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And from the sword (Lord) save your heart,

            By my might and power,
 
            And keep your heart, your darling dear,

            From Dogs that would devour.

            And from the Dragon’s mouth that would

            You all in sunder shiver

            And from the horns of Unicorns
 
            Lord safely you deliver.
From Pamela Dean's splendid Secret Country books, notably The Whim of the Dragon and The Dubious Hills.
Dean's verse bears a relation, via the tastes of the unicorns of
            the Secret Country, to the text of the Twenty Second Psalm as found in
            John Crespin's Geneva Psalms.
Quoted with permission.
Guide
	Table of Contents
	Start of Content

Contents
Copyright
Dedication
Acknowledgments
Epigraph
	Chapter 1
	Chapter 2
	Chapter 3
	Chapter 4
	Chapter 5
	Chapter 6
	Chapter 7
	Chapter 8
	Chapter 9
	Chapter 10
	Chapter 11
	Chapter 12
	Chapter 13
	Chapter 14
	Chapter 15
	Chapter 16
	Chapter 17
	Chapter 18
	Chapter 19
	Chapter 20
	Chapter 21
	Chapter 22
	Chapter 23
	Chapter 24
	Chapter 25
	Chapter 26
	Chapter 27
	Chapter 28
	Chapter 29
	Chapter 30
	Chapter 31
	Chapter 32
	Chapter 33
	Chapter 34
	Chapter 35
	Chapter 36
	Chapter 37
	Chapter 38
	Chapter 39
	Chapter 40
	Chapter 41
	Chapter 42
	Chapter 43
	Chapter 44
	Chapter 45
	Chapter 46
	Chapter 47
	Chapter 48
	Chapter 49
	Chapter 50
	Chapter 51
	Chapter 52
	Chapter 53
	Chapter 54
	Chapter 55
	Chapter 56
	Chapter 57
	Chapter 58
	Chapter 59
	Chapter 60

Chapter 1
Zora
Sometimes I just need to go for a walk.
Middle of the night on the winter solstice isn’t a prudent time, but sometimes I’ll take useful over prudent.
My classmates are doing fine, despite or because of or in sublime indifference to becoming lovers. They’re not any farther from me than we were, closer, really, picking up twenty thousand tonnes of anything is a cluster of possible disasters and we keep doing it. Not my siblings, not anything there’s a word for, Dove says “shoulder-companions,” which is old and poetic and soaked in death and maiming.
Right enough for them, closer than family doesn’t mean I’m blind.
Wrong for me.
We all know what everyone else knows, we know what everyone is doing, it’s more good than bad and I can’t imagine how they want to be closer than that.
Doesn’t mean they can’t, that they’re not, that they’re not happy. That it wouldn’t be really, really difficult to show that it’s bad for them, that there aren’t ways it’s necessary.
Doesn’t mean they can’t so imagine, that they’ve not so become. That it isn’t more good than bad, even when I entirely cannot so imagine. Not for them. Death and Constant Strange Mayhem is sometimes mere necessity.
Still out here sitting in the snow and wondering if I’m doing it wrong, if the tiny distance I’m maintaining is the correct tiny distance.
Lots and lots of snow so far, Westcreek Town’s recorded sixteen decimetres. Over my head when I collapse in a funk.
I’m not cold, I wouldn’t have been cold before, but I could sleep out here now and come to no harm.
Not even social harm, it’s not like the others don’t understand. They’re really good about trying not to fill the link up with inarticulate expressions of joy. Grue would offer to teach me how to turn into a snowbank. Not a wise thing to learn, not until I’m through the metaphysical metabolism transition, trying to make a snowbank have a material metabolism wouldn’t end well.
Going to, well, maybe not, not if I’d have to walk away from keeping a bunch of people alive, but odds are I’ll last. I’ll at least be going to my sister’s grave, and my neeves’, and after a few generations the connection goes away. The commonality won’t be there, we’re all proud the Creeks are an orderly place but go back three centuries and read what people wrote — lots of diaries in the library — and it’s still strange. It’s not so hard to live that long. Independent half-life is real, but biased, it’s more about not going crazy than talent for the Power.
Death and Constant Strange Mayhem are either already crazy, or safe, they’ve got each other in this impossibly close tangle and they aren’t ever lonely.
I’ve got the working link, which gets me mistaken for a creature of legend, and reminds me just what I could have if there was any way to want it.
Any way to know what I do want. Sorcery school sounds like you’re going to learn how to do sorcery, that it’s all planned and intended. It really does sound like that, and it’s not, and they don’t tell you. Not dropping the rocks is enough to worry about, it’s no good if all the students flee or cower under the bed. I sort of comprehend why the first month isn’t a careful description of expected outcomes — we did get most of the facts, and were then left to see the implications for ourselves.
It’s not about doing magic, it’s about being magic, becoming something magic. That’s the whole point, that’s why the transition to a metaphysical metabolism. Practical reasons of avoiding dying aside, it’s what the capability sits on, and it’s not especially controlled or planned. Blossom isn’t putting in the hair-sparks on purpose, Ed wouldn’t have picked hatching, it’s not all voluntary.
It’s not all bad, not even mostly bad, it’d be fine if I knew I was doing it some correct way.
It’s my own personal version of correct and no one can tell me what it is, sure, that’s plausibly factual, too, but it isn’t helpful.
Being right isn’t necessarily helpful, who I am might not be suited to being magical.
I’ll be finding more ruthlessness in this whole grow-up-or-die setup for years, I know I will.
Right now I’ve got a sleeping garden, and the snow, and the silence. Maybe I can do something with that.
Chapter 2
The sorcerer shines and shines and shines, singing something to the morning or the snow.
Clean here, nothing hungry, nothing waiting.
Maybe a clean death.
No wild hunger, no wrenching illness, no food that lies, clean, shining clean, ponds of water, roots drowsing under snow, life imposed on the blasted earth. One sorcerer dreaming a tree, one singing, all sung a wall, air and Power and dense requirements of death, bulks as mountains across the hills’ long slide.
Tree is older, woman stronger, whosoever sang the wall mighty unto mountain’s roots.
Water clean, water chill, shade under the tree.
Drink, lie down in the shade.
Worse could be, than death a little rested.
Chapter 3
Zora
“Bite.”
Grue’s put all four fingers in the unicorn’s mouth, gripped it by the jaw, across the front teeth, teeth that will go through rock and steel helmets.
It looks terrified, but it does bite. Hard.
I can hear the teeth squeak across something. Grue’s not showing distress.
“I am the least of Zora’s teachers.” Grue’s still got the unicorn by the bottom jaw, it can’t move its head, can’t flee, and everything about it says it wants to flee.
“I know your name, I know your shape, I know you breath and bone.” Grue’s other hand does something blurry, something rises buzzing from the empty air.
It looks like a wasp wrought in gold. Live wasps come forty centimetres long, too, but not with a high thin hiss of turbines. The blur of its wings is full of rainbows, the gold of its body glitters bright here in Mulch’s tree-shade.
“There is not swiftness enough, not in all the world.”
Unicorns can faint.
Chapter 4
Grue
The unicorn is quiescent.
Spike’s worried, this is the worried hug, that and the invisibility.
About me. Try getting her to worry about a unicorn.
It’s worrying you.
It’s starving, it’s in early stage personality collapse, it’s hurt. Zora’s … 
I don’t want to say defenseless. Helpless is worse.
Entirely true. But unkind.
You’re being absolutist about conflict, Spike says.
Layers like an n-dimensional onion and I never quite know where Spike is inside Blossom, if the Independent is inside or outside the Goddess of Destruction.
The unicorn’s got its head across Zora’s lap.
Pretty, as an image, there under whatever unique tree Mulch shifts into, the horn-shine, only just brighter than the little faint sparkle off Zora’s hands, it’s only technically dawn. It shudders, but it stays put.
A map of energy, change, shifts in organization, cells, protein, appears as a question. Spike can see individual atoms, has no knack for biology.
Fixed its jaw joint. Another unicorn kicked it, probably.
They do talk, Spike says, layers of comment on it.
Zora’s left hand acquires an oven mitt, white and red and festive. It makes Spike smile. Good enough idea of an oven mitt to turn a unicorn’s head, very gently, by the horn.
Lots more scars.
Zora’s being methodical, scars unbound to wholeness one by one.
Slow care, and far more skill than Zora knows it to be.
You do a good job of teaching, Spike says.
Not for unicorn guts. Eating sorcerers, eating the Power out of sorcerers, is a way to gain strength, it’s part of their stories the way sorcerers are nasty and wizards might not be in ours.
Were violence against Zora to result in a hungry shadow, Halt says.
Makes me shake, even with Spike right there, holding on. Those shouldn’t work. Halt shouldn’t be able to pass between perception like that, nothingness and then Halt, just as invisible as all of Blossom.
Is that not how you tell, Halt says, deeply amused. The wizard has a grasp of the subjunctive?
Not wizards yet.
Education full of probability and characters full of certainty. A century or two shall amend that, Halt says, talking, mostly, about the current students.
Five centuries, and Zora will still be helpless, right here with me.
Mulch’s excellent grasp of the subjunctive, it is, dream in ecosystems it must be, Mulch still has to run.
Just until they’re in the Commonweal. Spike’s never going to understand, can’t, it’s not fish, water, it’s empty, sky.
This ilk of unicorn, Halt says.
One of the hierarchical ones. Someone trying, again, for cavalry mounts usable in a wizard-war.
Mastery, Spike says, hardly pleased.
Peace, Blossom dear. The unicorn has never known any, and Zora has never known anything else.
Across the pond, under Mulch’s spreading branches, Zora starts unbinding scars into hale flesh down the length of the unicorn’s outstretched neck.
Chapter 5
Zora
It’s a deep narrow shop, subdivided out of the old lock-gate manufactory. At the end, so only one dividing wall that doesn’t go to the roof so you can hear hammering from the next shop over.
The thing about Halt being there, it takes people time to notice the unicorn. I don’t think the person talking to Halt has noticed.
Still a wobbly unicorn, but there’s enough bare floor even for a unicorn to lie down. Flagstones won’t be warm, but they’re dry, they’ve been swept. Only a little waft of the sharp scent of unicorns, I don’t think enough to be a problem.
Unicorns, healthy unicorns, can run faster than thirty metres per second for hours. Walking down from the Round House was a struggle, at a slow walk. Slow for me, who is not a unicorn. Over paths that the rest of us had rendered clear, dry, and well above freezing moments before.
Don’t know the Creek. I know the other person’s name is Benton, they’re a pianomaker, they got displaced and came to Westcreek Town because that’s where their apprentice is from, but I cannot remember the apprentice’s name at all. The township gave them the shop under the displacement rules, I don’t even remember if it’s still properly apprentice or journeyman.
No one’s told me. If they had, I’d remember. I’ve grown too much metaphysical mind to forget.
Nobody’d want to go on quite that much of a journey, being displaced. You’re supposed to get shunted at tricky work for five years or so, until you either settle down somewhere or get into a specialty and start being able to design.
Best impression I can get, Independents are the same way, generally, except fifty years instead of five. We’re not going to get that. I could tell, even if Grue hadn’t said.
“You wanted more notice,” Halt is saying to Benton, quite cheery. “This ought to do.”
The apprentice comes round, well, not within reach, but nearer; pulls out a stool; flips up a cover. Starts playing.
Halt goes out, stick tapping.
I’ve got a lap full of unicorn head. It’s not an especially comfortable floor, I didn’t think about a cushion in time, but the unicorn is breathing better, the weak pulse seems to steady at the music.
The hammering stops next door.
Halt comes tapping quietly back.
The music goes on, ripply and cheerful and broad. It’s got something in it, it’s easy enough to believe someone would go learn to build the instrument, even in the slow, picky, saws and chisels and glue way, so that they could play this.
People keep coming by, and looking in the door, or the window by the door. Nobody opens the door, you don’t let the warmth out in the presence of the sick. Eirene waves, I smile back. Everyone seems to conclude that even unicorns will behave around Halt.
After about an hour the music stops. Much happier unicorn, not especially conscious but not obviously distressed anymore. The apprentice gets up from the piano, mutters something apologetic about that’s all the tunes they know, does their best to be quiet stomping into boots, and zips out, or as much zip as you can in winter boots.
Benton hands me a mug of tea, going carefully wide around the unicorn horn, but still. Anywhere near a live unicorn’s a lot to expect.
“The Creek kind” gets said with a kind smile and I smile back and say thank you as well as I can.
It’s good. Most people who aren’t Creeks make lettuce-root tea too weak. Ed makes it the way Dove likes it, where “too weak” isn’t the problem. It needs a lot of vinegar, brewed like that.
Halt’s little side table has two cups. And a substantial teapot. And a plate of pastries. Benton accepts a teacup with, well, Halt can tell it was a pause if I can, but even Chloris’ mother couldn’t complain about it, it’s shorter than the plausible length for “which cup is mine?” by half at least.
Halt nods permission, and I float three of the pastries over. I don’t strictly-strictly need them, but I’d still rather, patients mean no breakfast sometimes but no breakfast isn’t good. Two of them go much larger and savory on the way over. Thank you, Halt. Even when I don’t know … 
Quail and pears Halt says. I say thank you, thinking I at least know what both ingredients are.
Quail and pears is good. I take a deep breath and remember the second pastry with sufficient precision.
You’d think unicorns would be warm, but they aren’t. Or maybe this one isn’t, Romp and Stomp are warm, but that doesn’t tell me anything about unicorns, I don’t know exactly what kind of unicorn Grue based horse-things on, or if they’re supposed to emulate the metabolism or just some of the results, there’s more than one extant unicorn species so maybe I’d be judging by the wrong model.
I’m supposed to be most of a sorcerer. I should be able to figure this out.
Set the tea down first. Unicorns aren’t plants, spilling tea on them can’t help.
Supposed to be warm, definitely supposed to be warm, I can make the air warmer, carefully, slowly, too warm is probably bad, too. The room’s heated, but not very much, you don’t want much if you’re working, it’s not a big stove binding.
The apprentice comes back in, there’s rustling, while I’m not paying much attention to anything other than the temperature of the unicorn. Relaxed unicorns have heavier heads, turning the heat up means a more relaxed neck.
The apprentice came back with sheet music, somebody with a cello, two people with different sizes of reed-horns, and a most extremely dubious youth with a flute.
Benton, observing the music stands being set up, pulls over a large crate, sits it near Halt’s table, finds some ledger books and something to sit on and starts doing accounts with the crate for a desk.
They can really play. Halt’s stopping to listen, not just knitting silently.
Just about when the musicians are agreeing to break for lunch, there’s a strange strangled whistle and the unicorn goes from comatose to something better.
Halt brings me a cushion, I can get my lap back. Still, well, let’s say they’re asleep. Is sleep a regular thing for unicorns?
“In exhaustion, Zora dear,” Halt says.
Chapter 6
Zora
Feeding a unicorn isn’t complicated.
That’s not the same as easy, or straightforward, or well-understood.
Healthy unicorns of this species, Unicorn Four, consume ambient Power, Power of any kind, one of the few times “ambient magic” might be a meaningful phrase. They’re capable of being selective but Power not strong enough to refuse is all food, and not very much is strong enough. Not even every Independent, I have to take a deep breath and be disciplined and remind myself it’s something like one in twenty Independents who can effectively refuse. Individual unicorns, healthy ones, are strong. What the Line calls a battalion problem, because doing it by companies is risky.
Music is food — performed music where there’s a thinking mind doing the performing sorts of music — birdsong doesn’t work. It has something to do with an imagination of beauty and order, and when all five of us expressed various degrees of doubt at Blossom, we got reminded that it doesn’t matter if we believe it, it works fine if the unicorn does. Really good declaimed poetry works, too, but is hard on the declaimer and often the poet, in ways that music isn’t, for either the performers or the composer.
I get to dread finding which book I should eat to know why people know these things so precisely. Sometimes it’s careful compilation of incidents. Usually it’s something dire, and about half the time it was meant to be dire.
Other things aren’t precisely food, or at least no one in the Commonweal and maybe not any unicorn knows why they eat metals or shiny rocks. “Full-witted and talented is not easy to hold,” Halt says, and points out that whoever made these unicorns might not have been finished, might have had an unrealized intention for the jewel-teeth and extremely strong jaws.
It’d be easier if we could make the poor thing a bunch of apple-sized sapphires, but not only isn’t that nourishing food, it might be like giving someone nearly dead from starvation powerful stimulants, or possibly hallucinogens.
Or both. No reason it wouldn’t be both.
No new proverbs, Dove says, smiling quietly at me from twenty kilometres away.
I can’t leave, a starving unicorn around average amounts of talent will kill people without intent or effort. I’m providing enough from penumbra, I notice if I pay careful attention. I think a direct feed would kill them, full output and they would burn. Grue’s upset but not too upset to hand me a complex construct that’s how to have Power interactions with unicorns. Not sure why Grue’s upset, being approximately invulnerable hardly seems necessary for one unicorn. Plus Halt’s been looking judicious and been reassuring. Even so, not leaving means I have to get the others to eat some books for me, Edgar for preference.
Books Ed eats, you can feel the texture of the paper, you can count the individual strands of flax in the linen thread the backing is sewn on with, you can tell how old the book was when Ed ate it from the colour of the glue. You’re going to get every ink-blot, smudge, finger-print, marginal note, and unfortunate grease-spot in the original. The only thing that ever alters is that the printed letters that were meant to be black come out an utterly opaque black, as if the void bled, whatever the actual book had. None of that late-in-the-day muddy grey. It’s more than worth the creepy feeling that the book has come to my awareness through a part of the otherworld where, every now and again, some creature’s skin will panic and flee its flesh.
Books Dove eats, you don’t always get all the words. All the diagrams and pictures come out brighter, with better colours, and you always know the original’s exact mass. All the concepts, the actual ideas, are always there, and they’re clear and perfect and shining and they’ve been related to each other in ways that have heft, I really can’t describe it better than that. It’s not something you could ever get back out on to paper, or into a mind with a material principal substrate.
Books Chloris eats get neater, and cleaner. All the margins will be even, and the pages are never roughly trimmed, or sticky. Chloris has to work at it not to lose marginal notes, I agree with the sense of offense, folded single sheets with all your writing on the inside are one thing, but you shouldn’t actually write in a book. We still sometimes need what some sorcerer dead these thousand years scribbled in a margin.
The tendency to be self-illuminating, to glow on their own even when Chloris materializes a physical copy, I admit I rather like that. It seems appropriately sorcerous and it’s certainly useful.
But if I have to send someone to the library for me, I want to send Ed. Even if it’s physics texts, which Dove seems to understand without ever letting the contents form words.
A conversation with the team and an entirely placid and thankfully vocal, hear-with-ears vocal, Halt, and an hour’s wait gets me three books showing up in our internal library, out of the possible five some Commonweal library somewhere should have. Halt hands me a physical volume which wasn’t on the original list. It was printed on heavy iron foil, whatever it was, and I say thank you and decide to leave it for last.
Benton and apprentice are, extremely politely, willing to have me and the convalescent unicorn sleeping on their shop floor present for the afternoon. The rest of the link has a discussion, quiet and distant, about the possibility and advisability of making wood-working tools out of abstractions of keenness.
Halt settles into knitting. I settle into reading.
You have to be impressively dedicated to study unicorns. If they can’t consider you a prey animal, they run away, and they are people, so the Commonweal would rather you left them alone. Just because someone is outside the Peace doesn’t mean you can bother them at your leisure. Nor are unicorns at all weedy, there are a number of weeds unicorns don’t approve of and tend to extirpate. It’d have to be a different, and longer, list of weeds to be really agriculturally useful, but unicorns are still better than crunchers. Unicorns know that the Line will come after them.
People do study unicorns, it’s not all compilation, there’s research, and all the recent research is Grue’s. Physiology is difficult, unicorns are generally unwilling to be examined, field marks, everyone knows that there are different species of unicorn but telling which one you’re looking at is problematic. Standing still and looking at individual unicorns with focused gaze is past problematic into risky and rash. Some individual unicorns have beaks some of the time, they all exhibit variable gape, some sort of partial shapeshifting’s the accepted explanation.
Only, as Grue, much-younger-Grue in the text, noted, there’s no such thing, the constraint on shapeshifting is imaginative, the mechanism doesn’t notice if you’re becoming just exactly you without that hangnail or a hexaped with feathers. If unicorns can shapeshift at all, they can shapeshift entirely. Though no one’s ever observed it, and the possibility, first formally noted back in the Year of Peace Six, has had people looking. Coming into habitation and trading for refined metal apparently doesn’t occur to unicorns. Nor attending any music recitals, neither.
Or they’re cautious, even something fast and powerful has to be somewhat cautious if it lives in the wild. Even a unicorn will notice that people keep bees, we can’t be as collectively helpless as most settlements must look.
Only cautious externally; among themselves, unicorns are haughty, hierarchical, and violent.
Problematically violent, intra-specific murder’s their main cause of death. Nearly all of why they’re rare.
The book from Halt is a cavalry field manual. For unicorns. For these unicorns, this sleeping unicorn’s species, if I’m doing the species identification correctly whatsoever. It isn’t a copy, it’s the original artifact. It’s, I’m still not very good at this, it’s somewhere around nine thousand years old. Maybe ninety-two hundred.
“About that,” Halt says placidly, binding on yarn in a shade of green with the entirety of spring in it.
Cavalry never works. I may not be militant but I can read, I’m part of something the rest of which is exceedingly militant, all the battle standards recognize me. Blossom insists that’s not just because I helped make them, that it’s some sort of transitive property from Dove. Cavalry is about mobility, moving faster. Hardly anything moves faster than the Power, horses are difficult to ward, you have to make the ward something that moves if you want to move fast, and then feed Power to it, and even the battle standards ward better if they’re not moving. Horses panic, anything you can ride panics, people panic often enough faced with the Power, animals have less wit to work with.
There’s some use to mounted archers or lancers with critters, there’s a tradition there, some use, mostly because people will insist to try, for mounted scouts whose job is to run away very fast from the scary thing, the First Commonweal had that. But not for an army. If you have an army you’re going to have to fight a sorcerer, and you get your cavalry stampeding back over you in blind panic if you’re lucky.
So someone wanted to fix that, never mind riders, never mind the cost in food of large organisms, never mind being the least kind of sane, and made something that was a sorcerer, something that would obey and fight and be mighty enough to be a real problem.
Something near enough antithetical to the Peace, you can, yes, you really can, there’s enough information in one of Grue’s monographs, you can model unicorn society as an unstable tension between individual survival odds benefiting from the group and straight up blood-lust.
I think the people trying to make unicorns that would suppress weeds were being more sensible, and they certainly weren’t thinking the whole thing through carefully. Weeding’s dangerous, it’s not just hard work. Having a compulsion isn’t a sufficient reason to be really dedicated about it.
This one’s cavalry, not weeds. A species that doesn’t do social well, even worse than you’d think from arriving battered and starving. Battered as though it had lost several battles, those scars were not all the same age. Descended from an unfinished and not especially competent effort to create something that would slaughter assigned enemies, it’s hard to imagine anyone so inept as to create monsters they didn’t at least believe themselves able to direct.
I’m sure it’s happened, but unicorns are dangerous, really dangerous, they’re not like all the critters where, once you know what that is, there’s recipe for how you deal with it, or even like crunchers. You can kill crunchers with skill and spears, it’s not easy, no one wants to have to do that, but crunchers are not a battalion problem.
Why am I wondering how to feed a battalion problem? The manual talks about orchestras, about tact and politeness and habits from a young age, because wards are just another sort of ambient magic, just as readily devoured.
“Permitting a person to die of wounds and starvation,” Halt says, and doesn’t need to note that I’m not going to do that. I might have to ask for help to arrange a peaceful death, but not going to leave anyone to lingering death by pain and starvation.
Might not have to ask for help, it’s not a fight, it would be like weeding. There’s a metabolism in there, it’s not especially material, but not all weeds are material, either. Doesn’t seem difficult to shut down.
“Yet you do not want to.” Halt’s not smiling at me, but the words come out in tones of pure approval.
“Everybody ought to get their chance at the Peace.” Being a unicorn won’t help, neither nature nor the ghastly culture of origin will help, it’s a risk, but it can be a risk mostly to me.
I think I’ll scream if I have to and Halt produces a tiny smile.
If I have to scream at all. Two hours later, Eirene’s expressing tactful worry about the risks involved, and Halt says “Grant me a modicum of forethought.” Things lurking under Halt’s considered tone make me shudder; Eirene has to sit down. Halt wasn’t trying for that, Eirene gets some rather apologetic tea, but the point stands. It doesn’t take much of Halt’s attention to obliterate a unicorn, and a little bit more of that attention will be following me around, nearly invisible, a flat plane of fluttering darkness, invisible edge-on. Invisible even while it’s a host of hastening knife-shapes, or worse.
It can get so very much worse.
It doesn’t, the unicorn wakes up, leaps to its feet, looks panicked, then resigned, then utterly doleful, then less doleful when Halt whistles. It sounds like music, and it goes on at length. The unicorn stares at Halt the whole time and gets progressively crumply and abashed, head down and tail still and horn dimming.
I can’t understand Unicorn, and I certainly can’t understand Halt’s undertone, not if Halt isn’t carefully thinking in the one language I do understand. Ed can, though, and I can reach for that in the link and get, at the end, This one is inclined to kindness. Do not act to make kindness folly.
“Explanations around No ill shall befall you do not bring upon yourself” Halt says, to Eirene as much as to me.
Chapter 7
Zora
It takes a gean meeting, and everyone’s uncomfortable.
Well, except Halt, and the rest of us. Unicorn took one look at Dove, got a little more crumpled, and stayed that way. Constant wasn’t manifest. Chloris and Edgar weren’t being threatening at all but Death and Strange Mayhem don’t need to be.
Dove, it’s not even certainty, it’s just knowledge, no unicorn is a fundamental challenge. The unicorn can tell, if I’ve got any grasp of the body language they’re nearly frightened enough to bolt. Don’t know how to be reassuring; patting on the withers, which might work for a horse, might convey something unkind to a unicorn. Don’t know them well enough to try, medical treatment’s not social permission.
Halt whistles something cheery, and there’s a slightly calmer look.
It’s still uncomfortable watching our gean, host-gean hasn’t seemed like a factual statement in years, no matter how much it’s formally true, try to decide if they can cope with a unicorn. Even an abashed unicorn, trying not to stare at its delicate translucent hooves. Neat paired hooves, no dewclaws whatsoever.
A large unicorn, I don’t know if unicorns are all regular mass but I’d guess somewhere around seven hundred kilogrammes, two and a half metres at the shoulder. Then I remember the notes in the cavalry manual about river crossings, very dense muscle and no tendency to float. So closer to nine hundred.
Something to have in common, ancestors whose muscles and bones some sorcerer improved until you can’t float and have trouble swimming.
The meeting mumbles at itself for a bit, and then one of Eirene’s aunts declares forcefully that if we can have Edgar at table, a unicorn guest-behaving on pain of Halt shouldn’t reach the status of a formal question. The apology to Ed is pro-forma; Ed’s dismissal of the necessity isn’t, Ed’s still surprised we don’t have a problem with what Ed actually is.
Silly old fright.
The refectory has a very large speaker’s corner, up on the balcony. A balcony so people could light the lamps when the place was built four centuries ago, and a speaker’s corner so everybody could hear announcements. It gets used for the annual meeting’s reports from gean offices and not very much else these days when everyone can read, but the acoustics are good and Eirene’s intensely against anybody having to watch others eat while going hungry. The rest of the meeting isn’t as intense but agrees on principle.
So we wind up hoisting a piano up there, don’t even have to move the railing, and Benton gets this look because the piano’s still in tune, despite floating through the air. The gean agrees that playing for a whole sitting may count as refectory service, and various musicians would clearly rather play for an audience than peel potatoes or dice turnip. Musicians from other geans can swap services around, just like everybody does for dishwashing after a celebration or let’s-pickle-fifty-tonnes-of-onions days.
Who pays for the piano tries to turn into a wrangle, but even Eirene can’t argue with Dove getting focused about something, and this is Dove with active backing from Halt.
I feel a little better about more than three years of no dishes or service, but only a little. Apprentice sorcerers being forbidden kitchens doesn’t help at all, and never has. None of us has ever botched field-cooking.
Dove’s habit of melting and reforming cookware in preference to scrubbing pots wouldn’t go over well, but still. It’s work we ought to do.
Plenty of work for only you, Zora dear Halt says, and I realize I don’t know what to call the abashed unicorn.
Asking anybody for their name is notably rude, reputationally rude, in the Commonweal, when everyone’s name has been safe in the Shape of Peace for five-hundred and thirty-nine years. For a sorcerer to ask a unicorn guest of that Peace for their name can’t possibly be polite. Still, “the unicorn” doesn’t work very well, someone is going to mean a completely different unicorn by that any time there’s a sighting.
“Would you mind being called Pelōŕios?”
That gets me a look from the unicorn, whistling from Halt, a distinct unicorn nod, complete with after-image of the moving horn, and something like a snicker through the link from Chloris. Old-poetry for “gigantic” might be excessive, but I think it fits, and never mind lists of creatures larger than unicorns.
Chapter 8
Zora
Two metres of snow on the ground makes staying inside to study seem like a good idea.
We did all the drainage projects for the Tall Woods, everywhere around that’s part of the school’s domain and a bit past last year, when there was just as much snow. Overdid, really, Chloris is taking civil engineering courses through the post and pointed out the relevant constraint was time, not effort, what could we do to secure the drainage in the number of days we had?
It was a busy winter, and mostly fun. I could have done with less of Ed and Chloris flirting by arguing about water-gate design.
I don’t think Pelōŕios has much opinion of being inside, the Round House is large enough, ceilings tall enough, and unicorns don’t have any trouble with stairs. Most definitely not horses, it’s enough like goats I am not sure I’ll never see a unicorn in a tree. Whatever’s in the main floor ceiling works on unicorns, too, it didn’t seem to upset Pelōŕios but the attention-grabbing only happened once. Which is doing better than any of us about that glorious ceiling.
In order to know just what our guest thinks of being inside, I need to be able to converse. Which means learning Unicorn, half out of politeness and half out of practicality. It’s a lot easier for a human-style person to find a fipple whistle than it is for a unicorn to acquire a larynx or a syrinx or whatever that kind of human-style person happens to use.
I don’t even need the whistle, thinking at air molecules works. It’s easier than the whistle, too, which is good, because Unicorn as a language isn’t easy at all. You can’t even say “hello.” It’s completely impossible to say anything without assigning relative status and there’s no notion of agency. I don’t think any Unicorn anywhere has ever said “The cabbage of renown commands the ubiquitous sunlight to increase an already-extensive possession of greatness,” but that’s a completely grammatical and much shorter sentence in Unicorn.
It has taken me four days to explain the difference between people verbs and thing verbs to Pelōŕios, even admitting I started trying a day or two sooner than I ought to have, and when I finally managed to do this, I found out that unicorns can weep.
Weep, and get snorfly, and then embarrassed, and finally fall asleep.
Then your classmate Edgar walks up the stairs, looks across the main floor, and hands you the image you’re making, being studious in a sun-filled window with a unicorn asleep at your feet.
It’s a marvelous image, but I don’t recognize that person.
When you don’t recognize yourself, I suppose you keep teaching the unicorn.
If the unicorn’s awake.
If the unicorn isn’t awake, you keep learning what you can.
Hyacinth, Clerk Hyacinth, has a stack of books on unicorn languages, Hyacinth understands five of them and can say things in three of them. Hyacinth came through the day after our gean voted to have musicians at meals and offered me the loan of the whole stack. I said thank you and pointed out that I could just eat them then and there if Hyacinth didn’t mind skipping the usual ritual observance of taking the books away and bringing them back with the metaphysical devouring part happening in between.
Got me a smile and approval, which it wouldn’t from everybody. Being eaten like that never hurts the original book, but it still sometimes bothers people to watch, even librarians who are used to the idea of sorcerous copies.
The books were a huge help. It was a personal kindness, too, not a matter of duty to Parliament, so I sent Hyacinth an especially compact desk-device in invar and corundum and gold, chronometer, multi-intensity light, pen case, and four small and absolutely leak-proof inkwells, Halt’s ancient binding design for the inkwells that has held on bottles dropped in a penstock and run through a big power turbine. Practice piece, but it’s pretty and it took me so much less time to make than the books are going to save me learning how to talk to Pelōŕios, it’s technically not enough of a thank-you.
I could maybe learn to speak in all five known unicorn languages: the one with the colour constructs is reported as being straightforward to do with illusions and the olfactory one would take lots and lots of practice, but if you can follow along with with a reasonably sensitive nose and thirty-one kinds of chemical detector I ought to be able to manage.
It almost can’t be more difficult than selectively filtering airborne pollen. Even if some of the thirty-one things are hard to distinguish, two orders of magnitude fewer has to matter. Plus the first Commonweal person to figure out Unicorn Three did it with reactive paper strips, there’s a limit to how hard it can be.
Still, I don’t have to worry about that; Pelōŕios talks. I can talk back, it’s the meaning that’s the problem. Whoever created Unicorn Four thought they were, well, no, I don’t know if that’s fair. It might have been just as interrupted and accidental as whatever the jewel-teeth were supposed to be for, there’s no way to tell now. What’s actually there is a woeful incompetence, it makes them more likely to fight but not well, nearly unable to fight well, they’re fighting for personal status. The idea that there’s anything else to do is absent, it leads to a lot of incomprehension and I worry I’m going to miss something, and then it will prove important.
Instead of worrying about how I don’t think opinions of military organization that aren’t really mine, that’s coming from Dove, and at one remove from Blossom. Who really ought to know, both are legitimate experts, I don’t have to go ask a standard-captain. I have to get into serious introspection to notice where the knowledge comes from, and that’s another way to stop recognizing myself.
Mustn’t get stuck on trying to be whomever I think I’m supposed to be now. There’s lag, there’s no way to escape the lag, turning into an Independent’s not subtle but it still does things that are hard to notice.
Like writing your sister about maybe being able to save a unicorn and getting the whole letter written without ever remembering that four years ago you’d have wanted to know why anyone would want to, unicorns are dangerous.
Chapter 9
Zora
No flood emergencies this whole winter, there isn’t anything left that can flood, we’ve fixed it all, anywhere on the West Wetcreek. It’s generally agreed that the other three watersheds aren’t our problems as students. They’re not getting as much extra snow, either, though the upper Blue and everything above Old Lake had problems last year, not terrible ones, mostly the kind that keep people awake with worry more than flooding the stores cellars. There have still been a lot of dredge and digger teams from the West Wetcreek watershed off helping along Blue Creek and Slow Creek these past few years.
Watercourses are one of the safest things to do when the rest of us start to get bored. If they get bored enough to be creative it’s too late, safe has to involve teachers and large wards and being far away from everything. Watercourses are just moving dirt, but I really don’t think any of them got enough time as children to just play with dirt. Or little boats on a big puddle, or anything like that. I know I never felt like I got enough, and I got more than any of them ever did, maybe all of them together.
It’s challenging to remember Dove’s nearly forty, or that Edgar used to be dull, or that Chloris struggled with being proper. Proper works fine when it’s voluntary, all this year mothers in the refectory have been citing Chloris’ behaviour to children to resolve disputes about table manners or posture.
Last year was a wet year, not as bad as this spring, but notable. Just because we mostly ignore getting rained on doesn’t mean all the mud isn’t boring, or that steady rain isn’t fairly boring itself after the first décade or so, there’s just that much less variety in the world.
Wake says the big impermeable igneous plug under the Tall Woods is still accumulating water on the uphill eastern side, it has to be, the scope of the working was smaller than the whole length of the ridge. The next little stream over, the slosh gets back to it and it runs deeper, it might start being useful. Closer to the West Wetcreek’s dryer while overall flow down to the Creek is the same. More of the water coming by the Western West-East Canal doesn’t bother anyone.
We would mind flooding our sanitary ponds, that’s ineffective and embarrassing and while there’s not enough that we’d be contaminating down to the Creek it would still be excruciating to have something basic fail.
So we put in another pond early last year, between weeding trips, only a big one, nearly as big as the woods, two kilometres by two hundred metres, sixty metres deep on the south edge. More volume than we thought we’d really need, but you do that, better too deep than flooded. It’s the Long Pond, we already had a Big Pond, no matter how much smaller Big Pond is, and the Long Pond is close enough to full this spring.
Some curve, to match the hillside, but not enough for Curved Pond. Lots of digging, complex digging, not just hurling dirt about. Three clay layers, two under the terrace to the north, not just the pond, those took half a décade to do. Wake knows a lot about terracing, and offered that we’d made this one perhaps sturdier than it needs to be, even considering that it’s a re-arrangement of the whole slope and out wide enough and deep enough along the north edge to support real trees. Trying with some of the Tall Woods trees, just to see, as well as some local, pin oak, chestnuts, blue beech, trees that will tolerate being a bit shrubby. Willow doesn’t root deep enough to really help hold the shallow edge dirt up here, willow wants to be down in a valley, so the water edge is all reeds and tall grasses. Have to be careful with that, tree-reed and bamboo might prefer wet and shallow soil, but not enough to keep them from trying to starve the trees of sunlight.
There are aversions against moving too far from the water for the grasses, aversions around each tree to discourage nibbling teeth, aversions to keep Grue’s careful selection of ants and soil-fauna here, and not wandering away into the sad forb and maybe getting far enough to be a surprise to something else planted. Aversions are one of the few things I can learn from Wake and use that isn’t petrology. Not a ward, not an illusion, just a way to put “think again” into an approximately tangible form. It works, it’s worked all last summer and all this winter, nothing’s been nibbling on the small trees, the bamboo is where it ought to be. Could, it would even be good practice, link up and get everybody else to push and put ten or twenty year’s growth on the attempt at a forest, but we wouldn’t really know what had worked, then, the planting or the Power. Better to let it grow. Everybody’s been careful about recording just what we’ve done. The clay layer was part of one of Chloris’ civil engineering courses, the report got some looks at the post office. Chloris, very sensibly, sent it as illusions bound into a chunk of quartz in silver. Clerks have that done for large reports, and this one would have been eight centimetres thick on paper. Colour illusions for diagrams, it was extensively thorough.
Our little forest will grow, it wants to grow, I can feel that, not really sleeping anymore, the ice is off the pond, wasn’t yesterday, snow’s not all gone over the ridge, yesterday there was only the one beginning dark line of water between the broken ice, and then we got a whole day of clear sky and direct sunlight. We cut the reeds, no leaves, all the buds are still closed, and I’m still taller than most of these trees. The chill blue mirror of the water’s there to the south, flinging back the dawn.
Flinging back the flying mirror of a swan.
Two swans. I should have been looking up.
Can’t hear the wings until they’re passing over.
Two kilometres the long way is enough pond for a pair of swans, only just but they’re young, their primary tips are transparent, not all white yet. And they’re circling, coming lower.
It’s not an established forest! It’s not even close, they shouldn’t want it, there aren’t even reeds showing, it’s … 
Clear water, cold and deep. Nothing like a weed.
Never run from swans.
Never approach swans, either, never have anything to do with swans. Not much advice about getting away from swans, they’re faster than you are, even running.
There’s the hiss and the little splash as they slow enough to fall off their feet, both landed. Neatly, for all the doubt they look like having sliding on their feet. Much too big to just land. Much too big to fly if someone hadn’t altered them. Two bright white birds on deep blue water, the sun’s not all the way over the horizon yet, have to get up early to see something as pretty as this.
The swans are swimming this way.
No one else is awake, it’s twenty-four, twenty-five hundred metres, back to the house, exactly two thousand four hundred and seventy, ten minutes at least. Power’s not the problem, I have enough Power, and no amount of Power will make me suddenly militant, suddenly able to let Death reach through me.
Almost could, maybe, with Chloris. Constant Strange Mayhem, no. I can trust the terrible glory and the endless chill dark, but I can’t contain them. Easier to die.
Dying still not wanted.
Waking everybody up isn’t going to be enough help.
Swans were a large aquatic bird before someone got to them. The ones Wake remembers from the Northern hemisphere still are, someone might have got to them a little but they’re still birds and not creatures. None of the originals of these swans are extant, not anywhere we know about. Territorial, elegant, loud, just what a certain kind of pre-Commonweal sorcerer would want in the moat around their tower. They’re larger now, and what were feathers are not precisely illusion, the follicles make stable structures out of some sort of force. Anything material, up to at least catapult shot, I don’t know if anyone’s tried modern artillery, bounces off. Very brave people have broken big axes on swan necks, just before being brave didn’t keep them alive.
Swans ought to be too big to fly, you can make a creature strong, but there are rules about flight, so much wing for so much mass gives you a minimum speed. Swans would be too fast to launch or land if they only had the bird-wing with which to fly.
Something in the wings makes the ghost of a blade, longer than the wing, a decimetre deep or so, and no thicker than a thought. It does something to the airflow, lets a swan fly slow enough to land or launch, more complicated than just making the wing wider.
They’re glittering, and still, can’t see the feet moving, it’s all gliding with a little bow wave, swans float front-heavy, all the wing-muscle. Black bills, all black, regular bird beaks are covered with something like horn. Swans, it’s the same idea as the feathers, they have to be able to preen.
Swans take bites out of granite with beaks that will close through the blades of weapons. A strong illusion of something durable might stop the beak.
The wings, though, nothing material stops those. If I knew how to make a ward, that would work, but no material thing, and I know that. It makes believing in a sufficiently tough material illusion difficult. Cob swans go into rages and chop up trees, rock outcrops, cast-iron plates on bridge timbers, steel bollards, it’s some sort of territorial display. The display goes with loud calls like a brass instrument, there used to be military trumpets made to sound like swans, to be intimidating.
These are at least quiet. Twenty metres, maybe, getting much less. Anything under ten is lunging range.
Whirlwinds full of gravel won’t hurt swans. Not much gravel here anyway. Bad for the saplings.
Someone made you.
Someone who wasn’t an idiot, because it’s been so long we have no least idea who they were, and you migrate, you’re coming back in the spring, you’re a successful creature, you get yourself into the future.
Even if you do make a habit of mincing bears and crunchers and incautious sorcerers, even if the giant fire-breathing ducks want hundred-to-one odds to keep insisting it’s their water, someone made you to put in the moat and be pretty. They knew wards, they were tough enough they had time to make you, but they wanted you pretty and not squashed. So there was something in you that let you know who you weren’t to mince into liquid, and maybe it’s still there.
I’ve got a pair of swans, well, almost delicately, no broken skin, taking bits of cold pancake out of my hand.
The feathers glitter, the edges refract, all those delicate tiny neck feathers. You’d pet knuckles off your fingers if you tried, and bleed down an infinity of tiny rainbows.
Disappointed looks, because I have only one pancake.
Explain who lives here, who the teachers are, explain that it can be their pond, that nests have to be away from paths. Explain that there’s a strict trumpet-first policy, that being left in peace depends on not being a danger.
There has to be something to guard, more than the nest, it can’t just be that. Can’t be an abstraction, they’re not that smart. I’m surprised this set of rules is all still here but it’s connected, it can’t breed out, there isn’t a nervous system if this isn’t here, there’s not much of the evolved ancestor in these swans, has to be something to do with water, their water from a swan’s perspective.
Let none who are not us, or whom we bring not freely, pass over the water in arms.
Two great slamming wing-claps, there’s a whistle under the slam, trumpet noises, and bowing necks, glorious bright curve of tiny razors.
Then two swans swimming away, not as quickly. There’s a set to their necks and something deliberate about the swimming that suggests settling in. I don’t begin to know enough about swans to know that, but it’s there, and real.
“She shenes as sweet as ony swan,” Blossom says, smiling, with the old vowel sounds and archaic pronunciation proper to the quote. I would never have thought Blossom liked pre-Commonweal poetry.
Wouldn’t have believed Blossom could be hard to notice, swans or not.
“That the Power cannot hide itself,” Blossom says, “is only strictly true.”
There’s a bench, wasn’t even a gesture. Blossom’s been pretending less this last year or so. Anything Blossom really needs to gesture for you want to be two watersheds over on a reverse slope with six décade’s sealed food and water.
That gets me a surprisingly gentle smile.
“Sometimes it’s just style.” Blossom chin-points at the swans, who are head-ducking happily and making quiet little gronking noises back and forth. Cygnets. We’re going to have cygnets.
Not sure there will be enough for them to eat.
“You made the swans free of the watershed, the Round House spring down to the natural stream.” Blossom waves up the hill. “Big Pond’s got vegetation established.”
It does, and almost too much; shallow, made ponds choke if there’s nothing eating the plants out of them. Big Pond isn’t all that big, comparatively, but four hectares ought to be enough vegetation for a family of swans.
We’re going to have cygnets traipsing up the slope, or maybe swimming upstream and trying to climb the weir and needing to be helped up the stairs.
“Probably.” Blossom’s almost laughing.
“I like swans,” Blossom says, gently. “Not sure where to start, though.”
“Could you start with ‘only strictly true’?”
“Foolish to ask if you remember Halt’s demon classes.” I nod, can’t help it, those are impossible to forget, you want to, with what’s left of being a regular person, but you really can’t. You shouldn’t, you shouldn’t want to, it’s part of the job.
Demons hide, it’s not just being protean, it’s being arrangements other than matter. You can spot them, but it’s something almost everyone has to do on purpose and Halt won’t confirm the “almost.”
Blossom nods at me. “Most of my take on shapechanging.”
“So you were there the whole time?”
“Since very shortly after you woke everybody up.”
So much of becoming a sorcerer is not knowing whether to be relieved or infuriated. Especially when your teachers snicker.
“We’re supposed to keep you alive without letting you get into the habit of believing someone will save you.” Blossom says that, well, about the way your older sibling says that the floor still has to get mopped.
Which is mild for a quote from Halt, it’s not anything I didn’t know before, and it’s still vexing.
“Life-tweaking’s development, mostly, as much as you can say where the line between development and heredity goes.” Blossom points at the swans again. “You’re not the first to try to re-domesticate swans.”
I’m most of the way through thinking that was easy when Blossom says “First survivor I know about.”
This isn’t a grin, it’s the little prickling crackle across the Power, Blossom snickering in a friendly way.
“I’m going to have to apologize for ranting about ‘easy,’ aren’t I?”
“Yes,” Dove says, restraining arm over the neck of a unicorn wild-eyed with concern. “Though if you explain the swans to the township we’ll call it even.” Dove’s grinning, they all are. And proud. The link makes that impossible to doubt, or decide is anything else.
“Sorcerous domestication of fell creature, precipitous,” “sorcerous domestication of fell creature, planned,” and “sorcerous domestication of fell creature, accidental” are all different categories in the reporting infrastructure. I’d still rather do the paperwork.
Chapter 10
Zora
Wake asks at breakfast if we’ve maintained our trade in wine, and we all nod, all together.
It might not be entirely proper to call it maintaining a trade when it’s a bottle, or a few bottles, just one cider bottle didn’t seem polite, once a year. It’s more like being polite with the neighbours.
“Gift-exchange implies mutual knowledge.” Wake is entirely composed, but Wake is always composed.
“They’ve made that world.” Edgar, not Dove. There’s, it’s not a trophic web, it’s patterns of compulsion, it might be the creepiest thing I’ve ever seen. No one else, no one who isn’t us, seems to mind, one more illusion if you can’t hear Ed’s thoughts, don’t know what it is. Pelōŕios is looking up, horn brightening a little, only a very little, I think it’s the habit of someone with a built-in light, not a desire to make use of the Power, but Pelōŕios clearly doesn’t understand.
Wake studies the thing, I take a deep breath and study the thing, and after a few minutes it’s oddly reassuring. All the compulsion’s what you’d expect from evolutionary processes, the woods as a whole, the forest the idea of the Tall Woods must originate in, that’s in a very pleasant place, there aren’t any parasites or diseases, strictly as such, but the local maximum is stable and it’s all plain selection, there isn’t a will sitting on it anywhere.
“This is three bottles of cider,” Ed says. It’s a much smaller diagram, but you can see layer upon layer, it’s not that the bees are from a lineage with at least four distinct ancestral episodes of weaponization, that the apples have to be watched for distant pollen bringing in hereditary traits called things like ribbon eyes and fatal sleep, it’s weeding, four times a year, then the effort to keep the pressing clean, something specific and unpleasant in the orchard soil that has to be suppressed twice a décade in the spring. After that there’s what happens to the casks, to be sure nothing airborne snuck into them between when the cooper was finished and the fermentation’s done and the cider goes to casks. The bottles got autoclaved, which wouldn’t show if it wasn’t part of the general inerting. Safer and faster and a cider orchard makes enough to upgrade their bottle autoclave because they want to, not because it’s wearing out.
“We did think about this,” Dove says, quietly and directly to Wake. “We’re not obviously reassuring neighbours.”
Wake smiles gently, nods, and lets the whole concern go.
“A more present concern,” Wake says, “is the ward around the Tall Woods.”
The Tall Woods, and the hilltop meadows, and the Round House, where we all live.
We’re all baffled, and it shows. That was the fourth sorcerous thing we did as a linked team, and I would, we all would, have thought it was entirely robust. Especially as we were running a Power feed for Wake’s construct, it didn’t rely on any of our skill. We’ve been feeding it Power ever décade since, and it’s grown in depth and density of Power.
“Sufficient concentrations of the Power dissuade material completeness,” Wake says. “Especially considering the Tall Woods’ clear demarcation from its surrounds.”
“The Line standing movement orders,” Dove says, and then there’s a list in all our heads, about a fifth of the list is places you don’t go because you might not come back out, then the symptoms of such places. The don’t-go-there list ends with annotations about the unspecific fate of the Third Heavy Battalion of the Sixth Brigade, back in the Year of Peace One Thirty One.
Wake nods.
“We don’t know how to alter wards.” Chloris never sounds as cautious as Chloris feels, the sound is always a proper moderate caution, and the felt amount can be anything except that, Chloris wavers between vast caution and none at all. Which isn’t Dove and Edgar’s bad influence, neither of them ever feel an iota more cautious than circumstances compel them to be, and maybe not that much.
Not that either of them would put it that way. And now they’re both starting to drift into unsettlingly curious.
“Lot of oomph in that ward.” Dove’s contemplative, there’s a scale graph, the ward loses Power slowly, much more slowly than we’ve been adding it. Adding Power and not thinking about it, this was set up when we had no idea at all, and wards are formally the last thing we get taught as students.
Sometime after Festival, probably.
Wake nods at me, specifically, and says “I should defy Halt to alter that ward without extensive ritual preparation. But much as a house foundation found to sink is corrected by addressing the substrate, we might hope to keep the Tall Woods from falling out of the world by some means other than altering the ward.”
Nobody reaches for the internal library. Whenever a teacher says we it’s not a “let’s see what you can devise” problem, it’s a “this is a bit tricky and we’re going to help you” problem. And you don’t look those up because if you do look those up sometimes you get the shakes because the literature references involve pre-Commonweal mass casualty events, tentative explanations for how a species of people got like that, the phrase “comprehensive extirpation,” or, and I suppose this is my favourite bit of report language, “widespread inadvertent defacing,” from back when dispassionate language was a new thing in reports.
“A common problem on a smaller scale,” Wake says, benevolence oblivious to our concern. “Theoretically well-understood subsequent to the initial creation of the Shape of Peace.”
Which turns into, aside from reading lots of math, surveying in the season of cold mud. Pelōŕios just doesn’t sink into mud, something the creators of this ilk of unicorn got right. Neither does Wake. I’m sure the reason is different. We all have illusions of mud shoes and high boots, and it works, even when early spring gets confused and snows.
Delicacy is always a tricky thing. Maybe for me especially, it doesn’t matter that both my talent flavours are called tweaker when I’m often trying to affect tiny things. There might have been a third point to that second class with Blossom, not just work when it hurts and this is dangerous, but the hint that the whole of sorcery is a lot like trying to understand what it is helpful to hit with the big hammer.
No hammer this time; no blurring of history, something you can use to keep your study from coming unstuck, the study you built out of the same material and contingency as everything else around it, but “entirely unsuitable,” Wake says, for the Tall Woods.
So we make metaphysical string. Lots, and spread it out over a huge area, some of it runs under the West Wetcreek and more of it runs under the Canal. Western West-East Canal, it’s not East-East until it’s east of Slow Creek, but no one ever calls it that casually, it’s just the Canal. That involved paperwork, the Food-gesith’s clerks in Westcreek Town don’t have a flinch response to us showing up with forms. The Galdor-gesith’s do, though I think that’s mostly because the first time one of them just had to get into a stubbornness contest with Dove.
All of that was fine, it even looks like we’re doing something, galumphing about on mud shoes and sticking material anchors, zirconium dioxide ones because we’re doing this with Wake and alumina wouldn’t be ceramics practice. With zirconium dioxide we have to do the internal markings with hafnium, which at least is found with the zirconium. We have to make sure to do the separation without either metal catching fire, but we’re used to worrying about fires.
We’re all pretty good at scowling at oxygen by now, bubbles of vacuum, and several other phrases that I can’t use when I write letters to my sister, because there will be worry and years of being extremely careful writing to my mother will suddenly fail.
It’s impossible to convince myself corundum isn’t a regular material, it might not be anywhere else but it’s what soaking tubs are made out of in Westcreek Town. There’s a really stubborn collective formed by some clockmakers and some tub-coopers determined to devise a way to extend that, too, and there are five geans just as determined to fund them.
Then it’s my job to keep the big string-weaving from cutting through or damaging anything alive, which is mostly a problem of getting things to move out of the way as the, have to call it tension, comes on to the ideas of strings. Pelōŕios doesn’t ask questions when I’m working. Not all of my fellow-citizens have that much sense, though you’d think they would.
The main weaving’s Ed and Constant. When it’s done Dove thinks scion of the spider-god in a tone that makes Chloris blush and Pelōŕios shy a little and there’s a pause while Wake’s perceptions filter through all of it, we get told it suffices the purpose, and there’s the inevitable abide and cohere pronouncement.
Pelōŕios looks panicked, I do my best to make reassuring noises, there is no way to say “don’t worry, everything will be fine” in Unicorn Four and saying “it can’t hurt us” would be an audacious lie. Won’t, certainly, but that’s not the same, if you just met Edgar. You can say “reliable allies” in Unicorn, and I do, but Pelōŕios doesn’t seem convinced. Progressively calmer, when nothing else terrifying happens, which is not the same thing as convinced.
Can’t hug a unicorn without asking, can’t ask until the twitching stops. Can’t guess what else to do, so I stand there and wait.
Chapter 11
Zora
The problem with knowing how to shapeshift is that it creates more problems than it solves.
Being enormously skilled at shapeshifting, being Grue, still creates problems. They’re mostly social and reputational and metaphysical by then, instead of noting that I know how to be myself really well, but not anything else and the anything else is only more useful than dangerous if it turns out I did it flawlessly.
Being able to get rid of being tired and hurt is really useful. It’s essential to the whole metaphysical metabolic transition we have to make, it’s essential to getting through the course of study that makes that metabolic transition practical, at least to doing it quickly enough to survive. It does no good to be ready for the transition after your talent’s found a way to kill you. It doesn’t even have to be cooking your brain, losing half the enzyme chemistry in your liver will do, too. Lots and lots of ways.
I’m not actually bad at this, being most of a sorcerer’s much more dangerous than not at all, for any given thing, the same way a mostly finished house has a lot more to drop on your head when it falls down than a foundation excavation does. So if I was really bad at it I’d be dead. My classmates aren’t even further up the sky than I am, no matter how much I feel like a song-sparrow among dragons.
If only it were dragons. There are critter teams that can handle dragons.
Could talk to Grue, but not really ask, because Pelōŕios is frightened of Grue, more frightened of Grue than of Halt, which ought to be the only time that’s ever happened.
At least happened for any length of time, and now I really am dithering.
The garden doesn’t seem to bother Pelōŕios, despite a traumatic arrival, despite swans. Every now and again you can hear the gleeful territorial trumpeting. Waterfowl or not, I think swans like a day when it’s finally not raining just as much as anybody else. The original paths are still holding up, even with hooves, translucent and adamantine, ticking along them.
You can look a unicorn in both eyes at once, they’ve got lots of binocular vision because their heads really aren’t in the least horse-like beyond the basic blunt-wedge profile, Unicorn Four jaws articulate on the spine as well as the skull, they’re certainly not synapsids in skeletal architecture. Eyes to the side, but the grooved rostrum doesn’t get in the way when the eyes rotate forward in the socket. It looks much stranger from the front.
In Unicorn, it comes out as something like “It is conceivable that your sojourn among us would be less unpleasant were you to permit an increase in my understanding of your form,” only the various uses of your come out half inferior and half superior, which probably means I sound indecisive or incomprehensible.
Wasn’t clear, I get “I do not understand” back, in what would be human tones if it wasn’t half full of really deep whistles like fast air in big tunnels. Pelōŕios has been learning, too.
“Were you to travel the roads alone, passerby would be alarmed.” Even with, and it was nine-tenths joke, Dove’s suggestion of an “if found, please return” collar. No one would be able to avoid being alarmed, unicorns really are alarming. Unicorns think that’s a good thing, and outside the Peace I suppose it is. It took a while for Grue to stop being alarming on trot-to-work days, and Grue had warned people first. Even with the warning, Grue shifts back and explains.
Holding still’s obviously difficult for this increasingly healthy unicorn, but Pelōŕios has no ability to shift human and explain. It matters that passerby are alarmed, that’s part of what “peace” means. That there’s an authority who will object is going to have to suffice for now, explanation-wise.
The explanation of what, exactly, I want, not Pelōŕios’ actual shape but the history of this kind of unicorns, takes a lot longer. I can make up something that looks like a unicorn, tell the Power to make me something that looks like anything I can imagine, but that’s somewhere between rash and suicidal, the Power is not benevolent, it needs to be a shape where I know the constraints, the mechanisms of function. Asking for works, well, works; appearance can turn you into a statue, there’s three of those in material artifact libraries in the City of Peace.
So I can either spend twenty or thirty years on research, or I can use a working unicorn example, if I want to be able to turn into a unicorn. Which means getting the unicorn to understand that what’s involved, so they can say yes or no about it.
Which is one reason to be out in the garden, outside, always better to a unicorn, and no especially troubling memory for the place. Pelōŕios seems to go by events, and losing an accumulation of hurts stuck more than being terrified did, or maybe it’s just a clear distinction being made between sorcerers. I’m still having no success explaining. “Like reading a book” conveys very little, unicorns have no notion of personal property, there’s territory and authority and dominion but not much in the way of things, it’s your rock if you can kick any other unicorn who might want to say it’s theirs. Exchange of knowledge seems to be unheard of, you get given bits, you discover bits on your own, unicorns just aren’t a co-operative species.
“Could you ask a tree for an account of its years?” It comes out worse than that, stilted, it’s hard to say ask in Unicorn, I’m not even sure I’m making the right whistle-tones.
And “account” is wrong, no notion of formal reports or financial records. “Recount its years? Tell you the story of its experience of time?”
“That tree?” with a head-flip. Unicorns point with their horns, I suppose there aren’t many options.
That tree is the Independent Mulch, and I manage to explain that no, not that tree, not the general idea of a tree, some regular tree that has no especial characteristics, you just wish to understand its kind so you start with an example and reach back into the history you’ve got a specific expression of sitting there in front of you.
“It would shrivel and die,” Pelōŕios says in a quiet mix of words and whistling.
Right. Mix of namer, flame-thrower, and something like a tagmat. Meant to fight, not understand.
The pea plants are up, just up, they’re going to be head-high and full of flowers on the best trellises anyone’s ever had, but right now it’s all two small leaves and hope.
All that hope, sun-climbing spring, and it’s a pea-plant. Pea-plants are easy, so something like a good choice. It takes ten minutes, the shrivel-and-die threshold would be somewhere down around five, and the little spectral ball of understanding, not this one plant, the idea of being a pea-plant instead of a daisy or any other of the extensively numerous relatives.
Hand that to Pelōŕios, well, present it for a hesitant neck-stretch and head-lowering before a kind of slow inhale. There’s spectral swirling, more like waving your hands through steam than breathing mist. Lots of horn-brightening, and Pelōŕios’ eyes get brighter, and you can’t say it’s tail lashing, it’s freeform slow curves. This has Pelōŕios’ whole attention. I’m not sure if it requires whole attention or not, not enough experience to be able to tell.
There’s a, not a whistle, I don’t know the name for that particular noise. Then close to ten minutes of staring at the specific pea plant, with the tail-twitches winding down to nothing.
“It came to no harm.” Slow and startled whistles, if I’m learning as much as I think I am.
“I’d be a wretched gardener if it did.” I’d be a wretched gardener if I gave in to the desire to think grow at everything, too, and that’s a lot more tempting.
Unicorn has several words for wretched, I use the “through own incompetence” one, not the inherent-condition one or the subjugated-and-defeated one.
I get a nod, and then another, much slower one, tipping the horn just out of line is politeness, way out of line is mockery, straight on is offense or threat or a bunch of other things.
“Try,” Pelōŕios whistle-whispers, head lowering until our eyes are nearly level. I put a hand on the offered nose, horn shining over my shoulder.
What a complete mess.
Not Pelōŕios, specifically, though there’s got to be ways that’s true, there’s mostly heredity, someone did something, there was trait flow of some kind, four or five thousand years ago, not something huge, and then it’s nine thousand years back and it’s like looking at a wall that’s been made out of everything that used to be in the house, there’s bricks, all right, but also a sink and the stove and several poorly preserved bits of cast iron something, plus random cobbles from the path and hacked up lengths of water pipe is the only way I can think to describe it, you could get fifty years of publications out of cataloging all the peculiarities.
It’s amazing you get that shiny black coat and thistledown tail tuft out of this, it’s astonishing you get anything at all, there’s no redundancy, it’s heavily reliant on the Power, if the species ever loses the idea of being unicorns, the idea isn’t redundant either, they’re going to go away in a generation.
The generation they won’t be doing. It’s, if someone tried to do something like this in the Shot Shop, this complete incohesive mish-mash, the team leads would forbid them the grounds the entire rest of their lives, it would never get to Blossom.
Which is good, because this is something Blossom would be harsh about, and Blossom can’t be, people would kill themselves. Blossom being mildly, tactfully critical, the shot-shop joke is that it’s like trying to get ink out of water with a spoon, to get Blossom’s disapproval out of who you are today.
I don’t want to turn into this, this is a very bad idea, dozens and dozens of very bad ideas, that somehow manage to not be completely dysfunctional. Well, honesty, it’s quite functional, it’s just hasn’t got any depth, it’s the kind of thing that goes suddenly extinct, no adaptive repertoire, no diversity to respond to change. The Power’s holding it together, but that’s brittle. Turning into this, I could lose the ability to turn back, this is one single idea imposed on the world with Power, I don’t know what this was intended to be, the idea underneath, it wasn’t horses, before someone got impatient and angry and insisted.
An image comes to me, tentative and cautious. Okapi is an unfamiliar name. The shape’s right, though, unicorns are the hyper-cursorial sophont version, there’s another image, something much smaller, two forked horns, tendons a marvel of elasticity, that’s the fast in the family. How could anybody with both of those to work from manage to botch a physicality like this? The semi-fixed, you’re never going to get a unicorn with any other talent flavour, expression of talent, the connections to the Power, those are all competent, the predatory part’s deliberate, it’s not a case of being left unfinished, someone wanted cavalry that could eat magic and accepted “must always eat magic” to get it in a way that would be much harder to defend against.
Really a name, okapi is a true name, the other isn’t, there’s a full sense but no name. Don’t want to summon any, not even this as it was, want to understand what made the clade of living creatures.
Deep breath, really deep breath, much larger lungs. Little bit of whistle on the exhale. Shape I was born into, unicorn, born, unicorn, born. Several more careful breaths. Unicorn, and reach. I didn’t get stuck in the horn structure, still a life-tweaker when I’m like this, still not militant at all, so I did that part right. Not a predator, either, it’s not much of a difference, it’s not like the Power has any inherent objections to providing for the metabolisms of any number of stranger things.
Me. The diversity of my classmates and teachers.
My born-shape and careful whistles. “Thank you.” Like crawling through strangle-vine to say in Unicorn, it’s just possible if you’re very, very careful.
Pelōŕios snorts once, visibly thinks about what to say, Pelōŕios isn’t hurt, altered, or weakened, I was exceedingly careful, makes a pressure-cooker failure noise and spins left, toward Mulch’s tree.
Toward the Independent Mulch, standing there on feet.
Chapter 12
Zora
The Independent Mulch came through for two days when we were putting in the sanitation ponds, we’ve been using their instructions ever since. And their starter culture for the first pond, and thinking about it for the first time since being glad to get those barrels, Mulch must have made that, it’s not like there was any place to get it from. That’s a really impressive level of organic synthesis.
I think it was an impressive level of planning, too, because that Mulch was neat and calm, and this Mulch is … wild.
I put a hand on Pelōŕios’ withers, there isn’t even a twitch, it’s not even close to being a polite action, but it might help. Sorcerers and unicorns getting into staring contests, staring while Mulch’s hair goes even less orderly and Pelōŕios’ horn starts to be casting-shadows bright, isn’t certain of a peaceful outcome.
“You said okapi.” It’s an odd sentence to be saying in gentle, placid tones, but I manage.
The Independent Mulch smiles, very widely, as though they are about to burst into tears, and says “Yes” like it has four syllables.
“That was very helpful, thank you.”
Which is certainly true, but I have no idea what to do. I think Mulch is having trouble coming out of tree-time, they weren’t necessarily entirely well when they became a tree here, I remember a mention of Power exhaustion, that they’d been working much too hard in the Folded Hills, trying to get productive fields in when the Displaced first moved. I don’t know what that means, Power exhaustion can be anything from a severe case of talent-tired to having damaged your mechanism for conveying the Power, something that doesn’t necessarily grow back on its own, without help, or at all.
There’s a faint crunch behind me. I feel Pelōŕios twitch, it wants to be a leap away, but that direction of away would be toward Mulch.
Of course it’s Halt. There isn’t anything in the world you could possibly mistake for Halt.
“That was well done, Zora dear.” Halt’s smiling the approving smile, which is only a little unsettling. “Perhaps you could take Pelōŕios for a run? If you get to Blue Creek, be sure to turn around.” Halt says that with a twinkle.
Halt’s chin lifts, entirely unnecessarily. “I should like to have tea with my colleague and catch them up on the news.”
The whistles Pelōŕios make translate to something stronger than “right this minute, yes, excellent idea,” so away we go. I only have to switch to human and explain twice, Pelōŕios is very good about stopping and not looking aggressive when I do. On the way back, people wave. I make plausibly waving auroral lights in reply.
Mulch is there at dinner, still looking somewhat wild. Though I suppose being sat at Halt’s left hand, next to Dove and across from Wake, might be a little unsettling for almost anybody. The grownup side is Wake, Blossom, Grue, space, Captain, most nights; having Mulch there means I’ve got Chloris right next to me, instead of the matching space, mostly matching space, my space doesn’t fill up with sleepy infants who want to lean on Grue.
Pelōŕios settles down very precisely, which is entirely usual, at the far end of the table from Halt, there’s a good acoustic spot there, and stretches their neck right out, so their head is on the floor, eyes closed, which isn’t usual at all. We did make it to Blue Creek, I had thought Halt was joking, but even at an easy run it wasn’t three whole hours, there and back.
“Shalt not the unicorn die for pride?” Mulch says. I think Mulch has complex feelings about unicorns, Mulch looks like a completely new set of facial expressions to learn, neither Grue’s view, directly, nor Blossom’s, via Dove in the link, come with any helpful hints or annotations.
It took me about a season to get used to a teacher whose face would wriggle through adjustments depending on what I was seeing. Creek social norms, what it was I’d be annotating if I was trying to explain Grue’s expressions, went quicker. That really did make sense right away as something Grue wanted to do, to be able to be understood as Grue meant to be in the Creeks. Treating someone’s face wriggling subtly as a regular thing was a lot tougher than explaining what I was seeing.
The unicorn would be, well, the unicorn wouldn’t be here at all if not for the unfortunate, no, honesty, it’s stupid, obligate metaphysical predator element of its ancestral design. Though if I can keep up running and not need that, I wonder how much can be done with shapeshifting.
Not that much, Grue says.
“Perhaps the unicorn shall live for Peace,” Chloris says, utterly serene, and Mulch’s face shows no expression at all. Chloris likes Pelōŕios. They all do.
Pelōŕios doesn’t believe that, hasn’t got any way to start to believe that. It’s a minor triumph that Pelōŕios’ ears have swiveled toward the music, being willing to make the visual admission that the music is valued.
Tell me long-term responsibility to care for someone is bad for you, Dove says, meaning me, and passing Blossom the pickle caddy.
I couldn’t do that, and Dove knows it. A garden’s a whole lot but it’s not the same. Having, well, not precisely a patient, someone specific to help, someone where I get to see the help being help, that’s a good way to avoid feeling useless.
Tonight’s five reed-horn players, in various larger sizes, and someone with a coil-horn. No piano, no strings, it’s different. Written by a survivor of the March, one of the drovers, not someone in the Line, I can pick that off the general mass of thoughts without being wildly unlawful by looking in any specific person’s head. The music is very ordered and peaceful, but there’s something in it. I can feel Dove’s spine react, Edgar reaching for Dove, Constant reaching for Chloris. They’ve done drills, out in the Eastern Waste. Given the choice, those are the pairs they fight in. I did mostly triage drills with Grue and horribly realistic illusions, and tried to ignore the noise and the Power-slosh. Blossom, who was making the illusions, pointed out that the Power-slosh made it better training.
It’s a good thing there’s a custom of not talking when there is music playing, because I’d never manage a conversation with my thoughts like this. It takes some effort to pull myself in, to not, it might be wake or it might be agitate, Pelōŕios. Who does need the rest.
Who needs the running, too. Exercise, if nothing else, but I think it’s at least as important for not feeling trapped. Not being able to run’s not a habitual state for a unicorn.
Running is simple. Simple is relaxing. It’s not remembering being part of the whole working link ripping five thousand tonnes of salt apart. It was fun to do, it’s a satisfying exertion and it felt skillful, not just large, I don’t know if it’s legitimately skillful to the just run of Independents but on average we have to be getting somewhat skillful, none of our teachers would want us to not be skilled, novel form of Power use entirely notwithstanding.
Why, well, I didn’t sit out all the fighting drills, nothing says I can’t link up and push even if I’m not going to be taking executive in a fight and we practiced enough to make sure theory and practice were in agreement. Dove’s point was that everybody would have a nearly-reflexive response to the air going bad, let’s see what happens to the illusory opponents in a cloud of sodium ions, never mind the chlorine gas, they’ll expect the chlorine.
Dove thinks about things like that the way I think about how to make strawberries a tall bush plant without making it too difficult for the plant to get enough water up to the berries.
If I’m going to resurrect a dead species out of Halt’s memories and improve it I can at least keep the berries properly succulent.
This is obviously a stay-for-tea night. How I know that is starting to bother me, no one ever says anything, I just know. It isn’t like being a grownup, not even a very junior grown-up, but it’s like an expectation that you’re going to be, not that far in the future.
It bothers me.
A lot of things have been bothering me, it’s not enough to learn. I’m going to have to decide.
Just as soon as I can figure out what I’m deciding.
Chapter 13
Zora
Tea is risky.
Not physically risky, though I’m still glad Ed hatched in unreasonable degree because people stopped fussing about the possibility of the diligent young Regular Three drinking wood lettuce root tea by mistake. Trying to explain to the occasional still-worried person how someone can just decide to have a metabolism that can eat pretty much anything without being disturbingly detailed or invoking Halt hasn’t been easy.
Especially when I’m pretty sure it is invoking Halt, and I’ve very carefully not checked if there’s another instance of Halt somewhere when Halt shows up to sort out our potentially public difficulties. I’m almost as careful not to mention Ed getting giddy on cesium perfluoroheptanoate, a vast and amiable darkness, or Grue’s reasoning about why that would work, after the usual metal salts in ammonia stopped working and Ed had an inappropriate advantage in the recovery-of-regular-function part of the shapeshifting classes.
That line of thought gets me a twinkle with my very formal teacup. The set with the peach-coloured glaze rims, you can see shapes through the porcelain, and the tea itself is a robust substance that I can’t identify to precursors. There’s more than one precursor, it’s not all the same plant providing the leaves. It is leaves; Halt likes at least two kinds of tea that are roots, one of which is heavily processed and the other is just grated, I don’t think it’s even dried.
Dove and Edgar get back from it being their turn to shift dishes and sit down. Pelōŕios is still asleep, really restfully so. I will have to make sure running up and down the Canal towpath meadow is an accepted use when you’re in the form of a unicorn.
I can’t tell what Mulch is seeing, what we seem to unfamiliar eyes. Mulch doesn’t look especially pleased about it.
Doucelin, the Galdor-gesith fylstan who was assigned to the notional school we’re going to last year, comes over and sits down where the Captain was. It’s Third Day, Ed and Halt had both nodded at the Captain’s inquisitive look as the Captain headed out, so this won’t take too long.
Ed’s not nervous. No sense whatsoever in trying to tell if Dove’s nervous. Chloris has a lap full of immaterial ocelotter. Spook treats Chloris as solid, but is shimmering through the table in the process of obtaining a proper and extensive head-scritching. Creating the sort of scene that torments poets is no part of Chloris’ or Spook’s purpose or awareness.
Doucelin looks up and down the table before producing a formal message, rolled up in a tube and the tube’s sealed with an active binding, not just wax. That’s extremely formal, your annual countdown notice concerning your necessary return to be judged for an Independent isn’t nearly that formal.
The message is for Mulch, who reads it, and mutters something.
