”  That’s a real twinkle.
We start passing plates. The cake smells like chocolate, but it’s not dark, it’s a sort of medium green.
“Now, yes, the children are very young among sorcerers, Grue and Blossom are young among Independents, there are seldom enough to do all that might be done. Nor would I dare say all Independents, all teachers and students among Independents, conduct themselves as kin.”
The cake really is green. The icing’s yellow. I find myself thinking of snakes.
Halt looks up, picks up the outer cake fork. “The offer is real, on real merits. Now eat your cake.”
It tastes like chocolate, chocolate and the touch of warm flannel. I think the flannel’s in the icing. It’s good. Weird, I wonder what it would have tasted like, before, when I had no talent for the Power.
Less good, dear. Why it’s Festival cake.
Also clearly Blossom’s favourite.


Chapter 33
Finishing the standards consumes the décade after festival.
The novel things from students part goes better than I expected. We do go back and throw out the first eight fire-mirrors, somewhere around six I figured out how to do selective numbers of layers and the ninth one worked properly. Chloris’ infection inerting, sterilization isn’t strong enough language, I really do have to admit some things are spells, gives us all the shudders, Blossom too. Enough so that we do two and Blossom gets Wake and we do a third one, all linked up, and Wake nods at Blossom, then smiles at Chloris and declares it excellent technique. Chloris isn’t being transitorally dead, but the spell is dead, entirely. All of it happens in the otherworld.
It helps, a little, to know that as we shudder our way through the rest of them.
The insect blocker, I get Halt to check the grammar and wind up learning some fiddly precise language for taxonomy. Doing it’s easy, Dove and I can fold together and do that one ourself, it doesn’t take much of the Power.
Watching the, well, houses, really, they’re ceramic houses, get, Blossom says the word is subsumed, subsumed into the standard, layer two, is something. I know they’re solid, I helped fire the walls, put some of the giant floor tiles in them, but they just sort of slide into a metal cylinder, five centimetres across and not quite sixteen high. It’s related to the distance at a funny angle thing, but it’s more than one angle and Blossom takes a deep breath and says “Not this year.”  Dove’s burningly curious, still.
After that, it’s eight days linking up and pushing for Blossom in a great big blast pit back of the shot shop, everyone calls it the proofing pit. Blossom’s a coil of white fire the whole time, layer three takes Blossom’s whole will, entirely worthwhile for Blossom to avoid any distractions of the flesh.
Wake gets six boring days running the wards, Blossom hasn’t got the spare attention. Halt runs the wards for the other two days, it takes one or the other of them. They both stand like statues in the dimmed light, the wards are intense, multi-layered, very thorough things, planned, not a matter of brief intention, there’s a strip of square gold wire, heavy stuff, a centimetre through, all the way around the blast pit, fifty kilos to get around eight metres. Different runes, depending on who’s doing it, too, but the gold anchor, the hissing bed of cooling ice, are constant.
The shot shop workers have projecting periscopes, dark glass isn’t enough, it’s the same thing you do to look at the sun with a telescope, they watch and cheer as each standard’s done. The inscriptions, diagrams, Blossom hasn’t explained the terminology, the huge complex written parts of the enchantments, layer two and layer three and layer four have four and six and three of them, respectively, the folks in the shot shop made those. It’s their work going into what they’re cheering for, if it was just us and not us pushing for Blossom I’d figure they were glad we hadn’t spoiled all that intricate work they’ve provided.
The shot shop folks provide litres and litres of cold water, cider vinegar to go in it, sweet pickled onions, and coarse salt per-standard, too, leaving all of us, student-us, determined to do something really nice for them. Especially because they don’t say anything about the way we eat lunch. Halt’s thing with the big slab of toast just vanishing? Get hungry enough, and it’s hard not to do that. Blossom grins at us looking surprised, Chloris’ faint “This can’t be good manners.” Blossom’s lunch, it might just be for companionship, vanishes.
The standards and the signa, all the banners, have “Peace Behind Us” in the metal, the Line motto, the initial, metal-forming layer-one wreaking puts it there. Brigades, sometimes battalions, can have their own mottos, or traditional decorations, or some significant small thing. Those go — hung from or laced to — on the ring round the bottom of the standard proper, the metal cylinder, above the socket that the standard pole goes into.
I help Dove knit some ribbons out of fine titanium wire, Dove hasn’t knit anything since school, and it’s not entirely like regular knitting, you have to encourage the wire to bend, but not too much, or it softens and sticks. I’ve at least got a lot more practice knitting, and can pass that over. Two centimetres wide, two metres long, seven of them. We work some gold wire in to spell “Never Stop” near both ends.
File cabinets, map table, hanging lockers, clothes-chests, bed, and armour-stand all still exist, from the standard of the Seventieth. All but the armour-stand are gone into careful library storage in Headwaters, five hundred years old and more and maybe the only portable things in the Second Commonweal from not just Laurel’s time but Laurel.
Zora and Chloris make furniture while we’re knitting, titanium frames and deep green corundum surfaces. The four kitchen chairs get laced leather seats and backs in the hide of that seven-legged creature that tasted like solid fire, someone in Westcreek Town thought that was fitting and provided the hide they’d been saving with a “Too thick for boots.”
Zora gets a strange expression after and the file cabinets and shelves and the map table come out in silicon carbide slicked with iron, the various drawers on tracked wheels and jewel bearings. Fronts and sides get impossibly delicate leaves and flowers, a prowling ocellotter, in all the bright tones you can wring out of alloying gold and copper, silver and aluminium.
Blossom provides a set of kitchen utensils, indestructible cobalt-chromium cutlery included.
Lot of emotion when the standards are presented to the new battalion; there’s a brigade’s worth for the Wapentake, signa and five standards, twenty-five company banners, and one standard and set of company banners over, which goes to the battalion they’ve got now.
No visible emotion when Dove presents the ribbons. Not the Captain, not Blossom, not Halt, who is there as a witness, not Chert, none of the two thousand in Chert’s pennon, Chert came to get the other four brigades worth of standards, they’ve been getting by on wood and ink and nervousness since the Second Commonweal got created, nothing from any of the two and a half thousand Creeks standing in big company blocks, it’s not indifference, it’s like it’s too important for their individual opinions to mean anything.
That’s not a Commonweal kind of belief, outside a real emergency.
Blossom gets still-faced in armour every time I’ve seen it, Dove, you couldn’t tell Dove could feel anything from the outside. I have trouble keeping myself still, my own face still, I don’t understand this, but the feeling in Dove would melt the battlements.
When the emergency happens, this is what we believe, how we conduct ourselves, Blossom says, quietly, not still, very balanced, saying it just to me. Dove’s senior in authority, it belongs to Dove to pick what the Wapentake believes for the future.
There’d be more people involved if there’d been more survivors.
Don’t think anyone else but Blossom notices Dove’s one slow tear catching fire, Dove doesn’t, no one’s looking at Dove, they’re looking at the standards.
After that, there’s a sort of pause.
We go right on doing stuff; Block’s back from the Folded Hills, our regular morning classes with Block are just us, now, the Line recruits have company banners to learn how to latch with. Zora’s formally out of the combative parts of the class, Block’s got Zora doing energy circulation exercises, welcome, well-liked ones. Block’s got the rest of us doing the same ball-of-energy drills, but in total darkness, high winds, surrounded by loud noises and sudden bright lights, sometimes all those things together. I’m not sure if it’s relaxing or stressful.
Grue starts perception classes. We get down to the section of marsh we were trying to get to when we ran into the wound-wedges outbreak. Lots of birds, ocelotters, who have their doubts about Spook, three species of pangolin, and a Broad-barred Stilted Racket, a creature one is certain to remember, because if you startle one it makes noises like the end of the world.
There are people working in the orchard. They wave, and we wind up, the second trip, having a discussion about what they think is a cap-stone, and then where to put a well, and the next day we bring liner pipe and put in four new wells, Grue doesn’t even have to remind us that you can’t put a well in hot, not without making a mess. They’ll have to get pumps, we haven’t done pumps yet, but it still seems useful.
Second half of Messidor, and into Thermidor, still feels like a slow time. Lots of people busy around us, harvest, but we’re not, especially. It’s looking like a good harvest; doesn’t break any records, but over the average, there’s tension going out of people in the gean. Feels odd not to be doing anything associated with harvest. Still, we’re doing the work we’ve been given, learning perception from Grue and minerals from Wake is work, and Block’s class is work to do, it doesn’t feel like the same sort of work to learn.
Still, it’s almost a relief when Blossom shows up at breakfast and asks how we feel about canal-building.
Zora looks at Blossom and says “How much canal?”, having skipped the attempt at mass and volume calculations the rest of us are making.
Blossom sits down. “Between Old Lake and somewhere on the East West-East Canal, preferably not anywhere near the Erebos Reservoir.”
Dove inhales, stops thinking about moving dirt, starts thinking about maps.
“It’s not easy to get to Old Lake,” Chloris says.
Blossom nods. “The other thing about Old Lake?”
I have no least idea.
“Land surplus,” Dove says. “More clean land than they can farm. More water power than they can use. There’d be a lot more people there if it weren’t for the lack of transport.”
Blossom nods.
“There’s somewhere between fifty and sixty thousand people in the Folded Hills whose supporting crops are going to fail, and fail hard, this year.”  Which is, one angle, not much over a tenth, insanely good for sudden settlement of wilderness. Another angle is tens of thousands dead of starvation.
Blossom makes a swoopy sort of gesture. It’s not a map, precisely, but it’s like a map. Takes me a couple of seconds to figure out that the lines are transport volume, not roads and rivers. The West Wetcreek is enormous, both West-East canals, Blue Creek, Slow Creek, are big, the East-East Canal and Edge Creek are substantial, and there’s lots of short, can’t say small, they’re all the same size for width and draft and locks, canals, some as sections of tributary streams.
End-to-end canals going in, have mostly gone in, each of the three inhabited valleys of the Folded Hills; not done yet, but getting there, the work down to lock-gate winches and sluice-gate hoists, the new canals will be in service sometime in Fructidor, they’re going to have transport in each valley, the Line put in big water management dams last winter, they’ll have navigable water. Which is great if the valleys have local surplus, miserable if not, because the transport volume across the four valleys, the route to the other valleys and the Creeks, is a narrow thing, the one high road.
All the displaced came in by that road, once, but a lot of those oxen are stew and a lot of those barrels have been repurposed. The established ability to produce compact food, there was a lot of swapping northward with above the escarpment as the displaced started moving so people wouldn’t have to displace with buckets of potatoes for stores, that ability isn’t there anymore. It would have to be buckets of potatoes, where there are potatoes to spare, and the Folded Hills as a whole isn’t in food surplus. It’s places that are just getting by and the places that aren’t. Not enough spare waggons, not enough spare bronze bulls, not enough oxen, all the spare food in the Creeks is evenly distributed, stuffing it back into the Folded Hills, all the way over to the first valley, isn’t going to work. The rate’s not there.
“Have to get the people somewhere on the Creeks transport network.”  Dove says this absently, thinking about where to put them.
Blossom nods. “The two near valleys, third and fourth, are almost in food balance, there are going to be a couple of brigade transport marches, they’ll be able to feed everybody in the near two after.”
‘What keeps’, and the distance/loss graphs, show up from Dove and Blossom. A standard, never mind a signa, is a blunt instrument; hoist tens of thousands of tonnes of gravel, sure, melt a road, also sure. Enormous amounts of Power. People, whoever has executive, can only concentrate for so long. If the concentration slips, you stop having wheat or pumpkin seeds or potatoes, you’ve got anything up to a carbon fire. Not doing that takes precisely the kind of fussy precision that loses fights, something the Line trains out of you. Can’t hit the foreign sorcerer too hard, floats out of Dove and Blossom, truth and irony together.
Going to take two brigades out of service for more than a month each, the sustained movement rate’s barely ten kilometres a day. It might expend a standard-captain.
“Strictly for emergencies,” Zora says, and Blossom nods and smiles in response.
“Townships of Greenstilt, Sluice, and Abyss, over on Edge Creek, have offered to take ten thousand between them,” Blossom says. “Cold nights, hard winters, but lots of non-shippable food, and no insurmountable problems with housing or long-term work.”
Crayfish, Chloris says. Swamp-squid stuffed with camas. Half a sigh. But not dead.
“That leaves about forty thousand.”  Blossom’s diagram of transport capacity vanishes. “They could all be scattered into corners, it’s about one in ten, but that breaks up geans and collectives, the economic cost’s high. Better if we can put them together, someplace they can feed themselves.”
Dove’s figured it out. “If we can produce the much-discussed Old Lake Canal in, what, the next month? We can ship everybody up there, they’ve got more than enough space, it’d be an economic gain.”
Blossom nods. “The survey team says it’s not impossible. There’s some politics, no accepted canal route below Old Lake, not everybody’s happy about losing their isolation, we’re going to have to be tactful.”
“Do we need to bring food?” Zora asks, already thinking about what to pack for a month of serious digging and how to arrange laundry.
Blossom nods yes. “Food and accommodation to be provided, but there’s no settlement to do the providing everywhere we’re going.”  Somewhere in Blossom is the notion that having us provide our own accommodation would be a failure of tact, any place there is settlement.
It’s a boat trip, not a barge trip, to the Erebos Reservoir.
The reservoir’s the outlet of the Old Lake, which isn’t, it’s almost all an immense marsh, you have to live there to call the outflow Bad Creek, it’s officially the Sometimes Stream, and it comes into the Eastern West East Canal about fifty kilometres east of Blue Creek. There’s a dam at both ends because the Old Lake outflow is narrow, twisting, and variable; peak outflow, spring runoff, is enough to keep the canyon bottoms scoured as deep as the full Old Lake outflow cut them along an old fault line, deeper than the Eastern West-East Canal lies. Spring water wants to flood the canal and erode the banks; at low water, it wants to flow the other way, flow north, and keep the canyons full, draining the canal.
The only thing you can say for the canyons draining Old Lake is that they’re through the line of mountain-roots that make the high land that holds and holds back the Old Lake, it would have been the west end of the Old Lake when it was full, three or four thousand years ago when there was more rain in the eastern extent of the Creeks. It’s a mess on the map, falls, tighter than right-angle changes in the canyon, all this steep fall with side-streams and then a braided, marshy mess through swampland, it would have been a major river bed when the lake was full, the south dam, the big one, blocks the whole width of that old river at the last fall from low hills, it’s maybe fifty metres rise, six kilometres back from the canal.
Absolutely no place to put locks, and the dams are complicated, the north dam has to run sluices both ways, it’s easy to see why no one wants us to tangle a canal into this.
Old Lake itself’s got one township and three or four settlements, the town’s not Laketown, it’s Morning Vale. There are bunches of fertile valleys, used to be little lakes or bays off the big lake, the actual non-marsh north shore of the still pretty big lake that’s left, it’s maybe twenty-five kilometres of navigable water east-west, never broader than five, north-south, the water level’s dropped a lot, thirty metres, maybe, it’s left a lot of good dirt. Getting to it, though, the obvious routes are all through marsh, canals in marsh are six kinds of trouble, roots, silt, losing the channel, no place to put the dredge spoil.
Ed. Dove, this should sound sharp. It feels like a slow hug. Never mind not having enough time to be a slow anything, or for me to hug back, it works, I don’t want to think about it so much I make it stop working.
I look up from the map, realize I’ve got it going exaggerated-elevation full relief, and turn that off.
There’s a Creek there looking at me funny, Dove’s smiling, Blossom’s smiling if you don’t have to limit yourself to what Blossom’s face is allowed to show.
“Edgar, this is Arch, the survey team lead,” Blossom says, and I reach across to clasp hands. Skinny lad for a Creek, not short, looks surprised at my grip.
Not precisely a sorcerer, talented, though, Power-user, frequent.
Arch looks at Blossom, then Dove, then back to Blossom, and says “These are students?”
Zora grins; Chloris, well, preens, Dove’s head tips, quizzical, and I go still. Blossom nods, gently. “First-year apprentices.”
Arch has better maps, better because they’re full of annotations. Seems relieved while agreeing that going through the Sometimes Stream is absolutely unhinged, going to a lot of trouble to have more trouble with the forty kilometres of swamp and then worse trouble with the Erebos Reservoir and no place to put locks.
“People have suggested a canal-causeway through the marsh, it’d be a better idea if there was any place to send it, the whole ridge is challenging.”  The way Arch says challenging you can hear crazy to try. It was a mountain range, under a mountain range, once, metamorphic rock, mostly, tough and old and tangled.
“North of Morning Vale,” Dove says, chin pointing at one of Arch’s annotated maps, “that’s a set route?”
The marked route runs north and a bit east away from Morning Vale, curving around the Blue Highlands, which tip, and drain, mostly west, until it stops almost to the Northern Hills. The printed ‘grumpy’ label’s been replaced with tiny neat characters saying ‘avoid’. Much of the water’s coming off the Northern Hills, snow melt, it’s a bigger valley than there’s stream for now, more old rain, and it’s not as clean as right around Old Lake, but there’s lots of room and not many weeds. Lots of good mill sites, too. Twenty-something First Class sites marked.
“Voted for twice,” Arch says, voice inexplicable. Not inexplicable to Dove or Chloris, they both wince. “Higher yea margin the second time.”
Breakfast involves some funny looks, but not many; they’re used to people actively using the Power here, barge crews, mostly. The usual route into Old Lake involves taking a canoe up the long string of marsh and braided river to a place there’s, well, not stairs, some set guide ropes and a hoist, you can get your goods and canoe up the twenty metres of sloping smooth rock, and then it’s a twenty-three kilometre portage, following the rock cairns across smooth rock until you get to the marsh margin of the former Old Lake. Portages after that, short ones, over the old ridge lines until you’re down to the present lake level. People have made the trip to Morning Vale in a day from there, but not many of them; a forty-some kilometre paddle’s a long day with a loaded canoe without picking your way through reeds.
Three days, for us, five for most. Totally unhelpful, we don’t want to go that way.
“Does anyone care where the link to the main system goes other than not coming out here?”  Dove, picking up what I’m thinking.
Blossom doesn’t move at all, says “No,” in a way which suggests anybody who might want to care about that will be dissuaded.
I pull the image off a map in Arch’s map case, run it in high relief over the breakfast table. Everybody moves dishes that are distorting the impression of the terrain.
“East end of the Old Lake’s at, what, four-ninety metres?”  The map’s clear, but the lake level will vary with the season.
“Really dry year’s four-eighty-five,” Arch says. “Only one recorded, four-eighty-eight averages once every ten years.”
“This lake — ” Sad Goat? That’s what the map says — “is at four seventy-something, seasonal variation, but consistent.”  Deep, narrow, looks like an old fold valley. “Twelve kilometres long, lots of water. The outflow’s unencumbered — ” no one’s using it, no mill, no irrigated fields, no settlement — “so it doesn’t have to keep going where it’s going. Cut through here — ” twenty kilometres downstream, more or less, about twelve, straight line, it’s a widening valley down from the lake — “where it’s closest, less than five kilometres, from the next watershed over, and divert it down to Thines, that puts us one lock sequence away from Slow Creek.”
I’ve got a route line showing on the map; a little concentration and it gets symbols for locks, dams, the tunnel through the ridge between Old Lake and Sad Goat Lake. Going to want to put locks on the high side there. Probably two.
“Why not divert into the Blue?” Zora asks, and then answers, “All that swamp.”
“We’re going to need a control dam at the Sometimes Stream outflow anyway, so there’s a control on the level for Old Lake, but there’s the swamp and then all that ridging, it’s possible, but there’d be a lot of locks involved. Have to cut, looks like six, of the bending-southwest ridges before you got to something that’s a navigable tributary of the Blue.”
“Chloris?” Dove says.
“I’m here to make sure you remember safety railings.”  Chloris sounds cheerful. “And to push.”
“Anybody see anything shorter?”
If I had, I’d have proposed that, Chloris’ head shakes no, Zora looks carefully for a minute and then the same. Dove puts a hand on my shoulder.
“Twenty-kilometre tunnel?” Blossom says.
“It’ll hairpin if the rock won’t take a tunnel,” Dove says, and there’s a much longer trace on the map, six sets of locks, going around the north east end of that ridge and coming back to Sad Goat lake.
Blossom nods.
“Start above Thines?” Zora says, it’s not really a question.
We all nod, Blossom too.
“Are you actually in charge?”  Arch asks Blossom. It’s got an entirely curious tone in it, it’s a real question, not a complaint about Blossom. Trying to figure out what’s happening.
“Teacher says what, we figure out how.”  Dove’s tone is being most clear that how we decide things isn’t Arch’s problem. Dove’s head tips, just once. “We listen if Blossom says we’re being rash.”
Some vast feeling comes and grips Arch, enough that there’s clearly no place to start expressing it.
“They’ve built dams and dredged,” Blossom says, “quite well enough.”
Blossom teaches us a canoe-pushing trick, which has its unnerving moments but nobody tips, we brought three of the four canoes, Arch’s canoe gets towed, Arch gets put in the bow of Blossom’s, something accepted with good humour. We get locked through to the Slow Creek, and up as far as the mouth of the Thines-stream, by mid-afternoon, and into Thines for dinner.
Blossom and Arch head off to talk to the Clerk of the township Meeting. ‘Not encumbered’ isn’t the same as ‘no one cares’, diverting a stream that size will take a vote of the gerefan.
Which we get, that night; Blossom comes back for us after dinner, and I get to do the relief map and the lines and explain why I think it’s a good idea, something I defer to Dove. Dove says “Speed of building,” in a thorough, and thoroughly convincing way. The sooner those tens of thousands are there, the sooner they can be putting up shelter, clearing fields, setting up mill races, digging cellars.
Blossom has a list; it’s whole collectives, they’d been sent to places with good water power, saw-makers and a lot of machinery makers, there’s a collective that does heavy air compressors and a collective that does axial turbines, and all the collectives that make parts for them, valve-makers, pipe fittings, casing-makers, it’s a long list.
The Gerefan of Thines look at each other, and one of them, I think the lead for a collective of barge-fitters, says “Anybody got a good reason we don’t want machinery to cost half as much?”
Another gerefan says “Flooding?” and the Clerk hauls out the big flow tables. The stream down from Sad Goat isn’t well-measured, no one lives in that whole valley, but there’s hundreds of years of every-five-years soundings from Sad Goat Lake. The area of the lake and those give a usable worst case, and the Clerk makes notes. There are a few places where a flood wall will need to be taller, mutterings about finally getting to put in that third sluice.
The vote’s unanimous, go do it. And tell them before we move any water into the Thines Stream, the Clerk adds, handing Blossom an attested copy of the vote.
Blossom nods, Dove nods, I turn off the map. It takes Dove and Blossom two tries to sort out who is going to say thank you for the fast decision, don’t think you’d notice without the Power.
Next morning, we’re another ten kilometres up the Thines-stream, just above a set of double locks, and looking at what I really want to call a creek. It’s been larger, flow-wise, than it is now, you can see that from the little valley, that’s sixty or seventy metres across the bottom, maybe ninety across the top, and the flowing water’s maybe five. Valley bottom’s flat, nearly, it’s grown full, though, choked, and there’s a buoy warning about aggressive weeds, and four warnings from passing boats that see us looking at the steam-mouth, people don’t go in there.
“Nesting’s mostly over,” Dove says to Chloris, and Chloris nods in the middle of a widening cloud of lamentation. Spook hops up on the bow of Chloris and Zora’s canoe, sits tall and still and prim, tail wrapped around toes and tail again, one and a half times around.
We turn in, single file, Chloris and Zora’s canoe first, and the vegetation starts dying, thoroughly dying, dead and falling into dust, from twenty metres out. Zora’s mostly steering and keeping lookout, Dove and I have the push for all three canoes, Blossom’s got a bubble up, quietly, and Arch is trying not to shake. Sorcerous enough to recognize what Chloris is doing.
It’s strange, and sad, and a relief, watching all the green fade and die. Chloris isn’t killing everything, there are bewildered small pangolins being set down with Chloris’ slow care, startled birds and turtles and huge-eyed small deer staring at us as we slide by, not even paddling, in a slow fall of dust. One of the deer sneezes, and there’s a spike of sorrow from Chloris, but the working does not waver. All the green in the whole little valley is going, there are a couple of eel-trees six or seven metres thick that surprise Dove, that’s much larger than usual, two metres through is huge for eel-tree, those have been here some great span of time.
The little feeder stream along the bottom is twisty, but the big valley isn’t, it’s got a couple long slow curves to it, nothing you’d have to care about for barge traffic. Problem’s going to be getting the flow down from the ridge line.
Arch’s composure has recovered by lunch time. Fed, Arch pulls out the maps, a book of trig tables, a sextant, an artificial horizon, and a chronometer, then finds a firm position.
We’re, could be five kilometres, above where we think, I think, the dug part from the hills will need to come in. Which is about right, a little high, but Zora’s tally of troubling weed species, the kind that will come find you in the hopes that you’re tasty, stands at eleven. Eleven, Zora’s emphatic that’s just what happened to be seen throughout the working, it was terrifying in there, there are book pages playing out across Zora’s mind, things and awful possibilities of things.
Blossom looks questioning at Chloris, Chloris says “Eight metres down,” and Blossom says “Any vegetative kraken to be dealt with one by one,” nodding in approval.
“Six-metre gate?” Dove says, and Blossom says “Five would do, but why not?” and some mud and some rocks turn into a couple of water-gates, one in-and-upstream and one out-and-down, six metres across. Takes half an hour, the size really isn’t the important thing, size is only tricky because the glass has to cool right. The standards were a lot of practice for gates, and Wake’s preferred ceramics are trickier than glass and sodium and magnesium, it’s amazing how much sodium is just sitting in rocks. Might not be good for more than a hundred years. Too much of a hurry to worry about that, nobody’s lock-gates last half that long.
The dam, at least as much a wall, takes some digging, we don’t want the remnant weeds going under or around, and a lot of gravel sorting, so we’re dealing with all one kind of thing. We wind up with a solid silicon carbide wall the full width and height of the valley. Not much temperature sensitivity, it shouldn’t crack, and no road atop because the upstream side is still horrid dangerous. The water gurgling out of the downstream gate runs past a pile of aluminium ingots, twenty or thirty tonnes of leftovers. Those, our baggage, and the canoes go up top, near where we think the entry point should be, not weedy up there, looks like rough pasture, a guess confirmed by two representatives of a team of shepherds. The rest of the team, and all the sheep, are as far away and upwind as they can readily get; clouds of what could be spores out of the Weed Stream’s valley are a worry.