“The Commonweal’s present state does not constitute an emergency.” Doucelin grins, Doucelin’s not the formally-a-Clerk sort of clerk, there aren’t enough of those ever and being a fylstan is more about talking to people than deciding if the mechanisms of society will work the way Parliament intends. All our nominal school supposedly needs is someone to keep records and handle the inescapable accounting and attestations as we start being asked to do more regular work, and Doucelin’s very good at that. Doucelin told us the story about the formal correspondence that began “the Commonweal does not presently exist in a state of emergency” and the water that got into the letter tube after the time Dove said “Six Hills Township has been extirpated.” Dove meant a part of a weeding job was done, and Doucelin knew it, but it’s still the sort of thing that causes upset when it gets into formal correspondence.
Upset, all the nervous questions and the uncertain inquiries, Doucelin’s very good at handling those, too, which is why we’ve got a fylstan who qualified for Clerk and didn’t take it because people were too much fun to give up.
“In what particular might those forbidden work be found to differ from those forbidden life?” Mulch sounds weary, not angry, and strange, it’s not just the vowel sounds, it sounds like last year’s dead dry leaves are talking.
Doucelin loses the grin, and looks gentle instead. “The Commonweal may not, in regular times, require more than one year in ten of service from Independents. The total ascribed to the Independent Mulch greatly exceeds that figure, to the detriment of the functioning of the Commonweal.”
Halt had Clerks Hyacinth and Lester, at separate times, run us through the reasons for that policy. It’s a prominent example of the kind of math that’s easy to write down and hard to solve, but it reduces to “no slaves” socially without any difficulty.
Mulch is old, a pre-Commonweal sorcerer and old enough that Mulch doesn’t have an official age. Wake has an official age, I’m not sure anybody else but Halt doesn’t have an official age. Never militant, not even the kind of marginally militant Grue or Ongen possess that makes you think there must be a risk to pushing them too far. Mulch might not believe the “no slaves” part of the Ur-law.
Wake says with a cheerful face and a smell of distant burning, “Eventually one must undertake the work which admits what you yourself value.”
Wake’s archaeology, if you can call using necromancy to just ask the former inhabitants archaeology, Wake’s abiding interest in ceramic buildings, I think it’s six geans now in Westcreek Town that are trying at least one ceramic house. I can’t imagine anyone minding those, but that gap in imagination might just be having watched someone come ask Wake to find out if the lower marshalling yard for a barge-basin in Woolmill was haunted. They brought their kid when they came to ask, because it was the kid who was sure about the haunted.
“Might then I depart, and dwell as listeth me, out of all the world?” Mulch’s voice sounds as though the dead dry leaves have become sad.
Doucelin’s face goes still. “Any Independent may petition Parliament for permission to travel outside the Commonweal.”
Mulch nods. “To be trapped and beyond help, both, an doom come.”
“If you can hide so well as that, it scarcely matters where you are” Halt says to Mulch, quite entirely calmly. Halt’s starting a biscuit plate moving and Mulch doesn’t take one, which seems silly. Sillier than calling the plate for cookies a biscuit plate, which takes doing.
“If permitted me not to hidden be, little listeth where.” Mulch sounds, for the little listeth where, too tired to be angry.
Ed’s got the curious head-tip, the link has, approximately, Where now doth Mulch abide? in it as the whisper of a thought.
Faint echoes of an inescapable darkness.
Mulch looks at Doucelin, not Ed, though looking at Ed would have to be through Dove, and not at Halt, which I’d kind of expect whenever that language gets used. “Your masters have permitted another.”
“After much concern and travail of discussion,” Doucelin says, entirely calm. “The Commonweal exists for the increase of choice to those within it.”
“As every light goes out,” Mulch says. “As the leaf was green, and crumbles now.”
This is getting really, really tough to follow.
Spook hops up on the table, which means Chloris is looking directly at Mulch through Spook. Mulch isn’t, can’t be, used to having a ghost ocelotter emerge from the wall because somewhere behind their active thoughts Chloris is wondering where you physically are.
“The tree outlasts the leaf,” Chloris says. Only it’s really Death says, perfect and gentle. Mulch is visibly not used to that, either.
“Little as liketh the leaf to be tied to the twig,” Mulch says, with some echo of good humour.
“Single sovereign power,” Doucelin says. “It should do your mind little good to be disassembled by something mighty desiring to know how focuses are made.”
There’s a slight pause, and “The which you know not,” Doucelin says, with real cheer, not ‘we’re going to keep the meeting accomplishing something’ cheer.
There’s a pause, and Halt says “Really, colleague, I am yet Halt.”
We’re all baffled by that, in a “what else is Halt going to be?” sort of way, until we start thinking. It’s not about manifestation, any of the possible manifestations of Halt. It’s that two kids, someone bringing a knitting question where they have just not been able to comprehend despite some careful non-Halt explanations, and the person who keeps the dishes rotation had all stopped, between the meal and the nibbles, to talk to Halt. One of the kids had a note from a glass-collective team lead.
Mulch’s eyes narrow. “Seems, and seeming.”
“We be seemings all, thou smoke of other burnings” Blossom says, grinning.
Doucelin’s still got a gentle look, and what I can only call a peaceful voice. “As you are experientially newly displaced, and in a country unfamiliar, perhaps you would consider to teach for a time?”
“My chief accomplishment of haste?” Mulch says back to Doucelin, with not entirely mock disbelief.
“Your accomplishments botanical,” Doucelin says.
“Fear is found in strangeness.” No dry leaves, no anything at all in Mulch’s voice.
“Hope, also,” Dove says back, in the voice of the unconquered sun.
Mulch hasn’t got an answer, which is how I wind up with what amounts to a biology and gardening tutor.
I’m glad, I’m very glad, but it doesn’t seem entirely fair. Nerving yourself up to argue with Halt is bad enough, adding the gesith-via-a-fylstan in doesn’t help whatsoever, and then Dove.
Mulch doesn’t seem to mind. Mulch will be sleeping in the spare work shed. We made six when we made them, one each for the material people and one for general storage and one for “we’ll think of something.” “Think of something” has turned into “house an Independent,” but “work shed” turned into eight metres by twenty four inside with a full cellar and hypocaust when we made them, so it’s hardly privation, or inhospitable. Wake called the construction, monolithic silicon carbide with titanium plank shingling almost purely for the looks, “sturdy.” The only thing the sheds don’t have is a tub, and they do have big strips of corundum clerestory window, there’s no view at all but we angled the cuts into the south side of the ridge so there’s some sun.
Really ornate blast pits, in a sense of just-in-case, but secure and sturdy and quiet.
Which might have turned out better anyway; the view would be the ponds, if we hadn’t set the work sheds well below the ridge, and the ponds are full of swans, two swans is remarkably full in a four hectare pond. We didn’t plan on swans.
Mulch doesn’t show any sign of distress at the swans. The swans don’t show any signs of distress at Mulch, which is reassuring. I wasn’t sure if the swans thought Mulch belonged or not, but just changing shape from tree to human doesn’t seem sufficient to confuse the swans. Switching to being a unicorn doesn’t confuse them, either.
I get a week of finding out how much I don’t know about the garden before an emergency happens.
Chapter 14
Edgar
A wet spring, after a snowy winter.
I try not to say anything about the mud. It’s not like it bothers us, we get practice at being offhand about hoisting mired people out, a broad cylinder of them and the mud and then let the mud drain, straight lift isn’t a good plan, it’s stubborn mud.
Dove figured out how the Round House entry hall tiles work this past winter, it’s not precisely difficult but it’s not a natural way to think even for enchanters. It took some effort to convince Blossom, one of those things that’s so elegant you have trouble believing it’s not incomplete.
They’re horrible to make, you have to get the whole elegant idea in your mind and keep it there, it makes Dove swear and Blossom mutter darkly. Not a question of Power, we don’t need to help, it’s not very much Power at all. Just … elegant.
The tiles work, though, and Dove and Blossom between them made enough to reflag the entryway for the refectory.
We’re told it helps a lot. The muddy chunk of spring is always a strain, the mud wants to come inside and near enough to works at it.
We’re doing own-work exercises in the mornings, not own-work projects but part of a general teacherly desire to have us practice working on our own enough that we reliably can, the link’s pervasive. Our teachers really don’t want a hive mind, or at least not a relentlessly subsuming one, that’s Grue’s joke. It makes Halt look stern.
All the own work has turned lunch into a general discussion about work combined with explaining what table manners are for to Pelōŕios. I’ve only noticed three failures of composure at nearby tables so far, I don’t think any of them have been over the table manners.
This lunch turns into Blossom showing up without bothering to walk through the door, a complete failure of decorum.
“Time to go stave off a dam collapse in the Folded Hills” is what Blossom says. Various composures smooth out. If people are at serious risk of dying, decorum changes.
The link deepens and what’s left of lunch goes away, another failure of decorum outside emergencies.
Zora and Pelōŕios dash out to run for the Round House, really run, sprinting as unicorns, even if the bridges and traffic rules will slow them down a bit. We all keep travel bags packed, round trip won’t be more than ten minutes.
Really want to learn how to do the larger-on-the-inside storage trick. We’re told it’s generally a first-few-decades thing for new Independents.
Presumably the desire to have more than a pair of clean socks and something to sketch with becomes overwhelming.
The rest of us stack dishes on trays, put it all back carefully on the dishwashing side. Devouring things like that leaves shiny clean dishes, no one wants there to be a mistake.
Grue shows up with Romp and Stomp; Stomp has both bigger-on-the-inside cases back of the saddle, cruncher hide and plain. Blossom’s writing a note for Mulch about Zora, Mulch might not be reliable about meals but they’ve been entirely reliable about showing up to teach Zora in the afternoons.
Eirene’s working on the meals. It makes Mulch visibly uneasy if your perceptions include the Power. Can’t shake a feeling Mulch feels like they might be being fattened for slaughter.
We’re not going up to the highway, we’re headed south. There’s a narrow awkward-but-usable pass about twenty kilometres north of Longbarns, found in the first year of the Second Commonweal. There’s another from the closest valley to the next one over, which is where we’re going.
“Thorn Company of the First’s going to run us down to the pass,” Blossom says. “We figure out how to get the rest of the way while that’s happening.”
Run’s not a sustainable rate. Dove’s surprised.
Haven’t been to the dam site, Blossom says. Meaning we have to get there overland, there isn’t any way to get there with the Power that Blossom can use to get us all there.
Food’s packed, wry and merry and full of edges from Grue, and we all sort of nod and head out of town. Food’s nothing to make assumptions about, anywhere in the Folded Hills, still. No one starved last winter, no crippling malnourishment. It was close. The first winter was closer, some places.
The marching and hastening Line rates of advance move you, but you don’t really feel it. You can move your feet or not, you’re being carried, it’s all done with the Power, even for the Line guys, but it feels like walking. “At the run” doesn’t, it feels like being picked up and hurled like a stone.
Dove sort of pats Slow on the shoulder after we get there, says thanks quietly.
Not a sustainable rate means there’s a company’s worth of collapsed Line guys slumped across the township landing, it’s not enough to call any kind of town, library, landing bank, archives, township hall, nine houses and six tax barns, but the people who live there get started on pouring water and soup into the Line guys. They’re calm about it, they had some notice, the what-why-us happened before we got there.
Not quite fifty minutes, bit over a hundred kilometres of road, less on a map. There’s going to be a lot of people asking about a Line company moving that fast.
“Romp can take Chloris,” Grue had said. Which is true; Chloris is only a little taller than Grue, not significantly heavier, and Romp can deal with Chloris. Romp’s convinced I’m a bad idea, categorically and entirely. Dove’s fifty-ish kilogrammes heavier than Grue, which would matter for distance if Romp thought Dove was safe, which Romp doesn’t. Not objectionable, precisely, but not safe. “Pelōŕios is a unicorn, I can pretend, Zora can pretend,” Grue says.
Dove had nodded, and said We can manage.
Which, well, no, this isn’t something I can do, not for moving fast. Dove’s going to move both of us.
Grue’s shifted, Zora’s shifted, Romp’s agreed Chloris is an acceptable rider, Dove gets a quirky smile and turns into a bird that would mass more than Dove. The standing eye height’s constant.
All the feathers are burning red. Once Dove gets flying, it’s not metaphorical burning.
Beak’s gold, and hooked, and shining, a little less than the eyes.
I sort of reach out and the burning has smoke, the feathers have dark tips and black edging and I’m not standing there anymore.
Chloris says You are showing off, feeding us both what it looks like from outside.
That isn’t shapeshifting, Grue says, undecided about being concerned.
Read me again from the Book of Snow Dove says, to me, in a way Grue will hear.
Well, Grue says, and then You shouldn’t have, possibly half serious, to Blossom.
Not that it’s going to help enormously, Blossom says, but don’t land until I’m already there and people have a chance to react calmly. Blossom’s face hasn’t moved, but the grin in the thought fills the world.
We’ll wait Dove says, launching.
Snow was a pre-Commonweal sorcerer by not very many years. Wheel’s, you can’t say teacher, you could maybe say Wheel survived Snow’s service, Wheel is one of the Twelve now.
We think now, Wheel’s back in the First Commonweal last anyone knows.
Wheel’s, Wake said flamethrower, that first month, listing our talent flavours, about Dove, and Wheel’s known for that same kind of thing. If you’re being polite, sometimes it’s balancer or evoker or something like that, but mostly everyone says flamethrower, because almost everything visible that got done with manipulating energy involved lighting people on fire. Things, people, stuff that isn’t supposed to burn. It’s Blossom’s secondary talent flavour, and a lot of why Blossom can’t weed effectively: things will burn. Halt says that by the time Blossom’s five hundred it won’t be a problem, and not to let Blossom’s enormous competence blind us to the fifty year head start.
That’s Halt not seeing why, given a few centuries, we can’t catch up.
Neither does Blossom.
It’s not a sisterly rivalry, it’s joint delight in observing what part of the world will bend in new ways. Two of them means more ways.
Energy, flows and balance and moving way too much into small unsuspecting volumes, is Dove’s primary talent. Easy enough to miss, it’s something you notice fighting, and we haven’t.
Get good enough at it, and it’s not shape-changing, you’re not in the form of anything alive, you’re dreaming yourself out of a circulation of the Power. Where your body goes is a question with at least five contradictory answers. If you got that far, it’s not much of a worry, you know where you are, you know where your body is, it will come up out of the undone circulation for you easier than waking from sleep.
It’s considered very advanced. Block says the Book of Snow is pretentiously obscure, but sound on the theory.
Even borrowing my head to read it with, Dove found the text a struggle. It reads different ways depending on how you look at it, the literary style conventionally supposes four opposed viewpoints and most statements should be ambiguous across all four.
It leads to an appalling terseness, the thing is also the thing in the season of unknowing, it doesn’t in any way qualify as instructions.
Block’s take on the subject is a fifth, equally contradictory, viewpoint.
Dove got stubborn about it, and is now more than skilled enough to become one single burning in the sky.
Structuring shadows for fast movement’s challenging, can’t do that with myself. Can become shadow, a structure of darkness, much more easily than switching to or from the fright.
Shadows have no weight, not that kind of weight, so I can tag along with Dove.
It’s restful. Dove doesn’t think in words like this, it’s happy, the word’s probably “meditative,” Dove’s hunting the intentions of those below, the little flock of things similar to unicorns.
The pass is only just marked, Blossom’s not having trouble following it but there isn’t a track, someone’s been this way precisely twice: it’s wilderness.
Pretty much everything in a wilderness will stay away from unicorns. No one has trouble, no one puts a hoof into a hornet’s nest or finds unsafe ground. Saturated soil and the force of running’s a bad combination on a mountain slope, it’s up and over and north up the valley and across that river, Blossom wills a bridge into being for long enough, then up and over again.
We get rained on, some, in the valley, a strange hiss off the fire-feathers as we’re spiralling lower. Don’t want to lose sight of those below.
Photons, sight, it’d be difficult to lose those on hooves, a hastening constellation in the Power.
Not a reason to try Constant says, amused, not admonishing.
The second pass is better, lower, not a road but you could call it a trail, you can see the intentions of the road, survey crews have been through.
It’s dark, well past dark, down in the valleys the sun gets a certain amount west and there’s a mountain range in the way, you can see the valley empty of light, but now it’s dark sky through the width of the world. Running up the west bank of the river, the road has a high feel, going along the gorge top, coming up to a long house set back from the road, just before the works of the dam. A few faint lights show against a square bulk in the dark, mist. Enough mist to make sight dim to these excellent eyes.
Can see the three tossing unicorn horns, the broad pale glimmer round Chloris, the sudden wide light round Blossom on Stomp as they clop to a stop, steaming.
People step back, hard not to, unicorns, happy rested unicorns, smell like panicked tigers, I’m told that’s what the smell is, I’ve never met a tiger. The standard description, for something impossible to miss and rarely experienced. Tigers are a big cat, quite willing to eat people, apparently they always have been, it’s not a sorcerous modification. When unicorns have been six hours running up and down mountains, wanting to be polite and not frighten people stops working, Pelōŕios has been good about it, but now the smell gets into your brain and says flee, good and loud.
Three of the people don’t step back. One of them is Crane, hard to recognize anyone in the horn-light tangling through mist, foam-white and mauve and soft gold, Chloris’ palely green penumbra, Blossom’s hell-white light pointed down and bouncing off wet stone and water, harder for lack of practice looking down at people from the air.
It all washes red and hissing as we land in a sweep of wings.
Not even a thump, and Dove and I are standing together in the mist.
Kynefrid, that’s Kynefrid standing next to Crane, starts to smile, tries to say hello, and just cannot stop laughing.
Chapter 15
Zora
It takes us an hour to get illusory flashboards on the dam.
That’s enough, well, that and some pork-and-parsnip soup and Dove being firm with them, to get the engineers and the lock-clerks and everyone who have been awake for two whole days after a décade of insufficient rest to go and sleep. Nobody makes good decisions exhausted and terrified.
The flashboards give the dam another three metres in height, about a day and a half at the current rate of rise. In one sense that’s not very much, but in another it’s doubling the time that was left, enough to let the sluice be closed and stop eroding the gorge wall. The dam will overtop sooner, but maybe the gorge wall doesn’t collapse.
Crane and Kynefrid and Crane’s other student Angren all said nice things about the soup. I try to murmur something appropriate back, even if I never know how to take food compliments from sorcerers. So many of them aren’t quite Ed, Ed can derive nutrition from mafic rocks, Grue showed me the process description but I can’t claim I understand it. There isn’t any food energy there, no chemical energy storage to exploit any more than there is in a glass window, but I suppose the point is that there doesn’t have to be, it’s a manifestation of metaphorical devouring. Hardly anyone works completely like that, hardly anyone can chew rocks, but sorcerers all seem to have metabolic oddnesses. So food compliments are doubtful. I’m much more pleased that the exhausted engineers all finished theirs.
Kynefrid sort of looks at me; there isn’t much undertone left with Kynefrid is what it feels like, though I think it’s much closer to there’s only as much as there was before Kynefrid left for traditional instruction. Kynefrid really isn’t us anymore, I try not to think about that, and it’s getting easier. Clearly a better outcome for Kynefrid.
“It’s good soup,” Kynefrid says, with most of a smile. “An opinion formed when I wasn’t cold.”
Pelōŕios is curled up and asleep and faintly whistly with distress if I move too far away, where “too far” is out of what looks like incidental physical contact. One more run down to Blue Creek didn’t make today easy for a convalescent unicorn. Chloris is doing perception for the big map the rest of us are making at one to two thousand scale. There isn’t a lot of information about the Folded Hills, there aren’t even complete topographic maps, one concern about the dam is we don’t know if the gorge rose or the reservoir sank, all we’ve got is the superficial geography. So they’re trying to do better, especially since the dam went in with expectations about rainfall that aren’t proving correct.
Grue and Blossom have gone outside, to look at the dam and to let Blossom drop the social face while thinking about what to do. Grue isn’t worried, even though Grue has been trying to cheer Blossom up. Most people wouldn’t do that by shapeshifting into a big pink parrot and flying back across the gorge to sit on Blossom’s shoulder, but it looks like it works. It’s hard to scowl at a big pink parrot.
Grue put all the binding-anchors down for the flashboards, walking across the whole top of the dam, because even if the whole dam had completely collapsed right then, Grue wouldn’t have been hurt.
Crane’s drinking coffee and looking contemplative.
Angren’s trying to understand how we made the field mugs the soup got handed around in, and doesn’t show much sign of having a good time with it. Yet more titanium, with a double wall and what the literature calls hard smoke, a lighter-than-air silicon structure. It’s an exceptional insulator and Wake had declared a vacuum too easy for our present level of skill.
This bunch of mugs are a set, so I don’t want to alter any, and there isn’t any titanium handy, but hard-smoke insulation works fine with glass, too. There’s half a tonne of mortar hardened in a lump behind the building and the local sandstone has some feldspar, so I can rummage around and get enough plausible glass for four mugs without having to do anything noticeable.
Angren followed all the steps. Crane was quietly following along to make sure Angren could follow all the steps, Crane’s attention feels different from our teachers’.
So Kynefrid’s holding a mug, Crane’s holding a mug, and Angren’s holding a mug. The fourth mug’s on the table in front of me and I get up and go help do the vegetation and soil and biosphere parts of the map. Following the presence of life’s an effective way to find sinkholes and tell how permeable the rock is.
When I come back, Angren’s still staring at the mugs; they’re in a neat square of four on the table. The edge of my leg comes back into contact with Pelōŕios’ spine and there’s a faint contented whistle.
“I thought Kynefrid was implausible.” Angren looks up, sort of sideways at me, and sighs. “It’s not just the external use of the Power.”
I suppose Kynefrid couldn’t start over using the Power internally, it’s a quiet thought, and Kynefrid smiles anyway. “Guess who has a four-hundred-year publication history advocating for external Power manipulation in a context of traditional charm working?”
“You’re still part of the experiment?” It’s impossible to make myself sound surprised.
“Apparently.” Kynefrid doesn’t sound displeased.
I should try to answer Angren’s question. “The mugs are just chemistry, the hard smoke is a little tricky because it needs that initial scaffolding, but it’s really just chemistry and moving heat and having opinions about what shape the materials should have.”
It’s not difficult chemistry, it’s not hard to insist it be consistent. It’s a practical tautology.
“I stopped doing material things that way because I couldn’t believe it wasn’t going to go horribly wrong,” Kynefrid says, to Angren, not to me. “A belief that grew stronger, and worse, the longer I did it.”
“You’re a wreaker?” Angren says to me, at least half uncertain that the question can be polite.
I nod. “Life-tweaker, stuff-wreaker, it’s not clear which is the primary talent though I prefer the life-tweaker sorts of work.”
“That sounds like a tagmat,” Angren says, a little puzzled. “But even if you can just make complex things,” there’s a restrained gesture at the mugs, “I don’t understand how the others can.”
The rest of us are coming over, the map’s done. One to two thousand, twenty-five kilometres north-of-northwest-to-south-of-south-east shrunk down to twelve and a half vertically exaggerated metres. Four metres wide’s excessive for this stretch of valley, the lake’s a kilometre wide, but it doesn’t hurt anything to have more detail. It’s got the whole far wall, but this place was built in the expectation of barge traffic that hasn’t happened yet, and won’t, until the population of the Folded Hills at least doubles.
“You can get any order you like with entropy,” Chloris says. “Even if you do start out thinking of it as the death of alternative possibilities.”
“Praise then Fire and the impulse of making,” Dove says, smiling and floating camp mugs full of water over for everybody. Crane demurs. Pelōŕios drank a whole twenty-litre bucket of restorative when we got here, Grue had insisted, and I think even enjoyed it, no matter what shade of green it was. I haven’t got any words for the sense of flavour that came off the stuff, but I’m pretty sure there’s no need to be waking Pelōŕios up for water now.
“Before there was anything else, there was darkness.” Edgar sounds quite cheerful. “When nothing else remains, yet there shall be darkness.” Angren’s nodding very slowly. “So everything in between lies in the province and dominion of darkness, to be altered as a creation unfinished.”
“No one told us it wasn’t possible,” Constant says, accepting the mug Crane demurred.
“An emergent property of Dove and Edgar’s consonance,” Constant says, an entirely amiable answer to Angren’s startlement. Crane’s trying to figure out if the water’s in the Otherworld or if Constant’s materially emerged.
The water’s in the Otherworld. It’s really, really hard to tell, Blossom has to look twice.
As yet, Crane says, and then Thank you.
“I don’t know if this is personal or not,” Angren says, “but I’m still baffled.”
“Baffled by?” Dove sounds as perfectly amiable as Constant did. We are going to have to work with other Independents, if and if, so it helps if they think we’re explicable only if they’re correct in their beliefs.
“Talent’s an expression of how you structure Power. Only apparently not.”
“Power does whatever you believe it does,” Blossom says, coming in looking entirely social, not lost-in-enchantments Blossom. “Literally and exactly, which is why systems of carefully structured constraints around that belief have a long history.”
Especially if you think you can’t really get anything good out of the Power. It would seem much too easy, otherwise.
Angren’s still looking baffled, and Kynefrid doesn’t know what to say. Kynefrid knows they don’t believe what we’re doing can work.
“Grow up or die.” I don’t think I sound bitter.
Angren looks at me, startled.
“That’s the whole thing. You know you have to be responsible or the Shape of Peace will kill you when you return to be evaluated, no matter what, even if you somehow last that long. Then you have to figure out what responsible means and it doesn’t take very long to realize that you never stop doing that, just like you never stop turning into an Independent. People might stop turning into sorcerers even in the Commonweal, but you can’t stop as an Independent or there’s going to be a gap where you need there to be self when it’s your turn to solve a new problem.”
Crane’s nodding.
“Halt hypothesizes that a lack of social connection convinces people that the work involved isn’t worth doing.” Blossom’s very best dispassionate academic voice, which is a lot better than Blossom’s full attention and wondering if there are sparks in your hair, too.
Hardly ever, Grue says, smiling out of the parrot shape into usual-Grue, standing next to Blossom.
“Dove’s team may have taken that somewhat to extremes,” Blossom says, smiling at us, I think Angren and Kynefrid get just the edges of it and blink, hard. The world floods with light. It’s not warm, it’s not one of Dove’s sunrise smiles, but the world does fill.
“It still looks like the hypothesis might be correct.” Blossom’s quite certain it is, and equally certain that certainty isn’t relevant, that it’s going to take five centuries and at least fifty Independents to begin to tell. I suspect the benches and the tables and the flagstone floor would know this if such things could possess knowledge; Kynefrid and Angren cannot escape understanding Blossom’s certainty.
“Nothing at all wrong with student sorcerers falling in love,” Crane says.
Have to wonder if Crane did. There are reports that describe Crane and Block as “formidable tri-centenarians,” using the same term, but I don’t think they’re associated at all.
Solely collegially Crane says.
Blossom’s attention indicates the map. “How far downstream did you go?”
“Only what you see,” Dove says.
“You could reach further,” Angren says, voice travelling between surprise and embarrassment in four words. Kynefrid is smiling.
Kynefrid’s going to seem less strange after this.
“If Chloris’ attention passes over people, they think they’re going to die. It’s ‘going to die’ in a ‘someday’ sort of way, an awareness of mortality, so not too bad. Dove’s attention or Constant’s is unsettling.” Which is more tactful than accurate, people sometimes panic.
“Mine can be a little worse than unsettling,” Edgar says. Which is useful, because I never know quite what to say. Ed’s full attention saved someone from a nest of hornets when we were weeding two springs back. It also convinced them they were already in some chill hell after running from the hornets had convinced them they were dead. We were all most apologetic about it but they still changed geans and moved to Slow Creek.
“We don’t need anyone more unsettled,” Dove says, the “unsettled” coming out with real conviction. Angren looks a bit skittish; Kynefrid squeezes their shoulder.
There are tens of thousands of people moving everything they can up into the hills, downstream of here. More than two-thirds of the agriculture in this valley, and just about a hundred thousand people depend on it.
“Is it bad enough I should try to help?” Kynefrid says, after the inevitable pause as we all had the same thought about the people who might get displaced yet again, after five years of uncertainty about food.
Dove and Blossom say “No,” together.
“It’s never bad enough to expend someone for no gain,” Dove says. “You’d help the multiplier, but not until the end.”
Kynefrid almost laughs, and nods, a little rueful showing.
“Multiplier?” Angren’s doing their best to keep “expended” out of their voice. It’s an honest try that doesn’t work very well.
“The more people in the working link, the stronger it is.” Chloris sounds like Chloris and not Death. “Blossom looks like there’s going to be some heavy lifting tomorrow.”
Blossom grins at us. “Maybe the day after, too.”
“It’s not safe?” Angren’s making a strange face. I wonder what Kynefrid’s said about the working link. About their reasons for leaving.
“It’s one whole thing together,” we all say, and nothing incidental about it, we joke that this is what Constant’s material voice ought to sound like, come that day. Grue gives us a look. Grue also hands Angren a big goblet of red wine.
“You’ll get shocky,” Grue says to Angren, and Angren nods, says thank you, and gets through half the goblet at a go.
“Elegant Blue,” Kynefrid says, and I make sure the rest of us have the reference, Elegant Blues need ethanol the way most species of people need something that will digest into glucose. Lots of them get tangled up trying not to look like drunkards in mixed company. There are Elegant Blues and Golds and Crimsons, they lack common descent but there was, we’re pretty sure, common intellectual descent among whoever created their species. So instead of the Regular cluster, where it’s speciation branching and numbering in order of divergence, with Elegants it’s arbitrary colours.
Well, arbitrary vivid colours. Elegants are reliably pretty. It would feel odd labeling an Elegant species puce.
Doesn’t want to embarrass Kynefrid in front of us Edgar says. Don’t ask me how you can combine a chill vastness and fondness into a single emotional tone, I don’t know how that works any more than it’s a good idea to have Ed alter plants.
Angren sets the goblet down. “I don’t know why I’d understand, I never understand Kynefrid’s explanation, but aren’t you separate people?”
Chloris floats some math into visibility. Angren doesn’t recognize half the operators, and says so. Crane’s expression gets intent.
“The tough part,” Dove says, creating an image of a different sort of math, “is that it’s all equivalent.”
I don’t think it’s half as funny as Grue does that my version, the one I find most readily comprehensible, is the algebra flavour called fields. No one flinches from Ed’s, it’s got a formal name but everyone calls it Halt notation. Studying it does different things to your mind than you’d expect from complex math.
“Sets, tensors, a field interlace, Halt notation, or convolved compositors.” Blossom’s voice has gone very gentle. “Same answer, the working link is a unitary thing, composed of unitary participants.”
“We’re us, they are all themselves.”
Crane smiles at us saying that all together.
“But why?” Angren says. “It can’t be the smallest thing, as a way to get social contact.”
“Capability,” Dove says. “All of the link is available to all of us.”
Angren nods, Kynefrid looks wistful, and you can see the identical analogy to beer going by on the surface of Crane and Blossom’s thoughts.
“I would get cold in winter,” Kynefrid says. “The Round House response is to maintain a circulation of the Power sufficient to be just warming enough. Traditionally, there’s a charm.” Tattooed inside Kynefrid’s left forearm. Really inside. I wonder how they do that, it’s material ink, not a magical alteration.
Formic acid, Crane says. In combination with long practice.
“We do charms,” Edgar says.
Crane’s head makes a tiny shake no. “You sometimes make workings small enough, and simple enough, that the result can be called a charm without offence to terminology.”
One of Crane’s small smiles. “By intent, as a thing meant to be replicated in wreaking shops.”
Chloris is looking, I’m looking, Dove is carefully not looking, at Crane.
“I was your conveyor,” Crane says. “I’ll be on your committees unless someone dies, or you challenge me to a duel.”
“Duels are unlawful.” Sorcerous duels enormously so.
“Precisely,” Crane says, with another small smile.
Crane reads all the reports about us, I think this means.
Crane has twice asked for clarifications, Dove says, not precisely amused. Dove pays much more attention to the official paperwork than the rest of us, takes the whole team lead thing as a substantial responsibility. It’s real, but it’s not responsible while we’re students.
So I can make mistakes now, instead of when I am responsible, Dove says.
“Skill instead of structure,” Angren says in doubtful tones. “Even with the external Power, that seems risky.”
“We don’t have any structures.” I don’t like saying this, I don’t like thinking about the implications, but it’s true. “We don’t have any way to develop them, I’d like to see someone come up with structure-and-balance approaches to heavy lifting, sometime, just to see what the theory looks like. In the meantime we can move a lot of mass.”
We are mighty and terrible and the little whispering voice in the Power that says be greater sometimes shuts up in awe.
“If I have to put up with the rest of us being sentimental, I can do that.”
Angren’s holding their head in their hands, and muttering about involuntary telepathy and they’re not even your lover.
It gets them a fond look from Kynefrid and a surprisingly gentle look from Grue and a brief indecorous smirk from Chloris. We’re lucky you put up with us.
That’s all four of them, and they mean it.
None of us feel compelled to tell Angren there’s nothing involuntary about the telepathy, it’s a conscious and necessary constituent of the link being there.
Still think it’s a good trade.
The rest of us spend the rest of the night on maps, flat ones, for further up and down the valley. As a process, it astonishes Crane. Any of us can use all of the participating minds, in principle, it doesn’t extend into what you can’t understand, and that’s true of everybody at once. So there’s four of them, and they’re cuddling, and reaching out a very considerable distance, and the surface of four tables have maps condensing on them in spectacular detail.
You can tell it’s cuddling because Spook, thoroughly opaque and easy to mistake for material, is pacing around on shoulders and making a variety of spectral pleased noises. Spook’s awfully pretty, ghost-white and faint green rosettes, and thankfully doesn’t seem to know it.
There’s a sense in which I ought to help, and another in which they’re having none of it. We don’t run into Kynefrid often, Crane did come by with Kynefrid, Festival before last, but we mostly do large damp problems and Crane’s a namer, Crane gets “something subtle is wrong” problems and “we’d like to connect these things” problems. Probably why they were here at all, looking at signalling between the big dam and the little one downstream that keeps the gorge water high enough to keep barges off the rocks.
I sit with Kynefrid and talk gardens and garden water supplies and small devices the rest of the night. Angren falls asleep on the bench, head in Kynefrid’s lap, around midnight.
Pelōŕios wakes up an hour before dawn and carefully doesn’t move until Kynefrid looks at me, just before dawn, and says “We’d probably better start getting breakfast,” and I nod.
Chapter 16
Zora
Grue sends me and Pelōŕios out for a trot. A run would be a bit much, and the firm instruction to run straight up hill if the dam goes isn’t reassuring, but it’s a good idea. Pelōŕios needs to stretch out, and it gives me a cleaner break between missing Kynefrid and getting back to work.
Grue isn’t actually good, or good at being nice to people, but really tries.
A run keeps me in shapeshifting practice, too, which is probably important. We certainly practised being ourselves every day when we started, and while I don’t think I’m going to get lost in the unicorn-shape I don’t want to lose track of it, either. A lot of history came with those names Mulch gave me.
Down to where the land drops and opens out and back, forty kilometres round trip or so, doesn’t take that long. If we trotted half the way down we ran the rest, and back. My classmates have about got the tables rearranged around the large map.
This isn’t a working refectory, the buildings were built for the staff the locks would need for traffic that doesn’t exist yet, and maybe not for a couple of generations. The mass of engineers and lock-clerks and the folks who might have work on the dam if it doesn’t collapse don’t have a regular rotation going, it’s not even clear that anyone knows which gesith is supposed to be paying for this. No one cares, with maybe two days left on the dam. So rather than have a mass of engineers incapable of thought, in the recognition one night’s sleep won’t begin to be enough, Grue turns a small tree into breakfast.
It’s Blossom’s turn to cook, technically, but, well. Aurochs goulash with fried eggs is surprisingly good, I’d be happy to have it, breakfast or not, but Blossom’s take on it gives you this inescapable sense that the aurochs put up a serious fight. Plus asking weary engineers to eat something not currently known to exist for breakfast might be unkind, no matter how wistful Dove is about missing aurochs anything.
Grue takes over breakfast and we get sausages and maple syrup and biscuits, implausibly fluffy ones that have nothing to do with wheat flour, fried parsnips, and a great quantity of mélange of sweet preserved tropical fruits, all of which are coloured somewhere in the vicinity of orange. It’s good, and there’s a great deal of it, and it’s all wholly what it looks like, even if Grue had to leach minerals out of rocks and think no one mention bugs or mice at us.
Chloris doesn’t have to warn anybody away from our teapot, the neat sign beside it, hand-lettered by Dove with the large precisely correct poison symbol for a slow and unrecoverable neurotoxin and the small writing that says “wood-lettuce root” works. The sign makes Kynefrid smile.
Crane, too. Crane’s a coffee drinker, the complicated filter-built-from-hardwood-chips kind. Crane looks at Grue’s preparations and produces a quantity of authoritative coffee. I doubt any of the delighted engineers are paying enough attention to Crane’s consumption warnings, coffee was from the extreme north of the Old Commonweal and there hasn’t been any grown coffee for years now. We’ll have two days of good, alert decisions and we’ve only got that or we’ve got time for several days of very sleepy engineers.
We try not to be overt about having made a sufficiency of dishes, I’m sure everyone has their field kits but we can hardly rummage in personal possessions for them. So it’s a room full of decently fed and alert people who wind up hearing Blossom say “The dam’s a hazard, and we need to get rid of it.”
Lots of coffee mugs get put down.
“Gently, in a controlled fashion, but with no slight to my comrades-in-arms, there isn’t any way to make this dam work with current precipitation. We don’t know how long or how much the Northern Hills means to do, but we can’t plan on only as much rain as this year.”
There’s a fifteen-minute wrangle.
Blossom’s date of engineering qualification for hydrological is Year of Peace Four Hundred Eighty-Nine, when Blossom would have been thirty-nine years old. A year older than Dove is now. The next most senior engineer present is Year of Peace Five Hundred and One. Being a Line Officer in the face of a civil disaster doesn’t matter, but being an Independent does. It’s still hard for a group that has been so focused on saving the dam to take Blossom’s point, but the volume calculations work; we can make the dam as much higher as anyone would like, but there’s nothing practical-much to be done about the height of the canyon that’s filling above it. There just isn’t room for more water, and we’re going to get more water.
When the Twelfth Brigade made the dam, they had no way to know that we were going to get more water. For what they did know, the kinds of flow rates you can infer from how the canyon walls have eroded and where the drift-wood’s gone, the Twelfth put in a conservatively over-engineered structure. A concrete arch dam with glass fibre reinforcement isn’t going to be easy to gently alter.
“This valley needs the turbines,” someone says, and we’re all nodding, everyone in the room. Not many places to manufacture stuff in the Third Valley, it’s got a recalcitrant geography.
“It does.” Blossom’s being definite, and heads go back. “Your job is to sit down and figure out, on the assumption that this is a dry spring, how that can be done.”
“Roughly.” The lead engineer for the Third Valley canal project.
“Roughly,” Blossom agrees.
There’s a pause. It’s got some shuffling around and looking for nomograms and pencils and calculators in it.
Crane has Kynefrid and Angren placing ward-stakes round the buildings, there are stores sheds as well as the main one. I’m not sure it will work, and Dove and Edgar hand me separate output graphs. It ought to work, unless we drop the gate right on top, or run the water through, I suppose, it’s a slow process by the standards of Wake or Blossom, but Crane’s pretty strong.
Nearly as strong as you Blossom says, meaning precisely me by myself, today, not how strong I might be when I’m three centuries old.
There’s a big lake at the bottom of the valley, it’s the limit of settlement and it’s at least thirty kilometres long and never less than a couple kilometres wide. It’s also going to get all this water eventually Blossom says. I’ll go down there and anchor one end of a transitory gate; you get to run the input end.
There’s this uncoiling sort of feeling out of Dove, Edgar, and Constant. That’s going to be right up at full output, to get the volume and the distance.
Blossom nods.
Make sure the hoof-lad knows the safest place is right next to you, Dove says, and I agree back and start whistling.
When I come back to material awareness, Pelōŕios’ front hooves are on either side of my head. Blossom’s looking approving, and, not weary, I don’t ever want to see Blossom look weary, but definitely as though that was work.
I’m so glad we can just stick an illusory mattress to the ground, and lie down ahead of time. It lacks any respect for traditional sorcerous dignity, but it also lacks falling over and hurting yourself.
When I stand up, Pelōŕios stands up, too, and I get snorfled. I’m not sure it’s entirely voluntary. We were, I was, very careful not to feed any of the Power penumbra over to Pelōŕios while that working was going on.
“That’s about as much as we can do” is an admission in Unicorn. I suppose it still is, under the circumstances.
“Shalt not then these mountains skip all about to dance?” is sarcasm, maybe especially in Unicorn.
The impounded water level is down, way down, about as low as a two-hundred-metre gate could fit. There’s twenty-two, twenty-three metres of water depth back there now, when it was within a metre of the top of a hundred-and-ten-metre dam. Ed’s head says four hundred and thirty million tonnes in a bemused sort of way when I think about quantities.
More than a hundred million tonnes an hour.
“All over the lake. Shorter beaches but little erosion.” Curves of altered oxygenation, temperature, silt, if the big lake was a person it would be wondering about what it tripped over, but would not be actually hurt. I have a bit of remembered Halt in my head, about how it’s essential to notice when you’re moving in haste.
Blossom probably does, too, because Blossom’s shoulders settle and we troop inside and lunch is roast chine of aurochs with diverse root vegetables that don’t have names in languages anyone speaks today. There’s past enough, despite what our appetites are like. Dove makes an equivalent mass of algae, the inner face of the dam’s covered, almost in stripes where the water has gone up and up, into a couple kegs of cider, startlingly full of the memory of sunlight.
Everybody drinks their cider, eats their aurochs and strange root vegetables with the glaze that might taste of hope. Pelōŕios gets a safe amount of penumbra and asks for a bucket of cider, which convinces everyone there’s Power in it. There isn’t, not really, it’s just we could never grow those apples, those are from some place with a complete Peace. Crane asks Dove about technique, and makes approving comments.
Ed holds the bucket up in one hand steady as a machine so Pelōŕios can get the last without slurping. There are smiles. Even better, I’m starting to see hope coming into being.
Kynefrid and Angren come in and the cold food Blossom gives them is hot when their hands close on the plates. Angren’s plate almost gets dropped. They were down the south end of the canyon and the small dam with various formal messages from the engineering lead so the lock-clerks there know to open the sluice gates full wide and to set the flags that warn people that there will be a flood, a much smaller flood than everyone was afraid there would be, but still a reason to stay on the high ground. Getting the canyon level down’s not as pressing as the main dam, but there are still places it could overflow, none of which would help.
Various engineers thank Blossom and Dove for lunch; everybody troops back outside. The engineers built something, round the shaded south wall, in the morning.
“These are all block-fault mountains,” one of the engineers is saying. “The blocks pivot down and up, the up’s the mountains, the down is the valley against the next block over. East side’s the down, west side’s the up; the eastern slopes of the mountains are generally smoother and slower. Except here; the blocks locked up, there isn’t much down, and the east-side peaks are unusually high.”
The something, it’s, well, you can’t say schematic. Representational, anyway. Sandstone slabs, leftover from building, representing fault blocks up to the road. We’re not sure where the blocks all are, but it’s obvious at the reduced scale that the problem with the valley is this stretch we’re almost all south of, this block and the next four north.
The lead engineer looks at Blossom and says “We need more valley. Terraced would be best.”
Blossom accepts the point with a nod; what we’ve got now is narrowing river valley into fifteen kilometres of canyon, it’s going to hydraulically dam and flood the upper valley the way it’s been raining even without any kind of engineering works in the way.
Not much settlement, Chloris says, mental maps with the dots of living people mostly not on them.
Some, Blossom says. Lots of work lost, no time to evacuate the food stores.
All the settlements have names, Dove says. We can ask Crane to make sure we’ve got them all, ‘not diminished’ isn’t likely to go wrong.
Do we have time to ask first? Constant’s got a list of travel times, voting time requirements, against the cost of having the canal out of service.
We absolutely must ask first Blossom says. If we do it this way.
No place to put spoil Ed says. There are calculations, and you could, we could, build a wall or a bunch of staggering ziggurats down at the limit of settlement, or just fill all the low spots below here, pave and terrace and re-arrange. It’d take years, we’d have to start with building stone-barges. The very best time estimate’s over five years, if we do nothing else.
Five years is longer than Dove’s got. The plan’s to return for judgment this year, we’re close enough to done with “the inescapably essential,” Halt says. All this practice doesn’t make still being in the food ecology safer for the high-talented. I might have five years, perhaps ten. Dove certainly doesn’t.
The Twelfth would take longer, seven years or so. They can lift more at once but we’re neater.
No one living here has a month. Crops must be planted.
Grue produces a whimsical vision of a gigantic series of mountain-straddling glass arches, a stupendous greenhouse.
We could make the glass strong enough; the mountains would break.
Some stuff’s too heavy for sky. Dove sounds amused.
The hundred thousand people that this half of the valley feeds. All the staple agriculture is south of here, the northern half of the valleys, north of the road, have worse weed issues and less flat land. That’s where the fruit orchards and spinning mills and nervous small sheep pastures went in this valley. The manufactories were supposed to go here, where there was obviously so much concentrated water power.
Has anyone considered asking the Northern Hills to stop? Or do less? I’m sure they have, but I don’t know.
Consensus is that the Hills is going slower than it wants to, to avoid damaging us badly Blossom says. Conscious terrane’s hard to talk to, and it’s strongly in the Commonweal’s interest that Reems is suppressed.
Before there’s another invasion attempt with demons hangs there as the ghost of a thought, maybe Dove and Blossom both thought it.
Any significant reservoir excavation has the spoil problem, just less Ed says. We could put in gates but even if it’s fifty metre gates every ten kilometres it would take four décades, and there’s no way we could do it that way. So months to a year, with all the surveying and fitting and worries about erosion.
Two-metre gates, two hundred metres apart, are easy enough; you can control those with either lid, the gate pair is one binding so you don’t have to take into account the separation distance. Trying to control even a drain-gate at the bottom of the reservoir with a lid isn’t going to work, it will take extensions to the binding, and then you’ve got to make that match up with the outflow. An open outflow gate with nothing feeding it is a recipe for disaster, or at least for emerging horrors from beyond the world, guaranteed to have worse manners than Ed. Plus all the energy problems involved in the range, and not feeding live steam into the river, and the ecological problems open gates cause on that scale, and it is possible but it won’t be fast.
So we put the question Blossom says.
Chapter 17
Zora
The language of the question took Chloris and Constant and Crane and the lead engineers for the canal and the dam and Folded Hills trouble team close to four hours to work out; we don’t have a clerk here and formally dispassionate language isn’t easy to do. There are clerks and probably Clerks where the message is going, so we have to get it right if we don’t want to waste time on a re-write.
In the four days it takes to get an answer back, we drain the reservoir again; we run about doing surveys, especially up on to the problematic flat bits, which may just be going away. I feel badly about that, there’s an ecology there, a sparse dry one because the rain drains rapidly down steep stream channels as soon as it falls and there isn’t much soil anywhere. There’s some decidedly scary stuff in the streams valleys, weeds established to the point the streams are completely clogged. Up the slopes starts to have trees, sheep, elk, and the inevitable cruncher.
Angren’s secondary talent is namer, but secondary or not, they’re good at it. It’s a real help, even after they have to take an hour to compose themselves after a cruncher decided we looked tasty. Whatever negotiation goes on between the rest of us said it was Dove’s turn, and there wasn’t even ash. I think the slow puff of warm air bothered Angren much more than the simple fact of a cruncher. It made Pelōŕios look comically startled, horn bright and a ward rising around all of us and then no cruncher at all. Nobody laughed; Dove said formal thanks, and there wasn’t even much pause before Pelōŕios accepted the thanks with good grace.
We come back with firm names for the specific crustal blocks that broke or stuck and didn’t tip into a valley shape, something very difficult to do without going out and walking on them. No one gets hurt or sick, there are fewer weeds than before we went there, Kynefrid gets to prove learning by bridging several streams. Charm-working does suit Kynefrid, it seems oddly constrained but I suppose it’s also predictable.
Reliable doesn’t seem to come into it, we’re reliable, charms are reliable. Kynefrid sort of smiles, it’s not entirely a happy expression, and says “There are lots of ways to be a sorcerer.”
There needs must be.
The people of the Third Valley say yes, quite clearly; risk is worth taking to have the problem solved in a lasting way, and fast. Fast means fewer people subsisting on buckwheat this winter.
Ed had made buckwheat crepes for breakfast this morning, with dried apple slices soaked overnight with whisky in the water and then fried with the bacon. They were good, and everyone had said so. I mean, in part we cheat, if you want the eggs and currant juice evenly mixed, they are, and Ed didn’t pour any of that whiskey from a bottle, it’s not fair to compare to the results of cooking with a spoon any more than it’s fair to compare Halt’s pastries to someone’s where they have to cut in the butter. Buckwheat crepes for breakfast was notably good by our standards, and that means it takes close to an hour to explain to Pelōŕios why people would be upset about having to eat more buckwheat.
Why the engineers, breakfasting on leftovers, alleged cheese, and hardtack might look envious Pelōŕios entirely understands. That there are risks to student cooking, student sorcerer cooking, and a custom against offering it to others, Pelōŕios entirely understands that, too. That we are considered students Pelōŕios accepts, doubtfully, as a thing of ritual. The buckwheat is more difficult.
I can point out that the idea of civilization is to have more choices for everybody, that knowing you don’t have a choice about what there is to eat is better than starving, but not a lot. I manage to hear myself, too, and Pelōŕios’ great strange head ducks a little, acknowledging that I did hear what I said.
Angren points out that buckwheat is what you plant out of fear, that it’s the crop that might work when the crop you wanted has failed with summer. Everybody makes sure some gets planted every year, in case the seed is needed. If it isn’t, well, buckwheat crepes. Or noodles, I rather like the noodles, it’s something to do when you’ve got ridiculous much broth because there was a big roast the previous night.
Kynefrid points out that the remark about buckwheat is an indirect acknowledgement that people will starve, there are no food reserves available, the settlement of the Folded Hills has almost succeeded. Only almost, or maybe not yet. And either way there’s not much left the Commonweal can do, the strength and treasure have been spent.
“Strive mightily, that there be diversity of victuals?” It’s still got some odd whistles in it, but clear enough. Ears can understand it.
“If the diet’s not there, other striving won’t succeed.” Crane says this abstractly. We’ve brought the end of our explanations and ourselves into an open-sided pavilion-thing, obviously illusory and obviously Grue’s work, Blossom doesn’t make anything look like masonry, even if you can’t just tell.
Thought I suppose there might not be anyone but us and Halt who can just tell and trust it.
Blossom looks up.
“It all has names,” Dove says, head tipping at Angren. “Zora’s abstracted the biome, and Ed had a long chat with the darkness under the earth.”
A literal chat, the darkness answers back in a slow cultured voice. Kynefrid had to stuff their head in an illusion of silence to muffle their chortling.
Blossom nods.
“This is altered terrain, but it’s been a long time. It isn’t likely to become an unstructured nightmare if you alter it again.” Abstract Blossom voice.
We nod back. We didn’t think so, but that’s the sort of question where experience really matters.
Blossom wants us to pay attention to a big swathe of illusory construct on the second table, and we do, folding entirely together.
“Not why I left,” Kynefrid says to Angren, whose eyes got wide. It’s quiet, but audible, has to be intentional. “Nearly why I stayed.”
There are three problems. Firstly, the smaller, the safer, for any change made to the landscape, but the problem is wanting to make a lot of rock go away. Making this section of the lower valley discontinuous with the valley below it “seems unwise,” Blossom says. We have to handle the degree of change downstream, where erosion products wind up. Secondly, proper anchoring of the established settlements can’t be naive; nobody wants their newly built, still building, village, or thorpe left on a narrow pillar of sandstone tens of metres above the altered level of the earth. Which means the name-anchors have to be complex, which means Crane ought to make them, which means in turn we need proper metal wire in quantity, gold is best, copper will do, niobium is better than copper but less available. Thirdly, there needs to be a canal, and the canal needs to work this year, and in future years with both much more and much less precipitation. Working this year means worrying about isostatic rebound, we’re not able to reach to the core of the earth, we’re planning to change the mass of overlying rock. The ground won’t be stable right away.
You must have stable ground for a dam, for locks, for the whole machinery of a canal.
“One thing at a time,” Blossom says. “Gold or niobium.”
All of us make an unnecessary grab for our ears, even Ed, for the warning. The engineers, hands over ears with caution are wondering if it’s necessary to cover their ears when we say WHERE, it’s Ed’s voice, but all of us pushing.
It’s a lot more complicated than one word ought to be, too. No language ought to have subsidiary, secondary, and implicit grammars to go along with the ostensible and actual and asserted grammars, but that language does.
Four glittering black pins in the big map, and the still voice of Death warning not to touch them.
“Why not?” A geologist, hand-lens out and stopped in the bending motion that would get eye and lens close to the pins.
“The starving darkness would consume you,” Ed says, quite apologetic. “The other things would make it hurt.”
“Hurt more,” Dove says, as a helpful annotation.
The geologist straightens up, looks at the map around the pins, points with a ruler. “That one isn’t a kilometre away.”
Forty metres down Ed says, fingers on the pin. No problematic overburden.
Half a tonne of molten gold makes a sphere barely four decimetres across.
It shines warm, bobbing along behind Dove, and the warmth slowly starts to wear away at the irritation of the four engineers who came along. I don’t know if the efficacy of the search technique or the forty-metre-tall cylinder of overburden rising silent out of the earth, or both, is the problem.
Going back, Chloris says. We’ve all got the angle of distance thing figured out, you can make the overburden smaller than the hole it came out of until you’re done putting it back.
Blossom nods at us, rummages in their cruncher-hide case, tosses Dove a five kilo slug of titanium, and looks at Crane. Crane says “Eight-tenths of a millimetre round wire, please,” and that’s what we make. A percent of titanium in gold is a better hardener than the traditional nine percent copper, if you use a hard vacuum while you melt it in.
I do the illusions for the wire dies and the drawing reel. Half a tonne is more than fifty kilometres of fine wire, it winds up as fifty-two neat one-kilometre spools and a loose coil of leftovers.
Crane wiggles an end of the loose coil and compliments us on our annealing.
The rest of the day has Kynefrid and Angren making patterns, you need a written name, and those can be subsumed. Dove gets this expression and sort of floats the glowing lines of a structure from Constant into the material world. Crane looks at it, nods, and says “That will do splendidly.” So Dove and Ed and Constant start mining sediment for aluminium, they’re going to be turning Kynefrid’s and Angren’s expressions of names into sapphire beads.
I get to have a long indirect talk with Pelōŕios about carrying things, and how much running seems practical. The individual name-anchors, as constructs, aren’t very big, and it’s better that whatever happens to things that go with Blossom when Blossom vanishes and winds up somewhere else doesn’t happen to them, Crane was emphatic about that. Floating them along beside me with the Power isn’t as dire, but it risks contamination from my name, I’d be applying a working to some of the name-anchors all day.
So I get to practice turning into bipedal me without losing track of the panniers, let’s say, can’t be saddlebags, no saddle and the wrong spot. Pelōŕios visibly struggles with the whole question, and then decides this is obviously important, and that it’s a real question. A chance to guard consequential things is apparently worth something, and Grue makes Pelōŕios some panniers, too.
Chloris carefully asks everyone if they’re willing to accept the risks inherent in student cooking, and then makes dinner.
Fresh hot white wheat bread, duck breast with honey-herb glaze, blanched new peas, and potatoes whipped with horseradish. Chloris just barely made enough, I don’t think the table candles or the algae-into-napkins hurt, it feels that much more securely civilized and people bother to chew.
There’s lemon sorbet for nibbles. Five or six people cry. Everyone gets reverent and takes small spoonfuls, even Dove and Blossom.
Pelōŕios whistles “Tomorrow?” very quietly.
“Day after,” I whistle back. Tomorrow is Dove’s turn, if everybody’s still feeling brave.
Chapter 18
Zora
It doesn’t look like Crane is moving quickly, but the name-anchors are all done by the end of the day after. Kynefrid and Angren and Chloris stayed up all night making patterns. All today, the Dove-Edgar-Constant consonance wasn’t socially there, making beads fast enough to keep up with Crane. Chloris and I have a moment of being impressed at each other, and then I have to try to get Pelōŕios to stop fussing. Watching that consonance from the outside is something like watching the Captain pick hornets out of the air, what you’re seeing is benevolent and useful but then you think about how they can do it at all.
Five seasons ago, it was Ed’s turn when a cruncher got ambitious and Ed neatly decapitated it, on the theory there’s worthwhile leather in cruncher-hide.
I can’t forget things anymore, that’s a huge part of what the metaphysical brain is for, but there are things I try not to remember. Halt in a butcher’s apron teaching us how to take a cruncher apart for cooking is one of them. Halt being gleeful is unsettling, Halt being gleeful while covered in blood is like having a discrete mass of unsettling that follows you around for days after.
It was lean late-winter cruncher, which you ought to cook slowly. We cooked that one in a huge clay oven with hectolitres of a heavy red wine Halt passed us the pattern for, and an eclectic mix of spices, cinnamon and tarragon and thyme and something Halt claims was mint. It took two days, even when it’s lean an adult cruncher starts somewhere above four tonnes, there was a couple tonnes of meat to cook.
It was glorious.
That’s what Dove serves for dinner, piping hot in big earthenware crocks. Barley flatbread, olives, Dove got olives at the Line School and enjoys them, I’m getting used to them, a cold vinegared salad of shredded root vegetables, and beer.
The beer had no material model, it’s made out of Dove’s liking for beer. Pelōŕios asks for a bucket in a hopeful voice, and lies on the floor, front legs on either side of the bucket, and sips a half-litre at a time. Unicorns have no facial expressions, less than horses do, but something looks beatific, I think it’s around the eyes.
A few of the engineers start to speculate that the dam actually did fail, and this is the afterlife.
Blossom looks up and says “I wouldn’t dare work you as hard as the dead,” before Dove reaches over and squeezes Blossom’s shoulder. Grue gets there four steps later.
What we’re planning isn’t free from risk, isn’t close to being free from risk, altering an inhabited landscape’s accumulation of events was something used in war in the Bad Old Days because the expected outcome, the most probable outcome, is dreadfully bad. If anyone, engineer or otherwise, had an even slightly better idea this wouldn’t ever be considered. And Blossom can’t do it, Blossom’s terrain alterations go metallic. If we flub this, a hundred thousand people could just go away. They wouldn’t even be dead, they’d be obliterated in a smear of unrealized probability, nothing to bury, maybe no memory that they ever existed anywhere but in us, maybe retroactively lost and eaten years ago by the hell-things from over the Dread River.
“We asked first” wouldn’t be much of an explanation in those circumstances.
No-one is the least bit unhappy getting their settlement’s name tokens, sometimes it’s a group of five people, township or town office-holders and a judge, because the flood warning has everybody else uphill somewhere. Sometimes it’s practically everybody who saw the unicorns run up. I trot the last thirty metres with Pelōŕios, shift back to human person, go through the placename check three careful times, hand over the token, answer any questions about how you place tokens, which are rare, the ritual for this is easy and in the Whole Book, it’s pure intention, you don’t need any talent at all, excuse ourselves as there’s the next settlement to get to, and off we go again.
Token delivery makes a long day, and I have to swap cooking dinner with Ed. There was a discussion about Ed cooking during breakfast, Grue’s been doing breakfasts for everyone then spending the days checking Blossom’s math, and it comes down to an opinion that after the last two nights, social embarrassment would have to be nigh-lethal if what Ed comes up with isn’t food. It might be memorable food, no one expected to have their hearts broken with sorbet or to drink the idea of beer, but it’s going to be food.
With utter predictability after that discussion, dinner is a whole coelacanth, two-and-a-half metres long, stuffed with bacon and onions and fresh fennel and baked. The salad is seaweed, real, salt-sea seaweed, out of the parts of the Book of Halt none of the rest of us can read, and the starch is roast sticks. Sticks you split for the pith, which is tasty and substantial, but everyone’s surprised. No-one knows what the sticks are called, Wake got the pattern on an island in the Equatorial Ocean but didn’t get a name.
It’s good, but I could wish no one had expressed their expectation of strangeness.
Venison with currant sauce next time Ed says, smiling. I’ll admit, I like coelacanth least out of us. The leggy fins always make it look like it’s going to wiggle, and for taste I’d rather swamp squid, or the huge benthic arthropods that are also from the Book of Halt, but those would be too strange, no matter how delicious. Grue went through the hereditary differences that make squid taste so good to me and so awful to Chloris, it was one of the first specific heredity things we did, early in our second year as students.
Chloris and I aren’t close enough to use each other’s tastebuds. I’m fairly sure Constant’s borrowed Chloris’ a few times. That Dove and Ed don’t see anything strange about borrowing each other’s sense of taste and switch between one bite and the next is one of the things I strive diligently not to think about at all.
The day after, I haven’t got anything to do but worry and cook. Crane and Blossom are making entirely sure the pattern’s there for the entire landscape and the geology it arises from, the whole Third Valley south of the road. It’s hard not to compare the process to tuning a piano, experts and tiny changes and judgment.
Grue collects Pelōŕios and I to run up to the high road; nothing’s been moving on the canal, and Grue can bring the whole great stack of mailbags up. Not going to bring anything back until after the ritual, but everybody’s letters can leave. Pelōŕios carefully keeps on the side of me Grue isn’t on, but doesn’t otherwise comment.
Dinner is lamb and new potatoes and asparagus, and the nibble is apple pastries, extremely simple unspiced ones sweetened with plain sugar. The one unusual thing is the strawberry wine. I still have trouble with cider, we’ve been given some spectacular strong ciders from the folks up in Morning Vale, and those creep into my attempts at table cider.
“Now I’m homesick,” someone says, over in the other corner of the dining hall. There are nods. I can only smile on the inside, but Grue grins where anyone can see it. Dove punches my shoulder, just barely hard enough to feel.
Familiar food’s harder. Nobody knows what cruncher is supposed to taste like, well, we do, but the engineers don’t. Everybody knows about lamb.
Lots of people know about duck, too, but duck is usually a treat, I shouldn’t — 
You certainly should think you’re the best cook Chloris says. You are. In a class of good cooks.
Which Wake says doesn’t always happen is a chorus in the link. All the teachers approve, it’s something we’re encouraged to do, apprentice or student restrictions on helping in a refectory notwithstanding. Still can’t do the dishes at our gean, but I can feed critically required engineers in the wilderness.
Different sorts of risk, Chloris says, as much to my specific annoyance as to me.
There’s a pause, and Chloris says Did you hear that? to Pelōŕios, who has both ears swivelled forward and is showing a bit of neck-stretch to go with the horn glow.
Pelōŕios nods carefully. Chloris smiles with vast gentle approval and says Good!
I can feel how much courage it takes for Pelōŕios not to run. Chloris isn’t trying to be scary, it really is all approval. It’s so easy, with Chloris, to understand what there is to be afraid of, it’s not like Edgar or Dove, where you need a lot of time or substantial talent to recognize precisely what the reasons for your uneasiness might be.
It takes a while to convince Pelōŕios I agree with Chloris, it is good. It will help a lot with the bits of language that are just hearing, hearing and intractable practice.
Next morning breakfast is a mass of cubed cold boiled potatoes fried with diverse things, mushrooms and bacon and bits of chicken and hard-boiled egg and little bits of green stuff, mostly chives, green onions, and spinach. Perfect leftovers-for-breakfast, and there’s toast and a collection of strange jams, one of which tastes like being awake and another that looks almost exactly like green-grape jelly and tastes of tremulous conviction.
The sum of small things, Grue says.
The clump of buildings for managing the dam has a name, the engineers hung it up over the end-wall window facing the dam yesterday after carefully following the name-ritual. Everybody not involved in performing the main ritual goes inside, it’s more unsettling that way but it’s safer. I think Pelōŕios believes me about ‘safer’. I’m glad the engineers do, even if Pelōŕios lies down at one end of the dining hall next to Romp and Stomp and whistles mournfully. That sets Romp and Stomp off, who aren’t anything like smart enough to understand what’s going on but are certainly smart enough to know they don’t like it.
Blossom and Crane get the intended topography set up, it’s a layer under the names of that-which-we-should-not-alter, which is settlements, we really have to hope no one’s lost track of what day this is and gone for a walk. Have to hope none of the livestock’s got out, too. Can’t do the ritual with all the individual people, it’s possible in principle but tens of thousands of individual people-names isn’t manageable, isn’t close to manageable. Doing the working by settlements means there’s only about two hundred, and only that many because of various tiny places that are going to get larger eventually.
The list scrolls into our memory, something else to be remembered across the entire indefinite future.
The reach, well, it is a ritual, not an involved one, but they’re really good maps, and no matter how much the map isn’t the territory, maps make an awareness of the territory easier to obtain. And we, we-as-us, made the wire and the beads in the name charms, it’s an easier connection than to something we had nothing to do with.
Today is a splendid day, no rain, no wind, and not much cloud, and that helps, just because we all think there’s hope in spring.
The engineers have a … desired topography, involving the stuck crustal blocks being less stuck, and not rising into mountains, no one wants that much different erosion downstream, that’s where the agriculture is, which we mustn’t harm, but across the valley, so there’s ripples, hopefully more readily eroded ripples than this one big massif, and also hopefully more breadth of watercourse. There’s a preference to have the southern edges rise, to give warmer slopes, and a preference to have the north edges rise, to give a broader spring-line, and the engineers couldn’t decide between. So we got told to do whichever was the least improbable.
It’s working, we’re all together, there’s significant Power involved in this, it would be much easier without the settlements, shallow in history, contrasting with the geology, which is deep even considered as a time of past alteration.
Nearly enough depth and then things go unstructured.
Malice, uncomplex, immense, and everywhere. The working wobbles edge-to-edge.
FEED. I need to keep the settlements related, to themselves, to each other, to this particular world and chances and time, and they’re going fast.
Constant does something, I wind up with all of Blossom’s output, Grue’s there, helping bridge, Crane’s still just over there and still got the stability of intent for the ritual, that we meant this valley and these settlements, and I’ve got the relation, the active, live present across two hundred settlements. Death and Strange Mayhem have the malice. Distant corners of our head fill up with declarative shouting, jagged and implacable; you know it’s an emergency when Ed’s self-awareness collapses and things just happen.
Grey-green haze of nothing, I’ve got the settlements, it feels like the wall of sunrise arrives and the malice cuts off, it’s just not there anymore, it might not be anywhere but it’s certainly not here.
Here isn’t anywhere, it’s not even air, there isn’t any substance, probabilistic collapse.
Have to get back at least as far as the time before the previous manipulation, there will be terrain here in time if you leave it alone but there won’t be anybody from the Commonweal.
There’s a link re-arrangement and I’ve got the full feed from the full link, all of us-together and Blossom-and-Grue, all the way up at peak output.
REACH and I get somewhere way back, farther than it has to be but I don’t care, speed counts, and this is far enough to work.
I don’t know how long it takes before Crane is reading names out loud in a great clear voice, one-hundred and ninety-seven settlements. We’re missing two, and I wobble, and I get Not dead, subsumed, combined, everybody’s still there from Chloris, who, never mind how, seems to have enumerated all the thousands and thousands of people.
All come to Death Chloris thinks, offhandedly cheerful in the midst of a haze of effort.
The whole thing starts to spin down, gently, as gently as I possibly can, I couldn’t do this before as a conscious thought, to remind myself to be cautious of my flesh, the entire terrain goes softly into darkness because Edgar does better silence than anybody and Dove can carry the whole thing into that silence, I can let go.
Unicorn faces look even stranger when their nose is too close to your nose for you to focus your eyes.
Nothing hurts, I check my physiology twice. Mostly hale, I think at Pelōŕios.
There aren’t any buildings. There’s a glittery plinth-thing, more of a freeform sculpture, where the map was. Crane’s crumpled.
Blossom looks exhausted, beyond tired, moving by pure will. Grue looks, well, worried, or mostly dead, depending on if I blink. I put a hand up, and think May I borrow your neck? at Pelōŕios, who very politely waits until I’ve got a hand curved firmly over the top of it before lifting.
Feet, yes, two, and staying under me. Good.
Dove’s out, Chloris is out, it looks like intact sleeping. Ed looks dead, empty, and then human-Edgar reassembles like a process of geology and stands up. Constant’s not there, Dove’s really out.
Pushed the feed Ed says, for the individual names. Pelōŕios twitches under my hand, if there were two it would have been a whole-body shudder.
I don’t want to know what Ed’s running on, but there’s three slow inhales and Ed’s shadow stops being troublingly unstructured.
The building is gone, so no plates or tables or baggage. We’ve still got all the engineers, we’ve still got Kynefrid and Angren who are trying to figure out what useful thing to do.
“Shelter?” Ed says. It’s still the same spring day, and the world is still turning.
Shelter is always a question of how much you need, and Kynefrid and Angren visibly internalize that we know nothing about where we’re standing and start checking for hazards, a rolling litany of customary muttering.
There’s vegetation here, the topology is really different. I’ve got some blank aluminium binding tags. Great big vat and trestles, gravity tap on the vat, there’s water over there, fill the vat, sterilize, inert, lid on the vat. Don’t look too far, don’t think very much, carefully don’t notice how hard that was to do.
Blossom insists Grue stay lying down, Pelōŕios goes for a perimeter trot, and Crane starts moving enough to start making coffee in quantity. It takes moving slowly and carefully and boiling water and actual beans and metal equipment but the beans and equipment show up from wherever Independents carry material objects.
Blossom doesn’t have enough utensils for the three dozen or so engineers and others we’ve got, but Blossom does have cases of hardtack and the stuff everybody associated with the Line calls alleged cheese. Blossom isn’t willing to have Grue try to make anything.
There are belt knives, almost all the engineers have cups, there are some tears over calculators that were sitting on the table and are gone forever now.
I’m feeling more and more frightened when Pelōŕios comes back from the trot and nudges me.
Not all as ‘twas, yet all is, Pelōŕios says, whistling “Uncanny, uncanny, uncanny” out loud.
If I push I can see that far, it’s more than five kilometres away, there are changes in the things, people seem to have packed different shirts and so forth, but it doesn’t seem like anything vital is lost. I can start to hope I haven’t delivered people to a new landscape in an absence of anything that would let them survive.
Crane makes an interrogative pouring gesture at me, and I produce the purple mug Dove and Edgar made our first season as students, just after we’d caused the Round House. Can’t say built.
Coffee isn’t bad for me anymore, and it might make figuring out where to get wood lettuce tea practical.
Kynefrid’s blue mug is still with Kynefrid. Angren’s eyes narrow, just a little. Ed demurs, when offered coffee, and gets water in the plain grey matching mug that says “Edgar.” The lettering is all in the same hand, Dove’s emphatic handwriting, but I don’t think Angren knew Kynefrid’s mug was part of a set. Pelōŕios makes an amused whuffly noise over my shoulder.
Little do differ in fears, Pelōŕios says. Unicorns and sorcerers hangs there implied. Fluent Unicorn is mostly implied, so this is progress.
How many unicorns might have just killed a hundred thousand fellow citizens.
No one is dead, Blossom says. Not from us.
Three hours later, we’re five kilometres away where the lock-clerk’s house and the baggage happen to be located. The name token’s there, over a lower, broader window pointing the opposite direction, and no one is thinking about that if they can help it.
Dove and Chloris are still asleep, Grue’s more comatose than asleep, and the engineers are rushing about trying to figure out why they did things that way if they would have had to do that instead. We’ve just got the things, not the bureaucratic history of those things. Verbs don’t deal well with exchanging one set of historical events for another.
Ed says that which has become in consequence of willed necessary choice in replacement of that which had been as a matter of other will and accumulated chance, only it’s three short syllables. Quiet ones, into the link. Ed still gets a look from Blossom, and I still feel the declarative language, faint and far off and unsettling anyway.
Crane has stopped drinking coffee. Kynefrid and Angren have about six books open, and are running through a sequence of standard tests for terrain stability, grumbling amiably back and forth about precision all the while.
We did those tests once, well, on one day, in three different places. Then Halt started expecting us to be able to sense-and-quantify directly, and no one wants to disappoint Halt.
We have the option of not disappointing Halt Ed says, quiet, but still the unselfconscious quiet, the voice of some chill darkness from beyond the world, politely willing to go on starving.
I don’t notice setting a hand on the base of Pelōŕios’ neck until well after I have. Like Halt, we have the option of not panicking about what we may become, each and severally.
Pelōŕios says Art not these now all then them but new-made?, nose up and horn drawn wider light than its narrow movement across the western, west-south-west, horizon.
Borrowed out of a different time. Can’t really say we made them, the most you can justify is having insisted on these particular ones.
Blossom settles on to a camp stool, leans forward, palms over eyes. I drift over anyway, as does Ed. I can see the threads of awareness reaching back to Dove and Chloris, fine-woven darkness full of spines. Pelōŕios near-certainly can’t, because Pelōŕios steps right through them.
Crane’s saying something about being unconcerned because there’s no possibility of doing anything else for a number of days. There’s canal traffic, there’s reports moving, and even were we all entirely fresh and well, we ought not to consider doing anything until all those reports are received.
“Nor,” Crane says, “does it appear wise to consider any further alteration of probabilities here for, oh, perhaps not less than ten thousand years,” in dry and certain and I think actually amused tones, and Blossom nods.
“Any idea what that was?” Blossom’s talking to us, me and Ed, in a weary, ground-down voice that only somewhat remembers human.
“The terrain we had was, in material past, stable,” Ed says. “At sufficient temporal distance, the imaginary component became entirely malice; no thin thread of peace in that possible past anywhere. No indication in this time, our stability checks didn’t go back far enough to find it. Order of magnitude short. Once we reached back enough it was as the hole low in the dam.”
Blossom’s head tips to look at me. We had to reach that far back, there had to be enough time for the faulted blocks to have been shifted differently, not the millions of years of a real orogeny but still many thousands, or there’s an energy release to go with the abruptness of the change. More Bad Old Days warfare technique.
“I lost the opportunity for modest change as soon as we got flooded with malice. Kept the abstract relationship of settlements, the malice didn’t get as far as me needing to preserve settlements by name, and once the malice was removed” — whatever extravagantly thorough thing Death and Strange Mayhem did to it — “there was a time constraint.” Since I can’t put ten thousand square kilometres back on my own, and neither you nor we can maintain peak output for more than a few hours.