They both look impressed at the bare valley, and seem entirely relieved to know they saw dust. Blossom provides an apologetic explanation centred around haste, in the process confirming that no one but shepherds and weeding teams come up here, there’s pretty nearly nothing, people-wise.
The shepherds aren’t worried about a bridge, sheep will walk along the top of lock-gates, but think the weeding-teams, who always have waggons, will be. The shepherds are worried about a fence, and maybe extraction ramps, so they can get the sheep who leap off lock-gates out of the water, but certainly a fence, “A fence they can’t climb,” repeated with emphasis. Zora suggests a three-metre curve, circle section, concave and half a metre deep, smooth, backed with dirt, and provides a ten-metre illusory stretch to show what’s meant precisely.
The shepherds allow as how that will work, as long as the sheep can’t dig into the curve. “Not unless it’s Eustace,” Zora says, and gets grins.
Blossom sends them off with a bag of hot biscuits and a crock of butter — bag, biscuits, and butter all converted out of grass.
We do not mention the bugs, Dove says, grinning inside.
There’s a chorus of It’s all chemistry! and smiles.
“So,” Arch says, “where are you going to put the canal?”
There’s a lot of rolling grassland, it’s not downs, not a pattern of hills, it’s a pattern of ridges that vary in height, but they’re not tall ridges.
I shrug. “Two, crossing ponds, step locks.”  I look at Blossom. “We’re not going for river sizes?”
Blossom’s head shakes. “We’re going for as soon as we can.”
“So the step height’s between six and twelve metres.”  Two-metre draft, four metre depth, it was like that in the Old Commonweal for a couple hundred years, it’s like that everywhere in the Creeks.
“Ed?”  Zora’s not worried, but definitely curious. “Why do you know about canals?”
“Wending was right on the downstream limit before the Dread River started. Everyone worried about water, there was no way to be sure the Dread River wasn’t going to wander north.”  It did, in a way, when the Iron Bridge went down. “What you do, with a canal, is really easy. How isn’t, but the what is simple. I used to go to the planning meetings and listen because everything was simple and people repeated it a lot, they were scared of getting anything wrong, I could be sure I understood.”  There were constant arguments about how far south it was safe to extend canals.
Dove’s four metres away, but my hair ruffles anyway.
“Usual rule’s as few locks as you can, locks slow everything down. So what we want is as few steps as we can get, so long as we won’t get fill problems.”  When we don’t have any adjacent water like this. Also why there’s so much surplus draft, you can draw down the whole canal segment a bit and not ground anybody. There’s enough, should be plenty enough, water to run a parallel stream, but not on this landscape, it would erode into the canal. Going to be mostly seasonal use, what they call seasonal use, lots going up, lots coming back months later, it’s not slack water that would balance with traffic anyway, there’s going to be a flow issue.
Blossom imagines a map table, gets Arch to provide the best map of the ridge line we’re expecting to cross, gets a pained expression, asks Arch what the next sequence number, the sequence belonging to the survey team Arch leads, is, turns an aluminium ingot and some silicon into survey stakes, real ones, you can feel the unique identifier in each of them, picks up four of them, says “We camp here tonight, back in an hour,” and vanishes, stakes and all.
Chloris is positively cross before finding the bit of grass-stem in the map table.
Arch, you can see the questions chasing themselves through eyes and expression, settles on “Do you know how Blossom does that?”
“No.” comes out in four-way unison, not sure it’s eerie, we’re all doing stuff. Chloris asks Arch if a shelter’s wanted, gets a nod. Arch gets mildly narrow eyes at what’s obviously Chloris, Zora, me and Dove, for our own shelters, but doesn’t say anything.
I’ve just got the pot of porridge, amaranth and dried berries, off the heat when Blossom reappears.
“Obvious where to come down from the ridge line, obvious where to turn the stream, the dam’s going to be a challenge,” Blossom says, sticking another survey stake into the ground closer than we are to the lip of the valley, past the stack of canoes.
A single tall green line traces itself across the landscape, if I concentrate I can see it climb the distant, ten or twelve kilometres distant, ridge.
Still there in the morning, every bit as green.
Twelve kilometres isn’t far, even uphill, total rise to the ridge top, from the stream we cleared out, is maybe sixty metres, total rise to the level of the water we want is maybe twenty-five, four-forty-five or so to four-seventy. We have to go deeper, water’s surface isn’t what you want, but even thirty metres could be a four-lock rise. Do five, because one of them is going to be right here. Eight pairs, four crossing ponds, and dredging the Weed Steam’s bed. We could fill it, there’s enough water, the problem’s flow, can’t flow through the locks, can’t just dig a stream bed, more than enough slope that it’ll want to move.
“Lock and sluice the Weed Stream outlet?”  Arch, complete with battered tea mug, is squatting next to me and peering at my illusion-model.
That will need dredging, for sure, it’s silted-in compared to the Thines-stream.
“Muddy place for locks,” is what I say out loud. We could do it, there’s bedrock down there, but still. No one wants to turn into locks right out of the larger stream.
“Are we going to line the canal?”  Chloris sounds speculative. Dove and Zora are having an amiable wrangle about the eggs, Zora’s turn on breakfast but cooking eggs, one each, has been delegated to Dove, who is inclined to just cook them in their shells. Zora’s not at all fond of shelling eggs, and had hoped Dove would poach them.
The result is Dove poaching Zora’s egg in a five-litre sphere of salted water hovering next to the rest of our eggs as they quietly cook hard.
“Have to,” I say to Chloris. “It’s kinda crumbly under there, shale, gunky sandstones, lot more tilted than the landscape, if we don’t line the channels they’re going to seep dry.”  And then we have to figure out where all that water’s going.
“Four metres by sixty in the Weed Stream, less than three times eighty-one. We could stick nine-metre gates in the bottoms of the passing ponds.”
“Good dredge team could control flow with mud,” Dove says, amused. Our eggs are floating toward big egg-mugs, next to plates with bacon and fried squash and apple-ginger preserves. Zora produces a spare egg mug in self-defence, a poached egg won’t all fit in one mug with no shell to hold it up.
“Could, but let’s go with covers,” Blossom says. “Something to do with the aluminium.”
“Not lock-gates?” Zora’s a bit surprised. So am I.
“Too much thermal expansion, they might wedge. Should just push open a bit, but there’s no set design. No one knows how to fix silicon carbide, but — ” and Blossom shrugs. The stuff’s strong, stronger than steel, it’s light, and it responds to temperature hardly at all. “This is not a time for clever hinge designs.”
We all nod, and eat breakfast. The last half of Arch’s egg gets offered round the table. Chloris gets it, makes it vanish, cleanly, the inside of the shell shining, and smiles in a way that makes Dove’s eyes close and Zora look pained.
The first pair of locks don’t give us any trouble, standard lock is thirty-five-metres-by-ten capacity, four metres of water over the sill. Standard draft is two metres, standard barge size is thirty-two by eight, but the folks who write standards for the Lug-gesith are careful people. Low water, overload, rudder a bit deeper than the keel, it takes surprisingly little, and then you’ve got a blocked lock. Better, the Lug-gesiths have thought for hundreds of years, to dig extra, fine vessels running deep, and not block.
“Towpath?” Dove says, just before the link goes active. Space for one, Blossom says. Not going to put the surface down.
Arch winds up shaking again.
I think Arch was expecting yesterday, not what happens when Dove and I get all folded together and link up with Blossom. Zora and Chloris set up to catch surplus elements, we vent the oxygen straight up but lots of spoil goes in big sealed glass slugs, stacked in the space that’s going to be between the canals. Metallic sodium’s a bad thing to toss in the water. The pile of ingots is bigger, we’re a bit short of glass, silicon, Blossom says “Oh, all right,” and makes the fill-gates with corundum, internal lines blushing green with iron.
Measuring string comes out. We’ve about agreed that we can’t free-hand the canal, we’re going to have to set up an enchantment, the locks are about thirty centimetres off, wide, which isn’t dire, but we’d rather get them right, when there’s a shout from the Weed Stream.
The shout’s from a couple of weeding teams in flatboats, they can just manage to pole those up the Weed Stream if they’re stubborn about it.
There were lots of reports of the weeds turning to dust, coming down to Thines. They’ve got flatboats and sacks and sacks of clean seed mixes, they want to know how much further up the lack of weeds goes. “Five kilometres” as an answer doesn’t make them happy, but “there’s a wall, you can’t miss it,” I think Blossom’s been wanting to say that for a long time, the existence of a wall, they approve of that. Also the “Mind the outflow gate,” and the idea that we’re planning on four metres of water in the stream bed, they like those. Means they only need to seed the banks. The steep part needs something, the angle of repose is only just not too steep. There’s going to be a towpath each side, but we do that when we’re coming back with the water.
Making the — gauges, patterns, can’t say jigs, we’re not putting the landscape in them, not really, takes the five of us about twenty minutes, it’s not a whole 'do this’ sort of enchantment, we don’t know enough about the rock. Dove and I get one channel, Blossom gets the other one, Zora and Chloris get the side fences, and we start walking. It’s a slow walk, but we get the first five kilometres, a crossing pond, and the next set of locks done by lunch time.
Lunch, all our food, is back down by the first set of locks. We can all pull water out of the air well enough to fill canteens.
“No biscuits?”  Zora sounds hopeful, it’s carefully not plaintive. Blossom doesn’t respond well to plaintive.
Blossom’s head shakes, a little rueful and a lot No. “I have Halt’s voice in my head, saying Consequential lack of planning.”
Arch has lunch cooking, more amaranth porridge, saved from blandness by a free hand with chopped bacon and dried berries.
“Would it go quicker,” Chloris asks, “if we walked one channel up, the other one back, and brought all the stuff up before doing the next set of hardware?”
“We wouldn’t walk faster doing one channel,” Dove says. “And we’d have only one fence and a deep pit.”  The channels are twenty-five metres wide, a broad U-shape. If they weren’t lined, they’d do well to keep a twelve metre wide full-depth channel down the middle, but they should silt up pretty slowly. Any sheep that fall in the dry channel are mutton, the lowest depth below grade is seven metres.
“Walk all the stuff up to the next locks, put the channels in going back to the built locks, walk up to the stuff, put those locks in?”  It would put us forward when we stopped.
Arch starts laughing, hard enough that we’re all looking worried, it’s not looking like completely voluntary laughter. Eventually, Arch manages to express that getting four locks and ten kilometres of canal done before lunch is not usually considered inefficient. Chloris says “It’s a late lunch,” in prim tones and sets Arch off again.
“We’re not really done. Bollards, ladders, railings, signs for the exit stairs.”  Dove’s tone is contemplative. Dove’s at least as annoyed as contemplative. What was going to be “Swing bridges,” turns into narrowed eyes, and a sudden reach for the transect. “Why do we have to walk?” Dove says, in I’ve been an idiot tones.
“You can do heavy work at eight kilometres?”  Arch doesn’t believe this. It might be a fact, Arch might allow it a fact, but there’s no trace of belief in the fact in there.
“They’re good for sixteen,” Blossom says. “Anyone got objections to silicon carbide bollards?”
“Not if they’re really smooth,” Zora says.
Which is what we do. The swing bridges, beams, pivot machinery, the gearing, the railings and the deck gratings, everything but the lever into the big gears that swing them, those are silicon carbide, too. Making roller bearings two decimetres in diameter by eight long feels weird, much too big to be bearings, but not as weird as leaving them exposed to the air. Still, Arch can crank the bridge round alone, just with muscle. It’s not quick, someone’s going to want to put a focus in eventually, a focus or a draught team, but the bridge swings in an even, steady way and Arch doesn’t have to work too hard to do it. Serious grinning.
Signs and ladders and railings are aluminium, like the turning levers; we have enough, there’s enough zinc in the dirt, plenty of silicon for this, to stiffen it up a bit, Blossom’s head is full of alloy lists, we get passed a subset, I can feel Zora turning pages and feeling gleeful.
Second swing-bridge up by the second set of locks, pick everything up, ingots, canoes, baggage and all, float it all up to the saddle in the ridge we’re expecting to cut, eat dinner. Plan a bit. This one takes a control dam, some kind of water control, we want to be able to send water down the original stream, the canal can overflow, the gates mean a fixed rate of flow. Almost fixed, they’re larger than they need to be, usually, hot summer days can take a lot of water off. Arch and Blossom have both done the math for that, we think we’re safe.
Being here means we can discuss with full scale illusions, they don’t do anything, the water flows right through them, a couple of eagles try to land on the idea of the dam and have no success, but it’s much easier to visualize.
The morning is finishing the canal downhill to the Thines-stream, lock, swing-bridges, big water-gates, bollards, all of it. We slow down and get methodical, agree on a list of things and the order before we start. Blossom sticks an illusion of the list to a handy rock, and when we all surface around lunch time I’m leaning on Dove, Chloris is leaning on Dove, Zora’s leaning on Blossom, and Arch is looking deeply concerned. Probably not because we started in a neat seated circle and now look at us.
Zora looks at Arch and says “Wizard team,” the only one of us who can say it with a straight face. Reliably, anyway. Blossom grins, Halt’s mad idea worked. The rest of us look abashed or embarrassed, more than half the time. First-year apprentices don’t get the name of wizards for moving dirt, is the short version of the consensus.
“Looks kinda like subsumption of the will,” Arch says.
“You,” Chloris says, “can’t hear the arguments about bollard style.”
We wound up alternating round bollards and double-headed mooring bollards, even picking half the bollards we’d already put in for the first segment back out and replacing them. Wouldn’t want anyone thinking we were making it up as we went along, Dove had said.
“Mind if I trot down to the new locks and stick official positions on them?” Arch says. Something Arch had already done for the first two, neat, small, standard plates in bronze. Barge crews tell stories of weather so foggy people had to get off the barge and read the plate to convince themselves of which lock they were at.
“No.”  Blossom looks a bit quizzical. “Lots of mass in motion after lunch, try not to walk into the ward.”
Blossom gets, we get, the sketch of a wave as Arch trots off.
Is Arch really worried you’re controlling our minds?
Yes, Blossom says. It’s more plausible than what we’re actually doing. History is full of bound sorcerers; what we’re doing has no other examples.
Kynefrid? Chloris says, and Blossom replies Kynefrid couldn’t, anymore. Doing fine with Crane, last news I had, but traditionally. Not this.
How far? Dove asks, very calm.
Remember Clerk Lester? We all nod. The idea of nod. All that careful review was in part to establish that you really can work in concert. The concern is fine, of course there’s concern, it looks like something dreadful, sending a message is exactly what Archimedes ought to do. Not objecting is the best proof we can give that we’re not doing anything dreadful. It’s only a problem if Arch refuses to come back and survey for us.
Arch comes back, late enough to be late for dinner if dinner wasn’t late, climbing back up where we’re sitting on a flattened part of the ridge.
I learn some new Creek swear words. Dove doesn’t, but will grant points for impassioned delivery. Chloris and Zora look shocked at different points, Blossom can’t stop grinning, the happy one, not the things-fly-apart one.
The cut’s more than five kilometres long, and shale doesn’t stack well, it’s not building stone, so you have to make the cut a wide one to be safe, you can’t just make a vertical canyon, it’s shaped like a mostly open book. We didn’t try to keep two channels; there’s a single sixty-metre channel, no deeper, just wider.
None of this is what’s making Arch swear. I think all of that was expected.
The valley’s pretty wide, and shallow, and there’s nothing like a good place to put a dam. We’d have to go ten or twenty kilometres down the valley to get anywhere narrow, and maybe with the kind of rock you can anchor a dam into. There isn’t enough stream to reliably flood back that far, not without waiting four or five years for the reservoir to fill and waiting to see what subsides under the weight, so that wouldn’t work even if we were willing to drown that much not-especially-weedy valley where there’s going to be at least a little settlement.
Can’t just turn the stream, it’d flow, but there’s going to be too much of it most, maybe all, of the year, it’s a robust stream. We might not need to do anything to the stream at all, to make it navigable, well, remove snags. Don’t want to block it, either, the stream ought to be navigable for a good way below here, don’t want to make that difficult.
There wasn’t much carbon in the spoil, it’s clean shale, this far uphill is further down-section, nothing much organic. Lots of oxygen, we had to be careful, venting that straight up, high and widely, well away from the greenery. Didn’t vent all of it, and there was enough aluminium, more than enough, so we don’t have a dam.
We’ve got the whole facing curve of the stream evened out, we left the inside alone, but the outside of the curve, where it curves toward the canal, where it would erode, the deep-water side, there’s a wall and channel, five hundred metres long. We moved that thirty metres closer to the canal, making the stream wider. It’s got a set of big upstream stop-walls, a metre thick, three metres apart, ten metres long, parallel to the current, and covering about three-fifths of the original seventy-metre stream width, angled out to upstream, so the barges coming downstream get guided, will have lights, will have a barrier, something to make the turn hard to miss. There’s an openwork deck across the wall tops, movable, silicon carbide and not too smooth, there was enough carbon for that and railings for tall Creeks, it’s not going to be hard for the lock team to get people out to put up signal lights or flags.
There’s a tall separator wall, five metres thick, it’s got a walkway and railings, access ladders, between the through channel, at sixty metres wide enough for both directions, and the single barge-width channel for barges going downstream and turning into the canal. There’s another big curved single-width channel for barges turning into the canal going upstream, someday, maybe soon, it’s a nice valley, and another set of matching stop-walls on the downstream side. Anybody who wants to leave the canal and head up or down, they go straight up the middle and into the through channel, it’s separated channels into three sides of a crossing pond, should be plenty of room.
The single barge turn-in channels follow circle sections, big ones, it would be a two-kilometre circle. The curving channels meet at a crossing pond, triple-size, right about where the common sixty-metre channel starts to be clearly a cut into the rock of the ridge. The pond has locks, to exit, four deep-sill ones, one per in and one per out, the out channels separate past the pond. We sank the channels deeper than the stream bed by a couple metres. It has the regular nine-metre water-gates, three of them, to keep the canal filled. The stop walls, there’s no way Arch could see this, have gates both sides, and downstream’s stop walls have the outflow. The stream can just about skip the turn, if all the gates are open. Something else the deck is good for, getting people out to the gate winches, to raise and lower the covers.
It’s a lot of gates, but a two-metre gate’s pretty easy, and we’ve all had a lot of practice with corundum. All six available threads of attention can make a gate that size in parallel, it went pretty quick, even stacking them five-by-three on both sides of the stop walls.
Well, except it really doesn’t take much iron and titanium to colour corundum. Trace amounts, trace amounts we easily had. It’s a sunny day, with a clear sky. These aren’t mountains, hilly, but nothing even close to tall enough to block the noon sun of late summer out of the northern sky.
Arch is swearing at a half-kilometre curved sapphire wall, ten metres higher than our best guess at high water.
When Arch notices there’s some more swearing at the four-metre-thick strips of channel wall showing across the land, straight and curved. We made them rough, good walking traction, they don’t especially shine, but they’re blue, blue like we made them out of the idea of blue.
Arch’s down to muttering by the time Blossom says “Surveyor?” and Arch stops, takes a succession of slower breaths.
“Sorry,” Arch says, not looking entirely abashed. “They said students, not a cataclysm.”  There’s some more very deliberate, very deep breathing.
“That’s Halt.”  Dove’s more sympathetic than amused, but really is amused. I have trouble being amused, Arch seems like a decent enough person, but that looked like it could have got messy, punching messy.
Big illusory bell jar, Dove says, still amused. Wait for their air to run out.
I’m thinking Practical, when I put my head on Dove’s shoulder.
“I was expecting, I don’t know, help getting the canal line clear, a full survey job, more than we could do with just us four, then everybody from two Creeks over with a dredge or a digging focus showing up and maybe we’d get it done by the end of the year, more likely spring.”  Arch has about stopped gesturing by the end of this.
“This,” there’s a couple unstructured waves at the wall, the locks, the fairy ramparts, “Yesterday and the day before wasn’t warning for this.”
“It’s really durable,” Chloris says. “And it’s pretty and it’s easier to make than silicon carbide.”
Arch sits down, thump, on the bare ridge-rock. It’s flat here, that’s why we’re here, and all the baggage. Really bad idea to start rolling down hill when all your attention is in a linked-up working.
“Pretty isn’t an engineering word,” Blossom says. “Pretty costs extra.”
Arch snorts, head tipping forward into hands.
“I have formal civil engineering qualification.”  Blossom says it gently. “Here, this was the simplest, fastest, and best time-value thing we could do with the materials at hand.”  Even with that, we’ve had to level a lot of ground with new gravel, pick up the sod and the topsoil and run the gravel under, the stretch between the curved canals is raised in the middle, don’t want any low damp spots breeding bugs in there.
“Tomorrow?” Arch sounds a little muffled, head still in hands.
“Three swing bridges,” Blossom says, “get the canoes in the water, get up to Sad Goat, channel improvements as required.”
“Rest day,” Zora says. Zora’s all for it, we all are. The standards were more work, the three-armour-foci day, but today wasn’t easy.
Blossom nods. Arch is giggling.
“Surveyor?” Dove says.
I straighten up; that’s Dove’s this-is-serious voice.
Arch, it’s a struggle, but Arch straightens back up, looks at Dove, talks.
“Five people and installing one, only one, bridge, a bridge delivered to them in large, manufactured pieces for them to assemble, it’s a rest day because they can’t do it, there is no possible way.”  This isn’t composure, not really, we’ve done something to Archimedes’ understanding of the world.
“Five isn’t enough for a focus.”  Dove says this calmly, and Arch nods. Eight, at least eight, any kind of heavy lifting or excavation’s usually at least thirty-two.
“Five isn’t enough to do it with block and tackle.”  I think Arch is just being complete.
“Not without teams of horses or oxen or something,” Dove agrees. “And you’re enough of a sorcerer to know we can’t be doing this, to be looking for the Line battalion.”
Arch’s head shakes, emphatic. “I was up in the far valley, in the Folded Hills, last autumn, most of the winter.”  Stable composure seems to be coming back. “The Line can make rock cuts through mountains, they can melt anything, but they can’t make machinery, or water-gates like they were — ” hands wave, high and random — “pancakes, or — ” words clearly fail Arch, pointing at the sapphire wall — “that.
“Weed Creek, that was just possible, the scary old ones don’t all look old, I don’t know them, I couldn’t tell.”  Arch’s voice is wavering, really upset.
“Even if you’re five of the Twelve, trying out new and inexplicably sane identities, you couldn’t do that.”  Another wave at the turning channels.
“I just turned twenty-three”, Chloris says. “After Festival.”
Dove leans over, touches the top of Chloris’ near hand.
“Foci work by creating a mind to do the work with. It’s dumb, but it doesn’t melt. You can use more of the Power than anybody’s head.”  Dove’s looking right at Arch, who is listening. I think the air and the rocks are listening.
“We’re being taught to do everything outside ourselves, it’s not a focus, it’s not dumb, it’s not inside our heads, we don’t melt.”  Dove says this, it’s not definite, it’s not absence of doubt, it’s the-rocks-all-know-this-now.
“That,” Dove waves at the sapphire wall, “isn’t a spell, it’s chemistry. We can lift things, pull rocks apart into elements, move the elements around, push heat. We can do simple illusions, shape-shift a tiny bit, kill weeds, basic bindings. That’s it.”  Dove inhales carefully. “Just…vigorously.”
“Chemistry,” Arch says, about the same way I’d say “Benevolent unicorns”.
“Chemistry,” Blossom says. “Chemistry with enough intent that the mischief stays out of it.”
“Bridges? Lock-gates?” Arch doesn’t see how even simple machines are chemistry, is how I take this.
“Dove left off eating books.”  Blossom’s actually cheerful, I don’t know how.
Would have, were going to wit-crack.
Have to suppose Dove’s better at judging the effects of stress than I am. Wouldn’t feel confident of Arch’s composure on my own.
“I’ve got a lot of engineering manuals in my head,” Blossom says. “Designs get distributed.”
“Designs for silicon carbide.”  Arch doesn’t believe this. Which is fair. The stuff gets used for expensive artificial grinding wheels, even more expensive bearings, and not much else.
“Didn’t say they were optimal designs.”  Blossom’s grinning. “It’s stronger and lighter, fewer thermal issues, use the steel design, we’ll be fine.”
“We really don’t want anybody to starve,” Zora says, quietly and entirely seriously.
“It’s wilderness,” Chloris says. “We’re usually more tactful near a town.”
Arch’s hands come up, but just up, no waving. “Peace. You’re explicable. I’ll try not to gibber further.”
No further gibbering that night, nor the next day. Arch doesn’t think about the bridges, watching load-bearing machinery condense out of the air, that’s what it looks like, it’s bothersome, but it’s not the first time. Arch seems to be basically fine with our floating the canoes down to the water, that’s a real-sorcerers-can thing, the snags crumbling into sludge and sawdust is the same. The one time when thirty thousand tonnes of river bottom rises with a roar of loose gravel and falling water from what ought to be the barge channel and distributes itself against the inside bank, that wobbles Arch a little, and then there’s a visible decision it’s just mass, and a lot less mass than the ridge-cut we’ve already made. The survey picks up a notation that the river wants to go shallow there, it’s going to be something to check after every spring high-water.
Arch’s survey team is at the north end, north and a bit west, of Sad Goat Lake. They look like they’re not even slightly sure why they got told to bring their other canoe. It’d be, I mean, some of the little side-streams are maybe passable, but the map doesn’t say and I doubt they know, if it’s not on any of the maps. I sure don’t know, but it was probably a thirty kilometre portage. From the way they look, it was pretty steep.
Dove’s turn to cook means bacon cheese potatoes. It also means really excellent bacon cheese potatoes in, it used to be five, but Dove has it down to about three, minutes. We feed Arch’s team; they didn’t beat us there by more than half an hour and they’re hurting. Food cheers Arch’s team up no end. Arch manages to keep a completely smooth face when Blossom finishes drying dishes and creates an illusion, some ten metres across, of the north end of Sad Goat Lake and says “This one we need to plan.”  Arch’s team all look at Arch, look at the illusion, look at Blossom looking like their kid sister, I don’t think any of them caught how Blossom dries dishes, and visibly decide that they’re going to deal with this calmly.