“Do you know what we’ve got?” Blossom’s trying to sound curious. Actual curious doesn’t make it through the weary, however much the attempt shows.
“Minimized economic cost of doubling overall population across the existing settlements.” Which is textbook evaluation for farmland, it’s not usually something that includes people, and the calculation isn’t one you can actually perform once you have to consider when it rains instead of annual average precipitation, or anything like actual plants or slope affecting sunlight. The intent exists, it’s formalized and customary which will do for ritualized, and it did; the Power knew what I meant.
“In a context of?”
“Crane’s grasp of the original static intent, and not losing any of the settlements. Didn’t otherwise constrain it.” Because there wasn’t time, and because we could just barely do it at all, the working was a lot larger than what we ought to have been doing and we were all tired already.
Ed smiles. I get a very clear image of a tree that’s got eleven species of bird in it. Two species of cuckoo, I don’t know what those things with the robust bills are, and … abstracted chickadee. Which we made up for a study exercise two years ago, we never made any, that’s not a student thing, but the list of things you should think about if creating a new species is student stuff. Right down to the green, white, and gold colour pattern and the keeled lower beak. One of the other birds has the ethereal white shape of the constructs Grue uses for messages, it’s not obvious if those wings use solid feathers. It’s sitting on a branch and it’s nibbling at a large beetle, so some of it’s solid.
Crane’s eyes waver back into local focus. “There’s an unfamiliar caprid on the upper slopes. Maybe a caprid.” Crane doesn’t seem particularly upset.
“We were supposed to constrain the ecology.” Blossom’s voice is quiet. “If this one works, I don’t expect complaints.”
It’s a lot, lot closer to create than constrain. Because there’s only one place Abstracted Chickadee could have come from, well, two, Grue isn’t quite us but still. Not out there in the scattered possibilities of other chances.
I might have doomed us.
Blossom makes a weary wave up the valley. “If it works, I expect requests to do it again, because there isn’t a weed anywhere and it’s a dense ecology.” Blossom’s face quirks, in a way I can tell was a deliberate thought, Blossom’s actual substance seems tired and Blossom’s material presence is slow. “Not an area we can effectively ward, weeds are going to get in, but people are going to ask anyway.”
“We were fortunate in survival.” Ed’s five years older than I am, the same age as Chloris. This sounds as ancient and implacable as Halt.
Blossom nods. Crane says “I also am startled in survival.”
Ed puts some math, convolved constructors and Halt notation, on the air. Blossom looks at each of them and says “Ed,” in a completely weary your-lover’s-sister sort of voice, not teacher at all. A whole lot of standard, the kind used by mathematicians who aren’t sorcerers of any kind, topology appears. Really a whole lot, there’s more just defining terms than the whole of the other two representations.
“Weakly time-like,” Crane says, possibly amused. I can’t tell.
“The imaginary component of the history past a certain depth was entirely a cohesive malice,” Ed says. “Probably not sophont, but capable of intent.” Some of the regular topology darkens into greater emphasis.
Mass cohesive malice is just the sort of thing no one is supposed to be able to deal with. There was a lot, about a hundred thousand years ago, an exceptionally bad global war. Most, maybe all, human ancestry is pulled from some other chain of probability, it might have been a complete extinction.
Little lights flicker on in the regular topology notation, Crane’s equivalent of marking pages with fingers. There’s a decided pause, and then Blossom adds a few lights, one of which blinks pale green. Crane nods slowly, transferring a copy of the whole thing, annotations and all, into a fixed form.
“Like distributing it over the surface of an expanding sphere,” Ed says. “Only time-like, so the pseudo-now was permeable past a certain size.”
“Chance of return?” Blossom asks this like it’s a real worry, and it shouldn’t be, the imaginary component of the terrain history can’t get through on its own any more than we can perceive anything about it without first rendering the accumulated probability pliable.
“Zero.” Ed’s back into the implacable voice.
“Which takes ten thousand years?” Crane’s got individual lights shining brighter, three two one.
“Experiential,” Ed says. “Perceptual was constrained to external, less than a tenth of a second, we had both ends of the process and closed-looped it, it took something like fifty thousand years to happen completely but the malice was aware of almost no time and the apparent time externally was short.” There’s a line of emphatic darkness through the Halt notation, not the regular topology.
As the timelike-sphere on the outside, once the malice had stretched enough to get around all of the expanding sphere to become thin enough for the timelike intent to pass through it, it wasn’t like that when it was spilling into our material reality, the timelike sphere came in, and got stronger and stronger the smaller it got. All looped off into something that didn’t happen after the tiny, tiny swirl of almost-time let go from the history and probability of, well, reality. Here.
“We chastise the capable for substituting Power for cleverness,” Crane says. “This would appear to be a cleverness applicable only to extensive application of the Power.”
Blossom says “Constant?” and Ed wobbles a hand back and forth.
“Constant’s geometry. Dove’s application.”
Ed’s malice-wrangling, but Ed will never admit to contributing anything to the consonance’s workings.
Kynefrid and Angren have packed instrument cases with them, less nervous expressions, and four sheets of paper for Crane.
“Stable as anything new-altered could possibly be,” Kynefrid says. “Didn’t feel it was appropriate to check the imaginary component.”
Crane laughs when Blossom says “Thank you” in a tone dry as salt pan.
Kynefrid gets coffee, Angren gets a litre of wine, and Blossom gets done writing a report. It gets rolled into an official tube, sealed, Blossom uses pure nickel instead of wax, which after dozens of times I still think is disconcerting to watch, and handed to Ed.
“Edgar,” Blossom says, “Saving my colleague’s pardon, you’ve got this for the foreseeable. Try not to scare anyone out of nine years’ growth. If anything happens where you think you need to wake me up, call Halt.”
Ed’s face quirks in a mirror of one of Blossom’s almost-smiles. “Expected time unconscious?”
“Day six, call Halt.”
Ed nods. Blossom collapses out of Blossom’s human shape, and there’s something that looks mostly like an illusory shelter over Grue, probably exactly like if you’re not especially perceptive.
“Can you get shelter over Dove and Chloris?” Ed asks me, it’s really definitely asks. “I’m running on entelechy.”
Which will make a shelter, at the cost of Blossom’s injunction about not scaring people.
I’m entirely not sure, and Pelōŕios snorts, definitely not a whistle, and there’s a head toss and a whole lot of whistles and horn glitter. Dove and Chloris are lying under what I suppose is technically a bower. Not familiar plants, but obviously rain-proof.
Ed grins, and says thank you to Pelōŕios along with a small bow, salutes me and Crane in turn with the message tube, and walks off to make sure Blossom’s report goes out on the next boat.
I should start a fauna survey. Be useful to know at least what’s nearby before weedy things start blowing in.
Crane looks at me. “Your most basic obligation being?”
“Not dying,” Kynefrid and Angren say in chorus.
Going to have to start thinking about what I’m really doing.
Chapter 19
Dove
Dear Mama,
I don’t begrudge Zora a unicorn. Can’t, hardly, Ed’s more monster than flocks of unicorns. It’s still trouble, no matter how well conducted the unicorn is willing to be. People don’t forget the slow gape or the mad eyes very well.
Not any madder than your usual unicorn, everyone says who’d know. Not mad enough, well, Mulch sat us down and explained about this kind of unicorns with vehemence and gesticulations. Strict hierarchy, separate sex-based hierarchies, periods of apparent stability punctuated by brutality. Different slant, but agrees with Zora’s reading. Which, well, I’m not going to set out to alter all the unicorns. But this fellow’s young, barely managed to run away rather than succumb to being brutalized, and in the Peace, I’d expect it’s Independent or nothing.
The local male hierarchy, to a unicorn, runs Wake, Edgar, Mulch, and Mulch is a visitor and Ed, well, flocks. Wake, looking at Wake, not anything Wake did, makes the poor thing shake. So there’s no hope of moving up, especially since we don’t think like that. The problem, the thing Mulch worries about most, Mulch who is sort of haunting Zora’s garden, originally out of power-exhaustion, a worrier at the best of times, is the mismatch, Zora’s deferred to, obviously, about anything to do with the garden or alive, generally. So Zora has standing, and any time a higher-status male is interested, out the unicorn goes, and starves.
A unicorn historically traumatized, frequently terrified, insecure, Zora can be taken away at any moment if your mind’s stuck in a unicorn flock, instead of paying attention to who argued against strong doleful precedent to make the social try, who argued against Halt, that’s not at all Zora’s custom. I’m hoping any inescapably necessary abrupt demise won’t be one of us, some distant battalion, but it’ll be just hideous for Zora.
Grue did a heroic best at getting Zora to think about that. Zora did think about that, carefully, most of a day, and came back with reasoned risk-reward and mostly what our teachers tell us about avoiding constraints of fear. (Attempts to comprehend the female hierarchy, other than Halt at the top, gives the hoof-lad fits.)
It’s mostly, I think, Zora wanting someone to take care of, and none of us really qualifying.
Which, Peace and Plenty, is not an indication the link doesn’t work anymore. It’s an indication Zora’s, I had to think about this, it’s a making decisions thing. Zora wants research, and consultation, and multiple approaches to the calculations, and then for the decision to stay decided forever.
The hoof-lad might well work like that, the rest of us don’t, it’s not a strain, it’s just distance. Well, and no one to get all twined up with, they’ve been a good unicorn for Zora so far but not so far as that.
You’re not, absolutely not, to take the remark about decisions to include there being anything wrong between me and Ed, or me and Chloris, or Chloris and Constant, or any combination of the four together. That’s working, oh, Mama, there are days it ought to scare me. This must sound like all the things we tell rash youth not to do, it’ll break their hearts, it sounds like that to me. It might be, it might be the thing the rash youth want, and can’t have, because the world won’t do what they say. It’s not fair, it bothers Chloris sometimes, because the world, our local parts of it, does just what we say.
It works so well. It might be cheating, it’s still settled, and yes, Ed’s still in my head, and vice-versa, and if that’s a house, Chloris still has to knock, but the door opens of itself, if that’s not dragging metaphor too far.
Someone did express surprise at Chloris that Ed was adequate, what with being foreign and short, and yes, I did bother to notice who, and Chloris went all perfect-with-death and solemnly agreed that Ed was adequate. Then smirked, still all inhumanly beautiful, and whoever-it-was looked at me and Halt says I looked amused.
Hasn’t been any more of that.
It’s not, either, that I’ve found more time to write, or Halt’s compelled me to improve my handwriting, it’s that I don’t have to pick up a pen. We’ve been trying and trying to learn the teacher-trick of making the illusion stick to the page, and I’ve finally managed, so now I’m just thinking at sheets of paper while I’m watching the spinny little spells slow down enough to do the next thing to them. No worrying about getting ink into things, and I’m told the paper’s changed, the writing’s good for centuries. So more letters.
More visits, well, you’d get me, and Ed, and Chloris, and spectral Constant, and at least one teacher, not permitted to wander around on our own, and the general sparseness of teacher spare time means you’d get Zora and the hoof-lad, too, plus possibly Halt. Or Wake; Blossom’s not really even one chance in three. Not something to surprise you, or the gean, with. Not something to not give everyone a tactful chance to say no about, either. Without pointing out our host-gean’s fine with us, they got the whole incremental process, on top of the political conviction the Creek sorcerous tradition should get recreated, and soon.
It would work better, really it would, if you came here. The Round House is worth seeing, you can bring Hawthorne, Hawthorne’s kids, we have space, we can have any furniture you like, Eirene would have to hide somewhere to hop up and down with glee for us to have family guests, you know that. Give us a date and we’ll be sure not to have experiments running, and we’ll take you through the Tall Woods, too, the kids would like that. And even Chloris will agree it’s enough reason to open those thank-you peach preserves.
Love,
Dove
P. S. Yes, Mama, I have noticed just how political my life has become.
Can’t say as I like it, but can’t help it; I’d be political just by existing. That strong a talent. Enchanter is more politics, militant enchanter more than that, Ed and being together headed at as strong as Blossom, and likewise the unprecedented Constant, much more politics, and then there’s the whole working link, nobody who isn’t Halt’s entirely comfortable with that.
I’m not completely sure about Halt.
(Of course we’re not, not completely. During is wonderful, afterwards people say things like “creature of legend,” and we can’t say they’re wrong.)
Chapter 20
Chloris
Hello Aunt,
I’d really rather not talk about Mother. I don’t think there’s anything left for me to say.
Yes, I am changing. Changing is a part of learning, you told me that when I was six.
Yes, I am talking about other sorcerers as though they were family. Functionally, family is just what we are. I don’t have a choice about being a sorcerer, you’ll remember the lemon preserves, and how little hearing lemon juice boiled with sugar scream was anything I wanted. I do still want to live. I do still have a choice about how I live.
Of course they can lie. The old ones can tell you the complete truth, Wake’s description of the difficulty of moving a mountain was exactly this our first day as students, and you’ll believe the wrong thing as they intended you to do. It’s not evidence of malice, the ability is evidence of being a thousand years old, with all that practice. The old ones are complicated; everything they do is, necessarily, political, it’s like holding a Commonweal office, they’ve lived all those years, of course they’re strange. They still act as though they like us, as though they experience some need for society.
Even if that is, somehow, a lie, or incomplete, I don’t see how I can possibly benefit from not treating it as real.
Of course being called a necromancer bothered me, very much. I had visions of things rising from crypts. Only, well, it’s not the name, it’s the thing, something else you told me when I was small, and the thing is much of why we’re the best weeding team anywhere. That’s not all we are, but it’s nothing to disdain, either. And, yes, people will be frightened, but I can’t do anything useful about that. I certainly can’t sensibly start doubting myself; the whole point of the course of study is to trust ourselves to turn into something good and useful.
I think that’s true, we’ve got a lot done, we ought to get a lot more done. Some of it has saved lives. If I’m becoming somewhat troubling, it comes of the strength to do that work.
I know you worry, I think I know why, but I’m not lonely. I’m still me, I haven’t lost myself, I’ve gained. If the Shape of Peace accepts us, I’ll have gained time, along with the certainty of being sufficient.
Sufficient not just to the work.
That’s more than enough.
Still your niece,
Chloris
Chapter 21
Zora
Hello! Greetings!
I can’t just leave! We’re not allowed to wander around on our own, which is probably good, really, it doesn’t take much absent-minded to make a mess. I also have a garden and an intermittent teacher I don’t want to walk away from, most of the teachers are useless for gardens, Mulch knows everything about gardens.
So, yes, I’d love to visit, but if I do, I really really must ask, teachers might not have time, then you get me, and them, and teachers, and it might be the strange teachers because they’re all strange. I’ve had time to get used to them, it might not go over splendid well with everybody when we show up.
Pelōŕios is getting less skittish, it’s a bit slow, but between not growing up with the Peace and my fellow students that’s only fair. Lots to be skittish about. And NO, you do not have to worry. I’m not militant, you’re right, unicorns are basically inherently militant, too militant, mostly, can’t argue that, it’s how they were made. What they’re not is inherently stupid, you don’t see unicorns wandering into townships and stealing the light-bindings or a fuser-focus to gnaw on. They know that’s not safe, even if they’d be fine the first five times.
You met my fellow students, that was their very best polite company faces, it really was. What they’re like when they’re worried about my physical safety isn’t that. I’m mostly impressed Pelōŕios hasn’t run away. They’re not being mean, they all actually like Pelōŕios, it’s just, I know this isn’t fair, but you don’t have any active talent and you’re going to have to trust me about it, anybody with active senses for the Power doesn’t think Death and Constant Strange Mayhem is a joke. I only get to think it’s a joke because I’ve never had to scream for help. Pelōŕios really doesn’t think it’s a joke, and then there’s Wake and Halt. And how long it took to find out I needed to get Grue to produce a convincing explanation that Romp and Stomp are made, not something that happened to bad unicorns. (Romp and Stomp think Pelōŕios is wonderful, and want to play chase games. I’m good enough at unicorn-me to join in, and we haven’t frightened anyone because we’re really careful about where.)
So, sure, I want to visit, but you’d get the whole school. Whereas we’ve got an embarrassment of space, we could put you in the pond-pavilion and you’d have it all to yourselves, it’s nice, we were mostly trying to figure out how, but the pavilion sleeps twenty no problem. That’s still giving you the whole school to deal with but it’s not the whole school all over your gean.
Give it a thought?
 — Zora
P.S. Bring the kid!
Chapter 22
Zora
Trying to talk to Pelōŕios about food is difficult.
Material food, the reason for a garden, Pelōŕios might be coming to comprehend. Mulch, older than the Commonweal by a multiplier with at least two digits and a reasonable speaker of Unicorn Four, even if it seems to be Unicorn Four from some centuries ago, is easier for Pelōŕios to understand.
Not for me.
“But the seeming of desire” Mulch says to Pelōŕios. “To possess desire, a thing needs must possess itself in understanding.”
Which is true: the tomato plants don’t desire anything; the tomato plants have chemically-mediated decentralized responses to their environment, and if a unicorn thinks they smell invigoratingly of bitter death, that thought’s all in the unicorn.
Being away for eleven days in the lower Third Valley was no help to the garden, none at all. Then I got half a day before we were three days weeding, with a boat crew that wasn’t the usual boat crew and will get to tell the usual boat crew about the unicorn sitting primly on the centreline of the boat and asking bemused questions about the whole process.
The garden’s not as bad as it could easily have been, lots of rain around Westcreek Town but not, quite, too much. Good drainage, only three actual weeds blown in on the wind. Two more in the Big Pond, to the efficacious irritation of the swans. There are lots of weeds you mustn’t burn but not so many able to recover from being liquefied by slicing. A couple dubious seeds that didn’t sprout; it might be too wet for them, some kind of weed blown in out of the east.
Inerting weed-remnants doesn’t even feel odd anymore. It’s a lot like putting on mental protective gloves, because the mechanism isn’t one I want to have direct contact with in the Power.
Pelōŕios spins in a circle, blurringly rapid. I think it’s just frustration, Mulch really isn’t easy to understand. Politeness to venerable sorcerers isn’t any stranger to a unicorn than it is to anyone else.
“The Commonweal suffers not the commutation of Power,” Mulch is saying. “Might, you may have, if be you in no wise mighty.”
Unicorn faces don’t scrunch. You get a sort of reverse-dimness spiralling down the horn, instead. “These are mighty.”
Something wry, in the whistle. “Among a mighty company.”
Pelōŕios got quieter and quieter, once we started, well, trotting, mostly, back from the lower Third Valley, not the headlong rush to get there. Romp and Stomp had had a good rest, Pelōŕios’ recovery hadn’t been set back, but Grue and I didn’t want to run any more than we had to. Dove and Edgar and Constant flew, mostly soaring in great big looping spirals. I had to not borrow their view as much as I wanted, because I would have walked into, or off, entirely the wrong thing if I had, but the whole lower valley changed. Higher and steeper border-mountains, risen blocks of something grey and granitoid, a broad flat valley floor, and nothing like a single river. Braided channels, marshes, small lakes, chains of ponds, vast treeless damp areas, five different kinds of wet forest, at least two kinds of wet, annually flooded then emergent then dry, grassland, there’s a canal but it’s twistier than it was. More locks with less lift each, dikes, dams, little spillways as single fused slabs. Whoever did the surveying was early in their awareness that there wasn’t going to be much drainage of fields going on.
No large dams, no immediate or obvious prospects of concentrated water power, but the agricultural potential is way up, even if the methods are mostly from books and people are struggling to domesticate wild plants. The people of the lower Third Valley suddenly were never hungry, never lacked a varied diet, have children who are a decimetre taller. They would forgive us nearly anything. The reports, we’re still getting copies, from all the settlements are astonished and effusive.
Even the geologists are happy: the altered terrane is much more interesting.
Mulch waited for me to come back out of my thoughts, which isn’t going to help with the perception of mightiness.
“It doesn’t mean I get to tell anyone what to do. It specifically means I don’t.” The Ur-Law is about not being ruled by sorcerers, people care intensely about not being ruled by sorcerers. No sorcerous rule and no slaves, the founders started there and everything else is built on it. You won’t be voted a gean office if you work in a wreaking collective, and no gean anywhere is ever going to have more than three-twentieths of the adults engaged in any kind of wreaking trade. Different words, outside the Creeks, Ed says people usually said “crafter” or “focus-maker,” and that it was generally a tenth, but still. Another reason it’s a bit embarrassing to be using your talent as talent.
Pelōŕios has a doubtful look. Mulch looks close to blank.
“Ed wasn’t left in charge of people, Ed was in charge of any necessary amendments to the working.”
There’s some dubious unicorn body language, because that was indeed people being deferentially polite to Ed, well, me, any of us conscious. “You’re responsible for your job, for doing it correctly and efficiently. Doesn’t matter if it’s mopping the floor or altering terrain. It should have been Blossom but Blossom was going to collapse, and then it should have been Crane but Crane wasn’t going to collapse only because Crane mostly can’t.”
“Solely voluntary authority,” Mulch says, with the vowel sounds of the early Commonweal and enough bitterness to curl my tongue.
“Within bounds.” I have no idea how to say this in Unicorn, there aren’t words to make the words from. “Authority must abide the Ur-law, so the law must abide the Ur-law and the exercise of authority must abide the law. Sorcerers … ”
“Sorcerers are slaves,” Mulch says.
That’s a most unpleasant arch in Pelōŕios’ neck.
“Sorcerers are no more constrained than anyone else is.”
Mulch, it isn’t quite glares, at me.
“The Shape of Peace has everybody’s names, the real and true names of every Commonweal citizen. It matters more to sorcerers but it’s also a better defence than anything I’ve ever read about except being Halt.” Unless you are Halt, and I suppose probably Ed, knowing Halt’s true name destroys your mind. I don’t know if that’s factual, doing a controlled experiment has ethics problems, but everybody believed it as a certain fact in the Bad Old Days.
“Day has dawned with no Halt above the whole width of earth,” Mulch says. “If the thing was done in slaughter of continents and agony of generations, yet was done.”
Halt’s been bound under the earth at least twice, both times intended to be entirely permanent. No one ever said this is why Halt teaches most of our formal classes on making things stop being enchanted, but we’re all sure it’s relevant.
Mulch sags a little. “Slaughter always comes.”
Mulch sags a little more. “Flight might it then save some small few.”
“Are you in the Second Commonweal because the Second Shape of Peace can move?” It’s a completely tactless thing to ask, even if Mulch has tossed tact out of the world today.
Mulch looks at me directly, something Mulch doesn’t do. “For cause the First may not.”
Mulch gesticulates, not wildly, and not anything to do with the Power. “Not so far nor so thorough a fleeing as need asks, but so far as I may go in bondage.”
Pelōŕios is looking at me in a disturbed way.
“When the Commonweal began, all the sorcerers whom Laurel overcame were given a choice to serve the Commonweal.” It’s more complicated than that and nobody wrote it down properly. Hardly anyone could have, there weren’t Clerks yet, all we’ve got are very terse notes taken about the votes in Parliament. Eyewitness memory doesn’t extend that much, all the surviving sorcerers only remember being asked what their choice was, they weren’t present for the deliberations.
“Everybody we’ve still got chose a life with service and survived the judgement of the Shape of Peace. That’s become the definition of an Independent, but those first few weren’t Independents in the same sense as someone deciding to try to become an Independent today.”
“Halt,” Pelōŕios says.
I nod. “And Wake, and Mulch, and Ongen, and I don’t think anyone else in the Second Commonweal.”
There are three or four partial whistles, attempts to say something when Pelōŕios hasn’t really any idea how to express the thought, whether for tact or words or issues with translation doesn’t show.
“There’s a whole literature about what the Shape of Peace thought it was doing, if you can legitimately say the Shape thinks, it’s not a focus, everybody participates but it’s more of a mechanism for consensus than anything active.”
“None but Ongen knew of focus-making,” Mulch says. “Few were there to weed. If a sorcerer could work, they might be let to live for the sake of the work.” Mulch looks indescribably sad. “And so slaves.”
“Having to work isn’t slavery!” Really. Everyone works, if they possibly can. Half the problem with old people is getting them to not hurt themselves with keeping working past their strength. “Not even having to work at what you’re given, sorcerers don’t even get the owed time re-calculated based on expected lifespan.” Partially to avoid trying to calculate things based on specific human lifespans, there are four species that don’t senesce. Everybody owes a tenth of their time to the Commonweal.
Though Halt and Wake and Blossom might as well have had their time recalculated. I’ve never been sure how voluntary that was, or how many ways there are to have a Shape of Peace that can move.
“Seed must be scattered,” Mulch says. “Creatures must flee.”
Who is forever victorious? Pelōŕios says, just to me.
Chapter 23
Grue
There’s something wrong with Creeks, to ignore this gathering. Someone’s mopping the other half of the refectory floor, and not trying to listen. Really not, not their job and not their concern.
Crane’s coffee cup doesn’t tick on the saucer. Still haven’t figured that out. Not expected to until a hundred-fifty or so.
“Do not think I regret my survival,” Crane says, Crane who only looks a little tired, “yet I wonder at your students’ estimation of risk as much as at their capability.”
“Dove isn’t capable of abandoning people,” Spike says. “None of them are going to find ‘me or a fellow citizen?’ a question.”
Crane nods once, slower than you’d think was a nod. Spike didn’t say “me or a hundred thousand,” didn’t remark on how near things came to that exchange.
“I had a mannerly cataclysm explain what was either mathematical elegance or tactical savagery, after your students devised it under conditions of great risk and no warning.” Crane flips a small disk of dull light over and over across left-hand fingertips. “I find Kynefrid an excellent and rapidly advancing student.”
“Power feeds on Power.” Halt approves, oh, how Halt approves.
Crane looks at Spike. “You didn’t direct it.”
Spike takes my hand. “I’m wretched at landscape. Constant’s never been material, Dove and Chloris are good, Edgar’s excellent, Zora’s off in the realm of legend. Zora says feed in complete trust that the Power will come, I’m going to answer. I’ve got a sister in there, I fit in there.” I don’t, which is why Spike took my hand.
They’re great and glorious and I love them all, not quite as much as Spike.
Still don’t want to die, splashed with glory or otherwise.
“This isn’t about preserving Dove.” Crane doubts this only because Crane can’t see what else it could be about.
“That’s why Blossom’s in on it.” I say it with a smile.
“Plus distributing the horrified looks.” Spike’s only a little wry.
“What are you really doing?” Crane says, looking Halt in the eye.
“Besides knitting?”
“Besides knitting.” Crane’s voice isn’t anything except calm. Spike’s snerking quietly anyway.
“If it was a hive mind, they would serve the abstraction,” Halt says.
Wake troubles to look more like a person, and less like an ancient calm god. “While I am not my colleague’s match as a mathematician,” Wake says, and none of us remark on how many other ways that’s true as a very simple diagram appears on the air. Just where Crane will see it best, and I don’t need to see it. “Our students have individual access to the whole of what they participate in. The collective arising from the working follows the focus construct pattern.”
“Without an executive?”
“In the fixed sense, as provided with focus enchantments?” Spike’s shaking her head. “Not only do they not have one, they can’t. It wouldn’t work. Actively and immediately voluntary or nothing.”
Dove and Edgar decided that was how their consonance was going to work and meant it, when they’d known each other for five days. Meant it with so much raw talent that reality nodded nervously and said yes, of course, exactly that, of course, yes.
Spike gets a much more wry look, and so do I. “They know who is good at what, very finely. They’re not deferential at all, ‘bicker like cousins’ doesn’t start to cover it.”
They all regret Kynefrid’s departure. Kynefrid must have moments of regret. Spike can’t, Halt can’t, because Kynefrid is sensible and prudent and careful. The whole would have locked up, often, because the rest of them are stupid brave.
“Do note,” Wake says, “that while I could not teach Zora any actual necromancy, Chloris could. There are other instances of similar communication.”
“They borrow Edgar’s mind to do arithmetic calculation with,” Halt says. “Or one another’s for more complex mathematics.”
“I find it difficult to view that as prudent,” Crane says.
“Not much different from borrowing an alembic, only they’re all such reflexive glasswrights they’ll never need to,” I find myself saying. They commit art all over their lab glass, people can’t always bear to touch their kitchen glassware, no matter how durable they know it is. I’m not the only one found staring at Chloris’ glasswork, only some of it decorative, sometimes art isn’t enough of an explanation.
It really isn’t much different.
“Talent limits Power,” Halt says. “Even with excellent technique and narrowly wedged moments, disjunction and not extinction, that malice was dealt with once before.”
We hardly know it was dealt with by excellent technique hangs there unspoken. We don’t, it’s not especially unlikely given how hard it would be to deal with at all but we really don’t know. Slit throats in the tens of thousands with the excellent technique, if you’re stuck with old-fashioned means.
“So the necromancer and whatever Zora is aren’t limited to the usual upper limits of immaterial or non-destructive talents.” It’s not a question.
Halt nods. “So we may have Kind Lake and half a valley made over, instead of an hundred thousand dead.”
“So we may have the increase of choice,” Spike says quietly, and Halt nods, head dipping with every second echo of that quiet statement across the Power.
“We might well have an hierarchy of sorcerers,” Crane says quietly. “It is a proverb that you do not know what to expect from a talent until they who bear it have survived to their hundredth year.”
If the kids live, there will be worse worries than about Spike, and that solution won’t work again.
“Sorcery is a long and weary way,” Halt says. “Increasingly solitary with skill. The children I hope to spare that, who are dear to one another.”
“They trust each other beyond reason or question, recognize that’s actively insane, and are making relentless conscious efforts to be people for whom such trust is not insane.” I try, as best I can, to say this without judgement, as an observation only.
It’s working. Somehow.
“A laudable undertaking,” Wake says. “When we began this, I asked my colleague ‘What youngster would choose to be lonely?’” Wake shades back into imperturbable old god. “In full age and power, one might accept loneliness as a necessary cost, but it seemed unlikely to be a true choice if offered to the young.”
“The alternative being to compel their loneliness, when it is not a necessary cost,” Halt says, with some emphasis on not.
Crane nods, slowly. “Customary beyond thought.”
“As customary as our pliability checks,” Spike says, a little rueful. It was, for awhile, a lot distressed.
They’d been truly thorough, the kind of thorough that makes some clerk ask if the cost of the thing accomplished need be so great. The checks are meant for superficial geography, not fundamental geology. The formalisms suppose nobody ever changes the fundamental geology because nobody can, not without some vast atrocity of rent hearts or slit throats.
Crane pauses completely, then says “Yes. A more comprehensive demonstration that customary and successful are not synonyms could not be asked.”
Crane takes a careful swallow of coffee. “Yet we may still have an hierarchy of sorcerers.”
“More formally than aforetime?” Spike sounds almost as sad as she really is. “Everyone knew about the Twelve, about the battalion list.”
“The Twelve were given tasks when there was no other way.” Wake ought to know. “The present change of custom is less concerned with ‘no other way’.”
Crane looks up, face still and terrible. “Was there another way to rescue the Third Valley?”
“No more than there was for the Old Lake Canal,” Halt says, voice placid. “Yet the children have been occupied with many things.”
Smaller things than lives.
“So there will be others.” Crane will have no opinion about that, not yet.
“Perhaps” Halt says. “We do not yet know if these will succeed.”
“The Third Valley expects an extensive food surplus,” Spike says, quietly.
Not something that necessarily matters, or means good things, when the Shape of Peace judges you.
When the end of the world loves you so much.
Chapter 24
Zora
A few days later I get to talk to Pelōŕios about food the way I wanted to, after a detour through what being an Independent means now.
The idea that anybody can change themselves that much startles Pelōŕios, unicorns aren’t, at least in their own traditions and expectations, mutable. The idea that it’s possible to stop being constrained to be a predator, that drawing sustenance directly from the Power is far from unknown and a practical possibility, is almost visibly rejected as something Pelōŕios believes. The idea that there’s no reason not to be a better unicorn doesn’t get mentioned yet. Whatever Mulch thinks of the Commonweal, they did give me what Unicorn Four physiology was modelled on, I can’t so much as advocate for mind alteration, even if Pelōŕios were to do it all themselves, but I don’t think that’s important, either. Pelōŕios isn’t having difficulty with the Peace as behaviour. Comprehending the idea of the Peace might not ever happen, but staying inside the Peace in actions isn’t looking like any sort of challenge. Several small children and a few large infants have tried to feed Pelōŕios flowers and the unicorn was more patient with them than I would really have wanted to be. Especially after the first time, it’s turning into something that’s half a dare.
Harmless dare, Pelōŕios says. Having to show you’re brave, Pelōŕios understands. Being grounds for being considered brave is good, too, especially when it’s bravery to approach with a hopefully tasty flower.
Was tried with daisies but the once Pelōŕios says. I think that might even be a smile.
Everyone’s looking recovered, I don’t know about Crane but Blossom’s properly vivid and Chloris is properly spectral again.
Properly spectral. When it took me a year to stop shuddering.
Still true now.
Much altered your standards of caution, Pelōŕios says, and that almost sounds concerned.
Falling into regular days, I say, and then have to explain; people, it’s nearly a constant across people, you can’t create an increase in capability from yourself without serious intent and planning and maybe not then, the history of success isn’t very good. And this is thinking, and thinking’s much harder than producing a species of people who can eat anything or who don’t age in the regular way. It’s habitual to confuse what you’re used to with what’s possible, and to give that a name.
That gets me the thought of a slow nod. An experience Pelōŕios is having, terrible sorcerers and being offered flowers both.
Thou hast bid different mountains come to dance Pelōŕios says, then seems abashed.
I really did, I manage to say without any of the qualifiers about just setting parameters. I wouldn’t dare try that kind of disclaimer on Grue, I shouldn’t try it on myself.
Someone on a barge waves at us. I wave back. I can never bring myself to do arthropod wing illusions when I’m a unicorn, so these are really big swallow wings and solid enough there’s a hiss of air around the wingtips.
Got really stuck on being the weakest, didn’t I? is about all I manage to think, then we’re at Blue Creek and it’s time to turn around. Which we’ve started doing by going over Lighthouse Hill, the canal and river faces of which are near enough vertical. Pelōŕios didn’t think that was a reason not to, the cloven hooves have a lot of grip strength between the individual toes, and I didn’t have too much trouble learning how. Someone in the lighthouse looks at a watch as we scramble past and tips the hat they’re not wearing, our time’s been improving. Pelōŕios has learned enough about Commonweal manners to do fluttery acknowledging aurora lights back, and so there’s a mix of mauve and white. Everyone tells me Pelōŕios’ lights look eerily similar to Blossom’s, which I suppose they would if you can’t see how dense they aren’t. Entirely respectable, you couldn’t sensibly say weak, but, yeah. Not as strong as me. Nothing like the Goddess of Destruction, but I can tell how dense Blossom’s light-leaks are, in the Power. Most just see the photons. There are a bunch of dead Reems sorcerers who might have just been seeing the photons.
Needst thou not have known your mightiness by count of inches, Pelōŕios says. I come to know that for truth, and not some claim of fierce seeming.
As art thou, grown mighty again. Unicorn diction is tricky, but I’m getting better. Wherefore shouldst thou cease in gain of strength?
Chapter 25
Zora
This isn’t the sort of thing anyone ever does, it’s somewhere beyond rash.
People who get caught up with the weed stay there, you don’t dare open the earth or sift the ashes, weeds don’t care about being dead reliably enough. Some of them are just patterns, those can catch on anyone with a little Power, which is almost everyone. You put a memorial on the cemetery wall, you write the weed-marker numbers on that, it’s not the best thing but there isn’t anything else to do.
Dove spent all of the last month, since we came back from the Third Valley, getting quieter and quieter and then looked up at breakfast today and said “I need to know,” to Halt.
Halt nodded, finished the row, and said “No time like the present.”
So here we are, halfway to Headwaters, east of the West Wetcreek, and I can’t remember Dove’s cousins’ names. They were calm about having Halt show up.
Halt, and Dove with that expression, and Ed being worried, which means you feel like every kind of doom is standing behind you contemplating which sauce to pour over your head. Plus Chloris looking spectral in full daylight to hold hands with Constant, and me, just looking uncomfortable, and a unicorn, looking, if you know what to look for, worried.
You can tell where the weed was. Five hectares of currant bushes shaded by hazelnuts on a shallow north-facing slope, except for the neatly square patch. That’s almost all leadwort, a precise square eighth-hectare. The weed stakes are two layers, outer corners of the leadwort and eight on the major compass points round the mound. Nothing on the mound itself, that’s, yeah, that’s pottery, be centuries before it breaks enough for anything to root on it. Too slick for moss, if it was supposed to be pottery Wake would say it had been over-fired.
The borders of the leadwort are edged, the tiles are on edge and go down half a metre. Won’t stop much, weeds go deep, but it does keep the border from creeping out or in over time. Some weeds are sneaky like that, they’ll emulate the local ground cover to spread.
Thirty-five metres on a side’s more than strictly required for kid-thorn, all the manuals say ten metres is as far as it’s ever reached. Doubt anyone wanted to argue for the minimum area.
Needed to do some digging, Dove says.
Halt makes a quiet commiserative noise, then Chloris and Edgar do something impossible.
Which isn’t factual, if you observe it, it isn’t impossible. Only you might be deluded. Or panicking, or, and I sort of stop, because Constant has been reassuring at me.
Dove’s family, that part of Dove’s family, have been dead seven years and more. You get shades longer than that, for howe-laid dead, when there was some other kind of operant intent, when there’s a great and manifest ability with the Power involved. There’s a sense in which Wake’s been dead for a thousand years.
Infant children, dead abruptly from something that materially eats your brain, shouldn’t leave any shade at all. Dion, Dove’s brothers, maybe, for a little while, a décade, not a season.
Yet here they all are.
There’s a period of emotional chaos.
Dove, somehow, isn’t crying. I am, Chloris is, I have no idea what could make Halt cry. Pelōŕios is standing right behind me and much more glowy than usual. Ed isn’t crying, Ed looks like someone carved murder out of darkness because Dove is upset.
Dion’s shade reaches out and clasps forearms with Ed. Neither of them says anything but the dead Dion visibly and obviously approves.
Approval startles Edgar.
None of the children knew they were dead, knew anything more than a brief fear and worry. “You were very brave,” Dove says to Lark’s shade, as solemn and as serious as any mother ever was. Lark nods, reassured.
“Ran toward trouble,” Dion says. Looks around. “More trouble than I thought.”
“Had to try,” one of the brothers says, with a little bit of a shrug.
Dove actually smiles, it’s not a grimace, it’s a real fond smile.
Dove hugs all of them, carefully tosses each of the twins lightly in the air to spectral shrieks and shining smiles, listens to Lark’s “Love you, Mama,” with somehow only the feeling proper to the live child, and a “Love you too, brave child.”
Dove’s brothers look at Ed, and then Chloris, nod a little with understanding, say “Try to take care of,” and head-tip at their sister.
Death, face streaming with tears, inhales, says “Everyone asks us to do that.”
“It’s not easy.” Both brothers say that together.
“We’ll do our best,” Ed says, voice soft and light, and the Power has gone full of a willingness to do whatever thing might be required to keep Dove safe.
Cities, armies, empires, species upon species of people, the sterilization of continents, there isn’t any end or ethics to it whatsoever.
The brothers have tipped their heads, judicious, and Dion is nodding. “You’ve got a chance.”
Lark looks at Chloris, nods. Then Lark’s face sets with determination before Lark steps forward, reaches up, and takes Ed’s hand. “Do you love Mama?”
Ed squats down to be able to look Lark in the eye. “I love your Mama very much. As much as darkness loves the dawn.”
Lark clearly has no idea how much that is, and looks a little doubtful, and looks at Dove, who nods. “Nearly as much as I love you, wise child.”
“All of you,” Dove says, and hugs them all again, and steps back, and says, “Let’s get you some better rest.”
The shades fade, one by one, as the bodies rise from the open mound still wrapped in dirt.
Not seeing the mummified bodies with eyes doesn’t help as much as I wish it would. I entirely don’t understand what Constant does to the ceramic, but everybody goes into a proper coffin, it’s the same ceramic, it’s just changed arrangement, it doesn’t feel any newer.
Lark says, the small whisper of a small ghost, “I’m sorry Mama,” turning back from the coffin, and Dove steps forward until Dove’s forehead rests on risen Lark’s. “You did the brave thing. Sometimes the brave thing isn’t enough.” Dove takes a breath, and it feels as though the sun has risen again, that all the hope in the whole world is right here, whole and entire.
It shines through Halt, and is still hope.
“No one can always be sure if the brave thing is going to work or not. You weren’t wrong to be brave.”
Lark’s believing “Yes, Mama,” is a smaller whisper, the small ghost fading into the small coffin, but I hear it.
Dove’s holding on to Ed hard enough that most anyone else would be dead in several separate pieces.
Chloris is holding on to Constant and sobbing. Constant isn’t solid, but Chloris isn’t solid right now either.
All seven coffins are still just floating there, because Halt, some tiny thread of Halt’s attention, wills that they should.
I could be sobbing, but I am more tired of feeling useless than I am sad. There’s a unicorn worried enough that I can feel their nervous breath across the side of my neck as much as the back.
The rest of the mound, there really isn’t anything structured in there, it’s mineral powder, inert, the coffins have real bodies but nothing else, this was rash but they’ll be safe enough in a graveyard, safe even if the coffins decay, which they’re going to, now. Constant didn’t include the over-fired outer bit, water’s going to get in.
The mound itself, metaphysically, some tide of wrath sloshed through it more than once, that has to have been Ed and I’m not going to think about how I could possibly have missed it. I suppose all the Dove’s-upset had to go somewhere.
I’m not completely sure the Power can work in there. I think it should, I can’t see how it wouldn’t, but the sorcery rules I think I know seem to have been suspended today.
It does. Or mine does, the working link full of grief is still our working link, the obliteration in there recognizes my right to alter the mute substance of the dead world. Halt moves the coffins out of the way for me.
Eighth of a hectare out of five, two and a half percent, I can borrow soil organics, bacteria, the necessary chemical balances, from the rest of the field without hurting anything, everything will fill back in. I have a mind full of plants, I can leave the mound edges level and put in a raised bed and seven roses, I mostly just now made the roses up, they’re roses, nice robust climbing roses. Next year, when they’re established, they’re going to bloom like sunrise.
Then there’s a pause, and Halt nods approval before making an emphatic formal motion. Any formal magical motion from Halt’s unnerving, ones involving Halt’s cane doubly so. This time there’s a heptagonal trellis there, seven half-arches and an open circle peak. It all gleams with the black of weathered bronze, which it most certainly is not.
It’s the same aesthetic as many of Halt’s tea cups, it’s got ornate fine decoration ornamenting elegant basic shapes.
After a while, the sobbing’s stopped and the grief’s ebbed a bit. Dove looks at the roses, at me, at the trellis, and at Halt, and says “Thank you,” in an emphatic polite way and starts walking.
We all do, I even know where we’re going because the link’s full of directions and memories about where the cemetery with the memorial markers is, someone may ask Halt if this is safe but I don’t think they’re going to argue.
Still don’t have any idea how Ed and Chloris did that, or how it could be possible at all.
“Necromancy may combine,” Halt says, in such placid tones that I find myself thinking totally implausible things about Halt and Wake’s interaction.
Gets me a look over the glasses and a quelling “Not a social primate,” that no-one else seems to understand.
Chapter 26
Zora
It looks to all the world as though I am by myself, walking into Westcreek Town on two feet. Think “by myself” and with the thought I know what Dove and Edgar and Chloris and Constant are doing. Some small difference of emphasis tells me what Blossom and Grue are doing.
We’re all very tactful about it, Blossom and Grue are exemplary about it, really, it’s so easy to forget they’re almost ninety. I’m sixty-seven years younger than either of them, I hope it’s not like having your eight year old cousin inescapably stuck in your head but I’ll never really know. Won’t really remember no link by then, it’s not very likely the next bunch will wind up connected to us, Dove and Blossom’s degree of connection surprised Halt, most other people try not to believe it.
I have a lot of trouble remembering no link now.
Don’t want to remember not having the link, from here in the better world.
I have a lovely family, I miss them, I miss Mikka, I’m sure they love me and that I love them.
Love is not the same thing as being useful, as knowing what kinds of things there are to do.
It’s entirely not the same as not being angry all the time because my talent wants out of my head and I don’t even really know I’ve got any. Spontaneous awareness of the Power, very common, but not in the Commonweal, because if you grow up in the Commonweal no one tries to kill you, no one beats you to make you obey, you don’t, on the odds of the thing, run into any weeds unless you’re adult and trained.
Pelōŕios, in the grip of unicorn social norms, is talking to Ed. Pelōŕios can believe Ed doesn’t have an excessively cheerful view of the Commonweal, can believe that having a frank discussion with Ed is survivable, and can’t believe that I don’t have that excessively cheerful view.
Pelōŕios doesn’t notice my particular teacher being, well, pained, I think, that I can, in defiance of five hundred years of tradition and a great many long standing policies, produce reproducing species without any more concern than a request that I file the proper forms with the Food-gesith and Galdor-gesith’s clerks. There wasn’t even a hearing, it’s purely some sort of terrifying clerkly consensus that I’m responsible.
Grue isn’t allowed to make anything actually alive, not for a hundred years. There’s not quite fifty of those hundred left.
It has something to do with bees. We’re not allowed to know unless and until we’re Independents, and I haven’t asked, and Grue tries hard not to be angry with me. Grue’s very angry with the Commonweal, or the Galdor-gesith, or someone, about that, still.
It makes me feel odd, dropping off the forms for the roses, sunrise-roses, a committee provides the formal designation, on my way over to the hospital. There are people growing strawberries in their garden plots in Westcreek Town, strawberries were the first thing, Halt saying in the refectory that I had improved them, the clerks concluded that I’d made what Halt gave me, a memory and a model, taste better, be more nutritious, much more hardy, more productive, and easier to grow and pick. Then there was a general consensus that I just wasn’t going to produce anything inimical. I have to stick to macroscopic life, but that’s true of everyone. Anything microscopic takes a long time to get approved, and it’s really rare as an occurrence.
I could have said it was just six species, seven with the roses, without the lower Third Valley. That’s going to take years and years to catalog, and other people are going to do it, and, well. Not all of that’s macroscopic, so I’m going to go on thinking of it as borrowed probability, and never mind the things in it that couldn’t have come from anywhere else but our minds and memories, my mind and desire.
The hospital itself is welcoming, Grue is welcoming, there’s a bunch of ways I might worry too much, people ask about the rest of the team and Pelōŕios and how the garden is doing, which is mostly a question about the swans, which, thankfully, don’t want any of my vegetables.
Wash, change clothes, scrub, meet the first patient.
“Are you willing to have a student examine you?” Grue’s good at making that sound like a real question. It is, it has to be, but people in pain may not remember.
There’s a “yes.” There isn’t much of a pause in front of it. Middle-aged weeding-team members aren’t known for dithering.
Check everything. There’s an obvious bump on the back of the neck. Nothing else.
Well, the ward on this particular gown registers as a decidedly annoying buzzing, like having a fly actually in your ear, and especially with that bump it’s distracting. If I have my senses open, no, no, it has nothing to do with life, I can jiggle things around. There. No more buzzing.
Not larval anything, not fungal, oh, there’s a little bit of something in there, tiny bit of thorn-tip, from the angle it walked itself in. So many kinds of inimical thorns the thorns that are just pointy get viewed as cases of not knowing about the inimical effect.
“You’ve got a bit of thorn under the skin. You’re hale enough to fight it to a draw.”
“Stitches?” It’s not a happy question. Stitches mean several décades of not being able to weed, you can’t weed with an incision that isn’t completely healed. It’s not smart to weed with any skin break at all, but it happens, scratches, blisters, raw patches where the protective gear wears roughly or you’ve just sweated too much because you’ve been working sixteen hours straight. Most people on a weeding team douse themselves with alcohol twice a day when they’re working, curling up into a barrel full’s common. You just can’t with an incision fully through your skin, better than even odds you’ll be a major casualty. Pollen gets everywhere, weeds with powder surfaces, the fungus you weren’t worried about because you didn’t know it was there.
Not the same kind of work when we do it, no matter how useful we manage to be.
“Grape-sized cyst, and it has to come out.” Or the day you’re not feeling especially hale can turn fatally bad. Grue’s had me read through case studies, but do the statistical abstraction myself. Median survival time for this sort of thing, if the thorn ever starts winning, is about an hour. People have carried the tiny bit of thorn for forty years, too, and then just dropped without warning.
Visible care not to nod, I get the hand sign for yes. Grue’s being distant, reserved, I can feel the attention but there isn’t any worry.
“Can you feel that?”
Hand sign for no, good. Nap-time for nerves is easy to overdo, so underdoing’s a risk. Surface sterilization I’m not worried about. It’s the same basic inerting mechanism I learnt from Chloris, the application isn’t as simple as for a bucket of water but it’s not difficult.
The cyst slides out no problem, one whole thing with a subsidiary mystical identity, the wound closes and flesh knits and you couldn’t tell it was there. Technically, legally, it isn’t shapeshifting.
Cyst plunks into a specimen jar, someone has to make sure the thorn species is listed. Someone is going to be me, which isn’t a regular doctor thing, but emphatically a Grue’s student thing. The ghost of a grin shows up in my mind with some warm amusement.
The little ritual with the hand mirror and the wall mirror, the observation of the specimen jar, and some real surprise about not needing stitches.
“Advanced student,” Grue says, smiling. Grue’s been regrowing people’s missing limbs since coming to the Creeks. Teaching doctors how to do it, it’s not something that uses a lot of Power, it uses a lot of knowledge and it’s deeply fiddly, I don’t know if there’s anybody but Grue who can regrow eyes.
I’m cheating; I closed the incision using nothing to do with natural processes of growth, that was commanding someone else’s flesh. Legally permissible in a medical context, I went so far to ask a judge for a written opinion, but I still feel really odd about it.
The ninth patient, with a horribly dislocated thumb and badly wrenched wrist and sheepish expression, at least as much as anybody can manage to look sheepish with that much happyjuice in them, leaves me feeling better. The patient came to grief due to an adjustment lever and a rock being connected by the coulter of a potato-plow, and natural healing might not ever have let their hand recover.
Their driving partner is astonished; the patient isn’t, I’m really surprised they’re not drooling a bit, there’s that much happyjuice in them. So they get a bed and some water and their partner gets strict instructions to tell everybody, family and gean and thorpe, to leave them bide until tomorrow’s done, because they’ll be sure they’re fine and talking coherently long before there’s any judgement come back from wherever the happyjuice sends it.
Not something there’s another way to fix, not so far as I know.
Amputate and re-grow, Grue says. Perfectly possible to be skilled enough to reliably regrow hands and not strong enough to do what you’re doing.
I don’t manage to get the thought into words.
It’s not easier, that way, there’s more that can go wrong. But if someone’s got a bunch of crushed small bones, hand or foot, it’ll work. And most doctors would have to amputate anyway.
Rather than ask for memories of everything working, and return the flesh to that memory. Have to use the person’s own idea of themselves, sticking ideal hands on the injured isn’t going to make anyone pleased.
I’ll be an Independent, if I’m an Independent, long before I’m a medic, never mind a doctor. You can bend rules for Independent stuff, out of simple practicality — everyone recognizes that the Power is disdainful of our rules — and Halt’s big experiment has a strong majority faction of the Galdor-gesith’s clerks actively in favour. It helps. Nothing alters the medical rules, the Power speaking with its own voice wouldn’t do it. So it takes ten years to become a medic, the course work wouldn’t be a solid year, it’s not meant to be. You have to accumulate a history of not panicking when doing real work. I do have to be an Independent before I can do this without one of the teachers present, which will slow things down a little.
If I make it, an extra few years isn’t going to matter very much.
A child in a too-large sterile gown patters in, saying “Mama Grue!” in ringing tones. Dirce, the kid Grue rescued from wound-wedges by growing them a new body around their thankfully un-infected brain.
Independents can’t regularly adopt; the whole hospital sort of signed up, because with a thousand dead, no near relatives surviving, and all the Displaced, there weren’t many places that could take a child. Grue taught Dirce to read, and generally made sure they’d caught up from fourteen months stuck in a vat. Grue’s gone to a bunch of the school-meetings, for when school starts for Dirce next year. After the first one, people stopped being quite so nervous. There’s no convincing Dirce that Grue isn’t mama now. Not that anyone tries very hard.
The message Dirce has is that the doctor on admissions wants Grue right now.
I follow along; even this very understanding hospital won’t have me treating anybody unsupervised.
Dirce takes my hand, I’m Auntie Zora because I spent a lot of time with Dirce’s mind in the later half-year in the vat. Brains have to function, but you go crazy if you’re left with the sensory deprivation of the vat. So I got to amend an illusory, intangibly illusory, landscape and read a lot of stories. Tangibly, I get expected to provide illusory wings and other bits of decoration and read whatever book I’m handed, though lately it’s explaining the hard words more than reading.
Dirce believes Pelōŕios is obviously much, much more impressive than Romp, and keeps trying to find an appropriate angle of logic to give Pelōŕios small copper objects, no matter how carefully we explain that Pelōŕios is people and doesn’t eat like that.
Running messages is fine, but staying in an examining room isn’t allowed, and Dirce even understands why. So there’s no problem about going back to the break room and getting out of the gown and going back to reading practice. Child-minding is easier when the Power lets you see through walls, so you can be sure the just-a-kid’s where they’re supposed to be.
There are five people and both on-duty doctors down by admitting. All five people are from the same gean, none from the same collective, not collectives in the same part of town, reporting massive and abrupt muscle cramps. Two of them have avulsed tendons. They were all in very considerable pain before being administered happyjuice and muscle relaxants.
Whatever it is, I can’t find it. You can usually find something inimical just because it’s inimical, intent shows to the Power. This is just inexplicable horrible cramping.
Grue passes me a name and a full sense, which I’d really rather not have had. Glass mites. Tiny, tiny arthropods, that, in this life stage anyway, swim in your cerebrospinal fluid and have co-ordinated releases of neurotransmitters, chemically your neurotransmitters, in locally huge amounts. So you cramp. Easy enough to expunge, once you know about them, getting that full sense took more than forty years in the second century of the Peace, forty years and a lot of dissected spines and the idea of using ultraviolet light, because in visible light glass mites are transparent.
With the full sense, I can find them. Lots of them. Full-on infestation, not random accidental exposure.
The usual way to get glass mites is through food, and the usual way for the eggs to get into the food is the adults, which are still too small to see and transparent and generally difficult. Lean on one with your hand and it’ll probably get wedged far enough through your skin to lay eggs in you.
Four doctors with a wheelbarrow of equipment head off for that gean’s refectory, and probably other food storage. We’ve all been eating stuff that’s a little old, because food has been short. Better than the Folded Hills, but everyone’s been nudging the safe storage dates by months or seasons, and boiling extra or baking hot, and so far Westcreek Town had been getting away with it. This isn’t our gean, thankfully, I’d really hate to have to tell Eirene that the food storage had failed.
Everybody in town is going to get dosed for mites, testing for them takes drawing fluid from your spine. Going through even whole-town-many doses of mite-remover is much less expensive, and we’ve got them. It’ll be six months or a year before we’ve got so many doses again, but there’s no point having a good general vermifuge for central nervous system parasites if we can’t use it, needs must. Some of the food supply is contaminated, and that will be harder to find but, thankfully, there’s a charm for that. Having to say “incinerate that food” on no stronger basis than “I’m the sorcerer” is hard. Necessary, sometimes, but hard. Much better in every way if the doctors can find the mites.
In the meantime, there’s the regular litany of permissions with nervous and just-dosed-for-glass-mites colleagues, and relatives and friends answering for patients who have had too much happyjuice to answer for themselves. Grue and I between us get everyone repaired. I’ve never seen actually avulsed tendons before. It’s a trickier fix than detached, detached has snapped and you have to put it back together but it’s mostly a “this belongs there”; with avulsed, the bone’s moved under the attachment site and you’re balancing uncertain muscle stretch and bone re-arrangement as well as the tendon damage.
Then it’s back for the last four on the regular day treatment list. One concussion, which you can’t do anything for except watch for pressure buildup: trying to reset everything gets the brain chemistry and if you’re lucky nothing worse than amnesia happens.
Glass mites are rare.
Grue sends me a nod back.
Not previously known in the Creeks. If I haven’t missed a book I should have eaten.
No existing record. Grue sounds grim, no matter how believably Grue smiles at the last of today’s patients.
Chapter 27
Zora
It turns out that the agricultural style the lower Third Valley adopted, not the only one but the new one, the one out of old books and archaic mentions once the Displaced got there and nearly despaired, was to lay out a grid in swamp or marshy ground, and dig, putting in walls, so there were fifty-metre-wide channels and single-hectare squares between them. The spoil from the channels goes on the hectare-sized gardens, building them up out of the wet with fertile muck, and you grow water plants and fish in the channels. The raised dirt gets gardens, multiple complementary species, because they’re too small to plow and you’ve isolated them, some, and started clean, so weeding is possible despite complex plantings.
All the bridges have wheels, most of the gardens have cruciform walkways, you can pull the bridges through the walkways. If you put the thorpe’s dwellings on the four middle hectares you get something at least modestly defensible, the collectives who do habitation wards gave up a bit more than two years ago and asked Wake for help, inconsistent flowing water, fish, and living things all direly complicating the problem. Wake helped them. The wards were there, in their months of work, when we were walking out of the Third Valley.
People do orchards a little like that, something tall and something bushy planted together, but one plant to a field and being able to use machines saves a lot of labour, eight-crop gardens would be a terrible way to grow cereal grains.
The productivity, even per person instead of per hectare, is consistently spectacular. You get the garden, you get the fish, you get the five or six species of emergent water plant, there’s even a fibre crop, the water plant domesticates are getting better quickly, there aren’t as many water-plant weeds to worry about, and you can mostly stop them by being careful at the fish weirs.
So, two years ago, a thorpe on the West Wetcreek with more kids than shares did the paperwork to start a new thorpe in this style in a big chunk of unencumbered marshy land by the West Wetcreek, two hundred hectares of it to start and they’re thinking of eight hundred or a thousand eventually. They’re thinking of farming duck, too, or maybe I should say ranching. The initial test has been doing well, but they’d like someone to come look at the channel walls because they’re eroding in unexpected ways.
Wake’s entirely calm about the whole thing. You can’t, I know you can’t, get a stable abrupt transition of probabilities on that scale. Dove says the deepest interdigitation, way back where the timeline changes, is probably on the order of fifteen hundred years. The suture depth in the perceptible present’s somewhere around twelve years, as short as it could be without maybe missing someone in the Third Valley. No matter how careful you are the edge will ripple. So there was splash.
Of course there was splash Dove says, tone neither gentle nor amused, not anything more than conversational. It’s always been that way.
Badly integrated history shifts don’t splash. They have intensely awkward borders, worse than the rivers not lining up. People age years by stepping over the wrong rocks. All the ones we’ve studied have been the badly integrated kind, the usual, expected kind. The Tall Woods has a neat border, it’s not a hazard, but it’s also completely abrupt, a sharp-edged change in the history. Safe because no one was living there, acceptable because the land there was nearly barren, anywhere we haven’t been trying to improve it, there wasn’t a lot we could hurt.
Split Creek would take more planning Dove says, and means it. Split Creek had to have been a ritual, a truly huge one. Mass human sacrifice.
Constant smiles at me out of the otherworld and there’s a structure, construct, you could do it without any sacrifice of anything, pure elegance and planning. As theory.
Didn’t have time for theory Dove says, a little regretful. So your splendid landscape got best-effort integration into present history.
We all did a good job. I don’t want to complain about the integration, the integration is neat and consistent and isn’t jagged or dangerous anywhere, despite coming after an amount of malice that should have obliterated anything. An implausibly good job, Blossom’s report outright says we’ve used up all our good luck with landscape for a thousand years, the whole Second Commonweal’s, not just ours-as-a-team, ours.
I still went and changed something in the Creeks, and I wasn’t trying to do anything at all to the Creeks.
Information leaks, Dove says, grinning. Dove agrees with Blossom’s intent, we really shouldn’t do something like that again, but disagrees that the outcome was so nearly purely luck.
Then Wake has a pattern for us, and I get to start paying attention to the material world and help fix a single garden-hectare’s walls. It’s a little tricky, we don’t want to cook any of the plants, and this is supposed to be something the focus teams can do, so just picking the whole hectare up out of the walls while we fix them won’t do.
I can smell the flag lilies, purple ones, it’s a warm day even for almost-Festival and the scent rises. Not as much from the square kilometres of them in the marshy ground of the Third Valley, but exactly the same flower, it’s what I think of when I think of flag lilies.
It would be overly dramatic to say I nearly bobble my part of the working, I don’t, it’s not anywhere close to nearly, but I do have to concentrate on the mechanism, it’s not enough to stay mindful of the intent. Pelōŕios makes a whuffly noise of concern, and I can feel Wake’s attention, briefly and lightly.
The new Third Valley has been a thing, or luck, or the whole team in dire circumstances, and now I have a nose full of lilies and the inescapable thought I did that. The lower Third’s doing a better job of supporting its displaced inhabitants because I wanted it to, it had to be something after the malice and it’s my own personal idea of pretty and orderly and productive, hopefully in an order where pretty isn’t first.
Can’t even make any sarcastic illusions, we’re going to be doing a few more hectares and then watching if the focus-teams can do the same things.
Can’t scream, either.
I suppose it’s evidence I’m not turning evil but I really have to think about more than today and tomorrow.
I find out two days later that my sister Mikka will be coming for Festival, and bringing the infant. I get the letter read and look up and Pelōŕios says “You are not as I thought you to be,” carefully voiced in the language of the Commonweal.
Can’t say “do go on,” in Unicorn, can’t imply it, admitting you don’t understand is the admission of terrible weakness, it’s a wonder any of them ever survive to reproductive age.
“I don’t understand what you mean,” is an easy thing to say in the language of the Commonweal.
There’s a long whistle, it hasn’t got any words in it. Pelōŕios folds up neatly, and instead of sitting on a stone bench outside our gean’s refectory reading my letters I’m sitting on a stone bench with a unicorn head in my lap. It’s about as much as it’s possible to do, in Unicorn, to communicate a lack of threatening intent. Actually rolling over’s sarcasm or insult, and harsh either way.
You trust.
Trust is the same word as mistake or error in Unicorn. Pelōŕios is being very careful with emphasis.
Not confident in Power. Pelōŕios doesn’t, intensely does not, understand why not. For more reasons than the Third Valley, I can feel the little tickling items of the list going by. I suppose I seem like I know what I’m doing.
That gets me a material snort. “I tell the tale that I heard told” answereth not for own witness.
That’s none of the other unicorns would believe me about any of this, I think. And, thinking, I find out I have it correct.
Own witness answereth not for Mulch, and there’s a sorrowful whistle. What might Mulch’s candor requite?
History was never my best subject. It didn’t, mostly, happen here, the Creeks were nigh-peaceful when Laurel showed up for whatever reasons Laurel had then, and then we sort of drifted into the Commonweal for reasons no one wrote down. There are three times as many of us now than there were then, better fed and safer, though that’s hardly going to convince Pelōŕios, you get more sheep with shepherds than you see in the wild.
The rest of us all like history more than me, the collective library’s not lacking. Burying Pelōŕios in details won’t help anything.
Mulch is old, very old, no one has any idea how old, including Mulch. Many thousands of years. Mulch hasn’t lived most of those years, precisely, people get strange when you withdraw into silent shapes for centuries. When the Commonweal came into being, there were a number of sorcerers who had been overcome by Laurel.
I wonder how to explain, and Pelōŕios says Have heard tales of Laurel’s name.
The Wizard Laurel, who decided conquest wasn’t going to result in peace and quiet, and went away when mostly finished taking over the middle half of a continent.
The Commonweal as it was came from, well, the middle of the middle.
Two whole generations of fighting. The beginnings of the Line. The creation of the Shape of Peace, which has to be one of the greatest acts of optimism in the history of the world.
Society has to work, it has to feed people, it has to keep them reasonably healthy, it has to keep functioning over time and in emergencies.
Pelōŕios is looking up at me, and being, well, not nervous, precisely. Listening carefully.
The bad old days worked. People had kids, it kept going. It was generally horrible, but it was a society, it existed to make whatever sorcerer was in charge of it happy. The people who founded the Commonweal were determined not to have that society, they needed something else that would work, and they knew they didn’t know how. All they knew is that no one was going to have any inherent authority, something stronger than no slaves, and sorcerers weren’t going to be in charge of anything.
To have done with the rule of magic Pelōŕios says, and I smile.
The Shape of Peace is magic, it’s our font of authority. It’s sorcerers who may not rule.
Bafflement. I suppose it’s stranger than it seems to someone who grew up with it.
Everyone Laurel had overcome, they were given a choice to serve the Commonweal, as people, to be something other than important, if they could in truth abide the Peace. If they refused, or if they couldn’t, if the knowledge of their name said they lied or dissembled, they were killed.
Everyone who wouldn’t agree to not being special or important, no more important than anyone else, and not less, either, tended to be killed, sorcerers or not. It was a bloody time.
We used to call the militant surviving sorcerers the Twelve.
Images of Halt and Wake, rather fearsome ones, drift across my awareness, and I nod.
Mulch isn’t militant. Mulch agreed, I think and it’s very much only just barely think, because it was a rising empire, it would have looked like that to someone from the Bad Old Days, and I don’t think Mulch thought it would last.
Rising powers typically don’t, a century up, two centuries down, is the usual rule.
Not always.
I could read those parts of the Book of Halt, some of those parts. I could look up “imperial archeology” in the library. There are things I don’t benefit from knowing.
Half a thousand, and yet ye will not fall Pelōŕios says.
I nod, quietly. I think Mulch thought to be free, that a pretense would serve for a time and then the Shape would be destroyed and Mulch could go back to … a habit of hiding.
Can be wise and skilled and mad, Pelōŕios says, and yet still a slave.
Mulch can live anywhere in the Commonweal, and eat, whether they work or not, just as any other citizen. Five years in fifty is custom, convention, not every Independent does that. Sometimes it’s four décades in a year, it’s not any different from doing road work or lugging sacks of beans into the township stores. Not that anyone stores beans in sacks these days. No one’s seen a need to rewrite the law around century old customary equivalents that work.
What Mulch can’t do is leave. Mulch doesn’t know all of a secret, but enough.
Knowst thou?
I nod, slowly. Try not to look too rueful. Carefully don’t remember anywhere Pelōŕios will perceive it standing inside a monumental ward, down in a blast pit, pushing with all-of-us-together, and watching vast intricacies of Power fold and align and become battle-standards. Didn’t understand at all then, don’t understand all of it now, probably can’t, some of it’s only comprehensible if you’re militant and some of it’s only comprehensible if you’re an enchanter. Going to remember every intricate tiny incomprehensible part of it as long as I last.
All Mulch really knows is that focuses work by voluntary co-operation, it seems like such a little thing. No-one guessed in all the time before Laurel that you could get the Power to combine in a way that was greater than the sum of the contributors. Even if you go with the Second Distant Disjunction hypothesis, and don’t count the first three-fifths of the Power, that’s a hundred thousand years.
Much to build on a secret, Pelōŕios says. All comes to dust?
No, it might even help, if other people learnt it. Because the social organization that can use focuses isn’t one of cold command, it can’t be. But it might make keeping the borders much more difficult. A common willingness to share the loot and the slaves would work fine to run a large focus.
Laurel was wise and skilled and ruthless, we probably won’t find ourselves fighting something as well thought through as graul, I can comprehend the papers on the balance of agency and loyalty in graul, it was studied with nervous care in the first century. It’s a narrow place.
We’d certain-sure find ourselves fighting something, something with an unjust concentrated economy, it would seriously not help.
Canst see how Mulch grows bitter?
All things come in time to die. The Commonweal isn’t exempt. Halt isn’t, I’m not, ask the right theorist and they’ll explain that the world won’t last forever.
Deep breath. I don’t like this, but it’s true. The Line says united we fall.
If I was a regular person, Pelōŕios’ head would be too heavy on my lap by now. What you hear, as a child in the Commonweal, is everybody or no-one about anything important, everybody goes to school, everybody works, everybody gets fed, has a place to live. That’s what the whole thing’s for.
Half a bewildered whistle, faint and it should be distant.
Everything is tradeoffs. The Commonweal decided, when it was coming into being, that it was going to do at least so well for everyone, or die trying. It’s not dead yet.
Proud, the unicorn says.
Just … determined. People who could survive under the rule of sorcerers, and who weren’t going back once they were freed from it. People who had no idea how to do what they were determined to do, the first Shape of Peace can’t move because no one had any idea how. Ours can move because the art advanced, no one could figure out how to move the first one, but the theory was there when we needed it. Deep breath, this is hard. The First Commonweal could have insisted we all move into it, and help, it would increase their chances against the hell-things. There was only one Commonweal, then, and Parliament had the authority to do that. Instead they gave us all the help they could, because it was a better overall chance of getting a Commonweal into the future.
And if ye twain should meet some day again?
We’ll have a secure border. Nothing to disdain, I’m not supposed to be aware of Dove or Blossom when they’re worrying about the borders, but sometimes I am anyway.
“You’re not talking about food,” Chloris says.
“Commonweal history.” All the context is just there if Chloris wants it.
“If you run up together,” Chloris says, delicately, and I can’t help grinning.
If Pelōŕios and I run up, the rest of us can walk, and hold hands, and generally be gooey at one another without it being rude. And I can maybe finish this conversation with Pelōŕios.
Chapter 28
Zora
You get used to the walk you take every day. You get to know what the path’s going to do in the rain, you know the point, coming home, where you and your tired classmates look up and think we’re almost there, the place where you walk closer to the trees because that will thin out the rain enough to notice, the spots where you’ve got to go around wide or the snow will slab out from under your feet, it’s not anything like thought.
Run up that hill on four feet, in the pool of white and purple light that billows about you because that’s what gallop does, as a gait, and it’s suddenly strange.
Not too strange to recognize.
It helps that the Round House has the property, not of a thing we made with the Power, but of a thing made for us. It doesn’t have our names in it, it’s not that overt, the sense in which reality thinks we belong there is some subtle thing.
All the stuff we’ve made to put in the Round House, the work of our intent, that’s perceptible, too. We get told it will matter.
Tonight it’s a reminder where I’m going, because I wish I really knew.
I make a big pot of tea. I go sit in the window with the unicorn. There’s a binding for a small table in the teapot. Just have to remember not to leave your mug next to the teapot when you pick the teapot up.
“Independents, those who are Independents on purpose, change themselves so they’re part of the metaphysical ecology.” I get a slow blink. Pelōŕios’ legs are folded up neatly, but the long neck and strange-jawed head are stretched out flat on the windowsill. It bothers Ed that we call something two metres deep and twelve long a windowsill, but it’s more than the rest of us can do to talk Chloris into calling it an alcove. To be an alcove it has to be level with the floor, and that’s the end of the matter.
“You’re already part of the metaphysical ecology, but you could be differently so.”
I get a very cautious interrogative whistle.
“The unicorn-shape I understand I had from Mulch, indirectly, Mulch gave me the names of what the creator of your species was using for a model.” Honesty catches me a little, Mulch isn’t a teacher, I can’t understand Mulch’s lack of cautions and qualifiers in the same way.
“Or what Mulch thinks was the model.”
Though Mulch can turn into almost anything, and does speak Unicorn Four. I don’t know how much that should be taken as indication of direct knowledge in a sorcerer who can turn into a sparkle of light on water.
“That shape does not depend on predation for its metabolism, it’s metabolically connected directly to the Power.”
Which means you wouldn’t need to follow me carefully around, in fear of either starving or the consequences of murder. Which increase of choice is an improvement in both our circumstances.
There’s a whorfly little snort.
Little advantage to become as Romp or Stomp.
It takes me much too long to understand. Then I haul up the whole protocol list, how you make another Romp or Stomp, and have it scroll by where Pelōŕios can see it. I don’t think they can read it, not yet, but some sense will come through.
Really not what happens to bad unicorns.
Grue explained, but Pelōŕios does not trust Grue.
I don’t know if I can explain the story about Blossom and Grue’s joint birthday party when they were seven, where Halt made rideable illusory unicorns. “Birthday party” is going to be a vast swamp. Or why it’s better to show up riding something instead of appearing impossibly from nothingness, the way Blossom usually does with, well, family.
Besides, you’d have to do it yourself.
Pelōŕios’ best doubtful look ought to make walls start to question their verticality.
As a matter of law, not capability. I can see how to do it, there are at least three ways I could do it, and I’m sure Halt can tell me which of them would work best for what intent, too.
Must the law be obeyed?
It must.
There’s a long, long pause.
Hath it?
May I look into your mind?
Look, and look alone?
Only looking.
There’s a slow, careful nod, dimming and brightening.
Halt’s, warning, injunction, I’m sure Ed knows the declarative word for these fragments of shadows keenly voracious but I really don’t want to hear it echo across my mind, goes this tiny bit more alert, still invisibly edge-on but rippling. Pelōŕios doesn’t move, doesn’t seem nervous, but that’s not as indicative as I’d like.
There’s, in among a lot of horrible history, I don’t learn any more of it than that it’s there, the thing I was looking for. Pelōŕios is afraid of Grue, will always be afraid of Grue, was altered to be afraid of Grue. To be afraid of what Grue will do if Pelōŕios ever causes me harm.
Narrowly and specifically, but altered.
“That might be lawful, I would have to ask at least one judge, but it isn’t proper.”
Talk to Halt, then to Grue.
Chapter 29
Zora
In the morning after breakfast Dove’s in Dove’s work shed doing something with spell-structures, dozens of little ones, making graphs, and swearing quietly and carefully at the big lump of ferrous carbide. Ferrous carbide doesn’t suffer much from sudden temperature changes.
All the context, it’s not like it was only in my head, Dove elects to pay attention to it, there’s a pause, a sympathetic look, and a “Figure you can mind your nose?” to Pelōŕios, who nods carefully.
A narrow gold line glows around more-than-a-unicorn of clear space along one wall. “That’s today’s warm spot,” Dove says directly to Pelōŕios.
Pelōŕios chuckles darkly, and picks their delicate way over there, lying down as compactly as nine hundred long-legged kilogrammes can manage.
Dove looks straight at me. I don’t say oof, which gets me half a grin.
“You’re not wrong.” Dove’s face is still, and Dove’s voice is quiet, and the spell structures behind where Dove is sitting glow enough to shade already dark hair into complete blackness.
Pelōŕios’ eyes go startled, pupils dilating other colours, because Pelōŕios hasn’t heard Dove do that before. I just nod once, and go out, and walk the whole way back to town on two feet.
Grue’s home, Grue hands me a cup of tea and says “Unicorns are dangerous.”
I wasn’t expecting that. So Grue goes on to say “Just because you’re more dangerous, the less dangerous thing isn’t suddenly no risk.”
Which is supposed to make me protest about dangerous, because I’m not the dangerous one of us. Not that any of us are really dangerous on our own yet. Wards and experience are a requirement for dangerous.
“Can you think of anything Pelōŕios, Pelōŕios or any unicorn, could possibly do that would harm me before Halt’s … counter-measure … happened?”
Grue’s head shakes, a little ruefully. A sleeping ocelotter rolls over, stretches, makes a “fnrp” noise, and tucks its nose under both wide front paws. A line of medium-sized ants tick across the floor, carrying stalks of rhubarb.
“The aversion’s there, it’s legal, because you did it as a sub-lethal prompt response to high perceived risk before the militant sorcerers got there, the risk is agreed to have been real, but now Pelōŕios is a guest and the aversion is strong enough to be hereditary.” There was a bemused judge, last night, talking to the little images of me and Halt that appeared, maybe four decimetres high, on the judge’s sitting room’s mantel. Which tells you how old the sitting room is, and how calm people are getting about sorcerers in Westcreek Town.
No least idea how Halt did it, either, but that’s much-more-often-than-not.
“Removing the aversion isn’t legal, Pelōŕios is a person conducting themselves within the Peace, anything mind-altering they have to do themselves, or, if Pelōŕios was a citizen, as a therapeutic matter which takes about a year to set up.”
You can’t specify what you want to have happen sufficiently well, but if you try, by making the thorough attempt that involves having at least five practitioners produce individual and parallel descriptions of the desired alteration. More than five is better. Do it that way and you can get a useful result without making someone unrecognizable to their friends. It’s a substantial chunk of the magical medical literature because enough weeds try to make you some combination of violent and stupid instead of immediately dead.
“I would like the exact specifics of what you did to Pelōŕios.”
Grue takes a deep breath, then another, their mind going, it’s not closed, it’s opaque. Like trying to look through silty water with the wrong angle of sun.
Lots of things Grue doesn’t want to tell me.
“Your primary talent flavour’s coercer.” Head-shredder, it’s got a lot of impolite names. The kind of talent where someone can make you stab yourself slowly in the eye with the handle of a spoon and giggle while you wonder why you’re dying. “You’re militant by capability and inclination, but having to make Independent with coercer and shapeshifter as your talent flavours left you with significant self-doubt.”
Grue goes from closed to startled, it’s subtle, it’s not physical at all, but it’s there.
“The lower Third Valley woke me up.” I’m not as smart as you are, Halt might not be as smart as you are over the same sequence of time, but I’m not stupid and I started connecting facts. “Even leaving aside Dove and Edgar, the known consonances were well-studied. Blossom can’t be the Goddess of Destruction and you not be militant at all.”
Ed calls this look of Grue’s “the Wicked Queen.”
“When we stumbled into the wound-wedges outbreak, and you told Dirce it was nap time, I know how to induce sudden therapeutic unconsciousness now. Only what you did then isn’t what you taught me.” Pure command, it worked, nothing therapeutic wrong with it. Hardly anyone could do it just like that.
I have no idea what facial expression this is. “Kelpies as a social habit make no sense if you’re a shapeshifter with a life-mage secondary talent, because you couldn’t reliably kill them if they wouldn’t let you go, a kelpie could tell, and you can, you have, and all the kelpies knew that.” I don’t know of any kelpies in the Creeks, there might be some in the Second and Fourth Valleys. The records from the First Commonweal are there in the archives, and Dove and Ed had already eaten them. Kelpies aren’t as strong as unicorns, Grue’s more powerful than any three kelpies, but that’s not the same thing as being able to overpower something’s metaphysical metabolism with forcible shapeshifting.
Coercer, though, you can’t say die, it’s not like being a necromancer, it’s not like being an entelech and saying never have existed in some kind of imperative operative tense that divides the world and comes out sounding like cease.
You can say hold still, and they will, if you’re stronger than they are.
You can make them entirely delusive, unaware of where they are or what sensation they might be feeling, or feel things that have no material cause, and any strong sorcerer can take a metaphysical metabolism apart if they can set a hand on it and it doesn’t know to struggle.
“There’s always the prospect of changing into something large and carnivorous.” Grue says this lightly.
I shake my head. “Not reliable enough.” Something in its own customary shape’s better at being that thing than you are at being whatever shape you’ve assumed. Sometimes it’ll get away, you can’t pull an arbitrarily terrible form directly out of the Power.
Not with shapeshifting. I haven’t read the Book of Snow.
Grue’s face quirks.
“There may not be a dozen living.”
From Dove’s experience of it, Snow is not something you read for the entertainment value.
“I do want to learn a form that soars.” I’ll have trouble making any material organism have eyes as good as Dove’s bird-construct, but still. The view is glorious.
I don’t know how to describe Grue’s expression, what to call it, I get, very politely, a memory of a memory, Blossom’s memory of something Halt said about how the success of the Commonweal was apparent in Blossom’s continued survival.
“Three unicorns, Blossom, Death, and then invincible wings.” I manage to say that like I believe it. It’s close enough to factual. “Really there to help.” There were some disbelieving thoughts about that, there at the start. In the mist and the stress of exhaustion and incipient failure and the expectation of many thousands dead, some few disbelieving thoughts.
Not going to get distracted.
“Everybody knew.”
Grue nods.
“So they were very frightened, and you had to not ever make a mistake from whenever you started to manifest talent. It’s why you got raised by Halt, you had a family, a generally talented family, if I’m reading between the lines correctly that made them more frightened, not less.”
If I read the archives correctly, Halt became Grue’s guardian when Grue was still an infant.
“I’m the precedent for letting Halt try with Edgar,” Grue says. “I’m also … inconsistent, about being able to apply the Power offensively.”
“Too much self doubt.”
“Too much self doubt.” Grue looks rueful.
“At the risk of adding to yours,” Grue says, “you realize you’re not actually a shapeshifter?”
“I’m not a life-tweaker, either. I look like one but Chloris pointed out last year I couldn’t possibly be.”
I never do anything to alter the expression of history. Life, like geology, is just a pile of history, an accumulation of chance.
“I’m almost a necromancer.” Grue stops looking quizzical and looks astonished.
“Necromancy is metaphysical state transitions related to the processes of life. I do material state transitions related to the processes of life, only it’s not entirely ”processes of life“ in a chemical sense. The stuff-wreaking arises from more generalized processes of life, the Commonweal’s made up of tool-using species.” The imposition of cohesive process state. I’m glad I was doing it for years before I noticed, because otherwise I wouldn’t believe even the Power could do that.
My perfect memory provides Dove saying “it’s unworthy,” because that same perfect memory is going to retain Grue’s present facial expression forever, and it is unworthy, and I’m still not sad about it.
“It looks like life-tweaking, but I’m not manipulating history of events. Life-tweakers get their results by altering what used to have happened, just a little.” If it’s more than just a little you’ve got something dead. “Development, analogous to the way life-mages constrain heredity. Different scope of history, but the same general idea.”
Life is all about the accumulation of history, and I know that, that’s how you understand life as a thing, under and before and distinct from life-after-sorcerers-get-hold-of-it, and then the history of sorcerous alteration on top of that, but it’s not the accumulation of history that I’m altering. Chloris pointed that out with the strawberries, that what I’d done had referenced the results in Halt’s memory, not the accumulation of events that produced strawberries that matched the memory. We’ve got all sorts of strawberry relatives, some that haven’t been altered much or at all. Roses, however selected, are relatives of that family of plants. What I made is new, there isn’t any common descent there at all, just function being given a form.
“You ignored that?” Grue’s increasingly flummoxed.
“I wanted to get on with learning how to do stuff.” Still do, it matters that the work is useful, it’s maybe interesting how and why and what metaphysical explanation, but only maybe. The metaphysics isn’t anything like as much of a constraint as hungry people.
“I can’t ignore the lower Third.”
There’s a complex pause with a lot of social mass, and Grue, carefully, says “You realize that’s a much larger thing than the Dove-and-Edgar furnace trick.”
That being the second thing Dove couldn’t ignore, as much about grief as the Power, four years ago.
“I had help.” Which is true, and I can say it without looking anything other than serene, and now Grue’s looking at me in an actually worried way, it’s not flummoxed anymore.
“Growing up doesn’t have to be continuous, I didn’t want to, it was really obvious I didn’t know enough about how. Only now I have to, I know more, maybe I know enough, and I’ve got my part in us-together to take care of as well as a bewildered unicorn.” I don’t have any more time, this year is the year.
“In the likely event Pelōŕios is neither able to alter themselves so much, nor willing to be modified?”
“If all else fails, I can get Ed to make the alteration of Pelōŕios not have happened.” Well, all of us, it’d be safer. If Ed and Chloris can sidestep seven years for the shades of the dead it’s not actually difficult to go back less than a year and swap out a narrow portion of Pelōŕios’ history.
Grue’s having expression trouble.
“Do the job.” It might be the only thing my mother and Dove would agree about, socially. “The real job, the job you’ve found for yourself. For me, that’s making a start on the ecology.” Not going to be able to fix all of it, there’s a quarter million years of stupidity and malice that happened before today. “A little tiny part of that is finding out if a unicorn can stop being an obligate opportunistic metavore. Another little tiny part is maybe fixing the horrible botch job of designing a unicorn, so the prospect of the otherwise minor change to have a direct metabolic Power feed so the metavore isn’t avoids being such a huge risk of collapsing into a heap of disorganized organic substances.” It’s quite possible the individual responsible for Pelōŕios’ ilk of unicorns just couldn’t imagine them if they weren’t predatory, the structure’s a bit like that.
“You didn’t model Romp and Stomp straight off a unicorn, you had a set of functional expectations and constructed something to meet them.” They look like hornless unicorns, Grue had researched unicorns, they fooled Pelōŕios enough to be a worry, but they’re metabolically not unicorns at all, they owe something to an extant species of, well, hyper-goats, that someone made a long time ago and are still common at higher elevations of the distant northern mountains of the First Commonweal. Plus they’re social, they like people, Romp, particularly, will accept being scritched by random children all day.
Grue nods. “I didn’t.”
It must have been an enormous amount of work, Grue’s making intelligence and practice substitute for inclination. Everything is so much harder when you approach the Power like that, it’s an accomplishment, it’s a large accomplishment, and the medical ability is another one.
An accomplishment Grue can never, ever mention.
There’s a pause, and a refilling of teacups. The ants are done with the rhubarb and it’s new potatoes going by now. The ants march quicker with just the one small potato each.
“I didn’t set out to have a unicorn in the world that isn’t constrained by its unfortunate nature.” Grue, well, it’s not prim. Grue can’t quite manage prim. It’s not disapproving, but it certainly knows where disapproving lives.
“The world’s got room for something swift and beautiful.” Many such things, such as the world has.
“Something you could no longer control.” Be safe from is louder than Grue’s voice.
“Something I don’t want to control.”
Grue’s got this look.
“I don’t need to control Pelōŕios.” I try for conversational.
“If you are wrong, you cannot fight Pelōŕios.” Or any other unicorn, or anything sort of hangs there.
“I can shout for help.”
Grue knows better than I do, Grue’s witnessed examples, what Halt … happening … to someone can look like. Something Wake or Blossom can’t overcome, that only Halt could, is surpassingly unlikely. In a little while, Death and Strange Mayhem, who ripped tens of thousands of years of active malice out of the world on no warning, something that isn’t supposed to be possible at all, not with ritual, not with planning, and then we put something good where the malice left a fog of nothing.
Fighting isn’t something you have to do yourself. Specialization counts.
I have to wonder if Grue believes in the Commonweal at all; Mulch, well, for Mulch not is almost expected, but Grue was born in it, even if it was almost a hundred years ago.
“The Commonweal, in the mass, is not particularly brave.” Grue, it’s not wry, it’s not sad. Some complex feeling I haven’t experienced. “It certainly prefers safety as an option.”
Which is — 
“Which is impractical, and I know that.” Grue’s getting a bit vehement. “And I know you think you’re afraid sometimes.”
There’s a sort of a sigh, one that makes all the ants pause. “Fear makes you stupid.”
Which is a reason to avoid fear, as a state. Fear leads to error, and … 
“Your scope of acceptable error is being reduced.” Grue says this with emphasis.
Grue does something that I recognize as a cognitive schematic, a mind being crushed. It’s pretty, if you don’t know what it is and just follow the colours in the illusion.
“So is your scope of choice.”
I don’t, I hope, look too astonished. It seems like a completely bizarre thing to say, and I stop and try to think about it, because Grue misses steps in explanations all the time. Not often medical ones, but anything else.
“I can’t not be an Independent and live.” If I’m being lied to about that, I have to suppose Halt, or someone, has been carefully killing untrained high talents for centuries, longer than the Commonweal. It was a reason to control who got sorcerous training back in the Bad Old Days, the Power would kill your potential rivals for you. “I can’t, today, stop being part of the team and live.” Because this year is the year, and it would take years to take the team apart, and we don’t have those years. Our thousand years, to quote Halt, if there’s time after this year, but not but this year now.
Grue nods.
“Once you are an Independent, you will be known.” This is almost wry, and almost a smile. “Rehabilitating unicorns would make you known, if you didn’t invent food plants. Inventing food plants would make you known, if you didn’t benefit ecologies.”
My turn to nod. We’re new. We can do new things. Notoriety naturally follows.
“Any enemy of the Commonweal who learns of you will prioritize your destruction.”
Notoriety means they most likely will know, at least enough to start the kind of vague divination that hints at how to achieve success.
It’s hard to do that accurately, and the more accurately the more obvious. It’s a dangerous kind of obvious.
“You haven’t made your metaphysical transition,” Grue says. It’s something you do as late as you can, with as much skill and control and choice as you can get, it’s a big part of why this year is the year, because once you’re past a certain level of ability, it will happen, and we’re all about there.
Well, Ed’s long since hatched. Tricky part for Ed’s not the metaphysical transition, it’s not mistaking everyone else for a prey species, which is working well so far.
“Think about that risk, please,” Grue says, voice briefly entirely worried.
I nod and say “Yes,” in part because Grue never sounds worried and in part because it might give me a place to start. You can have any metaphysical self you want, which isn’t helpful whatsoever.
But does sort of connect to what I wanted, which is how to get that aversion out of Pelōŕios.
“Simple shapeshifting won’t work.” Simple shapeshifting can involve forgetting your metaphysical part, but it’s not a way to alter your metaphysical part. It would be even more dangerous if you could.
Grue’s waiting.
“I’m talking about Pelōŕios.” Not my own metaphysical transition, which I want to think about with some care before I say anything. “The unicorn shape I found.”
“That you constructed,” Grue says. “Having a species-name and a plausible correlation to historical intent is not found.”
“The unicorn shape I’m using.” No sense arguing about where it came from when “the Power” is the only definitive answer. “I’d like to give Pelōŕios the opportunity to adopt a shape with that basis, nothing says you have to keep the same metaphysical shape your whole life any more than caterpillars can’t become butterflies materially.”
“I wish there’d been time to have you do some shape work with Quail.” Grue isn’t, precisely, regretful.
The Independent Quail, which choice of name is a memorial of some sort of student joke; they wear a little bobble on their hat. Not a strong talent; it would be accurate to call Quail an extremely skilled botanist, specializing in grassland biomes, notably uplands. Also a shapeshifter, with a repertoire of upland ground birds. They’ve been doing a lot of work in the First Valley, which used to be too dry to be heavily forested.
“It takes Quail between five and ten years to learn a new shape,” Grue says, so at least I now know why Grue would have wanted me to spend some time with Quail. Someone who has to work harder presumably has a more detailed and clearer process, or at least a more teachable one, because they would have had to learn what they know in steps.
“Adopting a new mode of being isn’t necessarily something Pelōŕios can do at all.” Grue’s head is shaking back and forth, just a little. “Certainly not something you can expect to have happen quickly.”
Not if no one is willing to help.
Two careful breaths, we all really ought to do something for Block, who didn’t ever once let on just how important the breathing would be even slightly, so none of us ever got nervous about it. This isn’t actually difficult but it does have ways to fail. One appearance, one actual construct. It was a huge help when I realized I wasn’t shapeshifting, that I wasn’t altering my present operative knowledge of myself as processes in a way that involved expanding my name, everything I can find written down about that is hopelessly esoteric, what I’m doing isn’t altering my name at all, it’s a selection of functionality. Just only narrowly, barely not the metaphysical state transition it would be so very embarrassing to make by accident, which is the most noticeable way to fail.
Well, aside from dying, but dying would take believing in no functionality, and I’m really quite used to this human one.
Grue is staring.
“I can give Pelōŕios the idea, it’s examinable, it’s general, it’s unfortunately not separable, the Creek-type human shape and the novel unicorn shape are both there, but I’m not going to add anything else until well after the metaphysical transition, I really need to do that on purpose if at all possible, and sensibly not adding any shapes until after I’ve been judged by the Shape of Peace. Since there’s no pressing need and I’ll have an own-work project to complete.”
“And if Pelōŕios is interested, there’s the other one.” Grue’s voice is empty, careful, and composed.
The operative construct, it can take anybody’s history of self, there will be something that’s technically a disjunction but the personality transfer’s whole and entire, something I went and proved by finding that unicorn-shape in the first place.
Well, making. You don’t find cake just because you got the eggs from a chicken and the butter from a cow.
Grue says “Fold that up, please,” and I do.
“With a little more effort, you could make one of those that turned someone into a lump of rock with no vestige of sentience or traces of the Power.”
Invisible murder.
“That would be uncouth.”
Grue, thankfully, starts to laugh.
When Grue stops laughing I get handed the very specific nature of the aversion affecting Pelōŕios.
Chapter 30
Zora
Over the course of three days, I produce four instances of the metaphysical metabolism shape-image, one for the rest of us to stuff in the internal library and three for Pelōŕios. The image fades, it’s there to look at for sixty-seven minutes before it collapses under its own level of detail. Pelōŕios’ daily hour of close scrutiny has been happening after we get home from dinner.
After the second day, Pelōŕios inquires, moving back up to the Round House after breakfast, about what a unicorn could possibly do in the Commonweal. Other than sorcerer’s pet sort of floated there, implied, for Ed to scowl at.
Chloris points out that message-running, just like the settlement name-tokens, would be entirely welcome. The Second Commonweal doesn’t have the Hard Road, hasn’t found a general replacement for moving critical information quickly. It’s a mix of Independents and heliographs and improvisation. Using the Power is dangerous, cast your mind open to hear and you’ll attract what you wish you hadn’t. Making the Hard Road isn’t something we know how to do, the Wizard Laurel didn’t write that one down and how the Hard Road works is traditionally described as “not obvious.”
There’s five centuries of speculation about why not. Halt looks serene and says Laurel obviously knew something we don’t.
Dove points out, quietly, that a unicorn could get no end of work helping with surveys into the wild, or with weeding, or with anything where some combination of weeds and crunchers might be a problem. Or even just a bear.
Pelōŕios gets thoughtful, after a faint whistled “Bear?” emerges most extremely doubtful.
Unicorns in the wild don’t ever see bears if the bear can possibly help it.
Breakfast has a different person at the piano, someone new and playing a very different style of music. Pelōŕios gets positively blissful and there’s several substantial stretches where no one is talking and people are trying to eat silently. The musician’s someone off a barge crew, not a Creek. They’re in the Regular cluster, but I can’t tell which species, which would annoy me more if Regulars reliably could without complex tests.
Breakfast has my sister Mikka coming in, two days early. Halle is three and a half, which is much larger than two. Also temporarily wide of eye, because meeting vouched-for sorcerers in a familiar place, which happened last time we visited, coming home from putting the control dam in on the Sometimes Stream out of Old Lake, isn’t the same as being in the adult side of a strange refectory and meeting a unicorn.
Well, and Aunt Zora’s with the unicorn.
Halle manages to stand up very straight and say “Hello,” to Pelōŕios. Pelōŕios doesn’t know what level of head-holding would be polite, guesses somewhere about the same as Halle, and stretches their head way down to say “Hello,” back, without any whistle in it at all. Mikka’s worried that I’m not worried, then relaxes when Blossom smiles.
Mikka has just enough talent to latch to a focus. That’s nothing like enough to see through Blossom’s presentation.
After breakfast, there’s a collective wave, and the rest of us start gaining distance. It lets me talk with Mikka, and gets remaining questions of readiness dealt with before there’s an actual arrival of guests. Mikka might be able to keep up, but Halle can’t. Halle doesn’t see why this should alter an existing total determination to walk. So I get to find out how everyone has been, and how Mother’s been doing with the sugar refining the cheese collective started doing on the sensible ground there were these vats just sitting empty half the time. Wake’s recipe starts with cellulose and isn’t especially complex, not like keeping the cheese within bounds.
Which is true, cheese gets made by living things, and that’s always risky. The sugar’s just plant cells and Power, which makes it simpler in principle. Sounds like in practice is being simpler, too, though I’m surprised they’re having any trouble with the recipe.
Mikka gives me a look. I wave up some dead leaves, last year’s sad forb, and hand Mikka the resulting sucrose. “I forget what’s supposed to be tricky.”
Mikka gives me much more of a look, and I turn the handful of sugar into five hard candies, cellophane wrapping’s some more leaves but not more difficult. So I get asked what is difficult, which is a hard question to answer with Pelōŕios right there, and harder because I don’t know how to start explaining the whole predatory-shape problem.
Or what a metaphysical transition is, it’s obvious enough as a thing to do but even harder to explain than most metaphysical perception.
“Not knowing if I’m strong enough” will do, though, it’s not just worrying about the Shape of Peace and I think I manage to convince Mikka about that before Halle’s legs give up. The ridge does rise, and it’s a long walk if you’re three and a half.
Pelōŕios does the head-dip-and-tilt thing that means “May I?” and, after I say yes asks Halle if being carried is acceptable.
Halle looks at Mikka, who looks at me, and the chain of nods works it way back to Pelōŕios, whose horn doesn’t get brighter. Halle rises into the air, taking up a position off Pelōŕios’ near shoulder. Halle looks doubtful until Pelōŕios says “You can sit down,” which Halle, sensible child, tests carefully after summoning Mikka over “If I slip, Mummy.” It works, it’s obviously comfortable, Halle doesn’t know how reactive lifting forces work but clearly approves of being held up that evenly.
They get a little ahead. Halle’s “You were sick?” floats back, worried, and I can hear the reassurance that Pelōŕios is not sick now. Mikka can’t, and it takes half a kilometre for my sister to really get used to the idea that Halle is quite safe floating next to a unicorn.
Less safe in such company Pelōŕios says, and it’s true. Everybody except Halle and Mikka’s more to fear than unicorns.
The rest from being carried means Halle’s reaction to the carousel behind the pond-pavilion involves jumping up and down in mid-air. It’s not done yet, the creatures are done but not the music or the lights, and Dove grins and starts explaining to Halle what everything is. All the creatures are illusions, switchable, the whole carousel packs up into a trunk. Dove saw one north of the City of Peace while going to the Line School, and while making one out of wood and metal would cost too much under the present circumstances, it’s good practice for us and will be a contribution to Festival. Pelōŕios contributed the unicorn figures, four of them, which are terrifically detailed likenesses and have ornate saddles.
If the models ever see them we’re going to have to act quickly.
“Your letters are so carefully bland Mother told me to find out if you were truly thriving,” Mikka says, sitting down on the slope.
“Mother said ‘truly thriving’?” That’s not good.
Mikka nods. “Listen to your sister.”
Halle seems determined to ride every single creature at least once around. Dove’s happy to indulge. Pelōŕios is trotting round outside of Halle because Halle is determined that there be a grownup there in case of slips, and Pelōŕios is now obviously a grownup. It’s a good habit, and better to have the habit than try to explain what would have to happen before Dove let Halle slip.
Mikka looks quietly concerned, but I don’t think about Halle slipping.
“Dove won’t notice spinning a carousel.”
“Would you?”
I sit down next to Mikka. “No. It’s not much force, there’s the idea of some good bearings in there.”
Might as well quantify things. “One of the very first things we did as a class was move eight thousand tonnes of marble out of the foundation excavation for the Round House. Floated it into town.”
“Could you do that by yourself?”
“Not then.”
There’s this kind of look you get from your older sister. “You can pick up thousands of tonnes of anything and you’re worried about not being strong enough?”
“I’m not anything like as strong as the rest of us.”
Mikka makes a noise and lies back on the hillside. The forb’s not as sad as it used to be, uphill from the ponds.
“You’re ahead six species to nothing,” Mikka says at the sky.
Which isn’t the kind of true I wish it was. “Seven, now, plus however many they find in the lower Third.”
There’s a pause.
It’s one of those treacherous pauses that you can’t just leave until it turns into nothing. So I find myself trying to explain, and it doesn’t work very well, because Mikka has lots of practice dealing with people you’re working with and none at all with dealing with people actually inside one’s mind.
I have to point out that, no, really, the working link’s a good thing for me, as well as a good thing, it’s not just a question of being able to help the lower Third, it really is entirely and utterly a good thing for me, not just a baby sorcerer, but me specifically, to know that there are people there who value me because of, rather than despite, the sorcery.
Mikka, thankfully, understands. Mikka’s collective does accounting, Mikka does a lot of statistical expectations of breakage stuff, trying to figure out if there’s some subtle mischief involved or if some collective isn’t managing to collectively pay attention the whole way through some industrial process. It’s not even the kind of statistics people interested in statistics tend to like, but Mikka and a few dozen other people think it’s utterly fascinating. Finding the people who understand makes sense to Mikka.
Mikka sort of pauses, and smiles at Halle waving and waves back, and says, just loud enough to hear, “Do you like them?”
You don’t have to like people to work with them, to get the job done. You don’t even have to like the people in your gean, that’s what manners are for. School makes a point of putting you in projects with people you don’t like, to make sure you learn that liking’s less important than work.
Hardly liked anybody in my abbreviated youth, and I complained about it to Mikka.
“I like them. It bothers me that I like them, but I like them.”
“That scary?”
“It’s … It’s not that I’m going to school with the end of the world. It’s … ”
I have no idea how to explain this to me.
“They’re in love, crazy in love, the kind where your friends or your mother sit you down and try to get you to notice you’ve escaped your reason.”
Mikka nods.
“If we survive, Constant as an entity, as the embodiment of Dove and Edgar’s consonance, will be about as powerful as Blossom. Dove and Edgar together are still about as powerful as Blossom. Adding Chloris ups the multiplier so the four of them are about a fifth stronger than the simple sum.” Deep breath. No distraught voice tone, Halle’s having a wonderful time and Dove is, too. Pelōŕios’ footwork is positively prim, trotting in circles, but I think Pelōŕios is having fun with being civilized as an idea.
Don’t try to explain how Constant exists, or what’s being multiplied, or how the general access works, that has made me mighty beyond all record of my kind, that’s the success, not the problem.
“That is entirely not what you want to have made out of crazy people, and they agree.” Another deep breath, none of this is easy to say. Having to say it in an offhand tone of voice makes it much harder.
“Their response is to decide to be people who can be that much in love and entirely sane, as impersonally sane as the Shape of Peace requires.”
Mikka carefully doesn’t look at me, goes right on watching Halle and smiling. Halle is trying to negotiate making the carousel spin faster with Dove, and Dove’s offering to add the appearance of greater speed instead. “You’re worried they can’t do it?”
Which wouldn’t help my survival chances or my utility.
“I’m sure they can. There really isn’t much that breadth of talent can’t do to itself, external effects are more constrained but … ”
“They’re exactly who they want to be?”
I nod. “So am I, and I don’t know what I want.”
Mikka smiles at the horizon. “Not like you at all.”
“It’s been all sorts of embarrassing to notice how much less difficult I get when I’ve got something to do with the Power.” It is. Has been for years.
Mikka fists my shoulder, gently. “You were a pretty good kid.”
“Just willful,” is a chorus. It was Mother’s standard statement.
“Thing is, the rest of us are the only really successful sorcerous lovers I know about.”
Gets Mikka to look at me.
“So it’s lonely or crazy?”
“Old-style sorcery makes you isolated. Inherently, it’s not something you pick, you’re just stuck off in your own specific understanding, you can get around that some with age and Power but by the time you’re a thousand someone to love’s not a major concern.” I do not understand the old ones.
“I’m not isolated, I’d have to decide to be. But there’s exactly one data point about turning not-isolated into a social entanglement.” Grue and Blossom got the isolated and the entangled, and I think they’re still sorting it out.
It’s certainly not beautiful and terrible and gleefully inhuman, for them, the way it is for the rest of us.
“So you might have to wait fifty years to find somebody?” Mikka doesn’t think that’s good, but isn’t sure precisely what the problem is.
“The rest of us being in love is in our head with me.”
There’s a commiserative noise, a contemplative pause, and a much more intense commiserative noise.
“They’re really good about it, they’re practically delicate, and they make a real effort not to impinge.” Which is true, and it isn’t even useless.
“Days three, six, and nine are Dove and Chloris; Edgar heads off early for sword lessons and sometimes drifts in around midnight. Sometimes it’s dawn, because Ed and the Captain have sat up all night drinking dragon’s blood and not saying a word in the Captain’s House back garden. The Line guys all approve, good for the Captain’s mood, it’s obviously good for Edgar but I don’t understand it even slightly, even if they weren’t drinking something inherently on fire.
“Days two, five, and eight are Chloris and Edgar; Dove does book-digesting and team paperwork and makes sure to know just where I am with studying and sometimes talks enchantment design with Blossom so the whole main floor of the Round House fills up with illusory representations of magical machinery, which is instructive as well as beautiful.” Dove doesn’t have a lot of imagination, considered strictly, but Dove’s goals don’t get away.
“Days one, four, and seven are Dove and Edgar; the rest of us are careful about not bumping the room wards, Chloris and Constant have a formal early evening tea party which Halt often attends, it’s not strictly frivolous given the clothes are illusions and constructing the tea service is practice and, as Halt says, encompassing good manners are the chief art of civilization.”
Chloris has given up on cookies, Halt brings cookies, and Chloris has got good at small cakes instead. Reputation good, can take them to Eirene as a thank-you good. Sometimes they have flavours out of Chloris’ dreams.
“I made extra spoon racks, and a special shelf for tea services.” Chloris’ current effort merits a special shelf in the material artifacts portion of the Commonweal Library. Going to be some years before the Commonweal can afford the building, Clerk Hyacinth says the best case is just over twenty, so all we have to do is not drop anything until then.
“Constant is allowed, encouraged, to do Chloris’ hair. Dove and Edgar get glared at for interrupting hair-brushing, but Constant is inherently spectral and I suppose Death is, too, for a different value of inherent, and they cuddle in the tub and Constant does elaborate ornate things with Chloris’ hair. It’s not sexual at all, Constant isn’t, Chloris doesn’t want it to be with Constant, but it splashes romantic all over. They write formal tea party invitations to one another in overheated language.”
Mikka snickers a little. Doesn’t want to, and tries to stop, but really can’t not snicker.
“Déci is Dove and Edgar and Chloris. Constant sits at this gorgeous idea of a desk Chloris made and drinks actual tea and writes, pages and pages of math and formal sorcery theory. Blossom read some years ago, about a month after Edgar hatched, and started bringing books, and Constant read them. Then Wake started bringing markedly different books, and Constant read those, too, and is now carrying on a scholarly correspondence with a bunch of people, half of them Independents and all of them nervous.”
Constant can think all the time, manifestation requires Dove and Edgar’s consonance to be active in some sense Halt says “hrrm” about and pleads conceptual incomprehensibility as a reason for not explaining. All the other teachers are quite happy to say they don’t understand it at all. Constant maintaining that correspondence while only thinking when manifest, when manifest and not brushing Chloris’ hair or practicing couples dancing or drinking tea, is just too scary to contemplate, so it’s good we need not.
“I got through the décade of Dove feeling morose with inevitable loss two years ago, once Edgar and Chloris were real enough Dove entirely believed they were there to lose, and that was horrifying. Got through Chloris being impossible for two décades and then being apologetic for a whole season, which was worse than the impossible but not nearly as bad as Dove’s morose.”
Mikka nods firmly. You can meet Dove for twenty seconds and understand how morose would be bad.
“I’m coping with Edgar, who really is dutiful and helpful and a bunch of other positive things. Every time anyone so much as thinks about threatening any of us, this ongoing burbling mutter of creative horrors to visit upon them rises up in the link, enough there to understand. It might be my garden and Chloris’ kitchen and Dove’s team, people write ‘Dove’s team’ on official stuff in complete defiance of a bunch of superstitious tradition, but anyone deciding Ed’s not territorial is making a mistake, I can’t actually say These-who-are-of-particular-concern but I remember it.” Couldn’t forget it, that language is impossible to say but hearing it alters the mind. It’s not inherently the objectionable sort of alters, it’s altered as you would be by a significant experience or a major change in diet.
“If that was a word I could say, I’d almost be tempted to use that for the others, but if shoulder-companion comes with death and maiming, that word comes with extinction and wrath beyond bounds and I wish I could believe no one else, no one who isn’t us, is going to have a reason to remember it, but not with Independent lifespans. Ed’s going to write that on the world, every time it’s needful.”
Dove’s hard heart and Constant’s dispassion and Chloris’ terrible kindness aren’t slight things, but they’re not from beyond the world. It feels like it matters.
Mikka hugs me. Down by the carousel, Halle’s shouting from being just that happy.
“The end of the world is the good example?” Mikka’s understanding, and sometimes it really helps that your sister understands.
I nod. “One reason to have people visit this festival is we’ll be Independents next Festival.”
“If there is a next Festival,” Mikka says, carefully only solemn and I nod again.
“If there’s a next Festival I won’t be primarily material.”
“Independents all seem solid.” Mikka’s carefully not looking worried about me. “I haven’t met many, but there’s no way Blossom isn’t solid.”
“Blossom’s solid by courtesy.” I admit it’s a lot more difficult to tell than we think it is, the combined perceptions are difficult to fool.
Sorcerers outside the Peace, skilled ones centuries old, have made that mistake and I detest needing to know anything about it.
“It’s entirely a choice for each Independent how they go metaphysical but that’s not really helpful and I haven’t been thinking about it. Don’t want to give up” — I’m reduced to waving — “a sense of embodiment.”
Mikka looks at me. “Do it wrong and you don’t want anyone to ever hug you again?”
“Do it really wrong and no one could, I’d be immaterial, and still wanting human contact.”
Mikka looks alarmed.
“Immaterial isn’t difficult, Chloris goes immaterial as a function of mood. It’s not impossible to change your metaphysical self once you’ve got one, but it’s rarely the case that you want to, once you’re in that shape it’s what’s expected, how things have always been.”
There’s one of those pauses, and it goes on and on.
“Wanted to see you before whatever happened.”
“While you’re still human?” Mikka’s voice stays even.
“While I’m still human.” And alive, and sane, and not a record of disgrace because the Shape of Peace could not believe I wished the Peace to prosper.
Before I maybe kill all of us. So long as we’re all us-together, we’re all going to survive, or none of us, these hundred years.
Mikka and I sit there for half an hour more and watch Halle have a wonderful time and talk about failure statistics as applied to cheese making and cider pressing and freezing mutton.
There aren’t any meaningful statistics for sorcerous incompetence. Too much variability, no statistically significant samples.
Mikka expects getting Halle off the carousel, even by tempting with a snack, won’t be easy. Dove says it’s time to go look at the Pond Pavilion and consider lunch, and Halle climbs down off the wingéd lion and takes Mikka’s hand. Happily, while asking about the snack and what the pillows are made out of, because sometimes coldcrisp gets into feather pillows.
Dove grins at Mikka’s astonished eyes and says “Nothing to do with the Power,” in cheerful tones.
The Pavilion itself, meant to sleep twenty-four in two levels of sleeping rooms along the back wall, with a corner kitchen and a big corundum tub set flush into a patio west of the main pavilion and provided with extra showers and movable screens, illusory ones completely transparent from the inside and less permeable to bugs than a brick wall, is a surprise. The windows always surprise, these are corundum with improvements, so finger and nose prints don’t happen. The big airy inside is a surprise, too, and the titanium spiral stairs with laterally-compressed ocelotter statues weaving through the balusters. I’m still proud of those, it took Spook awhile to figure out why those ocelotters wouldn’t play chase.
Halle insists on being trailed by Pelōŕios up the stairs. Dove heads up to the top level to do room demonstrations as required.
“We’ve got Dove’s mother Grackle and Dove’s sister Hawthorne and various neeves showing up day after tomorrow.”
“Be nice to know if the unstoppable is hereditary.” Mikka’s voice is quiet and contemplative. There’s the sensation of a waft of hot breath over my neck, too quiet to be a snort.
I think of Lark’s shade, worried about having done the wrong thing instead of dying. “It was.” Mikka looks at me, and doesn’t know what to say.
Which is fine, because Edgar and Chloris show up with lunch floating behind them, trailed by some extra blankets.
Chapter 31
Grue
Doucelin wants these official.
Halt refuses. Not a school until there’s been Independents. Public interest, public safety, they can ask questions but not of a school.
Independents don’t get pathos or ethos, just logos. Quantify anything official.
Immense feats of necromancy for Dove’s benefit.
Zora’s reproducing-life license.
Leaving the kids alive.
Not Independents yet.
So useful.
Tell it to Doucelin, Clerk-qualified and the Galdor-gesith’s fylstan, it has to be logic. Quantified, careful, clear.
Would help if anyone understood what Zora’s done. Halt’s immensely pleased.
“Now,” Halt says, setting out the second thing, tiny, tiny slices of what looks like fruit pie on mouse scale, “Zora. The possibilities are three. Zora has an unusual talent flavour, and we notice it now because Zora has come swiftly into sufficient scope of power that the unusual becomes obvious. Zora has been elevated by the working link, Power answering Power, and this is what any life-tweaker or stuff-wreaker would become, were they so exalted. Zora, in the example of greater talents and with the full hopes of youth, has altered their talent into its present form.”
Doucelin puts down the delicate miniature platinum pie-shovel, flat, raised edges, no tines, has to be a shovel, and says “Can you tell which?”
“The third.” Doucelin looks at me. “No way to tell and it’s the third.”
The other teachers all nod.
“Zora’s first question about metaphysical transition concerned altering one’s talent,” Wake says.
Smug old god.
“Zora’s determined,” Spike says, “to provide an equivalent contribution.”
Doucelin says, irritated, “Six food plants.” Five ahead of any accepted Independent for any four year span throughout the history of both Commonweals.
Zora doesn’t know. Wants to avoid competitive thinking. Edgar checked. Tucked the knowledge away, there only if Zora specifically searches.
“Some sense of being outnumbered applies.” Wake’s being benevolent. “The others have less obviously constructive talent flavours.”
Doucelin takes a deep breath, pauses, doesn’t speak.
Thanks Halt for the passed teacup. This whole service is hand-carved white nephrite. Except the teapot; that looks like the glassblower was possessed. The blue flames in the heaters make effortful faces.
You get tea when the third thing’s served. Really strange tea. The third, middle, thing is five centilitres of clear pudding with a clear sauce. Tiny platinum spoons. Safety hint.
Doucelin’s Cryptic Amative. Stuck tasting parts per billion, faint smells, lovers’ meals stacked across their skin in scattered molecules.
Halt has three tea sets where Doucelin wouldn’t rather drink water. This is the favourite.
“They are still getting along?” Doucelin says. Tea has improved composure.
Spike smiles. Things in the corners glitter. “Responsibility, not rivalry. I’m not going to analyze how they set the lower Third down until after.”
Only partly lack of time.
I can’t analyze how they set the lower Third down. Dove and Edgar took the complete geology, complete ecology, implied entire history Zora handed them. Knit it into the world. Might as well shrug and say “magic.”
Cartographic survey will take years. An Initial Habitability Assessment was found on file. Happening again.
“There is an issue of social contrast,” Doucelin says. “People report wildly different feelings if they think ‘oh, that’s Zora out for a run’ against ‘unicorns on the towpath’.”
“Shapeshifting requires extensive knowledge. One strong reason to teach shapeshifting as becoming yourself.”
Doucelin nods at me. The one thing students can shift into.
“To have knowledge of a shape constrains the self to the knowledge,” Halt says. “The sorcerer who would become a crow becomes their understanding of crows, that is slow to gather.”
Doucelin nods again.
Shapeshifter talent-flavour means you do it fast. Any sorcerer eventually.
Not comfortable admitting this. “Zora pulled a better unicorn out of one and a half animals and affronted craft. It’s not shapeshifting.”
“Are the results equivalent?” Doucelin’s writing rapidly.
“Shapeshifting alters your material representation. Different mass, different chemistry, maybe you affect your metaphysical part if you’re not careful. No matter how good you are, your name isn’t altered, you can always tell if something’s shapeshifted out of its heredity.”
Halt might disagree with “always.” I don’t mean entelechy.
“Zora’s incorporated the constructed unicorn nature whole and entire. Has two natural hereditary material representations.”
Doucelin goes blank, doubtful, worried. Says “Did Zora’s name change?”
“It has expanded,” Wake says. “Yet what was, is, and Zora is not released.” Not a way to get out of the Shape of Peace.
Doucelin sets the pen down. Takes the lid off the delicate nephrite tea cup, sets it down on the lid-rest, sets the lid-tongs back on the lid-tong rest, picks the cup with the holding ring, sips, sips again, sets it back down. Puts the lid back.
“Zora’s always been a unicorn?”
“Zora has always had the option of presenting as a unicorn,” Halt says, entirely mild. “Though not for two months yet.”
That’s Halt’s sincerely amused smile; Halt appreciates the joke.
Doucelin would like to know just who, or what, is the butt of the joke.
“Zora wishes to offer Pelōŕios a similar range of presentation.” Just simple facts.
Doucelin says “Why?” sharply.
“Simplest corrective for Pelōŕios’ obligate metavory.” I try for bland.
“All right, how?” Doucelin’s less sharp, more vehement.
“Life-tweaking, life-mages, are similar; they alter, slightly, an accumulation of history. In the main, life-tweakers alter the history of development, while life-mages alter the accumulation of heredity.” Wake’s voice is calm.
“Necromancy is a rough control of metaphysic process state. It achieves material ends through manipulation of entropy.” The summary of the summary, if you’re Wake.
Doucelin’s voice wanted something new, unknown.
“What Zora does,” and I stop. Wave at Spike.
“Zora’s analogy to material necromancy isn’t supportable,” Spike says. “Zora’s operating on metaphysical as well as material substrates, and instantiating process or meta-process conditions in abstract terms as well as actual.”
Spike finds the whole thing fascinating.
“It’s not primarily operant on history, though it can and does involve alteration of accumulated present probability. That part looks retroactive, specify the desired present process and state and the present constrains the past, but it’s not being left to ripple, that part’s extremely neat.”
“Tagmats affect thoughts and luck and happenstance.” Doucelin says it slowly. Tagmats have serious trouble learning not to alter the people around them. There’ve been some successes. Not how you bet.
“No structured penumbra, no general emanation, Zora’s lacking side effects.” Spike’s definite about that. “Dove leaks much more structure, and that’s nothing like strong enough to present an involuntary agreement risk, even with low talent and long exposure.”
Dove’s personality not so warranted. Every one of us thinks that; I can see it in Doucelin’s face.
“If you ask the children who does what,” Halt says, using an odd and impeccably elegant utensil to set out layered round pastries five centimetres across, “Zora’s jobs are food security and strategic planning.”
Doucelin goggles a little.
“The rest of them,” Spike says, fork above her pastry, “consider their job to be making sure nothing bothers Zora.”
Spike doesn’t hear how nothing sounds. Not wrong, the others mean it that way.
Doucelin hears nothing accurately.
“That seems an unqualified scope of responsibility,” Doucelin says.
“Give them a little time, Doucelin dear,” Halt says, beatific.
“Time is what makes people nervous.” Doucelin isn’t happy, even halfway through the pastry.
Halt says they’re not what a fresh one would be, but you mustn’t harvest joy from the young in the Commonweal.
Don’t know how Halt remembers joy so well.
“The experiment sought an increase in capability.” Wake is calm. Wake’s calm watching Chloris start to flicker.
“Which we need.” Not Spike’s whole attention. No frying the fylstan.
“Granted.” Doucelin nods abstracted thanks to Halt. Last item’s a delicate fruit. Needs great skill and Power to peel.
Worth it.
“We do not need an hierarchy of sorcerers.” Doucelin’s first bite of fruit produces a brief blissful expression. “However questionable some aspects of creating the Keepers were and are, it worked. We cannot do so again, and we cannot possibly expect stability from a methodology to produce such exceptional sorcerers.”
Doucelin waves the fruit-spoon, neatly, controlled. “I do not say that your students are not respectable persons. I do say their existence is problematic, and that were there to be more it should be more problematic still.”
“We shall not have such luck again,” Halt says.
Doucelin nods. “Shall not have youthful Creeks of capable family background inventing talent flavours that better suit the work” comes out empty of emphasis. Not as empty as Halt’s emphasis. Still respectable.
“One in thirty thousands,” Wake says. “One person in ten shall be born in the five year span from which we might regularly expect to draw a class.”
“Three,” Doucelin says, to nods.
“Kynefrid’s experience may prove the more relevant,” Wake says. “And yet the Commonweal seeks to grow in numbers.”
“Fifty years, or a hundred,” Doucelin says. “You’d expect to have classes, expect to know if what’s being tried now works.”
Doucelin looks weary. Twice my age now. Will look just as youthful then. Some old sorcerer had the skill to keep their toys.
“Patience isn’t a policy.”
“Fear isn’t much of one,” Spike says. “However enormously the Founders laboured, however possible it might be, the scope of choice is greater with capable sorcerers than without.”
“Not once people believe you can overcome the Shape,” Doucelin says. “Which is a real worry and a real worry.”
Nobody’s sure Blossom and Dove and Constant couldn’t.
“Especially since the regular, not-militant life-tweaker turns out to be able and interested in re-imagining live unicorns into a new state of being.” Worried Doucelin.
“Arguments from complexity being dismissed with entelechy?” Halt sounds almost whimsical.
“Entirely.” No whimsy from Doucelin.
“Perhaps I may make an argument from simplicity,” Wake says. “It is a surpassingly difficult problem to correctly select which subordinate to execute.”
Doucelin snorts.
“The Commonweal forbids fixed hierarchies of rank,” Wake says. “While job selection and task-matching are properly acknowledged to be difficult problems, these do not begin to compare to reacting to an unexpected circumstance with a fixed and jealous hierarchy of authority.”
Doucelin reaches for words. Doesn’t get any on the first try.
“You have read this,” Wake says to Doucelin. “You have the knowledge. I have the long experience.”
Doucelin finds words.
“You’re confusing facts and belief. Agreeing on the facts isn’t the problem. What a Clerk knows, or what a sorcerer understands, don’t address the fear there’s going to be a sorcerous takeover.”
Spike’s being visibly, sparklingly, calm.
Doucelin looks over at her, instead of Wake. “To the extent I can understand the Shape of Peace with mathematics, I do, I understand it’s dynamic, that it’s a hope-biased combination of opinion, that it’s not subject to direct control.”
The sparks diminish.
“The current leading worry is that there’s a way to substitute, everyone thought names were immutable in the Shape, and then the second one got created.” Doucelin picks up the fruit spoon again. “A class of students keeps doing impossible things. Now everyone wonders if Dove and Blossom couldn’t make something that you could control, that looked enough like the Shape to fool everyone else.”
“Not Ongen.” Blossom’s a little wry. “Not any judge, not fifty or so Independents, not any Standard-Captain, not anyone who happened to be awake when the switch occurred, not anyone at all if we didn’t hold a vote first.”
Last seven words come out emphatic.
“About which they must be you or Ongen or maybe Halt to be factually certain.” Doucelin’s calm. Unhappy, but calm.
“‘No fixed hierarchy’ isn’t free of strain. It works better, but people detest unpredictability in their social interactions. There aren’t any people whose kind didn’t come from a time when there was a fixed hierarchy, when you did what the sorcerer said. And probably where people started liked social predictability, before the Power and sorcerers altered everybody.” Doucelin would like to be able to spend time on trying to answer that.
“Why there are geans,” Halt says.
Doucelin nods. “And it works, and it turns into how things have always been.”
Only everything’s been stood on its head.
“Doucelin, has anyone done an analysis of outcomes?” I sound beguiling. I hate it. Can’t not.
“Which outcomes?” Tens of thousands still living is obvious, so not what I mean.
“Zora could, Zora knows this, make someone into an entirely material object. Halt might be able to tell, but you’d have to see it happen otherwise.”
Don’t fidget, no picking up teacups.
“What Zora’s done has been to make a lifelong desire work unreasonably well, and then offer that capability to a guest of the Peace who needs it to stay in the Peace. Zora, not the unicorn, is Zora’s experimental subject.”
Doucelin’s memory casts back. “Horse-thing recipes.”
Spike and Halt and I all nod. “I think Zora would rather run themself.” That recipe worked, as distraction and cheer and source of hope, that first season.
“There isn’t any way to make Death and Constant Strange Mayhem reassuring. Not directly or personally, not any more than Blossom can be.” They’ll do what needs doing. Reassuring in limited circumstances.
“Zora, though, Zora’s figured out how to have a talent that’s nearly purely be-thou-in-thus-wise and goes and introduces a unicorn to the Peace with it, makes food with it, figures out how to weed less destructively with it.”
Halt nods once abruptly.
“The entelech and the necromancer and the absence of mercy so influence and are influenced.” Halt’s not quite smiling.
“Doucelin, please do consider what historical records expect from pre-eminent flame-thrower talents, or entelechs, or exceedingly powerful necromancers, and how much it is not to be described as either public works projects or perhaps excessive shows of affection.”
No one has any idea what Constant is.
Doucelin nods at Halt. “Everyone hasn’t met them. Threat analysis goes by capability. People have ways to think about Halt.”
“Which is why they’re eating in a gean refectory and are encouraged in their social existence,” Halt says. “A balance of related and remote.”
Awkward newcomer, everyone knows that one. Even when it’s a unicorn.
“Social connection matters,” Spike says, taking my hand.
Ours not a complete success.
Chapter 32
Zora
Two days later, the carousel is entirely done, Halle’s decided that being floated in the air and taken for a run by unicorns is the very most enjoyable thing imaginable, Mikka’s decided that you take the child-minding that’s available, even when your sister’s gone quadrupedal, and members of Dove’s family arrive early in the afternoon.
Their arrival shouldn’t wake Halle up, since producing glad cries for two solid hours would be exhausting even without the arm-waving. Well, and all six sides of the sleeping rooms have repeated layers of hard smoke in them, so about the same ability to transmit sound as five metres of sawdust. It seemed useful for sleeping rooms, and Mikka has been emphatic that we’ve got to teach a collective how to make the wall panels. Anything material and legal that keeps the infant’s sharp ears from deciding that they’re missing something interesting in the middle distance will be greatly desired.
Grackle doesn’t look like Dove’s mother. It’s not a polite thought, but I can’t avoid it. Grackle looks like someone’s mother, but not Dove’s.
Dove’s sister Hawthorn looks like Dove’s sister. Older sister, which is backwards. Slighter sister, which is only to be expected. Hawthorn’s team lead on a heavy rock-crusher-sorter focus in a roads-and-excavations collective. Hawthorn’s children, Swift, Junco, and Nimblewill, are four, three, and two years past infants, so they’re all in school. Even Nimblewill remembers Aunt Dove from before Aunt Dove became a sorcery student. So does their cousin Poesy, Junco’s age and brought along because Poesy’s mother has a lover visiting this Festival and Hawthorn sees little difference between wrangling three kids and four.
Which, well, I wouldn’t, it’s not a problem where I could apply sorcery.
All four kids call Blossom Aunt, not Auntie, and mean it, much as Hawthorn and Grackle met Blossom and agreed with Dove about Dove and Blossom being sisters, and meant it.
Blossom was entirely flummoxed, but it’s been three years, and now it’s at least revered custom.
Nimblewill insisting Constant manifest as tangibly as possible and explain a math problem Nimblewill is vexed with visibly rattles Mikka, right in the middle of the inevitable discussion of gardens that goes with first meeting other adults.
“Shy little bird with big eyes, never see them unless you’re right under the right tree early in the morning and hear the one song,” Hawthorn says, smiling. “Got that about as right as Mother got Dove.”
Not a time to explain to Mikka that Constant’s reassuring. Constant’s rummaging in the library for images of the bird nimblewill, Nimblewill’s only ever seen two live ones. Doesn’t prevent an argument in favour of tree-climbing being essential to living up to one’s namesake, or appreciating Constant’s making the life-size illusion to show.
Life-like, moving, it will sit on Nimblewill’s finger and sing, but only sing once, because the live bird sings once at dusk and once at dawn.
“It will be swifts and juncos, next,” Dove says, smiling at Hawthorn.
Halle’s holding Mikka’s left hand and Pelōŕios’ off foreleg. Politely and not too hard, not clutching, but still a surprise. Quiet feet on the stairs.
If must walking learn, must come caution after.
I couldn’t miss the protective intent, not for trying.
“There were sparkles,” Halle says, which Mikka doesn’t understand and I’m afraid I do.
Grackle asks Mikka, or maybe Mikka and Halle, “First visit?” in entirely kind grandmotherly tones.
Mikka says “Yes.” Halle nods once, while Mikka looks at the floor, over at Halle, up at the join between roof and windows, and then sideways at me, or Pelōŕios, it’s quick. “I didn’t read between all the lines in Zora’s letters.”
There’s a smile from Hawthorn. “No scale.”
“I was thinking I didn’t think about how much it was to reassure me, instead of Mother.” Mikka waves at the resolute architecture. “A ‘pond pavilion’ that takes four days to build sounds like something that might not have walls.”
“If it isn’t at least better or at least faster,” Dove says, smiling, and everybody nods. You don’t do it with the Power, without at least one, if there’s another way. Lots of other ways of building.
Grackle starts making this-way-children motions toward the east doorway, the one that doesn’t lead to the patio with the tub in it. “If it isn’t twelve kilometres long,” Grackle says. “I was up to Old Lake last year, they needed some chemists.”
Mikka says “Chemists?” in a politely interested way. Chemists are sure not to involve the Power, because the Power encourages chemistry to misbehave, randomly and usually horribly.
“They’ve never had domestic cattle there before. No one had the least idea where the strange taste in the milk came from.”
You’d really want to know. Not every weed uses the Power, and not everything poisonous is a weed.
“It was some wild relative of onions,” Grackle says. “Not harmful, strictly, though the taste was dire.”
Everyone’s outside, it’s a lovely day, there’s the long porch facing Big Pond, it extends out to the east so as to not interfere with the north wall’s windows. Lots of actual furniture, nothing illusory whatsoever and much of it iron frames and cruncher-leather.
“I got to travel a bit, up the new canal about half way past Morning Vale. I spent, oh, nearly two hours wondering where Kind Lake was before I realized I’d just crossed it.”
“Wouldn’t have thought it was obscure,” Dove says, the smile all in Dove’s voice.
“If you think made things are that size,” Grackle says a bit severely. “Or that old. There are trees five metres through right by the water when you get to the exit locks.”
“Zora does good work,” is Edgar, coming in the end of the porch floating the big standing urn with lemonade. Chloris has a tray of small cakes. Not very far back in the link is a recent memory of a discussion of suitable cake flavours to go with lemonade, neatly flagged, it appears as a white and gold pennon shape in my mind, which means “amative context.”
I can infer from how long fetching lemonade took, but the rest of us try diligently to be polite.
No. The rest of us are polite, diligently and with more delicacy than I can properly expect. I still feel enraged about it.
“Excellent work,” Grackle says. “Some of the newly arrived people have been getting set up to make scents, teas, and flavours from forest flowers, and they have nothing but good to say about the rearrangement.”
Dove’s quietly producing beer mugs, simple glass ones from a shelf. A keg lives on the porch, in a resolutely dark corner with a constant temperature. The mugs live under the keg.
“It’s a specific memory,” Dove says, handing a mug to Grackle.
Grackle doesn’t say anything, but Hawthorn snorts and smiles and nearly demurs before Chloris herds all four kids out to go see the swans, which they want to do and aren’t willing to do without an adult.
Hawthorn and Mikka look at each other and visibly decide to believe in the re-domestication of swans. Pelōŕios’ ears do the forth-and-back flip I’ve learned is a chuckle.
Dove says, in a quiet and positive voice, “Powerful militant necromancer.”
“Who got the lemons how?” Mikka says. Mikka’s had to take sips of Halle’s lemonade because Halle is insistent that the degree of goodness can only be appreciated if Mikka drinks some.
“From a memory of Blossom’s.” Which gets me a severe look from Mikka.
“Blossom’s people are from the City of Peace, which is far enough north to grow citrus. Blossom’s memory of really good lemonade that one summer day as a child can be transmitted to the working link, and then we all know.” I’m skipping so much, and making it sound much more difficult than it is. It makes me almost sympathetic to all the things our teachers don’t try to explain.
“We can all rearrange matter into food, if we’ve got a pattern for the food.”
“Some recompense,” Grackle says, kindly, noticeably kindly.
I must look puzzled. Even Dove feels a bit puzzled.
“I have my third set of teeth,” Grackle says. “I have children, grandchildren, respect for skill enough to be called to find out what’s ruining the cheese even if I mostly make sure soap is kind, instead of fit for a tannery. I know who I am, and what I can do, and how life goes, so I shan’t spend several centuries always uncertain and astonished.”
“Grow up or die just keeps going” I say, and Dove and Edgar and spectral Constant all nod. Away down the path, Chloris has just extracted an abashed Poesy from an illusory bell jar, which served to make it clear that, really, no running ahead.
All four kids look impressed.
Chapter 33
Zora
The only teacher there at dinner is Halt.
Halt, I don’t understand quite how, manages to reassure Hawthorn about children feeding swans. It might be the intonation on “thoroughly domesticated,” or it might be the way Halt says “helpless” when explaining that, no, truly, this isn’t Dove’s vigorous expectations, the swans are well able to know how unwise it should prove were they to misbehave. It might just be taking all of dinner to do a thorough job.
Junco was still subdued going in to the kids’ side of the refectory, which, as Dove pointed out, wasn’t entirely a bad thing. Hawthorn had agreed, and seized Dove by the shoulders and said “You were bad enough before!” before everyone sat down, Grackle and Hawthorn and Mikka where Wake and Blossom and Grue usually go. No infants coming in with the nibbles to lean on Grue bothers me somehow.
Ed’s down the far end tonight, talking with the Captain. Ninth Day, so a sword lesson but this sounds like battalion-level logistics considered as a terseness contest.
“Feeding swans what?” is Eirene, drifting by to extend properly informal welcome.
“Cracked maize, wild rice, and crushed barley,” Chloris says. “Restructured from water plants to considerable interest.”
Eirene gets an amused expression. “Complicated way to improve the taste.”
“Might improve diligence,” Dove says. “Junco and Poesy were fascinated.”
“It was an abstract explanation,” Chloris says, face still and perfect. “It isn’t fair to make the swans wait too long, and the cygnets are still moving between adorable and manners.”
“Don’t think diligence will serve,” Hawthorn says. “Solid talent, over average, but not sorcerers.”
Halt nods. Halt is knitting something that might be a shawl, and is certainly confined to the regular three dimensions.
Mikka says, carefully, “Dove, how do you know how the children reacted?”
Dove having been the same place Mikka was the whole time, and the kids didn’t talk about feeding swans on the walk down. It’s a long walk for a kid, and there was a collective decision that they were too hungry to talk about any kind of food. There were hopeful questions about Festival and some grim and silent slogging.
“We remember,” Dove says.
Mikka makes gestures of conceptual distress, pauses for words, and then makes the gestures again. “When was there time?” Time for Dove to go look at the memory.
“It’s a joint memory, it doesn’t work like reviewing records from a focus with a recorder.” Dove waves images on the air, the working link considered as an accumulation of experience.
That’s looking like real distress now, which isn’t good at all.
“It works better.” I get Mikka’s attention, thankfully. “There was a tax barn, still is a tax barn, in Eight Wide Landing that needed new roof beams, to go with the new roof. Only in the last three hundred years a row of houses went in behind and a rope walk went in across and there’s a school and a brewery to either side, so there weren’t any places to put a crane or a hoist. And the walls are masonry, so the new trusses have to go in exactly straight, no twisting or the wall suffers.” Oak queen-post trusses, fifteen of them, fifty centimetre square main beams, a great present expense of effort and timber.
“Whole décade of calculations with the building under tarps before they admitted there wasn’t any way to set a crane to get the old beams out or the new ones in,” Dove says. It was close, but not on the right side of close, and no one had calculated anything before the roof came off on the strength of an eyeballed close.
“So we got the job, and had one of us in the street, with the new trusses, and one inside, and somebody on both flanking roofs to see down and everybody saw all of that. You close your eyes or you get really dizzy.” You’d better not be trying to do it with your physical brain, either, but I’d rather not tell Mikka that.
Mikka takes a careful breath, and waits to say anything, because Halle’s wandered in, hugged Mikka, plumped down next to Pelōŕios, accepted a gracious nod, and slumped asleep against a shimmering black flank.
Cruel is infant courtesy. Pelōŕios is entirely amused.
“Yours are fine” Dove says to Hawthorn. “They’ve been put to sorting cutlery.”
“Cannot imagine your children would accept you looking through walls,” Grackle says to Hawthorn, smiling.
Hawthorn’s head shakes. “Probably not.”
“Aren’t you looking through each other’s heads?” Mikka’s voice, this has gone emotionally real, the way things do when you can see them.
I have to answer this.
“It’s our head. My mind’s mine, but the link is whole and ours.” Careful inhale. “It’s just about impossible to tell from outside what’s which, Blossom can’t if Blossom isn’t in the link, Wake uses ‘students’ as a non-count noun, you certainly can’t tell from how we talk, but it’s not muddled inside.”
Eirene has ghosted a chair over. Halt’s chair takes silent delicate steps left, so there’s room for Eirene at the head of the table.
Ed and the Captain get up and head out, Ed waves, Chloris blows a kiss and Ed looks, of an instant, bashful.
“My brain is skipping, but that’s unsettling,” Mikka says. Ed and the Captain are both small and slight, as ought to recall the tipping middle of youth.
I keep remembering that the Peace is young.
Halt chuckles. Dove smiles in a shy sort of way that makes Grackle and Hawthorn look astonished.
Mikka’s head turns, side to side, and looks baffled. “You never act affectionate.” Towards Ed, Mikka means. Ed and Chloris, Dove and Chloris, various youths look elaborately pained by unexpected witness on a regular basis, but you never see Dove and Edgar be affectionate.
“You don’t see Dove and Edgar be affectionate because people would go mad or die. We can cope with it, Grue only just can, Wake looks like the benevolent and imperturbable are work, Blossom grinned and gave Ed a mock version of the ‘and don’t you hurt my sister’ lecture until all three of them were laughing too hard to talk and we could all feel Constant being baffled.” Chloris’ careful recitation of facts voice.
“Halt goes a bit misty.” So is this, out of respect for completeness or Halt.
“Halt goes misty.” Hawthorne’s tone is perfectly “and next I shall behold ducks work the cider press.”
“‘Misty’ is Halt’s adjective,” Dove says. “Halt can be sentimental.”
Halt is looking just a little misty now, tea and knitting notwithstanding.
“You being sentimental?” Hawthorne’s flat practical question to Dove makes Grackle nod, just a little. Not disapproval, not anything I know how to describe. Families have to form from the people in them, and nobody in my family enjoys conflict. Grackle might not, Grackle might have borne a hero’s children and wondered at these daughters.
“Practical,” Dove says, smiling. “Aside from all the reasons to be us-together, I get a best gal who shall be at little risk of dying twice and a particular lad between us who’s … ” and Dove gets stuck for the word.
“ … Durable, we’re durable, lasting hurt means overcoming our collective will to be whole. None of us will, would, or can stay flesh, either. I don’t know what I’m going to be, I don’t know how Chloris is going to be living inside Death, or how Dove’s going to be another coil of thinking fire like their sister Blossom, but I know we will.”
Dove sort of grins at me, turns a bit to look straight at Grackle.
“Mama, I can’t be reassuring so I’m going to be honest. Ed, that polite lad, concerned to be useful, is completely constructed. More than Ed will actively admit, the hatchling shape, the shape that can manifest here, it’s not everything back there. Something that’s supposed to take many years, maybe hundreds of years, it doesn’t matter how voracious for the Power you are if there isn’t that much there.”
“That incursion alarm,” Hawthorne says.
“Entirely real,” Blossom says. “A newly-hatched entelech, between me and Wake and a battalion we’re entirely sure we’d win. Halt would win.”
“Ed was horrified that I might not have had the opportunity to really consent to the consonance.” Dove’s, I’m going to say “fond” because I have to put a metaphoric hand on a unicorn’s neck to prevent panic. Dove’s kingdom of wrath exists to make sure Ed is safe, that Chloris is. Then I’m tied with Blossom.
And you’re just after Grue, kin-of-mine Blossom says.
We can’t have material kingdoms, not entirely, not really. Anybody who thinks we don’t have abstract ones, that we could not, that there’s any way to be an Independent and not, is just wrong.
Halt doesn’t care about physical territory. Anybody who doesn’t recognize that the idea of the Commonweal has gone into Halt’s kingdom, the particular forms of organization that say, with so much else, Halt can’t do that, well, I suppose that’s almost everybody.
The ghost of a shoulder squeeze comes through from Blossom.
“Are you safe, doing that?” Grackle’s voice and face are calm.
“Halt told Ed I could turn him into slurry.” Dove’s voice is entirely cheerful.
“So, no, Mama, none of this is safe, safe means we know all the risks and can account for them in ways that stand up to formal scrutiny, and we can’t because it’s new, never happened before. But if you mean do I have to worry about being devoured, no, I don’t. Not even if Ed’s mind gets replaced with something that entirely wants to devour me.”
Grackle gets up and walks around the table to hug Dove.
The Independent Ongen and the Independent Order, independently and respectively, assert that my character is useful predictor for the long-term outcome of Dove and Edgar’s consonance.
Chloris and I get the same smile. We shouldn’t be able to, different faces, but we do anyway. Dove looks fond, Constant’s always in there, never mind that Ed’s hundreds of metres away in the Captain’s House back garden learning sword fighting from a graul.
Mostly because Ed can learn sword fighting from a graul.
Grackle and Hawthorne look, I don’t know. They heard that, they know what it was, and I think who, but it’s a surprise.
“Constant is a bit spooky and often distant,” Blossom says. “Constant also lacks any actual character flaws.”
“Of course you can’t say that,” Blossom says to Dove’s look.
Mikka has a small pad of paper out of a pocket, a pencil, has performed calculations. “Did anyone measure the affection effect?”
Dove says “Yes.” There’s a strange sort of smile, that goes with all the space between a re-seated Dove and Chloris disappearing. “It splashes on everyone in a five hundred metre radius.”
Dove’s regular expression comes back as Dove says “We were hoping for a lot less range.”
“Round House wall-wards, the room wards on the third try, being in the working link, or being a teacher all stop it,” Chloris says. “If something else does, we don’t know about it.”
Eirene makes a sympathetic noise at Dove, squeezes Dove’s shoulder.
The splash was five hundred and twelve metres exactly from Dove and Edgar holding hands.
Mikka’s shoulders square up. “If you were a weed, it would be a brigade problem.”
Dove nods. “Two, if the link’s active.”
Mikka looks at me, as sternly as Mikka possibly can. Everybody at the table who isn’t me or Mikka carefully fails to smile or snicker.
Grackle says, in grandmotherly tones, “There isn’t a socially acceptable way to say you’re special.”
Halt smiles. So does Eirene.
“I left a lot out because there isn’t any way to explain it. And I left a lot out because Mother gets either a success or an early death from this daughter and I told Mother that, carefully, right at the start, but I don’t need to give Mother reasons to worry because absolutely no one knows how it’s going to come out.”
Mother will worry, and there are many solid reasons to worry and only a few abstract bits of hope for counterweights.
Mikka looks over. Not only is Halle still asleep, Pelōŕios’ head is curled right around so Halle’s outside hand has fallen just behind the base of Pelōŕios’ horn.
“Unicorn Fours understand family” Halt says, entirely calmly.
“Yours,” Eirene says to Hawthorn, “volunteered to help mop after the cutlery.”
“A certain expectation of cake,” Hawthorn says, leaning forward past Grackle’s smile.
Eirene nods. “Dried apple pie.”
Mikka’s more collected, not a lot more collected, but somewhat. “The Shape of Peace isn’t going to reject you.” It’s a completely flat statement. “Sorcerers get rejected for not believing in the Peace, and you’ve always been the kid who wouldn’t take apples from branches grown over the path.”
“I made a couple hundred new species of freely reproducing animals.” At least, insects are animals, and a count of the plants might never be finished. “I directly altered something like seventy thousand people, there’s another thirty to fifty thousand affected metabolically by the history switch, and maybe more affected cognitively if they talked to someone with the new past.” Calm, this has to be calm even if I’m not. “The Shape has grounds to object if it wants.”
“There was a vote,” Eirene says.
“To do something else.” Dove is calm. Dove would probably be calm even if it was another batch of demons. When. When it is, if the Shape accepts us. “The malice was a surprise.”
Mikka makes what would clearly prefer to be broad gestures of disbelief, and have to be mostly vertical instead. “You saved a lot of people.”
“I could have turned them into potted plants.” I have to nod pretty vigorously, because Mikka doesn’t want to believe this. “I could have done anything at all to their beliefs, their personalities, their heredity, species, absolutely anything.”
Drink some tea.
“There wouldn’t be any way to tell. Even inside the link, I’d have to not lose any names but I had to do that anyway. I can’t turn random single people into cabbages because it’d be noticed, but there’s fundamentally no way to tell what I did from outside the working and I did the whole ecology, people and all, by our strength but with my own will and ability.”
“Nor are there simple questions of truth to ask,” Halt says, offering to pour me some more tea. “Zora needs must alter folk, to have altered the land that feeds them. Everything else may reduce to accident or belief.”
I nudge my cup forward, nod thank you.
Grackle’s head tips, just a little and I wouldn’t want Mother to look at me the way Grackle’s looking at Dove. Dove just grins. “I do structure and order and patterns, so Zora’s ecology got knit into the world.”
“After the malice got removed from it.” A firm voice from Grackle, no kind of question.
“That was me and Ed and Chloris,” Dove says. “Joint effort.”
“I kill things and maintain boundaries, so Dove and Edgar don’t exalt themselves into something too terrible to exist” Chloris says, pleased and gentle and eternally beautiful. “All I did with the lower Third was push and keep track of lives.”
Eirene says “All” with vast disbelief.
“Comparatively,” Chloris says as though serene was a verb.
“But you didn’t,” Mikka says, thankfully entirely certain.
“I didn’t, but I could. The Shape of Peace works off of everybody’s minds, I’d need some kind of ritual but there’s only a million people in the Commonweal. I could do that by the time I’m fifty at the outside. I can even come up with good reasons, make everybody a little smarter and a little more forgiving and a little more patient and society works better, it would have to, and you’d still recognize everybody, you’d still recognize yourself.”
Dove’s nodding. So are Chloris and Halt, and, reluctantly, Eirene, who has to get through a menu meeting once a season.
“The Shape’s going to want someone who would never ever do that, even if the alternative was everybody dying and the Commonweal going down into ruin, because meaningful consent to having your mind altered by magic isn’t possible, the cases that are allowed now are explicitly all based on legal reasoning that says it’s equivalent to suicide.”
Mikka makes an odd noise, raises both hands, tries to be placatory. “It’s hard to think of my kid sister like this.”
I nod. It’s hard to think of me like this, and I have a lot more practice.
“Eirene? Can I expend some glassware and some cutlery?”
Dove, who sees what I’m thinking, says “Small some,” and Eirene says “Certainly.”
Glass is really, really strong if it doesn’t get scratched, and there are ways to manage that. And syrinxes are versatile, and I really liked yesterday but three’s style of dinner music. So there are three glass birds there on the table, clear-winged and purple-bodied and foot-scutes mostly nickel, that fly up to the balcony railing with a fierce clear whirring of wings. Each glass bird makes a few odd preparatory noises, getting in tune with each other, before they start singing soft complex music.
“Nicely done,” Halt says.
Eirene’s looking at me inquisitively; Mikka’s looking at the birds, and at me, and the birds, and Halle, and me, eyes large.
In fifty-odd years, I will have to lose my sister. Don’t want to lose anyone today, and especially not Mikka.
“Diet’s sand or broken glass, some salt,” I say to Eirene. “They will molt, but not often.” Every five or ten years per feather, I think. “The feathers should be soft if they’re flat, and safe to pick up from the quill. No solid or liquid defecation.” You can do a lot with a metaphysical metabolism.
“Why didn’t that take you years?” Mikka’s vehement, but that was the point.
I reach across the table, squeeze Mikka’s wrist, let go. “Because it isn’t difficult.”
“The lower Third was difficult, the plan was risky and I’m still surprised we survived the actual events, so something like that can happen, too, it doesn’t have to be the Shape of Peace. But those birds aren’t difficult because they’re just not. Enough knowledge, that much Power.”
“We could use that for the team motto,” Dove says.