The tunnel needs to be level, if we can possibly manage it. The survey team can get us an exact, well, within a metre, elevation. It’s not like the Old Lake’s level doesn’t change, the tunnel needs to work for the low lake level. It absolutely can’t be higher at this end, well, we could, we could run a gate, set of gates, so Sad Goat would drain into the Old Lake, but the goal is to feed down from the Old Lake, and only enough to run the locks. Which means slack water in the tunnel.
We wind up with a couple big arches plus a narrow arch in the middle over a sort of broad double u-shape for the actual channels, standard twenty-five metres each. Five metres of arch, three-metre walking path both sides of the channels along the tops of the canal linings, five metres of arch pillars on each side of twelve metres of centre roadway. Ninety-four metres wide, count the three metre channel lining and the structure of the supporting arches and it’s twenty-five metres high. It makes a convincing illusion.
“That’s hard rock,” Arch says, looking at the model and then up at the slope above Sad Goat. There’s a few small trees, a few low places with strips of bog in them, mostly tussocky grass and low shrubby conifer things. I nod. “Not going to do it all at once.”  Arch nods, reassured. The rest of the survey team’s not reassured, and now they’re worried about their team lead.
We have a discussion about elevation; four-eighty-five means we should put the canal bottom at four-eighty, just in case we’re a metre off height for four-eighty-one, and accept an exit lock into the Old Lake, you can do ten metres in one lift without doing anything clever at all. That’s the conservative choice, and Blossom and Arch look at each other and both nod.
With the model and a quick pattern enchantment thing, it takes Dove four tries, something which annoys Dove and impresses Blossom, we’re about set for the next day.
“We’re going to need a place to pile a whole lot of big ingots,” Blossom tells Arch the next morning. “Can you find a twenty-five or thirty hectare flat place, convenient to the water?”  Arch nods.
We walk up to the marked four-eighty one metre elevation point, carefully check we’re all carrying lunch and water, carefully check that Arch’s team is well clear, carefully check we’re pointed the same way, it’s not going to be a completely straight tunnel, we’ve got the curve built into the pattern enchantment for the tunnel shape, Dove and I fold together, Blossom puts the ward up, Chloris thinks something wistful about all the lights we’re going to have to make, and Zora says Onward! in immensely cheerful tones.
It’s hard rock, all right, but that’s almost a help. Put up the fire mirror, feed heat ahead of it, move it forward, pull constituent elements out, pull heat out of them, feed the heat back forward and feed atoms to Zora for arranging into canal structure or feed them to Chloris for ingotting, get more heat back from Zora and Chloris and feed that forward of the fire-mirror, too. The hot face is only about a decimetre deep, but we can move it as fast as we can walk, could move it faster but a fast walk is plenty to manage with your spine when your mind’s all in the working. Blossom’s got the ward that keeps us from cooking or being crushed if the overhead falls, the central balance around the path we’re supposed to walk, and an extension of the ward that’s handling the oxygen vent. Blossom’s not providing push, doesn’t need to, this would be much harder open to the air, something else the ward is there to prevent, there’s a couple valleys we’re going to cross where the tunnel might break through to daylight, but Blossom is in snug to the working link. If we all need to feed the ward we’re going to need to do it fast.
Five hours later we’re looking at one end of the Old Lake, having climbed out of the cut. We stopped in the rock, stopped well back, just as soon as we kept seeing sky. Locks here shouldn’t be difficult, and we’re not getting any seep to mention. Lunch goes quick, pulling the first ten kilometres of metal slugs and ingots out of the channels is pretty quick, we don’t have to make a flat space, there’s a broad rock shelf, and then it’s walk back, with pauses to reinforce the tunnel shoring and put in an air vent every hundred metres. Plus big clear plugs, in lieu of safety railings, at the two places the tunnel does break out to daylight. Emerge after dinner time, eat hardtack and what Dove calls alleged cheese, as good a term for it as you could hope to find, and pull the slugs and ingots from this end of the canal, stacking them on the carefully staked out flat space.
Next morning is two sets of locks, four-sixty-six metres up to four-eighty, seven metres each. They’re as close to Sad Goat Lake as we can get them, we put in three hundred metres of piers both sides of the entrance channel, room for thirty-two barges to moor and wait for daylight. The afternoon goes for four hundred and fifty lights, we’re aiming for one every hundred metres down the tunnel roof, but first we make a couple of one-metre corundum sphere lights, and apple-slice style covers that’ll fold around from all covered to all-but-an-eighth showing, and put those up on spinner bearings on top of ten metre hollow towers with inside stairs at the ends of the piers. “Roof later,” Blossom says. The Lug-gesith’s regular servants can do it, Dove says, and I nod. Bits of thinking about fill times, and time that might be lost to politics, leaks over from Blossom when we’re all linked up. The point in time where something else has to be done to keep those people alive if we haven’t got the canal done isn’t clear, it’s past the end of Thermidor but not far past.
Sticking the lights on the tunnel ceiling slows us down the next day. Floating the survey-team’s canoes doesn’t. Surveyors are a bit subdued. I think Arch has about recovered, but the other three are, well, they’d probably be ranting if Arch wasn’t calm, at least, acting calm. We have, Dove and Chloris have, a discussion about whether we want to do the lights offset or not. Blossom’s contribution is “The manual doesn’t say,” with an amused look.
Were there any canal tunnels in the old Commonweal? There sure aren’t in the Creeks, there’s a canal bridge, but that’s not the same.
Not unless you count going under a wide bridge, Blossom says.
Zora’s contribution is to do pretend lights, we don’t want to be unsticking the physical lights, and we wind up agreeing that parallel is better. Offsetting the lights does awful things to the shadows through the central support pillars.
“You realize,” one of the surveyors says, walking along behind us and trying not to look nervous watching their canoes floating along above about eight metres of drop, “that’s going to go into the official standards manual for canal tunnels.”
“Shouldn’t it?” Maybe a tenth of Zora’s attention is involved in the reply. Zora’s sticking lights to the ceiling, Chloris is lugging the lights, hundreds of fifteen-centimetre corundum hemispheres trailing along like a quiet flock of slow birds, I’ve got the illusory hundred-metre measure. Four, really, pull the trailing one up past the current one every time Zora puts a light up on each side. Dove’s floating the canoes, ours and theirs.
Day after that is the locks out to Old Lake. The surveyors save us a lot of trouble by paddling out and doing soundings. It’s nearly a kilometre before there’s any kind of reliable four metres of depth, peak depth on the way is close to sixty metres, but there’s a mess of rocks and ridges and who knows what down there, too. Couple places you can scrape the bottom of a canoe. No obvious channel, I don’t understand how it hasn’t silted level, there isn’t a stream coming in here, couple little trickles a kilometre or two away, nothing like enough to scour. Might just not be any sediment coming in, there’s a lot of bare rock back up the hill.
We stick a big illusion on a straight line to deep water, really soft at first and slowly harder and harder until it’s waterproof. Anything that can move will move; same when we sort of sort of heave back until we’ve got sixty metres of channel-width with no water in it, it’s a slow heave. Lot of wet rocks, shouldn’t be any fish, shouldn’t be anything that could move. It’s a useless mess of wet rocks, no consistent composition at all.
My front, Blossom says.
“Clear away!” Dove says, emphatic, not loud. The surveyors hear just fine five- and six hundred metres away. They paddle for shore, but not shore anywhere near us.
They’re clear, Dove says, as we fold together and pick up the illusion hold from Chloris and Zora, Blossom wants the far end wider and further, a pie-slice instead of a broad line. We do that, swinging water. Zora and Chloris’s corner of the working link connects up with Blossom and something happens, it looks like mist rolling down the space in the illusion.
The mist clears on a smooth slope, five metres depth dropping down to twenty, just about as deep as the lake is at the end of the illusion.
Fade the illusion out, Blossom says, the water should come in slowly, no turbulence if we can help it. Dove and I fold the illusion in, collapse it, there’s a serious whistle of air at the land end, crumple it up slowly down to the new lake bottom like rolling a tent.
“No piers?” Zora says, and Blossom waves illusory lines at the hillside. “Turning basin. We can put up lights at the channel ends.”
It makes the pile of ingots larger, lots of iron in this rock, and the near lights, the ones marking the channel entrance, those need to be yellow, same as the pier ends at Sad Goat Lake. Not hard to do. Even excavating the channel in the rock on land isn’t particularly difficult, we need to cofferdam the water away unless we want to poach the surroundings, but that’s easy. We leave the illusory cofferdam there; good for a couple years at least, Blossom says, and we don’t want to start filling the canal yet.
It’s only lunch time. We have a discussion with the surveyors about canoe-pushing with the Power over a quick lunch, and make Morning Vale a bit more than three hours later.
People are surprised to see us; they weren’t expecting the surveyors back so quick, they weren’t expecting us, they knew someone sorcerous was coming but four young-women-might-be-youths and a small lad from elsewhere don’t, visibly don’t, fit their expectations.
We get the canoes put away, the Morning Vale Meeting will meet after dinner to talk to us, there’s an hour of figuring out where to put us, no full time hostels in Morning Vale, plus some blinking at the assumption Dove and I are sharing a room. Nobody says anything, Dove gets this look of wide-eyed innocence that I think translates into Creek as They will never find the body.
People will wonder what happened to you, Chloris says, and gets a brief narrow look from Dove.
Dinner’s strange, an unfamiliar refectory’s always like that, you’re not camping, you’re not travelling, as such, not in a hostel dining room, and a lot of habits aren’t right, they don’t keep the spoons in the same place, the plates and dishes are different, you don’t have a regular spot. Chloris goes in ahead, looking for five places together. Maybe the other half of the surveyor’s table, they’ve been here for a couple months, marking the northern branch of the planned canal.
Someone walks up, angry, very angry, toward, in front of Chloris, I don’t catch most of the words, more angry than loud, I’m caught between setting plates down somewhere flat, everything I’ve ever been taught about being neat in a refectory, and wanting to move forward. Dove’s caught behind me, Blossom’s facing away. I see an arm go back, back as the large lad keeps striding forward, getting ready to swing at Chloris with a water-pitcher.
Chloris does something, I can feel it, it’s fast and it’s quiet and there’s nothing at all to see. Whoever it is with the water pitcher topples, arm flung further out, and the water pitcher smashes across five metres of floor before all the pieces stop.
“Doesn’t get to hit me,” Chloris says in the perfect still voice of Death, looking down at where the fallen body stretches out, looking like it’s reaching for the shattered pitcher and the splash.
There’s a lot of surprise when they, whoever they are, try to sit up.
“Quiet,” Blossom says, just before there would be a lot of raised voices, right on the peak of the inhale for everybody with something to say. It’s not loud, the dishes don’t rattle, there isn’t anything you could describe, to explain, but I can suddenly understand Dove’s caution about Blossom smiling-happy at the crater where an army used to be.
“Are we without the Peace?”  More quiet. It’s not gentle, I don’t know what that tone is, besides quiet. Suicidal wouldn’t do it, to answer yes to that question. I have no idea what would, it’s hard to think. I’m to Dove’s left, Dove’s to Blossom’s left. Zora’s checking that whoever who tried to hit Chloris is breathing properly, Chloris moving to stand on Blossom’s right.
Nobody’s moving very quickly.
Someone stands up. Reminds me of Halt, shortest adult Creek I’ve seen, taller than me, but still. That’s not the reminder thing. “We are yet among the Peace.”
Whatever Blossom is doing, I can’t tell what, but the Power is coming from Blossom, damps. Blossom nods, calmly, at the standing person.
Someone runs out, comes back with an assistant clerk, then there’s the Clerk and what turns out to be another two judges, they’ve brought Reminds-me-of-Halt’s judge’s hat, five minutes after that.
We get to explain who we are, why we’re there, carefully attested. Since all four of us are there on grounds of ‘Blossom said there was work to do’, Blossom gets asked by what authority.
Blossom’s got the vote from the Thines Meeting. Blossom’s got, which I didn’t know, written authorization from the Galdor-gesith, on the bottom of the brief request from the Lug-gesith, “We need a canal,” a numbered reference to a survey, and “Connected to a Creek or the Eastern West-East Canal by the end of Thermidor.”  All the Galdor-gesith wrote is “Get this done,” nothing else, with a signature and the vote tally, ninety-five to nothing, five absent.
Arch has the survey. It’s the one the Morning Vale Township Meeting has twice voted to accept, it’s the, call it local, part of the canal, the part that lets people move past Morning Vale up further north. If there are thirty thousand coming, they’ll absolutely have to, there’s maybe five thousand in the township.
Someone, very serious, stands and asks who Blossom is, to ask if the people, all the people, in a refectory are yet within the Peace.
Which is, well, a fair question. Blossom did mean everybody, and everybody was for the most part sitting down and chewing or asking for the salt or the pickle caddy, it was just that one person with the water pitcher. Still sitting on the floor, can about manage to sit upright, but it’s surely enough manage.
Blossom stands up, says “In this time I am called Blossom,” sets down in front of the Clerk tokens which say Blossom’s an engineer without qualification, which is engineer for ‘can do anything’, clock springs through large public structures, holds warrants of authority and commission in the Line with an appointment as a captain, is an Independent of the Commonweal, and a Keeper of the Shape of Peace. Blossom sets that one down active; all the swoopy lines are white, many shades of white, but white. The shadows are something, an intricacy of slow movement across everyone, and everything.
The serious person nods and sits down. If the question needed asking, and, well, better to ask it when you don’t need to than not ask it when you do, it was plainly Blossom’s job to ask it.
Someone asks what Keeper of the Shape of Peace means. The Township Clerk offers to read the legal meaning. Blossom offers “The Shape of Peace is a fatally important part of my existence.”  That gets Blossom looks, half of them horrified. “I can manifest it, temporarily, well enough for someone to undertake an office; I can get a hypothetical response from it.”
If we must, we can move it, Blossom says, nearly too quiet to notice in the undertone. Might well not have heard that, were it not for Dove.
There are, not counting me or I suppose Chloris, sitting completely still right by Blossom, eight or nine, one’s a youth, witnesses to the person with the water pitcher saying something, striding forward, and swinging the water pitcher, nearly all at once.
All eight adults, extremely somber, agree that it looked like an attack, that there was an intent to harm.
The judges nod at each other, the court clerk notes down their judgement that a trial is required, nine people get chosen by lot to be the jury, a little bit of space gets cleared, gives the court clerk a place to sit down.
Their name is Heron. Not presently especially coherent, still can’t stand up. The Shape of Peace finds no evidence of sorcerous compulsion affecting, or having affected, Heron. Known to have been upset, very upset, about the canal plans, argued against them, as an individual, Heron’s family, several families in Heron’s gean, they’ve held the forest in the valley, old bay, just outside of, north and west of, Morning Vale the town for a very long time, it’s plausibly pre-Commonweal as land tenure.
Lots of that in the Creeks, Dove says, while I’m trying to keep the shock off my face. Why no one jokes about paying a thane’s taxes here, Dove adds. Been known to happen.
Dove’s tone is grim.
The quiet judge turns, looks at Chloris, asks, it was inevitable someone would ask, why Chloris chose to apply the Power to Heron.
Self-defence, the least sufficient thing available to you, you can do that, whatever it is. If the court agrees that’s what it was.
Chloris makes an effort to sound human. It works, a little, for the first few words. Then everything Chloris says comes out in the perfect still voice of Death. There’s a set of small, couple decimetre, illusory figures hovering over Chloris’ right shoulder, following along in motion as Chloris talks, recognizably Chloris and Heron.
“If you have grasped them, they have grasped you.”  Chloris is quoting Block, Blossom’s nodding, Dove’s nodding, I don’t think Dove could help it were it noticed. Heron’s a regular-sized man for a Creek, much larger than Chloris. “Shrieking and running would not help. Stepping close enough to strike Heron would permit them a chance to strike me, my head would not benefit from five litres of water in the pitcher.”
The quiet judge nods.
“Just standing there, I’d be hit, maybe die. Doesn’t get to hit me.”  Chloris’ voice doesn’t, not obviously, change, it’s the still voice of Death, you can see everybody shudder, just a little, because the way Chloris said that you’d expect the Moon to fall out of the sky or all the seas to rise up dancing first.
Reminds-me-of-Halt nods, agreeing. “Heron does not get to hit you.”  Judges, when judging, don’t smile, so this isn’t, however sharp and brief. “That is a settled point of law.”
The third judge says, asks, “What did you do to Heron?”
Chloris’ hands turn up. “I gave over to death the narrow, present, single will to strike me.”
Reminds-me-of-Halt looks at Blossom, and visibly reconsiders the question.
“I care more about the Peace and the Law than I do about my own existence,” Blossom says, in soft tones. Couldn’t call it gentle. “I would not put a student before either.”
Arch stands up. All three judges nod. “I watched Chloris give seventeen kilometres of the Weed Stream’s valley over to death, except for the clean small birds and the pangolins and the small deer and the pounce-cats. Can’t speak for the inside of someone’s head, but — ” Arch’s hands spread for punctuation — “precise. Lots of precise. All the pangolins set gently on the ground.”
No one says anything, no questions, and Arch sits back down.
One of the jurors stands. Looks uncomfortable, determined, something. “Altering someone’s mind doesn’t seem like the least thing.”  Sits.
Reminds-me-of-Halt looks at Chloris. Altering minds, involuntary mind-alteration, is a hanging offence itself, as much as murder.
“All I know of fighting I have learnt in study with the Independent Block, who considers punching dragons a laudable ambition.”  The voice of Death is solemn, always, but so solemn saying this Death sounds amused.
“I am not skilled, but had I struck Heron, Heron could readily have died.”  Chloris is looking straight at the quiet judge. Not by mischance, Chloris means, Heron likely would have died. I’ve got Block’s words about punching on a line through the spine in my head.
“Had I willed it, Heron would have died.”  There’s a small, troubled, almost a wave, hand motion in Heron’s direction.
“It seemed better to avoid so much harm,” Chloris says, “and it is not, was not meant as, alteration of capacity. Heron can be angry, could be angry with me in the same cause, only that one specific anger departed from Heron.”
“If you are correct about the effect of something you have not done before,” the third judge says, it’s not a question.
“If I am correct about the effect of something I have not done before,” Chloris says.
Chloris’ voice is entirely gentle, entirely calm. Still, perfect, it’s getting to people, you can see it starting to trouble the Township Clerk. It’s worrying Blossom, doesn’t bother Blossom, not the same things. Doesn’t bother Dove at all.
Comes the day, Dove says to me, tone almost sorrowful. Comes the day.
“Is there a means to assess the risk of striking?”  The third judge, talking mostly to Blossom.
“They normally practise on illusions.” Blossom’s nearly smiling. “However accurate,” and Blossom shrugs. Judges, Clerk, most of the witnesses, all nod, just a little. It doesn’t really matter what Blossom attests about an illusion, it’s more magic, it could do anything.
Someone walks out of the witnesses, hands Chloris a horseshoe. Has to be a decoration, it’s painted. I’m not sure there are any horses up here, don’t know how you’d get a horse to Morning Vale.
Chloris stands up, looks at the horseshoe, acquires a sort of set in the shoulders, and pulls. It’s still a horseshoe shape, it’s a horseshoe shape the other way, you can see the toe clip crumpled on the inside of the curve. The iron bent so fast it shrieked, lots of wincing and hands moving toward ears, people’s heads go back. There are wide eyes, and then some smiles and a lot of nods. If Chloris can do that, hitting Heron would have been much less than a kindness.
Ed? Chloris says, and tosses it at me.
I grab it, gently, and the horseshoe hangs there in the air, paint smoking off the curve of it and slowly filling the clear closed space around it. Got so sphere doesn’t need to mean a tight grab.
I’m trying to figure out if Creeks think this Chloris is frail when Dove, it’s the idea of a giggle, and points out, bits of my vision brighten, Chloris’s shoulders and hips are the same width and there’s no visible tendon or muscle definition in wrist or neck.
Really does look delicate, Dove adds.
Something like a sigh from Chloris wafts through my awareness.
You didn’t even hurt your hands, Zora says, Zora can’t do prim at all, not for lack of trying.
No one has any more questions. The jury looks a bit better settled.
Reminds-me-of-Halt nods, and Chloris says “I do so attest by the Peace and my name within it.”
The Shape of Peace accepts the attestation entirely calmly, and there’s a short scratching sound of pens.
Reminds-me-of-Halt gathers gravitas and says “Heron, what did you think you were doing?”
It comes out slowly, rambling, and repeated. Heron can’t focus well. The canal will destroy, Heron speaks as though it’s the whole of the forest, the only place to put the canal means flooding a valley, possibly the original Morning Vale, where Heron’s, Heron’s family’s, forest holdings, are. It’s clean forest, thousands of hectares. The value coming out per hectare’s very low, not much call for timber, there just aren’t many people here. Taxes go by value, it’s the only reason they have been able to hold that much land, the tenure limits are by revenue, not area.
The judges are very patient, I’m not sure how, Heron’s obsessive, deeply obsessive, about the control of land, getting an explanation of why, why try to brain Chloris with a water pitcher, takes several loops through fear of loss.
Overset by grief, Dove says. Not sympathetic. No surviving rage.
It eventually emerges that Heron thought Chloris was the senior Independent, thought that if Chloris were dead, or damaged, or just convinced to leave, then the canal could not be built. Four-fifths of the witness find the ‘senior Independent’ part of this plausible, from the faces.
You look really serene, Zora says, to Chloris’ disbelief.
The last fifth of the witness are just as disbelieving as Chloris, no matter how much Blossom looks like their kid sister if they look with eyes.
Nobody believes any of the rest of it, not even sad faces, people are appalled. Creeks, though, it’s quietly appalled.
You can see it. Lots of room between quiet and shouting. Dove’s state of mind’s nearly back to usual, less and less likelihood there’s going to be violence.
Bubble up with Blossom and walk out, Dove says. Wait for people to calm down.
There’s a sense of agreement from Blossom, a sliver of attention, Blossom’s listening very carefully to Heron, and maybe we should be, but it’s looping self-justification, same ideas in slightly different words, it’s so much easier not to be angry if I don’t really listen.
I don’t want to get angry. The folk of Morning Vale are being asked to deal calmly with Death come among them, Chloris hasn’t killed anyone, won’t kill anyone if there is any other way, but Chloris could kill all of them on one exhale. Our presence, not just Chloris, is as simple in law as maybe shall prove hard in practice, Independents, accepted by the Shape of Peace, bother people, and we’re just apprentices, we’re not bound, not really, all we must do is come back to be judged fit or unfit. Apprentices aren’t supposed to be so capable. Arch had enough trouble with our rearranging some dirt, we’re maybe too used to Westcreek Town and our host gean being proud of us, here we’re strange, not even strangers.
Zora’s trying not to think it, and the idea of a smile slides from Dove, Zora really can’t not think it. There came a day when the Goddess of Destruction came to Morning Vale, bringing Death and Strange Mayhem along behind. It amuses Dove, it’s a factual statement, but it doesn’t mean what someone fearful would take it to mean.
The judges have got a little more focus from Heron. Been asked, twice, if this witness is of choice and will, it’s hard to tell if Heron’s wits are scrambled or just dysfunctional with shock, shock that will wear off, a couple of doctors have come and found ‘No organic harm’, which has them troubled. Still, that’s not a question anyone wants to have asked the third time.
It all winds down, the judges have been an hour, a little more, talking to Heron, not counting the doctors, the Shape of Peace accepts an attestation that what Heron has said is true and complete.
Reminds-me-of-Halt hands a sheet of paper left, to the quiet judge; it goes to the third judge, there’s a few words of pen scratch, it comes back, the note, annotation, gets read, there’s a cluster of nods. That sheet of paper goes into the record of the trial, after.
“Heron’s intent was murder,” Reminds-me-of-Halt says. “Chloris’ response is accepted as self-defence.”
Someone in the witnesses protests ‘murder’; the judges, all three of them in sequence, walk through the precedents that establish any plausibly lethal attack in a refectory or other eating-place as murder, irrespective of the lack of stealth or how abruptly the intention was formed. ‘Hall-peace’ is a special case of the Peace as a whole, what is dire conduct at a crossroads is worse in the hall.
I’d known that, I think the protesting witness knew that. They’re not happy with the prospect of Heron being hanged.
The judges get through the precedent.
Reminds-me-of-Halt goes on.
“Chloris was not struck. Heron may prove crippled. It is held better than hanging to forbid Heron, kin and ilk, the entirety of Heron’s forest holdings, to instruct the canal-builders as a binding judgement of law that they are to make no consideration of consequences to those forest holdings in constructing the canal the Lug-Gesith, in obedience to the unanimous decision of Parliament, has bid them make, and to oblige Heron’s gean to pay the full current taxes of what were Heron’s forest holdings until the year after the year which would hold Heron’s eighty-fifth birthday, whenever it should prove that Heron dies.”
Has to give up the thing worth killing me to protect, gean’s paying lots of extra taxes, not going to be able to go there even if there’s enough recovery to work, gean won’t have influence for a couple generations. Chloris sounds calm, as still as Death. Did I miss anything?
Going to know it removed any chance of negotiating something. Zora sounds annoyed, but it’s clearly at the lack of negotiation, not the judgement or Chloris.
Technically, the compensation undervalues you, Dove says, Dove’s been doing sums in our head, but they don’t have, no one gean has, what I think you’re supposed to pay in cost of loss for the capability to weed two hundred hectares with utmost thoroughness in a day.
Chloris blinks, inside. Chloris did a hundred hectares, roughly, of the Weed Stream valley in half a day. Could certainly have kept going, and the weeding part of that was all Chloris. It’s ‘capability’ in law because one person doing that should be laughable. Halt, sure, Halt or Wake or Blossom could sterilize that much, much more than that much ground, a Line battalion could sterilize square kilometres, but Chloris left living soil, living animals, behind.
“I take no harm from the judgement,” Chloris says to the judges. “I do so attest by the Peace and my name within it.”
‘Justice adds no harm to the wronged,’ about a third of Commonweal law all by itself. Why Chloris has to accept the judgement.
There’s a tiny flicker of relief from the quiet judge, the relief from some of the witnesses isn’t quiet, as soon as Heron’s acts were adjudged murderous and Chloris’ self-defence, Chloris could have insisted Heron hang. If you’ve tried to murder someone, if it hasn’t worked, in a Commonweal court the wronged can insist you can’t possibly try again. Chloris doesn’t want Heron dead.