Swift and Junco and Poesy and Nimblewill come in, looking a little shy before what are still strange people even if it’s not very much a strange place after three meals. They make a point of saying thank you to Eirene for the pie.
Eirene tells them that the pie is a reward for mopping, not for trying to mop, so they certainly deserved it.
Dove floats them home, dozing in a heap. Pelōŕios floats Halle, who curls back into the lift and stretches one hand out to rest on Pelōŕios’ shoulder. Halt’s smile at that follows me all the way home.
Mikka goes from not knowing what to think to being my sister again, though it takes the whole walk.
Chapter 34
Edgar
We were done breakfast and talking about taking visitors through the Tall Woods and Wake’s voice came out of the air, asking for help.
We ran.
There’s five hurt, none of them are dead, it’s not any sort of mercy.
Chloris got their pain walled off, can’t suppress it, can’t do much, scalds, burns, it’s pretty horrid, nerves still dying. It’s a process that peels the pain out of them and walls it off outside, only thing that actually helps. Various medics looking relieved, the hospital’s got beds that can do that, this is a brewing shed. Have to get the hurt brewers to the hospital without them dying of shock. Pelōŕios has been sent sprinting to the hospital with terse, precise notes from Grue, as to what the hospital must get ready.
All I’m doing is floating people, Dove’s got the temperature, cooling people, cooling the room, Constant quietly between us trying to do something about the moisture on the walls, Zora’s linked up with Grue, they can’t do this sequentially, the last four will die.
Wake’s looking, it’s not angry, precisely, but certainly not benevolent. The wort kettle, great big copper cylinder when it’s whole, it must hold fifteen tonnes of water, the one end’s just off, not split, the whole area around the joint failed all at once, tearing away from the careful rivets. They weren’t even brewing, just a good scrub, last day before Festival.
Wake makes gestures, there’s a jagged purple-black glow around the rent copper.
“Mischief,” Wake says. Not benevolent at all.
Which is when one of the postal clerks runs in, looks at us, looks at the medics, looks at Wake, looks over the nearly dead, and says, face shut, barely with the air to say it from sprinting, “Outbreak, dire bad outbreak in the First Valley, way north, Township of Threeshelf.”
Grue looks up, not cuddly at all, pure Wicked Queen, says “leave me Zora” to Wake, waits while Zora picks up the pain block from Chloris, Zora can run it once it’s up, it’s creating two things at once that’s the problem. Dove waits just long enough and passes the temperature control to Zora. I pass the lift to individual pairs of medics, they’ve got charms for that, doctor-tattoos active on inside left wrists and foreheads. We all think a hug at Zora. Wake signs four terrible words and the whole of the copper kettle, everything upright and fallen, crumbles into green-black dust, then Wake’s said As close together as you might to us and we’ve taken a step to the shoulder of a mountain.
It goes valley, mountain, mountain, mountain, valley, mountain, valley, valley, other side of the valley, really quick after that, only just not so quick the terrain is flashes. We’re scrunched down tight together, three bodies, four minds bobbing along behind Wake.
Not like the standards, which compress distance, this is some way to exchange place, not a gate. I’ve seen Wake do this before, but never so fast. Didn’t know people could be taken along.
People cannot, Wake says. I should not such test as this have chosen.
We’re standing in a half-finished, it’s going to be a town, lots of sod walls and still some tarp roofs, I can smell the tile kiln, we’re near what’s obviously a refectory, a big two-gean shared one, post office across from it, library, open side of the square looking out over the lumpy terrain down to the river. Look up, across the valley, and there’s the shelving in the valley wall, where the township name comes from. Pinned ropes down to the river, you can see the argument about where to put the stairs in the placement of the ropes.
Nobody outside, plague flags everywhere, nailed across and over doors.
I don’t think everyone’s dead Chloris says, doubtful.
Wake touches us, one by one, on the forehead. Let us not rely on mightiness.
It’s, it’s strange, I’m nearly blind with eyes. Dim, cool, presumably protective. Takes a second to figure out how I could shut it off, don’t, don’t need to, couldn’t put it back up, Chloris, maybe, lots of fast thoughts.
Don’t know extent, don’t know what it is, don’t know the vector Dove says, waving a stretch of dirt mirror flat.
Everywhere I can reach, Chloris says, and we start getting a map across the flat dirt, illusion that will stick.
Thousands and thousands. Everywhere Chloris can reach is a long way.
I’m on the perimeter, the message said nothing about an attack, doesn’t mean this isn’t one. Can’t find anything except sick people, nobody’s coughing, lots of fever, what was raving, barely muttering now as the last living wind down to die.
Nobody moving, no threads of intent, nothing willed, not that I can find.
I’m shaking my head when things come back into focus. Can’t find anybody pushing.
Not very old, Dove says. No sense of depth.
We’re falling back together, little bit of distance after Wake’s long steps but this is feeling dangerous.
Too virulent, it’s got everybody, the people who live here are Regular Fours and Skittish and maybe sixty Broadthews, it’s got them all. Chloris would like to have time to be upset.
The very consistent feeling of moving information around, Zora’s back in Westcreek Town but the consumed book’s still within us in despite of mountains. The book gives me odds, some constrained guess at odds.
Attack? turns into It’s an attack as a thing decided between us and Wake looking concerned at us, I start wondering if it’s a mistake or not, something not meant for us, decide it can’t be error, it’s getting all the Skittish and all the Broadthews, they don’t have the same oxygen transport mechanism as each other or as any Regular, it’s all iron but not the same molecules, there are no Skittish outside the Commonweal, a plague released accidentally in the Commonweal’s ridiculously unlikely.
So I shouldn’t be looking for intent, it’s done, I’m trying to find watching.
SLEEP.
Gotcha.
Whoever it is, they’re ten-twelve kilometres over that way.
Remember that they shall die sleeping save as you rouse them, Wake says.
I nod. Said that pretty loud.
Can we make it not happen? Like our wound-wedges exposure? Chloris has drifted from upset to intense.
Wake waves, not a specific gesture.
“Less cohesion, please.”
We realize we’re cohered enough for a major working, aren’t planning one, and, yeah.
Anyone looking up from their sickbed could die of fright, Wake says, really amused.
“Grant me a moment,” Wake says, squatting down, right down, buttocks on heels and knees under chin in Wake’s rarely seen resting posture, long staff in front of knees.
Not like Wake.
“To dispose of something’s existence, a sufficiency of its history, is a technique I learned at an age above two hundred. I cannot think of you other than younger than fifty, instead of the accurate twenty-five.” Wake doesn’t sound disapproving, I don’t know what this sounds like.
“Terror, if terror I still knew.” That’s benevolent and wry.
“Chloris.”
Whose face stills out of not knowing what to feel.
“You are to me that student who, anywhere but the Commonweal, I should fear to be destroyed once you had learned all you thought there was for me to teach.”
That’s appalled. Appalled at the stupidity more than the murder. Dove reaches out an arm to take Chloris round the waist, half a hug and enough real pressure to be impossible to miss through the appalled.
Wake nods. “Just so. I need fear nought other than more time upon my researches.” That’s a real smile. Entropy can smile.
“I would not fear to teach you did I not believe you would learn.” Wake says that with no inflection at all, the utter plainness of facts. Chloris nods, slowly.
“One may not freely alter the inhabited present.” This, too, that’s not an arguable assertion.
“The wound-wedges were old, had no certain arrival, no certain maker; an accumulation of many chances. To banish those from being occupied slight chances.”
Wake takes a formal breath. “The judgement to know what is slight and what consequential is not swiftly attained. Error readily causes the practitioner to cease.”
Not next year, something that takes practice instead of simply Power.
“We’d have to make them not exist and then it splashes everywhere.” The disease creator, Chloris means.
Wake nods.
Not going to work.
“Is making a disease easy?” Chloris asks.
Wake’s head shakes once, definite. “Nor is it so difficult an undertaking that eventual success cannot be expected.”
So we can’t break the chain of luck leading to success.
“Always going to be more where this came from,” Dove says, then “Can we retroactively improve the peace-abiding?”
Wake smiles.
“All of it, for everybody, we don’t know how far this goes, but that’s staying in the Commonweal,” Dove says.
Reach we have, easier, we don’t have to get every single person of whatever species, someone’s already done that, we just have to warn them in the past, there’s a standard annual list, one thing, mystically, probably not physically, but the working won’t care.
Wake can ask the Shape, and does, a haze of token-lines the shades of dust. Agreement might surprise Wake. Parliament will have to vote, after, about whether we made a good decision but people are dead and dying and the sooner we do this the more likely even the dead shall live.
There’s a little time, if the shade is close to the border. Not much, but some, if you can make the thing that killed them never to have been.
“Standing in a circle,” Wake says, somehow amused. “I do not wish to instil in any of you an expectation of success at quick ritual, yet so shall this be.”
We nod. Wake has to do it, none of us have the delicacy of touch or experience or the pharmaceutical knowledge, but Wake hasn’t got the reach to do it for the whole Commonweal in one go without the ritual, without the ingathered Power. So we get to feed, the ritual won’t care where the Power comes from, and Power we can do.
We move over a bit, leaving the outbreak map, and Wake stands us back to back, facing out from the points of a triangle. Dove gets north, Chloris gets south-west. Constant gets admonished about centroids and geometry.
There’s a bunch of drawing, casting two strange powders, nine small glass bottles set at the junctions of lines, several lengths of string, something that looks like the memory in dust of a flower.
“If there is a response I shall have the bubble,” Wake says. “One of the four presences among you should maintain some watch on the perimeter. Otherwise, I remind you only that the maker of this disease is certainly capable.”
Go for the mind, Dove says, and Wake nods, in no way benevolent. Approving.
There’s, well, it’d be chanting if Wake wasn’t doing it with sign language, perimeter pacing, outside the nine bottles at the points of something, it’s not a regular polygon, I have no least idea how this works, none of us do.
Zora’s busy, it feels like an absence of bad news but the rest of us are about to go peak output, don’t want to backflood Zora’s work, takes a bit of structuring. We’ve practiced, but not at peak.
Don’t know what Wake is doing, but you can tell when to feed the ritual, inescapably obvious and a sound like the smell of hot salt water.
It feels like lifting something just about too heavy, it’s not a heave, it’s one continuous feed and it takes time.
It lifts, in a taste of bending iron and the texture of gladness, steady and inexorable.
Lighter and lighter, until the weight is gone and I hear someone say, confused, “Mama?”
The ward around us splashes thunder black and silver, an ache in the teeth and a distant gibbering.
That one Chloris says, peeling out the full sense of the mind behind the minds, the chained tools behind the chained thunder-thrower that are arrayed as a shield of confusion.
Front passes among us like Block’s exercises for balance, a lean, push, lean, immaterial thought.
BE YOU OPEN UNTO ALL THE WORLD
There were layers of wards, but it’s enough, directly at the one controlling will, caught in a bare instant.
Balance again, swift, bodies would break at this speed.
Dove and Constant push fire, every synapse of the target’s mind made of power warm then hot then swift, hurled apart. Half its own frantic thought to pull together tipped into hissing chaos, the whole of the thing given unto wild fire.
Lean, push, lean.
The fire dies, and dies, and dies, in the death of dust too slight of memory to make a shade or pass or be.
Nice Dove says to Chloris, admiring, more than half the thought of a kiss.
There’s a long broad curve of melted dirt, molten glass, nearly, on the river side of the ward, I have a moment of “bricks or window panes?” and decide on bricks, it’s not going to be usefully clear glass without a lot of effort, and, with a lift from Dove to get all our feet up out of the way, get the square cobbled. Easier than making the melted stuff back into dirt.
It leaves Wake’s ritual setup down there, except the bottles, risen up by feet. Didn’t want to crush them. Wake doesn’t object. It preserves a record for later analysis.
Wake drops the ward, leans on the plain long staff that goes with war and ritual, head shaking just a little ruefully.
We’re coming up, reaching out of the full link, can’t find anyone sick, can’t find anyone dead, I think the hard part worked.
There’s a clear route, no sense of obstruction in the way, so I pluck the sleeper, sleepers, there are five of them, up from wherever they are and float them over.
The five of them land as gentle as we can manage. There are rules about this, not quite as simple as death for invading. The sorcerously bound, the enslaved, are not necessarily to be executed, having had no capacity to do other than they were commanded.
One medic’s emerged, needing an explanation of why they’re not dead. They remember being dead. Wake, I’m so glad it’s not me, manages to provide that, that we’ve retroactively improved the peace-abiding, no one should be ill of the new plague, not anywhere in the Commonweal.
People start moving around, the plague banners are still up in a few places, those come down, Wake says the past is lumpy when we’re baffled, people remember something, usually, nobody really wants to come out and talk to the sorcerers and find out it’s much worse than they thought.
A couple Broadthews do come out, very polite, and offer us beer.
Not a thought I would have had in Wending, but Broadthews look like someone tried to extract half the height from a Creek, and nearly managed. Metre-thirty, and shoulders like a wall.
Odd to feel tall.
Wake, very politely, accepts.
It was last year some time that Grue pointed out Chloris had just drunk five litres of ice-cold medical ethanol and not noticed. It was part of the explanation of why the recovery from distraction classes were starting to use actively magical substances.
It’s really good beer, and we say so, each of us.
Wake does most of the talking, to explain, offhandedly, what just happened.
Might have been reassuring that way. Don’t know Broadthew body language, with today I’ve met four. They might just not have had any idea what to make of anything about us.
Dove has strong thoughts about getting the Folded Hills on the same canal network, maybe they don’t want to sell this beer, maybe there isn’t enough to consider that, but their gean ought to have the option. Might be a collective, not much beer gets better in the aftertaste.
If Dove and Chloris are anything to go by, they don’t usually agree about beer, a lot of Creek geans would buy it by the barge-load.
Wake’s moderately certain that their abrupt stepping from mountaintop to valley will kill the prisoners; can’t, well, shouldn’t, barring terrible emergency, do the experiment. So we trudge down to the river path, down that to the main canal, badly startle more people wondering why they’re not dead or deathly ill. The floating guys from Reems don’t help with the startle.
Get asked by the lock clerk, finding us a barge going south to the high road’s not any kind of problem, if there’s going to be more of that.
“Not from that guy,” Dove says, about the way you say you’re done turning over the garden. Chloris produces a tiny shy smile full of secrets, and the lock clerk’s eyes go wide, and right back to Dove.
Your shadow filled with smiling eyes Wake says to me, tone incapable of sternness. Dove ruffles my hair.
Halt’s there at the high road.
Halt has a table, an enormous table umbrella, and lunch, off to one side of the flat bit where the stairs come up beside the road bridge. I almost don’t notice the howdah sleeping in the shade.
New road bridge, wider, higher, not what was there when I got displaced.
“Most excellently well done, children,” is the very first thing Halt says, and Wake nods at us.
Then we get to set the Reems watchers down and I get to wake them up.
They get just long enough to recognize Halt before they go back under, the same enchanted sleep Blossom used as first aid on Zora after Kind Lake. Not precisely kind, I suppose, but there were a lot of dead Commonweal citizens when we found them. Can’t say as I’m feeling kind. I’ll try for decent, we do put them carefully in shade.
Halt says “Guard” to the howdah, and it, I don’t know how I know, but it responds. Not one of the noises.
It’s not even a hurried lunch.
“Was that a major sorcerer?” Chloris eventually asks, we’ve been through the fruit salad, the strange little sandwiches accompanied by tiny sweet pickles, and the egg salad, and are on to the ice cream and custard and chocolate topping dessert.
Halt cackles. Can’t possibly claim it’s chortles. A bronze bull in the flat space on the other side of the road, waggons loading up from barges before turning back east, makes a distressed metallic lowing, it’s a lot like what a turbine sounds like driving stripped gears.
Chloris bounces off offended and grins, the perfect still face of Death splashed full of joy.
“You have put my faith in the Commonweal to the test,” Wake says, quietly. “Our opponent was set, prepared, waiting. I might have been half a day against them, with no great hope they should not succeed in fleeing at the end.”
“Think it’ll discourage them?” Dove, this really is a job of work to Dove. Not the best work, but nothing to neglect.
“Any witnesses free of will shall bide a long time hidden,” Wake says. “Yet even with what must be a great freeing of rank and place among the mighty of Reems, this one thought to come over the mountains as though conquest was the lesser risk.”
“The Captain thought they might really be fleeing something.” Dove’s thoughtful.
“Some greater thing than the enmity of the Northern Hills that needs must be,” Wake says.
Dove’s dessert’s about gone, last spoonful rising. The dish refills, different toppings, fruit, some kind of baked chocolate.
Dove looks startled, says thank you.
“I am sure I do not surprise you, children, to say that Wake wonders from time to time if I really thought this through.” Halt’s voice is entirely serious without being stern, haven’t heard that before.
Wake nods.
“Thinking through the matter does not entirely constrain the outcome, even if you are Halt.” That’s a twinkle. “Nor is there any way to know, until the event, how well you fight arcanely.”
“Most of Block’s drills were harder when we did them,” Chloris says.
“Drills are meant to be,” Wake says. “Yet this was not the first fight we should have chosen.”
Dove’s face quirks. It’s not really a smile, it’s Dove’s recognition that there are times when people worry if you smile. “Worried we’d have been all flustered if that first pattern hadn’t worked?”
Wake nods.
Chloris says an illusion of necromantic notation, white and green and shining, specifics of name and entropic smoothing, too flat, no possible distinctions sharp enough in energy to sustain a mind or life, death, not to the named sorcerer, but to their entire possibility of life.
Dove’s is a diagram, one, simple, terrible, elegant, wards all push out, you can convolve that through most of a single dimension and then the ward comes in like being under twenty kilometres of water. Blossom uses it to make metals denser, part of making the layer one standard-binding. The twisting part of the trick wrote itself into Dove’s understanding. Grip and twist and push, push with a tide of fire. Have to be stronger, but Dove is stronger than they were, never mind we are.
Haven’t got any notation for mine, working on that, but the illusion’s clear enough, time smear across ten seconds, and cease said to dust. My metaphor, but anyone is the augmentation of some dust.
All at once, Constant says. Whichever one’s working best gets the full push.
“Cease,” Wake says, with overtones of disbelief.
“Cease has worked on weeds,” I say, quietly, Wake’s looking really bothered. “Not like I know the Rune of Unbinding.”
“Not quite yet, dear” Halt says, patting the back of my hand.
“We’ve thought about this,” Chloris says. “Wouldn’t be time when it happened.”
There’s a small sigh. “I worried people would be like weeding. It wasn’t, it shouldn’t be, but all my qualms and pity are soluble in plague.”
Halt nods once at Chloris, acknowledging correctness.
“Good chunk of Blossom’s repertoire,” Dove says. “With necromancy and hungry shadows.”
Wake’s facial expression stops.
Halt looks delighted.
“A million people supports not more than three brigades of the Line,” Halt says. “Not if the Peace Established is to come with a substantial prosperity. There are four material frontiers.”
Wake’s face doesn’t start moving, but there’s a nod.
“Old-style sorcerer upbringing, win or die, only with society and an education,” Dove says. “We co-operate by reflex and we grew up in the Peace, it’s not an intellectual appreciation. Replacements for your former colleagues among the Twelve.”
Not what Halt’s going to do with anybody with less talent than Zora.
Of course not, dear, they’re much more useful at something where they’ll last.
Can’t hold hands with Constant, and even Halt starts to give us a bit of an odd look when Dove and I try to eat one handed all through a meal. Hooked ankles with Chloris, Dove’s got both feet on the outside of that, Halt’s chairs and table aren’t really Creek-sized.
Wake nods, picks up the wrong spoon, sets it down, picks up the ice-cream spoon. Someplace was beyond settled, to have different spoons for fruit salad and for dessert. Never had the sense Halt just makes this up.
“It is one thing to understand the goal,” Wake says, “and quite another to witness the first arrival of an adult capacity.”
Several spoonsful of ice cream go by. Wake never quite manages to approve of sweet chocolate sauces, but that doesn’t seem to be a concern now.
Wake’s is full of pepper oils, dear.
“Nor did I expect, today, to have thousand-year-old suspicions confirmed.”
Halt really can’t look benevolent. “The Peace is so much simpler, once you’ve got one,” Halt says.
Wake almost makes a wave of agreement holding the spoon, sets it down, nods.
“Not what we were expecting this morning,” I say.
“Nor those,” Wake says, chin pointing at the five sleeping guys from Reems. The howdah has been, very quietly, wrapping them in some kind of string. Three done, fourth nearly done, only one to go.
“All the sick people,” Chloris says. “The scalded brewers.”
“We’re ahead,” Dove says. “Got to the scalded in time, solved the plague, killed the source” — Chloris makes a tiny grim nod at killed — “and nobody in Reems will have a good idea of how.”
Wake and Halt are nodding.
“The Northern Hills might be why Reems is trying to get down here,” Dove says. “All that extra moisture and accumulating snow. If I was a conscious terrane and I’d had the kind of trouble with Reems it’s had I might try a good long drought and then big floods.”
“Entirely possible, Dove dear,” Halt says.
“There you are,” Blossom says.
Halt motions at a chair, Blossom sits down, picks up the correct provided spoon to an undertone chorus that doesn’t get past No using, and says “The scalded brewers should be entirely well in a couple of seasons. Zora and Grue are agreed that if they have to know what you four did, please use dispassionate technical language.”
Blossom grins at us, student us. “I’m delighted.”
“Parliament’s pleased about people not dying, confused about what happened, and upset that the kids were fighting.”
“They asked,” Blossom says, when Halt looks just a tiny amount disappointed. “Specifically.”
Halt nods, accepting.
“I pointed out that one is not always in perfect control of such situations.” Blossom’s tone is very dry.
Wake chortles.
So does Halt.
“In five hundred years, are we going to know what you’re actually like?” Chloris says, perfect still voice somehow between hope and despair.
“Not entirely, Chloris dear, not unless something goes very wrong.” Halt can do gentle.
“It’s not complete, not as far as” — Blossom chin-points, utterly superfluous — “the venerable members of the family go, we’re stuck in ruthless circumstances, not the same thing as social compulsion.”
Chloris nods. “Didn’t expect ice cream after killing someone.”
Chloris spoons up some ice cream, stops.
“Even that someone.”
Chloris isn’t precisely regretful.
Nothing like pleased, but I think that’s mostly that there was someone willing to make a new plague.
“Necromancers who delight in killing are brief within the Peace,” Halt says.
Chloris nods, we all nod, Blossom, Wake.
“Your education has been abrupt.” Halt shrugs. “It is not kind, but we need the help.”
“Nobody gets to do just as they please,” Chloris says, slowly.
“Least sufficient means,” Dove says. “Which is the same as saying if you won’t do that, you don’t want the result, it’s just a preference.”
Blossom smiles. “The Line discourages having a preference for victory.”
“Edgar?” Halt’s voice is light.
“Someone was saying Mama?, confused or worried, after Wake finished, we finished, the ritual. There were a lot of dead Commonweal citizens there, for a little while.”
I really might not be a good person.
“Can’t see how it even starts to be an ethical question, can’t be any tougher to build flood control channels than to make diseases.” Or bring the terrane the heads of everybody left whose stupid idea trying to chain it was, and apologize, which has to be at least worth trying.
“What kind of question is it?” Wake sounds honestly curious.
“Technique? Don’t know if I did that neatly, if anyone who saw it will know how to block that if I ever try it again, don’t know the information cost.”
“Very low, dear,” Halt says. “Possibly nothing.”
Nobody’s going to postulate a necromantic entelech. Blossom’s grinning across all our minds. Not even if they got a good look and ought to.
“We did that well, for us?” Dove asks, and Halt nods.
“Abrupt, focused, excessive, and economical,” Halt says. “I am pleased with you, children. Victory excuses much, yet there is nothing to excuse.”
Dove blushes a little, never mind Chloris.
Halt’s produced tiny, half-centilitre, crystal stemmed goblets, I think it has to be goblets, there’s the wide bottom curved shape despite the facets. The liquid in them is transparent, and precisely a familiar shade of blue.
Everybody picks theirs up.
“Hold the field,” Halt says. It’s a toast. It echoes across the Power.
We all repeat the toast, drink.
Chloris’ confusion fades. “Battlefield, not farm field.”
“Stricken field,” Blossom says, in the terrible clear voice of the Goddess of Destruction.
It’s not alcoholic at all.
Tastes like the ward collapsing.
Victory, Dove and Wake and Halt and Blossom say it all together.
Chapter 35
Edgar
The thing Wake does with distance, that’s called “taking a long step,” formally “a stride between the heights of mountains,” in Wake’s culture of origin. Wake does the signs. Not many Independents can do it, not many sorcerers, either. Most sorcerers in a hurry shapeshift, if they can shapeshift that well, into something fast.
Halt sees no reason Zora can’t learn it, no reason why Pelōŕios shouldn’t try.
Not the most reassuring thing, Halt saying “might as well try.”
What you’re doing, the reason why it’s dangerous, you’re making a decision about where you are. This isn’t as crazy as it initially sounds; walking, running, rolling down a hill, there are lots of regular ways to make a decision about where you are. Those have the advantage of being material, you can’t take a material step quick enough to leave your head behind.
With the Power, you can. That’s the considerable deficiency of the technique, you’re using your metaphysical self, and it can believe it’s somewhere your physical self is not. If this becomes true, with the Power belief is most of everything, you die.
There’s three or four kinds of displacement shock to go into, too, no ethical way to do experiments, but people just die. Most have a metaphysical component, and getting it displaced from the physical even a small distance kills.
There’s a few known cases of someone with below-average talent, focus-filler to the unkind, who is fine; they’re sure who they are, or something. “Serene,” Wake says. More cases, more attempts so more data, of high-talent people just falling dead, a few cases of body-smear, which is much more horrible than it sounds.
No good map available, the cartographers haven’t caught up with the Folded Hills. Can’t be precise. We went something like five hundred straight-line kilometres in, oh, twenty seconds, if it took that long. Which is why people still want to learn how to do this.
“A useful skill,” Wake says.
“Not what you usually do,” Dove says to Blossom, and Blossom grins.
“Nope.” There’s a gesture of ambivalence. “I know how, Grue knows how, it’s a useful thing to know. Grue usually runs, I usually do something else.”
There’s the ghost of a sigh from Chloris.
“Names have power, Chloris dear, if not quite the way many who say so mean.” Halt’s packed up the table, watched the howdah carefully stack the five prisoners in the back of itself. The howdah’s long arms look spindly. The prisoners aren’t especially small people, and the howdah picks them up with one hand, and holds them metres in the air while sorting out the previous prisoner’s position.
“Before you can see what Blossom does to move about, it were rash to mention.”
Chloris nods. “It really doesn’t ever end, does it?”
Halt smiles. “Not for the living.”
“Now, colleagues, children, I shall convey the prisoners to Parliament.”
Wake nods, Blossom nods.
I’m confused. Dove doesn’t get it, which is worse.
I’m here to run cover for you while you learn striding. Blossom’s cheerful. Best to learn while the memory’s fresh.
Why? Chloris isn’t more puzzled than I am.
Lamentable statistics of unknown causation, Wake says.
Painfully vague, as good reasons go.
Makes us a tougher target, well away from Halt. Dove’s less confused.
Wake nods.
“Utility resides in a habit of precaution.” It’s an amused benevolent, that’s a school proverb in different words.
School means stuff like remembering your face shield and not working alone.
Not wrong, even if not what the Book-gesith’s clerks would have been thinking.
It’s disturbingly easy to do.
All that nervousness, all the concern, the truly mournful statistics, the idea of anything whatsoever that needs to be called body-smear, and it’s, well, easy isn’t right, let me say natural. Not any too much harder than swimming, there’s nerving yourself up, there’s committing to the new medium, there’s a bit of thrashing and splashing, and then you can do it. Not very much practice makes it work a lot better, too.
Be a long while before I can keep up with Wake. It’s a bit like trying to swim after a fish. It might amuse the fish, but you’re not gaining.
Not just thrashing and splashing, we can do about half a kilometre, blink. Gathering up all of yourself, it goes with Block’s exercises, nearly all of Block’s exercises, that part’s habitual.
Probably why Halt wasn’t worried.
The reaching out, finding a spot, finding a stable spot, not just the dirt, but the air and the water, not anything fluid, Wake says fluid’s possible but “highly undesirable in the novice,” we all know that tone of voice. Don’t push it, you’ll hurt yourself.
Not pushing it’s still really fast. Four seconds to the kilometre, this isn’t noticeably effortful, you don’t have to take a physical step, we still all are, much easier, if we were actually traversing the distance, there’d be a wind, there isn’t, but it’s short enough steps my mind keeps wanting to believe I am, there’s the imagination of great speed.
We all sort of precipitate out across the end of an empty stopping place, carefully distant from each other. Spook falls out of Chloris, starts diligently washing a paw, Chloris stretches and grins and looks agelessly happy.
Dove smiles at me, I’m smiling back, this is the most fun Dove’s had in months. Coming up on time to go back to the Shape, somewhere down there it worries Dove. Own-work and Chloris’ metabolic transition left, Zora’s, hard to tell about Zora, but certainly Dove’s. Transition might be the worrying part, or it might be grief for something that hasn’t happened yet. Dove loves her family, Grackle, Hawthorne, the neeves she barely really knows, and somewhere underneath her daily thoughts can’t stop thinking about losing them all.
Something slams out of the sky, surrounds Dove, surrounds me, metaphysically, claws, shrinks, bounces back, starts gnawing.
Dove’s over there, physically, the link’s not down, not working properly, this was aimed at Dove, the thing is trying to get Dove into a bubble, prying at the link. It can’t manage the bubble, too much fire, can’t hold it all. Consonance’s not managing proper Power flow, no manifest Constant, information, I know Dove’s not hurt yet, start prying at the thing.
Chloris is right there, we’re not having much luck with the energy creature, thing, I don’t know, slippery, intractable.
White-hot pulse of fury, warding, Blossom, Chloris linking up with Blossom, nothing in common but anger and worry for Dove. It works, the thing gets less … something. Still will, still external will, acting through it, this isn’t solvable with that malice there, with the ritual pushing.
Somebody, somewhere, shreds, dies.
Another, and another, it’s a big ritual, distributed, lots of long-term planning, but I’ve got the sense of the ritual and Chloris, Blossom, both right here, we don’t think about taking a risk, no attention on our bubble, the perimeter, all that push and the ritual dies.
Not the wielders, mostly not, the ritual itself goes entire.
The thing trying to gnaw on Dove’s alive, they made something actually witful as a weapon, then flung it into the Commonweal.
Trying for Halt Blossom says, dispassion over the smell of burning rock, that’s real, there’s a lot of Power getting tossed around.
Take a deep breath, reach, reach for the circulation, reach for the sunless sea, reach for Dove, I refuse to believe some idea of noisy malice can encompass a wall between us.
There’s a shriek, a lot of shriek, a very long way away, Chloris saying YES and I’ve got a grip on the malice-mind, so I eat it.
Dove’s right there, the link’s right there, me, Dove, Constant’s presence coheres, Chloris, Blossom, reconfiguring around Dove’s anger like sliding on ice on a slope. The whole thing goes wide, power draw like inhaling a cataract, something structured and burning and specific flung between space.
More distant shrieking, lots more, expanding, Constant’s clear voice commanding the whole of the spell to exist forever.
I get physically beside Dove just in time to take her hand before she crumbles into ash, falling away from a smile.
The distant shrieking’s still there.
Blossom says, admiring, Nasty.
There’s a bit of enchanter-notation, Blossom assuaging Chloris’ worry that forever is in a context of planetary rotation, not the lifespans of targets.
Wake looks, not battered, not rumpled, like the Wake we can stand to look at’s not entirely in place.
“Many demons,” Wake says.
Halt looks understanding. Don’t think the howdah ran.
I’m not sure what hit Dove was even half what was meant for Halt.
I stand up and say “Need to get back to the Creeks.” Dove’s ashes rise and contain themselves, Blossom and Chloris linking again.
Halt nods and says “Yes dear. Blossom dear, would you go with them, please?” and Blossom nods.
The distant shrieking’s not stopped, faded, just a bit, and Halt’s formal beaded shawl’s been set on the howdah, Halt’s started undoing cuff buttons.
Blossom’s eyes widen, Blossom pales a little, watching Halt’s sleeves start being rolled up.
By the time we’re back, well, not quite back, to the Round House, the Tall Woods, we’re up to ten-kilometre steps. I’m carefully not thinking at all.
Guests are still there, not dinner time yet, Chloris says something, I can’t, I’ve got, well, wood, iron, gold, vanadium, rhenium, molybdenum, tungsten. Blossom’s taking enough time away from trying to be a comfort to Grackle to insist about the vanadium, the vanadium is important.
Metal makes the fire more work, even with some leaves, a couple kilos of deadfall wood, out of the Tall Woods, holy and enchanted.
Wood won’t burn iron by itself.
Dove takes my hand, steps out of the fire on to the square tile, glazed golden. One of Wake’s example pieces from the work sheds, Pelōŕios sprinted off and brought it, cool and shining and half a metre on an edge.
Takes Dove nearly an hour to cool to hugging temperature.
Well, almost. I manage to ruin my shirt.
Talking was pointless, a hiss like a forge fire and an indescribable sound from the impulse to giggle. Doesn’t bother us any, but it’s a hard wait for Grackle. Hard wait for Hawthorn, Dove’s neeves. Mikka’s looking overwhelmed, Zora’s trying to be comforting. Halle sits down between Pelōŕios’ front feet and neither of them move the whole time.
Chloris stands there the whole time, too, holding a smock and a pair of Dove’s shoes and being the soul of patience, even when Dove hugs me again before bothering with the smock.
Takes a little while more before Dove’s really down to regular Creek temperature inside, can talk, can say anything to Grackle, hard on a mother to see their child condense out of a fire. Grackle’s having a hard time even so. Hawthorne’s almost untroubled, really so, I think, Blossom’s helping keep a grip on Hawthorne’s kids, well back from the fascinating fire. No matter how done I think the ritual is, that fire gets to burn down on its own.
“You can do a lot with more than four dimensions, Mama,” doesn’t, it helps, it’s obvious it helps, but it doesn’t explain.
Though I’m not sure how I’d explain. It’s not complicated, but there aren’t words.
Constant hasn’t got any, Constant’s intact but not feeling able to be social, Dove’s abrupt metaphysical transition alters the consonance.
“They aren’t two separate people,” Chloris says. Grackle believes this is Dove, Zora believes it, I don’t think Chloris ever didn’t believe it, I don’t think there’s a question. Dove’s always been right here. But it is hard to explain. “Killing Dove means killing Edgar, or vice-versa; if you don’t, the one’s still in the other, they don’t die.”
“Embodiment for an Independent is a question of getting the mystical part something to move in the world.” I didn’t notice Grue arriving.
There’s a tiny quirk of a smile on Grue’s face. “Still the correct average number of hearts,” Grue says, quietly.
Zora looks pained, and then smiles and smiles.
Grackle takes a deep breath, and nods, and hugs Dove again. “Only Dove isn’t, not yet?” Grackle says.
Blossom smiles, taking Grue’s hand. “Physically, one and four hundred and fourteen thousandths of one.”
Blossom gives Dove a look I can’t describe. More sisters now than they were. “Entirely not how you’re supposed to do that.”
Dove grins, the real, proper, things get warmer Dove grin. “Bit of a rush.”
Blossom nods, Grue nods, Chloris gathers me and Dove up and hugs both of us.
We lose a bit of time.
Chapter 36
The Captain
The standard of the First rests behind me.
Chert, out of what’s probably tact, left the army pennon outside; my operational area, my meeting. The whole people-pennon’s formally an army colour party, so there’s Chert’s messenger company round the waystation, keeping the watch with the First’s colour party.
Crinoline’s got the Fourth of the Twelfth west and north to just south of Headwaters; the First’s in the fourth valley on the Hills high road, Chert’s here and will be going back to their narrow perch on the road across the second valley after. Battalions where it should be brigades, but if Reems does try a physical arrival we can get two battalions in front of them anywhere they can come.
Battalions, and some help. Wake’s the same as ever, with eyes. The standard shows Wake blurred with the wreathed smoke of murdered demons.
Halt’s hands glow across the knuckles the way hot iron does when you bend it and flake off the scale. It can’t be real heat, or the wool going over the needles would crisp and smoulder.
Chert had only nodded when Halt explained where Blossom was, and why. “Blossom can link up with the children” should have moved Chert’s face.
“Tell me what happened,” Chert says. Not the formal officer voice. The planning voice, where doubt and disapproval are virtues.
A knitting needle free of yarn, gravity, and Halt’s hands waves its blunt end at the inside slope of the roof. Output graphs run down the whole length. Wake talks.
“The plague had prepared close cover.” Wake’s implacable calm is more implacable than calm right now. Dull light rings the left-most portions of the output graph. “I would suppose their plan was to destroy anyone responding to the plague, if that could be done. If not, to believe the principal sorcerers identified and enact their prepared ritual attack.”
“For the record,” Chert says, sounding weary, and Halt chuckles over the needles ticking. “Recorded outputs, General.”
Not Halt’s recorded output; the record ends with the students. Unused Power is a matter of guessing.
“That seems like strange technique,” Chert says in a voice for explanations, waving a brass shade of light on something else in the early phase.
“Weeding reflexes,” Wake says. “All due care to rouse nothing.” Wake approves.
“The plague cover,” Wake says as the dull light moves, “made a probe.”
Chert makes the brass light in four places, sword hand waving and chair tipping back. It covers the events just after that probe. The fourth light jitters up and down, emphasis for the size of the output. “Gets their location peeled out of their set defensive obfuscation, their own personal ward dropped and nothing else, then they’re dead. Doesn’t take one whole second to die. Output’s higher than I’d have expected, but,” and Chert shrugs. “It’s a first sorcerous fight with a real fear of death. Weeding reflexes, so never mind caution or sparring for advantage, link up and kill.”
Wake nods, agreeing. Halt’s paying attention, the knitting’s all plain wool. I think it’s social cover.
“Then you fed them ice cream and cake.”
Chert does their best to say it flat.
“However militant their characters,” Halt says, “three out of four had never killed anyone. Let approval from their metabolic childhoods apply.”
Chert gets halfway to a harsh grin before their face sets grim again. “Point.”
“It is good that you killed” doesn’t convince as a plain statement. Not even among graul.
One of Chert’s lights goes interrogative-shaped, and Wake says “So we taught them to weed.” Chert nods a little bit.
“Low risk of information leakage?” Everyone else is going sorcerer-cryptic.
“I’d say none,” Chert says.
“Never quite none,” Halt says, quiet and abstract and tying on some apparently identical yarn.
“Many weeds,” Wake says, and we all nod. Many weeds respond to the touch of the Power. This bunch of students can filch hornets out of their nest one by one and slide them sleeping into specimen jars. They have had Halt urge them to subtlety and Wake to delicacy until I heard Halt’s hints and borrowed them for sentry training.
Creeks have tough hearts, or there’d have been casualties from shock. Illusions ghosted into the middle of camps and barracks the first fifteen, twenty tries until the sentries got to grips with subtle and duty platoons and companies stopped relying on whatever ward layers the standard gave them.
“But not quiet, not learning long steps.” Chert doesn’t lean back down, Chert’s looking at the ceiling and the brass lights are collapsing and reforming, one, three, one, five, one, seven, all the smaller lights swirling through circles.
“Diffuse,” Wake says. “Swift, and not much greater in presence than their regular days.”
Chert nods again.
“May I remind you of the fencer in the proverb, General?” Halt’s voice is very dry. Chert grimaces, nods again with more conviction in it.
“Was the Reems attack especially foolish?” The proverb cites the worst fencer, whose conduct skill cannot predict.
“Desperate, perhaps,” Wake says. “A formidable ritual, long-prepared, and likely planned to overcome such resistance as could be imagined. It is strange that it was expended with such unclear targets.”
Chert’s lights coalesce to one and move left, back to the start of the sequence. “How tough was this first one?”
“Between eight hundred and a thousand, and well-provided.” There’s the particular emphasis on well-provided that means “lots of mind-bound subsidiary sorcerers.”
“So about Rust?”
“No.” Wake is definite. “Five hundred years of open publication have improved us.” Wake’s wry shrug swirls immaterial smoke. “More than we may realize by few examples.”
“Rust displayed no sign of difficulty with any Reems sorcerer on the March.” Annotation, not argument, and Chert’s brief nod takes it that way.
“Would it work on Rust?” It is on the ceiling in swoopy lines and a broad white bar for “certainly dead.”
Wake nods. “It would work on me, accurately directed.”
“Halt? Blossom?”
“Sayings about age and treachery yet apply, General.” Halt’s voice is pleased and approving and fond, all together. “Leaving aside a requirement of improbable and appalling circumstances, not yet. Blossom’s design is resistant to entelechy and Blossom exceeds the students’ joint output.”
“For now.” Chert’s not happy, and not just in voice-tone.
Blossom’s part of the joint output, and the combination’s headed at an army problem.
Where it is, the combination put the output of a heavy brigade behind Dove’s will today. Not the Second, three battalions, nothing special except it was five sorcerers instead of eight thousand troops, a signa, and three standards.
Chert snorts. “So the Reems ritual doesn’t get a single distracted target already tangled up with their front guy. It gets spread out over you two and the students, maybe because they were using a mix of divined threats and ‘whoever did for our front guy’.”
Wake nods, entirely placid.
“They would have been figuring on a single pre-eminent, wouldn’t they?” Chert means this as a real question.
“Possibly,” Wake says. “We don’t know what Reems knows about us.”
“Transcription is ongoing,” Halt says. All those heads, and memories growing out in Eustace’s wool. It all came off in a big shearing fourteen months ago: Eustace had been looking extremely fluffy. Sorting out what it all says is taking time, and there are never enough clerks, and that will be what Reems knew then, not now. The mechanism was meant to provide a record of what eustacen ate when there were no people around to witness, not to neatly transcribe the minds of hundreds of sorcerers. Halt was improvising, and now we don’t have the skills in the City of Peace, not in concentration nor in amount.
“Whatever they expected, they got a young entelech and Gentle Death and whatever’s happened to Sergeant Dove’s ‘fundamentally defensive mindset’.” Chert’s brass lights have moved into the middle sections of the output graphs.
“It was close, General.” Halt is faintly angry, still.
Brazen light slides right. “Not here, it wasn’t.”
Chert’s off hand takes two tries to pick up their whiskey glass. The contents go down in a gulp. The glass comes back down tock on the table.
“Every sorcerer in the Commonweal heard Perish in flames blown in their ears by the trumpets of Fate.”
Chert draws five slow breaths.
“Just not their fate today.” Chert’s still having trouble believing it.
Wake smiles, kindly, but smiles. “Secondary lobe echo,” Wake says.
“I don’t claim to understand it,” Chert says. “I don’t think either of you understand the whole of it.” Chert reaches for their water glass. “But I know what ‘novel, concise, and systematic’ mean in one of Captain Blossom’s reports, even if I don’t know what ‘implacable’ means in enchanter.”
“‘It pursues’, General.” Halt approves. “Blossom gave Dove to read of the Book of Snow, and Dove hath surpassed it.”
Halt destroyed Snow between twenty and fifty years before the Foremost marched. The available fragments of history suggest it was something like work.
“Nor did Dove indulge in wrath.” Halt looks, flickeringly, prim, and goes on. “No more of a harsh fate than the work asked.”
“The work.” Chert says it, and stops.
“To count is to entangle, General.” Wake’s voice is entirely calm. “We may infer from geometry not fewer than seventy ritual participants.”
“Students,” Chert says, in tones for disbelief and cursing.
Blossom’s report, and Wake’s, calmly assert the entire destruction of the ritual participants, consumed metaphysically before physically.
“Until they should pass the Shape of Peace,” Halt says, needles clicking. “And scholars enough to know that the novice ought not attempt subtlety of objective.”
Chert and I make small harsh noises of agreement. That’s as intensely true of standards as sorcerers, a thing Halt must know.
“Do please not ignore the personalities, General,” Wake says. “Even less than you may safely ignore the personalities of Standard-captains.”
“Dove and Blossom consider themselves sisters, and never mind species or the fifty-year age difference. Dove’s bunch of fundamentally defensive mindset evaluations maybe mean they were just defending the durable people they’ve found to love. Chloris is socially proper between very and painfully. Edgar’s intensely concerned with being useful, in the general judgement of Commonweal society. Constant loves them all, arcane mathematical theory, and formal clothes.” Chert’s voice has found some kind of calm, the chair doesn’t tip down, Chert really knows these things.
Wake and Halt are both nodding.
Chert’s wave across the ceiling’s nearly distressed. “That’s a sequence of executions. That’s a level of aggression terrifying in a new ensign, we don’t ever appoint anyone half that aggressive a sergeant. It’s like weaving-shop apprentices out digging for truffles getting surprised by a tide of crunchers and then they’re worried about trowel cleaning, mustn’t taint the truffle taste with cruncher lights.”
Chert takes a careful breath. “It’s not bad that there’s cruncher lungs everywhere, but it’s an unsettling outcome.”
“Distinct isn’t separate,” Halt says. “The construct was trying to separate Dove and Edgar. Their response is not very different than yours would be, General, to someone trying to divide your body into approximate halves.”
Chert nods, slowly. “So I take the footnotes about three major sorcerers expiring in something less than a second as fear?”
“Edgar’s choice of verb was shred.” Halt translates in a perfectly contented grandma voice. Echoes of echoes of the true word mince the shadows back of Chert until a dust of darkness falls.
Terrifying an entelech is nothing to do by mistake.
Give me a hale brigade and a good plan and I still don’t care to.
Wake says, carefully, “The students are aware we found them in circumstances where they could die, or learn, and perhaps not die.”
Chert looks at Wake, the chair comes down, and I don’t know what language Chert uses. Halt looks amused.
“Four years with their heads stuck in win or die.” Chert’s face does something I don’t know the name for. “Independents are supposed to be sane.”
“This entire Commonweal is stuck in win or die, General.” It doesn’t bother Halt.
Extensively bothers Chert.
“Did we win?” Chert’s not going to ask, and I can’t tell.
“On the balance,” Wake says, with a judicious hand-rocking gesture.
“No linkage?”
Wake’s head shakes as Halt says “No” with flat certainty.
“Conquest provides connection,” Wake says. “To kill by disease is yet to kill, and to kill widely establishes greater connection.”
Everybody nods. One practical reason for the Ur-law’s prohibition of conquest, it tangles up with other attempts to conquer. From the entire metaphysical landscape of domination and dominion, the Commonweal has sought to free itself, until we seem empty to distant auguries and doubtful to our neighbours.
“Yet there was no conquest,” Wake says. “In this time, those deaths did not happen.”
“If we need to, those three and you can do that again?” Chert says to Wake.
“Those four, preferably all five, and either myself, or Grue and Blossom, or my present colleague.”
Wake’s voice is a bit off for a technical answer, and Chert grimaces across Halt’s slow nod back to Wake’s chin-lift.
“Can’t help their chances with the Shape.” Chert truly does not know what they think about that.
“We may hope the children continue to see such matters as duty and not exaltation,” Halt says.
Chert snorts, and downs a big slug of water. “We killed them. There’s a connection there, if they want it in Reems.”
“Chloris’ public reputation involves gently floating pangolins,” Wake says. “This is incomplete.”
Mustn’t underestimate anyone about whom Dove will be publicly besotted.
I think that, and Halt smirks at me.
Chert’s sword hand moves through explain.
“The first sorcerer, covering the plague,” Wake says. “Chloris pushed their disintegrating existence into the far lands of death, beyond shade or name or significance.”
Chert takes a moment before they nod, once and slowly.
“The ritual itself, and then the ritual co-ordinator, were not disintegrating, yet they died with no less thoroughness.”
Wake’s proud.
“Dove’s response,” Halt says, smiling just a little, “required the full sense of the ritual just then ended. It referenced no other thing, and was thorough, so that there is little metaphysical difference between events as they transpired and a ritual that failed of itself.” The needles click on, tempo smooth and even and swift. Halt’s knuckles glow with every flex. Splendid girl hangs there, officially unspoken.
“And your interpretation of policy?” All the invading sorcerers over an arbitrary output labelled “two hundred” are to die, in preference to troops, if you can’t get everyone. Been formally like that since the Year of Peace Fifty, and practically since Year of Peace Eighteen, the first time anyone got away. A long generation’s embarrassment’s delay to formality.
“Applied to the ritual and only the ritual, General.”
“Which you got?” Chert’s not expecting to like the answer
“From Edgar, quite entire.” Halt smiles. “No reaching out for it.”
I share a glance with Chert. Dead and disintegrating hundreds of kilometres away and neither of us doubts Halt could have pulled those echoes out of the world.
Would almost rather Halt had.
Chert’s sword hand twitches, once and twice. Halt thinks their Staff Thaumaturgist token is an excellent jest, yes, but not the job or the Commonweal or the Peace, somehow, and never mind how many joints in the limbs in the shadows behind Halt.
“It was no more than it needed to be, General,” Halt says, “if somewhat showy.” Halt produces an honestly amused smile. “It was not only in the Commonweal that sorcerers heard perish in flames, and I wished to maintain the theme.”
“A somewhat threatening theme.” Chert doesn’t approve. Threats are a form of conquest.
“If policy demands deaths, survivors may fear.” This smile’s not amused. “Yet fear was not the purpose.”
Chert tries to nod, fails, makes a two-handed “it’s nothing” motion.
Chert hasn’t had much practice talking to Halt.
I’ve read the initial reports, dashed shorthand and incomplete sentences about burning things tall and terrible looming over mountains. Uncomfortable guesses at height and distance and how far above the air were made. Rigid duty noting that the apparent twisting motions cannot be explained by the physics of heat.
Chert was hurrying east, and saw Halt’s wrath rise up over the rim of the world.
“Even without connection, someone could presume an agent and seek to do them harm.”
Wake and Halt nod in acknowledgement of possibility.
Past rash, and numerous historical examples.
“Are you certain-sure no one in Reems has enough to go after Dove’s family or estranged Chloris’ mother and cripple the survivors with guilt?”
“Guilt?” Wake says in tones of vast doubt.
“Nearest kin, unqualified, would get me, General.” Halt sounds a little wistful. “Weight of years. Weakest of them might get to Zora, very skillfully done. I doubt the skill survives and I doubt more any youthful survivor will have leisure to contemplate such folly.”
“If someone tries it anyway, I can expect a calm response?” Chert wishes these weren’t real questions.
“Not from me,” Halt says. “The Law is clear that sorcerous attacks on Commonweal citizens are not to prosper.”
It’s a bright room, but not while Halt says that.
“General.” Chert looks. “I’m around them many mealtimes, I see them going by together, I watched Block train them, I’ve been doing weapons-work with Edgar. The militant three, four, get the job of dealing with whatever attacked Zora, it’ll be hushed tones forever.” Outright missing landscape. Hunger from beyond the world reaching out of death you can’t escape to.
Inhale.
“Any of the Keepers get the job, I’d expect the same thing. First of the First, the very best we can. People like Zora.”
Chuckles likes Zora.
Chert nods, just like the standard of the First hadn’t filled with something between assent and growling. “Deterrence only works on the sane.”
“There truly is no substantial basis for connection.” Wake speaks with the peace of old graves, a state a major attack might excite to merely calm. “I should be concerned for many things before I concerned myself with such assaults.”
“We keep fighting Reems.” Chert makes something of a face. “Or successor-Reems. Or what we think is Reems.”
“Empire, cultural cluster, spreading rise-from-chaos ethnogenesis, extensive single god-king autocracy, or mere language group,” Wake says, “it has met little success.”
“You can win a fight by millimetres or milliseconds,” Chert says, “and you know it was close, but the other guy doesn’t, being dead. Nobody on the Reems side thinks any part of this was close, they think they got kicked hard again and they don’t have any way to tell it wasn’t all one preeminent. They’re going to think they’ve hit a rising hegemon.”
Since that’s just what you could easily be is something Chert can’t keep off their face.
Chert makes a mute and tangled motion at the ceiling and Halt shuts the illusion off; blank boards, instead of the smooth neutral background and the output graphs of victory.
“Rust ran into Laurel early, but they were rising. You” — Chert’s speaking to Halt — “have been at least a continental hegemon at least twice. Just Blossom’s plenty, and this whole batch of students,” and Chert’s voice stops.
“Disdain the legitimacy of personal ambition,” Halt says. “Much as Blossom does.”
There’s a pause.
“Given the Commonweal’s continued survival,” Wake says, “there would one day be born in it one with such scope of talent.”
“That was Blossom,” Chert says. “Who,” and Chert stops, possibly out of tact.
“Blossom’s education barely succeeded,” Halt says, “surrounding tradition of peaceful sorcery or not. The present Creek lack of a formal sorcerous tradition combines interestingly with their robust understanding of ‘that looks like work as needs doing’.”
“So we get canals and the lower Third and a robust defense.” Chert’s voice is flat. “That’s not we get a stronger Peace.”
“Young entelechs are not known for the moderation of their wrath,” Wake says, voice dry as potash. “Yet this was.”
Wake flips a five-mark coin, absently, three metres down the table in the general direction of Halt. It lands edge-on and motionless on the blunt butt end of one of Halt’s suddenly still needles.
Halt smiles.
The coin vanishes.
“General,” Wake says, “conquest exalts the victor over the vanquished. It creates a bond that may be metaphysically exploited, which generally is so exploited, to establish a pre-eminent’s dominion. Yet there has been no conquest; Reems has met defeat, and the Commonweal has taken no territory. Nor has there been killing outside metaphysically narrow responses to specific attack.”
Chert waves some sort of abstract pattern on the ceiling.
“Which is good, if we know what we think we know. Avoid conquest, seek no dominion, not even over land or weeds, because there’s no way to not get the people caught up in that imposition. Leave all the names as they are, except those of people; those go in the Shape, where they’re guarded.”
That’s been policy and intent since before there was a formal Commonweal, the design of the Shape includes an absence of dominion even if it makes weeding harder. You have to know why you can’t conquer before they give you a banner. The standard-captains have to be sure you won’t try anyway before you join their number. This is not new stuff to Chert.
“A hegemon most typically subsumes as they rise,” Wake says. “If what Reems seeks to escape is one such, their continued political cohesion is surprising.”
Always someone who will cut a deal.
“Even,” Wake says, “if this was the old-family nobles and the magic teachers, those too staid and in too little favour to have participated in the attempt on the Northern Hills. And if what they face is a hegemon in truth, our first knowledge of pressure against Meadows Pass is fifteen years in the past. A long while to withstand any plausible continental hegemon.”
Unless Reems has one themselves. Who we might have saved by killing the last Archon we know about.
“I was young a hundred years ago,” Chert says, “and I am old for what I am. Everything I learnt then says today couldn’t happen.”
“The children are a new thing in the world,” Halt says, quite content. “Though they are nearly all each things that have been before.”
“The art improves,” Chert says, almost bitter. “Yet I wonder how much is art and how much is a hive-mind.”
“Five young people who would rather die than fail one another,” Halt says in a voice for doom and judgements.
“Publication does improve us,” Wake says into the silence. “I knew not always so much of demons.”
“Has it improved you?” Chert says to Halt.
“Certainly, General. It has improved my temper immeasurably.”
Halt sets their knitting down and shakes out their hands. Halt’s knuckles flare briefly orange. “The future retains all new harm. Our margins of population and transport are slight; our industry increasing but never free of risk, as better foci ask more skill.”
That fine line between better focuses and dead or damaged wreaking teams. The art may improve, but not everywhere and not evenly. The Galdor-gesith forbade attempts to replicate the armour-focuses after there were deaths three times.
“We can imagine a worse future,” Halt says, “where we fail and fall and come to dust. Yet we need not, to be dutiful and cautious.”
“The hell-things expended two brigades, and the auguries don’t hold them the primary threat. We duck these Reems guys’ latest best try out of dumb luck and savagery and the auguries don’t hold them the primary threat.” Chert’s troubled, enough Chert’s messenger company is reacting, all up and attentive instead of a couple files of sentries.
The auguries all say look south.
Wake does Parliament’s auguries. As a general practice it’s discouraged, because the difference between augury and summon this future is more hypothetical than anyone likes.
“South of the Creeks is nothing but flat damp land Below-the-Edge and eventual ocean,” Chert says, “plus an unknown but believed small number of folk related to Creek ancestors. I don’t believe they’re going to generate a sorcerer that would seriously trouble a battalion.”
“Many things come out of the sea,” Wake says, tone placid.
Wake did, a thousand years ago.
“You do not tax me with the accuracy of augury, General, but it cannot be certain, only likely, and the more specific, the less likely.” Nothing in Wake’s serenity slips, even through the standard.
Chert makes a dismissive gesture. “Not a question of skill.”
Several questions about resources.
Chert’s face wanders through indecision, settles on determination.
“First fights are always a surprise. Have you taught them about demons?” Chert’s asking for the record.
“We may even hope Edgar won’t eat too many.” Halt looks pleased.
“Warding?” Chert gets it out as a plain question.
“Well time,” Wake says.
“Past time,” Halt says, picking up their knitting.
Chapter 37
Edgar
Halt’s there at dinner. Eirene is worried enough to try looking stern at Halt about the whole thing.
Halt’s very clear that Dove and I, and Chloris and Constant for good measure, are to do nothing but eat, rest, and delight in one another’s continued company for the next three days, “as is proper at Festival.” Hawthorne’s two older children snicker. Halt twinkles at them, so Eirene has to look stern.
Point to Halt.
“Could there be more trouble?” Grackle asks, face calm and mind spiking worry all over immaterial senses.
“Not from those,” Halt says.
Grackle’s watched their borne-child step out of a conflagration today, the better outcome and still uncanny. Would like to be reassured, draws breath to voice doubts.
“Truly, Madame.” Halt’s very formal. “That Reems was so frightened or so hopeful or so desperate was a true surprise, but we have been most entirely thorough.”
Eirene’s eyes narrow. “If they didn’t run.”
Public sentiment about the plague, the attacks, is running against the ur-law’s prohibition against aggressive war.
Halt twinkles generally, all merry grandma. “The children do better, and trust.”
There are nods, not our nods, but plenty of them.
“Skill may yet suffice.” It’s not slips, it’s still Grandma Halt, no one’s going to go mad, but the ages and the empires and the uncountable dead sort of lean in from the depth of history, just a little.
Works or hurts Blossom says, meaning any attempt at a big offensive ritual. Hurts lasts.
Hurts was abrupt, Halt says. Commendably so, children.
Then we have nibbles enough for a meal; wheat flour waffles with butter and heavy peach syrup.
It’s really good.
Nobody says anything about Constant taking up a table-space, or asks how Chloris can lean on spectral Constant.
Nobody says anything about Dove and I eating with just our outside hands.
Chapter 38
Zora
It’s impractical to take Pelōŕios anywhere in a canoe. This lets out one of the increasingly traditional picnic spots, even if we were feeling brave about the weather, and the presence of an infant makes Halt’s cottage inadvisable. Not a relaxing location for anyone non-sorcerous trying to remember what’s safe to come in contact with, even if they were of years to remember warnings.
Our kitchen table in the Round House seats eight because we made eight chairs. More chairs around a four metre table is still not enough to seat five of us, Constant gets a chair, with eight visitors and four teachers, not even if we went to half-metre kid-width seating for everybody, which would almost work if we didn’t need the kitchen table. Halt can conjure the next course as it’s needed, right at the dinning table. We’re not going to try it, none of us are that fast and keeping food warm or cold is easy to do.
Seventy-five-centimetre spacing means you can seat four people on opposite sides of a metre fifty table section, if it doesn’t have any legs getting in the way; we decide on two metres long, given the curve at the top of the legs, and get all our visitors watching quietly after awhile. Takes some time to agree on leg-shapes, whether we gain enough from a small arch or if straight and a stop and some sort of tabletop corner reinforcement works better, and then there’s the chair problem, Halle’s going to want a chair and Halle’s only a bit over a metre tall. Constant’s two metres. And we ought to make some large-lad chairs, our successors will need them eventually.
The kitchen table is beautiful, but it’s really not very tough; we have to be careful about it, it’s got several cloths made out of things developed for chemistry laboratories, and we’ve got an eclectic set of trivets, some of which are made from immutability. The idea of durability gets into the discussion of what to make table tops out of, and sort of swirls around questions of authenticity in a way that doesn’t need to address anything in words.
Now we’ve got a table section design, and both Blossom and Wake are here today, so we go outside and fish out yet more titanium and tonnes of clean sand and few hundred kilogrammes of miscellaneous additives from the stuff-pile. Going to try for petrified wood tops, or at least the look. Which means the table tops are mostly Ed, and the frames are Dove and Chloris because if they both do it they can flirt.
I’m out because Halle would very much like to be tossed ten metres in the air, please, again and again. The first time Dove did that with Nimblewill I thought Mikka was going to die of concern and Halle was going to die of joy at the possibility, and then I would never be able to explain to Mother.
Somewhere around table section nine, Dove’s neeves are getting bored, and Swift asks Wake what happened to Dove. I’ve started leaving Halle at the top of the toss for a slow back somersault before dropping again. Halle utterly approves.
“Use of the Power requires a metaphysical self,” Wake says. “Great use of the Power requires a greater metaphysical self.”
Swift nods, carefully.
“Your Aunt Dove’s metaphysical self persisted after a working that used enough power to incinerate their material body.” Wake’s voice is entirely mater-of-fact. “Unless the metaphysical self retains a material anchor, this is fatal. Edgar functions as such an anchor for Dove.”
Edgar hasn’t had a material self, in the food-ecology sense, since hatching. I’m glad Wake doesn’t see a need to explain that, it’s not merely complicated. Or just how unusual Dove and Edgar’s consonance is, or, well. At least one someone’s going to write a book, just as soon as anyone can seriously say they understand what’s going on. Probably a heavy thick book that hurts to read.
“So those are really Aunt Dove’s ashes?” Swift is the only one talking, but Junco and Poesy and Nimblewill are paying strict attention.
“Those really are.” Wake made a reliquary urn, for the ashes or for Dove, it’s not something inside social custom. The urn’s done square-section in off-white porcelain with a red-and-gold band of geometrical design around the neck. Dove really likes it. I’m sure Grackle, and probably Hawthorne, would rather it wasn’t in the corundum cabinet for pretty things in the Round House, but even Grackle acknowledges the mastery of the work.
“And it’s not bad?” Nimblewill is having trouble with the idea of burning to death being an acceptable outcome, or that there isn’t any death involved, I’m not sure which.
“Metaphysical metabolic transitions are usually performed deliberately,” Wake says, and leaves off in the Commonweal. “Dove preferred winning the fight to the opportunity to undertake a deliberate metabolic transition.”
There are nods. That’s a completely plausible thing for Aunt Dove to do.
“If the ashes are real, what’s Aunt Dove now?” Junco doesn’t sound upset, but is definitely confused.
“An arrangement of matter,” Wake says. “The arrangement is arrived at by the interaction of the metaphysical with the material, rather than by the accumulation of material history through heredity.”
That’s a chewy sentence when you’re ten. It takes Junco some time. “So really iron?”
“Iron and smoke and magic,” Swift says, I think trying to be more correct.
Wake nods. “Though the magic is not matter, only what arranges the matter.”
“Aunt Dove feels the same.” Nimblewill is looking at their feet.
“Dove would not wish to hug you strangely,” Wake says. “There is considerable choice available to the individual sorcerer making such a transition.”
There are nods. That makes sense, too. Dove’s neeves have developed a conviction that the Power can do anything.
Halle’s stopped, I’ve stopped Halle, ten metres up, because glee is interfering with breathing. Not in an urgent way, I shouldn’t let the glee grow greater, is all.
Table sections all done.
Offers to help carry from the kids founder on the individual table sections weighing half a tonne. Decimetre-thick stone tops on frames and legs, however elegant, that are just a little overdesigned. You could put two of Eustace on one of those Blossom says. Blossom approves.
The kids are all impressed at watching the tables float through the air. First thing they’ve seen us do with any associated sense of substantial mass.
I set Halle down, Pelōŕios carefully doesn’t offer to carry Halle because Mikka and Grackle and Hawthorne have all come up together and Halle hugs Mikka’s legs still in an inarticulately joyous state.
“Halle’s going to want you there to do that all the time,” Mikka says, voice carefully light.
I take a five hundred metre step away, past the last blast pit, wave, and then step back. “If I graduate, that’s practical.” The pause of honesty. “For some values of all, anyway. Much more often.”
I have to explain to Halle that I can’t do that with Halle, or carrying Halle; it’s a thing you’ve got to be a grownup sorcerer to do, and not all of them. Halle sighs like utter heartbreak, but nods.
“If I graduate, I won’t have to bring a teacher with me, which is why I can’t just get on a barge now.” That, at least, makes sense. Halle’s belief in arbitrary restrictions on fun is intense.
Hawthorn says “You know how to do that because they know how?”
I nod. “How do you think the rest of us know butterfly names?”
It really was that simple, taking a long stride was just there when I looked for it. Probably because I wouldn’t have had any difficulty learning on my own.
In the house, Ed’s explaining to Swift that Wake’s actual form, what Wake’s really like, made Ed faint just from distant perception on the first day of classes. Asking a sorcerer what they’re really like isn’t precisely polite, though entirely acceptable given the recent circumstances and worry about their Aunt Dove.
Dove grins at the collected neeves and drops being embodied, the matter tucks itself away down precisely the same inexplicable distance Dove uses with that bird-structure. Blossom does the same thing, and they do almost match, Blossom’s many shades of white and Dove’s red and gold, but they’d be really hard to tell apart visually otherwise.
“I’ll just give you sunburn,” Dove says. “Chloris and Zora aren’t switched yet, Constant’s all metaphysical, and Ed’s,” there’s the inevitable chorus, “some sort of horror from beyond the world,” before Dove goes on “and too many dimensions to be good for you to look at.”
Then it’s Dove and Blossom looking human again, four initially cautious hugs, the explanation that hugs are a big part of the reason to keep a human form, and then a decision about whether to walk in the Tall Woods before or after lunch. Grackle says “Before,” firmly. “Food after a little otherworldly.”
Chloris, rather formally, invites Wake and Blossom along. Wake demurs; there are ongoing auguries, and Wake’s metaphysical departure, even in a very limited sense, will not benefit the working.
Too many bad things have been happening too easily to believe it’s all mere chance, so Wake’s looking for causes. I don’t think any of our visitors catch the implication. Mikka certainly doesn’t.
Pelōŕios doesn’t make any noise on the carpet of leaves. Dove’s family clusters up, Mikka carries Halle, everyone’s quiet. We don’t go forward very quickly, it’s too strange to everybody who isn’t us. Obviously not a bad strange, but that makes it stranger still. This little pocket of woods malice has never got to, in any way at all.
It shouldn’t suit Pelōŕios so well, Pelōŕios’ kind was created to perpetrate slaughter, but it does, and in more ways than the shimmering black hide against the pale bark of vast trees. A little bit of unconsidered tension goes out of Pelōŕios’ spine.
Mikka’s looking at me, in the least worried way I can remember. “You can have it all there at once?” Mikka means the whole of the Tall Woods, as a perceived thing.
I nod. The Tall Woods are doing well. The anchors didn’t damage the otherworldly migration routes, Ed’s pointing out a Resplendent Eagle-Hawk to Dove’s neeves, we don’t get them all the time and there isn’t enough for even one to eat just in the Tall Woods. So the ecology has to still be connected back.
“We had an Eagle-Hawk fly out a few times this spring, big spirals and making the swans nervous.” Not that the swans ought to be, it’s an entirely material creature, even if it is large enough to try for a cygnet if swans were material creatures instead of self-reproducing weapons with a substantial metaphysical component. Thankfully, the Eagle-Hawks seem to be able to figure that out without making a try for a cygnet.
Halle’s looking pained, and of course. I wave a better view on the air, and there’s an eep and Mikka looks at me.
“Not worried about flustering Mother.” Which only makes sense, Mother would already be completely flustered just standing here, Mother’s a food biologist who mostly works with fermentation organisms, the complete lack of overt parasites or biting insects would have sunk in by now. There would be gestures.
Halle approves of the Eagle-Hawk; shiny dark purple back and head, abundant crest feathers, bright red irises, three tones of red in the breast feathers, and a shiny black beak make for an impressive bird. The big red stripe in the wings when they’re flying is impressive, too, but this one glares back and shows no sign of moving.
I have to explain that we’ve never seen a baby one, there isn’t enough woods here for Eagle-Hawks to nest, we see them when they come through and visit, but not for very long.
Halle’s fine with that, and says “Hoist, please” to Pelōŕios, who does. Which puts Halle at a height to hug Mikka round the neck without Mikka holding Halle up. The hug counts more that way if you’re Halle, and if Halle keeps that up the evident fondness for unicorns will be entirely forgiven.
Though I’m afraid it’s ‘Aunt Zora’s unicorn’, not unicorns.
Ambition laudable in the young Pelōŕios says, with an overtone of snicker.
The seats are still there, no one is looking impatient. Dove’s holding Grackle, something about the carved marble has done something to Grackle’s equanimity, the seats or the big bowl of leaves. Wondering how the bowl isn’t full of dirt, it’s never rotted leaves, is a question, but I don’t think a sinister question.
Our bottle this year is some old black currant brandy, we were given two bottles and drank the one that sensed worse. It was excellent, so we can hope sensing got the relative quality correct.
Mikka looks at the big carved seats, too large even for a large Creek lad, looks at Grackle, and says to all of us “If the birds can come through, doesn’t” — a wave at the seats — “worry you?”
All of us shake our heads. “They let the pond turn into a swamp, they weren’t going to insist that their watch-the-fall-of-evening place stayed perfect, it was allowed to grow.”
“They keep sending us nicer drink than we send them,” Chloris says. It bothers Chloris.
We try, but they’ve got a much larger land area and a much deeper peace. Certainly an older one, what we borrowed the Tall Woods from has been there a long time, I can’t get less than twenty thousand years.
It could be five times that, or fifty. If I had to attest, I’d pick fifty.
This year’s bottle is dark brown glass and large, more than two litres. Ed hoists it by its gravity, anything set flat in the marble bowl stays flat.
Our bottle goes in upright, because you keep brandy off the cork.
It’s a more glorious day in here, somehow, and it was glorious enough outside. Not the sort of day you always get for Festival. Grackle looks around, sees children starting to look over-awed, and says “Back for lunch.”
Which means me, Pelōŕios, a joyous and floating Halle, and Mikka in a clump, neeves and classmates stringing out, Dove, Hawthorne, Grackle, and, last in the line, Blossom. The line of people spreads out, there isn’t a path, everyone’s following Pelōŕios.
“Mama.” Dove’s voice is calm, happy, quiet only so the children don’t hear. “I’m in love with death and a starving darkness. Chloris is gracious and lovely and Ed’s diligent and polite, and neither of them can show you what they continue to become in the Power or you’d die. I’m the simple thing, all that fire.”
Grackle looks sad, and pats Dove’s shoulder. “It seems unfair.”
Dove’s head tips through a slow perhaps, it’s not even “maybe.” “Everybody’s got a job to do. Looks like ours is ending large trouble.”
Dove grins across at Grackle and Hawthorn. “Couldn’t say I’m not suited for it. Can’t say we’re not.”
I’m not, and the ghost of Dove’s voice saying You’re what’s to defend appears in my ears, memory or the link because when you externalize large parts of your mind you stop being able to tell which sometimes.
Swift and Junco are trying to get Ed to talk about sorcery, which isn’t working.
Poesy and Nimblewill are asking Chloris about tomorrow, and the possibility of something fancy for their hats. I can feel Chloris’ care to show only a little interest.
Hawthorn says, just as much quiet so the children don’t hear, “Was by the cemetery” and nothing else, nothing in the voice tone, no more words. Hawthorn’s worried.
“Had to make sure it wasn’t me,” Dove says, a little more quiet.
Two astonished looks.
“The Power’s not a kind thing. Talent, ignored talent, leaks around the edges. It might have wanted a different future. Wake just reached back a year and changed the peace-abiding for everybody, something complicated. Where kid-thorn ended up isn’t complicated whatsoever.” Dove’s still quiet. No human feeling, which, Grackle and Hawthorn go oh dear across their faces, it’s not anything like enough reaction to Dove going entirely do-the-job like that.
“Didn’t, certain-sure I didn’t, it was going to matter a lot when I had to make the metaphysical transition. Did, even without the plan.” Dove almost smiles. “Only way it might have mattered is if me not being there moved my raw talent away, made it a little more likely the kid-thorn would sprout when I wasn’t there. Halt says no way to tell, and no way I’d have done much more good if I was there.”
Then gets stuck on the air. Hawthorne nods, very slowly. Pelōŕios is looking back at me sidelong. Mikka’s smiling back at Halle, who is too happy to talk but not too happy to point. Mikka can’t give better names than “leaf” and “bird” and “butterfly,” I say “Evening Sky-fragment” and Pelōŕios snorts.
It’s something when a unicorn thinks the butterfly names are too poetic.
“I could wish you’d had less reason to prove you don’t give up,” Hawthorn’s saying.
Chloris has smiled the gentle smile of the inescapable end of all that lives, and made Nimblewill actual nimblewill wings, to child scale, every intricate covert feather, that move when Nimblewill thinks. Poesy says “Nighthawk?” in hopeful tones, and Chloris makes those, too, and hands them each the little aluminium binding tag.
“I shall be glad there are those who will remember with you” Grackle says, in a quiet voice no obvious sort of glad.
Dove says “Thank you, Mama” and it’s real, if quiet. “Sorcery’s not all bad.”
“Asks a lot,” Hawthorne says.
Dove can’t possibly be upset if Ed’s making Swift and Junco appropriate wings, wings that don’t come out vast and terrible, anyway.
The bottle goes right on floating. Swift’s got swift wings that are as proportionately long, extends a wing into a tree, hears the whack sound and clearly feels the impact. All the kids’ eyes go wide when they figure that out.
We get out of the woods, Halle looks behind behind to see them and that the four kids have wings. This is grounds for some pointing, Mikka saying “Do we point at people?”, and Halle saying “Make me a unicorn, please,” to me.