Perfect still voice of Death isn’t how people you’ve never met before are going to reach that conclusion.
The quiet judge asks the jury, the jury foreman’s a refectory baker, I think, from apron and flour and forearms, if the jury holds the law fairly applied. The dark jar travels around them with the steady clinking, comes back with nine black marbles, which the foreman counts out one by one, the jury stands one by one and attests the trial fair.
All three judges look, very narrowly, I don’t think I’d see it with my eyes, but they look that little bit relieved.
“Let the order be made, that the judgement of the court upon Heron, holdings, and gean, is made, and binding, and binding upon all, that the Peace be maintained.”
You can feel the Shape of Peace taking notice.
“As a point of information,” the Township Clerk says, “what might be known about Heron’s present condition?”  ‘Do I need to put Heron down for crippled?’ hangs in the air, unspoken but not unheard, lots of people looking very uncomfortable. Not working because you didn’t die from the bad weeds or the cruncher or the time the tow-rope broke, no matter how good the reason is, not working still feels like failure. People do everything they can to find something to do. Not working because you’re the idiot who tried to brain a necromancer with a water-pitcher, well.
“So far as I am aware,” Blossom says, Chloris has no, none of us have, any idea how to answer that, “the number of people able to perform the wreaking applied to Heron is small, certainly less than five, possibly one.”  Chloris tries not to, but can’t manage it, looks, perfect still face of Death and all, utterly appalled.
“A definitive answer would be better had by consulting Wake and Halt and the records of the Galdor-gesith, but for my knowledge, no other such wreaking is known to us.”
Chloris stops looking appalled, this is beyond appalling, Zora has to try hard not to smile, and Chloris has to try hard not to wail.
You found a way not to kill, even if you had to invent something no one else had, Dove says. Lots of ways to do worse.
Blossom takes four quick steps, squats down, picks up the water pitcher handle, stands. All the pitcher pieces rise, reassemble, there’s a narrow surge through the Power, it looks like the bitter taste of zinc, and the pitcher is whole. Blossom hands it to the refectory person holding a mop, who is so startled that they nearly drop it again.
“Fix what you can,” Blossom says, and everybody nods. Comfort in proverbs.
Dinner’s cold, but I’m not going to waste it.


Chapter 34
It winds up, next morning, early, with us, Arch’s survey team, all three judges, and six witnesses from Heron’s gean, up on the ridge, rise, where the stream cuts through.
Heron hasn’t died in the night, isn’t as unfocused, there’s a general agreement that Heron’s not like people remember, Heron’s memory’s fine, remembers everything, but something changed.
This ridge is where the lake flowed over, when Old Lake was deeper this was all under water, so there’s no canyon, not to look at, there’s one down there, in the rock, there was a bigger river, a narrow spot in the flow of water, I think even when Old Lake was as big as it got. All the rock’s buried, the canyon filled with mud and marsh when the lake fell, so there’s this notch, there’s deep channels through mud and sand, the current stream’s got maybe fifty metres of the two hundred available for width. It’s steep, but steep dirt banks; no jumbled-rock rapids, no waterfall, just cut layers of sediment. The top, anywhere stable or flat, is grass and bushes. The ridge top itself has nothing but grass, I think kept that way. If I lived in Morning Vale, I wouldn’t want trees up here, the soil is shallow and sandy with clay lenses. Some strong rainstorm and there would be tree boles in houses.
The forest, you can see why Heron was upset. Varied, the leaf colours aren’t the same, and it’s huge, it goes back and back on both stream banks. The ridge-tops are mostly bare, rain or old waves or they were just sand when the lake dropped and nothing grew that could hold it down, none of it looks steep enough or sharp enough to shed soil. Meadow up high, too, above the forest, thinner soil before the bare crowns of the hills. Highlands around the other side of the hilltops, the forest is in what’s surely an erosional feature, lower, sheltered. The distant highlands to the north are meadow, a few stands of pine. Not high enough to be cooler, but closer to the Northern Hills, and those are high enough for year-round snow. Up in the chill wind from the mountains likely counts for what will grow.
“Blossom, could you put a visible contour where the lake is supposed to be?”  Zora sounds distant, abstract, Zora’s mind sliding in a strange direction, only slightly attending to the substantial world.
The intended lake borders blaze up ice-white, and tall, taller than the trees, or we’d never see it. Can’t see all of it, some of it’s behind hills, it’s ripply land, the lake-to-be goes back a long way. One of Arch’s surveyors mutters something Dove translates as Must be nice.
Zora nods, thinks Thanks, and reaches back in the link. We reach forward; a beat or two later, Blossom does, too.
Zora talks to the forest.
All of you have names.
They all do, all the trees, every individual tree, the kinds of tree, the kinds of bird and pangolin and spider, deer and wolf and shy wild cattle, every crawling thing in the earth, so many beetles, soil fungus, bacteria past counting, down into everything that distinguishes soil from dirt, the names of the energy flows, a vast tangled thing like melted gears that’s the actual nitrogen cycle, the one going on in the forest, not the idea of it, all of it has names.
RISE, Zora says.
Everybody just standing there hears the word with their ears. In the Power, it echoes.
We’re all together behind Zora’s will and pushing, reaching out over five thousand hectares.
The forest walks.
All of it, not just the trees, from the dirt up, clear down to bedrock, the forest walks. In places it’s moving a couple kilometres, to get clear, well clear, of the lake contour, the meadows above it move, covering the bare and rounding ridges, rearranging, making room for where the water will rise.
When I open my body’s eyes the lake bed is there, bare to bedrock, steep-banked, stretching back twelve kilometres, one- and two- and four- kilometres wide as the land rises and falls in hills and valleys, a wedge of stream-bed trailing through it, still raised up on the dirt that was below.
Zora says “Whee!” and falls over.
It’s afternoon. That took awhile.
Arch’s survey team have the bad shakes. Arch, they’re not precisely indifferent, but some kind of functional. There was a lot of rumble through the ground when the forest got up and walked. Didn’t notice, Dove didn’t notice.
Zora’s not functioning, or not much; not conscious, there in the link but only there, no thoughts, no sense of intention, breathing’s good, deep, steady, nothing wrong there, Blossom’s nodding, nothing wrong with Zora’s circulation of the Power, mind’s in there, brain’s not cooked, Chloris is producing bed and blankets from good intentions and tiny aluminium marker tags, we get Zora bundled into it, we’ve all, probably Blossom, too, got Grue’s voice in our heads about over-extending yourself and the risk of shock. Chloris looks up, puts a canopy over the bed that looks like green glass and iron roses.
Chloris takes a look at Arch’s survey team, notes that there’s active gibbering going on, and makes more blankets. The three judges, the Clerk, the court clerks, it’s not hitting them as hard. Less sense of the mass involved, maybe. They get benches anyway, same as the survey team, nice deep ones with seat-curve and tall backs under sunshade canopies.
Chloris sort of nods, Done, quietly, it’s a thought leaking out, the list of things that need doing when. The Clerk would like to express approval; I think it might hurt, not to, but an office is an office, and they’re surely not out of it.
The witnesses are mostly gone, two of them still there, one of them is crumpled and crying, another one doing their best to stand upright.
“Zora’s a life-tweaker,” Blossom says, calmly. “Still, that was a surprise.”
Various people start laughing with troubling overtones. Dove grins, Chloris snickers, stops. It sounds sinister when Chloris snickers. It shouldn’t, but it does.
Blossom produces several silver flasks, distributes them being visibly careful which flask is handed to whom, hangs on to one, and waits.
Dove and I and Chloris split the stream banks back to the incipient lakeshore and wedge them up with the dirt that was under the stream, just to have something to do that isn’t waiting for Zora to wake up. It’ll keep the reeds and the turtles damp enough for awhile, the stream splitting at what will be the lake inflow to flow down each lake-bank. Can’t see the stream entrance, not with eyes, and all of it isn’t splitting, some of it’s flowing down, it’s not the sort of thing that’s going to last, we’ve just re-arranged some dirt, but it will do for a décade or so. Better than letting the stream-support collapse on its own, it might rain tonight. There’s a lot of seep from the edges, the excavation’s below the water table, there are subsidiary streams flowing in, Zora gave them all little marshy deltas, we need to get the dam up soon, and then find some more water.
Moving the stream bed takes about an hour, and then there’s some waiting, only about ten minutes but it feels much longer, before Zora starts making muzzy noises. Blossom sits Zora up and gets sips, lots of emphasis on sip, from the flask cup, whatever was in that flask Blossom held back, into Zora. Zora’s making faces, entirely normal Zora disapproval faces. There’s a collective noise of relief in the link, Zora says Fine, really, just tired, goes right on sipping.
The surveyors had hauled out some sketch paper and have been figuring out the lake volume ever since. Optimistic floor is half a cubic kilometre; Arch figures it’s really about point six. “Half the clear water volume of the Old Lake,” Arch says, in a voice that’s lost between twitching horror and admiring.
The standing witness takes several deep breaths, turns, takes a step toward Zora, and stops, having received Blossom’s full attention.
Hair’s not on fire, Dove says.
Chloris says, I can smell ozone.
“Was the student chiefly responsible for moving the forest hurt?”  The witness says this as carefully as possible, purely as a question of information.
Zora’s trying to say “I’m fine,” but stops at Blossom’s shush gesture.
“Zora’s physical brain had motor and cognitive damage from bleeding and oxygen starvation. Zora was blind, had some bone-marrow damage, and the brain bleeds were ongoing. No survival expectation without prompt first-order sorcerous intervention, which Zora provided by reflexively shape-shifting into good physical condition while transitioning awareness down from the metaphysical self at the completion of the working.”
One of the judges says “Shapeshifting?” and Dove says “Into ourselves. Our rested, unhurt selves.”
There are nods, and Zora says “It hardly even hurt!” in aggrieved tones.
“No pain receptors in your brain,” Blossom says, teacher-Blossom for just a moment, before saying “I do so attest by my name and the Peace,” as whatever it means to be a Keeper of the Shape of Peace. Everything hears, you can feel the faint ringing echo up from the rocks.
A different judge, the one I think would get on really well with Halt, asks Zora, “Did you do so much because you wanted to embarrass Heron?”
Zora sorts of sighs, and looks down, and looks up, handing the flask cup to Blossom with a quiet “Thanks.”
“I was angry with Heron; I am angry with Heron. I didn’t think I was taking a significant risk, I wanted to save the trees, and if Heron had to live with it,” Zora shrugs.
“Angry?” the judge says.
“They — ” Zora’s chin swipe means me and Dove and Chloris — “aren’t my siblings in function, they’re not anything I know a word for.”  Zora looks embarrassed. “They’re why I’m not going to die of being who I am. We’re all why we’re not going to die, it’s new and no one knows what we’re doing and it won’t work without all of us, we already lost Kynefrid, it matters, trying to brain Chloris with a water pitcher isn’t functionally any different from trying to kill me, except…lingering.”
“This is not something the Law considers.”  The third judge, sounding almost too thoughtful to talk.
“This — ” Blossom doesn’t need to do any chin-pointing, everyone knows who Blossom means, what Blossom means, just try to avoid knowing — “lacks precedent.”
All three judges are nodding.
Reminds-me-of-Halt reaches up, takes their judge’s hat off, hands it to a colleague, turns to the standing witness. “I remind you that suicide voids a will. Heron’s wishes in the disposition of the forest holdings have no meaning should Heron neglect to live.”
The witness nods. I think “Yes, Auntie,” is pure reflex.
The judge accepts their hat back, puts it on.
“Zora, did you intend to harm or diminish Heron?”
Zora’s head shakes, once, and stops with wincing. “No. I knew moving the forest, if it worked, it would cost Heron standing. I considered that a benefit, but the goal was to get the job done at the least cost.”
“Cost?”  Reminds-me-of-Halt, has to be extra persnickitty about this if Heron’s a relative.
“All those trees. Everything that lives in all those trees. If you, everybody, don’t have to lose half the forest, you shouldn’t, we shouldn’t, building, it’s not, what’s the word for things you can’t just throw away? It’s a worse canal if it takes away half the forest when it didn’t need to, and it didn’t, doesn’t, need to do that. Everybody seems to have just assumed the forest had to go, I wasn’t trying to flout the judgement, the judgement said forest holdings, not forest, the forest is more than that, this — ” Zora waves at the lake bed — “is the right way to build the canal, the most gain for the least cost.”
Blossom’s looking worried; Zora’s getting vehement.
The quiet judge says “We did not expect creatures of legend.”
Zora and Chloris wrinkle their noses, nearly identical expressions despite their different faces. Dove’s thoughts fill from memory with a host of demons, nervous and obedient to bring before an indifferent Halt the heads of Halt’s enemies. Ways to go, Dove says, tone so dry I have to work at it not to laugh.
“I have no more questions,” the quiet judge says. “Colleagues?”
“No,” and a head-shake, twice.
Zora says  “I do so attest by the Peace and my name within it,” and the Shape of Peace doesn’t protest Zora’s veracity an iota.
The third judge says “Independent, why did you permit your student to take such a risk?”
Blossom says, with a sort of conversational calm, “It was not a predictable risk. None of the students have stable scope or capability, and by the time the risk was apparent, abruptly stopping the working would have been certainly destructive.”
Two out of three, four out of five if you count the Clerk and the standing witness, look confused. The seated witness, I think someone should be concerned about them.
Blossom visibly discards things that could be said, one and two and three. “They’re getting better in fits and starts. The land area was well inside demonstrated capability, they were weeding over more area in the spring. The Power use, not nearly so much as parts of the canal, and they’ve done more than any working used for the canal. Didn’t expect the thoroughness of names. That made it much harder.”
“Like the first time you let the kid steer.”  Arch is saying that more to the sky than Blossom, but Blossom nods.
“You built a whole canal by letting the kid steer.”  I don’t think Arch, Archimedes the Surveyor, is going to be the same after this. Not anything, emotionally, not right now.
“Half a canal,” Dove says, dimpling. It’s cute, somehow.
Blossom says “Learn by doing,” and everyone looks at the kilometres and kilometres of dry, damp, muddy in a lot of places, lake bed and drops the line of inquiry.
Reminds-me-of-Halt looks at the Clerk and says “No malice is found. The judgement of Heron stands entire,” and the judicial colleagues nod, very formally, you can really tell with a judge’s hat, might be why. And that’s that. Over. The witnesses look at the Clerk, get a nod, head away, the seated one helped to their feet by the standing.
Two of the three judges stick around, hats off, as does the Clerk; the assistant clerk gets sent off to get lunch brought, Chloris counts people and creates a table. We get asked about what we plan to do, how the new lake can fill. Everybody, everybody sorcerous, looks at me.
“Somewhere, not very far away in the chances that make the world, the sea has not receded these last few thousands of years.”  Glaciation, Wake says, big sheets of ice covering continents in the northern hemisphere. So much ice it has drunk down the sea. “All we have to do is borrow the chances, enough for the lake we want, it was full over those near hills, you can see the wave-bench shapes further inland.”
One of the surveyors starts giggling. Arch pats their back, absently. The two judges nod, ask about risks.
Blossom says “They got clean terrain last time,” and talks about constraining odds. Also explains to Zora, with some thoroughness, that Grue says Zora is to do nothing with the Power for the next four days. Not so much as turn on a light. Zora looks briefly rebellious and then subsides, nodding.
I am specifically instructed to put you in an enchanted sleep if I even think you’re going to slip, isn’t a threat, it’s not a warning, it’s just what’s going to happen. Blossom sounds worried, in the undertone, Zora’s picking up enough of that to stop believing ‘it doesn’t hurt’, even with the prospect of doing nothing heavy for a couple of décades.
Blossom explains Grue, the judges want to know who Grue is and how their advice could be sought, it’s not a court question you have to answer but Blossom answers it, describing Grue as a specialist Blossom is able to ask at this distance. Someday I might find out why they’re so secret. Even the idea of hiding Grue’s main talent flavour doesn’t make a lot of sense, it’s not as though anyone would dare ask what their private arrangements were, or particularly care, lasses taking up together’s hardly rare, even if Grue is a unicorn passing for human, started human, which I’m moderately sure Grue’s not.
“The four of you can really do that?” Reminds-me-of-Halt asks, after lunch, after I’ve started to shake off the feeling of being an entertainment.
“The three of them,” Blossom says. “This is something you do as a student, it’s a basic skill test. I got thirty thousand tonnes of metallic tungsten and a vicious soil chemistry problem. Haven’t used the technique on landscape since.”
It really isn’t difficult.
The four of us, Zora makes a best try at not looking sad, not as sad as Zora is, anyway, put the dam in, first, and, I think it’s a surprise, follow Arch’s recommendations for where to put the locks and the sluice and the fish-ladder, that has to twist a bit to avoid being too steep. We’re going to have to dig out a short canal section, the surveyed route through Morning Vale still has things being moved off it, but we’re promised they’ll have all the structures gone in six days.
Blossom drops out and goes to sit on a corner of Zora’s bed. Watching, you can feel the watching, but no more than that. Getting more of whatever is in that flask into Zora.
We’re careful to make absolutely certain Zora’s not in the working.
We’re careful not to get the ecology messed up, down at the newts and crayfish and smaller things scale you don’t notice in time, careful to get fresh water, not salt, careful to get things that expect the temperatures they’re going to get here and now, careful not to pull across a flock of ducks or something from surface-water to surface-water. There’s one strange moment full of vast leaping toothy shapes, they’re people, and we try to miss them and they leap aside, graceful, and then there’s the sound of one small wave, gurgling back three metres from my toes.
Some mist, too. Not much, we did fairly well on the temperature match.
Dam’s fine, lock-gates didn’t even creak. Blossom says Well done, and we’re all thinking What’s next?.


Chapter 35
Next is eight days of putting in the surveyed canal.
Zora, apologetic and severely headachy, goes into an enchanted sleep on the first day. Wanted to know what bird that was, and reached with perceptions. We, Blossom isn’t leaving Zora out of sight of Blossom’s physical eyes, float Zora around in the illusory canopy bed, like a fairy-tale lost in a civil engineering manual.
It takes half a day before Blossom is convinced we’ve, not excluded Zora from the link, none of us can bring ourselves to do that, it would be too much like abandonment, but moved stuff around so there’s no way Zora will be fed Power through the link. Zora’s there, Zora can tell we’re there if Zora can tell anything, but there won’t be any active Power reaching Zora.
We do the whole surveyed route, it’s relaxing, just go to the marked spot on the map, move dirt, put in dams and locks and spillways. We do the two side bits, they’re optional but they were surveyed, one double lock so a, well, long marsh, it was a lake, we dredge, put in enough dam they can run the water level back up enough, at least in potential, that barge traffic will be able to get to the far end of it. There’s an orchard thorpe there, part-held by the eccentric descendants of someone who had an impressive knack for breeding cold-hardy peaches. Everyone’s hoping the canal will lead to more thorpes and much larger peach orchards.
The other one is a straight lift, put a short length of tunnel, two barge lengths, into a cliff, and then a pit, straight up, that’s open. Close the tunnel with an extremely heavy lock-gate, flush all round and rising as a vertical slab; provide a reservoir for the pit, put in pumping water-gates so the pit will empty back into the reservoir. That’ll get a barge up seventy-five metres, slowly, but it gets there. Once up at the top of the bluff, massif, little plateau, there’s not much option for a full-scale canal, we can manage enough basin for four barges, there are mutterings about a narrow canal, because a couple kilometres away from the lift there’s a seriously high-grade iron ore deposit, one that’s got noticeable amounts of vanadium.
There’s a general decision not to do the outflow dam, over on the Sometimes Stream, not right now; a big discussion needs to happen about water levels and locations, first, some of the locations might get the twice-displaced, I get the sense that the whole population of the township’s deeply torn between ‘strangers’ and ’finally all this work getting done'. Extra hands will be a huge help in Morning Vale. Doesn’t feel like it will go badly.
We wind up going back on a, well, not a standard barge, a cargo boat, twenty-six metres by nine, local to the Old Lake, taking mostly people, gerefan, the Clerk, some gean-gesiths, down to Thines.
Blossom’s let the Thines-Meeting know we’re coming.
The twenty-two kilometres between Old Lake and Sad Goat Lake, three hundred cubic metres of water per metre of canal, more or less, six-hundred-and-sixty thousand tonnes of water. Nothing compared to filling up the lake, but I don’t think we can do the probability trick for the canal, the canal itself isn’t very likely, it’s not a feature of the world.
The gates to fill the locks, the big floor-gates to keep the segments full, those pass about two hundred cubic metres a second together if they’re full open. Lots against evaporation in a tunnel, more than enough, should be enough on the open segments downhill to the Weed Stream, we put in third gates there, but it’s still two and a quarter days to fill the canal.
Poor Zora, sickbed and all, winds up in the photograph an assistant clerk is taking of the new, dry, never-used locks into Old Lake, and then in whatever photograph might or might not turn out after Blossom produces a transitory, let’s go with transitory, hundred metre diameter gate with a variable rate of flow, tosses it into Old Lake, this great broad spinning wheel of Power, and gets me and Dove and Chloris to keep it working, Dove’s got the working and Chloris has position, do not want the thing sinking into mud, I’ve got the push, while Blossom handles the outflow directly, full open we could fill the canal in a couple of minutes but that’d be very messy, all that water in one place. Blossom distributes the outflow way down the length, some next-year sort of technique. It takes a couple hours.
Pretty much everything works. None of the fill-gates are the wrong way around, we didn’t leave any fill-gates or lock-gates open, a few of the gate-covers are sticky, one of the lock-gates has settled enough into its sill that it just won’t budge until Blossom, alone, having us do anything under water makes Blossom uneasy, somehow slides the upper hinge back and the bottom hinge forward, just enough to change the angle, it’s some sort of subtle mass shift, I want to learn how to do that, but that’s the worst trouble we have.
The looks we get passing through the tunnel were more embarrassing than the stuck lock gate, especially the couple of clear-roofed sections.
The Thines Meeting has a barge and a bunch of people there to meet us at the Weed Steam. Didn’t get any spoil on them putting in the channel, and some of the people on the barge are the same weeding team that showed up with seeds for the banks. This time, they’ve got tree seedlings. An awake, healthy Zora would have wanted to help, to accelerate the tree growth, but none of us dare try, it wouldn’t end well. Lots of concern about Zora from the weeding team.
I see one of the small deer come rustling out of the tall grass, up on the lip of the valley, and down the steep bank. Coming for water, I think, the trees are all back of little aversions, not really wardings. We didn’t leave much for flat banks, it’s only about five metres width raised up each planted bank, we need our four metres and then a bit of depth into the Thines Stream but we needed at least fifty metres width in the channel, too. It looks like it’s enough, lots of room for trees up the banks. Chloris counts pangolins and nods inside and says “Most,” eyes coming back into focus on here-and-now. Pangolins like trees but lurking in the long grass will work, there are bugs to eat there.
Thines has a very full barge from the Lug-gesith, barge crews can and do turn the winches for the lock-gates but every lock needs a lock-clerk, someone to check draft and count barges and keep track of fines and fees. We wind up back up at the first locks, explaining. I get the strong impression that if it doesn’t all crumble into sand in a year, we’re going to be doing more lock-making. The steel swing bridges, one person is supposed to be able to crank them around but everyone uses horses or a focus or, if they must, eight people on a rope, four each side of the lever. The lock-clerks are talking foci anyway, but just the knowledge that they can swing the thing themselves is making them happy.
Before or after setting up a collective to make titanium canoes? Dove says to Blossom, about the swing bridges, not really joking. Steel swing bridges can be turned into other steel things, steel’s getting short. The iron ingots in the big piles of ingots will help, but someone’s still going to have to turn them into steel, and there isn’t anywhere to do that yet.
Let me find out what I’m supposed to be doing, Blossom says back.
We go home on a barge, with the Township of Morning Vale’s gift of four big barrels of cider, a cask of peach brandy, and two root-wrapped rose-bushes for Zora. They’re rare and bloom lavender. We’d offered to leave Arch’s team the canoes, a survey team would certainly validate the design, and got a polite refusal. Arch gave us a formal evaluation of how well we met the surveyed route up north of Morning Vale. It comes with dry language and a strong sense of approval; we’re three days home before I realize just how official a document it is, it’s a direct copy of what got filed with the Lug-gesith.
We did a good job.


Chapter 36
Zora doesn’t wake up.
Zora can’t; Blossom hadn’t explained that, embarrassed to realize when we ask, after we’ve been back to the Round House and Westcreek Town for four days.
Blossom’s notion of ‘enchanted sleep’, it’s not precisely an enchantment, it’s more like a spell that just goes and functions on its own, Blossom learnt it from Halt, Halt says it’s good for at least six hundred years left to itself.
“Be behind on studies,” Dove says, so entirely mildly Blossom winces.
Blossom, Halt, and Grue need to be together and settled, Halt’s word is settled, before they try waking Zora up. There’s some paperwork, too, permissions to make alterations if Zora’s metaphysical and physical brains are too different from each other. “An extra décade or two will be all to the good,” Halt says, and just believing Halt doesn’t keep me from worrying.
Not Dove nor Chloris, neither.
Our first morning back Block took one look at the three of us, asked us what we’d been doing, found out we’d been working at high output for hours at a time, linked up with Blossom, and sat us down to do what Block describes as balance exercises.
Really has us sit down, it’s a shock. Block’s analogy is walking: you’re really in a controlled fall, walking, you have to move your feet to keep from landing on your face, but it’s simpler than standing still, you can see this in infants, who can walk, but not stand, not without some external support.
“External supports,” Block says, “are unsuited to the dignity of an Independent.”
Figuring out what Block means is easy, once the question’s there to ask. Our internal balances aren’t stable, we’re more, if you asked me for the analogy, it’s more like a stream that’s usually a trickle and sometimes floods and sometimes floods over the banks. Block wants us to switch to a different idea, one where there’s always a quantity of Power there, but not one that’s inherently moving, now that we can, “Reliably gather useful quantities,” is how Block puts it. Apparently we’re going to be something of a fire hazard if we don’t, several other kinds of worse hazard.
Including to ourselves, Block’s really clear we shouldn’t be doing any kind of ‘vertical circulation’, any exercise where we’re imagining the Power moving inside ourselves. ‘Horizontal circulation’, where the Power is outside us, gives some chance we won’t cook ourselves.