“Unicorns are people.”
“Into,” Halle says, most extremely determined.
“Can’t.”
Halle doesn’t believe me.
“I know how, but it’s not allowed. I could turn you into someone who had wanted to be a unicorn even when you hadn’t.”
“Do want,” Halle says.
I say Help? to Dove.
“If you were an adult, and there had been a formal request to Parliament, they’d still say I wasn’t allowed, because I’d be turning you into a creature with a metaphysical metabolism, instead of the material one you inherited. That’s not allowed at all ever if you do it to someone else. Sorcerers who want to be Independents are allowed to do it for themselves, but you can’t do that to other people.”
“Why not?” was inevitable.
“If you’re an adult, you’re allowed to alter yourself.” Blossom, not Dove. Halle nods. Hawthorn’s kids have some trouble remembering Blossom’s an adult, but Halle hasn’t.
“No matter how much you want to be a unicorn, if Zora made you into one, you’d be Zora’s unicorn, not your own unicorn. People belong to themselves, not other people.”
Halle sighs. I don’t know how Blossom managed to communicate that, but it worked.
“If Mummy says?”
“Mummy does not say,” Mikka says quellingly, just before Blossom says “Not even if,” in commiserative tones.
“It’s hard.” That’s addressed to me, and Halle sounds certain-sure.
“It takes work.” If you can learn it at all.
Halle looks so morose Pelōŕios looks concerned. Is concerned, enough to make an interrogative two-tone whistle, head snaked back to look at Halle floating by Pelōŕios’ off shoulder.
Halle pats Pelōŕios’ nose in reassurance and knuckles away tears.
Ed hands Halle a piece of hard maple candy, Hawthorn’s kids have already got theirs, and says “It’s hard to know someone can and you can’t.”
Halle nods and says “Thank you” in a small voice. Mikka’s come back to equilibrium from not knowing if that was a moment to sweep Halle up in a hug or not.
Lunch helps.
Chapter 39
Zora
It tries to be a good Festival.
The weather’s lovely, clear, just enough breeze to be glad of, and somehow warm and mild at the same time. You can be glad of the breeze without feeling hot outside away from shade.
The first day, everyone read the news. Or heard the news, there was a lot of discussion. No one being dead of plague seemed implausible, and then accounts from what there’s general agreement might as well be called survivors start to show up. It’s like being rescued to have the cause of your death removed from the past, just rescue from further away than usual, is the consensus. People remember dying, and now they’re not dead. The memories look like the kind that constrain, and the Hale-gesith’s got a bunch of people trying to guess what to do that will help.
The first formal news published by the Book-gesith has several survivor accounts, plus a statement from General Chert that no material invasion has been observed. “We’re looking like a sheepdog hoping for a second bit of cheese” isn’t something Chert says, but the whole statement implies it. It has the final casualty lists from the overt arcane attack, the four dead and twenty-three hurt who happened to have been near Halt on the road and the fifty-six psychological casualties from variously close unprotected witness of demons near Wake. None of the physical casualties near Halt were due to Halt; there was a lot of concussion and heat flash involved in what Reems sent.
By the middle of the third day, the correspondence societies have delivered specific descriptions of the physical attacks, complete to damaged bronze bulls and waggons, to everybody in the Commonweal who cared to read about it. It becomes impossible to maintain a proper Festival mood for just about anybody adult, and the serious half of youth.
The carousel was popular anyway, with considerable waiting for second turns, every infant attempt at patience, and various infants quite tearful that their turn was over. Pelōŕios and Zagreus the piano-maker agree that the music’s respectable, but would be better if it were played live, and there’s a discussion about how to make it loud enough without discordance. Sixty-four riders present an acoustic challenge.
I had six lamb skewers. Mikka, who had the expected one skewer, got a terrifically nervous look, and I had to explain at some length that, while I’m far enough progressed in my studies that the peace-abiding doesn’t work completely reliably anymore, I’m at absolutely zero risk of pregnancy, since I would have to really want to, and I don’t. Never mind how necessary sex might or might not be, or the lad’s dose of peace-abiding, if a lad was required.
Besides, if I ever do have children, I’m going to grow them in vats, like a proper sorcerer ought.
The declaration gets me a snicker, which is progress. And then some more concern, because Halle asks if I’m so hungry because sorcery is that much work, with a lurking implication that maybe asking to be tossed in the air quite so often is excessive. I manage to explain, without having to do anything dramatic, that tossing Halle in the air isn’t something I experience as work but yes, sorcery is that much work. Sorcerers develop metabolic connections to the Power in part because you can’t eat fast enough.
The parts about so you don’t poach yourself, or that I almost did cook my brain at Kind Lake, or that there are some examples of trying really hard to eat fast enough from the Bad Old Days, I leave those out.
Halle produces a solemn nod, floating there at Pelōŕios’ shoulder height. Everybody’s been calm about a unicorn; Mikka’s adopted a policy position where it’s an obvious advantage to have your infant up where you can see them, unicorn or not. Everyone was calm about Constant and Chloris dancing, which was remarkable not because everybody could see through both of them the whole time, but because their surfaces have started to ripple with the music.
Calm doesn’t go far enough that anyone, hardly anyone, will address Constant or Edgar or Chloris by name; that’s been going on, respectively, since Constant started manifesting regularly, Ed hatched, and Chloris started getting frequently immaterial. It’s starting to happen, quick enough to notice, about Dove. “Dove’s always been like that” won’t extend to perish in flames, people who work in wreaking shops heard that, doctors heard that, and wanted to know why. They didn’t all hear the same words, but everyone’s agreed to refer to the intent that came ringing across the Power with Chert’s phrase. The public Line report about the attacks was dry and formal and factual. Dry doesn’t keep people from understanding what happened.
Aside from teachers and the Captain, Eirene, determined to treat us as regular people, will call all of us by name, and Hyacinth and Doucelin do, though it might be an expectation of their duty for Hyacinth and Doucelin. Can’t offhand think of anyone else.
“Everyone will still use my name.” Which I say quietly to Mikka, because I’m not sure how I feel about it.
The rest of us, and Hawthorne and Pallas and Celandine and some people who were on the March, Dove’s three surviving file-closers, Slow and Slice and someone who goes by Meek and chortles, are out in the big tub in the west porch of the Pond Pavilion. Grackle’s talking to Chloris’ Aunt on the east porch, where there are chairs and no younger people. That wasn’t planned, but Grackle only doesn’t look like Dove’s mother. Chloris’ Aunt didn’t have much hope of getting out of the conversation or the good beer once they’d been chance-met during the general celebration.
“They haven’t seen you get a fit of crankiness,” Mikka says, smiling. “Though you don’t seem to, lately.”
“Lack of frustrated talent.” Hard to say that lightly enough, because it’s most extremely true.
Mikka nods. “Thanks for all the child-tossing.”
“What aunts are for.”
Mikka’s face goes odd, an expression I don’t recognize. Mikka, well, having a child, time, just because I don’t notice me changing doesn’t mean other people won’t.
“If Halle is high talent, sorcery will be a good thing. Have that good memory near it.”
“Not very likely, two in successive generations of one family.” Can’t quite keep my voice light. “You can’t tell anything about prospective talent when they’re three and a half.”
Mikka says “Waking up from sparkles?”
“There’s a bunch of studies. Infants are erratic about talent, you don’t get really solid indications until ten or eleven, usually, in Creeks, mid-kid developmental stage generally.” Careful breath, not too deep. “The usual tests for high talent aren’t completely reliable in Creeks. There are some new ones expected to be better.”
Mikka’s looking at me.
“There was a suspected case of another parasite like Ed had last year. It wasn’t, but we got handed a test-improvement exercise, that parasite uses Power, it should be possible to detect it.”
Blossom’s notion of the first thing you do with anything squishy and biological is “read everything” for a troublingly accurate value of “everything.”
It was at least partially a “doing what you’re not good at” exercise. Surprises don’t care what your speciality is.
Mikka’s not looking at me the same way. Still looking at me.
“Sorry. I’ve been thinking too much.”
Mikka snickers, waves at the north wall, which is all windows and has large sling chairs near it.
The kitchen end of the Pond Pavilion has cider and several plates of Chloris’ small cakes. I fill a jug and float that and a cake plate and utensils over.
“If I can float your kid, I can float food.” Mikka’s expression doesn’t shift right away, but it does shift. “I can guarantee you there will be floating food at dinner tomorrow.” Halt’s dinners, food just appears.
Mikka has trouble choosing which small cake. I point out they’re all really good, and get told that’s no help, so I point out the three with strawberry flavours.
“Where’s Pelōŕios?” Mikka’s finding out that the screen under the railing of the upper sleeping rooms only looks like you can see through it.
“There’d be horn-glow.” The lights aren’t on up there. “Out by Long Pond. Unicorns don’t do well with never getting to lurk in the woods and be solitary.” Not that it’s much woods yet, but Pelōŕios asserts it has potential, a remark that made me happy.
Mikka smiles, it’s almost a relaxed smile. “I’m glad you found a polite unicorn.” If I had to find a unicorn at all, because Mikka isn’t going to be able to say anything that will avoid Mother fussing and we both know it.
Halle might. Halle’s going to be upset when it’s time to leave.
“You having real fun?” The big sister voice from Mikka I haven’t heard in awhile. Before I came to study, I think by almost a year.
“It’s incredibly annoying having a perfect memory that gets so far back in the past and then stops and it’s a perfect memory of the usual mushy human one.”
“Maybe people shouldn’t remember their youth with perfect clarity?” Mikka’s smile isn’t quite mocking.
“Probably not.” Mikka would never say I was a wretched kid. Neither would Mother, Mother wouldn’t go past difficult. I was, though. Brain wouldn’t ever settle.
My turn for the inarticulate hand gestures. “It’s not perfect.”
“Perfect isn’t a reasonable expectation” comes out as a chorus, and mostly in Mother’s inflections.
“The future’s bigger and scarier and I’m going to be wondering if I’m missing something important for the rest of my existence, but I get to do stuff.”
“Like make birds so your sister believes you?”
I nod.
“It was easier than arguing with you for a year.”
Mikka snorts.
“Not an adult yet, not really. Independents seem to think you have to make it to a hundred, and there’s a reason, and those probably involve sanity and loneliness.”
“So only about a quarter,” Mikka says.
I nod. Of course Mikka read the statistics. About half make it to Independent, and the half-life for Independent is somewhere around a hundred twenty years.
“Though it’s really lumpy.” Which is true, but not honest.
“It’s really lumpy and we don’t map to the existing statistics. Which is good, because we might make it and the statistics say we can’t.”
“You do seem to get the robust jobs.” Mikka’s really trying to say this in a neutral voice, and can’t, the will isn’t there.
It’s not a secret.
“It’s likely we’re getting more than chance trouble. No idea who, or what, or why.” I try not to shrug offensively. “That really does take the Old Ones, and it’s not my job when we know.”
“Line and the … I can’t say the-rest-of-you,” Mikka says.
“If it’s a singular you. And the teachers, Blossom’s not an Old One.”
Which, I don’t know, it’s not a smile and I pour some more cider for both of us.
“Mulch is an Old One, and it’s not Mulch’s problem either.”
“Where is Mulch?” Mikka doesn’t garden worth mentioning, but is curious. Mulch has been in letters.
“Grue says Mulch is doing what Mulch does every Festival when they’re not a tree, going around the whole Commonweal trying to find a way out of the borders.”
Which implies an ability to move quickly that isn’t long-striding, because Wake and Halt are both tolerably certain Mulch doesn’t know how.
“Apparently Mulch did find a gap in the border, early in the second century of the Peace, and Parliament summoned Mulch back. It’s generally accepted this has a lot to do with Mulch’s bad opinion of the Commonweal.”
Mikka looks sad. “It’s not difficult to see why.”
“When the Founders were arguing about what the Shape of Peace should do, before there was one,” before, I am more and more sure, Laurel made the first Shape of Peace, with help, but it was the Wizard Laurel’s working, and then they walked away, “One of the ideas was to not worry about the passage of citizens over the border and just delete important knowledge. Really delete it, not hide it. So you couldn’t tell anybody about what a focus is because you wouldn’t know.”
Mikka’s shoulders and spine show how much that seems like a bad idea, despite keeping a calm face.
“I guess you have to get good at looking calm when the infant wants to eat frogs or something.”
“No frogs. No bugs. Really, really, really stubborn about no mashed food.”
“The Founders figured out it wouldn’t work by experiment on volunteers. It’s, I never want to say impossible, but most exceeding difficult to delete only one thing from a mind.” Chloris certainly didn’t manage it with Heron, though the published paper says intriguing result more than once, there was much, much less change to Heron than anyone knowledgeable expected.
“There are exceptions sometimes, Rust’s diplomacy to Reems, Halt took Blossom and Grue outside the Commonweal once when they were apprentices, but Mulch would have trouble withstanding any foreign sorcerer able to catch them.” Diplomacy might not be the right word for what “battle” certainly doesn’t describe in Meadows Pass. Not the outcome of Parliament’s original intent.
I wave at Mikka’s cake selection. “They really are good.”
“Hard to care,” Mikka says, picking up a cake fork. “Four years of telling myself not to worry isn’t working very well.”
“I’m not certainly doomed.” Mikka looks specifically doubtful, tries a forkful of cake.
“Even if there aren’t any statistics. The rest of us are out there in the tub having a wake for their metabolic humanity as a way of asserting they’re going to keep the social sort. They’re none of them the least bit upset about winning that fight, or the consequences.”
Chloris would have been when we started.
I don’t know what the word is, or the sign, for the flavour of the cake I picked. Some sort of fruit, and I should ask Wake if there are samples.
“Militant is a term of art, it means you can use the Power to fight other sorcerers. It doesn’t mean you’re any good at it, that you’ve got an aptitude, just like you can teach almost anyone integration but you won’t turn them into a mathematician.”
Mikka nods at me, makes “it is good” motions at the strawberry cake.
“So I’m not militant. Scary things from over the border still won’t matter. The rest of us have an axiom that I’m representative of what there is to protect, and while they are militant, it’s a bit like classifying Ankle-stickers as tenacious.” Which they are. Even when no other standard weeding technique involves baking the soil to four hundred degrees twice a year for five years running.
Mikka nods once, slowly. “If I read between the lines in the Line reports,” and trails off.
Mikka can turn lights on and that’s about it, so this is problematic to explain.
“We’re impossible, there are a bunch of widely believed things about how the Power works that preclude what we do.” Let’s not wander off toward trying to define what specifically that is.
Mikka nods, still listening.
“Chloris is a strong necromancer. Strong necromancers typically go horribly crazy because everyone they care about dies of them. Edgar’s an entelech, and everyone kills those in childhood now, after they start altering all the adult minds around them. An adult one, a potentially adult entelech, is something out of ancient days, not even the Bad Old Days, archaeology instead of history and not the easy archaeology.”
Another slow nod. Mikka’s probably found the archaeological speculation about the hemispheric empires, the thousand-year wars, which of those wars were fought against Halt, the possibility that the epochal bad war about a hundred thousand years ago had entelechs on both sides, any kind of reading about sorcerous survival in strong talents will take you there.
“Dove does really bad risk analysis.”
Mikka looks at me incredulous.
“No other way to put it. Chloris can’t kill Dove because Dove’s that much stronger; Edgar can’t kill or subsume or whatever psychological necroparasitism entelech life cycles are designed to involve Dove because Dove’s enough stronger then Ed. Chloris can’t kill Ed because saying die to a hatched entelech doesn’t work, and Ed can’t subsume Chloris because there’s only the one space for someone to get subsumed into and Dove’s blocking it. They found all that out by experiment, it was always likely, but they just did it.”
“At some risk to you.”
“Less risk than the working link failing.” Having a rupture, there have been so many interesting ways we could have failed. “Much less risk than any of the rest of us melancholy mad with loneliness.”
Any of us are a disaster unless we’re reliably sane.
“Aside from all the romantic intensity, the result is whatever we’re still mis-describing as consonance, Chloris will wind up in it eventually, but there’s four militant personalities with this implausible breadth of skill and Power already very closely linked. It might convince something old and awful that it’s at risk of a rising hegemon, something headed at continental empire despite how low the population is, how hard it is to farm. It’s certain that after someone got through the Line and Halt and Wake and Blossom, I’d still have the rest of the team.”
Mikka read the report, and Mikka’s brave enough to believe it. Mikka wants to know I’m safe.
“Learning how to do magic, sorcery, really isn’t the difficult part. It’s not even being in the same wizard-team as Death and Constant Strange Mayhem, sharing a collective something with people I wouldn’t believe existed if I didn’t experience them. That all works. I haven’t got further away, they’ve collapsed into a single gooey mass but that doesn’t push me away. Separate still isn’t distinct, I still don’t want it to be.
“So I’m not going to run melancholy mad from loneliness, and I really will come visit, and that will help keep me feeling human even when I’m not.” More of a deep breath than can possibly look casual. “No end of work to do. I’ll be busy for as long as I last.”
Mikka’s face goes sad. “Not much plain companionship.”
Which is true enough. The link’s familial and collegial and enormous, but does nothing for someone to cuddle.
“Having to find another Independent complicates things.” Seeing as there aren’t two hundred, or, honestly, twenty. There probably aren’t ten. Even if I’m not very strong I can always borrow the end of the world, and it’ll be there when I do.
Mikka nods. Can’t claim a big focus team lead or someone in a wreaking shop would be a relationship of equals, nearly or nearly enough, not after those glass birds.
There’s going to be some discussion about names for those, after Festival. They’re friendly enough, and about medium-dog smart, enough to have personalities. Hopefully not so much as to be no kindness to Eirene, their taking little bites out of all the spoons is a possibility.
Mikka takes a swallow of cider, and then another. It’s good cider, from an orchard not ten kilometres away.
“One thing I can’t look up,” Mikka says, “is who is feeding you. This is an experiment, not a school, so there are no public accounts. And you took obligations for those lamb skewers.”
“The Galdor-gesith’s paying for every bit of it, we get stipends, and we’re really bad at spending money, Eirene’s lectured us about it but the stipends are for things like books and instruments. No one’s printing speciality books yet” — “speciality book” is the polite way to say “sorcerous tome” — “and we’re sufficient instrument makers between us.”
Mikka nods. Printing ink’s been an issue everywhere, it used to use a near-tropical tree-gum from the north edge of the Old Commonweal. Figuring out which other thing could be substituted is an ongoing job of work, and everybody’s broadsheets aren’t quite what is wanted.
“Plus I’ve got Dove’s experience of farming lurking in we-as-us, it’s kinder to take obligations, farm income’s an exercise in getting rid of the obligations you accumulated while stuff was growing. We bundle all the obligations up at the end of the month and it keeps our notional accumulated stipend less embarrassing.”
Mikka says “Embarrassing?” with some disbelief.
“Being fed out of taxes. I can understand why it’s a bad idea to have us take time off to work, I completely understand why we’re an experiment, but it’s still really embarrassing to get paid for not working.”
Mikka takes a moment, and then another moment, and says, “You realize you’ve made an actuarial change in the weeding of the West Wetcreek watershed?”
“There’s more dead and hurt.” Which is a distress to all of us. Not a lot more, we’re almost enough help to the weeding teams left in the West Wetcreek watershed, but not quite.
“Four-fifths of the West Wetcreek weeding teams are in the Folded Hills finding things out for the first time.” Mikka’s voice has gone firm. “They still count for the statistics in the province of Westcreek, no matter where they’re working, not unless they alter their geans.”
Mikka takes another small cake, not a strawberry one this time, and stabs it carefully. “None of you know accounting.”
“Someone will need to, eventually, but not until after we’re Independents.”
“You build entire canals. You’re on the books somewhere, you have to be, or it’s slavery and a lot of people need to die.”
Mikka says need to die without emphasis, and in complete literal intent.
There’s a careful, considered mouthful of cake. That’s one of the cherry-cheese ones with chocolate in them, which Chloris is never happy with for reasons no one else understands. Celandine asked if you had to sell your soul to find out how to make them when Chloris brought a tray of those along to Chloris’ first tavern visit with Dove.
Chloris took copies of the recipe the next time, with five kilogrammes of powdered chocolate in a neat titanium jar. The careful explanation that chocolate’s not entirely good for Creeks, not past sparse quantities, didn’t deter Celandine. The recipe’s extremely challenging without sorcery, but it’s been done.
“You don’t really know statistics either. Some statistical reasoning, but no one’s sat you down and taught you criteria for falsification or confidence or anything, not beyond school.”
“No.” I have no idea where Mikka’s going with this. “There’s a lot left out, the idea’s to get us to Independents before too much talent kills us. After that, we’ve got time.”
Mikka’s cake gets stabbed again. “As a culture, the Commonweal insists there isn’t a prescriptive norm, that we must address what’s observed, you can’t do the Bad Old Days control trick of the sorcerer defining what’s right and proper as what’s useful to them and compelling everyone to try to be that way.”
I nod. That’s school, that’s, well, that’s why “regular” means not unexpected and why you’re extra-careful polite to people who aren’t of your species.
“It’s just as bad to have nothing there. You’re not regular sorcery students, there isn’t a real null hypothesis, the experiment’s officially about your survival so the null is ‘you all die.’”
I nod.
“Halt was really angry with the Reems attackers.” Not something I could tell on my own, even if I’d been there, but Ed can. “Make-Blossom-uneasy angry.”
Mikka doesn’t understand.
“Blossom’s strong enough to stand up to Halt, so not automatically uneasy.”
Mikka can’t snort with a mouthful of cake.
And maybe Mother will believe Mikka. “We’re, us-together-we’re, pretty sure the interdependence won’t last, that in a hundred years or so we’re going to be able to survive individually.”
Mikka nods. “Sorcerous adulthood.” Half a smile. “There are just enough records to have some confidence about that being a real thing.”
There’s a careful swallow of cider, another couple forkfuls of cake. “Your classmates give the impression of being hard to kill.”
As distinct from being immensely dangerous, Mikka means, because Ed’s declarative muttering gave, gives, Mikka nightmares, troublingly formless ones. That particular fire wouldn’t have been a comforting sight without the declarative muttering.
“So for the next hundred years, anyone who wants to get rid of the team will try to get rid of me.” I can say this calmly.
“I’m thinking about it, I don’t necessarily know what to do about it, if I’m just going to have to trust the rest of us to protect me, but the lower Third woke me up.”
Mikka snickers. “I want to complain.” It’s a cheerful voice, it’s work, but Mikka’s doing the work to make it a cheerful voice. “Letters and brief visits don’t adequately represent your classmates or your teachers.”
This is Mikka’s very serious face, with the careful cheerful falling off it. “Being relatively less, less strong or less strange, has to inform your expectations and your teachers are all very smart, so they’re not leaving you all together in your uninformed expectations by accident. I can’t tell why. I don’t think the Galdor-gesith’s servants have been fooled, though it’s quite possible they’re in on it, that Halt’s convinced them this is a good thing.”
I must be looking shocked, I feel shocked and Mikka’s face goes a little bit wry.
“Attestation isn’t everything. There’s factions, there have to be, people disagree and have memory and make promises. Your permanently assigned representative from the Galdor-gesith, the one watching this not-a-school, isn’t doing anything else, they’re a full fylstan, and they were the senior fylstan when there was one Commonweal and are certainly still senior now.”
Mikka lets “and this is the most important thing the Galdor-gesith thinks Doucelin could be doing” sit there without saying it.
Two forkfuls of my cake. “The Power, anything related to the Power, has this component of belief.”
Mikka nods. “Any sensible presumption of benevolence involves believing your teachers want you to succeed.”
“You’re saying I don’t know the answer to succeed at what?”
“You don’t know how many answers there are.” Mikka’s fork waves a little. “One of the successes has to have happened, wizard-teams are a legitimate category of sorcerous effort now, Halt’s been trying for that for centuries, it has an extensive presence in the literature. Same with the external Power manipulation, between Kynefrid and your team people will try to get that right until it works.”
Mikka gives me time to think about that, time to eat the last half of my small cake, time to finish noticing how completely I don’t think that’s all of Halt’s objectives. To wonder how much “the people doing the work have to derive the primary benefit from their effort” is an axiom for Independents, or to Halt, or how benefit or profit get counted.
“How’s the actuarial qualification coming?”
“Done,” Mikka says. “I’ll have to do it again in thirteen years, but for now it’s probationary accreditation and more interesting work.
“I found out it was done because the mail clerk gave me the letter as they were loading the downstream mailbags on the barge I was boarding. So no complaining I didn’t mention.”
I nod. Can’t complain about that. “Should have done something celebratory for you.”
“Instead of setting me up for a month of moping because of no unicorn rides?” Mikka doesn’t say this in a displeased way.
“Set myself up for at least a month of moping because there’s no small child to make happy and to protect.” If not for a season or two, Pelōŕios’ dramatic character may not be common to all Unicorn Fours but it’s certainly there.
Mikka looks doubtful, and I gesture really.
“I don’t know what the trouble was, among unicorns. Pelōŕios hasn’t said, some kind of status thing. Family’s a real concept, the idea of the Peace wasn’t, Unicorn Four uses a compound that comes out to ‘dwells-calmly-with-Halt’ to describe the Commonweal.” They don’t say Halt, it has something to do with Halt using unicorns as plow-beasts, pre-Commonweal, as a punishment or a threat.
Mikka downs the last swallow of cider, sets the glass down. “Dishes?”
I wave it off. Everything starts floating toward the kitchen.
Mikka smiles at me. “Saves time for thinking.”
Chapter 40
Zora
We almost didn’t allow enough time to show people through the Round House, or unstick Poesy’s attention from the ceiling. That’s the only thing that goes the least bit wrong with the festival dinner, Grue makes it in good time up from the hospital and the burn patients under continuous watch, Festival shifts go by lot which is why this is an early dinner, Grue will be back to the hospital in eight hours.
The wine from the Tall Woods is a heavy dark red; it’s immensely good, but almost too much to serve with food. Which is why there’s a whole roast leg of aurochs, and some crock-cooked root vegetables that are completely cheating, because it’s as though we had the dripping from the finished roast to add to the vegetables.
All of us like aurochs; Blossom’s fondness for aurochs is why we know about it. Everyone from Dove’s family of origin likes aurochs. There’s the little tickle in the link that’s Dove making a note to find out how legal or acceptable sending a frozen carcass north on a barge might be. Making a whole carcass isn’t any more difficult than making the cooked leg, but food inspectors have inconsistent responses to currently extinct species being presented as comestible.
Ed’s contribution, chicken with lemon and tarragon baked inside bread dough, isn’t as immediately attention-getting as the glazed aurochs, but Mikka really likes it, then the kids and Hawthorne ask for seconds, which is doing very well after the aurochs.
Our nibble contribution is from me, fruit pies, from fruits that don’t any of them currently have names, not in the Commonweal. I don’t think Wake gets homesick, precisely, but I do think Wake would like to live somewhere those fruits are grown again, so I have a selection of almost fifty to choose from. When Nimblewill asks what the red-and-green one is, Wake very solemnly makes the signs.
Halt’s contribution is green-and-yellow cake. I think the legions of hell could march out of the sea and Halt would still make sure Blossom got green-and-yellow cake at Festival. Halle loves it. Halle finishes Mikka’s piece.
The kids get hats, literally enchanted hats, that you can’t lose and that won’t ever blow off. The enchantment in the hats was Blossom’s own-work project, you push a little bit of Power through the hat every time you put it on. Just a binding wouldn’t work, bindings aren’t flexible enough; you might as well glue the hat to your head. All the kids can use their hat.
Halt gives them scarves, that traditional grandma thing, made out of something “rather strong, children, so do please remember that while they won’t ever strangle you, other people aren’t as lucky.” That produces some wide eyes, a reassuring face from Dove, and a carefully suppressed snicker from Grue. It helps that they’re impressive scarves, shimmery and iridescent and water-smooth in the hand without being thin.
Mikka brought me a hand-written copy of our family ancestry book, which I wouldn’t properly get until I had a child. “Mother scrupulously didn’t notice,” Mikka says. I’ve made Mikka a pepper-mill calculator, the best one there’s an established design for, in silicon carbide and corundum and cobalt-chromium alloy instead of steel and brass. All the markings are incised with implausible precision thanks to the Power, then filled with platinum black. Not quite even, but I came close. Mikka’s face says I came a whole lot closer than Mikka expected.
I had no idea what to get Halle, it’s tough when they’re infants, clothes and food are touchy subjects, someone in the gean will manage to take offense at implied need. Huggable toys may or may not be the correct huggable toy to the infant, hair ornaments are worse than that, even without Dove’s memories of having kept the one specific much-loved ornament from the age of four forward until Lark was wearing it.
I made a bunch of blocks, silicone rubber ones unlikely to do or be done much harm. It was invented to be harder to eat than natural rubber for those things on the uncomfortable border of weeds and diseases, even if Halle gets very inventive it’s hard to see how there could be much harm. They have letters and numbers and my voice saying the names and the sounds if you touch the corners correctly. There are plus and minus signs and an equals sign, so number operator number equals number and a spoken answer will tell you if you had the answer correct with the answer blocks lighting up for single-digit addition and subtraction. If you touch the equals sign block, it will speak the correct answer for you.
There’s a first-hundred-words spelling and pronunciation set of letter tiles, which isn’t going to be useful this year, the addition won’t be, but I wanted to make it, it’s the sort of thing a regular aunt would teach their sister’s child. Mikka looks at the letter tiles, looks at me, and takes me by the shoulders to touch foreheads.
Halle is delighted with the blocks, and there’s a quiet “three!” or “eleven!” in my voice at odd moments the rest of the evening.
Us-together came up with a whole bunch of aluminium rods with hubs and corners with cam locks for the kids. There are different lengths of rods, corners appropriate to the five regular solids, and hubs and half-hubs and joiners. It comes in a big, well, chest, I want to say case but we got enthusiastic. Tea and dessert cider and four kids trying not to be excessively enthusiastic, especially after Dove shows Hawthorne the one thing involving the Power, the chest repacks itself. If anybody’s holding a piece, it makes a sad sound, Chloris’ best “O Woe!” which has a lot of sad in it, and doesn’t repack. Second time, you get the “O Woe!” and then Ed saying “Grief! Lamentation!” loud enough that everyone in the house is going to hear it.
Halle takes some back patting to get over “O Woe!”, because Junco just had to find out what the sad noise was. Chloris manages to explain that while it sounds like the chest is sad, and indeed it’s intended that the chest sound sad, the chest is not sad, the chest hasn’t got any wits whatsoever, and can’t any more be sad than a chair. There are rules about making things with wits, and while you can make something that can be sad, you can’t make anything like that without giving it agency, the ability to want things on its own, at least as much as it has wits. If we’d done that with the chest, it could want to take pieces back before you were done with them, or not let you play with them at all, and we’d have had to give it eyes and ears and some way to communicate.
Swift says, with all the gravity of eleven years and half a glass of wine, “That would be horrible.”
All the teachers nod solemnly. Grackle and Hawthorn are behind the kids, so they can make faces, which helps them not snicker audibly.
The first two toasts go round in cider, cider from actual trees with no more sorcerous intervention than any other cider gets to keep the weeds and the malice away from it, the Peace Established and the Work of the Year aren’t sorcerous things, even when the toasts are given by Halt and Constant.
The third toast is in the actual wine from the Tall Woods, small glasses and small portions unto half the carefully resealed bottle. Grackle makes it, to the Triumph of Hope. Dove and Edgar and Chloris all get a little snorfly.
So does Mikka.
Not enough that I have to explain anything to Halle; Halle knows adults get emotional about things just like infants, and that it won’t always make any sense.
Chapter 41
Zora
Saying good-bye to Halle is hard. Saying goodbye to Mikka is much harder, Mikka is emotionally certain never to see me again. Pelōŕios stands like a carving until Halle reaches up a hand and the strange fierce head dips to nudge Halle in the sternum, ignoring the raised hand that pats gently around the hinges of Pelōŕios’ jaw.
“Come visit,” Halle says with all the emphasis possible.
“When we’re all Independents,” I say as cheerfully as I can, and Halle nods solemnly at me, because as far as Halle’s concerned that’s the sort of promise I can be expected to drag myself out of my grave to keep.
“The food stays cold until you open it.”
Mikka nods, too, and hugs me again, because Mikka’s past saying anything. Then they’re on the barge and I carefully don’t stand there because I can see them all the way home if I work at it a bit, no matter where I’m facing.
Pelōŕios walks slowly beside me all the way to the hospital, and thinks four times about snorfling at the back of my neck, and never does.
Grue’s coming off shift. The brewers are each in a coma, they’re supposed to be, Grue half-jokes about it being necessary purely to withstand the itching as swathes of skin and flesh regrow.
The pain is worse, especially when the growth process makes new muscle twitch so it grows in with tone. It’s fine if a baby can’t hold their head up for awhile, but not so good in an adult. Then we want them to hold still even though they feel like they’re drowning under complex fluid in a thoroughly opaque vat. The hospital calls it a burn bed, all the hospitals do, but it’s one big piece of fired ceramic.
Really expensive ceramic, there are layers of bindings and points of congruence all through it. A provincial hospital has six, and it was four the year I was born. They take a specialized wreaking team a year to make now, it used to be closer to two. Halt says the first one took close to fifteen years to get a working prototype, the Independent Sorrow was known for it.
Halt also says no one ever came out sane until the medical profession figured out the coma part, late in the first century of the Peace.
These patients ought to come out hale, Grue’s mostly hopeful, so much of the problem with severe burns is getting the patient’s mind to believe in the cessation of pain. Nobody regenerates very well if they’re experiencing their injury as ongoing. Actual regeneration takes an application of the Power, but you’re doing it for someone, you need to get them to believe in their eventual health and wholeness.
“It must be very tempting.”
Grue smiles in a way I’m surprised Pelōŕios doesn’t shy away from. “Only permissible when you’re preventing immediate self-harm and nothing else will do. ‘Don’t jump’ is legal. ‘Lie still’ would be if it was just me and multiple patients.” Grue sounds whimsical, but it’s the whimsical-by-willpower version, not the way Grue sounds explaining evolution to Dove’s neeves.
How you tell when it was some ancient sorcerer or actual selection isn’t as easy as you’d think, because as soon as the sorcerer stops altering things, selection starts in.
“Somewhere out there, there’s something Halt has to be cautious about.” I’m doing everything I can to keep my voice light.
Grue nods, once.
“There’s a context in which the Commonweal is a bid in a selective process, a long term one, many thousands of years.” Not just Halt’s. All the Old Ones have to know, the Line and Parliament have to be supposing it’s there at a minimum.
Grue nods again. I can feel the tension in Grue. Pelōŕios can, the sidelong gaze isn’t in fear of Grue this time.
“At least one of the somethings will see me as the vulnerable component to the wizard-team, and I should think about that before I attempt my metaphysical transition.” Carefully, because you’re sure you flubbed it, and I don’t understand why.
“That would be a good idea.” Grue’s having trouble keeping their voice even, or loud enough to hear.
“Before I worry about that, there’s Pelōŕios and shape offers, there’s warding classes, and there’s an own-work project. Am I missing anything?”
Grue goes from tense to smiling in half a second. “Don’t leave what you want to be called until the last second. You can get stuck with a childhood nickname that way.”
My turn to nod. Custom says you don’t tell anyone, that you should fall out of the records under your metabolic name and come back in under your Independent one with no formal connection.
I thought that was bizarrely cautious when I first heard about it.
“Pelōŕios?”
The half-whistled breath of Yes? comes back.
“If you want to try the shape alteration, is there anywhere in particular you’d prefer to try it?”
Grue’s face quirks along with the smile. “‘Anywhere away from the Independent Grue’ is a fine answer.”
Pelōŕios whistles cheerfully, three notes. “Somewhere near Long Pond.”
After running.
Chapter 42
Zora
Half way to Blue Creek, Pelōŕios starts talking.
The birds of thy whim sing not but one song.
It’d be rude to make birds that perched in the refectory and cackled. Or sang the same thing over and over until someone threw a plate.
A kilometre goes by on each side of a distance marker. I’m not entirely sure the birds will be welcome as they are. Might have to move them to the Round House.
Eirene hath named them each and several Pelōŕios says. I should not thee fear their welcome.
What Pelōŕios says next is Curse all cowardice.
I may me not sing six notes, Pelōŕios says, of an incapacity entire. It maketh me no sorcerer among unicorns, who all do by song.
Two barges to wave at, one after the other. They wave back, we’ve become enough known to take any hesitancy out of the replies.
Giving you another kind of metabolism is meant to not alter you.
Such was my surmise. Pelōŕios sounds amused. Be so great in care as thou might wish, and yet I shalt not much me comprehend thy subtlety of working.
Pelōŕios doesn’t say anything else the whole rest of the run, because Pelōŕios can tell I’m thinking. The rest of us can tell what I’m thinking, which is mostly that it really wouldn’t be difficult.
It wouldn’t be any more difficult to make Pelōŕios into a hair ornament with living eyes, whole of mind and memory and happy to be worn. Proper dynamic happiness, not definitional, the whole structure’s just there if I think about it because closeness and a sense of value are mighty things.
By chance it’s the same judge, Westcreek Town has twelve, and I don’t think their rotation is as simple as the décade days. A judge is always available for attestation of contracts and other commercial functions, you might have to go find them in a small place where the judges work part-time, but in Westcreek Town there’s an office, the Peace-gesith shares the building with the Lug-gesith in the south-east corner of town, so it’s convenient to the Creek and the canal and the shipping-yards, which are where most of the work comes from. Hardly anyone needs a contract attested personally more often than once a year, but every barge load is going somewhere, and the terms and delivery both need to be attested. Easier than hoping there’s a judge available at the judging-hall, where the doors don’t get opened without scheduled cause.
I go bipedal as soon as we’re at the contracts office, the clerk’s very polite about whether or not I can ask an ethics question verbally, those are usually formally worded and written and submitted to at least three and more likely five judges to consider for as long as required, this is much more like asking if there’s any point to the formal version.
The judge is visibly cheerful about the whole prospect, “Something I don’t see every day,” and ushers us into the room with the copies of the Whole Book and the Books Describing the Law, detailed references to precedents. Five hundred years of precedents, well, five hundred and forty as of Festival, the Ur-law, and eight gesiths worth of regulations is shelves over two walls of the room. Pelōŕios fits in anyway, it’s a substantial room.
The judge gets seated, waves me at a chair, and we get the consulting judge look, a little friendly and a lot interested, and Pelōŕios, sleek and shining from having run a couple hundred kilometres, says “I would be hale.”
That takes explanation, but not very much; any Commonweal judge will consider ability with the Power part of “hale,” insurance cases when people leave a focus-team due to Power-injury happen every year. Those are difficult injuries, people don’t often recover, with prospects worse than the usual run of being hit in the head.
I have to explain that there is some urgency, I am only certainly available this season and I really ought to do this, if it’s going to be done, before I learn warding because right now I’ve got, I can’t say “an uncomplicated,” most people don’t have two shapes to choose from, but a straightforward possibility of transmitting a unicorn shape that’s not an obligate metavore and reflexively predatory about it. Still a metavore, strictly, and one with an additional simiform shape, but it’s something that Pelōŕios could adopt, it would be comprehensible and voluntary. The more I learn, especially the potential consequences to the working link of learning warding, the less true that’s likely to be.
The judge nods, quite solemn. “We should require some attestation from a knowledgeable Independent concerning the metaphysical constraints.”
As a student, I don’t have a legally sound professional opinion. It makes “should require” with the judicial “we” a tactful choice of verb.
Outside, in the main office, the clerk is saying “Second door,” and I’m putting a hand on Pelōŕios’ neck because the judge does have to go deal with a contract attestation, if that’s what this is. Then I hear the tapping.
The door opens before Halt gets to it, as doors do. It closes with no sign of any effort on Halt’s part. The judge maintains an impassive countenance, that’s the phrase from the Peace-gesith’s regulations. It doesn’t look especially difficult.
“It was Halt last time,” the judge says to me, perhaps amused, and offers a chair. Halt says thank-you and sits down in the same chair that’s always there when Halt wants one.
Halt’s view of our learning warding is succinct. “We will attempt to provide sufficient instruction to prevent comprehensive death, but this remains an experiment.”
The judge doesn’t like that, and it takes a bit more explanation, around the working link and winding up involuntarily disjunct, that’s one of the concerns in the original application to the ethics board for permission to try teaching collective external Power working. One member of the team spontaneously developing warding might doom everyone. It’s not certain doom, but it does rely on a willingness to stay unwarded with each other once we have another option.
That seems much more unlikely to everyone else than it does to us.
The office switches shifts at lunch; we follow the judge over to the Professions House and dining room. It’s quite large, the nominal House is a square of buildings around a central yard, but the important thing is that ten of the twelve judges are there. After lunch, a null and careful random means select a committee of five, and we wind up in the courtyard in the restful shade structure, along with two clerks, another null, and seven interested teachers and accountants and one chemist who have no fixed responsibilities this afternoon.
What I propose to do, I set out in functional terms, and Halt confirms that it is, in Halt’s judgement, both plausible and probable of success, but certainly novel. Halt doesn’t say “novel in Commonweal practice,” and I think two of the judges catch that. I certainly do.
The issue of personality alteration comes up. I point out it’s not, from a certain perspective, different from administering pain-killers or the memory-blur used on conscious trauma, especially weed-rescues. It’s even less different from seeing the malnourished eat well that will of a certainty alter both thoughts and the capacity for thinking. Pelōŕios has a meaningful degree of choice in adopting the new shape, Pelōŕios has to do that consciously, and there’s some portion of the usual developmental range available for consciously applied variation. I don’t know what proportion, there’s no experiential basis to even guess, but the mechanism and the available pattern of the shape allow in principle for the full developmental range. What’s proposed is not a dislocation of history, not an attempt to correct the general errors when Unicorn Fours were created, it’s a synthetic but more cohesive shape being used to replace the existing shape of a person who is by heredity a metaphysical creature, a shape that provides a different, larger, and undiminished scope for future possibility, the only thing being lost is the obligate metavory. Making sure that shape includes an ability to sing is not a substantial alteration. Significant all you like, but as effort it’s easier than a change in coat-colour would be.
Which means I have to explain where I got my unicorn shape, how it differs from shapeshifting, and what “synthetic” means in a context of species-names. One of the clerks says “Graul?” in inquisitive tones, and Halt’s head shakes. “No contributory species names in graul,” Halt says.
There’s a pause while the clerks get everything written down a little more neatly than their first burst of shorthand notes. I get to read the neat version, and either correct it or attest it. I make a few corrections where there are definite rather than probabilistic assertions, and attest it.
Halt gets given the attested version, adjusts their spectacles in what I am sure is pure theatre, and reads the whole thing twice. Halt adds an addendum that this is, in Halt’s Independent judgement, something that could really work as described were it ever tried by me specifically, and attests that. Something absolutely terrifying swirls up in the smoke of no present burning in the yard behind the witnesses. Halt looks sternly at it, says hmph, and makes a dismissive gesture. It goes away before many of the people around us have managed a good look.
The least disturbed judge asks Pelōŕios to explain why they think adopting a different shape is a good idea.
There’s a single long rising whistle that loses all its force before the tone would crack glass.
“Hath ye any as holds them knowledge-actual of unicorns?” Pelōŕios’ ears and neck and single cracking tail-flick say harsh grin but I don’t see anyone else who sees it.
Well, except Halt. Pelōŕios wasn’t including Halt in that question.
All the judges say “No.”
“Hath lived as I thought to die, full-up of pain and hunger. Have been given nothing as the price of life absent pain, ‘tis what is done, a thing but of manners.”
Pelōŕios’ head rocks side to side, strange and snaky. “Zora thinks it right that I should never hunger more, for that hunger is a death of choice.”
Pelōŕios glitters, hard and sharp and edged. The hungry shadow doesn’t react, the hungry shadow isn’t there.
Halt doesn’t look the least bit concerned, Halt is binding on a new colour of yarn.
“You know not what you do.” All the words are intelligible, Pelōŕios isn’t collapsing into whistles, but this doesn’t sound diffident, or calm, this isn’t Pelōŕios’ usual tone.
“Have seen mountains dance, and nothing wake to peace.”
One or two judges nod. Pelōŕios was in the nothingness for a little while at the lower Third. Some of the engineering reports have it that the unicorn was laughing ringing mad laughter.
“The greater power might be fled, might be served in obedience so entire as strength-superior shall exact.” Pelōŕios’ voice breaks into a single long descending whistle, Unicorn Four for “you are more of an idiot than I thought.” In Unicorn, that’s a remark, not definite contempt.
“Yet you hold not so, hath made it the greater serves the lesser so that all might be greater, and you know not what you do.”
Everyone’s paying attention to the extremely vehement unicorn. I really shouldn’t want to laugh.
“Art born to peace, if peace be this; art born to certainties made, as though wert actual. To constraint of risk for manners. Found I not it so, and if present luck asks risk for severance of certain fate, I ask how could it not.”
could it not hangs there as ripples on the air, emphasis enough to alter the world. Everything goes quiet except Halt’s knitting needles, clicking contentedly.
A sheet and then two and three sheets of paper goes back and forth along the judges, annotated at each. Much too formal for a preliminary hearing.
One judge, not the first one Pelōŕios and I were speaking to, says “We understand that the procedure considered results in a disjunction of existence.”
The answer to that is either “Yes and no” or math; I present the simple version of the math, we’ve all finally learnt how to do the kind of illusion that’s square on to everyone looking at it. There’s a rustle and one of the school teachers and two of the accountants call for a pause and go out, quickly. They come back with colleagues and reference books and a stack of large paper. There’s a replication of the proof, complete with a couple of assistive comments from Halt.
One of the accountants, no, there’s the pin, that’s a full actuary, presents the conclusions to the court, which summarize as “If it works, the subject will always have been that way.”
There’s a plausible nervousness, because everything else won’t have been, and Halt gives me a look.
I put up the corollaries, which are much tougher math but come down to “it doesn’t splash.” That almost makes everyone late for dinner, the judges request a return in the morning, and away we go.
The rest of us are sympathetic to Pelōŕios, full of minor experiments, and only a little worried about me. Spook, entirely material, wanders over and purrs into the base of Pelōŕios’ jaw after the music has ended and everybody’s waiting for the nibbles to come round. Pelōŕios never quite knows how to understand it when Spook does that.
The next morning has more teachers and accountants and two observing judges. The three people, one teacher and two actuaries, who were verifying the provided proof look like they got no sleep at all.
The teacher and the actuaries agree that the proof is sound, that the consequential distance is proportionally short, that the result of changing Pelōŕios aren’t going to be noticeable, the lower Third Valley, where the change became something that happened tens of thousands of years ago, barely splashed the whole time of the Displaced’s habitation, and that’s in part because we made it do that. We had to make sure the people didn’t get caught across the disjunction. Pelōŕios isn’t going to affect anyone else. Any bacteria get adjusted, I don’t know if unicorns have commensal bacteria, it seems likely but there haven’t been any studies. Parasites won’t be doing well with a healthy unicorn, even nearly dead Pelōŕios didn’t have any.
Though I’d certainly check. Rendering some parasite a metaphysic organism with a direct metabolic link to the Power isn’t a small mistake.
There’s a “How can that possibly?” question, and Halt stops knitting and slides their glasses down their nose before looking at the questioner. “The Power has a vast selection of rules.” Halt being definite requires a ten minute pause for composure.
Pelōŕios probably looks composed to everyone else. It would be improper to say anything, but I can wave illusory wings. Everyone else will think that’s me being nervous about Halt.
Halt being definite is comfort. Us-together rhetorically blame Ed.
The judges recover their composure; the increasing stack of paper acquires the attested proofs, and more notes among the judges.
The five sitting judges request our indulgence and go out. The two observing stay sitting and go right on saying nothing.
It takes close to four hours for the judges to come back. Halt’s served tea twice, the second time substantially. Halt’s substantial teas do for lunch, which we’re all skipping because no one wants to walk away and maybe miss the answer. Pelōŕios has taken to making increasingly complex illusory patterns. Two of the observing school teachers have taken to talking to Pelōŕios in between patterns despite a challenging lack of common topics of conversation.
The judges come back. They don’t all look composed, though they do by the time they’ve sat down and put their hats on in formal indication of judgement.
“This is a challenging question,” the original judge says. “It is unquestionable that a degree of alteration impermissible in any person of material heritage is proposed.”
There’s a pause. Pelōŕios doesn’t look worried because Halt doesn’t look interested, never mind concerned. I think that’s reassuring myself.
“Yet it is a strong principle of the Ur-law that there shall be no prescriptive norm; that declaring any one single state of being correct for all at all times shall not be done, howsoever it may be necessary that the common constraints of conduct be enacted impartially and generally. What is unacceptable control of a person of material heritage may not be for one of metaphysical heritage, and this remains as true for a guest as for a citizen.”
There’s a signature and a passing of the paper stack to the next judge over.
“What it is lawful for a sorcerer to do has nothing to do with the status of their subject or subjects, citizen or guest or hostile presence,” is said in a strong certain voice. “So what is permitted here must be permitted generally.”
There’s a pause, an inhale, this is not something this particular judge finds easy in their axioms, however much their intellectual agreement might exist.
“Yet we do not always insist that what is permitted be the same for all species, or circumstances, as we must not; the patient long in a deliberate coma while their treatment progresses must receive some mental stimulation, which is in strict construction alteration of the mind by the Power. Any hospital in the Commonweal must as the law requires provide a service able to cause replacement teeth to grow, a certain alteration of the material body by the Power.”
The, well, witnesses, are rustling a little.
“To extend a general permission to offer a new embodiment or new metabolism remains entirely improper.”
When a judge, a sitting judge in their office, says “improper” they don’t mean “rude,” they mean “obviously outside the Ur-Law’s strictures.”
That judge signs, and the stack of paper passes again to the next judge.
“In this specific case, we find that a Unicorn Four, any Unicorn Four, is incapable of living in the Peace. They are by their design obligate metavores, a condition beyond their individual or collective power to remedy, it being well-accepted that the range of sorcerous talent possible in their species is neither of the correct kind, nor in extent of the necessary degree.”
Pelōŕios, whose conduct really has been impeccable, goes very still.
If they were upset with you specifically, it would be phrased differently.
There’s a single acknowledging tail-flick.
“The present mechanism permitting Pelōŕios’ presence as a guest, while efficacious, is intolerable in general principle, it being unacceptable to require anyone to conduct their life to the specific benefit of another person. The Law does not require so much from parents, it cannot require such a cost in circumstances of lesser obligation.”
One of the risks, that the court would just tell Pelōŕios to leave the Commonweal.
“It does not benefit the Peace to be shrunken or narrow. It may not benefit the Peace to include unicorns, but it certainly does not benefit the Peace to turn away from consideration of the possibility.”
Another signature, another judge.
“It is a strong principle of the Ur-Law that the Commonweal does not engage in conquest.”
Not at all what I was expecting. Pelōŕios is baffled and astonished, Halt’s not even slightly surprised.
“To convert anyone into a form more suitable to the Peace is problematic under this principle. Yet we find a distinction between more suitable and possible at all; the difficulties of those ill-suited to the Peace are distinct from those of persons simply incapable in their creation from participating in the Peace, where such incapability is on the order of obligate anthrophagy, from which we do not find the obligate metavory of Unicorn Fours significantly distinct.”
There’s a pause, a tapping of papers, what looks a little bit like a struggle for an appropriately still degree of composure.
“In these narrow and constrained circumstances, we find that such alteration may be considered medical treatment and not conquest.”
Which is fair, because conquest is entirely what it could be. The temptation to make people less annoying isn’t trivial.
Complete silence, listening to the pen scratch and the paper stack pass to the last of the five judge panel.
The last judge says “It is implicit in the mathematics of the proposed working that Pelōŕios may be entirely changed. It is explicit in Zora’s description of the process that the intent is to provide an undamaged embodiment, where damage is understood to include prohibitions of conduct asserted by the Independent Grue.”
I get given a very direct look by the whole committee of judges.
“Any working for the specific purpose of removing those prohibitions would not be lawful, as direct alteration of a sophont mind, absent pressing and unavoidable need.”
I nod. Being irrationally frightened of one Independent isn’t pressing, and there are easier ways to solve the problem, so it isn’t unavoidable, either.
“In this specific case, where the transformation has other purpose and is itself of pressing medical necessity, this court does not require you to replace what must be acknowledged as harm.”
I nod again. You never thank judges for the judgement given, judgement is outside of courtesy.
The fifth signature. The stack of paper handed to the clerks, who are visibly aware that this judgement is going to wind up in next year’s Book Describing the Law.
There’s a pause, and nearly all the witnesses carefully keep themselves from saying anything. The first judge looks at Pelōŕios directly, and points out carefully that the transformation is permitted, rather than required; Pelōŕios’ guest status is not dependent on accepting to be transformed, it is legal solely if Pelōŕios specifically wishes to undertake the procedure.
Pelōŕios nods back solemnly, the careful version intelligible to humans, horn a little off the direct line.
All five judges go right on looking concerned. Metaphysical creatures are more vulnerable, not less, to being influenced by strong expressions of the Power around them.
“Zora were greatly wroth,” Pelōŕios says, “that Grue, whom Zora much reveres, had done so small a thing.”
The judges don’t follow.
“No quarrel but that Zora believes your laws.” Pelōŕios has trouble believing that, this is intellectual conviction, trust in observation, more than Pelōŕios’ own belief.
“It is either Halt’s Commonweal or the Commonweal’s Halt,” Pelōŕios says. “That ye know not which says it is not all one, the one at the one time and the other at another, and yet peace.” Pelōŕios really doesn’t believe in peace as an ongoing process, you can hear that in their tone. “If I am to be again Zora’s Pelōŕios, I may be that or I may face the future starving.”
There’s a pause. Everyone manages to remember that even a large unicorn can’t maintain much territory against a herd of unicorns, that the available range of unicorn habitation has shrunk sharply with the settlement of the Folded Hills, that Pelōŕios isn’t being pessimistic to expect a starving future.
The judges accept that as a plausible reason. Individuals can recognize that all choice rests on getting yourself into the future, too.
One judge says “For the benefit of a guest, I say that the purpose of law in the Commonweal is to prevent a distinction of persons from being significant.”
The twist in Pelōŕios’ neck is incomprehension, and the judge recognizes it.
“It matters not who you are, but only what you do.”
Pelōŕios whistles agreement, remembers, and nods.
One after another, all five judges attest the judgement, of name and office and untrammelled will.
A witness asks if it would be possible to have observers for the actual working.
Halt points out, delicately, that it’s not a minor working. Enough warding to comply with safety expectations will prevent any detailed observation.
“Was it not just decided that the working won’t affect anything but the subject?” One of the observing judges.
“Were the working to slip subjects,” Halt says, entirely cheerful, and the asker subsides. The Galdor-gesith’s regulations insist on that possibility being considered.
I can’t bear trying to explain that the lower Third wasn’t my quantity of Power.
Your quantity of Power back of some subtle form quite suffices, Zora dear.
Halt approves.
Halt approves so very much.
Chapter 43
Zora
Chloris gets a disturbing expression when Pelōŕios walks into dinner bipedal, enough that Dove makes the kind of mock-reproving face your lovers do when you’re being too open for the setting.
Ed takes Chloris’ hand.
The focused expression passes off Chloris with something close to a shudder.
Pelōŕios isn’t sure what the expression means, or that it’s safe. When you know what Chloris is, that’s more frightening than merely social concern.
Chloris would rather have more lovers. Honesty, Zora. Your simiform shape is very much to Chloris’ tastes.
Chloris doesn’t hear us, the rest of us are scrupulously polite, but Pelōŕios’ face now has expressions the rest of us find comprehensible without borrowing my mind.
“Twenty-three decimetres of elegant muscle with delicate expressive features,” Chloris says, voice carefully conversational. “Striking colour scheme, too.” Chloris grins.
Creeks are shades of green and brown, medium to dark, except for our eyes. Pelōŕios’ skin is the black of greased iron. It’s a striking contrast to flyaway thistledown hair. I’ll have to explain braiding sometime soon.
Not as striking as granulated silver irises against sclera only slightly less dark than Pelōŕios’ simiform skin shade. Chloris’ reaction is first and most obvious, but very far from the only one.
Chairs are a new thing. Spoons make Pelōŕios look entirely morose.
“You don’t have to practice here,” Dove says, from what is hopefully the optimal place on the escalating scale of authority and terror if you’re still a unicorn looking at us.
Pelōŕios nods in real relief.
You should be at least as co-ordinated with thumbs as I am, which is true, but from how long it took me to be comfortable really running as a unicorn it’ll be a few days before you’re settled in to your simiform self-image.
The which I have had me all my days. Pelōŕios is a little bit less surprised, hour by hour, that the working was successful. Or that I haven’t bound them in some subtle way, I’m not sure.
Not that thou might do it, but that such a thing might be done.
Pelōŕios’ notions of what sorcery can accomplish have been having a rough time with us.
Consider the present example of my teachers.
It really wouldn’t do to consider their pre-Commonweal example for the two of them that have one.
Pelōŕios doesn’t move, doesn’t make any audible sound, but I get the strange combination of a snort and a shudder.
Wake’s benevolence has a little bit of a smile in it, saying “Tomorrow may not do for ward instruction, since neither I nor Blossom might devote a sufficient portion of the day. Please avoid anything strenuous tomorrow, and expect all the day after shall go to ward-working.”
It’s been months since we’ve all put in a day together on learning something new and metaphysical. I can feel that awareness passing through us together.
Wake nods. “Warding, and then your own-work projects, remain of the formal syllabus.”
Wake doesn’t, really doesn’t, actually say Not a time to lapse in caution, we all hear it in our heads in Wake’s voice anyway.
Which I suppose is an educational success.
The warding class is going to be in the Eastern Waste, way out past Edge Creek on a salt flat too contaminated with ancient ichor and little sputtering pockets of malice to be good for anything at all. If Pelōŕios wants to keep me company, we need to get permission to run there tomorrow, because the rest of us will take long steps to get there.
Shalt I not be well content to inhabit the Wood of New Hope?, Pelōŕios says, meaning the planting along Long Pond. The wood of thy thought is all of comfort, as thy companions arrayed for war are not.
As indeed they are not, no matter what anyone thinks of unicorns.
I am as thou now accounted of the eighth ilk of unicorn Pelōŕios says, smiling, and I wind up putting my forehead on Pelōŕios’, just under the horn, standing under the porch of the Round House because it feels true.
“Entirely factual” and “feels true” still aren’t the same thing, even when most of your mind has nothing to do with any inheritance of flesh anymore.
The salt flat is depressing.
Regular salt pan is only almost lifeless but this one feels utterly so. It feels blighted, and not really that long ago, in a some-of-the-people-I’m-descended-from-were-here way, certainly pre-Commonweal but maybe not pre-Creeks-species.
Sixty square kilometres isn’t that surprising, there were some big lakes in the eastern part of the Creeks. The amount of contour, the lobate shape, and the strange hard crust even where you can’t see discolourations where something splashed into the salt all argue nothing much in the way of natural processes were involved.
The light doesn’t help, pitiless sun through dry air, and still low with morning.
Encourages the correct frame of mind Dove says, as we stand on the one salt hill that isn’t dark with ancient ichor.
No one wants to talk. No one wants to breathe deeply.
Wake looks less benevolent. Not angry, not threatening, but the slow wind and the salt and the horror ringing out of the landscape are weaker things than Wake.
In this time, an Independent of the Commonweal.
Wake’s much older than the First Commonweal is, or was. I’m four times older than the Second, today; I’ll always be a little older.
Maybe someday someone’s going to look at me and suppose that I’ll naturally outlast everything around me, geology or not.
“Warding,” Wake says, “is a demarcation. The Power imposes separation between the categories specified.”
Which is a prefatory remark, the what and not the how.
“In the usual course of events, the first thing any practitioner learns is to ward, as part of protecting themselves from the Power.”
Which we all know. Wake doesn’t usually tell us things we already know.
“Have to ward our own output,” Ed says, halfway to a smile.
Wake produces a single solemn nod.
Our quite ridiculous output, individually or collectively.
“Haven’t we been separating things our whole course of study?” I’m remembering, well, everything, starting with making corundum with just enough oxygen and with the trace metals in just the right amounts and places.
“As a matter of applied will,” Wake says, “requiring some present awareness.”
I’m thinking, Chloris is thinking, not especially, because sorting elements together doesn’t, not anymore. I have to think more about braiding my hair. Dove and Edgar don’t usually sort elements when we work together, they’re why something is disintegrating into component atoms, but none of us really have to think about it. Even immaterial Constant, too much corundum and too many binding structures where the copper has to stay out of the gold and the glass.
Ed’s presence in the link goes shuddering — Ed doesn’t, you do — and there’s a growing ball of power. It gets about a metre across and hangs there, tending slowly upward. There isn’t any oxygen in it, and it keeps going despite not being an active working and being set in the air without a solid anchor.
There’s five spheres in short order. Constant mimes exhaling theirs to size. Mine isn’t any more difficult than paying attention to Ed’s and thinking that’s how it works. Dove’s just appears, I think Dove’s understood wards since we helped Blossom with the battle-standards.
Wake looks pleased. I don’t think any of the teachers are going to owe another five marks in gold, but I could be wrong.
We unstructure the spheres before they float very far. That particular structure in the Power seems much more stable than anything in the air ought to be.
Wake watches the faint sparkle in the air and stands on another hilltop. Wake’s voice comes to us calm and conversational across kilometres. “Before you attempt a collective ward, consider that you need to breathe.”
Since the ward won’t necessarily drop, indeed should not drop, just because we’ve all lost consciousness.
Though maybe Dove and Edgar wouldn’t. And Constant can’t need to breathe.
The link’s a good way to have a discussion, though this time there isn’t much of one, Constant has been thinking about the whole thing.
We’ve used ward-like things for years Constant says, and presents a structure.
It’s not a tetrahedron. The distance between Dove and Edgar’s less, the distance between Chloris and Constant is more than Dove and Edgar but it’s smaller than the distance between either of them and either Dove or Edgar. Constant’s a property of Dove and Edgar’s consonance, don’t ask me how Constant can be further from them than they are from each other. Don’t ask Blossom unless you’re comfortable visualizing seven-dimensional geometry. Four isosceles triangles, and, really, none of them are that far apart. The thing glitters down its immaterial edges, keenest across Dove and Edgar.
I go in the centroid of the shape, where I ought not to fit but Constant suborned another unsuspecting geometry in subtle ways and there I am, or at least metaphysical-me, the physical’s still standing on the horrible salt. We go for twelve metres, ten would be enough but twelve is a more mystical number.
The light dims, and I feel less like I ought to be wearing another hat around my neck to stop the sunlight bouncing up off the salt.
Wake appears next to the ward, smiles, and steps straight through.
Chloris thinks something harsh. The ward is strong, but it’s one single layer addressing energy. Wake knows more about that than we do.
The battle-standards use a selection of ward layers, half of them initially picked randomly from a much larger number. There’s always a kinetic dump, a barrier to life, and a barrier to the Power. There’s always a reflection of compulsion, an obstruction of demons, and a diffusion of charge into set grounding channels.
There’s always, in the new ones, a barrier to dust.
We get into a good technical bicker. We can all remember all the layers that went into the battle-standards, I don’t think we could do equivalent workings to every last one of them, but we don’t need to, really. What we need is an individual ability to put up an effective ward immediately, once it’s up there’s a little more time to think about specific specialized problems like demons or creatures protected from the Power.
Constant’s fix for protected creatures is a middle layer of active vacuum. The creature might be protected from the Power but the air in their lungs or equivalent generally isn’t.
Which is too much detail, Dove points out. It’s not just the ability to raise wards quickly, it’s the ability to keep the link functioning despite wards, warding has an inescapable relationship between surface area and strength. If we’re not standing right beside each other, we won’t be in the same bubble, and someone skilled can try to follow the channels for the link through the ward.
Well, someone skilled, but more likely demons. That’s the sort of thing demons do.
Then there’s the problem that we’re not all equivalently good at things, never mind the amount of Power, I’d have a lot of trouble with Dove’s non-repeating mass of snowflakes made out of the name of fire and so constructed to fix in place the protean nature of demons. I can understand it, it’s not difficult to understand if someone shows you one, but it’s difficult to do. Ed’s Bide against this place of earth, to keep the ward from being ripped off the substrate, I couldn’t do at all. Ed says it quietly, and it still makes Wake wince.
We seem to be, shielded is too strong, but we’re always sort of metaphysically behind Ed when something declarative gets said. It helps.
Chloris’ trick from early in our second year, make the idea of a binding in your head, hang small workings on the idea, generalizes a little. Everybody can have a stable one, we’ve all got that for repetitive workings like water-gates, everybody has a selection. We can pass the individual workings around so everyone’s got the same basic sixteen things, and then Wake mentions cognitive toxins, coercive summoning — where they summon you out of your ward — and the actual ambulatory dead. So the basic list goes up to thirty two, and then we put a lot more thought into energy handling, a basic ward sits there and ablates as it gets pounded on, you’re in a race between your ability to maintain structure in the Power and the ability of impinging forces to disrupt it. I can do stuff with motion, a kinetic mirror instead of a straight kinetic dump into some hapless mass, Dove and Constant can do things with the straight-up Power, and Chloris can do things with entropy to make what impinges become organized, to feed into the warding instead of disrupting it. That’s easiest with charge but it generalizes. Ed, individually, can go declarative about what ends the Power serves, or eat the energy, or recreate it as warding, and none of the rest of us can begin to do the first two but the third one, as a not-technically-an-enchantment hung on the binding, is possible.
Constant and Ed produce this combination of the declarative underpinnings of names and math and something that’s probably an enchantment if you can look at it from the right increased-dimensional angle. We all have to do it at the same initial time, but it stuffs the working link into a shifting haze of partial dimensions, the shift follows rules but not readily apparent ones, you’d have to do a lot of difficult math very fast to do something useful before the next shift happens. If you could see through the outer ward shells well enough to tell what’s happening. Something, somewhere, probably can; some great king among demons, some hypothesized terrible entity from well beyond the world.
If you’re not that thing, you’d have no idea the working link was even there. Not available as a way in.
The math doesn’t get easier to deduce the next change after it’s run for awhile, the possibilities grow because it’s inherently impossible to observe the partial dimensions perfectly. We should just run this part after we’re Independents. We’d need to have Grue and Blossom there, if they’re going to keep being able to participate in the link.
There’s a chorus of the idea of nods.
Can just run it today Dove says, and we do. It’s not easy, incorporating an enchantment’s much more difficult than a binding, and the three strongest aren’t especially material anymore. Well, Ed’s sort of meta-material. Takes almost an hour, but we do it.
Wake watches the whole thing with an interested expression. If we were being silly or chasing a cuckoo, Wake would say something.
If we spread out over the hilltop, we can bubble up individually, and keep the link. We can keep the link at full output, we try it and I can’t tell a difference, I know it’s there, it’s observable, but it’s not something I feel while I’m working.
We can walk the bubbles into each other and merge, too. We walk them back out and add personal layers and walk them back in. There’s a standard order, Dove-Constant-Ed-Chloris-me, that we adopted for “whose job is this?” questions, and it’s been reflex for years. Load balancing large output doesn’t encourage introspection. The joint ward’s got the personal layers in that order. The joint, resumed, something, ward has everybody inside Constant’s metaphysical structure. We can hand bubble responsibility around the structure, everybody can put the whole link into it, run the output up or down, switch layers in or out, either off the binding or something novel. Everybody’s got “air quality” on their idea-of-a-binding, and Ed’s declarative binding-to-the-earth is in the idea, not an individual automated working hung off the hook, it’s not a layer of the ward, but a property of any ward instantiated in that way. None of the rest of us could do it except Ed, but we can pass immaterial anything through the link, so all I’ve got to do is not lose my instance of the idea. The declaration can go with closing the bubble off with a floor, which is harder but not enough harder not to do. Nobody wants to find out their ward’s filled up with ground-nesting hornets or worse, and while harder is also slower, we can make it three stage, so the bubble comes up fast, the floor goes in, and the declaration applies.
Wake has this one brief smile that looks contented, and knocks for admittance.
The whole thing blinks out. It has to: we didn’t include a door.
“Do not,” Wake says, while we’re thinking about whether or not we should. “The cost in strength does not repay itself in utility.”
Ed gets a narrow look and creates a barrier to probability sliding, a fancy one able to recognize individuals and present an option of admittance to citizens of the Commonweal. The construct gets passed to Wake, who nods solemnly, takes it, and makes three changes. It doesn’t just block, it bounces, in random directions and to random degrees but certainly to an uninhabited and unpleasant place. Someone who hits it hard could be four universes over and not know where they are or why there’s no air, something that Ed just isn’t hard-hearted enough to want to do by default, and it goes much less apparent. I have to think about it to tell what the working is, now, and I know.
Ed thanks Wake, makes copies, and passes them around. I duplicate mine, and alter the duplicate to bounce anybody who hits it at whatever degree of effort into a specific partial probability, nothing fully real, but enough to keep someone relatively regular alive even if time wasn’t very slow there.
Anybody I need a ward for by myself, it’s going to end better if I can store them for awhile.
Blossom appears on another hilltop, waves, grins, makes Line “spin it up” gestures, and vanishes.
We-together spin the joint ward as far up as it goes, take a slow deep breath together, and then move how far up it goes further up, because this is Blossom.
Can’t see out very well, can still see the crash of white fire.
Can’t feel it, can’t feel any of the next six fast things. The bubble doesn’t budge. No heat, not much light, what I think was crushing force, my layer routed it right back outward, evenly.
The single sharp point of pressure, narrow and exceedingly strong, we can feel. The ward shifts, to oppose with more substance that point. The pressure starts stabbing rapidly for weak spots, like a spirit of chaos trying to darn what it does not understand. The narrow pressure changes faster than the ward can react. We’re getting a wobble. Constant’s expression goes from serene to something saying the best of Dove and Edgar isn’t someone safe to anger before there’s an outer ward layer rolling into its own geometry. At the next contact, the pressure’s devoured into a shining strength for that outer layer.
Dove’s sure the crushing force was the same implode-a-ward-structure technique Blossom uses to compress metal into implausible densities. That’s a good redirect makes it into words with the sun-in-summer approval.
Nothing alive, nothing with a name, no demons, show up to test our ward.
No coercing anything with a mind, no matter how useful it would be.
Blossom appears again, motions “drop.”
Wake nods, and our ward folds up and ceases.
We’re standing in the middle of terrible smells. Ozone, burnt rock, hot salt and ancient ichor, ghastly overtones of something that feels like the taste of a smell of damp.
Blossom makes Power-clearing gestures. It helps with the overtones, but not the smells.
Wake says “An excellent beginning. However,”
And we all say “should we experience doubt in specific ward construction, we shall surely ask.”
Blossom and Wake are both smiling as we start long-stepping back toward Edge Creek and the road home.
It’s somehow three hours after lunch, but none of us want to eat here.
Chapter 44
Chloris
I have been utterly dreading this conversation.
Much better than Mother wanting to know why I was being strange, hard to be worse, Mother wasn’t hearing “strange isn’t voluntary” at all well.
Still.
I like the bitter chocolate, I can safely consume it, and it’s not always for direly serious things. Completely sorcerous social context, maybe? Wake’s got a rule for it.
“Not becoming unduly eccentric.” Wake’s not really benevolent. Wake’s just about impossible to threaten, Wake knows this, it’s not the same thing.
I get a nod.
“Yet I still take comfort in the rituals of my childhood.” There’s a small wave of the tall ceramic tumbler.
“Halt may not, but if Halt does not, I know of no other.” Wake’s quite calm. “Becoming an Independent does not transform one into an unearthly being.”
I don’t manage to say anything, there’s a tangle.
“Becoming unearthly is to become a creature free of its ancestry, its history.”
That’s a real smile. “Even fire elementals, we suspect of possessing history.”
Unicorns certainly do, even after Zora improves them.
“I must enter the magical ecology.” Or fail as an Independent, and die of my talent.
“Picking up the foot yet lightly on the bank.” Wake’s tone, it’s not purely gentle, and Wake’s dropping the social face, rotating.
This is why we’re surrounded by rock.
Wake nods, the face of entropy, an entire breadth of natural law.
I am in part an unearthly being, Wake says.
The metabolic part of me, call it metabolic, is fine, I’m fine, it’s been a few months since I did much thinking with my inherited brain. Not even an impulse to gibber down there.
Several seasons Wake says. It is a subtle process.
Metaphysical part, well, just not frightening. Wake’s concern’s real, kindly, but even without that.
“I’ve been sleeping with, comforted by sleeping with, a starving darkness and the unconquered sun.” Never mind how much sex we’re having, I mean the waking up in strong arms. “Constant’s … ”
Constant’s lovely, and elegant, and hard to describe.
Entropy grins at me, folds back into Wake’s human face.
“Just so. Beneficial to all concerned, yet.”
Wake takes my chocolate tumbler, hands it back full.
“Accurate self-perception is difficult.”
Lots and lots of the dread, right there. Not being able to know what I’m doing, if it’s wrong, how wrong.
“Had we not Blossom, Dove alone would be the single strongest talent known to us. Considered as a sorcerer, Edgar alone may or may not be stronger than Shimmer, though Edgar is relentlessly sane.”
Have to set the tumbler down. Don’t have to hold my head, but I’m going to anyway.
“Contemplating the combination, that Constant is equivalent in potential strength to Blossom, makes Halt giggle. Contemplating the combination has convinced you of several falsehoods.”
Still going to hold my head. Constant’s been doing such a comprehensive job of loving me in return.
“It is true that Dove and Edgar and Constant have borne you up, Power answers Power. You have been given this gift of circumstances, much greater than lovers whom you cannot slaughter by desire.”
“Lovers who won’t die isn’t small.” Two hundred years of never being able to hold anybody, two hundred years of nagging self-doubt, who will I desire and thus kill today?, two hundred years of no least exercise of desire, I can’t imagine how I could possibly survive that.
Just three would be really tough if it wasn’t these three, vast and terrible and somehow that’s a good thing.
“By no means small, yet you have set your estimate of your own strength by the fortunate youth of those fit to devour empires.”
Empires are centuries ago and somewhere else.
“Though the Archon is not called Emperor,” Wake says, “and though Reems is indeed somewhere else,” and I nod.
Sorcerers in Reems just tried to kill a lot of people in the Commonweal. Might not have specifically meant to kill us this time. Next time they’ll be trying to kill me as specifically as they can, because whoever was running that ritual died because I told them to die, to die and be altogether dead.
Just me, there wasn’t any active link then.
Somewhere I turned into someone who doesn’t regret that at all.
Who wouldn’t, without a Peace worth defending, or the fellow-citizens or the lovers. Those are all real and without them, that sorcerer still needed to die.
“Someone most probably greater than a thousand years in age.” Wake’s voice doesn’t pretend this isn’t going to hurt, Wake doesn’t want it to hurt, it’s a fact, the opinion about age is a combination of Wake and Halt, the opinion is a fact and probably accurate.
“I’m twenty five.” If I haven’t, no, I can’t, there’s all these people, I can imagine me losing years, but not the whole gean. Host gean.
Wake nods. “Necromancy is efficient.”
“How strong am I?” Not nearly so strong as Edgar, never mind Dove has stopped meaning what I thought it meant.
“Yourself, today?” Wake moves a hand. “So strong as necromancers become.”
Myself.
“The working link is unprecedented.”
Which I know, so Wake said that so I’d think about it.
Somewhere in Reems, someone in authority, somebody in some kind of political system where they get what they want because they want it, somebody who can order people killed, who is obeyed through force and fear and the exercise of Power, they’re afraid of me.
Wake nods. “As you yourself are unprecedented, in the nature of your skill and the scope of Power afforded you.”
“So I can’t just take that foot off the bank?”
“You could,” Wake says. “It is likely enough to work.”
Time to drink the second tumbler of chocolate. It gets me through the trying to think into actually thinking.
“I have some choice of things to be.”
Wake nods.
“You can’t tell me which one will work best, because everyone’s guessing, Halt’s guessing, you’re guessing, no one’s ever done this before, no entelech has bound to a greater sorcerer, there might have been other things like our working link, but putting a sane entelech in it’s new, the amount of power, the external manipulation, it’s an experiment, it’s an experiment where you’re changing more than one thing at a time.”
Wake nods again. “All facts.”
“So this has to be escaping constraint.”
Wake smiles.
“Your lovers are mightier, and will yet grow in might. You shall not, not in the regular way of things. In skill, in knowledge, in precision, you shall grow, but the strength that has come to you is the whole of your strength should you but lift your foot from the bank and go as the stream goes.”
“Isn’t that supposed to take a hundred years, even in the Commonweal?” Where you’re not desperate for safety, and able to practice without having to flee.
Wake nods.
“Borne up all together,” Wake says. “In a thousand years, perhaps we will know enough of wizard-teams to know if today we ought to be surprised.”
“Has anyone else ever become partially otherworldly?”
Wake says “None known” without a head-shake.
“Nor is it wise to trust good luck to continue.” Wake sounds entirely serious.
“But I ought to know about the possibility.”
Wake nods.
“All-the-way otherworldly just sort of drifts off?”
Wake nods again. “Embodiments of natural principles do not long retain personality.”
Not so well even when people worship them as gods, and try to remind them what they’re like.
Zora’s “things three depressing books agree on” rule. It must be depressing books, or maybe you want to believe whatever candidate fact you’ve found.
Got a social-us question. Lots of rock, fifteen, twenty kilometres distance, it really ought to be more difficult, somehow.
The relevant distance isn’t material. Constant, being sensible.
You know how if you’re somewhere really high, you can see the line of sunrise moving over the world? Like that, only with affection. And diagrams. Ed points out he’s more or less already done this, wasn’t planned, but the Edgar walking around’s not the real Edgar in any sense, it’s something the real Edgar, that vastening embodiment of elemental darkness, constructed.
Dove doesn’t, I don’t, want Ed to put a heart back into his present humanity because this way he warms up just to your body temperature and no further, cuddle for hours and you don’t overheat and get sweaty.
Didn’t plan Dove says, not precisely abashed. Got lucky.
Red-gold fire, coiling, and certainly not Dove’s regular presence in the world. Better an infestation of dragons.
Dove makes a hmph noise, nearly like Halt, and doesn’t argue the point.
Better an infestation of dragons than the non-material part of any of us, really. Even Zora, because nothing would be on fire but everything would be lasting strange.
Zora gave me a bunch of equations just after Festival, precisely how worried Zora doesn’t quite need to be about dying of me and metaphysical contact.
Extra risk, Ed says, but maybe different extra risk? Wake’s not saying it makes you tougher, but it would.
Terrified foreign sorcerers in Reems are just the start.
We don’t get a vote about who you are, Dove says. You won’t suddenly get strong enough to murder us by smooching, anything else we can work with.
Remember that we’re the local gods, Constant says. You don’t need a whole element to be one.
Because it’s social, Constant says, Wake’s, maybe not completely appalled. Nobody has to worship anybody, it’s not a control relationship either way, it’s a reassurance. There’s a grandmother-god, who will resolve your problems. It’s embarrassing, it’s an admission, to ask for the help, no one wants to do it, but they know it’s there. There are gods of death and destruction and healing, we might have more nuance than that, recognize Wake as entropy and not precisely death but socially, people call on Wake when something needs to die.
“Gods who are chastised for arriving late to dinner.”
An immaterial nod. Local gods. It’s a job description, Constant says.
So I’d be Death’s apprentice?
Dove makes a noise. I’m not all of fire.
Lady of the Ice, Constant says. Ice reflects and refracts, you get light and perception in there. Ice that makes all clean. Peaceful death in due season.
Wake’s chocolate tumbler gets set down, tick. Never the tick if Wake doesn’t mean there to be.
“This seems plausible to all of you.”
Spectral nods, my own nod, Dove’s thought saying Constant’s smart.
“I departed my culture of origin to avoid worship,” Wake says, voice dispassionate. “Yet I may not of reason refute you.”
Creek social thing, Dove says. Halt doesn’t have to help anybody, Halt’s too old, absolutely no one is of Halt’s generation, no way to significantly help Halt. No social bonds, never mind what the law says about the Independent Halt, no one believes anything commands Halt except Halt. So the only way to approach Halt is like a local god, the stuff you do to keep the mischief down, to placate the hidden things.
“Conduct entirely invisible to a stranger,” Wake says.
Ever see Eirene have anything alcoholic served without making sure Halt gets offered some first? Dove’s not precisely amused. Then you? She’s smiling, she’s happy, but this isn’t necessarily funny.
Or how no one ever asks you or Halt or Blossom anything until you’re done eating?
“I had thought that courtesy.”
It is, only it’s not the people category. Wake looks at me when I say this, and I can look back. Meet Wake’s eyes, and look back, and Wake’s not, this is what made Ed faint our very first class.
I so do not want to make people faint from seeing me.
There’s an impression of a hug vast as tectonic movement. The other three’s attention goes elsewhere.
Wake looks up, away, probably in the direction of the Round House.
Looks back.
“Local gods.”
“It’s a custom.”
This is so hard to say. “Lady of the Ice is maybe right.” Walls and ditches. Dividing land, sources of rivers, it’s all processes, they don’t plan, they don’t even keep up with people rearranging the geology with other chances, but the idea of some natural order’s there.
Wake nods. “They know you well.”
This is getting much too close to conversations with Mother.
“There is this point for everyone,” Wake says. “When you cannot regard an accumulation of skill as sufficient explanation.”
“It was the demons for Dove.”
“Very probably,” Wake says. “Hatching for Edgar.” Wake smiles. “No obstinacy could survive.”
Ed almost didn’t. We almost didn’t. For, well, maybe less almost than it felt like at the time.
Wake’s head shakes. “I cannot put odds to Halt’s machinations. Most certainly not to decisions of a frightened Parliament.”
Really almost.
“Really almost.”
Never entirely sure what kind of opinion to have about me.
“Chloris.” Wake sounds, it’s not kind, it’s sympathetic, I think.
“I am old and mighty and inhuman.”
Nodding’s not really voluntary. I think Blossom and Grue are old, and they’re eighty eight. Not somewhere absent-minded about a precise count of centuries and only young to Halt.
“You are twenty-five. You gaze back unconcerned for more than difficulties of knowledge.”
“Isn’t that a good thing?”
Wake nods. “Entirely. Also unsettling to your teacher.”
“That … Reems person. The sorcerer running the attack ritual, not the plague one.”
Wake nods.
“Killing a sorcerer like that’s surprising.” I know it is, I want that to be a question anyway.
Wake produces two much smaller ceramic tumblers, they look like jars, square sides and a round top, hands me one.
“Sip,” Wake says.
There’s an old cookbook phrase about “warming to the liver.” Drink this too fast and your liver might catch fire.
Tasty, though.
Wake smiles. “One can drink only so much chocolate.”
“A sorcerer of that accomplishment and skill is not generally killed by someone. They make a mistake in a major working, they succumb to a coalition, an excess of demons, some greater mass of force.” Wake looks wry. “Locally, Line battalions.”
I can’t think of anything to say.
“There would be much confusion in Reems had any of those involved in the ritual survived Dove’s wrath,” Wake says. “The chief and best-protected of them, holding executive function for the whole considerable working, dropped abruptly and entirely dead. The working itself ceased, which is the kind of thing you examine students on and expect them to tell you it couldn’t have happened, that no means exists for necromantic talent to be applied at such strength.”
“Then Dove lit them all on fire.” After Ed ate whatever was trying to stuff Dove into the otherworld, and had been meant to do that to Halt.
Wake nods. “It is comforting in its way.”
I get a smile. “All of you acted with wild disregard for your own safety. One expects, the habits of centuries predict, perhaps especially among sorcerous lovers, a concern for defenses, a cautious analysis. You, all of you, acted like a critter team going in with axes.”
“So we don’t seem like we’d want to kill you for status?”
Wake nods. “You must consider what I would fear to arrive at the possibility.”
Very true.
“So making me into the Lady of the Ice seems like it’s acceptably risky?”
“I cannot do anything to quantify the risk, I have done this, I know of no other. Doubtless in all the long years another has, but occurrences are sparse.”
“Someone’s still going to come after me.” I can hear myself sounding mournful.
Wake makes a hand-tipping gesture for maybe, not a head tip, I wonder if that means something else in Wake’s culture of origin.
“It is quite possible no one in Reems, that specific polity which we suppose is Reems, survived aware of a strong necromancer in the response to their attack. Halt left no-one associated and sorcerous over two hundred alive.”
Wake makes a your drink gesture, I don’t drop it, I take a sip, another and another.
“Just like that,” Wake says. “That plague did not constitute a trivial attack.”
There’s a pause with a couple more sips in it.
“In time, some enemy of the Commonweal will learn of you, and seek to do you harm.” Wake says this, well, compassionately. Wake’s had five hundred years of it. And the thousands more before that.
“Not alone,” Wake says. “By no means alone.”
“How difficult is the ritual?”
“No ritual,” Wake says. “A single spell, impossible to know without using.”
Chapter 45
Chloris
It’s a really big ritual ward, a circle in a triangle.
The points of the triangle have Wake and Halt and Edgar. Edgar’s got Dove and Constant and Blossom to push, they’re the main node. Ed fronts it because Dove and Blossom aren’t unearthly. Constant might be.
Having this go wrong slaughters the earthly, no matter how intangible.
Probably won’t get Blossom. “Unlikely,” is what Blossom said. Everybody thinks Dove’s sort of behind Ed, safer there than anywhere, because Ed is neither earthly nor unearthly, so the question doesn’t apply. Constant’s behind Ed and Dove.
For “many hundreds of kilometres,” Wake says, which is why the big ward. And the formal application, the Eastern Waste, and the Line pulling all the potash miners back to Edge Creek.
Not thinking about it won’t work. Have to think about, Wake says it’s not doing it right, there isn’t a doing it right, this is more like the Rune of Unbinding, Halt says. Wake had nodded.
It was comforting, and I must not think about that, have to not think about thinking about that. The Rune of Unbinding unbinds the sorcerers who learn it, unless they figure something out in time. You can’t learn the answer ahead of time. It’s not an explainable answer, it won’t go into words or pictures or even those pseudo-mass articulated structures Dove loves for explanations.
So I’m standing on a salt flat that shines pale in the dark. No moon, not until almost dawn.
Zora’s in the ritual space at the Round House, so is Grue, so is Pelōŕios, warded, as disconnected as voluntarily possible. Grue said something about forest hawks, the forest hawk, that’s the common name, not all the hawks that live in forests. They’re not hawks, this amuses Grue, they’re small eagles. Big if they were hawks, larger than redtails. And soarers, soaring hawks, aren’t, they’re an aggressive vulture, and chicken hawks can’t fly and aren’t even really birds despite the feathers, and somewhere in there I think I got Grue’s point.
The ward goes clear. It’s been all blurry and now the sky shines clear and sharp and excessively bright, you can imagine people who make up constellations always see the sky like this.
Halt’s eerie singing stops.
All the way warded, with a ward that wouldn’t stop a snowball. It’s not supposed to stop anything material.
There are four scattered little lizards looking at me. Not that close, they all have really long toes and thick scales.
Didn’t think about that at all. I can see in the dark, I can see close what is far, I’ve pretty much forgotten I ever couldn’t.
I hope you’re all material, lizards.
You won’t hurt if this goes wrong.
It’s not a scroll, Wake’s from a place that doesn’t do scrolls or books, codexes. It’s a length of complicated ribbon, flat-weave stuff with bits sticking out and knotted.
I don’t know know to read it, which in this case doesn’t matter at all.
Pull with the left hand, Wake said, Wake had me practice the motions over and over with plain ribbon. You have to pull the ribbon out of the coil in your right hand really slowly with your left hand, across your right thumb, mind open, not any kind of sense of purpose, that’s why this is hard.
Well, why it’s hard to start properly.
Death is scary because you stop. Stepping off a cliff, going under water, those are scary because you have to stop.
Don’t have to stop.
It’s like whirling, dancing, you need your partner to balance, they have to give weight back, you can’t do it yourself, not the same way, it’s a different kind of balance than just spinning on your toes.
So there’s one of me here, and another me there, and the balance isn’t difficult at all, just slight adjustments, like with anyone new.
There really are turns like this, turn inside and you’re facing the other way.
Earthly.
Unearthly.
Always to be dancing.
This isn’t complicated at all.
The ward blinks out.
All four lizards are alive.
Sensibly alive, they scuttle away.
Halt looks just like Halt, if I’m careful. Wake, I can see the door, I don’t have to pay attention to it, the social presence is really half, it’s not the same balance, it’s static, it really is like a door frame, there’s fixed parts, balanced construction instead of a dance, but the halves, that’s the same kind of thing.
Dove’s, there something I don’t understand about the categories, Dove really is the unconquered sun, sunrise colours, red and gold all mixed. Blossom’s more like a mythical star fallen to earth, ordered fire in a thousand shades of white.
Ed’s between them like a hole in the world, dark in the darkness.
Not really surprising, not as scary as Halt, couldn’t be, so much self delusion over being just the one many-jointed chitinous fright.
Shh Dove says, and I get a look from Constant.
I can hug Ed. I’m glowing.
Faintly, but I’m glowing.
Wake’s really benevolent, that’s not just confidence. Halt’s pleased, I can trust that it’s pleased, can’t see all of Halt, I’d go mad, but this much I can believe.
“Certainly, Chloris dear,” Halt says, smiling.
Dove strides up, kisses me. Which is really nice, but I’m still, and Dove grins.
“Nothing like strong enough,” Dove says, and kisses me again.
I wind up leaning on, not precisely Ed, segmented shadow limbs, just to see, they’re entirely tangible to me, not to the salt, or the air, but when I’m like this, it’s not more than half imagination anymore.
The segmented souls of razors rearrange and rise so I’m leaning back purring into Constant’s arms and Constant’s wordless murmured joy.
“That might have been the easiest thing I’ve done,” I say to Wake, because it was and I wasn’t expecting it to be comprehensible, never mind easy.
Wake nods. “Now there are two successes. Perhaps someday there shall be enough that it were not rash to speculate.”
Halt says “Hmph.”
Wake tips a hand at Halt, and Halt says “There are kinds of Power the world does not like to hold. You start to fall out of it, bleed away, namers and necromancers and enchanters all suffer from this, as the stuff-stirrer and the life-mage and the shapeshifter do not.”
“Suffer?”
Halt nods. “Things get slippery.”
I get a head-tilted bright-eyed look.
“In your case, Chloris dear, you are more than strong enough that you were already falling through the world. Doing so in an orderly way becomes prudent.”
Halt knows just how to phrase things. Falling, involuntarily falling, out of the material world, becoming half a ghost, not something worth mentioning, but finish the sentence with prudent and that nice Chloris girl won’t worry so much.
Halt taps me, solidly, on my immaterial nose. “Takes several hundred years, in the regular run of things. Even in your case another five.”
I nod and say “Yes, Halt.”
Five years. Lots of time.
Lots and lots, if this hadn’t worked.
“At least one more thing,” Blossom says, and reaches out and takes my hand.
Something like sticking your hand in the fire and wondering why it doesn’t hurt.
“That’s greater Power and coherence,” Blossom says. “Dove has that, you don’t get to that.”
“Distinct isn’t separate,” Ed says, really smiling, and seems entirely human leaning over Constant’s immaterial arms to kiss me.
Chapter 46
Zora
“Chloris?”
Chloris is looking at the Round House kitchen as though it’s just slightly possible it’s not perfectly clean.
“Perfectly clean,” to Chloris, is this thing where utterly sterile and impeccably neat had offspring, and the offspring all aspire to better conduct.
Still not as excessive as Dove using declarative language to set unwholesomeness on fire.
I get a raised eyebrow, and most of Chloris’ attention, people-Chloris.
“Available for project testing?”
“Need someone on the ward?” Chloris asks.
“Need someone to try it on.”
It’s an aluminium belt buckle, purple, because why not, empty, because that’s part of the point. Chloris finds the binding activation, gets the belt, puts it on.
Which means there’s another binding.
Chloris says “Well,” in approving tones, and triggers that one.
Great big mass of frills, still purple, three quarter length tulip shape. Size mostly set by the belt length, it fits just right.
Chloris looks puzzled, does a half spin. There’s a huge smile after that.
“How’d you get the swirl right when it doesn’t weigh anything?”
“It only experiences inertia for moments perpendicular to the force of gravity.” In scalable amounts, too, but Chloris can tell that from the binding.
Chloris picks up a single frill, looks contemplative.
“Texture’s really good.”
I get a superfluous head tip; Chloris can’t tell what it feels like.
“I asked Halt what the fibre in the fabric used in our apprentice hats feels like.”
Chloris nods. Not quite silk. Colder, firmer, harder isn’t right. Halt handed me the sensation, I said thank you. Still don’t know what that fibre’s called.
Chloris switches both bindings off, hands me the buckle back, looks very pleased. “Fit anybody, never have to wash it, can’t get crushed, doesn’t weigh anything, you’ve done something really elegant with the balancing forces in the other two axes.”
There’s a considering pause from Chloris. “Ought to cost less.”
I nod. It does, less than a quarter. You don’t own your own crinoline, you maintain one for as long as you’re that inclined to dancing. These, well, they’ll last better, even done really simply in aluminium like this. The shot-shop design leads have been having a big discussion about stability of materials versus the stability of fashion, someone else will have to get involved, they’re too busy to make dancing skirts as a product, but we know them, they’re calm about being asked to try novel designs.
“What’s the rest of it do?” Chloris’ sure that can’t be all. It’s an elegant treatment of a binding in a binding, but that’s not new. Not even getting it straightforward enough for a wreaking team to make them.
“Remember the unfortunate attempt at a bodice?”
Chloris nods. Illusory clothes sound wonderful, and then you have to make them work. Something that looks pretty but won’t change area, really won’t, you can’t breathe.
“I think I’ve got it right.”
“So I need to take my shirt off?” Chloris says, and I nod back.
“And maybe shapeshift out of those added local skin muscles for the test?”
Chloris nods, which is better than the scowl I wondered about maybe getting.
It’s a little round pendant, two centimetres across, hole in the middle, looks like a washer if anyone made those in aluminium.
Chloris gets this expression after switching the binding on, turns abruptly, jumps, really jumps, looks intent, says “Oh that’s smart.”
Can’t do it, well, we can, could, Chloris went with shapeshifting and Dove goes with not much needing to worry, it’s not inherently difficult but if you do the three axis structure and three axis damping, that’s a month’s work for a good wreaking shop, for one binding. Complicated. Hopelessly costly.
This is following your skin to define a volume, that’s easy, and then putting error bars on volume, surface area, and radial and rotational inertia. What the error bars ought to be was tricky to figure out, discontinuous functions, but putting them in the binding when you have them isn’t difficult.
Chloris does the full ribcage inhale, twice, because believing the complete lack of squeeze the first time was obviously emotionally difficult.
It wasn’t difficult to put a “set” switch in, not an extra state, just a decision, doesn’t much complicate the binding. You can turn the thing on, adjust yourself, and then tell it to hold that. Pressure on the outside gets distributed, the illusion’s locally rigid. Easiest thing to do is turn it on when you’ve got your arms stretched over your head. Chloris picks up on the thought and does that, off, stretch, on.
“It’s invisible?” Chloris says, curious.
I hand Chloris one of the rectangular beads. They fit across the notches in the flat face of the binding.
Chloris can tell that, puts the bead there, sees the colour flush into the illusion.
“Modular binding?” Chloris says, and I nod, say “Yes.”
Bindings in multiple pieces, people do that, people have been doing that for as long as we’ve got bindings. This is like building a wall, the lower course of stone blocks accepts the next course.
Could, in principle, just keep going like that, might want to for flood control, you only deploy to meet the need, a metre of illusory wall height per course of bricks, much faster than dedicated bindings. Or water pipe that’s mostly illusions and easy to move, there’s a bunch of possibilities.
With that bead, the illusion is purple with gold marigold flowers, it really does look like massy gold. Not a lot of coverage, Chloris put the bead in vertically.
“Turn the bead,” I don’t really need to say that, Chloris is, there’s a mirror illusion Chloris just called into being, the hole in the middle of the main binding’s so people who can’t just make the bead move by wanting it to can get it loose, six positions, it goes from frank invitation to snug neck-to-wrists-to-points-of-hips shirt.
Still purple, still with gold flowers.
“It’s got the hand of silk,” Chloris says, rubbing one cuff between thumb and forefinger.
I nod. “Seemed better to make it feel like something,” which I think is true, no seams anywhere is a feature, cool and eldritch isn’t, not for most people.
Chloris, if Chloris makes any, one’s going to feel cool and eldritch enough to make almost anyone shudder for days.
“The hinterlands of shadow,” Chloris says, grinning.
“How many different beads did you make?”
“Twelve.” By then I was running out of ideas. I don’t say “want to try them?” because Chloris is already reaching out a hand and looking delighted.
Chloris goes through all twelve. Goes through the settings on the two green ones and the white one twice.
“People are going to get this tattooed,” Chloris says, entirely approving, looking at the mirror and the utterly unsuitable colours of the black and red version, turned to the second, considering-inquiries, position.
“Truly modular bindings,” Chloris says. “Ought to be original enough.”
Doucelin says that’s previously unknown, “undemonstrated.” Benefits of a developed mathematics, Halt had said, approving both the thing and the use.
“Asked for no lads on the examining committee.” Since any lad’s emotional approval will stop at the economic utility.
Chloris grins at me, sighs, hands the binding back. “Got the accounting worked out for the laundry savings?”
“Laundry, and tricky sewing with fitting, and illusions don’t wear out. I’ve had to swear the whole shot-shop to secrecy and make them promise not to wear theirs until after.”
Examining committees hate it when you show up with an already ongoing economic disruption, it makes them feel coerced and they get tetchy about it.
Chapter 47
Chloris
It looks like a canning funnel, only too large. Sized for a fifty-litre keg, so it will work for a ten-litre bucket or a hundred-litre cask. A barrel you’re going to need some supports.
The lid needs to be suspended to work. Sitting over another keg, hung from something overhead, it doesn’t matter except for being where what isn’t water goes.
It’s heavy, because the funnel and the lid are nickel-bronze a centimetre thick, with full-thickness rolled edges. The markings for the binding, etched and filled with white and black enamel, are under the rolled edges; no risk of abrasion or other material wear. More than enough strength to handle the mechanical strain, and something the wreaking-shops can make, they haven’t got a way to use titanium.
Titanium would be better, lighter and as hard to corrode, but better still would be to get the mechanical force out of the binding.
I couldn’t manage to do that.
It’s still useful.
I’ve got five clerks here, not examiners, they’re from the Hale-gesith and the Lug-gesith and the Food-gesith and Parliament, the one from Parliament’s Hyacinth. There’s three doctors, the Independent Clear, and five members of Parliament.
Someone heard about my project, probably after I asked about water-quality testing. I got asked for a demonstration, my guess that water quality’s a stubborn issue for the Displaced was right.
“No mesh?” one of the doctors says, asks, they’re a little surprised.
“Mesh would conduct. When the binding’s not active,” I pick the funnel up and drop a pebble through it, it falls the way you’d expect, “there isn’t anything there. When the binding is active and without command,” I turn it on, drop another pebble, there’s a sort of skittering sound and the pebble falls out of the lid, “anything dead gets sorted, anything alive and smaller than a gramme goes through the lid, anything larger than a gramme,” and I put the funnel on like a hat. There’s more of a skittering sound, this isn’t good for my hair, and I pick the funnel up while saying “Doesn’t pass through.”
All three doctors, well, everybody except Clear, look appalled.
“Basic gate-safety in the binding, I didn’t devise it, that’s been known art for thousands of years.” It’s not there when you reach through the wrong way, either.
The bucket, well, that’s full of whatever you get taking a scoop out of the swamp back of the sand pit.
Put the ward up in the sand pit, and kept it up the whole walk, the bucket was never out of it, Clear’s here because of skill in water testing, but they can attest to that if they need to, it’s all the binding.
Activate the binding, take the lid off the bucket, dump the bucket through the funnel, thinking filter at the binding. Stop thinking filter and the default rules apply. Listen to the squeak from the metal as the spell in the binding exerts force. Did the calculations five different ways, got Blossom to check them, got Dove to break a funnel for me and measured the force. It’s completely safe, hundreds of thousands of cycles if the spell was ten times stronger.
I still hate that squeak.
Get about four-fifths of a bucket of water in the keg, get about a fifth of a bucket of dead mud in the big bucket under the lid, all at regular pouring speed.
“How big?” one of the members of Parliament says.
“Anything that fits in a sphere with a diameter a third the diameter of the binding or smaller.” Which isn’t very big for this, it’s only about a decimetre and a half across. Seventeen centimetres, exactly. Drop a big rock into the funnel and it will jam.
Clear’s muttering charms over the bucket, they let the doctors get little sample vials first, the doctors are giving it the full careful treatment, the vials are on sticks. The mud samples get taken from behind wards.
Ten minutes later, no one, thankfully, says anything, everyone’s staring at the doctors and Clear instead of me, the doctors don’t seem to notice and I don’t think Clear could notice from inside their working trance.
“Pure water,” Clear says, ceasing to mutter. “Nothing arcane until I touched it.”
The doctors are looking at me. “Nothing. The mud’s completely dead.”
Two of the members of Parliament are having trouble not saying anything, despite formally just being here to observe, they’re not part of the technical evaluation. Completely different from the evaluation of an own-work project to meet the requirements of being an Independent.
Hyacinth’s got the perfect still clerk face, and voice. “This particular device was made by a wreaking shop?”
I nod, carefully. “One of four, as prototypes.” The shot-shop wasn’t completely certain they knew how to roll the rim without distorting the markings, or if that was easier than some other protective coating. The first try had the enamels not stay distinct, nothing messy, just failed to work.
“I can’t give you a value. It’s an accomplished wreaking team, these are prototypes, the markings could be improved for speed in production.”
The Food-gesith clerk says “May I?” and waits for my nod before picking up the funnel, hefting it, setting it back down.
“Forecast durability?”
“Until the enamel breaks, probably not more than a hundred years.” Lots of force, it’s not conduction, precisely. Not as durable as something made from nickel-bronze feels.
“Technically indefinite,” the clerk says, nodding.
“How’s it work?” The senior doctor is sorcerous enough to expect to be able to tell.
Have to think of it as practice for the examining committee.
“The gate’s a traditional pattern; it passes everything that isn’t water to the lid. The lid and the funnel each have a novel binding activated by an operator which renders everything falling through it inert.”
“Inert,” Clear says. Not a question, but the request for a definition’s unmistakable. Grue and Blossom use that exact tone, Halt just looks at you.
“Dead, no metaphysic structures, biochemical simplification, no membranes or other cellular structures, nothing reproductive, nothing that replicates.”
“Which is the substance of your own-work project?” Clear asks, and I nod.
So it’s not polite to ask for more detail until it’s passed and published.
“Can we have two of the prototypes?” The clerk from the Lug-gesith.
I say “The shot-shop can make more,” at the same time Hyacinth says “You cannot evaluate an unpassed prototype.”
Hyacinth wins the clerkly contest of wills that follows, there’s a sharp huff exhale and “Then get another three Independents and a null here,” from the Lug-gesith clerk.
All three doctors are nodding. The clerk from the Hale-gesith and the clerk from the Food-gesith aren’t nodding, but they obviously agree, best careful clerkly face or no.
Hyacinth looks at me.
“My examination is scheduled for next month.” Well into next month, not quite four décades from now. I’m sure Hyacinth knows that, Hyacinth got copies of the forms.
“Written part’s done?” Clear says, knowing the answer. Anything critical had to be written up before the shot-shop could make the prototypes, the point is to have lots of these, for it to be something any wreaking shop can make.
The critical things, yes, but not the notation or the better diagrams or the improvements for production efficiency. I could give the shot shop an example to work from, they’re used to Blossom.
“Perhaps we should not endeavor to compel a student’s haste?” Wake doesn’t sound benevolent.
Everybody recoils, even Hyacinth. Compel is very strong language, but it’s more that Wake wasn’t there, and now Wake is, and leaning on that long staff.
Not in any way threatening in posture.
I’m going to have to learn how to do that.
The product of long practice, Wake says.
Clear’s looking outright nervous. Everybody else is starting to pick that up.
“People are dying,” the Lug-gesith clerk says. “All the usual problems with water, and then not knowing where the clean water is to start with.”
Wake nods. “The Law provides for declaring a work fit by administrative fiat.”
There’s a pause. “Despite certain lamentable past occasions.”
Wake’s furious. It’s the way “lamentable” comes out. I don’t think anyone else can tell, not enough experience of Wake’s speech. Hyacinth might have some notion.
“The Law does not provide for altering the date of an own-work examination to prevent the necessity of such a risky judgement on the part of duly appointed clerks.” Ed thinks this tone of voice sounds like erosion, mountains being ground down. I think it sounds like a complete absence of choice, of the possibility of any choice. You will.
“Chloris is not your leornere,” the Lug-gesith clerk says.
Well, not formally, formally we aren’t anybody’s.
Family isn’t about formal, people forget that can apply, buttons from Halt isn’t paperwork.
Wake says nothing for a couple seconds, and then says, very quietly, “Would it suit you better to have this conversation with Halt?”
“I do hope so,” Halt says, standing behind everybody watching my demonstration.
Heads turn.
I’m so glad I’m not still in the food ecology.
“Chloris has done something properly novel,” Halt says. “I think it is clever. But we do not suppose that any such thing is correctly done unless some dispassionate and appropriately skilled persons have evaluated it, then the workings are published and seen and several others replicate the work without benefit of the original worker’s presence.”
Halt isn’t moving, Wake isn’t moving, I think Clear wants to vanish into the earth, no one is quite sure where to look or how to stand.
“We do this because it saves mistakes and lives. The Power will have its little jokes, we cannot be sure that Chloris’ work is presently replicable, we could as easily have something that merely looks like a water purifier.”
The Hale-gesith clerk nods. “As presented, were I to pour a jar of used sharps through the device, I would have a collection of sterile sharps in sterile dehydrated alcohol.” Brief, tight, smile. “A minute quantity of water would fall out of the device itself.”
Never thought of that. Could get more selective with the gate, worked metal’s not a difficult category of things. Make sure all the sharps are point down.
“The utility is much less if it works sporadically.” There’s a gesture at the bucket with the inert mud. “However convincing the present demonstration might be.”
Hyacinth’s face is set very still and formal. “Is it the consensus that Chloris’ project represents sufficiently critical innovation to evaluate with the greatest immediacy?”
“When do we have the next forty-person event from bad water?”, the Food-gesith clerk says, not precisely wry. “Soon gives a different answer than late.”
“There will be another, and another,” the Hale-gesith clerk says, bitter or angry or both.
Everyone nods.
Don’t think that’s the question.
“When yet matters,” Hyacinth says. “Those who would make the wreakings will neglect other work, as would also those set to testing.”
“These” — the Hale-gesith clerk waves, it’s not quite points, it still seems very rude — “made bindings by the million last décade.”
“They did not,” Wake says, voice still speaking of the one fixed fate. “That working’s simpler part is enchantment.”
Nobody on a wreaking team, not anyone who tried, can do that enchantment. We asked, and people tried, and did their very best not to swear in front of Halt. The declarative part, well, Ed figured out that there was a way to do something declarative that would say the sentence into an enchantment, you have to be either Ed or Halt and willing to turn a rock into an intensely creepy rock, but if the wreaking-teams could do the enchantment it would have handled the declarative part.
“So they could certainly do this,” the Hale-gesith clerk says, meaning us, the wizard-team, and flicks a finger into the side of the funnel.
Breathe.
“No more than anyone else, until it is properly examined.” Halt’s voice is cheerful, patient, the kind of patient you use talking to an infant.
“Like that bug-charm was examined?” One of the doctors. “It’s wonderful, but it didn’t get tested.”
“Three years by the Line,” Wake says. “Every banner and standard and signa.”
People are looking at Wake.
“You put something experimental in a battle-standard?” Hyacinth didn’t know that. Hyacinth would rather not know that. Hyacinth only just manages not to say “All the battle-standards?!” out loud.
“The standard-captains felt the risk acceptable,” Wake says. “Some matter of awkwardnesses with hornets,” and now all the doctors are nodding. Hornets are just a problem, I don’t think there are any hornet species anywhere that have had time to evolve very far away from the weapons in their ancestry.
“The Line has now standards.” Wake’s still just entirely implacable. “Has upon the bug-charm, and some others, filed formal use reports, advisories to the battalions.”
Very positive ones, Blossom made a point of telling us last year, only that inerting isn’t this one. That one isn’t as simple, or as small, it didn’t need to be, even a company banner doesn’t need to worry about being any kind of subtle. It’s the same idea, I even know how it works now, instead of just being able to do it, but that doesn’t mean it’s the same spell.
The Line report doesn’t count for my project, I checked that it doesn’t count, I’d be replicating my own work if it did count, would have to find a different project. My project’s about something wreaking-shops can make much faster than full-up water gates, that people can use when the rest stop isn’t there yet and they need water anyway, really, it’s not the specific spell.
All those rest-stop water gates for the Folded Hills will take time.
Blossom keeps sitting us down and making us all do the math, really do it, no borrowing Ed’s head and getting an answer. We can do any of these things, not all of them, and there’s all the things we’re the only people to do, the surprises, responses to war and disaster and overcome regular mechanisms.
Still took me months, and an amazingly firm lecture from Clerk Francis about how much rest we should get and don’t get, to stop feeling like I ought to be making water-gates in my spare moments.
Two of the three doctors are looking for something to put their pads of paper on, so I produce a work table, another work table, and sixteen chairs. Dove teases me about making a necklace out of so many furniture bindings, but, well, it is useful and the teasing’s almost entirely a way to get my shirt off.
I don’t know why I’m fond of this sand pit, it’s blasted, it’s gritty, but we kept coming here to learn things. Would really rather it not fill up with angry.
Wise child Halt says, it’s the attempt at benevolent.
Thank you, to Halt and Wake, not particularly for the compliment.
Clerks push, Wake says. Pushing back without and I get the idea of the rotation gesture, the switch from earthly to unearthly, requires practice.
These clerks are arguing probability. It gets very cranky, spice-mill calculators coming out. The members of Parliament sort of drift away, into a clump, and start talking quietly. Cost and times, I think.
Hyacinth looks up, after a quarter hour, maybe a little longer. “Chloris?”
I nod yes, then say it.
“Can you attest that this is all your own work?”
“The work to make it was the Shot-shop. The design is mine, but it’s not my wreaking.” My wreaking got done in titanium, there are two of them. They’re hanging up in the garden shed.
Hyacinth nods. “Could you attest to that, please?”
So I do.
Hyacinth hands Halt a sheet of paper, Halt pulls off a copy, and another copy, hands one back to Hyacinth, hands me the original.
I’ve been excused my own-work examination.
“What if it doesn’t work?”
“We’ll ask you to help fix it,” Hyacinth says, quite firmly. “We can’t take your evaluation away and then make you suffer only the bad consequences of no evaluation.”
“You do still need to publish,” Halt says.
Just in case there was any possibility of doubt.
Chapter 48
Slow
“Hey, Slow.”
“Dove.”
Dove’s in armour. Got a bucket of what look like throwing sticks. Says “Up for a variation on the drill?”
It’s the good amused.
Nobody’s turning to look, they all know Dove’s here, have since Dove presented to the sentry and latched in to get through the bubble politely.
Company bubble, just the banner. Having Dove in it feels full.
“How many files?” Not a company-sized bucket.
The bucket lifts a bit, inquisitive, and I take it. “Four,” Dove says.
Thirty-five throwers in there. Didn’t look that heavy.
Keep getting caught on that.
Dove’s good about not one-handing most people stuff that weighs a quarter tonne. Edgar never seems to mind, so I suppose sorcery’s just generally good for you.
The spear throwers look like the usual Line model, handle, hook, spring in between, only the spring’s not some strip of springy plant, it looks metallic. Woven metal thumb ribbon, too. Presumably because getting some good cord would have taken longer.
I’m looking dubious, we’re a strong-armed lot but maybe Dove’s getting caught a bit, and Dove says “Give it a try.”
Easy enough to stick myself into the next rotation up on the throwing line.
First javelin goes five metres high, still rising, before Dove does something and it drops flat. Second one vanishes at the foot of the target. Third one’s clean through the target, little left of centre. Backing boards and sandbags, too.
Dove’s got this quiet smile as I come back behind the company.
Not like Dove doesn’t know, know real well and better now than before, why you don’t lug around little bits of magic. Second thing anybody we’re fighting would do is try to reach for them, can’t ward anything perfectly, it’s a way in.
Takes somebody clever, a bit lucky, but that’s the last guy you want getting in.
“Or demons,” Dove says quietly, having apparently followed along.
“Purely material,” Dove says, voice a little loud. “Not the way magnets work for pointing south, but that kind of idea; the spring gets force from being moved through the Power. With the focus up, you throw harder.”
There’s a small kerfuffle as the two assigned files get it sorted out who is pulling and who is to make sure the buried javelin doesn’t get any distance when it emerges.
Definite statements from the sergeant-major about which of those not throwing will be maintaining the grab for the overs.
“Bit like a surprise,” Dove says, not enough breath behind it to carry.
“What’s the range?” Just as quiet.
“Couple kilometres. Wrong aerodynamics, but if it’s not a javelin,” and a shrug.
Thrower won’t work, yeah.
“More time for the focus.” Anything to slow the other fellow down at a distance.
Dove nods, digs out something, hands it to me.
Javelin point, the usual square pyramid punch shape for tough stuff, but the socket’s not tapered. And it’s got … 
“Threads?” Coarse square ones, up the inside of the socket.
“So you can switch them. Threading the shaft’s no harder than putting a taper on.”
So we don’t have to lug so many shafts, can switch javelins over to pointy sticks.
Maybe, the Captain’s not convinced that’s a good general practice, there’s not much to a pointy stick but someone could still reach for it.
“There’s a fix for the sticks,” Dove says. “Needs the new standards,” and a shrug.
Yeah. Only time the Line’s ever been entirely on one generation of standards, not since you could use the plural, anyway.
Only time standards have been made faster than about a year per, too.
First four files have mostly hit their targets. Made a mess. Couple of snapped javelins.
Dove makes a reaching gesture, I hand over the throwing stick I’m still holding.
Dove’s got it by the thumb loop.
“Use something that isn’t metal as the thumb loop, and it’s just a throwing stick, you don’t get the extra push from the ambient Power.” Quick little smile. “Don’t try to cut the metal loop, just thread a second one.”
“This isn’t magic?”
“Making it, not using it.” Dove’s smile’s restrained. “Décade or so, you’ll get a clerk and three or four Independents and a null coming by, wanting to see the throwing sticks work. Figure you can show them something other than proof I’ve made you throw erratic?”
Thought it was new.
“Expect so.”
“Thanks.”
Second group’s kinda giddy, doesn’t throw that well, they’re too happy to be embarrassed.
Third group throws better, they’ve been paying attention to how the trajectory’s different.
“Thought you wanted to have a go at that bug charm?”
Which is in the new standards and beyond price.
Dove makes a face. “If I concentrate real hard, I can about do it myself one time in three. Halt tells me this is good.”
Can’t see how it isn’t, but Dove don’t agree. “No way to explain it to a wreaking collective, no good for a project.”
Pretty sure that’s not technically true, but the five of them have expectations.
“Got the team together, made a couple million of them, sent them up to the Hale-gesith with a note.”
That showed on my face.
“Not by the each,” Dove’s grinning, “can’t really enchant it, all the other steps, it’s a pattern like making a stamp, took three days. Little tiny charms, about a gram of aluminium. Can wear’em in your hair if you want.”
Hale-gesith’s going to like that. That charm works on hornets, works on spiders, little red mites that crawl into your pants in swamps and want to crawl under your skin where it’s wet and there’s fat to eat, nobody’s found a bug it doesn’t work on, that’s a lot of pain passing out of the world.
Fourth group’s first toss all goes high.
I’m starting to think the style of the throw’s got to change.
“We get a demo?”
“After,” Dove says, and I nod.
Even Dove’s got to be a little nervous about having an own-work project evaluated.
Chapter 49
Edgar
I got Clerk Lester, or maybe Clerk Lester got me. The Independents are Crane and two Independents I haven’t met before, introduced as Whorl and Loft.
Don’t recognize the null’s species, they’re very ruddy, hair lighter than skin, yellow eyes, definite prognathous jaw, and fangy teeth. They’re introduced as Gibbert, and they seem shy.
There’s some initial attestation about who I am, who everybody else is, the inevitable fussing with the fancy chairs, we’re in the main floor of the Round House but not using the kitchen table, it’s Chloris’ best illusory table and chairs.
You have to be quite good with illusions, or see the binding activated, to realize neither table nor chairs are carved bone. Halt had been approving when Chloris made them. Grue had pointed out that the knowledgeable, able to identify the bone to genera as human and cruncher, might be disturbed.
If they’d seen Chloris smile when Grue said that, you could take away the ‘might’.
Lester’s warned everyone about the ceiling, and everyone’s trying to be polite and not stare at anything else. The table’s north-south so they’re across the light and a bit in front of the line from door to kitchen. The kitchen got a lot of looks as people were being seated.
So did the walls, the stair railings, people clearly don’t feel confident they know what the windows are. Table’s facing west so no one has to pretend to be calm if a swan lands on Long Pond, or the eastern view fills up with unicorns.
One suffices “filling up,” when it comes to unicorns. Could get three.
The project, well, everything’s all set so I turn the screening illusion off.
It looks light and airy and delicate, a single leaping silver curve hung with nine head-sized spheres.
The metal is tungsten scrunched well past solid, specific gravity’s over eighty. Not something you want to stub your toe on, seven tenths of a tonne of the most refractory and obdurate stuff I could get.
“The Independent Wake’s culture of origin” — you can see the faces set, that’s not a happy subject — “imagines the world in terms of nine elements. We have found this metaphysically useful.” Not exactly the same as metaphorically.
All the Independents are staring.
“What’s holding those up?” Loft sounds very doubtful.
“Tension.”
“Abstract, idealized tension?” That’s Crane, smiling quietly.
I nod. “Certainly abstract. Perhaps not idealized.”
Crane gets this look.
I duck into the middle, that’s easy enough, stone’s hanging a metre off the floor and everything else is higher, don’t have to fit under stone. There’s an empty complete circle, then the occupied one, the spheres are twenty three centimetres in diameter, head sized for large noggins.
“Having obtained the stable abstractions,” I say, sure I’ve already got everyone’s attention, but Halt’s been very clear that own-work presentations require a certain decorum.
The, well, several of Cel’s musician friends are pretty absolute they’re hammers, anything you play a bell with is a hammer, even if you just used it on a gong and it was a striker when you did, it’s not consistent terminology, so the little clear rods, they’re internally complex, are hammers.
I take one out of a pocket, tap the stone-abstraction bell, end on, the way you’d tap a barrel to see it was full, then each of the others in turn, going up and around the curve. Stone, earth, water, wood, ice, fire, air, light, darkness.
My examining committee becomes agitated.
You don’t hear sounds, nothing arrives via the Power, Gibbert’s looking may-flee-abruptly startled, Nulls are present to make sure the work presented is magical instead of mechanical or chemical, but the rung elements are perceptible as something other than sound to Null and Clerk and three Independents.
“Is this good for something other than provoking theoretical speculation of the most furious character?” The Independent Loft.
“And, presumably, demonstrating a number of novel materialization techniques,” Crane says. Crane is a namer, Crane’s going to be having an interesting time with the elements because they’re all quite sure what they are, and it’s not the same as the other Fires and Airs and Waters in various other elemental constituent schemes. The Power will give you as many fundamental building blocks as you should care to ask for, just as contradictory as you like.
That’s not the interesting part.
“Different persons perceive the sound analogs in different degrees. This is consistent for that person, and reproducible.” Dove can hear, I haven’t got a better word than hear, the fire bell five kilometres away, through the Round House’s wall-wards.
So can Blossom. Blossom’s much more annoyed about it than Dove.
Halt said about the darkness bell “Oh, anywhere, dear,” looking pleased.
I feel the same way. It gets into one’s bones.
I’m getting an amazed look from Lester, it doesn’t last, before the clerkly impassivity comes back down over Lester’s features like a door swung shut, but the amazed was there.
“If I took a random sampling of volunteers, and played each note with a set range of forces, and recorded when the note passed from perception, I would have a consistent pattern correlated to their degree and kind of talent?” Lester’s got the amazed out of their voice.
“I suspect that, but could not undertake the work to prove it.”
Everybody nods. I’m not an Independent yet. I don’t get to attempt the ferocious paperwork involved in applying to experiment on people.
“I was able to get sample values for my classmates, teachers, and our houseguest, all of whom were kind enough to volunteer.” The most fragile of whom is a unicorn. Pelōŕios reacts most to wood and air and water.
“Based on that sample, which I note strongly is not of a statistically significant size” — that clause comes out supported by a quiet chorus from the examiners — “yes, you would have a consistent pattern correlated to their degree and kind of talent.” Also to whether or not they inhabit the food ecology.
“Do the abstractions have to be that shape?” The Independent Whorl.
“No. The elemental abstraction can take arbitrary shapes, but this seems to be the only musically useful shape, it’s the only one that gives a clear note.”
When struck directly. There’s a set of piano hammers faced with abstracted air that do very well striking the plain material strings.
“The abstractions are stable?” Clerk Lester, who has a check list for these things.
“The abstractions show no indications of chronological decay, are indifferent to material force, and require very considerable metaphysic force to disrupt, at which point they dissipate abruptly but not violently.”
“Very considerable?” Crane.
“The Independent Blossom considers it an effort.”
Lots of nods. That value of very considerable.
“Are the abstractions materially dangerous?” Lester’s moved down the checklist.
“Material harm has not been observed with anyone, including persons of minimal talent. Cognitive unease from other than brief contact has been observed. It is hypothesized that putting an active talent in contact with a large mass of an incompatible elemental abstraction could lead to psychological harm.”
Chloris has a circlet made out of bent rods of ice and light, Dove has a formal coat made of fire, I got the chill and glittering trumpets into it, one voice of air. Halt made an approving noise and offered to supply buttons “Once it should not be unlucky.”
Dove had looked astonished and said “Yes please,” and then thanked Halt still looking astonished.
“Tentative theory and some chemical testing suggests abstracted elements are not material and do not interact materially other than by possessing volume and an analog of mass.”
I have armour, full, proper, Line-pattern armour, made of resilience, obduracy, and darkness.
Grue’s got a dress made out of water, Blossom’s got a very determined expression, confirmation from Halt that what I’m doing neither is, nor requires, entelechy, and a bet with me and Dove jointly that Blossom will successfully abstract at least light before I’m forty.
Zora hugged me about the piano hammers, and turned down wood abstraction gardening tool handles. Abstracted earth raised bed walls, at least for the kitchen garden, if we get to establish dwellings somewhere.
“Metaphysic interaction appears to take place at a low level with any living organism.” Lots of curious looks.
“Indications that there are fewer bacteria on abstracted ice surfaces and more on abstracted earth surfaces. Only appears, nothing statistically robust.”
“Agricultural significance?” Loft, sounding as though they hope not.
“No indications.” Well, strong indications from Zora that experimenting on the Round House garden isn’t welcome. Mulch waxed wroth, or at least imprecative.
“So,” Lester says, “don’t drop it on your foot, otherwise safe?”
I nod, step out of the structure, make a little, five centimetre, abstraction of wood, walk forward and hand it to Crane.
Crane has to think about taking it.
There’s a very inward look for awhile, and Crane hands the ideal-of-wood ball to Gibbert, who is astonished when it doesn’t go away.
It’s a good thing Gibbert’s going to be able to suppress the ringing, or I’d have a tough time getting the committee to agree this involves the Power at all. Despite having just watched me create that abstraction.
“The Power permeates everything, physical and metaphysical. Illusions emulate the physical with the Power.” Nods, that’s not in any way controversial.
“So far as I am able to determine, the abstractions are physical, but not material.”
Eyebrows, doubt, troubled looks. Gibbert gets up, walks over by the window, looks at me. I nod, there isn’t anything there to worry about. Not everyone believes the windows are physical at all, but they are, completely so.
Nulls aren’t a question of Power; any null can negate any amount of the Power. It’s a question of radius, there have been detectable nulls who couldn’t manage a metre from their person, a usual null can manage between ten and fifteen metres, the strongest known null could manage half a kilometre. If they’re manifesting, no active Power can work; it’s a great way to get rid of a bound demon. If you’ve got a physical manifestation, you’re not going to drop dead or cease to exist, I’m not at risk from Gibbert, Pelōŕios wouldn’t be. Wake’s had the experience, says the only direct consequence is being unable to manifest their unearthly half, Chloris would be safe.
I can feel the null, it stops around two metres, pretty sure that’s control, not Gibbert’s actual limit.
The abstraction of wood doesn’t go away.
My committee’s agitated again.
Gibbert can walk over to the bells, they don’t go away, the tension doesn’t, I wasn’t sure about the tension, I don’t go away, always have to test these things before you really know, and the little crystal hammer doesn’t work, which at least convinces the committee that this really does involve the Power.
“Is this good for anything?” Lester sounds honestly curious. I’m still sure it’s not phrased that way on the checklist.
“Not presently.” Which is true, the existing applications aren’t generally useful, they’re possibly useful to specific people.
“Aside from the prospect of providing a consistent assessment of talent, there’s the prospect of generalizing the abstraction process to more materially useful ideas, especially in musical instruments.”
Clearly not what the entelech is supposed to be concerned about, I’m getting looks.
“Abstractions of non-elemental qualities, such as impermeability and keenness, have possible economic value if it’s possible to fit abstracted impermeability with a valve or abstracted keenness with a handle.”
Abstracted health, if there’s a way to get it into someone. Can’t imagine the paperwork for even starting to try to answer that one.
“No immediate applications,” Lester says, and I nod.
“Indisputable novelty,” Crane says, and the whole committee nods.
“Colleagues?” Crane’s voice stays precise, entirely calm, but this is certainly amused.
“Obvious scope for further work,” Loft says, also amused.
“Advances the art,” Whorl says.
There are nods, and attestations, and it’s done, with some formal congratulations and bowing.
Gibbert asks to keep the abstracted wood sphere. Nulls generally work around researchers, not really much active research right now, they’re mostly sidling up to Power-using weeds while someone else goes in with shovels, but the future possibilities “Include amusement,” Gibbert says.
It’s not like the things are hard to make.
That thought gets me a look from Crane, and I make something out of an abstraction of air, Crane’s a namer, air goes with voices, a small sphere and a sort of spirally support for it that will twist on to the top of Crane’s staff.
Crane takes it, with a small precise bow and a small precise smile.
“Perhaps I shall discover a use for it,” Crane says, and I nod. It would be good if someone did, a general one that didn’t depend on strong affinities.
I look over at Whorl, at Loft, who are looking at Crane with some doubt. “Not that brave,” Whorl says, and Loft nods.
Lester really wants to smile.
Chapter 50
Zora
There are hectares and hectares of Screaming Buttweed, only it sounds more like Histrionic Buttweed.
The weeds are failing to harvest words for mercy from the minds of giant killer sheep, so we’re getting uncertain bleating noises in much too high a pitch. From the way various ovine eyes glitter, the final panicky shrill baah as the stalks rip out of the ground is the pleasant desperation of a dying enemy.
Screaming Buttweed usually overwhelms your mind with raw psychic noise, paralyzing all volition. Eventually you fall over and more eventually, you rot, which helps make new weeds.
Eustace trots over, ringing the ground and snorting purple fire. Halt looks welcoming and performs chin-scritching. A hazy hemisphere of glowing white appears in front of us to keep the fire away. I pat Pelōŕios’ shoulder, absently. Eustace would be more frightening without Halt, like many other things.
Like the future.
Screaming Buttweed, established Screaming Buttweed over any wide area, is a problem. The eustacen are making the Buttweed a much simpler problem, but some other problem is getting away.
One of the sheepdogs bounds up, blurring fast, a tonne of silicon bronze made into long legs and long jaws. It stops close enough for anyone to see the flush-set heads of the bolts that hold in replaceable steel teeth before it bows the way any dog would to say “play?”
Pelōŕios sings something short and glowing, then makes a broad head-sweep. The ball of spectral fire flies a kilometre.
The dog spins in a shower of loose dirt, the eustacen haven’t left anything green above ground where they’ve already grazed over the Buttweed, and sprints off to catch the ball.
There’s been three nights where the shepherds woke just in time to see the broad fire, and morning didn’t show anything but a hectare or two of soot and scorch marks. No ash, and no tiny seeds wafting on the wind; eustacen don’t precisely breathe fire, and that much of the reason not to burn Screaming Buttweed fails to apply.
“Needs this thing then must fly,” Pelōŕios says, “or by some means sufficient deludes it all the kin of Eustace.”
All three shepherds look displeased.
“Oh, highly resistant,” Halt says, cadences odd because Halt is scritching Eustace vigorously along the jaw. “Hence the digestive recording function, Eustace hasn’t got a mind in any usual sense.”
Handy for many sorts of weeds when there’s nothing metaphysical there at all.
The sheepdog bounds up again, paws sliding, forehead into Pelōŕios’ ward with a faint deep belling. Pelōŕios doesn’t move at all. The dog surrenders the ball of fire, tail scything, and Pelōŕios throws the ball over the chomping flock of Eustacen, to a different place and a longer distance. The dog tears off, ignoring how undevoured Buttweed screams as bronze paws rip it up.
The three shepherds carefully explain that they haven’t sensed anything, that their wards haven’t tripped, that they can’t find any indications of anything on the eustacen. Halt hasn’t introduced them, so I shouldn’t introduce myself, no matter how rude that feels. Just because people in Westcreek Town will use my name doesn’t mean village sorcerers working as shepherds feel comfortable giving their names to someone who shows up behind Halt with a unicorn at their shoulder.
Another dogged clong into Pelōŕios’ ward, another long throw. The shepherds don’t look delighted by that, either, but the other two dogs are lying on bare dirt and Buttweed, respectively, looking outward and alert. They’re guard dogs, rather than herding dogs, and apparently smart enough to either work shifts or take turns making friends.
Smart enough to be safe around people when they’re sixteen decimetres at the shoulder and have steel teeth for shearing, not gripping.
Halt returns a nod for my direct and inquisitive look. Arms up and out is just easier, it has nothing to do with the Power, not directly, but if you want to take a really deep breath to remind yourself what you’re doing the wide gesture helps.
Not so these shepherds Pelōŕios says, the words on top of a snicker.
I’m expecting ground-nesting hornets, or something of that kind; a diffuse threat, already in place. Even very tough hornets wouldn’t leave much trace after eustacen snort nitrogen plasma on them.
Not material at all. Probably looks material, enough dust and dew you can make something functionally material without ever having anything put weight on the ground.
Eustacen, Halt’s handed me the mind-analog as an abstract structure, it’s exceedingly clever but no eustacen is ever going to decide something might be immaterial so let’s not attack it.
Is there any value to an ancient temple complex? I’m getting more than a hundred thousand years, none of the construction was very tall when the soil started covering it, something had knocked the buildings over and most of the colonnade, but it’s not especially far down. Maybe three metres to worked stone, and the deepest part isn’t over fifteen.
Temple, well, the place of sacrifice, places, those retain the memory of blood and death and screaming. Death and screams soak further into the rock than blood does.
Perhaps a younger one, Zora dear. Halt sounds placid. It’s not as though I can expect something like this to bother Halt. If it retains the initial mechanism for a weed, or the pattern of compulsion that’s affecting people, you’d want those.
Those are gone. I’d like to think this is where Screaming Buttweed came from, and that’s what’s setting off the fragments of spectral guardians, but it’s not very likely. The general psychic distress ought to be enough, the Buttweed’s emanating all over the place, which is why the shepherds are sleeping well back behind considerable wards. Even if the Buttweed can’t overwhelm you, it’s going to give you nightmares.
Scarcely thou, Pelōŕios says, from out of the middle of switching sheepdogs. They really are well-behaved dogs, the dog with the ball goes and drops it in front of the next dog when it’s that dog’s turn.
Not that the guardians were initially meant to be spectral, there isn’t much left down there.
Rot untimely of a certainty, the memory of blood in the stones should have rotted long, long ago. I could make that have happened, but who knows what that will do. Enough to pull the structures apart, blur the lines of Power-shapes into homogeneity through the rocks. Stuff-stirring slow enough there’s not going to be noticeable heat up through the ground.
Still sad old stones, but not haunted when I’m done.
Halt nods approvingly when I start paying social attention again, and more when I take a moment to pat the sheepdog dropping the ball of fire at Pelōŕios’ feet.
I can’t feel anything else, but that’s not absolutely certain. It could be intermittent, it could be two universes over and leaking into this place, it could, possibly, be the cyclic remnant of a god. There had been more than enough blood on the altars for a god.
The shepherds are adamant that the manifestation, whatever it is or was, has happened every night for the past three.
Which means Halt and I need to be back out here tonight, but not that we need to skip dinner.
Dinner gives me a chance to check when it last rained. The weather station’s usually near the refectory, it makes it easier to check the barometer on your way out from breakfast. This one isn’t any different, the little cabinet’s stuck out from the north-east corner of the refectory building, with this décade and last décade’s readings written on the back of the door on each side of the tall window that lets you see the barometer and the thermometer.
Halt’s got a corner table. Halt’s got a pot of lettuce-root tea, which I’m pretty sure the refectory didn’t. Everybody around here are Regular Threes, it’s vegetable-processing collectives and most of several thorpes from around Wending. Halt’s sign for the teapot says “If you drink this, you will die hideously” in crisp block printing, instead of Halt’s extremely neat archaic cursive. “Hideously” is in red, and larger.
Pelōŕios’ simiform shape takes after mine, so drinking lettuce-root tea only looks a little silly; the largest mug in this refectory is four decilitres. It’s certainly not going to hurt me, and there may be something somewhere that will hurt Halt but lettuce root tea certainly isn’t it.
“One must consume demons sparingly,” Halt says, quietly. “A sufficient quantity becomes intractable of digestion.”
It sounds exactly like your actual grandma explaining why you shouldn’t have a third slice of cake.
Which, to Ed, is just precisely what it would be. I get a smile from Halt a bit wider than I would for the plate of fish-and-crawfish steamed buns and the bowl of bitter beet and carrot salad, which seems to be a some-of-the-older-people taste among Regular Threes.
I manage to get some steamed buns into Pelōŕios by pointing out no one’s manners have a problem when you eat steamed buns with your fingers. It helps that they’re bite-sized given the different scale expectations of the cooks, no real chance of anything dribbling down Pelōŕios’ chin. Food-flavours are still very startling, and food-as-social-event baffles in practice, but there’s progress.
Even if the goat cheese in the bacon-cheese buns is appropriately considered savage. Might be the goats, might be the forage, but I suspect it just didn’t culture quite right. There’s sharp, which new cheese shouldn’t be, and there’s whatever that was, which I admit I rather liked after the startlement had passed.
Pelōŕios muttered something about the acquisition of tastes being not of the law.
Someone comes up after the nibbles, we’re just about gathered up, and says “Excuse me, are you from the sorcery school?”
I say “We’re from the school in Westcreek Town,” because there are, if you count wreaking-shop apprentices as you should, six more. Plus whatever wandering thing Crane is doing, and probably a few others I don’t know about.
“I’m Flaed,” wasn’t the response I was expecting. “You must be Zora,” even more so.
I nod and say hello, in the way one does with partial social introductions.
There’s a deep breath. Flaed, standing up, is shorter than Pelōŕios sitting down, and it would be worse with proper chairs. If they know who I am, it’s impossible they haven’t figured out who Halt is. This is being notably brave even before there’s a rush of talking.
“Is Edgar all right? I get letters, they’re really very nice letters and there are pictures these last couple years when Ed couldn’t ever sketch before, but I want to reach through the letters and shake them until they tell me what’s really going on.”
Halt isn’t smiling anywhere eyes can see.
I nod. “Ed can be opaque about feelings.” In large part because Ed can’t help being a bit wistful about how very tasty everyone seems. I never really met the Edgar Flaed remembers, but if the Edgar from the first couple months is close, that Edgar was even more worried about getting things wrong.
I get a firm nod back. “I can never tell if this Dove thing is an angle with this Chloris person, or all together, or if they’re all content with it, or if Ed really thinks it’s a good idea.” There’s no expectation of sorcerous ethics in Flaed’s statement at all, no knowledge of what Ed’s like now. Pelōŕios is having a struggle keeping the expected results of anything trying to compel any of us off their face. I’m having a struggle keeping myself from seeing Chloris’ utterly tactful response to “this Chloris person.”
I can hardly start with feathers made of fire and darkness on invincible wings. I surely cannot start with the way they look at each other full of eleven-dimensional feelings that don’t, and should not, have names. Or with how it didn’t matter, not even to Chloris’ intractable propriety, who had died or how, so long as they all came out safe from that arcane fight on the Folded Hills high road, and how safe meant Dove stepping out of that fire.
How Ed’s voice starting that fire made Blossom wince from the terrible control of a will outside the world. How Grue shook in the Round House basement while we hid from Chloris’ metaphysical transition. How everyone in the hospital looked up when perish in flames rang down the whole of the Power.
“It’s something Edgar really wants, something Dove and Chloris really want.” I can keep my voice to a human scale, without the awareness of how much reality bent to give them exactly what they wanted.
Flaed doesn’t look completely reassured. I have no idea what to say, because, well, I can say — 
“You know how some people are easier to work with than others?” Flaed’s trade is cooking. People disagree about how things are done when you’re cooking. That might be part of the definition of people.
Flaed nods.
“Right from the start, Dove and Edgar worked together extremely well.”
“It’s so hard to imagine Ed as any kind of sorcerer, even without trying understanding hatching.” Flaed makes hand-motions of disbelief. I wouldn’t know for sure without the cognitive penumbra, but that’s disbelief. “Ed would always work hard but wasn’t ever much for wits or talent.”
“Working hard counts in sorcery.”
“I suppose it must,” Flaed says, completely unconvinced and not wanting to argue.
“It really does.” That, I can say with emphasis and certainty. There’s a tiny gleam of amusement from Halt.
Flaed looks compressed for a second and blurts “Did you hatch, too?”
There’s a wave and an apologetic little head-duck. “I know it’s some sorcery thing, but I can’t tell if it’s a joke or not, and that would be even less like Edgar.”
“There’s something like hatching for all of us. I haven’t, yet, though all the rest of us have.”
Flaed looks a little concerned at me.
“It’s a metaphor, but what hatching is a metaphor for isn’t the same thing for everybody who becomes an Independent.”
“I suppose it is your trade.” Flaed smiles, carefully and with effort but it turns real somehow. “Edgar really does get to feel useful?”
With a little bit of the implication of seeing as they’re not here, since Flaed has no idea the rest of us are off with Blossom mining samarium after doing something too emphatic to call divination to find it. To the great relief of both Blossom and the Standard-Captains, but not something I should casually mention.
“Edgar really does get to feel useful.” I say that with just people-emphasis, not the thing of inescapable certainty I could make it if I didn’t pay attention.
Flaed nods at me, and says “Thank you. It’s a help. And now I’ve got to go soak some beans,” and heads out briskly, quite composed.
Which is respectable for talking to sorcerers.
Should less composure had speaking unto shepherds?
It’s difficult to maintain a dignified silence in one’s own head.
Not, thankfully, difficult to make an illusory pavement; putting chairs right on new bare dirt is something to avoid.
Pelōŕios goes quadrepedal, snorfles approvingly, and stretches out behind my chair. Not asleep, too much horn glow for asleep even if I couldn’t feel the alert watching.
Halt hands me a cup of tea, for which I murmur thanks.
Sometimes the best thing about sorcery is being sure your tea won’t get cold. It’s going to be a long night watching.
I’m sure the eustacen cropping the buttweed off let more water get down to the ruins when it rained, and that did something, ions, the wetted memory of sacrificial blood, there’s not really any telling without having dug it all up and doing lengthy careful experiments, to activate what was left of the guardian mechanisms. Certain is not the same as correct, so we’re going to see what happens.
The shepherds make their usual camp, about a kilometre away. They’ve got respectable ward-bindings, Blossom’s work, which I suppose keeps them from having the inevitable moderately creepy overtones of Halt’s. They’ve got a small stove and reasonable singing voices even if they can’t tune a mandolin very well. The eustacen stand in a companionable horns-out circle on rutted bare dirt and chew their cuds with a wet grinding noise a lot like the sound feeding a cabbage mangle too slowly makes. The lambs, face horns almost grown and back-curving goat horns only starting, go in the middle like one-tonne miniatures of the adults. Their cud-chewing adds a note as though it’s the turnip mangle turning almost quickly enough.
The sheepdogs come and look so expectantly at Pelōŕios there’s a sigh and a switch to bipedality so using a wire brush back of the dog’s ears is practical.
All the dogs have, and have delicately brought, their own brush, and being bronze constructs, don’t drool. Pelōŕios is deeply thankful for the lack of drool.
It’s important to face the dog so the scything tail isn’t near anyone, but Pelōŕios didn’t have any trouble figuring that out. One dog goes and lies down by the shepherds; the other two curl up in the middle of the eustacen, I suppose in the fashion of a horrible surprise for any attacker trying to get away.
Full dark has me feeling slightly uneasy, not because I can sense anything untoward but because it’s so peaceful. Most of the eustacen are drooping-headed asleep, sheep would lie down but sheep don’t weigh tonnes. The lambs do lie down, two with their heads on the same sheepdog.
The rest of us have made a huge light show but the samarium got mined and they’ll be heading way south on Blue Creek tomorrow to deal with some awkward drainage. Just dirt, no one has to worry what happens if any of the rest of us have to deal with vegetation someone wants.
I miss them. It’s still much more peaceful when they’re far away, I can’t say Death and Constant Strange Mayhem is tumultuous, as a thing distinct from the individual people, but it’s much too absolute to be peaceful. No slow processes like organic growth.
Pelōŕios thinks half a thought at me, wondering if I’m worried about possible metaphysic dangers.
Not even a little. If it’s something militant, Halt’s got it. Halt’s got a million people, true, but right now Halt is here.
“It’s not that I have a million people, Zora dear, it’s that a million people have me. No one in the Commonweal has tried to kill me in five hundred and forty one years. This is something of a record.” Halt can’t quite do peaceful, but this sounds entirely contented, even without the needle-clicking.
I keep failing to imagine how it seems to the old ones, some place where things get run by voting and calculations of everybody’s survival.
“Voting isn’t really how things are run,” Halt says. “Clerks run things, voting is a way to object, mostly. What matters is who benefits. Someone always benefits, or they won’t do the work of keeping the thing running. It usually turns into a fight over control of the benefit.”
The blunt end of a knitting needle points at the eustacen. Eustace says “baah?” and Halt makes patting motions on the air. The brutal great head dips and the long ears ruffle. “Those have cleared a hectare each per day. There were, to begin, oh, not quite four hundred hectares of Screaming Buttweed here. Three décades of work, and another décade or so moving the flock to the next patch of weeds, for which someone must pay the shepherds, and me, for the work of my creatures. Not any different in principle from paying the drover and the drover’s helper for the assistance of the draft team and the waggon.”
I nod.
“Yet there are many waggons and but one flock of eustacen.” Halt’s a little bit amused, and I remember I have no idea what Halt called them. “Eustacen” was someone who had to fill out a report and didn’t know what Halt had called them either.
“And there’s lots of weeds people can’t easily clear.” You do not light Screaming Buttweed on fire, or flood it. The good thing about an established patch is knowing where it is, spread the tiny sticky spiky seeds and you’re facing a much worse problem.
Halt nods. “In traditional societies, you get a fight for control, to establish certainties of whom the resource will benefit.”
Us, much more than the eustacen. It would take me four hours to weed this patch only if I was exceedingly scrupulous about it.
“The Founders were clever to see that the only way to avoid that struggle for control was to limit benefit. Trying to make benefit the same, to distribute evenly, ignores luck.”
Halt has a low opinion of ignoring luck.
So does the Food-gesith; there’s a list, somewhere, with priority categories for weeding by eustacen, and then some clerks established witnesses with ritual formality and rolled dice before a Null for where the eustacen would go this year. We only don’t get that because we’ve got the whole watershed. Though the first year we nearly did, Wake had a second list with half the weeds on it, by priority, in case the full list wasn’t going to get done in time.
I’m a bit surprised the shepherd-collective, there has to be more of it and some dedicated pastures somewhere, doesn’t own the eustacen.
“Someone must be responsible for them,” Halt says.
Which, right. Halt, Blossom, Dove, and Ed. A Line company or other sorcerers could win a fight with one, or the flock, Wake or Chloris could just say die at eustacen if needs must, but the droop-eared oh I suppose you’re in charge reaction doesn’t happen for anyone else but those four, and Halt can’t have been planning on Dove or Ed. The eustacen visibly view the shepherds as menu planners and rake-wielders for when their wool is feeling matted, rather than as anyone in charge. It’s a lot like how Spook views half the populace as a source of warmth or petting.
Someone had to provide the very substantial investment, too, though that should have been at least four geans.
“The Galdor- and Food-gesiths, jointly,” Halt says. “In recompense for the interminable paperwork,” gets pronounced with a distinct twinkle.
Chapter 51
Zora
Pelōŕios and I run from the head of the fourth valley across to Edge Creek the next day, there’s an infrastructure problem and the rest of us will wind up there after they get a pesky problem with an eroding fill channel sorted out down at the bottom of Blue Creek. Easier to have us do it than to dig the whole lock surround out.
Ed’s memory’s full of sympathy for the embarrassed lock-clerk, maintenance hasn’t been happening if it isn’t obviously needed as everybody tries to get enough infrastructure built in the Folded Hills. They’re still horribly embarrassed to have their lock go out of service.
Edge Creek’s problem’s trickier. The Displaced are fitting in fine, housing is mostly a matter of digging along Edge Creek, the water supply can handle the population increase, and terrace crops expand just as fast as you can build the terraces, which is really fast if you swap dredge and shovel focuses between teams and start with wicker edging and worry about stone or ceramic later.
Four distinct wreaking collectives have developed generalized rip-and-sort refinery enchantments, the designs are different but they’re all big and need thousands of people to run at useful rates. The workbench demonstrations take hours to get through ten grammes with a single wreaking-collective sorcerous person pushing, and then you need to make sure the stuff you don’t want stays stable, which doesn’t have any fully general solutions. We do that consciously, and maybe the really big refinery focuses proposed can do it consciously, too, a big focus can have subsidiary nodes and sub-teams.
People want to put the refinery on the East Bank, well up from the actual Edge Creek. East Bank’s a fifty-kilometre straight stretch where the land up and east from the Creek is fairly flat and tilted away from the Creek as soon as you’re up the steepish high banks, so you could get food to people without too much trouble and still keep a refinery away from the water. “Away from the water” means no short canals in, so you’d have to do all the ore and output moving with more focuses, which is new and slow and means making wheels you don’t have the steel for until the whole thing is working, but the Commonweal needed something last year.
None of that is our problem. There’s close to eight thousand people here, three-fifths of them Displaced, busy as anything to get it all built. They need us to do the major ward-working for them or they won’t dare use the refinery focus until the available wreaking teams can get the whole works warded, which can be expected to take a couple of generations.
Blossom and Dove and Constant expect to spend a big chunk of today arguing ward design. Wake or Blossom really ought to have been called in very first thing, despite a considerable hope that there was a work-around for the expected size and Power requirements. As an explanation, hope makes Blossom cross.
I expect to spend a big chunk of today sitting still and looking interested, there won’t even be math to check until tomorrow sometime. Don’t have to remind the others to drink enough fluids anymore. So I’m going for a dawn run with Pelōŕios, the whole way round the East Bank. Everyone’s been told about sorcerers looking like unicorns.
We’re most of the way around, headed back, when we hear the short choked scream.