I ask what’s different between moving dirt and making foci, the armour foci felt like more work than the canal, I’m pretty sure there was more, much more, of the Power being used.
Block nods. “The most extensive fixed working retains the character of an event. Building a canal — ” there is a detectable, visible, upward quirk to one side of Block’s mouth, it’s only about three millimetres, but for Block that’s enormous — “partakes of the character of a journey.”
We didn’t do any of the canal segments as single things, the workings moved. So that does make sense, for the values of sense that apply to the Power.
The Sunless Sea, I hope it’s a really bad metaphor for the Power. Things live in the Sunless Sea, it’s an ecology, I know there’s a Power-based metaphysical ecology, but it’s not that one. Wells, wells run dry, wells need pumps, traditional images of artesian springs make me wonder what the rainfall was like in the mountains above, back of, that spring line.
Going to have to think about this, all three of us. We can imagine what Block means, why it’s important, but how, the metaphor, the appropriate pattern, that’s not obvious to any of us. Probably shouldn’t decide everything is fire, Dove says, half-whimsical and half sad.
Block doesn’t say anything, looks at Dove in a quelling way, repeats the reasons why we shouldn’t attempt any sort of internal circulation discipline, metaphorical or otherwise, all of which summarizes as ‘avoid incompetence and death’, and puts us to doing push-hands drills after telling us to consider ourselves the still centre of the Power rotating around us.
Doing push-hands with Block, we’re about the same size but I don’t usually remember that, it almost works, the discipline Block follows does a lot of externalized Power working. I’ve got to hold back a lot, it’s an unsettling feeling, not the result, the awareness of the need. Block’s over three hundred, and really does punch dragons. I get the idea, and we stop.
Dove and Chloris, Chloris is not as much shorter than Dove as smaller than Dove, they can get the balance to work, get much better results. Which means there’s a twelve metre disk of what looks like the idea of green ice and another, counter-rotating, disk of pale gold fire above it. After awhile, there’s some kind of shift and the whole thing turns into one disk doing, I need to toss my perception up high and look down at it, one of those balance-of-two-forces images. It gets denser, and keeps getting denser.
The Power’s very apparently denser, I can feel it affecting the circulation in the consonance, and then about all I’m doing is trying to keep my balance, it’s not a threat, it’s not scary, it’s not as scary as standing in running water past knee-deep would be, which is what it feels like, wading across a stream with maybe too fast a flow to be wading.
I realize Blossom’s standing behind me about the same time I notice Wake. I think they’ve been there for awhile, my attention’s all on managing the consonance, keeping the joy-fire out of the Sunless Sea, it’s not precisely difficult but I intensely don’t want to get it wrong. Neither teacher looks especially concerned but they did appear out of nowhere. Block’s one comment to them is “Fortunate,” which puts a ripple through Wake’s benevolent look, it’s a benevolent ripple I don’t understand. I don’t think Block means because I’m not overwhelmed.
Right around the time Dove asks Blossom Hey, sis, now what?_ Wake’s put up a warding, it’s a high round wall, not a dome, nothing overhead. Dove and Chloris are inside it, Block and Wake and Blossom and I are not.
Let the energy slow and stop and soak into your metaphysical selves, Blossom says, with an indescribable emphasis on metaphysical.
I’d rather not introduce my flesh to the landscape, Chloris says, tone anything but prim.
Dove and Chloris do that, it takes maybe half an hour, the slowing process is very slow to start with, no actual friction, I don’t think so, if the Power had physical substance when it was visible like that it would get hard to breathe. Right at the end it goes quickly, I’m wondering if the Power really looks thinner and then it’s obviously thinner and then it’s gone. Dove and Chloris make ‘Woo!’ noises and thump one another’s backs and wind up sitting down leaning on each other.
Wake’s ward drops. A certain wariness drops away from Wake’s countenance with the ward.
Dove and Chloris are soaked through with sweat. They’re fine, happy, grinning, Dove’s making hug noises in our head, but Dove has to use both hands on a five litre water can and I need to help Chloris hold one, too wobbly otherwise.
Five litres of water and a litre mug of something cold and very red each, mug and contents apparently plucked out of the air by Wake, Dove’s enough back to a social presence to go Sorry, Ed, and have a wordless discussion the sum of which from my side is no, really, it’s fine, lots of sky, which is all true, it’s got an aurora it didn’t used to have, but that’s fading, I can manage the larger loop.
I wind up squatting down so I can lean my forehead on Dove’s, each of us with arms around the other’s shoulders. Chloris is not precisely helping to hold us steady, the thought’s definitely there but Chloris’ more ready to fall flat than Dove. Spook’s reappeared from whatever corner of Chloris’ internal landscape Spook lurks in and is making a combination of querulous noises and purrbucketing attempts, mostly directed at Chloris.
By the time I’ve stood up they’re both down flat, holding hands with their inside arms. It takes Spook awhile to give up attempts to lie on their arms and drape over Chloris. Not precisely asleep or sleepy but both drifting. Not drifting so much they don’t both smile when Block bows at them, deep enough to be formal, and says “That is the correct technique.”
“Edgar, throwing you into the sky is not meant literally,” Blossom says, “not even by Halt, but it would be a good thing if we can try to get you through a similar experience.”
Wake and Block share a look. I nod at Blossom, think the look is about how Halt’s metaphor would be less unsettling for them if it didn’t seem like that’s exactly what happened, I try not to think about it but my brain won’t let me entirely ignore just how few sorcerers could treat melting a hole through the ancient rock of the hills as the day’s work.
“Dove’s really tired,” is all I manage to say before Blossom says to me, “Any spillover through your consonance or the working link should be helpful,” and “Dove, Chloris, as soon as you start to think you might be feeling uncomfortable, complain,” to them in a voice that pushes Dove’s attention together enough to say Captain, like it’s time to die.
Doing push-hands with Blossom leaves me with the impression I’m exercising with a cheerfully polite landslide. It works, landslide or not; about my size, those who look fourteen to Creeks, immensely fine control, I’m safe, safe from Blossom doing anything accidental, and Blossom’s easy to balance with, surprisingly easy.
Goddess of Destruction isn’t a joke, even though the worship comes from the lingering dead. Blossom isn’t angry as a fundamental trait of character, not a mistake in the Independent process, truly believes in and upholds the Peace. Somewhere down in Blossom’s core character, there’s this rending crash, just the same.
An inheritance of infuriating organization, Blossom says, entirely cheerful. Blossom’s disk is white, not shades of white, it’s utterly uncomplicated. Skilled, would be ‘The Enchanter’ in hushed and fearful tones if this wasn’t the Commonweal, if Blossom didn’t have Halt to stand beside, but it really isn’t complicated inside Blossom. Things fly apart, a universe of lumpy energies and implacable odds, anywhere the Power and a living will hasn’t found them.
I’m complicated, it’s not darkness, it’s not the shadow-limbs of something we pretend are spiders, it’s whatever I pretend is water in the Sunless Sea. It’s cold and it’s ancient and it doesn’t belong in the green world. It’s not all the same cold, it’s not even the same ancient, there are layers and currents and so many slow changes.
Old Lake’s the most water I’ve ever seen and it’s not deep, not geologically deep, not the kind of water that lays down a vertical kilometre of limestone over some millions of years. The Sunless Sea goes down, maybe forever, only I don’t believe in forever. All things come in time to die.
Man is the augmentation of dust, school said that’s been found in a lot of languages, it was a proverb in every language that people spoke when they came together in the Commonweal. Never mind which wizard’s done the augmenting, since, time and mistakes and sunlight are enough to make people out of dust, the dust of dead stars, we’ve known that for two hundred years.
Dust in water, the sea is deep, the sea is dark, dust in water falls slow, but it falls, sediment into rock into mountains into slow dust in the water again.
Gravity’s a weak force.
Gravity’s a slow force.
If anything exists, there is gravity.
Sediment falls slow, but there is always dust in dark water, building the world.
Only one disk. Blossom’s left enough energy in it to sparkle against the darkness.
The Power feels like it has mass.
It does, Blossom says, you think it does. Just like Chloris’ illusory furniture.
Going to take hours to spin down. Air-bearings, mustn’t giggle. If it’s what I think it is, it’s incipient rock. It shouldn’t be spinning, it shouldn’t be under the…fluid, in the Sunless Sea, it’s this-world stuff, only slightly metaphorical, it ought to be under the back garden, holding up the form of Edgar.
It is, it’s still and solid and something’s different about the circulation with Dove, not wrong, not simpler, not unstable, I don’t need to worry about it. Dove’s smiling at me, entirely tender smile, not Dove’s usual grin. I think I manage a real smile back. Dove’s sitting up. Chloris is stretched out, head in Dove’s lap, I’m not sure Chloris is awake, Spook’s half-sunk through Chloris’ ribs, tail over nose.
I’m soaked. Kinda wobbly, not all that bad, I can pick up my water can myself and stay standing. Definite success.
Blossom’s produced a towel from somewhere, drying head and hair with vigorous motions.
“I’d say you three have the afternoon off.”
Wake nods. Block, Block laughs. Out loud. Long enough that it trails off into chortles.
Then Block bows at me. I bow back, hopefully without too much wobble.
“Remember us, all of you, remember us from the shining sky,” Block says.
I may look quizzical, I certainly feel quizzical. Dove’s expression narrows, there’s a faint muzzy sense of confusion from Chloris.
“After this, I cannot teach you,” Block says. “Advice, knowledge, I will share gladly, but — ” the angle of Block’s body, the shifted shape of stance, indicates Wake — “if I must call the great master of wards and barriers to attend your exercises, I cannot teach you.”
“A lot of Power,” Dove says, not upset, that’s Dove’s thinking kind of quiet.
“A very great deal,” Wake says, nodding.
“You feed on each other,” Blossom says. “You feed on each other and you’re brave and it’s not so much you’re being flung into the sky anymore as you’ve started climbing, walking up the air.”
“Is our control sufficient?”  It doesn’t matter how much Power, it really doesn’t. It matters that the directing will has a firm purpose for all of it.
“I have no knowledge of tomorrow,” Wake says, “but today? Chloris’ control was graceful and impeccable, Dove’s confident and entire, and yours, Edgar, was absolute.”  There’s a strange cast to Wake’s benevolence.
Block and Blossom are nodding, not quite together.
Blossom takes us back through town, endures a rather terse exchange with the refectory manager, who is happy to send us off with lunch and not at all happy with our perceived state of overwork, and gets us, floating Chloris once we’re over the bridge across the West Wetcreek, back to the Round House.
“Plunk yourselves in the tub,” Blossom says, after making sure we actually eat lunch. “If I don’t see you at dinner I’m going to send Halt.”  I nod, Dove says “Mean,” with a grin, and Chloris snorts into a just-empty tea mug. Third big mug of wood lettuce tea.


Chapter 37
It’s another décade and a half, into the first décade of Fructidor, before the Hale-gesith’s clerks, the Galdor-gesith’s clerks, the Peace-gesith’s clerks, and the one lucky clerk-at-large who gets to come to Westcreek Town and talk to Halt and Blossom and Grue at the same time about what they want to do, get everything sorted out about what they want to know before Halt and Grue and Blossom can wake up Zora.
Doesn’t help with my uneasy feeling. I can’t even tell if the feeling is about Zora, or something else. Lots of sorcerer-stuff got easier after the circulation exercise, we’ve achieved the first of the seven things required of Independents, the sufficient quantity of Power.
We, except for Zora.
The problem, if I’m understanding what Halt means, I’m sure I’m understanding what Halt says but it’s not quite the same, is that Zora’s metaphysical brain necessarily grew, changed, expanded, there isn’t a specific verb for ‘met the challenge by restructuring itself’, moving all that forest up in Morning Vale, dealing with at least the idea of millions of names. That’s, generally, a good thing, much better than flubbing a working and vastly better than flubbing that particular working, any working on that kind of scale.
The bad thing is that Zora’s physical brain didn’t change. It can, that’s one of the reasons to teach us shape-shifting as soon as we could learn it, to let the metaphysical brain change the physical brain, our physical brain structure’s still the, Grue says, Dominant substrate, the thing that we’re using most of the time.
“Less and less,” Halt says, “as it should be”.
Right now, still what we’re using to talk to people and walk around and generally function, we’ve started being entirely in our metaphysical minds when we’re handling large amounts of the Power, this is, all three present teachers are clear, just what should be happening, but we’ve got to shift back to the meat-brain the rest of the time. Which is fine as long as it keeps up, reflects what the metaphysical brain becomes, and then Zora’s reflexive shape-shift restored a brain ‘suitable to previous challenges’. It’d been hurt in the first place because the new organization, structure, of the metaphysical brain involved assumptions about the physical, and those were wrong, the working pushed Power through Zora’s physical brain, Zora’s whole body, it’s not at all purely a brain thing, in damaging ways.
Makes me wonder if you want a physical brain for anything, once you’re an Independent.
“Facial recognition, social cues, physical sensations, proprioception,” Grue says. “Works fine if you stick to one brain organization per shape, label them, keep track. Lots of evolution in a brain.”
Clerk Hyacinth’s spoon ticks distinctly on a plate. The Clerk looks at Grue and says “Is this a refectory conversation?”
Grue says “Why not?” just before Blossom says “Workings of our trade. The kids discuss melting rock by the thousand tonnes, it’s less concerning than having us mutter about this stuff in private.”
Kids, gets Blossom identical severe looks from Dove and Chloris; Blossom raises both hands and looks abashed, just for a second before Blossom grins at them. Hyacinth, an amiable matronly sort whose neck and wrists show considerable muscle definition, translates that more easily than I do as ‘kids’ meaning family members of a later generation, not the objectionable ’not adult'.
Someone going by catches Hyacinth’s eye and says “We like knowing what else we’re worried about,” and keeps going, hands full of pickle-caddies.
“A tradition of aloof sorcerers need not constrain the future,” Halt says, somehow in a combination of perfect grandma voice and utter ruthless certainty. “The aloof isn’t good for the sorcerers.”
Clerk Hyacinth’s doing well. That much determination from Halt makes, is making, Blossom a little uneasy, and Hyacinth’s maintaining a proper professionally disinterested clerkly face. Though I suppose I can only tell Blossom’s uneasy because we’ve been linked up.
Makes me wonder what clerk school is like.
Makes me wonder what Blossom expects, Dove says.
Maybe Blossom’s got the same sense of incipient dread I do. If it’s really dread. It might be dread when it gets here.
Explaining the details takes longer than lunch, we wind up walking toward the hospital in a clump, but the basic idea is simple. Zora needs to shape-shift to a different physical brain, that’s not something Zora knows how to do on purpose, none of us do. There’s a tendency to have it happen, if we’re ‘conscious of novelty’, is how Halt puts it. Zora didn’t realize the sheer scale of names would make something so much harder, that the risk, having cognitive substrates out of step with each other like that, needed to be addressed.
Not that Zora had any trouble doing the work, Blossom points that out, we’re all nodding. The tunnel and the canal-turn from the stream down from Sad Goat Lake involved more Power, there wasn’t any indication Zora was under strain when the forest was moving, that’s probably the problem, Zora thought it was easy because it seemed easy.
It’s not legal for anyone else to rearrange Zora’s brain. There’s no question that Zora’s sane, competent, and legally adult. Practically, it’s almost impossible to do in a way that doesn’t badly constrain future ability with the Power. You tend to get stuck where you’re put, and that’s not even a temporary solution, we’re learning fast enough that it might not last the month, Grue says. A good trade for someone with some troubling madness and regular or even stable amounts of talent. Ornate murder in Zora’s case.
What works, if anything works, is to connect the person up to someone with sufficient shapeshifting ability, “Any able sorcerer,” Halt says, which is not an accurate description of Grue on the subject of shapeshifting. Grue says ‘more than fifteen species is hard,’ about turning into a cloud of dragonflies, something done for fun, because it’s a nice sunny day worth enjoying better.
Halt can make the connection, it takes Halt because Zora’s strong, the person doing the connection has to be stronger, as much stronger as you can get, but also subtle enough.
The way Hyacinth nods, Halt might be the only Independent who could do this for Zora. Nobody could do it for Dove.
Or you, comes to me with half a smile and all of sunrise.
Blossom’s there to turn off the enchanted sleep in a controlled way, to backstop Halt and lend power to Grue.
None of that’s the problem.
“Let us take as given that Zora’s present capacity to exercise choice is only very slightly greater than that which obtains for the dead; that no one would not wish to see Zora’s entire capacities restored; and that the proposed course of treatment is that least likely to render the situation worse.”
Hyacinth’s got a definite voice. I’d expect the walls are thick enough, we’re in discussion room in a corner of the hospital’s third floor, at least one side’s storage, not patients. Plaster over brick, no door, but four bead curtains down the entrance hall.
“I am here in an official capacity to investigate formal complaints of overworking apprentices, all three of you present and certainly including Zora. Since those responsible for your training, and thus the overwork, were overwork to be found, are those who propose to provide Zora with an opportunity to magically alter Zora’s own mind, there is an unresolved conflict of interest.”
We’re blinking in unison. Pretty sure Hyacinth notices. Blinking’s not as obvious as talking in incidental eerie unison, but it unsettles some people.
“The phrase bicker like cousins appeared in several of the letters.”  Clerks aren’t supposed to smile when they’re working, so I suppose this is something else, even if it was rapid. “Concerns that you are collapsing into a hive mind are slight.”
Hyacinth does the Clerk paper-tapping thing, not to straighten the edges, it’s the dry end of a pen going down a list of points.
“Concerns that you are rarely seen sitting down, as distinct from collapsed in heaps, that you arrive to the refectory in haste, that you miss meals, that when you do show up it’s even odds you’ll be nearly late, seriously muddy, covered in black burnt metal dust, drenched, sometimes in sweat, or so tired you’re giddy.”
Hyacinth looks up. “Further, there’s what I can only call a consensus among the Line recruits that the minimum honesty required of them as good Creeks compels an admission that they couldn’t possibly have survived the drills you did with Block.”
A specific letter is picked up, there’s that brief moment of finding where the part you want starts, and Hyacinth says, in a voice for quotations, “They grin about it, and run uphill backwards juggling spectral fire. It’s the fun part of their day.”
The letter gets set down.
“The existing consensus that sorcery is dangerous and that the young have no sense about risk does not appreciate being expected to add juggling spectral fire as the fun part of your day.”  You’d almost think Hyacinth thinks that’s funny.
“Hardly fire,” Dove says.
Hyacinth looks at Dove, medium sternly.
“Not all energy is fire,” Dove says. “Not even when it sparkles.”
“Overwork is when you get weaker.”  Chloris says this with the authority of the formal legal definition it is, that everyone learns in school. “When you go back the next day and you do less and worse, because everything hurts and you ache and your muscles haven’t recovered.”
Hyacinth nods, formal as a judge.
“None of what we’ve done was overwork, none it was close to overwork, the armour foci hurt, but we got stronger. If we weren’t worried about all those people, the canal would have been fun. Parts of it were fun anyway.”  Chloris sounds worried, a little, all those people. We’ve been seeing the barges go through Westcreek, turning into the West East Canal. Maybe forty people to a barge, by the time they get to Morning Vale the barge is going to need five tonnes’ load for each of them, mostly food.
“Edgar?”  Hyacinth expects me to say something.
“Know that bit from school, that luck is inevitable, and the purpose of society is to mitigate the bad luck and maintain the circumstances that permit the good luck?”  School, but it comes from the Ur-law.
Hyacinth, formal clerk-face or not, isn’t sure what that has to do with overwork, so I get one careful nod.
“School emphasizes that it’s the circumstances that should be maintained, not the actual particular luck. Actual luck is declaring people special.”  That’s unstable, it turns into a fight over who is more special.
This is really hard to say.
“There are ways we’re lucky we live in the Commonweal, that we’ve got the teachers we do, that we’re all here at the same time.”
That we exist, together.
That we’re not dead.
“Mostly, though, functionally, we’re Halt’s good luck. We’re the example that Halt’s right, that you can train high-talent people this way and it works better, you get a, a wizard-team.”  Pretty sure I’m blushing, saying that out loud. “The circumstances are unlikely, the four of us at once, the Commonweal splitting, no one has time to fuss that much about training sorcerers or four people who are statistically dead.”
Hyacinth’s hand almost taps the pen-end at statistically dead.
“Any overwork, any pattern of overwork, is an argument that Halt’s not smart enough to notice that the circumstances of long-awaited good luck include Halt’s credibility, the long argument that a new form of sorcery training is a good thing to try.”
“Do you feel overworked?”  That sounds like a real question, not a formality.
I shake my head. “I wouldn’t know. I got through an apprenticeship as a turner for fine work. There aren’t any baulks of timber involved. Sorcery’s a more difficult course of study, but I’ve got no experience and no access to a quantified basis for judgement.”  Turning was something a slow kid can do well enough to be useful, that’s true, Hyacinth would know it’s true. I’d still rather not have to say it.
“I do know there are kinds of work that go better slowly, and kinds that go better fast. Maybe the Power’s a very hard edge, maybe student sorcerers are soft, maybe it only works if we go fast.”
Hyacinth makes some rapid notes. Halt reaches into that knitting bag, produces a tiny plate of tiny scones, and hands it to me. I take one, the scones get much larger when you lift them off the plate, say thank you, and pass the plate to Dove.
Hyacinth’s head is shaking, but no objection is voiced, and Hyacinth takes a scone when the plate gets around to the head of the table.
They’re really good scones.
“Everybody’s always been really careful about hydration, any time we used the Power.”  Chloris’ tone is careful. “I don’t think I could have drunk five litres of water before, I think we’ve changed more than we notice.”  Something quirks across Chloris’ face. “I never knew you could sweat through your shoes.”
There’s a small sigh, a billow of lamentation. “Anybody worried about me being overworked now needs to go put up preserves with my mother.”
“My take on overwork started as a farmer.”  Dove sounds a little wry. “This feels like we’re being a bit slack, everyone’s taking extra care with us.”
Hyacinth sets the pen down.
“The four of you, five with Blossom, put in a hundred and forty kilometres of canal in less than a month. Do you want me to work out the equivalent work-years for doing that with workshops and dredge foci and more mundane skills?”
Dove grins. “What Chloris said about it being fun’s all true.”
Sis?
Blossom waves some diagrams into existence.
“General idea of a focus, make a mind, the mind uses the talent of the participants, you get a multiplier based on the power of two of the participants, eight’s three times, sixteen’s four times, stops at thirteen times and what’s going to be about eighty-five hundred participants, foci that big are messy.”
“That was the only way to get more out than you put in, the Power’s mostly like the old joke about how you can’t add four five-year-olds together and get someone in their last year of youth.”
There were life-mages who tried, it’s under ‘optimistic/optimal averaging’ if you’re reading about sorcery. Some of those who tried were just trying to make people who were prettier.
Blossom’s attention shifts, and the other diagram expands. It’s having a lot of trouble being a meaningful representation in three dimensions, it’s convolved, it’s moving.
Some things are obvious, the colours make it obvious. Me, Dove, our consonance, Chloris, Zora, Blossom. The pattern of connection, outside the consonance, isn’t obvious at all.
Dove gets more of it than I do, there’s a sudden flash of understanding, Grue, that’s what Grue’s full intelligence looks like, Grue’s writing something down, a rapid scrawl of blue and cyan and magenta lines peeled off the tabletop, rolled into invisibility, and stuck to a shirt button.
“What the students devised — ” Blossom gestures, the whole diagram turns itself inside out, it doesn’t get any more comprehensible — “we do not properly understand, I can say how it works, for them, for the five or six of us together, but I cannot say how it works generally. It is certainly not precisely what we generally understand the phenomenon of consonance to be.”
Hyacinth says “Not enough examples.”
“Give it time,” Halt says in a soft voice. The sip of tea gives everyone else time to recover from Halt’s soft tone.
“For now, we know three things,” Blossom says.
“Dove and Edgar’s consonance works by a square root, the multiplier is apparently exactly root two, Dove and Edgar fully cohered is about one Blossom.”  The idea of which delights Blossom, puts a small dent in Hyacinth’s clerkly impassivity, and causes an even smaller smile on Halt’s features.
“Their full coherence creates a third distinct mind, there are three of them at that point in time, there might be an entire intermittent personality. Extending the pattern to their fellow students or to me or to me and their fellow students does not create another mind, does not create a control mechanism, does not in any respect result in an executive anything, but it does extend the multiplier.”
Hyacinth’s gaze goes up, briefly, there’s a brief dashed pencil calculation, Hyacinth says “Four and a half times your individual output?” to Blossom, with a stress on ‘your’.
Blossom shrugs. “We never ran it anywhere close to full, the tunnel working was about four-tenths my full output, the input from all of us together less than a quarter of that, under a tenth. If the multiplier holds at full output, if no one’s head melts, if Grue’s not in it, that’s the expectation.”
Grue in it, we’re talking root six times a bit more than two, multiplier’ll give more than five.
“By the same hypothesis,” Halt says, “the students alone may reach twice.”
Hyacinth makes some rapid notes.
“Can this be generally extended?”
Chloris says “No.”
Hyacinth looks at Chloris sharply, Halt looks gently, the rest of us don’t have to look.
“It works like Dove and Edgar,” Chloris says. “You’re completely defenceless to it, it’s not inherently threatening but you couldn’t, there wouldn’t be time even to leave, it’s not safe, there is no way to make it safe. I trust Dove enough that I can trust Dove trusting Blossom. It was really hard to trust Blossom that much the first time, first few times, anyway, and Blossom’s over there a bit, not quite in. It’s never going to be like getting together in a focus team.”
There’s a pause, no billow of lamentation, no Spook-noises, simply grief.
“I don’t trust my family this much. I never trusted my family this much. If I trusted a lover this much,” and Chloris’ head shakes. Dove is nodding.
Issues of competence, Grue says in a doctor sort of voice, a phrase no one is happy with, ever, certainly not now.
Wouldn’t be fair to trust my family this much, Dove says.
Hyacinth says something in a language I don’t know. Halt looks impressed and sympathetic.
“Surviving shared trauma.”  Hyacinth’s clerk voice has slipped just a bit, there’s distinct bitterness.
Halt nods. “The least, and the least complicated, we could arrange.”
“In the student case,” Dove says, reaching across the table to tap shoulders with Blossom. Blossom’s equivalent of battlements is Finely divided aggregate, Dove says, delighting in the Captain’s understatement. There’s a strong, clear, anyone would have felt that, flash of determination. Chopped vegetables might.
I tip my head on to Dove’s shoulder, Chloris sort of leans in a bit on Dove’s other side, thinking fond at us. Blossom’s looking fondly at all three of us, a variety of individual fondnesses. Grue’s head shakes with doleful mock rue and the beginning of real loneliness until Blossom gathers Grue up in a one-armed hug strong enough to make Grue squeak.
“Facultative family,” Hyacinth says. It sounds like a diagnosis.
“Emergent facultative family,” Grue says. “We’re not sure what we’ve got but we’re going to get a lot more done this way, and happier.”
Hyacinth almost smiles, really smiles, not that quick flash of amusement. Clerks, full-up clerks who are doing something clerkish, they don’t smile, and what would have been the smile quietly goes somewhere that isn’t Hyacinth’s face, leaving a moment of serenity behind.
If Blossom can qualify for an engineer, maybe I can qualify for a clerk.
“There is a substantial difference in law between an argument of necessity and an argument that the effort required is not in fact overwork.”
“We are getting stronger.”  Chloris says this firmly, not understanding why that one fact doesn’t answer the question.
“Gaining strength doesn’t demonstrate that you’re working prudently.”  Hyacinth does the pen tap once, twice, thrice, across one and another annotated sheet. “Accepting that you are, collectively, uniquely, and increasingly strong, and thus addressing reasonably scaled tasks, doesn’t address prudence.”
“Four people, less than a year.”  Dove sounds, to me, worried. I think Hyacinth hears it as very slightly impatient. “Not much basis to establish prudence.”
Hyacinth nods. “It’s not. The fifty years of arguments about what happened to Blossom and Grue’s classmates does not illuminate the problem, for much the same reason.”
We need each other. That’s not accidental unison, we don’t say it aloud, Halt looks gentle, Hyacinth looks, I don’t think there’s any word but compassionate. Hyacinth couldn’t hear us. Seeing our faces must be more than enough, even without Grue and Blossom nodding.
“Zora’s present state,” Hyacinth says, “can be considered as evidence that the course of training is proceeding overly quickly.”  Which is a very small distance from rash hangs there unsaid.
“Only if we have the option of stopping.”  Which is something a whole lot of people just won’t think about, not that we wanted to think about it as much as we have, needed to, it’s always there.
“We’re statistically dead, even Zora. It wasn’t absolute for Zora, starting traditional training at seventeen, might have made it, the odds were only as good as ‘someone else has’, but Zora can’t stop and go back to traditional training now, might have when Kynefrid switched, but not now. Zora was handling way more than Zora’s current total output as an individual moving that forest. It wasn’t a problem, get the working link fully established and any of us can handle the full output, as far as we’ve tried.”
Hyacinth was jotting down points while I was talking, stops.
“Your wizard team has the potential to put five times Blossom’s full output through a necromancer?”
“This specific necromancer.”  Halt’s smile is small and seraphic. “Who is thinking ‘next time it’s a disease, I can get it all’.”
Chloris nods, looking just a little shy.
Halt looks down the table. “As perhaps you shall, Chloris dear, but remember that two workings with an unmelted head is better than one larger done with melting.”
Chloris says “Yes Halt,” and Hyacinth picks up and straightens all the sheets of paper, all back into one stack and back into the file folder.
Blossom snickers. “I can’t tell you how nice it is, to have the fussing spread out a bit.”
“Ed’s right, though.”  Blossom goes from big-kid to being all there, full attention, really fast. “They’re dead if we can’t get them to being Independents, qualified and accepted, pretty quick. They can’t stop, that gets waste and corpses. We don’t know how quick. So prudent has to be defined as the most rapid increase in capability the students can sustain.”
“There has been,” Halt says, suddenly ancient beyond the ability of anyone to count, “a certain delicacy on the side of sustain.”  It’s not a frail age. “It appears we have been fortunate.”
Got a free working link pattern with the consonance, Dove says, amused.
You’re getting a lot of lift from being so strong, too, Grue says. The way this was set up, you may never really believe that.
Quite intentionally, Halt says, somehow making them contented spider feet.
Hyacinth give us all a stern look.
“Some brief discussion of the mechanism of our good fortune,” Halt says.
“Zora isn’t even hurt,” Chloris says. “At risk, it’s not the same. Can we please help Zora?”
“The original teaching permissions,” Hyacinth says, and Halt says “Most certainly included attestations, with mournful statistics, of the expected odds with no and conventional training.”
“While workings of the Power do sometimes merely go wrong,” Hyacinth says, “it is not sufficient to so assert in this case, a most unusual working in a context of atypical events.”
“Exaltation,” Grue says. “Zora’d had the idea, it was going to make someone who’d tried to hurt a teammate, Zora by extension, look not merely wrong but fundamentally incapable, and it didn’t involve chemical elements or melting, it was an angle of talent unique to Zora in the team. When it worked so well, of course there was significant mood lift. It’s a well-studied phenomenon, under both success lift and mock invincibility.”
Hyacinth doesn’t say anything, one sheet of paper comes out of the folder.
“We can say what,” Dove says. “Unless Halt or Wake want to commit something both unheard of and full mighty, we’ll never know why.”
The pen scratching hasn’t stopped when Hyacinth says “Are more people going to be able to learn this?”
Blossom reaches out into the slowly-spinning diagram of what the working link does. It unrolls, unravels, turns into something much larger, then something vast, it looks like it passes out of the room everywhere, ceiling, floor, all four walls.
Hyacinth sets the pen down, looks up.
Blossom points. “The essential bit is — ” a chain, fifteen or sixteen things, brightens — “uncomplicated, but it’s difficult. The talent flavours have to get along, the minimum talent to do this at all isn’t much below Zora, Kynefrid’s fear of catching fire’s plausibly correct. The multiplicative effect — ” three spots, they’re not connected, get haloes — “might be unique to Dove and Edgar. We haven’t experimented.”
“Weak-maybe or vague-maybe?”  Hyacinth’s voice is firm.
“Slight perhaps,” Halt says.
“So this Parliament need not panic just yet,” Hyacinth says, half to the air.
“What does Parliament need to be concerned with?”  I only notice I’ve said this when I realize the words sound like my voice.
Hyacinth looks straight at me. “Experiments are undertaken for the increase in knowledge.”
I nod, because of course. Everybody tries to contribute something, some time in their lives. Sometimes it’s less and sometimes it’s more but it’s a basic obligation, everybody tries, even if it’s just writing stuff down for the person actually counting birds or bugs or trying to identify mushrooms or that thing growing in the garden.
“You are yourselves an experiment, properly inside the strictures of the law, so I might come here on behalf of the Lug and Galdor-gesiths, who between them are concerned with the conditions of your apprenticeship.”  Hyacinth’s voice is entirely even.
We all nod, all together, because that’s something we knew. Halt’s looking entirely, disturbingly placid, and Blossom and Grue are holding hands with fixed blank faces.
“Experiments are not undertaken in the expectation of a singular success.”  Hyacinth’s clerkly impassivity quirks, something human shows through it for a moment. “The Second Commonweal is new, and small, and needs fear to suffer the rule of sorcerers, having been overcome.”
“Another bad outcome we might help avoid,” Dove says, voice mild with unconcern.
Hyacinth meets Dove’s eyes, nods calmly.
No matter how clerkly, Hyacinth can’t have felt Dove saying Never stop.
The pen-scratch stops. The paper is slid over to Halt, who nods an absent thanks and pulls it off itself. The original’s still there, Halt’s folding up the apparently entirely material copy.
Hyacinth looks at us, student-us. “Overwork as a concern is held addressed. The proposed treatment for Zora is approved.”  I can feel myself relaxing, just a bit. “The categorization of the course of study undertaken is altered to strenuous.”
“It is,” Grue says into Chloris’ mutinous look.
We wind up trooping after Halt and Grue and Blossom. Clerk Hyacinth’s wished us well and gone off to file the formal report. We’re going to have to completely drop the working link, there’s nothing really there but presence, but Halt says it has to be entirely shut down. We want to tell Zora first.
Zora looks fine, even more fairy-tale in the sunny room with the big illusory bed, the canopy still looks like green glass and iron roses, and it looks a lot more planned when it’s not outside. The link’s up, Zora’s alive, but there isn’t anyone there.
They go mad, else, Halt says. Silence, immobility, no sensation of breath, doesn’t take six minutes sometimes.
Don’t think this is my vague dread.
Halt’s got a toolbox, it looks like, of supplies, a big high-sided tray with a top handle, Grue’s looking impatient, Blossom never says anything to use the Power. You can feel it, though, and Zora blinks and comes up from whatever stillness the spell imposed. Not all the way up, I don’t think Zora could use the Power at all, but can talk.
“Twenty-three days,” Dove says. “You will be entirely fine, but we’ve all got to drop the link during.”
Zora nods, carefully. “We’d wind up starting all of each other’s sentences.”
Dove, very gentle, fists Zora’s shoulder. Spook hops up on the illusory bed, presses an audibly purring spectral forehead into Zora’s. I can feel the purr. Can’t think of anything to say. Zora looks fine, rested, it’s not a harsh spell.
“The canal’s in full service. Map says they’re calling it Kind Lake.”
Pretty good choice, Dove says, just to me.
“Still can’t argue with Halt,” Zora says, smiling, whole face lit up.
“Not today, Zora dear.”  Halt’s smiling, too.
“All right, children, shoo.”  Halt is moving around Zora’s bed, leaving some kind of dim powder on the floor. “Go sit in the sand pit and work on your restful circulation.”


Chapter 38
Zora’s in the hospital another two days. Various doctors have trouble with a diagnosis of ‘the wrong brain’, and even more trouble with the idea that the way to tell it’s now the correct brain is a live Zora subsequent to a substantial sorcerous working.
Grue sympathizes with the doctors, and gets Zora through a very gradual set of workings. Which is part of why it takes two days. The other part is straight medical nervousness, some of it Grue’s.
Setting up the working link again, they let Zora out right after breakfast the third day, takes some thinking. Not quite the same Zora, not quite the same us. There’s this moment of shared nervousness, a longer period of shared determination, and then it all works again. Halt tsks at us for hoisting ten thousand tonnes of water out of the West Wetcreek. Not very far, just enough to be sure we could really lift it. Even with the tsking, it’s cheering.
I go right on feeling uneasy. Dove’s started to think about commenting.
Halt hasn’t anywhere to send us; “Waiting for Blossom, my dears,” Halt says, and “A moment to settle will do no harm.”  There’s a twinkle. “Do avoid any barge-hoisting enthusiasms.”
There’s a chorus of “Yes, Halt.”
Zora looks different. Not enormously different, still obviously Zora, doesn’t look older, can’t figure it out. Eventually Dove, who can’t figure it out either, does the interrogative head tip at Zora.
“Everybody in my family looks like they’ve had five kids by the time they’re thirty, whether they’ve had a kid or not,” Zora says.
Dove nods, Chloris nods, it’s a very specific sympathy. “You’re planning on looking thirty?” Chloris says, doubtful. “Young makes sense and mature years makes sense, for the gravitas, and old makes sense for Halt, no one could cope with Halt looking young, but why pick thirty?”
“It’s not all willpower,” Zora says. “I’ve known my whole life what I’m going to look like, we all do, I’ve met some of my mother’s third cousins and they look like they could be Mother’s sisters. So I was probably going to wind up there, maybe not by thirty, but I’d get there out of believing it was inevitable.”
Life-tweaker doesn’t work like necromancer, appears in the working link, a kind of joint understanding. Zora’s heredity gets more of a vote.
“So while I was borrowing Grue’s shape-shifting I asked, and Grue said ssh and showed me how to comprehensively alter my heredity.”
Dove snickers. I think at least as much at my expression as what Zora said, Halt’s twinkling at me, maybe Dove and I, Chloris has a mild case of the ‘emotions later’ look.
“You aren’t going to worry too much about human flesh,” Zora says. “I want to keep mine.”
Zora makes a face. “Some plausible approximation.”
“Improves with practice, Zora dear,” Halt says. I think there’s a lot of practice in being able to produce a sympathetic twinkle.
Blossom arrives, dismounts, goes through a who’s-a-good-horse-thing ritual that involves the crunchy consumption of a small handful of copper nails, being whistled at with feeling, and sending Stomp trotting off home. Grue must be home, to get the tack off. They had a strenuous time teaching the horse-things to not run inside Westcreek Town, they’re smart enough to get themselves home but they don’t like dawdling.
“Well, then, children, do behave,” Halt says, and waves at us, and walks off. Stick handle’s over Halt’s arm today.
You’re feeling twitchy, Dove says, and I nod back. As it gets closer, it’s definitely dread.
Don’t know why.
Blossom doesn’t mind the children, Grue does, not sure why.
It’ll be true by relative age when I’m a thousand. Blossom’s just plain happy. People take me too seriously, Grue not enough.
There’s a thread of confusion from Zora, Chloris, I’m trying to understand what Dove thinks is sensible about that statement.
Finely divided aggregate’s one thing. Blossom’s still happy. When you’re all Independents, get me to tell you about Grue’s bees.
Blossom is unable to explain how Zora’s illusory bed got into the hospital, it’s not a next-year thing, it’s a Blossom thing, a general understanding of bound illusions that Ongen can do something similar to, and maybe Dove will understand some day, but no one’s figured out how to teach.
“Peculiar to enchanters,” Halt says.
Halt hasn’t come back, it’s a voice out of the air.
It’s a reminder why I don’t mind, too, I don’t want to be The Enchanter. You’re going to benefit from the same effect.
The hospital certainly doesn’t want an ornate bed, and Zora does, so Blossom extracts it, and we wind up walking up to the Round House with an chunk of fairy tale floating behind us. No Block classes in the morning has been hard to get used to, it was the most regular part of our day. Wake’s got us doing imposition of the will drills, taking a quantity of sand and making it correspond to a visualization. This is enormously more difficult than making an illusion. No one knows why; there are, Wake says, competing stories, no one can achieve anything that’s even a hypothesis.
It’s fun, but it’s not the same.
Energy drills are something to do in the Eastern Waste, Blossom says. When the canals aren’t so full of twice-displaced, we’re going to pick up all that sodium and make sodium carbonate out of it.
Can’t just throw it in a lake, Dove says. There’s some honest regret.
Extremely weedy lakes only, Blossom says, grinning like the sun.
The bed, the dome of the canopy, won’t fit through the doorway.
Zora? Chloris says. I might break it.
I’ll live, Zora says.
Chloris does something, and the bed, all of it, the illusory mattress, the illusory sheets and blankets, contracts. Factor of two, or nearly.
Chloris’s teeth are set, the lines of Chloris’ back, the raised lines of neck-tendons; we slide the whole thing through into the main floor, and there’s a ‘pop’ sound as Chloris lets go of whatever wreaking shrank the bed.
“Almost giving the empty space in between the Power in the illusion over to death is impressive control,” Blossom says.
“There’s a better way,” Chloris says, carefully not panting. Blossom’s explanation would have sounded different if there wasn’t.
“This is one of those things about illusions that’s much easier than actual stuff. Actual stuff, the space between the atoms isn’t very adjustable. The illusion is just pretending, it picked up your expectations and set a value. You can request a different one, you can do that temporarily. Go slow enough you don’t light the physical binding on fire.”  Blossom’s obviously very pleased Chloris could get it to work the difficult way.
Chloris isn’t, and the thing Blossom just explained takes Chloris a quarter-hour to make work, the whole bed slowly, it takes a couple minutes, shrinks until you could pick it up with one hand if you were sure the canopy was sturdy enough.
Chloris and Zora and Blossom go off with the tiny floating bed, down the west stairs.
I don’t move, and Dove, who had taken a step, stops and half-turns and looks at me over our joined hands.
Have to look down in here; look up, and the ceiling gets you, all of us, still, at least half the time.
“All of a sudden you smell really nice.”  All of a sudden, all the dread is here.
Embarrassingly, focused-ly, nice. In ways that don’t care what Dove thinks about it.
We have the same thought as one thing together, as our hands fall apart.
Hatching.
I’m just to the door, running, I need to be outside, very outside, away from people, when I hear, the link’s down, dropped, as down as I can make it fast, there’s a feeling like pure wrath coming through the floor, Dove saying “Up, intact” in an voice empty of anything but strength.


Chapter 39
“Fetch another rock for an old lady, would you dear?”
Halt is old. It’s not a pose, I mean Grandma Halt’s a role, art, really, calculated won’t go that far. But Halt’s old. Not senescent, I don’t think we do, but Halt’s ancient. Much larger than I am, a bite out of the sky, so it’s two rocks. Two strips of stream bottom. There were rapids there, now it’s a waterfall. No one’s going to mind too much, not an encumbered stream, no one uses this lake, swamp, for anything, either. Still rocks above the falls for the little diver birds.
Dark out. Cloudy sky. Was under the swamp. I think it was one day under the swamp.
Not sure.
Nothing bothered me.
Don’t think I ate anything, might have inhaled a frog. Didn’t notice. Between the sun and the whole process, there was thrashing.
Hatching hurts.
Figuring out there’s nothing that says a weed can’t talk, that I’ve got some kind of emotionally parasitic life cycle, that there’s serious question Dove ever wanted me, chose the consonance, for any real value of wanted, hurts worse than hatching.
Now I’m perched on a rock in the dark, and Halt’s just about fit, carefully, compactly, all of themselves on to two rocks side by side. I can’t sprawl off mine.
I’ve got this mad impulse to apologize for how wet the rocks are, ripped out of a stream bottom. In a swamp. When, well, we’re not aquatic, but it’s mostly a fluid environment.
“Quite right, dear,” Halt says. Well, says. It’s not the undertone of the Power. It’s not a voice, not really. Don’t know what it is, not as mechanism.
Not much interested in mechanism just right now.
I don’t say anything, I’m pretty sure there isn’t anything to say, and if I start saying it I’ll go on for days.
Halt sort of looks at me. Not angry, there’s really no way even Halt could be angry and not have it show, not now.
“Did you ever wonder about the consonance, why Dove, why so suddenly?”
No wouldn’t be an answer. “It seemed like another part of the better world.”  Seemed.
Halt produces a gentle smile, call it that.
“Have you wondered why so many fail at the Shape of Peace?”
I, well, say I shake my head. “I got taught, turning small parts, there were so many ways to do it wrong there was no counting them, and only a very few, usually only one, way to do it right. I don’t think that’s different for anything, and being an Independent correctly seems difficult.”
Considering I’ve just failed.
“One narrow path,” Halt says, actually gently.
I nod. How I could have done it right. Though I couldn’t, not without, I don’t know.
“Many, most, typical, let us say typical, strong talents, are unsuited to existing in the Peace,” Halt says. “Whoever made the Power made it work that way. Stronger talents tend to an inability to believe they’re not special.”
Strong talents are rare, but anybody who made it through school ought to be able to remember why that’s different.
“Not content with this, the creators of the Power, well, I think of it as intended adversaries.”
Wait.
“It is not enough,” Halt says, “to provide an ability to coerce; that leaves open a possibility of sanity, of discipline, of an order imposed on those Talented in the regular way.”
Coerce. Coerce is most of what I’m afraid of, most of what’s so wrong.
“Did Dove really say yes?”  I’ve been in Dove’s head for months, most of a year.
I’m not sure Halt really likes the Peace; what you, what Halt, can use peace to do, yes, but that’s not the same thing. Some of it’s that lack of order. Brain’s skipping.
“Dove really said yes.”  There is no doubt in Halt’s, it’s still a voice, none. Halt doesn’t need an absence of doubt to grind down mountains, but this would, all by itself.
“There is a certain pattern of attachment to the strongest talent available; not usually so abrupt, but your talent, your nature, were suppressed into maturity.”  Human maturity sort of hangs there, not quite words. I’m not likely to forget, even without Halt making clear that it’s important.
“It is rare,” Halt says, rare vast in understatement, “for the attachment to possess a stronger talent.”
“Dove is almost Blossom.”
Halt, smiles, really, it’s smiles.
“Dove is Dove, dear.”
“Consider what would happen in the less unusual course of events; a person with an entelech’s ability to command the wills of others, their desires and beliefs as much as their thoughts, achieves adulthood, achieves, sometime, it is in large matter a function of the strength of the talent to which they have attached, a successful hatching.”
Someone not bound to the Shape of Peace as an apprentice sorcerer, someone who hasn’t been taught how to shapeshift, how to alter their basic desires, someone…
“They’d devour them alive.”
The only person left in the world they might believe loved them. That they almost had to love. Love beyond reason.
Must keep talking, or I’ll think. “Probably can’t forget how much they enjoyed it.”  If there’s any strong analogy to the mammal skin-contact version, it’s not any kind of forgettable.
If I live a million years, I’m not going to forget having my face pressed into the curve of Dove’s neck, the sense of peace and safety and hope.
Halt nods, slowly.
“Sometimes they kill themselves.”  Halt is entirely conversational. “Sometimes they conquer a continent.”  There’s a pause, reflective, contemplative. “Sometimes two,” Halt says.
In their kingdoms of wrath rises out of my memory, presenting a terrible vista.
“I have killed myself.”  And Dove, and Chloris, Zora, losing me because I was an idiot and got executed for mind control isn’t plausibly recoverable and there’s a ripple over the surface of the swamp and Halt says “Edgar,” in a stern voice.
I stop thinking, it’s about all I can manage. The ripple stops.
“That girl could turn you into slurry.”  Halt’s some combination of amused and absolute, I am not to misunderstand this. “Though you have your thousand years.”
Halt doesn’t mean a literal thousand. I don’t know what language that thought started in, what it’s called, thinking in it doesn’t tell me what it’s called, but thousand years is a really long time. Ever since I hatched, hatched for real, Halt’s thoughts come with annotations.
Helpful, terrifying, hard to tell how much of which applies. Perfectly Halt.
“Your consonance isn’t doing what it is supposed to, what those who made the Power must have wanted, to be sure there would be terror and chaos, that no single discipline would make a peace out of the mad desires of the powerful.”
Breathe just isn’t the right word. No air, no heartbeat, no air. Hard to remember I’m not dead.
“As well as anyone ever chooses anything about the future, dear, you both made a real choice.”
There’s, well, call it a sigh.
Everything around us is quiet. It was quiet with just me here, couldn’t do anything about that, wasn’t, am not, thinking clearly, but Halt, having Halt here makes it flatly still. There’s no anticipation to it, no waiting, it’s not even fear. Nothing moves, and somehow, when Halt sighed, all the movement that wasn’t happening grew less.
“The general distribution’s been bred in. In the beginning, there were nulls and the mighty, and they were less mighty in those days, and more mad.”
More mighty, that’s obvious, winning tends to avoid being selected against. Wizards in the Bad Old Days would try to breed servants, would try to breed heirs, whatever heredity the Power has would get distributed, it’s had something like a quarter of a million years.
“For some time now, I have seen the possibility of effective organization.”  Halt’s voice changes, saying that, it’s not harsh, it’s not, not precisely, certain, but it would be like filling my pockets with rocks and walking upstream on the bottom of a fast river would have been, before, to argue.
There’s no possible way Halt means the Commonweal by ‘some time’.
“Can’t speak so around human shapes,” Halt says. “They crumple.”
There’s a smile, I’m going to keep calling it a smile. “Blossom detests crumpling, but not more than Dove, dear. Do remember that.”
There’s going to be a coil of red-gold fire in the world. If I haven’t broken everything.
“Really, Edgar.”  Halt’s back to merely firm. “As is your inescapable hereditary nature, you have found someone to value unreasonably, someone you wish to ward and protect, which is not so different from any other person. There’s no question of coercion, of mind control, as there might have been with Chloris, absent your fortunate meeting with Dove.”
“Entelech-the-word used to mean something that made you all yourself, or all itself, a thing done its becoming.”  Something you learn in school, about poetry in a language much, much younger than the Power. Still hesitant saying it. “The use for the Power that can compel anything’s taken that one over, well, and understanding selection.”  You can’t really talk about the entelechy of the oak trees anymore, doesn’t work outside good poetry. “School talks about it like a disease, a fatal condition.”
“No widespread talent, dear; any entelech would live. Not today, not for a long while.”  Halt, on the whole, Halt approves.
Not much difference, well, no, honesty, an infant entelech would be better and more thorough and unfixable mind, not even mind control, Do thou all my desire is a simple declarative sentence. Mind obliteration, mind replacement, as few other weeds achieve.
The parasite saved my life.
“Possibly twice,” Halt says. “Your exercise of the Power grew to feed the parasite.”
So I started trying to learn sorcery with much better access to the Power.
“You could keep up.”  Halt reaches over, pats my, oh, shoulder? back? something, there have to be words. “Which, well, you’ve got that lovely multiplicative effect, sure to be useful. That effect, and much other good, you obtain by justifying Dove’s hope that you shan’t die and bereave them.”
Again.
Dove doesn’t need anyone else to die. I can believe that, I can completely believe that.
“Yes, Halt.”  Because, because happy is good, but what matters, it’s not just my happy, or Dove’s, it’s everybody’s, so what really matters is getting Blossom time to enchant stuff and Halt time to machinate so people mostly don’t decide this is too much choice now, stop.
“Clever child.”  Grandma Halt’s terrible smiles are nothing on this, absolutely nothing, there might be a barren patch of shore for the next thousand years.
“Neglect not your joys, Edgar, none of you. Death and Strange Mayhem, you cannot avoid that, should not try. Your whimsical engineering and moments of absolute insect repellant, don’t avoid those either.”
Those were fun. There might be a future.
“Most certainly,” Halt says. “Your future has Parliamentary testimony in it.”


Chapter 40
Shifting back to Edgar, all Edgar, people, no, simian Edgar, is work. I have to think about it in steps, bunches of steps.
Halt folds into the spider and the spider, well, creates, Grandma Halt, the spider sliding into some strange distance. It’s not, I’m pretty sure it isn’t, the same strange distance used for bathtubs.
It looks easier than the bathtubs did.
“I was a spider-god for awhile, dear,” Halt says, and we start walking.
It’s just about dawn.
It’s not quiet. Bird calls, some movement noises, something, somewhere, wailing.
It seemed quiet because I’m deaf like that, deaf to anything much above fifty cycles per second, anything you’d call even a really deep noise. Slow rumbles in the ground are about it.
“There were alarms,” Halt says, after explaining the deafness. “Frantic dogs. People became excited.”
I’m, we’re, it’s close to forty kilometres east of Westcreek Town, still north of the Western West-East Canal. Be surprised if the stream doesn’t get a new name.
The time seems wrong, like it hasn’t been that long. Over the ridge, looking down at the old tow road, the strip of meadow, the lines of shadow.
Two thousand five hundred troops in armour. Battle standard all the way up, I can see the standard’s spectral ideal of victory quiver against the stillness of the air.
Blossom, Captain Blossom, armed and up on Stomp, also armoured, spectral’s the wrong word.
Dove and Chloris are standing next to the Captain. The graul Standard-Captain, incapable of mercy. Wake’s there, a little aside, Wake’s not in armour, not in the regular brown robe, this is white and white and green, the embroidery looks like it might have taken a hundred years, the same blue scarf thing, a tall hat, the same long wood staff as coming to get us after the wound-wedges.
This all seems way too excited, until I manage, keeping walking is fine, I just keep right on walking beside Halt, manage to think. I must have registered as an incursion, something from outside the regular world. Must have, because that’s true.
If I could see what I look like, and I can, the view is there to borrow, You’ve got the same wild shadow Halt does, only teeny, Dove says. It’s cute.
All that happiness. I stumble, and Halt puts out an arm. Bendier granite. Bendier gravity.
Thanks. Trying not to cry isn’t going to work, but I can try not to collapse.
If I could make it into words, articulate a thought, it’d be something like “If they’re battalion-worried why suppose we’ll come walking down to the canal like we’re not a threat?”
“Fourth of the Twelfth is in Westcreek Town,” Halt says conversationally. “Blossom’s dead artillerists have us in range. The Line does enjoy taking things seriously.”
We get down the slope, almost to the level, and the Captain says “Stop.”
Alert, cohered, there’s nothing at all wrong with the battalion, the Power trembles around the standard, Wake and Blossom are in there. Dove and Chloris are in there. No one can ever bring themselves to believe Halt wouldn’t win anyway.
Laurel won once. No one knows exactly how, or believes it would work again.
Once, Halt says, contemplative.
We do stop. Halt makes a tsking noise. “In this time I am called Halt, and I am a Keeper of the Shape of Peace.”
I get a tiny amount of sidelong look.
Called, no, not really, “I am Edgar born in Wending, and I am an apprentice sorcerer of the Second Commonweal.”
Nothing, no one has any trouble believing either of us. Which means we are permitted to approach. It’s still dark enough I can see the standard’s bubble, plain old photons, shimmery on top of a very dense bubble. I don’t think they could march when it’s like that.
Walking through the bubble around the standard feels odd. Not as odd as Wake looks in that hat.
“Smiting hat,” Wake says, benevolent as always.
Walking up to arm’s reach of Dove, my arm’s reach, I can do that, but not and say anything. There’s two conversations we need to have and neither one of them will consent to go second, so I can’t articulate anything, I can’t make a noise.
Dove’s helmet doffs, not a hand on it, floats over a bit so Chloris can, Chloris does, grab it, Dove takes me by the shoulders, pulls me closer, leans down until our foreheads touch.
Idiot, Dove says.
Maybe. Maybe there’s a way forward.
Never stop, Dove says, with our whole will.
The words ripple away from Dove, almost with mass.
I say Never stop, back, agreeing, as sane, as whole, as quietly peaceful as I can make it.
You’re both dreadful social influences, Chloris says, smiling. Knee-deep in a grey-and-crimson Power ripple, Spook’s swimming in it, rolling face-up behind Chloris before diving again, Chloris is just about entirely happy.
Dove and I let go, step back. Blossom had some of Halt’s hypotheses, Dove says. Not upset.
Talk later?
Has to be later. Dove’s attention makes a swoop at the battalion, all three Keepers of the Shape of Peace, the implied presence of more distant force. There’s going to be paperwork.
Blossom’s grinning at us, the consonance’s there, it’s fine, it’s probably obvious.
You might have convinced the standard, Chloris says, handing Dove’s helmet back.
Dove reaches over and hugs Chloris, firmly, and then they both hug me, carefully, I’m not in armour, taking turns for helmet-holding. It helps.
No one can comfortably explain the incursion alarms, or the dogs, or the frantic, there were a few things no one’s ever seen before leap out of the West Wetcreek.
“Didn’t stay out,” Dove says. “Disappointed the naturalists.”
“I’m sure they’ll enjoy the search, Dove dear.”  Halt seems pleased. “I shall enjoy the peaceful circumstances.”  Halt is pleased, but that’s just firm.
The Captain grins. The colour party around the Captain reacts, there’s that lightness of the hands people get before they decide to do something.
Smiling graul mean something, Dove says.
Dove’s happy.
I might be happy. Over with, it’s not over, but at least hatching has happened and I’m not some sort of bird.
Idiot, Chloris says.


Chapter 41
Back to Westcreek Town takes two entirely peaceful hours.
Not as fast as a battalion can move, it’s regular road march, peaceful rate of advance. Getting picked up and moved along like that would bother me, other times.
I’m trying to figure out what’s likely to happen next. Why Halt isn’t at all sure the next thing is peaceful, no more than peaceful travel, peaceful travel with a Line battalion notwithstanding. That’s rare and astonishing if you’re Halt, maybe especially if. Halt doesn’t get sent anywhere with the Line, none of the Twelve did, that was somewhere between policy and tradition, so the only time it happened was the March North.
Fortunately so, Dove says, from a haze of harsh emotions.
The battalion crosses the bridge, all of it around us, I’ve about realized that the point of the exercise is to keep me in the middle of the battalion, just in case.
Alarms get shut down. People emerge from shelters. The town stops looking deserted. Some small fires get put out. Yesterday’s ruined lunches start getting cleaned up. I’m, Dove and I, Zora, Chloris, are just outside our host-gean’s refectory. Don’t know why we’re stopped here.
People have been in the shelters since just before lunch yesterday. It’s, embarrassing isn’t enough, I feel increasingly ashamed, in the middle of a couple thousand troops in armour.
Stop that, Blossom says, still in armour, still up on Stomp. Captain Blossom’s just through talking to some, I think it’s ‘dead people’, not ‘ghosts’. Disappointed dead people, it’s all over their memory of body language.
Hatching happens to you, you don’t choose it. Blossom’s being firm. My metaphorical ears ring.
Moreover, dear, you reacted by minimizing all the harm you knew about, despite an unusually complete hatching. Halt’s really, seriously, unambiguously pleased with me. That helps. Not entirely, I don’t know what would entirely help with spoiled food, being the cause of ruined food, not having known about the alarms doesn’t. I don’t know where Halt is, not that far away, but Halt is pleased with me.
Wake walks up, still in the formal white and white and green robe, but without the hat or the staff. “I should be very curious to know what brought the Creek sorcerous tradition to an end.”
“Lots of focus-wreaking collectives,” Chloris says, puzzled.
Wake’s head shakes. “Worthy and skillful, but none therein could perform the workings necessary to create such alarms.”
“Those alarms are above twelve hundred years old.”  All those letters about overwork, it’s our gean so far as reality and society go, host won’t hold it, so it’s our gean’s refectory manager’s trying hard not to look down at Wake. They have to stand further away than feels really polite. “Perhaps they don’t still work.”  I’m getting a look, Dove and I are getting a look.
Wake’s benevolence goes formal, somehow. “The Westcreek Town alarms work in their entirety.”
The manager’s eyes narrow. “The kid who compliments the pumpkin cake isn’t — ” and stops, and says “Sorry, Edgar,” and I make the usual demurral noise. In some emotional context or other, the manager really can’t believe I’m not fourteen. Not one of the people who worries about me being too young for Dove. No idea how both of those things manage to be true at once.
Halt arrives outside the refectory trailed by a large ram walking delicately. “It is good of you to worry, Eirene,” Halt says in placid tones.
Eirene the refectory manager gives Halt a very narrow look, before their hands go up as a preface to walking back inside.
Don’t think the ram is Eustace. Carrying the howdah, but the horns don’t look right for Eustace.
Halt says “Agonistes,” as a command, and the ram kneels down, grumbling.
Eirene re-appears from the refectory with a tray, hands me, then Dove, then Chloris, then all of the school, Zora, reaching up to Grue and Blossom who are still mounted, formally to Halt and, after a quirked eyebrow, Wake, small glasses of brandy. Eirene takes the last glass. Maple-gooseberry brandy, so I’d borrow Dove’s tastebuds, only, well. Different now, it’s not the same taste as formerly. Dove borrows my tastebuds, just to see, for the last couple sips. Different good than it tastes to Dove.
Halt and Wake each get a sustained complex look, as the glasses go back on the tray. 
“Will I need to run for office?”  However our refectory manager is saying it, it’s not really a question.
The edges of what passes between Halt and Wake feel like success.
“Up to Parliament more than I,” Halt says, tone somewhere between careful and firm.
“More than enough extra funerals this year,” Eirene says.
There are nods, from most of the Line battalion who hear, too.
Two years older than I am, Dove says. Which is supposed to mean something, but I don’t know what, it doesn’t translate out of Creek, nothing simple enough to get out of the consonance.
Or I’m not thinking so well.
We don’t wait any much longer to start moving, there’s food, dry chewy stuff to eat walking. I don’t understand how it works, the Standard just sort of picks you up and carries you along, you’re not moving faster, the distances are getting shorter. Same kind of thing as bathtubs and the strange angle of distance, maybe.
Fourth of the Twelfth’s leading, then the First Creeks. First of the First, when there’s another battalion.
Can you sort of face out for a bit? I get indulgence back from Zora and amusement, enormously gentle amusement, from Chloris. They do, though, they’re sort of around me and Dove, it’d be active work to see, sense, whatever you do with the Power, in through them.
Halt insists nothing constrained your free will in — what is the word for the thing that isn’t really a consonance?
Link? Bond? Dove seems amused. Darkly.
Ed, it’s not hesitation, it’s certainly a pause, do you remember when Halt first gave you draught?
Hard to forget the chicken.
Nothing entirely in the food ecology can drink draught like it’s wholesome. I knew that from asking Blossom about it, before, before I ever met you or most of us died. It’ll put you back together but there’s a cost, it’s something Halt makes for Halt, the medicinal effect on human-type people is secondary.
Oh.
Pallas isn’t wrong about excess hope in my social history. Determined not to do that again. Had a talk with Blossom, and another one with Wake. Dove sounds almost rueful. All that ancientry and power came down to ‘Not that we can tell’ and ‘Ask Halt’.
So I did.
There’s a shy sunrise that would insist it was a smile if you asked.
Halt promised that you couldn’t devour me. I got, I asked for, an explanation of what Halt thought was going on. Usually, apparently, even Halt hasn’t got many examples, the point isn’t so much physically consuming the fixation, that happens, it’s a way to incorporate them metaphysically.
It takes me awhile to find some words.
This hasn’t been a good few days for self-knowledge. Trapped. What an utter horror. Necro-parasitic social life.
You’re a fright, you’re not frightening. Dove has no doubts about that at all. Worst, scariest, something, thing about this is not being frightened of Halt.
I feel quizzical.
You don’t think Halt is frightening. Anyone human does, except me, now. Wake does, Wake hasn’t been mortal for a millennium and was mighty enough to have a chance to get away from an angry Halt before the Commonweal, is mightier now, they all are, the increase of knowledge. It’s, it’s more proof than you know, could know. Halt’s never been scary to you.
Can’t argue the point.
Can’t think very well. Some distance goes by, I don’t even have to move my feet, I do, it takes thinking not to, but you can just stand there and keep up with the marching battalion.
Be kept up with the marching battalion. The battalion that’s there so you can’t get very far if you decide to devour everyone around you.
Not very much of a continent, Dove says, after awhile.
Hard to be useful ruling anything. A continent’s probably impossible.
Probably. Dove can think of ways to try.
So can I, but getting a parliament to stop being expansionist would have to be tough.
This really seems like a good idea? Hard thing to ask.
Not the continent. Everything in front of us gets brighter, Dove’s really smiling.
People die, Dove says. Gets so it seems they die because I care about them. You, you’re a really comfortable person to have a mind with, and Grue has to mix metal salts in glass cleaner to get you drunk.
Expectations of durability? Wasn’t much inclined to get drunk even before it took glass cleaner.
Dove punches my shoulder, so lightly I’m not sure there’s physical contact.
Lots of expectations. Really careful warding required for some of them. Dove sounds happy.
Nothing says you can’t blush with a distributed circulatory system. I don’t, mine doesn’t, not anymore. Now sure I can’t, don’t think I mind.
There’s a gap of time, still moving forward, still being moved forward. I can feel Dove wrestling with words.
You think this works for you?
Dove’s emotions aren’t in the words, pretty much. No idea how, consonance, might as well keep calling it consonance, isn’t good for reserve.
I can tell how I’m thinking about the idea, about Dove, what I think, why I think it. It’s why that’s maybe the trouble.
I think it does. Something I want, unreasonably.
Call it the memory of a hair ruffle. Dove can tell there’s something back of that.
Altered alien hunger’s not an obvious thing to trust.
Maybe love’s just a native hunger. Know what I won’t be trying to explain to Flaed.
Just as long as you’ll explain it to Chloris. Dove, I don’t think this is amused, it’s close to happy.
We’re all going to be doing some altering, it’s not like we’ve got to stop, like we could stop, where we’re standing. Dove is happy, the awareness that we’re not stuck in the one spot, Dove isn’t, I’m not, Chloris isn’t, none of us stuck is some one thing to be happy about.
Wouldn’t care to stop just now.
All around, troops in armour, marching. I can, I have to think about it, I can hear the metallic tink of Romp and Stomp’s hooves on the metalled road, the pattering crunch of Agonistes. Wake’s there, walking along on silent sandals in some memory of the warded hills of old.


Chapter 42
Not many people get marched up to Parliament by a heavy battalion.
You’d suspect that; I certainly can’t count on it happening twice. Getting there, and suddenly being what Parliament is considering, though, that’s unambiguous.
A reminder that Parliament’s not a place, it’s a hundred people, these specific hundred people.
The Captain presents me to Parliament as a conflict in Parliament’s policies; the Line is to protect Commonweal citizens within the Peace, and to repel incursions over borders material or otherwise. There’s a conflict here; would Parliament kindly resolve it.
I’ve just heard a graul say kindly as though that was what they actually meant.
Someone, one of the Galdor-gesith’s clerks, points out that the experiment, Halt and Wake’s experiment to produce co-operating sorcerers, sorcerers able to emulate focus-constructs and truly share Power, was approved by the Parliament of the First Commonweal. The notes and the debate and the vote tally and the plan submitted for approval are all in a book chest, quite safe, but not anywhere they can be fetched forth today.
The Parliament of the Second Commonweal collectively expresses the view that those are all well and good but the First Commonweal aren’t going to have to deal with the consequences, and Parliament prefers to address matters on present merits.
No-one finishes their sentences, everyone speaks quickly. Present merits must be a familiar ritual.
It sounds better than What were we thinking?! Dove says.
There’s six kinds of wrangle over whether or not I really am Edgar. Various people point out that I’m still bound as an apprentice, that the Shape of Peace still has my name, that it’s most unlikely I’m some sort of substitution, that some entity ate Edgar and is impersonating me now, said entity would have to have eaten Edgar’s name out of the Shape of Peace’s keeping, incorporated it.
It goes in widening circles of possibility for a couple hours anyway until Halt gets up and formally attests that I’m a single continuous entity from my birth in Wending. Sun doesn’t dim, there’s no crack of thunder.
It rains frogs.
Small frogs, many small frogs, they seem fine, Zora makes a noise of concern and conveys something froggish about The water is over that way and there’s a sort of mass irritable hopping away, over toward the water.
Dove looks out at the many, many frogs, up at the clear sky, and starts chuckling. We’re not talking much, doesn’t seem like much left to say.
There might be lots tomorrow.
There weren’t chairs, there should be, but Parliament’s in tents on bare rock, the tent posts stick out of boxes of rocks and the guy-lines run to sandbags. Not all the members have chairs, I think more than half are sitting on book chests or biscuit boxes or something. Putting up the House of Parliament was the last thing that happened, building the City of Peace, school says they were arguing laws in the rain for nearly fifty years.
Going to be a tradition next time.
Next time, dear?
All things come in time to die.
Perhaps not today. Halt’s positively cheerful.
Not sure why. Parliament’s going round on the lack of constraint on apprentices, everybody has to admit they sleep nights despite Halt’s existence, an entelech’s not without precedent, I’m not a patch on Rust or Wheel or, hunger and dearth, Shimmer, as they were and presumably still are, despite an entire lack of entelechy on their parts. Independents are still more constrained than apprentices. All I have to do is return to be judged; Independents, it’s more complicated. The Shape of Peace won’t make you drop dead, not unless Parliament tells it to, the faction arguing `the future is full of surprises’ won that argument five hundred years ago.
Surprises, the risk of surprises, comes up, the idea that the four of us together are unmanageably strong, never mind what Edgar’s species may be, apprentices aren’t supposed to be that strong, of course you want them to do well, but we all remember our apprentice mistakes, and what happens if some brain-weed manages to get to them?
Wake’s considering how to answer that, Halt’s waiting to see if Wake has a good answer, and the Captain says “Brigade problem, as we deem others living,” in a tone of voice that leaves all of Parliament speechless for at least ninety seconds.
Some of the silence might have been Halt’s outbreak of giggles.
“Were the Sergeant not occupied with sorcery,” and this voice isn’t anything anyone can find a way to interrupt, either, it’s not the same tone, information, something you desperately need to know, instead of pure certainty, “Dove would at the least be appointed the battalion sergeant-major, and have every lawful right to direct the full battalion output. In such circumstances, the Line should have preferred a course beginning in a warrant of commission.”
Dove knew that.
How many people get it said in public that they’re considered fit for a standard-captain? Zora says, startled.
Not the first time, Dove says.
Parliament’s getting its voice back, the collective thoughts, the awareness that a battalion’s more power than we can manage. Maybe much more, much more seems to be what the majority of Parliament thinks.
Yet, Dove says, smiling across the undertone.
Dove really likes the Captain. Which I don’t properly understand.
Doesn’t take the prospect of dying personally. Dove’s head tips on to the top of mine. Chloris had sort of sniffed, some relative of disapproval, when Zora came back from herding frogs, and produced a big bench out of nothing. Comfortable, it looks like green stone but it’s cushiony. Zora’s leaning on Dove’s other side, there’s the waving ghost, not visible with eyes, of a butterfly wing in the corner of my vision, Chloris has one of my hands and Dove’s got the other. However much I’m the problem, it’s not a separate fate. Chloris has gone all still and perfect, Spook’s sitting up utterly still outside Chloris, tail prim over paws.
Wanting to live gets in the way sometimes, Dove says, and gets up, takes half a dozen steps forward.
Parliament hadn’t really got going again. The Line below the Law is one of those phrases, until someone takes it seriously, and then you have to think about what it means.
The Speaker recognizes Dove.
“If we’re a wizard team, I’m the team lead.”  Dove’s voice is calm. Dove feels calm. Nothing like ‘maybe we’re all going to die’ to calm Dove’s nerves. None of us the least inclined to argue the team lead part, Zora’s good at bossy isn’t disagreement.
“Hanging Ed, whatever that happened to require, doesn’t get you a dead Edgar. It gets you a spectral Edgar in my head. You’d have to hang me, too. Might not be enough, but not avoidable.”
Parliament, parts of Parliament, are thinking seriously about it as Dove says it. Pretty sure the Shape of Peace is more communicative if you’re a sorcerer, can’t say it’s not their job to think about it.
Still takes me a minute, several minutes, to get my temper back under control, the prospect of hanging Dove, angry isn’t enough of a word. I miss stuff.
“Distinct isn’t the same as separate.”  Dove’s answering a member’s question, entirely calmly.
That results in several questions about how somebody born in Wending can also be a horror from beyond the world, ‘sorcery’ not being a sufficient answer from a diligence and planning point of view. Also Dove coming back and sitting down again.
Wake explains how, starting with the idea of a mirror that responds by changing, instead of reflecting.
“Something off else-wither turns itself into a living thing, so it can…what?”  That’s a clerk with the Food-gesith. “There’s an ecology somewhere.”
“Exist,” Wake says. “What my colleague was pleased to call hatching is, to the other form, coming into being in this material world. Success is dependent on the Power, but is not of the Power.”  Wake smiles, all amiable benevolence. “There have been few opportunities for study.”
“Can Edgar present in proper person of that aspect?”  Lots of Parliament’s not so sure about that idea, but the member for Westcreek, who asked, looks inquisitive at me; I’m starting to shrug out from under Dove’s arm when Halt stands up, stick waving as though a walking stick was a gesith’s signal-stick, implying a right to speak before Parliament. Halt’s chair is off to one side of us, Halt’s been sitting quiet and not knitting, which is nothing to think about.
“The floor goes to Halt for specific knowledge.”  The Speaker sounds dry.
“The form to which I believe the honourable member to refer exists in sufficient dimensions that it is not recommended that you look at it.”
Halt sits back down, picks up knitting.
There’s a mutter with “Shape of Peace” in it.
“Let the record show that it remains the sense of Parliament that either the Shape of Peace does, in sober truth of fact, work, or Halt owns our souls.”  The Speaker sounds very dry. There’s a chuckle. It’s not a happy chuckle, but there’s a chuckle.
If this goes on much longer, I think I might go mad.
I don’t want to die. I can’t argue that I don’t deserve to die, not from at least one angle of prudence, but I don’t want to die. Taking Dove with me, I just can’t, not into death.
And yet these things shall come to pass, Dove says. It’s not giving up.
“I am old in the years of men, nor shall I see these things, so let me say them.”  The voice sounds older than Halt. The member for the Bare Dry Hills, the easternmost inhabited township of the Creeks. “By Hyacinth’s report, in the length of my life once or twice again, these young sorcerers will be grown into their power beside Blossom. Then shall we have the strength of five battalions rise through an entelech, not merely a necromancer or militant enchanters.”
What everyone has been carefully not saying. Some of them don’t want to think it.
“This shall be a trouble to the Commonweal’s enemies, perhaps.”
A couple of clerks, one of the members of Parliament, are pointing, Chloris nudges me in the ribs. The horseshoe shape of tents, it’s a horse with very narrow feet, has the open end point north for the sun. We’re sitting across the open end, so we’ve got long shadows right into the middle where everyone can see. Something happened to mine, it went unstructured.
“Perhaps it will not. We should not let our concern, or our trust, or our expectation of these four possible Independents before us make us judge entire the practices which produce them.”
The member for the Western West West-East Canal gets up and says “Move the general legitimacy of wizard teams as a conduct of sorcery among Independents.”
No one moves debate. The vote passes seventy-eight to twenty-two.
Somebody planned that, Parliament knew we were coming, there was a plan.
The even clicking of Halt’s knitting needles starts. That was the really important thing. Even if we’re not the emotional equivalent of a basket of kittens.
Wise child, drifts into my thoughts, just my thoughts.
Pretty sure we’re not kittens. Ask me in a thousand years.
The Speaker sits up very straight; one of the Galdor-gesith’s clerks is walking to where Blossom is sitting Stomp, all armour and a hide that shines like wet blood and a long shadow. Blossom dismounts, hangs helmet and demon-stained gauntlets from the saddle, take the stick from the clerk, starts walking forward.
Stomp whistles, something with notes, and the clerk stops, turns back to look. Blossom doesn’t. Blossom keeps right on going, past us on our left.
“The Independent Blossom, one of those in whose keeping rests the Shape of Peace, has been granted leave to address Parliament.”  There’s a wave of motion, heads turning back from the Speaker to look at Blossom again. Blossom takes two more steps and drops any human form entire. A compact whirl of white fire drifts into the space in front of the Speaker. The stick seems fine, floating along in the middle of the fire.
“Unlike Halt, I won’t drive you fatally mad. Unlike Wake, you won’t up and die of infinite bleakness. I do have to talk quick, or you’re all going to sunburn.”  Blossom sounds, I don’t know. Friendly, really. Not entirely like Blossom normally sounds, oddly clear, more like Blossom sounds in our head.
“Ed’s hatched. Now there’s an apprentice sorcerer who’s some kind of horror from beyond the world. We don’t know how that works; we’d like to, but we won’t be able to figure it out unless we find a bunch more. That means we don’t know what Edgar is, any more than we know every bit of meddling that went into the ancestry of everyone here.”
Dead quiet.
“I was born in the City of Peace, which we hope is still there. I was unquestionably a human child. I’m not — ” the whirlwind of fire rotates through another dimension, looks briefly like a conjoined torus, each with a stick — “ human today. That’s what Independent means, not human any more. Edgar’s just got a bit of a head start.”
Two or three people clearly consider standing up to argue the humanity of Independents, and nearly as clearly notice what they’d be arguing with, and cease being moved to rise.
People’s wider than human.
“This thing we’ve got, this Commonweal, works. It works because it has laws, and it works because it benefits everybody that those laws make it work for everybody. It works because nobody, sorcerer or otherwise, can compel or command or punish outside the law. We don’t have to be afraid of each other, and a lot more work gets done.
“Once we start insisting on being afraid of each other anyway, on having safety through control, it stops working.”
Utter silence.
‘Keeper of the Shape of Peace’ isn’t an empty title, people haven’t worked out what it does yet, no set custom, but everyone here has an idea what the Keepers know. That’s not an opinion, and if the Shape of Peace works at all, Blossom can’t lie to Parliament about anything, ever.
“As a person,” Blossom says, and stops.
A burning whirlwind can’t take a breath, can’t, I have no idea how Blossom’s making actual noise, have a catch in its voice.
Aside from the one catch, an entirely clear, even, peaceful voice.
“It matters who is there to help, no work team’s just random people. This one made itself out of trust and a hope of life, who had been condemned to early deaths by a happenstance of Talent.”
Some of the faces looking at Blossom turn away. Harm to the wronged isn’t, that’s not one mind, it’s not precisely the Shape of Peace. ‘Sense of Parliament’ might mean more than I thought it did, that’s more like a conversation than a tally.
“We teach children that love is a thing you do, that the Peace Established is an accumulation of behaviour.”
The thought about wanting me dead wants to be entirely sure, down there in the Sense of Parliament, no matter what lie that makes out of what’s taught to children. Easier to hang on to my temper when I’m hanging on to Dove, who would not have long to be bereaved.
The white fire turns back into what Blossom looks like being human, armour and all.
Blossom and the Speaker exchange nods, Blossom hands the stick back to the Galdor-gesith, the clerk’s walking around, behind one side of Parliament. There’s a complete silence, I can hear Blossom’s boots on the rock and Halt’s knitting needles, and way far off people doing town things, until Blossom’s helmet and gauntlets are back on, until Captain Blossom’s back up on Stomp.
Until the murderously angry Goddess of Destruction has gone back to pretending. Angry enough you can feel it, it’s not visible with eyes but there’s a swirl of angry coiling wider than Parliament, wide out over the Shape of Peace.
Blossom will stop Blossom, Chloris dear.
I wasn’t paying much attention to Chloris’ thoughts. It’s really tough to breathe for calm, for Dove and I to be breathing for calm, and not do anything with it, to not sink into the mist of fire and darkness and various hungers.
That really wouldn’t help. Dove, I think Dove would find this easier if I found it easier, but I can’t find any angle of ease in the prospect of Dove dying.
Chloris killing all of Parliament, that wouldn’t help either.
Deleterious to the Peace, else, Halt goes on, it’s not cheerful, it’s a conviction that all is not as bad as it seems.
Blossom’s anger coils away. It’s not gone, it’s just not here, I don’t know who else can tell, who hasn’t worked with Blossom. Maybe it shows to the Line.
Making that canal with you, all of you, the scale of help, another militant enchanter to work with, made Blossom happier than I can possibly explain. Grue says, from back with the medics behind the battalion behind us. No kind of happy. Grue didn’t get More family into intended words, but it was there.
Someone stands up, the member for the Several Townships of the Pines, the north end of one of the valleys in the Folded Hills. “The apprentice sorcerer Edgar is also angry. I would have Parliament ask why.”
Couldn’t be a cloudy day.
That doesn’t take a vote, no member objects, there’s a collective nod and it’s done. I stand and walk forward. Halfway there, it feels like Dove’s hand releases mine.
“Parliament is proposing to kill Dove. Dove and Chloris and Zora, in order from certain to possibly not.”
No one turns away. Not one pleased face.
“Sometimes people have to die. I’m not seeing Parliament’s reasons as good ones.”
I’m dead anyway.
“I displaced into the Folded Hills so I could stay with my collective, not my gean. The gean dissolved, most of the people, all the movable value, that displaced northward. My mother and my sister and nearly everyone else I knew went north. I’d spent my whole youth trying to not be useless, and I’d finally almost succeeded, and I stayed with that possibility of utility.”
Not trying to speak loudly. Have to try not to speak loudly.
“Then I woke up in Westcreek Town, in a better life. It’s…harder work, but a much larger lack of uselessness. The thing that makes it so much less useless — ” and I stop, because there isn’t any way to explain.
Have to try.
“If you’ve had reason to read the reports about the Old Lake Canal, you’ll know we walked into the hard old stone. Nothing any of us, any of the students, could possibly survive ourselves, by our own skill, if it went wrong. We’ve been doing that kind of thing for a year together. It works, making it work means a decision to trust each other entirely. We don’t have defences against each other in the Power. Wouldn’t work if we did, it’s the same thing as foci, you have to really want to do it or it doesn’t work, we have to be people the rest of the team wants to get the job done with more than they want to have defences against.”
I think that made sense, that there’s enough experience of focus work in Parliament.
“It’s not safe, school spends all that time on the impossibility of being safe, it’s supposed to help you make better decisions and not crumple when something like those wound-wedges happens and people just die. It works. It’s safer with each other, instead of trying to be safe from each other and failing.”
How much safer, or why, or what that feels like, I don’t think Parliament has the ability to understand. I don’t have great ringing words for them, that will make them see there’s something there to understand.
“That’s how it’s supposed to work, get together, even things out, keep the good luck. There’s a lot of good luck in being a salvage class and working this well, in being our improbable selves in this one time and place.”
It’s a whisper, there’s no will behind it. Still sounds like the sensation of breaking glass, when you have to wonder about slicing and pain.
You who would harm these who are of my particular concern, be entirely undone.
Even without weight, words of that language wish to alter the world. Half-audible whispers run back to me, tales of substance out six, seven hundred metres, some rising from the impermeable slow curve of the ward masking where the Shape of Peace isn’t, deep in the rock, the strange taste of the fear of others.
Halt stops knitting, nods firmly, and starts ripping back a dozen rows. All the faces go pale, seeing Halt undo knitting, there’s the ghost of a snicker from Dove, from Blossom, something that’s almost a squeak from Grue.
“I have the strength. I have the wit to know there’s no peace that way. The Peace Established is more important than I am, than Dove is, than any single injustice.”
They’re mostly staring, clerks, Parliament, the Speaker, wide of eye.
“It is still entirely an injustice, what Parliament proposes.”
I turn around and walk back and sit down next to Dove.
Between Dove and Chloris. There’s some sorting of arms.
Do you think that helped? Zora says, worried, half-angry, half-affectionate.
Can’t get anywhere ignoring why they’re afraid.
There’s this moment of lean.
Halt would be sad, maybe the Captain would be sad or Wake would be sad, it’d have worked, that’s not really Power.
Most of the problem, right there.
Parliament the idea would be fine, it’d be there in the future, individual members aren’t Parliament forever. Worthless empty gesture, to really do it. Blossom’d be very sad, but not because of being my death. Too much like trying to kill Dove, Blossom would have had the bubble.
The Captain would be sad Dove says, in a tone to produce the most utterly traumatized battlements in the history of the world.
Halt would be sad, Halt says. No one will ever believe I didn’t let you do that, Edgar.
I suppose not.
I can’t help smiling. Lots of people go their whole lives without surprising Halt once. Whole populations, cultures. If Parliament hangs me, at least I did that.
There’s a Hmph noise from Halt, somewhere between amused and understanding. Chloris looks at me, Spook puts both front paws on Chloris’ shoulder to look at me better, Zora’s perception leans forward, Dove says my Edgar, holding on briefly tight.
The Member for Westcreek gets up, and stands there. I think the Shape of Peace has to prod the Speaker before the Member for Westcreek gets acknowledged and takes the floor.
“When I was first elected to Parliament for Westcreek, my predecessor made a point of telling me that there were two kinds of embarrassment involved in making laws. The kind when you were doing something that you, as a private person, should never do, but which was still something Parliament needed to be doing, and the kind where you were doing something nobody should do. It’s not easy to tell those two kinds apart.”
There’s movement, there’s a good bit of angry, half, maybe, of the members are angry enough to not really care what they’re angry at.
“We’re talking about the necessity of executing an apprentice in a way that certainly kills someone else, someone whose actions can’t possibly be said to merit killing. When the wizard-team they’re all on is closer than you’d expect from a weeding-team.”
There’s a noise of protest, several waved hands.
“They are a weeding team, they’re the best single weeding team we’ve ever had by a ridiculous ratio. First-year apprentices or not.”
The Food-gesith gets up and gives the ratio, which means twenty minutes of supporting statistics to quell disbelief. Not what you want, waiting to die.
Helpful statistics, Chloris says. Everybody’s worried about food.
The Lug-gesith has things to say about the Old Lake canal, too, and different statistics. The major constraint on canal expansion in the Creeks might now be qualifying lock-clerks, the barge supply’s nearly enough and easier to fix. The Folded Hills, the problem’s still mountain ranges.
The Lug-gesith and the Food-gesith between them think we’ve, the Old Lake Canal, not just us, we’re not pushing the barges through it, have avoided something like twenty thousand deaths from privation, it’s not all the twice-displaced, it’s taking load off food and transport in the Folded Hills.
I think that was the point the Member for Westcreek wanted to make, that we’re useful. Picking up the rest of the argument gets tripped up when a member from the Folded Hills wants to know how it was possible for me to use the Power in a threatening way.
“Neither the Power, nor an attack,” Wake says, voice full of diminishing mountains. “Further, apprentices are not constrained beyond returning for judgement.”
There’s a pause. Everyone keeps looking at Wake.
“We by no means understand the entirety of the process of becoming an Independent. Nor should we seek to increase the already lamentable loss rate.”
That produces five attempts at a question, and the Speaker sorts out who goes first. They use a lot more words, but it comes down to asking if being a full Independent would prevent me from doing something like that.
“No,” Blossom says. “Question of scale.”  It’s an even sound everywhere, Blossom’s doing that, not the Shape of Peace.
The whole area of Parliament warms, maybe five degrees, cools ten, goes back to the way it was. “The Shape of Peace would object to lighting you on fire.”
That would be an attack on Parliament, objectionable whether it’s the Power or somebody with an axe. This one thing the Shape of Peace watches over directly.
That would be another tangle, everyone reminded there must be a definition of attack somewhere, but Halt gets leave to speak.
“The Shape of Peace uses names,” Halt says, “real ones. Death for going naked above four hours would be simple enough for everybody. Not wearing plaid. The rules come down to no demons, no making people, nothing else from beyond the world, never lie to Parliament, and come when you’re called.”
Some thin edge of Halt’s will leaks into the list of rules.
Less than your whisper, Dove says.
People shudder, and shudder more.
I’m not Halt.
Halt pauses, adjusts hat and eyeglasses and posture. It looks like not gesturing with needles presents challenges just now, Halt’s knitting is back in the bag, the bag’s closed and sitting on the rock, not Halt’s lap.
Halt’s shadow doesn’t look like Halt, it looks like the spider, but a composed spider, sitting and still.
“Rules about compulsion or killing are law.”  Perfectly clear, but entirely normal spoken words, no overtones at all. “The unconsent of the possessed being entirely sincere.”
Halt takes the view that the member for Westcreek loaned the right to speak, and gives it back.
The Member for Westcreek waits for the Speaker to nod.
“Ninety-three times in the last five hundred years has Parliament been asked if some living thing is legally a person.”  The Member for Westcreek’s doing calm well, it’s making me calmer. It’s making Zora calmer, which is a great deal right now.
“It would have been a mighty achievement for the Founders to predict each of those, and the answers.”
Nods, a few, everyone’s getting back toward their job from frightened.
“Nor should we seek to prevent sorcerers of whatever degree from using the Power in lethal ways. It would be a worse present day had these students as a whole been unable to weed, or if Chloris had not been able to extirpate wound-wedge spores over a wide area.”
The Food-gesith’s statistics sit there in recent memory and keep anyone from arguing. People want to argue, you can feel that, it’s obvious, but they admit they can’t, not on facts.
Someone finds a way. Member for Second Mills stands up and asks how to evaluate risk. There’s been three other entelechs born in the five centuries of Commonweal records, none of them lived past six. There’s no statistical basis for judgement, there’s no way to prove I can’t take over the Shape of Peace somehow, it’s not precisely the Power, there’s no way to prove a negative.
My turn again, Dove says, getting up.
Not like last time, there’s the whiff of metal fire across the Power, and it gets stronger. There’s a definite ripple, there isn’t a Creek side of Parliament, no one wanted that, never mind traditions about geographic seat ordering, but all the Creek members get a common look watching Dove walk forward.
Not the apprentice, Chloris says, half wistful. Zora makes a faint silent sound of despair, and scrunches over to lean on me. Dove had a lot of reputation before cutting the hearts out of demons, and nearly all of it frightens Zora.
The Speaker recognizes Dove.
“Entelechy affects the material world.”  There’s a mass look of confusion.
“I asked Halt. Parliament’s already decided it trusts Halt.”  Real cheer in Dove’s voice.
Lots of faces go wry, appalled, shocky, some of the wry might be embarrassed.
“In terms of the Power, I’m much stronger than Ed. I’m not at risk. I can walk around in Ed’s mind, all of it, just like Ed can walk around in all of mine. The potential for surprise is low.”
A short pause, waiting for everyone to digest the idea, to recognize none of that statement’s metaphorical.
“It works, we’re happy with it, it’s mutually beneficial, we did it on purpose. It’s not supposed to be, the life cycle’s supposed to be some sort of necro-parasitic mind-eating horror.”
Dove stops, pauses, you can feel Dove being happy, Parliament can, I can see their faces change.
“Not what we got. Not what we made.”
Another pause, that sinks into quiet.
“Everybody knows what happened to my children. Hardly anyone knows that I didn’t know they were dead, I knew they were unrecoverable but I didn’t know they were dead.”
Everybody didn’t know, all the Creeks didn’t know. There are whispers, noises of surprise, the sense of Parliament going vague between horrified and sad.
“So, yes, Dove’s gone all hopeful again. Hasn’t kept me from doing the needful thing before.”
Dove stands up a bit straighter, takes a formal sort of breath. “Needs must, that job gets done, too.”
No one’s confused. Zora’s horrified, but no one’s confused.
“I do so attest by the Peace and my name within it.”
There’s an entire silence. Dove nods to the Speaker, comes back, sits down, warm with the smell of burning. I tip my head back onto Dove’s shoulder, Dove who I wouldn’t want to be anyone else.
The member for Westcreek gets up, stands into the remaining silence. There’s a question, what’s this member’s particular concern?
“When you get letters about over-worked apprentices,” the Member for Westcreek’s tone is collegial, “usually someone’s angry with the teacher. When you get fifty-some letters about over-worked apprentices from gean-offices, refectory leads, team-leads for a range of collectives, and members, former and current, of the Wapentake, those apprentices are your problem, and never mind what the law says about the keeping of the Galdor-gesith.”
Parliament understands that. There are nods, looks of commiseration, one short barked laugh.
Never mind cousin Eirene, Dove says. We’ve been adopted.
Not my cousin, back to Zora’s spike of surprise.
Chloris is starting to shake, just a bit, and Spook looks hunched and miserable.
“Many of the letter writers have been taking meals beside Edgar, beside Dove, beside Zora and Chloris. I have not been asked about the risk from them, only the risk to them. Which should say something to Parliament, if the judgement of citizens is to be valued, since it is most certainly a risk which their host-gean has discussed.”
At immense indirect length, Halt says, when we’re all but Dove surprised.
“Parliament has a choice, we, each and severally, have a choice. If we wish to maintain the Peace, we needs must choose what keeps the Commonweal in the better future. I say that future contains this functioning wizard team.”
There’s a debate, three different members bring up unicorns, the almost-hypothetical, there’s been two cases, neither went well, of a unicorn agreeing to live within the Peace.
“Edgar has never lived outside the Peace,” gets pointed out, and that goes round a bit and eventually must be agreed to, since I avoided harm, not legally different from getting vehement and pounding on the table, alarming but not damaging. “Fear is not the same as harm,” someone says, supporting ‘not damaging’ and that goes round. Trying to create persistent fear, sure, that’s harm, that’s seeking dominion and not tolerated, but feeling fear isn’t of itself a harm.
The Line-gesith points out the armour foci were apprentice-work, that we can’t be valued solely on moving dirt and doing what we’re told with respect to weeding, those are new and valuable and the Line would certainly prefer to have more, the technique may well extend across metal-working’s divers uses.
The member for Thines gets up and points out we took risks to get the canal built, that it was clear we were appropriately concerned for the fate of the twice-displaced, yet we didn’t do an utterly utilitarian job, there was still a concern for aesthetics and quality of work in the haste, that if this is all somehow pretence it’s entirely acceptable, there being no practical difference between the substantial pretence of good conduct and good conduct.
The member for Circle Lake gets up and expresses doubt; very mighty, few Independents of comparable strength, and outside the obligations of Independents. Could not these apprentices be put into Independent constraints?
Ongen gets up from the Maintainer’s place and explains all four of us, any apprentice sorcerer, are in the middle of a ritual, an admittedly slow ritual, and there is, by careful design, only one way out. Being evaluated for Independents now would not go well; the requirements are not met.
Doesn’t this worry the Maintainer?
Ongen looks at the member for Circle Lake and asks, in what are clearly amused tones, “How angry would you make Halt?”
The member for Circle Lake takes that several ways, can’t decide which way Ongen meant it to be taken, and is making faces of doubt and confusion.
“Wake? And Blossom? And Grue? There’s little left to be afraid of, sorcerously, at the end of that list,” Ongen says, “even before disappointed’s worse than angry.”
The member for the Blue Hills gets up, moves a vote, defend or dispel.
The Speaker rules it out of order on grounds of ambiguity and applying to an individual, promulgates three replacement questions.
Are the members of a wizard-team legally distinct persons?
Can an entelech exist as a citizen within the Peace?
Is this particular wizard-team, with this precise composition, a permissible entity within the Peace?
Parliament strikes the second question, ninety-eight to two. No one wants to banish Halt; the two 'nays’ to striking wanted the formal precedent. Most of Parliament wants more time to think. No one wants to claim they think I’m scarier than Halt.
The Peace-gesith proposes that the appropriate answer to the first question is ‘not when they are actively working, but otherwise distinct’, by precedent from focus-teams. That passes unanimously.
The third question fails the vote, thirty-nine to sixty-one.
Wait, children, Halt says.
We do, I hadn’t had time to finish the thought about folding into wherever the Sunless Sea materially exists, don’t think Zora would want to go. There’s a point in time we’ve all got our eyes closed.
Shapeshifting’s a very good thing. Either grip on my hands would have broken bones, before.
“Parliament should be aware that discontinuing the team does not differ from execution.”  Wake’s real voice.
The ‘nay’ side is adamant that there must be an Independent involved, the idea that a group of apprentices, no matter what its potential or good will, has access to sufficient Power to light a township on fire isn’t acceptable.
“Dove or Edgar could do that as distinct individuals,” Wake says.
Five metres down, it’s a clear thought, you can’t really say Dove says it.
“Chloris could alone kill everyone in a much larger area. Zora has the ability but entirely lacks the inclination,” Wake goes on, in an even voice impossible to disbelieve.
“We hardly want them to prove that,” the member for Westcreek says, having got the floor after the shouting died down. 
“Parliament is obliged to require things which are possible. This is the first wizard team; where is the existing Independent who could join it?”
“You’re all looking at me,” Blossom says. Parliament is. “I can work with the students, but I’m joining with their working link, not becoming part of it. Same thing as being on the dredge-spout, you’re not part of the dredge-focus, you’re working with it.”
Some of the most reluctant nods I’ve ever seen, but nods. There’s some listening.
“It’s not impossible that, given time, I could become a part of their working link. Today, it’d be improper, and unbalanced, and would do the students harm, the same way you wouldn’t put one bronze bull in a six-hitch of live oxen two years old.”
That’s swearing, not reluctant nods, in the sense of Parliament.
When we’re all Independents, Dove says, complete with mental image of all of us as bronze bulls.
Maybe, Blossom says. Everybody closer to potential.
The member for Curse-grass Fell stands up. Someplace I’m glad to not to be displaced, south of the road in the far valley of the Folded Hills. “Is there an option other than trust or execute?”
Silence.
Zora stands up, the Speaker nods.
“You do know we don’t know how to make a ward? We can’t do anything — ” Zora grabs at the air for a word — “substantial without a teacher, or we’ll kill ourselves.”
Zora sits back down.
Thought we’d said that, I’d said that, but from the faces, people didn’t get it. Glad Zora said it again.
It isn’t obvious, Zora says, voice trembling.
Good timing, Dove says. Gets a smile, smiling doesn’t help Zora’s trembling.
The member for the Western West West-East Canal gets up. “Point of information, for the teachers involved; the students are participating in major focus enchantments standing in the blast pit while relying solely on others to keep them alive?”
“Yes.” Halt, against a backdrop of mutters.
“You could see the glow off the clouds fifty kilometres away,” summarizes the mutters pretty well.
“The teaching plan originally presented to the ethics board provides the rationale for not teaching warding,” the Galdor-gesith says. “The mechanism of instruction depends on the functioning link between them, a thing any reflexive warding would call into question.”
“It’s to the student’s benefit to walk through the mountain they’re melting, without knowing how to protect themselves?”  The Member for the Western West West-East Canal doesn’t readily believe this.
“Entirely,” Halt says.
“We ward them,” Wake says. “It removes a concern for neglected components of the warding on the part of the novice.”
Halt planned this, Chloris says, awed.
It takes time for Parliament to be brave, Chloris dear.
Halt’s trying to sound entirely contemplative.
Just as it should, being brave for everyone.
Halt’s enjoying the challenge.
“Would I be correct in understanding that the students must be taught warding, to be qualified as Independents?”  The member for Westcreek Town.
“There is no formal requirement,” Wake says, “but their own-work projects will require the ability.”
Own-work projects are the very last thing.
Everyone, absolutely everyone, knows you must be warded, working with major sorcery, or you die. Dominant part of focus design, or focus use, clear areas, safe distances. I knew that when I couldn’t use a focus, could never consider using a focus.
The vote to continue with the training plan, our training plan, us, as proposed, passes seventy-seven to twenty-three.
Parliament adjourns.
Parliament looks wrung out.
Dove hugs me a little more vehemently, and I squeeze back.
Then we get up and walk out. Chloris leaves the seat behind, someone else will wind up before Parliament, they’ll want it. Ongen might have to maintain it, too.
We get past the bounds of Parliament and stop, in something between a hug and a clump and disbelief, standing on the bare rock.
The member for Westcreek drifts out of Parliament toward the little clump of sorcerers, comes up to me, we’re all still paused. None of us, not even Dove, are thinking very clearly. Standing and not being dead seems like a good use of time, just now.
“History’s a hobby of mine,” the member for Westcreek Town says. “Halt used to eat people, out of irritation or voracity.”
Halt nods when we look. “Would say temper, children, but — ” a casual wave — “let it stand.”
The member for Westcreek looks at me. “As a practical matter, you’re a baby Halt. People smell like food.”
“I think it’s mostly the amount of talent.”  Which is a stupid thing to say, from one angle, but I get a calm nod.
“Ever want to chew on your fellow students?”
I shake my head. “It, shifts, alters, there’s a verb, the voracity turns into, I turn it into, skin-hunger in the human shape.”
“When you didn’t know if Dove was going to want to take you to bed or not?”
“Had to pick something legal and meaningful enough someone could volunteer for. Didn’t see a lot of other choices.”  Being devoured being neither legal nor likely to attract volunteers.
I get an indecipherable look from the member of Parliament, a disapproving one from Chloris, an appalled, not a look, entire stance, from Zora, at the idea of having to make a decision like that, and Dove reaches over and puts a hand on my shoulder, no hair ruffle, a slow squeeze.
Practical is good, Dove says, smiling.
The Member of Parliament nods.
“You’re a mannerly baby Halt. You don’t have so much as Halt’s active interest in devouring something every now and again, even if it doesn’t talk. Maybe you’ll pick that up when you get older.”  There’s a shrug. “The Shape of Peace works. You’ve already done a bunch of good work, far beyond your keep, and I figure in time the pair of you are going to be a reminder that I don’t pity the enemies of the Commonweal.”
Yeah. I lean on Dove. Who isn’t precisely apologetic, there’s a bit of ‘not stupid enough to expect you to be different’ from my side, nearly wordlessly even in our head. Dove’s going to go fight the enemies of the Commonweal, as and when those enemies show up. I’d better be useful enough to go along.
I’d better hope I can handle the perimeter, Chloris says.
“I’m going to say thank you,” Dove says. “Blossom wasn’t wrong.”
There’s a nod. “Blossom wasn’t wrong, and even if Slice don’t count, they — ” a wave at Chloris and Zora — “ surely do. The remedy mustn’t harm the wronged.”
Slice?
The burly fellow in hospital with right arm and right leg not working due to critter spines, dear. A relative.
Zora and Chloris both start to say something, stop because the member of Parliament’s hands say stop.
“You surely were wronged; terror isn’t an excuse to threaten anybody with death, you’re doing the work you’ve been given.”
The work you’ve been given is more than it sounds like as a moral statement.
“Never mind staying out of the particular swamps around how stupid it is to cripple an actually gentle necromancer with guilt, or convince a really strong life-mage there’s no possibility of their ever being trusted, no matter how well they behave.”
Zora’s nodding with a catch in it, Chloris has blushed faintly green but not looked away.
“Or what a baby Halt does when you’re going to kill the other half of their mind, and they know it.”  The Member’s voice is very dry.
Of course people worried.
“Edgar, you really do deserve the judgement you got on its merits.”  The conclusion that I’m a voluntary member of the Peace, able to keep on doing that. “Dove made it much easier to get the votes, but you merit the judgement you got.”
There’s a small pause. Going to keep standing upright.
“Doesn’t mean thinking about the risk isn’t part of my job.”
I nod. So does Dove. So does Chloris. Zora has this flash of looking tremendously fond, then embarrassed.
If we’d stopped being separate, if I’d let go of all of Edgar, we’d maybe have been able to make it into the alternate ecology far enough to go on existing. It wouldn’t have surprised Halt, or Wake, or Blossom, but we might have been able to do it fast enough to get away, they weren’t sitting there waiting to stop us, not that I could tell.
Not that I believe I could tell, but it’s what we’d have tried. No question that Dove and Edgar would have been dead, maybe Chloris and Zora would have come with and been dead, Commonweal Law about incursions would have been maintained. Hard on the forms, hard on half the spirit, but the strict law would have held.
It would have been hard on the member of Parliament, who went some way out on a limb. Should ask after their name, the Shape of Peace just gives the office.
Creon. There’s a little bit of abashed, Dove forgets I don’t automatically know everything Dove does about the Creeks.
Thanks. I could, it’d work both ways, Dove’d know a lot more about wood turning, but we decided not to go that far with the integration.
Don’t manage to say anything, to figure out what I ought to say, before Halt says “Children.”
Halt’s looking at us, I don’t know what that facial expression is called. Dove doesn’t, we don’t.
Halt gives us long enough to make sure we’re all looking back, me, Dove, Chloris, Zora, even Creon, who is managing curious without apprehensive.
“You are all far more brave than sensible. Your teachers do not wish to change that, but would appreciate a postulated utility of sense as employed by other people.”
There are four distinct utterances of “Yes Halt,” and Creon starts laughing.
Creon waves at us to move, to walk, almost shoo, and says “Go, and learn some more,” in a great deep happy voice.
Dove and I are still holding hands as we start walking away. Chloris takes my other hand, and Zora takes Dove’s.
I think we can do this.
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