Unicorn-shape means I’m sure what I heard and I know just where the scream was. Pelōŕios doesn’t argue about sprinting over there.
Not a Creek, young, I think, Regular-sized, and not doing a very good job of holding still. They’ve staggered out second through an empty doorway in the long side of incomplete large building, three sides of thick masonry wall that doesn’t seem tall enough to be finished.
Nobody else in there. Bind a ward across the doorway, it doesn’t have to last long or do more than keep life from crossing the threshold.
The forearm full of spines means there aren’t any right up close to the eyes. None in the nostrils, either. Plenty in the rest of the face, whole left side, cheekbone down to the jaw.
Lots of weeds have spines that wind up in your nostrils and start crawling as fast as they can.
Throat would be pretty bad, throat is why I get the second one. The four actual medics are on the first one out who did get spines to the throat. The medics are looking like this is not at all what they were expecting to do this morning, they were walking to breakfast and had to sprint to get up here.
That first person might have inhaled a few spines, too. There isn’t any sense of increasing control of the situation coming from behind me.
Pelōŕios goes simiform out of willingness to hold this patient still, but that’s not good practice. You want to keep flesh away from weed spines, even unicorn flesh, not every weed in the world’s simple enough that a metaphysical metabolism is enough to stop it.
“You’re going to have to hold still.” Not sure my patient hears me.
Pelōŕios, would you fetch two stretchers, please? A proper stretcher’s got ways to stop the writhing and that would be more tactful.
Pelōŕios does the odd little step-clatter-step thing involved in switching forms while already running and zips off. People in Westcreek Town are getting used to unicorns on medical errands, I don’t see why the rest of the Commonweal can’t manage.
Not going to be enough time, drat it. There’s something growing around the spines, and it’s already the size of a green gooseberry around every one. About the same internal consistency, you can see the skin ruche up as the spines swell. Spores, spray, just trying to ruin skin integrity, or maybe the spines launch back out to try to get anyone trying to help.
Or it’s the first step toward turning the victim into more weed. No idea which weed this is, I don’t recognize it and I have no time to commune with the internal library.
“This is going to hurt. I’m sorry about that, but I need to make sure your nerves still work.” Whatever this is does a very good job of faking the victim’s body chemistry, I need to be able to feel the nerves working to know if they’re dead or not, some of them are.
Hungry, vicious, I can’t tell those apart sometimes.
The medic behind me doesn’t turn around, they do hand something back, snatched out of a pocket, and I take it and say thanks and pop it, unwrapped, I cheated some on the unwrap, into the guy’s mouth.
“It’s a bite pad. Keeps you from hurting your teeth.”
Turn the patient’s motor nerves off, I hate to, but not much option. I just have bare hands, too, I haven’t got a ward I could work through, I’m not sure that thing of Halt’s is technically a warding. Plus I get much less useful if I have to get this stuff out of me. There’d be flailing if that was possible. Switch the muscle to relaxed, too, that will feel really odd.
“I’ve made it so you can’t smack me with the weedy bits, and so it won’t give you bad cramps, I hope.”
There’s the first bit out of the arm, it’ll pull free live, it’s trying to grow but not anchor itself. Very unhappy noise around the bite-pad, to go with distressed thoughts.
“It is not better to die.”
Next three, in a little clump, and they try to close their eyes in distress. The skin of their face pulls around spines in their cheek and the pained scrunch stops.
They still close their eyes.
“Better not to look, though.” Trying to sound reassuring. Savage gooseberries, a little slick with blood and lymph and you can still see the spine down the middle, new ivory white and tapered and the surface has all these tiny hairs, they’re meant to move steadily forward, that’s not doesn’t-come-out barbs, doesn’t-come-out barbs aren’t that long and wriggly.
Best to be honest, too. “Of course I’m reading your mind, just the top, so I know how distressed you are. Not every weed lets go when you pull it.”
Top of the forearm, it looks like an accident with a powered rivet set, all these little punched out holes. Coagulate all of that, don’t want blood everywhere or shock, the chemical swamp in there makes shock all too likely, surprised, oh, the ghastly stuff, histamine reactions everywhere, those are at least easy enough to fix, get the thing that fixes those set up and hang it on a binding, don’t stick the binding to their forehead, too many weeds still in their head, just hang it in the air, Chloris said ghost hook the first time and now we all do.
Eyes back open, going wide, looking at the glow and the ghost-hook and the complex little tangle. They’re in the kind of job where some talent-sensitivity’s an advantage.
“That’s a binding to run a little spell for me, the weed wants you to have an allergic reaction, and I’m disagreeing.” I’m really glad Grue insisted I practice people-versions of this, it’s not difficult but I had to do it fast.
That’s something like a whimper, but the weed’s all out of their arm, none, oh, rot these spine-barb-hair-things, not literally, how do I get those out? They’re circulating, bad thing to have in the bloodstream, no actual malice in them, it’s all chemistry, unstructure the lot. Tiny mass, not much heat, looking flushed but I’m going to go with that mostly being the histamines, face spines are still calmly swelling, nothing signalled them, better make sure, hang another binding on the ghost-hook and re-coagulate the arm holes, make sure I’ve got all of them, all the possible lingering hairs, some of them could be stuck in muscle and working toward blood and not there yet.
Deep breath. Only one, might not have time for even one, but I need it.
“All out of your arm.” Lots of tears leaking, this really has hurt a whole lot.
Less muscle in faces, so the skin’s tearing over the swellings. Just not as much depth for the spines to get stuck in, even the six or seven in the malar aren’t in deep, they’re stuck, so are the other dozen along the jaw, this weed is nasty, it’s working away at the bone as best it can. Chemical signalling, these are a little more set, I don’t need another try at fatal allergies.
“Take a deep breath.”
They do, thankfully.
Right at the bottom of the inhale all the spines come out of their face, straight back out, all the spines and hairs and the savage gooseberry effect, all of it. Messy, horrible, half a thought to be sure I got it all and then I can put a hand on their face and put back the way it should be.
Arm, too. Little tiny mind-tweak so they believe they’re whole, down in their spine. Arguably not permitted to, but if I don’t they won’t stay whole, especially with an exercised talent, you really have to believe the injury is healed.
Histamine check, shock, no, they’re breathing fine, they’re in that funny state where the pain has stopped and you don’t really believe it yet. Take the histamine blocker off the ghost-hook. De-relax the long muscles, not the whole way, some.
“Looks like that’s all of the weed out, you’re all back together.”
Unparalyze their motor nerves, carefully, they’re not looking happy at all.
They don’t take a swing at me, I can see the thought, but then they look at the blob of savage gooseberries floating a metre away from my left shoulder in a containment bubble and then there’s a shout from behind me and we’ve got to move.
I pick them up, they’re struggling, there’s nothing organic wrong, I’m pretty sure not, but they’re still wobbly and that was definitely a “move this instant” kind of shout.
All four medics are moving back, one’s got a hurt hand, forearm, the others clearly aren’t willing to risk touching them, the other casualty, the one with the spines to the throat, it’s hard to tell it was a person, and then the whole thing is floating up, not me doing it.
I push my clump of savage gooseberry over to the ward, Blossom lets it through.
Then I hand my hurt person to bipedal Pelōŕios, with a Be gentle, they’re hurt and their team-mate just died and for a wonder, Pelōŕios entirely is.
Not much understanding of mercy in unicorns, everyone says. Certainly not much expectation of it anywhere in Pelōŕios.
Grue sends me a huge wash of approval and a narrow question. I say “Yes” as fast as I can, then Grue’s riffling through my mind for what I did.
A minute later it’s obvious the medic’s going to make it, lost the tattoos on that arm but they’re all back together and another lump of savage gooseberries goes into the ward.
Which Grue looks at, really looks, and then looks sad, slumped, and does the emphatic headshake at Blossom. The ward goes opaque white. I can feel the Power move, so can Pelōŕios, there’s some wild edges of eyes. Pelōŕios can’t find Blossom reassuring out of my history, that wouldn’t be a fair expectation. Pelōŕios can perfectly well see what Blossom really is. Trust needs to be a strong habit to cope with that kind of knowledge.
“Anything important in there?” Dove says, chin lifting at the unfinished walls, in the mild voice that fools people who really ought to know better, it fools some of the Line, I think it almost got past Halt once.
My patient tries to say something, fishes the bite pad out of their mouth, visibly gets control of themselves, wiggles to stand up, Pelōŕios sets them upright quite tactfully, and says, shaky and determined, “No. We were coming to see how the mortar had set on the back wall.”
Dove nods, and Ed gets the fire-mirror up in time.
Ed always does, it’s nothing like as rash as it seems, it’s not fundamentally different from someone picking something up with both hands. You never feel any of the heat but you feel the shock in your feet.
This time, the shock’s about like jumping down from something shoulder-high. Dove was worried about me. Pelōŕios has to catch my casualty. Even with two feet, balance never bothers Pelōŕios, but the ground-shock wobbles all the medics, the only one who might have gone over finds out Blossom’s a convincing immovable object and says thanks.
Just these two Dove says. Didn’t spread. Might be just the one weed that was in there.
Chloris has the full sense of that, it was dead before Dove incinerated it and there was a lid on it before it was dead. Don’t recognize it. Even with time for riffling through the mental library, no idea what it is. Something straggly up out of the plain dirt of the floor in there, mortar means water or it blew in, the open side points east.
Grue’s still looking morose, but Grue doesn’t know what it is, either. “Wretchedly competent,” Grue says in bitter tones.
“Wretchedly competent savage gooseberry is a terrible binomial,” Dove says. Not quite the mild voice.
The survivor, horrible to use the about a survivor, gets badly stuck on terrible. Not sure they should be standing up, and neither is Grue. Lots of arm waving and I can’t tell, I’m not sure what species they are, it’s like the Regular cluster but I don’t think it is, Ambiguous Typical Ed says, I certainly can’t tell from that new knowledge if this is plain and maybe helpful weeping or real loss of composure getting started.
One of the medics, not the one who had the hurt arm, rummages quickly in a shoulder bag, produces a decilitre jar, and says “Drink this” in such confirmed tones that the survivor does. They’re wobbly, they couldn’t have got the lid off themselves, Pelōŕios opened it for them, they weren’t sure what to do with the bite pad before the medic who was behind me snagged it, then they drink whatever it was in one convulsive gulp and take two tries to hand the jar back.
“You’re alive,” the medic who was behind me says, bagging the bite pad. You can autoclave those. Need to, because nobody knows what we’re going to do for rubber. “The terrifying sorcerer is why you’re still alive, and it’d have hurt worse if I had been trying to do it.”
They’re mumbling, something about pain, and arms off and shaking, and Ed drops a blanket on them. Not a real blanket, but I doubt they’ve noticed, it gets clutched tight.
“Zora is a student terrifying sorcerer.” Grue’s sounding firm, with extra emphasis on student. “I can offer to blur the memory of all that pain for you, but Zora can’t, it wouldn’t be lawful.”
Grue’s qualified for a doctor about the way Blossom is qualified for an engineer.
There’s a sharp nod, and more shaking, and Grue puts a hand on their forehead and Pelōŕios catches them, scooping them up. “Scarce weighty,” Pelōŕios says, and goes right on carrying them and the folded stretcher all two kilometres to the infirmary. The medics follow along with the hurt medic in the other stretcher.
My patient looks smaller in the neat bed, against pale linen sheets, I don’t know why. Ed and Blossom really do look about fourteen if you don’t know them, if you just saw them for the first time walking down the road and were blind, entirely blind, to the Power. I cannot make myself really believe that Ed’s on the tall side for a man if you’re a Regular anything. Not very tall, not notably, but over their average. This patient’s shorter than Ed and their face looks like a sick child, even knowing they’re physically whole and after one of the medics washed their face. Grue got the blood off as Pelōŕios was picking them up.
Blossom and the rest of us, Death and Constant Strange Mayhem following behind the Goddess of Destruction, really, all their quiet faces won’t do much to reassure anyone sensitive, have gone off with the ward and the remains to ask where the most-very-thoroughly-so ashes should be put. So it’s just me and Pelōŕios and Grue and two of the four medics, the one who had the hurt arm is off with the duty doctor running tests.
“Student notwithstanding,” Grue says, “you just beat a tough novel weed when you had to do it fast without warning. I’m proud.”
Both medics are nodding. Not that Grue is habitually lavish with praise, I have to believe Grue meant it just as soon as I believe Grue said it.
Raised by Halt, Grue says, fey and merry.
Chapter 52
Eirene
I asked Halt once how this whole mad idea could possibly work, how so much Power coming so quick could possibly come out right. Everyone knows you have to be careful with the Power, and the more, the more careful.
Halt had smiled, smiled enough you could smell the ancient madness, and quoted clerks at me, that you can have success or you can have control.
“We’ve come out the other side,” Halt had said, “which was quick of Wake. Not going through the mad middle’s better art, and the worst of those children is Dove’s hard heart.”
Which, or so I take it, was meant to say they’ve got each other to bounce off, it’s not as simple as loneliness, it’s someone to argue the work with. Someone you can equal, in craft if not Power, someone who can share. Painters or musicians are like that, you need to get the gifted ones together so they can hammer out some common language or there’s never much discipline or joy in what they do.
There were, before my time, a row of particularly good apple trees, and some rot or blight got to them, and they were all cut down before anyone found out the scions weren’t flourishing and the seeds hadn’t come true. There’s still a tray of mugs turned from the wood, and lamenting stories, and one of our young wizards, for all the law won’t quite call them sorcerers yet and surely not Independents.
Halt’s madness is a fine old thing, with all its whims worked out of it. Deep and vast and cruel, but it won’t be accidental.
Zora’s is like something’s got into the baking, and you just have to hope it’s going to come to some good accommodation with the yeast and the oven door won’t bulge open on hunger or worse and soon worser.
It takes Zora five minutes to turn two turned mugs’ worth of sixty-year-old wood into twelve small apple trees in pots, as well-leaved and rising-hale as the season and good health would ask.
I had the pots and the soil there by the refectory herb garden, but no hand touched it after, everything just rose up and sorted itself out. I think the water came from the Creek, and I know the gravel did, and I don’t doubt if I’d forgotten soil and pots it would have been arranged.
Zora’s from the Blue Hills, up north of the canal east off Blue Creek, where they’re very regular people, and ought to know such work for remarkable.
Zora smiles a little wistfully at me and says “It would be remarkable at home.”
“It’s not unremarkable in Westcreek Town.” You just have to accept that they can see things in your face, or you work into a swivet over which sorcerer has been reading your mind.
“Cognitive penumbra,” Zora says. “About as apparent as your apron, and we can’t not, there isn’t an analog to closing your eyes.”
Zora makes an apologetic gesture.
“Also about as deep as an apron, there’s no depth to it. Actual mind-reading would severely upset all the teachers.”
I have to smile.
If a judge would hang one of the infant wizards for mind-reading depends on what got read. Why the patient is screaming, if there are no witnesses to the injury, has precedent of permissibility, but only just, and narrowly. Zora knows that, they all know that, and they all decided to not pretend they’re less uncanny than they actually are.
“Would you have time for a cup of tea?” is a surprise. Especially since it sounds like Zora’s not sure it’s a sensible question, in just the way that goes with Zora’s age, and not the infant wizard’s responsibilities.
I most definitely have time for a cup of tea, and in a shady corner outside.
“Did the work over by Edge Creek go well?” Get the talking started. It doesn’t have to start with the tricky subject, but it does have to start.
Zora takes three sips of tea. Whatever it is can’t be an easy thing to express tactfully. “Some difficulties with scale were discovered.”
Another sip of tea, set the cup down. “It took me close to an hour to realize Blossom’s sarcastic comments weren’t being made out loud, we could all hear them but no one else could. There’s a lot you can get away with in a small focus, you can just ignore third-order and emergent and resonant effects, they’re never going to be large enough to worry about. The refinery work they want is too large for that, it’s the same scale of Power as a battle-standard, no one involved wants to admit that, and they should have called us in first instead of deciding the warding problem could be solved later.”
“Can it be?”
“Blossom doesn’t think so. Blossom handed the planning problem to Dove.”
“Did that work?” They were all here at breakfast.
The ghosts of butterfly wings sweep through Zora’s chair. “Dove’s good at bossy.”
A careful rueful sip of tea, and then a grin like Zora’s only young. “Dove’s even better at being hard to argue with. The focus-teams set up a committee to go talk to Ongen, Dove got them to agree not to alter anything until after Ongen’s reviewed the design, Dove even managed to convince them Blossom’s worries weren’t risk aversion.”
“Captain Blossom hardly seems risk-averse.” Unnerving standards of risk among Halt’s choice-kin notwithstanding.
“Blossom has a reputation for being extremely picky about focus design.” Zora shrugs. “Start with battle-standards and artillery and anyone would be. Rather like I doubt you’re forgiving of vague quantities in refectory recipes.”
Time to pour more tea.
“Five thousand focus-users incinerating themselves isn’t an ethics question, have to stop that.”
There’s a column of insubstantial butterflies, swirling, which I much prefer to pronounced swearing.
“Most sorcerers who go for Independent leave anything sexual out, it’s about three-fifths over the whole history of the Commonweal.”
Aha.
“After the run over to Edge Creek, Pelōŕios rested their jaw over my withers while we were both quadrupeds.”
A big determined swallow of tea, well, I take one, too. It wouldn’t be anything simple, give Zora that much basic good sense despite everything.
“Grue says,” and Zora talks in exactly Grue’s voice, most uncanny, “That’s about like walking up to someone and sitting in their lap. When you flow up against them so there’s no space between you and you somehow neglected to wear pants.”
Oh dear.
“It was once, I don’t imagine Pelōŕios thought I wouldn’t know what it meant or didn’t think it was a question.” Zora’s annoyed, but not at all with Pelōŕios as a person.
“You need to say some clear answer.” Always, if someone’s asked unambiguously. There are so many distinctions of no.
Zora’s tea really should slosh out of the cup with that motion, but it doesn’t. There’s a little bit of abashed, setting the cup down gently.
“I want to say yes.” Zora puts up a hand as though I’m going to object, or feel surprise.
“The rest of us, that’s not chiefly carnal.”
“I have seen Chloris and Constant couple-dancing.” Or, twice, Edgar asleep, head on Dove’s shoulder, which I’m glad most folk have not seen.
Zora nods, too focused to do more than acknowledge the point. No one’s told Zora how many young lovers watch Chloris and Constant dancing and decide their own love is a lie.
“I know precisely what they’ve got, and I don’t want it.” Zora makes a face. “Even if I like Constant and it’s sometimes pretty to watch.”
I had thought I knew where this conversation would go.
“You’ve met Crane. Crane didn’t keep any physical desire, any need for sex or contact or even just wanting to climb into a tub for the whole afternoon sometimes.”
I nod.
“Crane is odd, only not. By Independent standards Crane’s not odd at all, and I don’t want to do that to myself. Halt’s kind of inhuman’s easier to understand, Halt doesn’t treat people as a collection of prey species out of sheer intellectual conviction. I can make sense out of that. What I can’t do is trust myself about this, because I don’t want to give up the possibility, I’ve had four years of, of contented squirming populating our shared awareness, the rest of us really are careful and polite about it but it’s always there, I can’t help knowing what all the secret looks mean.”
“That seems entirely unfair.” I should have brought food, tea isn’t enough for this.
“The end of the world will appear and thoroughly smite anything that threatens me.”
I’ve never heard anyone sound so completely certain.
“Hell or high water, and Hell’s already afraid.”
Zora goes from certain to morose. “Wouldn’t be fair to them to say they can’t have it. Wouldn’t be safe, Dove and Edgar are a lot worse without each other.”
Pouring tea is time to think. Not enough, which is why it’s important the food need to be severed, cut, something with a pouring sauce is even better.
“Why shouldn’t you say yes? Pelōŕios is a pleasant man, and I presume otherwise without social obligation.” Given the sorry state Pelōŕios arrived in, I should hope not.
“I’m the problem. I can perfectly well imagine it working out really well for me, educating Pelōŕios about their simiform shape just wouldn’t be dreadful. Being a unicorn is restful, Pelōŕios is someone to be a unicorn with, people are getting used to us running around.”
People don’t know whether to be proud or terrified, and are picking proud by will alone.
“Pelōŕios did ask.” I am not going to start talking about equivalence of perceived benefit, as though Zora was twelve and utterly bewildered.
Zora nods. “Really did ask. But I’m” — Zora waves a slow-fading fantasia of roses everywhere, the nook, the herb garden, right up to the roof peaks — “more than a unicorn. Just me, without being part of the working link and rearranging the landscape. Pelōŕios could become a citizen and learn sorcery for five hundred years and it wouldn’t be a relationship of equals.”
“How do you feel about Pelōŕios’ former fellow unicorns?”
“If those unicorns ever find out about their images on the carousel, someone’s going to have to kill them. It might be the rest of us, it might be the Line, it might be Halt or Wake or Blossom, but it will be necessary that they die.”
Zora doesn’t disapprove.
“Pelōŕios did those illusions as defiance, anger, something, it’s hard to feel benevolent when you’re escaping a lifetime of abuse. We thought about it, and decided we weren’t taking a substantial risk with anyone’s safety.”
I’d think sorcerers shouldn’t trust their feelings if I didn’t know it was more people in late youth. Zora slumps a little.
I don’t think it needful to remind Zora how hard they argued the unicorn was worth saving.
“Are you breaking a rule of sorcerous conduct I don’t know?” Or by conduct I don’t know about, but do by all means let there be tact.
Zora’s head shakes. “I don’t think so. Halt and Grue, separately, don’t think so. Five judges agreed it was permissible to correct Pelōŕios’ obligate metavory.”
“So you’re worried you’ve gone and made yourself a lover, only it’s not fair to them, because you made them.”
Zora nods.
“Nothing wrong with using social means.” I say it as gently as I can.
Zora’s face hurts to watch.
“Not coercive social means, not threatening something needful, getting everyone to insist someone should do what you want is unlawful, never mind wrong. But all you’ve done is be kind and express if-you-can possibility. Everyone does that, negotiation must happen, even when the people involved can’t bear to admit that’s what they’re doing.”
If you think so young it shows, sometimes it shows when you think nothing of the sort.
“You are young. You’ve got less experience than you’d like. Pelōŕios can’t have much experience, subject to brutality doesn’t go with a history of lovers.”
Zora nods. “None.”
Half a smile. “It might make Commonweal expectations easier to communicate.”
“It might.”
Wait for the sip of tea, wait to see an increase in composure.
“One of those expectations involves talking.” “To be said with gentle firmness” the instructions for counselling all say, have said since the verb was written sayeth so.
Zora nods. “Pelōŕios still doesn’t ever get to be part of the working link, I’ll still always be much more capable with the Power, and Pelōŕios is still unreasonable about me in some kind of glorious mad poetic way I’m most unlikely to adopt.”
“Instead of the calm, practical unreasonable you’ve been using.”
Zora blushes. Zora can’t quite decide what to say.
“You have invented entirely novel sorcery, borrowed Halt, and completely ignored social convention. If you don’t want this unicorn, what you do want is subtle.”
Really should have brought food, this is entirely the time to hand them cake.
“There’s nothing wrong with wanting a lover or reliable affection or even a reminder that the whole world doesn’t react to being immolated by stepping back into life from out of a different fire.” It must seem like Zora’s whole world, sometimes. If I correctly understand Halt’s purposes they’re all meant to live in that world.
“There’s a lot wrong with,” and Zora stops and stays stopped for a little while.
“Strong talents alter the world, then you can’t prove you didn’t.” Zora looks very sad.
Zora sits up straight and looks at me, not rudely but with force. “So much of anything is luck, little things. The law says I can want whatever I like so long as I will that it not alter others, then I got the law to allow me to give Pelōŕios a means of self-alteration, and it doesn’t matter what I have or haven’t willed, all the little bits of luck get loose and nudge the outcome.”
“Pelōŕios has agency. Is, if not your match, sorcerous.” Untaught, and not, a guest, to be taught, but Grue and Halt both say on the strong side for their ilk of unicorns.
“Their simiform face, and muscles, and size, can all be accidents. Maybe even the hands,” Zora says, in the tones of someone being scrupulously fair. “Simiform Pelōŕios has precisely and exactly the voice I heard in my imagination, that I wanted, Pelōŕios doesn’t sound like that as a unicorn or” — and Zora waves at their head — “before.”
Lethal disbelief, only in a strong sorcerer that might not be metaphorical. People do this, not only the young, if it’s perfect they don’t deserve it and if it’s not perfect they could do better.
“Everything you want doesn’t happen.”
Zora nods.
“As ethics, you don’t believe you intended any alteration.”
Never mind if you really trust yourself about that.
“Pelōŕios does not believe they’ve been unjustly or involuntarily altered, you went to considerable trouble, meaning Halt chortles when learned persons ask how it could be possible, to set that up so Pelōŕios had control of it.”
Zora nods again, tentatively. Aspects of Halt’s sense of humour are strange to kindness.
“You’re not considering that perhaps you correctly perceived what Pelōŕios would sound like.”
Definitely not, that’s puzzled blinking.
“There isn’t a test you haven’t passed. The judges opted for reduction in harm at unknown risk, rather than unknown risk of unknown harm, just as they ought. That’s not special favour, it might not make anyone happy to repair the faults of unicorns, but justice is justice.”
I really should have brought cake.
Zora gets a tremulous look and converts something, presumably dirt, to a white porcelain cake pedestal. A blue glass bowl of whipped cream and a strawberry loaf cake form out of the air in, oh, thirty seconds. There must be substance, neither of them have that odd feeling that goes with illusions. I get handed a shiny clean plain table knife and a proper cake fork; Zora’s pulled those out of the refectory, I saw them sail through a window that opened quietly and as quietly shut. So, an afterthought, does a spoon for the whipped cream.
“The pedestal lid?”
“The inevitable corundum,” Zora says. “There’s aluminium everywhere.”
It looks like the Power made a soap bubble permanent. Zora’s command of the Power, much as our habits of politeness dislike ascribing agency to any performance of sorcery.
It’s a toothsome cake. The whipped cream tastes as though it was from cow’s milk, as they’d expect in the Blue Hills.
“If I tell Pelōŕios yes, I’m condemning them to following me around, if not my funeral.” Zora stops looking at me, starts looking up to a distant part of the sky. “Domesticating swans, all the new species and altered people, taking up with unicorns, reading the patient’s mind. It’s not the sort of behaviour the Shape of Peace will necessarily approve.”
“If you think it likely the Shape will disapprove, why are you doing those things?”
“It gets the job done. Halt’s clever idea works, it fits into what people can agree the job involves.” Zora grins, and has butterfly wings for just long enough I’m not afraid I’m hallucinating. “At least if they get some time to think. That doesn’t mean our job, any wizard-team’s job, fits into the Shape of Peace’s expectations for sorcerers.”
Zora sets their cake fork down, takes a sip of tea. “We don’t know that the Shape will disapprove. We don’t know that it won’t. It’s not even slightly clear to anyone why Grue and Blossom were accepted, or if that reasoning would apply to us.”
Zora’s wings come back to wave a little, ignoring the existence of the chair and several tall mint plants.
“Pelōŕios knows that?”
“Pelōŕios asked Edgar about it, for a second perspective.” Zora’s proud and annoyed at the same time. It would be instructive, if Zora could see it. “Not a question of not believing me, a question of not understanding and thinking someone militant could better explain a lethal risk.”
“Asking the next-in-status male better fits with unicorn custom and gendered hierarchies.”
Zora squints at me a bit surprised.
“I can perfectly well read those books of Hyacinth’s you copied. Not at all proper to be more reassuring about a unicorn than the unicorn warrants.”
Zora nods. Pelōŕios’ behaviour isn’t that expected from a Unicorn Four.
“Not that I’m conforming to a student sorcerer’s expected behaviour.” Zora’s only a little rueful. “Aside from the impossible angle of loneliness.”
“So tell your fellow Unicorn Eight yes, and use the time you know you’ve got.”
Zora doesn’t look especially reassured.
“Or don’t, if you truly do not wish to. But if you’re certain you don’t want what your fellow-students have, you need not insist on desires certain of success. You may experiment, and see what works, instead of bending the world into a form that permits your desire.”
There’s a half-slice of cake pause.
“I’d forgotten that,” Zora says, just a little bit abashed, and smiles.
Chapter 53
Pelōŕios
I am not bound.
Halt is not here.
She and me and none else, here. An the tower-keeper be draped about the parapet unto plummet’s nearness eyes might answer yet ears shall not.
Be I never-may so much the fool as believe the subtle tendrils of Halt’s will might me each and every I detect.
Who might hope to be outside the subtle darkness. Who might hope to know, and thus must I think that if any these. Herself I believe not this day shall, yet, yet. May yet they shall, tomorrow.
Shall me never-not, in any tale of years.
Shall me never-not find welcome.
Had thought, but not, not, not, for all of seeming.
How about you go bipedal, and I stay unicorn? Voice gentle, stance, I see before I know, gentle entire, eyes not too strange for seeing beauty.
It gives each of us the body language the other has the most practice understanding.
What few synonyms of insufficiency as could be other-understood, may that not be.
All of stance and regard, tender entire. Strange, and strange, in comfortable shape.
Social relations in the Commonweal happen as they are chosen. Ripples of light. Laughter I might know unfelt with biped brain. You cannot judge my interest by the customs of Unicorn Fours. If I bound you, the law would kill me as I deserved. Then us-together would die, and Halt would be sad.
Flat five-toed worthless digging-things.
Kick back with a boot heel.
Heh.
Your interest might I wisely judge in no least wise. Death and mockery, soon enough death.
Thou, as thou art, are beyond my hope. Manual artifice of gesture, that do I me not ever think me on, shall communicate.
Unicorn becomes woman, and holds me. You’re shaking.
At the ease of arms, the nod, the eyes concerned, I go back to more familiar shape. Not as I had from birth; gift-of-kindness bettered yet improved me not enough.
Effort asks, to wait on ill news.
Sometimes the answer is what do you want to do?
Entirely serious simiform face I cannot well-read.
Let’s sit down? If that’s not too much like surrender?
Head in lap, that death and mercy may arrive together.
You haven’t seen social much of anything, and I’ve been opaque because I was thinking and you don’t deserve a penumbra full of parts of thoughts.
One warm hand on my neck.
Chosen isn’t a fixed list, it’s not like the cheese choice or the meat choice at dinner. Half a sigh. I don’t understand what you want, or  — empty gestures at the sky — if you want anything in particular.
Unicorns bind their loves to keep them from leaving.
Incomprehension, stark and entire.
Let me say flock, though it be all of error; thou, and those of thee, a master of shapes and rewriter of minds, a fair death and ordered, an entelech blythe in youth, the soul of victory, the ghost of nameless strength, and the goddess of destruction. What need have thee of more, ere I must account your elders and a death only death and the dread of every spider?
Someone to cuddle? an actual lover? peer social interaction? Incomprehension nearly so much.
Would then such not flee? Thou art fair, and lovely, and kind. You-together bid the mountains dance, and the full-mighty burn.
Do you want to flee?
In no least wise. Yet as thou leave me free to flee, I should understand my departure your desire.
No you should not. Both hands move above my head. If you can’t say no, you can’t say yes. I’d like you to be able to say yes.
Questions need must come before answers. The world goes dark, to say it, but here, with her, I must so say.
Not the kind of bend-the-world extravagance Death and Constant Strange Mayhem are engaged in. Half a sigh, and a still hand. They can. I don’t want to.
It be unlike the world an ever I shall.
I must surrender social humanity to be an Independent; I can’t possibly not. I can’t be especially particular about the amount, but perhaps I can about type. The rest of us are giving up nearly all of theirs, to have one another … 
Bright and dim shall for nodding.
I would keep what I can. Unicorns aren’t any more socially human than independents. People, but people’s not the same, people’s more effort of politeness. We could be socially human with each other, and maybe not forget.
One chill tear.
Anyone associating with us-together is a risk.
Another.
More than just being alive in this century.
Thou wouldst grieve, an I died?
Nod, in idea and motion and thought.
Born to peace sees not what thy flock be. Not entire so be, grant in trepidation, yet I know that all as grieves thee so shall die. Better this than hopes of unicorns alone.
We might not win.
Let the General fear fire. I shall fear shred.
Have you learnt to read?
Mulch recites. Mulch recites gesticulatory and striding.
You hardly need fear shred.
Much asks Peace.
I’m not dead. I’m not enslaved, bound, or controlled. I haven’t been repeatedly impregnated because someone else wants more soldiers, or used up for labour not to my benefit. At no point in my life has there been any question that I would be housed or fed or cared for as I needed.
Yet much asks Peace. I must believe of thee thou wilt submit to die, if found wanting.
Those are everybody’s reasons, not just mine. I don’t get to damage the Peace for others.
A sigh that breathes out butterflies.
I was born into it, and it was all happy accident until the lower Third. I don’t get to say if your accident is happy.
’Tis uncertain. Infant courage answers not of kin.
Mikka was horrified by the idea of a unicorn, not by meeting you. Mother … I think Mother will be accepting if I seem happy.
Happy set before safe?
Sorcerers don’t get safe. Mother’s never going to admit understanding that, but they do.
A shift in weight and hand, leaning back.
So, keep them from leaving?
In span of years, shall come that day when wisdom has one flee, and those great may not for their greatness, as thou wouldst thee not for thy fellow citizens.
It’s a wonder there are still Unicorn Fours.
Few to miss they as remain.
Must ask.
Shalt thou, in span of time, become altogether one-together?
If not herself Death, of Death herself.
It took me years to learn all the math, she says, firm and calm. But I promise you, I am only and always myself, just as us-together are at all times one. Time shall not amend that.
Have heard claim the world wrought of singing every part, so song arbites the shape of all. Could not answer for which pit of words this be, nor if I now am fallen far.
I-myself am not any sort of combatant, nor any form of dread.
Doom I heard ring.
Heard thereafter calm tallies account the mighty dead. Ashes all but two and three who came to dust and nothing afore burnt up wert all strength of numbers.
We-together’s neither meek nor harmless.
Such voice, to say such things.
Thou-together might blot me into nonexistence.
I’d have trouble forgiving whoever killed you.
Yet ‘tis not welcome, and could not I know if welcome hath. Could well enough conclude betwixt death and none but rocks to speak to, death’s the better.
I think you’d really like me to just say you’re welcome. I need there to be something we both want to do before I can know what I want to say.
Peace asks much.
We can try to make ourselves stories if we want to, but we can only truly do it if the world will bend.
Hands, back of my ears, very gently. You might just, and I could, if I wanted to.
Why not have as you desire?
To have as I desire of others is impossible without conquest, which is outside the Peace, that place where the Commonweal doesn’t function and everything is worse.
Where she is dead.
All depart. Death, other departure, all depart. Of thou and I, it seems me not the greater chance thou should depart me ere I should depart thee.
Were we a thing together, someone might try to kill you just to make me sad. I can’t tell you that’s not a risk. I can’t tell you that the upswing in unpleasant events isn’t someone’s creeping tendrils of dominion.
The thought forms not so far as words.
Not a citizen thing, for knowledge. When we find whoever’s doing it, the Line destroys them.
Hugged round the neck feels of comfort, and I am doomed entire.
Doesn’t make anyone safe, but it does preclude anyone’s dominion.
Peace needs …  yet it must not. Weeds are not all out of the world nor this Commonweal.
Peace is how we treat each other.
Hands lift, shifting thighs consequent of stretching back, simiform shapes escape strangeness whilst one only so as think not on it, and else never-not.
Do unicorns ever sing together? Just sing, not some kind of structured working?
If, I know not.
Collaboration’s awkward of metaphor. I can feel the smile. Using Chloris and Constant dancing as an example wouldn’t reassure anyone.
Smile differs and the patting’s gentle and the shudder passes.
Mulch’s pinnacle of skill.
Mulch?
Mulch hath great age, yet not great power; skill does all skill might, yet all Mulch’s work must instruct its efficacy.
I’d like much less ranting than Mulch produces, but yes, like that. It’s not all as someone says, it’s agreeing about what to do first.
Mulch’s skill is great, and mine not.
There’s no requirement for studying sorcery, you don’t have to become an independent to be a citizen. There’s lots of sorcery to learn if you want to.
Must become, and the thing cannot be undone. Not her demand, not any harshness of the law, but none of bending in it neither.
Pelōŕios. You’re useful to me by breathing. This isn’t about sorcery, or agricultural production, or anything other than wanting a lover to be gentle with. You can be useful enough for the Commonweal without any more effort than running about with messages.
Risen gaze to some further horizon than hazed hills southward.
Maybe I’m useful to you. But we don’t either of us know if that’s going to keep being true. I can’t go around making things I want factual because that’s altering the mind of another and actually wrong.
Not wings, but trees, risen insubstantial, faded as a sigh.
Even if it wasn’t wrong, it doesn’t work. Desire isn’t permanent, people change and … we might live a long time.
Have seen thee begin of nothing, though I see thee not entire.
From nothing’s easy. There’s Dread River hell-things, there’s who or what has been prodding at dominion in the Commonweal, there’s whatever’s destroying Reems and those threatening auguries. In a hundred years, the creation of the Second Commonweal’s going to mark the end of the Peace Established. If the Peace holds, this century’s going to have an uncomfortable name.
Threatened peace is yet more peace than other places.
One small chuckle.
I do focus on risk.
Were I unwelcome, should I then know?
Generally, or specifically?
That flock of which thou insist to be the certain least.
If you were unwelcome, you would know. I’m an apprentice, I can’t make guest stick by saying so, a lot of people have to agree. You couldn’t ever fit into the working link, but socially connected’s fine, you’re entirely welcome if you’re within the Peace.
If I do me then become a citizen.
If you’d known more sorcery to start with there’d already be a serious problem with guest. Swift little pats.
Us-together holds you as a citizen and willing to wander around and argue with surprises when I’m trying to understand what’s wrong with the beans very much a good thing.
Cruncher among cruel beans.
Or anything, really. I don’t have the reflexes, I wonder what kind of cruncher it is and look for condition indicators.
Better learning is better strength, yet worse and worser crunchers than in times of peace assailed.
Absent some wandering pre-eminent there isn’t much that could overcome you quickly, and further away and more ward and scream for help I can do.
Thou may not survive. Therein a long pause, without it any cold fall of tears. An thou do not, might I then depart?
We should check with Doucelin, but I think you would have to. Sighing, soft and half. You’d really be better off to take citizenship and stay, whatever happens to me with the Shape.
An thou liveth not, I should me disagree much and greatly. Must live in peace, and though I know it not well I know it not for what wouldst slay thee.
More as must be asked.
None have said, but I have not asked. Do those as would be citizens die as might those as would be independents?
It’s never happened. There’s been refusals, you can’t do it if you’re controlled or possessed or insane. The Shape thinks sanity is an accurate perception of reality, it doesn’t care about social norms or behaviour or what you use for logic. You just have to be able to understand what you’re promising to do.
Able alone?
Most of a chuckle, all of a smile. No one knows the future. Insisting on full understanding of consequences prevents all choice.
Some little time passes, and perhaps my deeds may pass for thinking.
Thou may not, thy flock may not, seek to live by self-constraint?
What the Shape thinks is important, but can’t be relevant; there’s no evidence the Shape can be deceived. It should reassure Grue more, it’s certainly been tried. So we’re sticking to the old advice to be what is peaceful and do what is lawful.
Whence the advice?
Dove was quoting the speaker of the first Commonweal Parliament, the one in the year zero, not our first Parliament. The other thing Dove said was “Later always happens, but it doesn’t always happen to you. Talk to the hoof-lad.”
So you have done.
Dove gives me big-sister advice, I listen. Real width of mirth, joy enow and hope’s half-glimmer. I had one, now I’ve got six.
Something entirely not mirth. I wanted to. Wasn’t sure it was fair before I passed for an Independent, not sure it can be fair after. Talked to Eirene about that.
If least, justly least, and not abused for it.
Truth.
Secure places, as are not found in the wild. Help at the price of peace. These are mighty things.
I don’t do madly-in-love. Best not do any kind of madly, really. Doesn’t mean I don’t want you for a lover, don’t want to keep asking what we want to do together, don’t want a reliable togetherness. I can’t promise I’ll always want that, always is an unreasonably long time.
Sing today, and tomorrow is yet silent. Though thou has made me as could sing, still must permit me in all unreason tomorrow’s silence.
Chapter 54
Zora
After breakfast, we wind up in a meeting room with Wake and Clerk Lester and Eirene and a couple of gean officers, an Anicetus who’s the gean treasurer and a Clotho who’s the secretary of the planning committee, and also Creon the member of Parliament, officially present in their office.
Not at all what I was expecting for after breakfast. We got a swathe of focus and ward design from Ongen yesterday, and today was going to be deciding if we could build a temporary version for testing.
No one says anything much or starts the meeting until we get another clerk, Clerk Merovich, from the Geld-gesith, who is apologetic for being late. Since they just got off a barge, hardly their fault. Doucelin comes in behind them in formal fylstan’s collar and shuts the door.
No idea Dove says.
Vocal, please Wake says, and smiles formally at us.
Lester and Merovich sort out who is doing what part of the meeting, and we get a bit baffled because there’s a subsequent deferral to Creon.
“I had hoped this could wait on your becoming Independents,” Creon says. “It will not. You are, collectively, too useful for the tax system.”
No eerie incidental unison this time. Nothing at all. Not a concept I’ve ever had to consider before. Chloris isn’t willing to consider the concept legitimate. I’m trying not to be sure they’ve done their sums wrong.
Dove, now, Dove’s almost smiling, and it wouldn’t be any of the good smiles. Eirene makes a tiny head-shake at Dove, which means something, Dove’s face relaxes and then so do Ed and Constant.
Merovich hauls out ledgers, the definitive attested ones, and Wake makes an “allow me?” gesture and we get pages on the wall.
I’m baffled until Wake blinks a little square in the bottom left, that’s hundred thousands of marks, not marks.
Chloris squeaks, and then Dove hugs Chloris sideways.
Happens a lot in the other order.
“You have gone from doing half the spring weeding in the Province of Westcreek to doing nigh all of it, and three-fifths of the autumn weeding,” Merovich says. “To the great benefit of everyone, even before we begin to consider canals and other infrastructure.”
“Isn’t that just service?” My voice is even, I’m proud of that.
“If you were full Independents, acting in your service years,” Lester says, “the credit is a tenth of the value. As students, you are credited with a twentieth.”
“It is important to use an Independent’s service wisely,” Wake says. “The Galdor-gesith and the Geld-gesith are both concerned that this be so.” So of course both gesiths credit the Independent and record the requests to charge the requestor, depending on whether or not it’s paid from taxes. They probably filter the requests so food and transportation come first.
“A twentieth of above half the total agricultural weeding in the Province of Westcreek, averaged over four years,” Anicetus says. “Then there’s the drainage.”
“It was only one canal,” Chloris says, almost plaintive, and there’s a general chuckle.
“Lots of dikes and ditches and several penstocks,” Creon says. “Plus lock-gates and dams. I do not think you realize how improved the West Wetcreek watershed’s control structures have become.”
“Nobody here for the Peace-gesith,” Dove says. “So someone has a plan.”
Lester smiles. “Three plans.”
“None of them work without agreement on what you are, wizard-team is a legal category without precise definition.”
Parliament just said wizard-team was legal term, that it meant something, and that there could be more, Parliament didn’t say what a wizard-team was for taxes. Clerks figure that out, that’s what clerks do, it’s not easy and it takes time. All the ideas are easy, it’s how they combine that gets you.
“Not a plan to get us to stop,” Dove says, to a room full of emphatic head-shaking and a firm deep “No” from Creon.
“That would be malfeasance,” Merovich says. “Permitting you to wind up in court of a thane’s taxes likewise.”
“If a wizard-team is a thing like a collective,” Lester says, “present law fails, because Independents have no gean to which your income goes. Making you members of a gean then fails because that gean exceeds in prosperity its neighbours, if not immediately then in time.” Four-fifths of your collective share goes straight to your gean, just like any other out-of-gean income.
Exceeds in prosperity is a legal term, we’ve eaten this book. Some relevant book, maybe not the exact one. Factor of ten, thumb rule, really about seven and a half in the Creeks because there’s a formula and the Creeks are good about keeping thing even.
Lots of good dirt Dove says. Nobody has to struggle with marginal land.
It does all sit on food.
“This would also fail a core tenet of the Ur-law of the Commonweal, that sorcerers should have no rule. Geans are in many senses a means of investment; a gean including Independents has gained members of indefinite lifespan, and in the end that would be rule.” Lester says this as a thing beyond debate or question, which is good, because I can feel speculative structures in our head, mostly Ed and Constant, that there might be a way to make it work. There are people who don’t senesce, Doucelin’s one, you can get away with just pretending when they’re not sorcerers.
“If a wizard-team is a provincial or Commonweal resource, as are roads and canals, it is effectively a condition of servitude.” Lester’s saying this strictly for completeness, and says it into a disapproving silence.
“If a wizard-team is a partnership, as with doctors or teachers,” or nulls or chemists or actuaries, who go where they’re needed, distinct from a gean or a collective, but are not any kind of clerk, not directly servants of the Commonweal, “the formula for recompense does not improve matters.” Lester’s clearly amused, which is a lot for a working clerk. “Since that formula rewards efficiency.”
Right. Just the five of us for a province, and I doubt that formula includes logarithmic decay.
“Plus we have to live somewhere,” Dove says, to a bunch of careful nods.
“We are not kicking you out,” Eirene says, in a that’s decided voice Wake approves of much more than anybody aware of only Wake’s facial expression is going to be able to tell.
We all say some kind of thank you, trying to make it not just polite.
“There is also,” Merovich says, “the problem of having you switched on and off like a light. The general terms of service for Independents presume the service of Independents is, if not equivalent, substitutable.”
“Thirty-six days a year isn’t very much,” Chloris says, doubtful.
“Nor do we wish to regularize the present emergency,” Creon says, sounding too grim for an abstract discussion. “Much ill there arises.”
It’s a perfectly unremarkable conference room, every gean has one for the kind of meeting where you go over the accounts or next year’s budget or try to sort out why socks always seem to be short. On the nice side, maybe, the maple wainscotting’s really lovely, but basically ordinary.
This just isn’t any kind of ordinary decision. This one has consequences, we’ve got consequences. This is going to last.
Dove gets just a bit of a wry look at me, and says “That’s the problem, not the plans” to the room.
Lester nods, tips a hand at Merovich.
“The simplest solution is to define another currency, account for your work in that, and define the relationship between that currency and the mark as expedient.”
“Simplest?” Chloris says, not obviously outraged.
“Money is what we create so we can do the accounting without having to define a standard chicken,” Merovich says. “We already denominate obligation, debts, differently than money. If I thought you four made a good standard chicken for wizard-teams, I would advocate strongly for this course.”
Wake chuckles darkly. The wall above the ledgers gets some probability calculations.
“Flocks of chickens,” Lester says, and Wake nods.
Yeah. Lucky. All kinds of lucky.
None of us can tell which of us thought that.
“The second option,” Lester says, “is to do what was done for the Keepers. You would pass into the keeping of the Commonweal as a whole, supported from the general budget and with your work accounted for but not tallied.”
“This is not a popular choice with Parliament,” Creon says. “It is tolerable for the few Keepers who we must acknowledge have undertaken obligations much as Standard-Captains, outside of any plausible monetary accounting. To declare swathes of obviously material work untallied does not sit well.”
“Doesn’t have the votes,” Eirene says.
Creon nods. “Nor a proposer, nor a second.”
“The third option,” Clotho says, “wouldn’t have a precedent.”
Everybody smiles, everybody smiles the way you do when you shouldn’t and you’re really trying not to but you’re going to laugh if you don’t at least smile.
“If we assign you arbitrary fees, it snarls the accounting. We’d not keep the regular work equivalents, and there’d be uneven prices based on whether or not the wizard-team did it, which wizard-team did it, when we have more. Lots of effort goes into keeping the prices accurate.” Clotho does their best to describe this dispassionately, but both clerks visibly dislike the idea.
Can’t say as I like thinking of us as disrupting trade across the Commonweal.
“Fixed rate for your time has the same problem,” Clotho goes on, “and we really don’t want to work you to death or keep you from research, you’ve come up with new things already.”
I want a garden. If the Line has any sense, it wants Dove to have time to make better gear.
“Which new things are themselves difficult,” Merovich says. “Own-work projects are entirely public, and we foresee considerable disruption in garment making collectives.”
Merovich’s carefully neutral voice gets them stern looks from Eirene and Clotho anyway.
“Producing a specific tax rate for these four people, who happen to be Independents and a wizard-team, is fraught. We’d be trying to individually weight all the wizard-teams, it’d have the disadvantages of a separate currency and few of the benefits.” Merovich intensely doesn’t like that option.
Constant isn’t any too happy about Merovich being stuck on four people. Constant’s legal status is still undecided, it’s the other thing holding up our examination for Independents.
“So the third idea,” Clotho says, “is to consider you land.”
Never seen Dove make that face.
Nor Ed, and it’s not the same face.
Chloris and I are just blank.
There’s a faint elegant snigger from Constant.
“Land may not be owned,” Creon says. “Land is alive, the use of land is not as the use of non-living property. There are all manner of categories, people pay taxes for their exercise of land-rights.”
“You’d be equating us with the Commonweal,” Dove says. “In extent.” Dove sounds uncertain, a thought which happens most reluctantly in my mind, but it happens.
Creon nods.
Lester says “It would have to be comprehensive, not a matter of service only. It would take an exemplary idiot to wish to discourage your personal creativity with uncertainty over how many people will take up the new enchantment, the new plant, the useful knowledge.”
“What do we use for income?” I really don’t want to be eating other people’s taxes my whole life.
Very long life, and who knows how much longer I’ll need food, as such, but.
“Land use fees,” Dove says.
Merovich nods, Lester nods, Clotho nods.
“Not the customary eighth to general improvements,” Merovich says. “But something.”
Eighth of an eighth of an eighth would still be ridiculous much.
“It’s not like any of you will spend money in the first place,” Eirene says.
“Need and want are not the same,” it’s not the same tone, the same pacing, but it’s completely the same inflection from Dove and Chloris and me. I think every Creek mother ever has said that to their children.
“Tenure,” Chloris says. “We have to live somewhere, we’re hoping to be able to stay there indefinitely.”
“Independents generally do,” Lester says.
“I was in one house five hundred and thirty four years in the Commonweal as it was,” Wake says. “Stability of residence is not generally objectionable.”
“Wait. If Wake can stay in one house, how did that work? Wake doesn’t need to eat, even if it’s a large house the house-fee won’t consume all of Wake’s income, the kind of jobs any of the Twelve would get would be horrible difficult things no one else could do.”
Like teach us, no matter how much I try not to think about our class like that.
“Leaving aside the less regular first two centuries of the Commonweal,” Wake says, “the customary mechanism for any Independent is an account maintained under the authority of the Galdor-gesith. The accounting uses a seventy-five year time horizon, in recognition that an Independent might commonly go fifty years between paid work.”
“Like the majority of work by the Twelve, you have been systematically undervalued,” Doucelin says. “The Old Lake Canal, accounted at what it would have cost to build in the regular way, would have put you well over the seventy-five year limits by itself. The weeding has been accounted by weeding team apprentice rates and the effort-hours of the full teams, not an honest cost of replication. This is not a comfortable solution.”
“And now despite such irregularity we are at risk of breaking many prices,” Merovich says. “The East Bank Refinery is only the latest example of a large amount of work at risk of being done in a very small amount of time.”
Doucelin nods. “Nor does this account for what this team might wish to do should its members achieve the status of Independents.”
“Take up fifty square kilometres of Lost Creek swamp and make it tidy,” Dove says. “Somebody might reasonably object to that.”
Eirene says “Fifty?” and Dove says, almost apologetic, “Romping space for unicorns.”
There’s this silence while no one looks at me. Lester’s face does something, Merovich’s face does something, and Creon collapses into laughter.
“If put in productive order,” Anicetus says, “I think that’s lawful.”
There’s a gesture, really it is. “Would want to ask a Food-gesith clerk, maybe some judges, but the law of settlement’s about the ability to put land in productive order, not how much, nor who does the work,” Anicetus says. “More is better in most senses.”
Nobody ever considered, Constant counts, five people trying anything like that, six if Pelōŕios counts.
“It’s not like we want to live alone there. No distant tower.” My turn, after “romping unicorns.”
“If not a tower,” Lester says, in the formal clerk for-the-record voice, and I say “House, large greenhouse, greenhouses, different kinds of soils, moisture gradients, varying shade, lots of arboriculture, and an isolated little watershed where I can do things to the drainage.”
Smiles, despite the honest inflection on “do things.”
“Lab space,” Dove says, “besides the hurtling unicorns.” Everyone hears that properly, lab space requires a selection of blast pits. Matter will object.
“Kitchen,” Chloris says. “Cellars, still room, silence.” There’s a pause, the sensation of a sigh without the sound. “Dancing lawns, if there’s room.”
“Something that isn’t finished.” Edgar has no hope anyone not us is going to understand this. “Functionally ours, and not finished.”
I don’t think they all understand, but Creon does, and Anicetus, and I think Eirene, too.
“Land tenure is problematic,” Lester says. “We are proposing to consider the wizard-team land, not the individuals who comprise it.”
“It’s not servitude if it’s an abstraction,” Eirene says, not at all approving.
“Are we picking from the list?” Dove says, and Lester and Creon and Merovich all nod. “Absolutely,” Creon says. “Though it’s proposed to be more a selection of bids.”
“Various other teams might be better value, and should get a chance to say so?” Chloris says, and there’s the mass nod again.
The picking-from-lists part is sounding sensible.
Individuals cannot hold land. That’s in the Ur-law. Land-tenure goes by geans in habitation, and geans may not have productive land. Productive land’s thorpes, mostly, and there was a big legal wrangle about holding thorpe-shares permitting habitation on the thorpe that didn’t get resolved until halfway through the second century of the Peace. Practicality won, so you can live there if you hold or work there, but a thorpe’s extent in taxes is set by what it broadly harvests, as a gean’s is by what its members earn by labour and investment. Some productive land’s common or held by a gesith, like the Lug-gesith and canal towpath pasture strips. The Lug-gesith’s responsible for having those weeded and mowed and maintained.
Being the Galdor-gesith’s towpath strips isn’t seeming like the best analogy.
Lester does the formal left and right semi-stern look against interruption and goes on. “Gean membership involves granting what is likely to be in part productive land directly to a gean, which is not desired.”
Gean gardens are on common, absolutely always and very carefully so. There is ritual generational random selection of which garden plots go with which gean, and it is guaranteed your gean will change plots when that new selection happens.
“Consultation with colleagues suggests that the least objectionable approach might be to consider auspices.”
“I thought I knew the whole of the land tenure laws,” Dove says. “Don’t know the term.”
“It customarily applies to non-human entities who are geographically constrained,” Lester says. “Auspices are not considered land tenure, but rather necessities of life.”
“Like those burrowing things someone found in the second valley?”
“Possibly,” Merovich says. “Those are not presently well understood. The First Commonweal records several groups of such persons, sophont trees, a sophont lake, what can only be described as an indwelling spirit on a particular hill.”
“The land is held to be under the auspices of the constrained entity,” Lester says. “Since they can’t move and would be adversely affected by harm to the land, the land is in their keeping.”
“We’re mobile,” Chloris says.
Lester nods. “Least objectionable is only that.”
“Food-gesith’s got what, eight or nine full thorpes? Just in the Creeks?” Dove says, it’s obviously not really important what the total is. Not especially like a question.
Nods. For the development of new crops, and testing of machinery and technique.
“Any reason the Galdor-gesith or the Book-gesith can’t have one?”
“Perhaps more than one,” Wake says.
Merovich looks uncertain. “The concern … ”
“The concern is we might last a thousand years and just naturally tend to control land and then you’ve got the rule of sorcerers,” Chloris says. “But if it’s like a thorpe, for research, we don’t control it, it’s not ours, it really isn’t supposed to be ours, we’d have seats on the meeting and it’d be stable but we wouldn’t have control of land.”
“If the auspices option is real, I’d like Mulch to have the Round House garden.” Which has nothing to do with us, really, auspices won’t work for people who can take long steps. Doesn’t entirely work with Mulch’s accomplished mobility.
That throws everyone who isn’t us or Wake or Eirene.
“Mulch spends half their time as a tree, it’d be really good for them to have a reliable place to be a tree, and they’re having lasting trouble with the idea they’re protected by the law, same as anybody.”
“We can say no more than that it is a thing to consider,” Creon says, and I nod. That’s not something clerks can decide by themselves, that would have to go to Parliament.
“Can’t call it a thorpe,” Lester says. “Have to share with the Book-gesith, too.”
“We are in the increase-of-knowledge faction” Dove says, with the degree of doubt appropriate for saying “we occupy volume.”
Lester nods, Creon nods, there are these quick smiles from Anicetus and Eirene.
“That handles the abstractions,” Eirene says.
“The brigadier-designate for the Wapentake, all three Keepers, and the first wizard-team we’ve ever had are eating in your refectory,” Creon says to Eirene. “Never mind the Independent Mulch and an increasingly civilized unicorn.”
“It’s getting political,” Clotho says, sounding worried.
“We do need to eat somewhere,” Wake says, much more present than Wake’s been earlier in the meeting.
“All together?” Merovich, in the for-the-record voice.
“I and my colleagues as Keepers do not possess the combinatorial skill of these our students,” Wake says, entirely formal. “Yet I should offer that the Keepers are, as you propose to define such things, a wizard-team. Merely one at the disposal of Parliament, rather than the populace entire.”
Creon nods. “That’ll sit better.”
“We could pay refectory-fees, we could do our share of dishes.” We really ought to do those things. “People do that for barge-crews so there’s a place to eat all down the route. Can’t see why we couldn’t.”
“Anybody else volunteering, instead of muttering?” Anicetus asks Creon. “In Westcreek Town, I doubt we’ll see the Captain’s House move this year or next.”
“Lots who’d rather not,” Eirene says, and sighs at the looks that gets, because it’s a little too true to say out loud.
“The Line troopers like us, some of them because if they didn’t the survivors would kill them.” I mean that literally and perhaps the survivors of the March North do, too.
Near enough, Dove says.
“Eirene likes us, and that’s maybe personal now but it started as idealism about treating Halt decently.” If I’m not careful my voice will go fast. “And I just thought how I was missing my cuddly big lump of a unicorn, so I don’t get to say I’m not scary.”
How I wish I could say I wasn’t.
“Not as scary as they are and they’re not as scary as Wake and Wake isn’t as scary as Halt.”
“You left out Blossom,” Dove says, smiling. Thinking rather more smile.
“I’m scarier than Thinking-Blossom, you’re scared for Thinking-Blossom, might walk off the wide side of a bridge. All-there-Blossom’s tied with Wake. All-there-and-angry Blossom’s probably past Halt. Blossom’s complicated.”
I don’t want proof.
Wake looks delighted; Dove doesn’t provide any memories of angry Blossom, or maybe just Captain Blossom.
“So best I know Eirene talked the whole gean into pretending Halt’s not terrifying out of what was right, in thanks for the glass-maker collective, the March, for staying and making it plausible that this Commonweal’s going to find a way to survive, and they do it, the whole gean’s acting like we’re regular people when it almost kills them, Pelōŕios was tough even if he did look scared.”
He makes Merovich’s face blank. Clotho’s face twitches with not snickering at the blankness.
Clotho thinks Pelōŕios extremely pretty Chloris says, prim over the grin.
“If there’s a political benefit, I think it’s deserved.”
“It’s a cost,” Eirene says. “For the next couple generations.”
Looks at Creon. “You know that perfectly well.”
Eirene’s whole posture goes determined.
“Has to be paid,” Eirene says. “Or we’re going to be looking at the future from a worse place.”
Chapter 55
Zora
“I want to check some postulates.” I don’t suppose Halt hears that very often, but I get a nod and a smile. We wind up sitting at the end of a sheer bank that used to be a lot busier, before the barge-yards moved across the Creek to the south bank of the west end of the West-East Canal. I’m sitting on the end, feet just above the water. Halt’s chair is there, as always.
Lovely late summer day, so lovely that the long low shapes of ducks going by puffing steam is pretty without any worry in it.
No point in waffling.
“The divergence point for the Regular species cluster’s at least fifteen thousand years ago.”
Halt nods a little, not even knitting.
“Edgar’s parents were Regular Threes; Blossom’s parents were Regular Fives. So anything in the water has to have happened before the Regular cluster split.”
The idea that it could be something in actual water really annoys me.
“Ed might just be entelechy, but I don’t think so, the few facts available have actual sorcery by entelechs exhibiting wide variation. Some of the speculative stuff suggests that they might not have had any to start with, there’s this possible trend of increase over time.
“Then there’s Creeks. We’ve got no cultural support for considerable talents. We’ve got too many enchanter-ish talent flavours. There’s a dead tradition somewhere, we had, the part of us that were Cousins had, a dynamic sorcery tradition before Creeks happened as a species. We maybe lost it when speciation happened, there’s nothing much like history until Laurel arrived and we didn’t have an active sorcery tradition then. Only we hadn’t been conquered, which is not how it usually goes. And the main contributors besides Cousins to what we’re like now were a botched soldier-species and a less botched but really limited heavy-labour one, both so far as we know surviving only in us.”
Deep breath.
“Sometimes when you get new heredity it doesn’t express in the phenotype at all, or for a while, it takes generations for there to be a developmental pathway to express it. Talent’s funny that way, the possibility’s there that it took three or four generations for Creeks to start having talent, the merge dropped the old kind, the kind the Cousins still have, and we’ve got a different kind and the sorcerers just quietly went extinct because they couldn’t get enough apprentices — being an old-style apprentice isn’t safe, you probably go through five or six before you get a successor, if you can only find four that’s it.”
Halt says “Mur-urm,” sorta.
It can’t have been more than three or four generations because someone had to teach the wreakers, the people making lights and anti-sickness charms and weed-stranglers, the make-a-thing-and-pretend-it’s-not-magic social norm’s way older than the Commonweal. There had to have been a few left for long enough.
“Mulch is really old. Spent most of that time as a tree, I think sometimes as a rock formation, I don’t think Mulch even knows what there was to hide from any more, but Mulch is really, really old. Mulch remembers … it probably wasn’t all of twenty thousand years ago, but it was more than fifteen, because Mulch remembers people who just about have to be Regular precursors and an empire and the Empress didn’t look anything like you but demons were afraid of the Empress.”
Halt nods, in a do-go-on sort of way.
“If Mulch is really old, Mulch isn’t the only really old sorcerer. After awhile, it stops being about empires and starts being about what kind of empires are possible.”
Deep breath.
“That’s where Grue stops being willing to listen.”
Halt nods again, it’s a rather commiserative nod.
“Grue is smarter than I am, Grue is so smart you have to be awfully smart to notice how smart Grue is, Grue is about as much smart as Blossom is powerful.”
There’s a chuckle from Halt, but I can’t stop talking.
“Grue is terrified, Grue can barely function some days for being terrified, I don’t think it’s simple anxiety, Blossom would come for Grue across several hells, you would, we would, I wouldn’t be much help but, and Grue doesn’t feel better because of that.”
Not enough better.
“It’s not just anxiety, some of it’s anxiety, most of it isn’t, it’s not doubt about Blossom, so I have to suppose Grue’s doing an accurate threat assessment.”
Another deep breath. Halt hasn’t told me I’m crazy.
“Nobody can stop being descended from their ancestors. The probability thing, you could maybe switch ancestors, but then they’d be your inescapable ancestors, the ones you’d always had.”
Halt’s smiling, as kindly as Halt knows how, and not mentioning my acquired abstract unicorn ancestors who never existed.
“So this has to be like trying to turn something really weedy, something that was meant to be a weapon, not just poisonous, into a food plant. The Power’s nasty, it’s much easier to light someone on fire than it is to fix a burn, that’s not all entropy, it’s not even mostly entropy, there are all sorts of complicated ways to kill people that are easy.”
This comes out quiet, I don’t want it to, but it does. “You’re in some kind of really long term fight with some of the other really old ones about what kind of food plant, or if, or something else I won’t be able to notice until I’m a thousand.”
“Not precisely a fight, Zora dear.” Halt’s approving. “Overt fights are seldom decisive and are inevitably extraordinarily messy.”
Split Creek messy. Geologically discontinuous messy. Not mere well-aren’t-they-all-over-the-landscape messy.
“So it’s down to tiny percentages and lots of time.”
Halt nods. “With occasional drastic responses.”
Which I’m no good for. Has to be the tiny percentages.
“So I don’t know what to turn into.”
Halt’s head tips at me, inquisitive.
“Grue’s, I shouldn’t say stuck, Grue’s not a dynamic construct, it’s the best ward they could possibly design, sixty years ago. Grue’s incapable of not worrying about it, it’s optimized for general indestructibility but Grue doesn’t have any way to react if it’s something they didn’t think of designing the ritual.”
Halt nods. “Dove and Edgar and Constant.”
Halt, Halt likes Grue, Halt approves of Grue. Halt still thinks this is funny in some wit-of-fate sort of sense.
Even without Chloris, they’d be hard to stop. In a hundred years, maybe hard to stop for Halt.
Cloris alone, just someone as strong as Block or Crane who had time, Grue’s brilliant but Grue’s talent is under the median for considerable talents.
“Is Chloris going to wind up all the way inside?” Inside probably isn’t the right word.
“Permanent, Zora dear,” Halt says, and nods. “Barring traumatic events.”
“Are they the hammer?”
Halt grins.
“Near enough a heavy brigade,” Halt says, approving. “But only one.” The calm, considering voice.
“Most any sorcerer aware of your classmates will be inclined by habit to believe they’re in authority, be too much focused on them.”
Halt looks out over the water.
“Strategically useful, but you’re likely to worry.”
“Yes.” So very much yes. Because I can’t see how I’m going to survive.
So hard to say. “That attack construct on the high road, I’d have been gone. If it’s just regular death, if we’re all there, Chloris will catch me, if there’s anything organic I’ll be able to reinstantiate, I’ll probably survive.”
Halt nods.
“But if it’s just someone trying to do harm? I’m the easy target, I’ll be doing biology, we’re not always going to be working together.”
The long stepping really helps, saves a lot of time, even if Pelōŕios can’t do it.
Someone’s going to try to kill him, just because they hope it will upset me.
“Not unlikely,” Halt says, tone kind.
“If I go for a fixed construct, I think I’d get a better one, I’d need help, I’m not an enchanter, either, but Grue’s experience is there and Blossom and Dove together are about the best enchanter help I could possibly get, I’d understand it while I was doing it.”
Blossom knows what other enchanters to ask about details, too, I don’t.
Let Halt’s murmur of agreement flow by.
“Only I think that’s the wrong answer, not being able to alter is a big part of what makes Grue anxious, no way to fix it and the awareness of it maybe being wrong gnaws.”
Given enough time, it will be wrong. There’s no knowing just when that starts being true.
“What else is there to do?”
Halt smiles. I didn’t sound plaintive, it’s the sensible question smile.
“Why, many things, Zora dear. The Power is indeed nasty, but also flexible.”
There’s never any noise unless there’s supposed to be, Halt not making noise doesn’t mean anything.
“It can’t be anything I can imagine.”
Halt quirks an eyebrow. “Mulch becomes ripples on water, dustmotes, the wave-front of explosions, many things at need, and so survives.”
One reason to hide being a capable shifter.
“Chloris split in half.” Got less creepy, somehow, it’s either Death or Chloris, less of the unsettling mix.
Halt nods. “Neatly.” Halt entirely approves, Halt went and stood in the ward, this is more approval than that. Chloris did, changed, well. Skillfully.
It’s a tricky thing, skillfully, when you can’t practice.
“I can’t imagine shapeshifting well enough to get away from Ed.” There has to be another entelech out there somewhere. “Dove or Blossom would fry square kilometres if they were serious.”
“An enraged Blossom’s quite spectacular.” Halt’s smiling fondly at a memory.
“Though, Zora dear, if you’re setting your standards by an ability to withstand your teachers, you may expect too much.”
Thousands of years of practice.
“Precisely,” Halt says. “This worry is much of what troubles Grue, what if someone comes who might overmaster Blossom? What if we meet a hostile brigade with a better focus enchantment that allows sixteen thousands to participate?”
I feel really stupid.
“Is there a continuum between durable and recoverable?”
Halt nods. “Many sorts of both.”
Am I going to get stuck on my own?
Not for long, either it’s all undone or there’ll be help coming.
Yeah. Anything that can overcome my teachers, my classmates, and the Wapentake, I can’t plan on beating that. Not if it looks like a fight.
I’d rather dodge than be durable. Durable unsettles me. And you need so much durable, Grue’s nothing but durable and always afraid it’s not enough.
“Would Grue have survived that attack construct flung at Dove?”
“Not for especially long,” Halt says. “Perhaps for long enough.”
Perhaps. Not probably.
You can’t be recoverable without somewhere to recover from. Dove and Edgar have each other, Chloris is half-intangible and half-unearthly, which is a simplifying lie, the geometry’s way more complicated, it’s not like the personification of ice and light doesn’t lean through the human beauty and talk, not like it isn’t all Chloris. But you can obliterate the tangible manifestation and all that gets you is knowing nothing whatsoever about the location of Death. You can’t obliterate the intangible part, it doesn’t work like that.
Mulch is intense, fearsomely intense, about how being bound to any particular location is suicide. Can’t see how Mulch could possibly be wrong about that. Somebody attached to Wending’d be gone, and the Line spent two whole brigades trying to protect Wending.
If I’m the imaginative one, I’m not feeling like it.
I really believe in what’s alive. What’s born, dies, stays itself in between, reproduces with a chance of variation, that’s real, that’s why family is real, shared variation.
You don’t have to love your family completely. Uncle Solon would say that, and it’s right. Nothing should be everything. Which Mother will admit, and then fuss.
“The really terrifying thing about Chloris, Chloris didn’t like Dove when we started, Chloris decided to be someone who liked Dove because there wasn’t anybody else, you can’t, we can’t, convince ourselves Dove and Edgar are really separate, distinct gets shaky if you’re not Chloris, there was no way for Chloris to just borrow Edgar, and Chloris had to have some tangible human contact.”
Halt nods, very gently.
“Now they’re all four madly in love.” Deep breath. That’s not the point. “So making a small, necessary, careful change gets away sometimes.”
“Perhaps usually,” Halt says. The amusement isn’t at me.
“Shapeshifting is discontinuous, just like people are, anyone who remembers with a biological substrate is necessarily discontinuous. Even if it’s really general, it can’t do anything for the meta — ” and there I have the idea.
Halt waits and lets me have it.
“That first sorcerer, the one who was trying to protect the plague.” Or trying to kill the people who fixed it, so they couldn’t fix the next one, we just can’t tell.
Halt says “Yes?”
“It doesn’t matter what they were using for a substrate, what Dove did would work.”
Halt says “Simple things reduce to force,” like it’s just a fact.
Right. Anything where it’s the pure amount I’m at a disadvantage.
“So if I use an abstraction as a substrate, that doesn’t help. What Chloris did helps, not because there’s two substrates, but because the one’s not manipulable, not readily manipulable, you need a lot of Power in a very narrow way to manipulate the nature of death.”
A type of Power that’s got a limit. A limit which Chloris is past, and now I know why Wake is so much more frightening among the Old Ones than Wake’s merely full-mighty level of Power would support.
Halt’s smiling.
“Anything with amplitude, I lose.” Statistically.
“If I don’t use a substrate, I don’t need amplitude changes, brains all use ions, chemicals, it’s amounts because it’s material, there’s waves in the Power like the idea of hydraulic controls, there’s nothing underneath it, it’s just the idea of states.” Representations of states. I bet it could be really diffuse, too.
“One becomes entirely diffuse,” Halt says. “Rather as Chloris cannot become entirely unearthly while retaining personality.”
Bother.
Copies into the future.
Chloris is stretching “unearthly” a lot, Chloris’ anchoring, not yet, but it’s going there, the hypothetically material anchor’s settling on whatever vast hell Ed embodies. Constant’s getting buckets of theory out of watching that happen.
Moment-to-moment, uninterrupted, can’t get continuous, that’s what state means. Everything’s state down there somewhere, can’t not, the Power’s not continuous either.
“It most certainly is not,” Halt says, commiserative.
Cloud of substrates doesn’t work, they’re all observable, anybody stronger can collapse them all.
The Power can’t hide itself.
It can lie, but not all that well. Not really. People get fooled because they don’t look twice, or they’re not strong enough, or something never occurred to them. Equivalent Power can’t hide from equivalent Power, it’s got to be hiding from the other mind.
“This isn’t just hopeless?”
Halt’s head shakes once, and all my bones say no.
Shapeshifting’s really just gapping the continuity on purpose.
I’m really not a shapeshifter by inclination, Mulch’s level of skill isn’t something I’m at all likely to develop. I’m probably not a something-in-the-water sorcerer, I’m a typical Creek high talent.
With a lot of work to do, and I’m not going to get it done if I can’t figure this out.
“Everything has state. You could shift the set of states on to the landscape.” Nerves are pretty slow, the Independent Mutter measured a ratio between signal propagation with the Power and nerves three-hundred-odd years ago and it was more than a million times. Delays, the system’s determined by delays, I couldn’t speed up much but I could speed up some.
“Two orders of magnitude, Zora dear. Though this generally ruins conversation.”
Mulch has to slow down as a tree, Mulch would be mad, not eccentric, else. Perceptual time’s adjustable.
You can slow down by going really, really wide, not a tree but a forest, the thin layer of slime on a river bed, you could hide down the whole of the West Wetcreek.
“Two orders of magnitude leaves me four, three if I’m being careful, a thousand times the size of my head’s at least a hundred and fifty metres, there isn’t any more activity.” That’s really diffuse.
“Quite difficult to spot.” Halt might not mean difficult for Halt to spot, so Ed probably can, too, but I think there’s a rule about fighting entelechs, you get another one and offer them what they want to do it for you.
Halt’s smiling approval at me. “Nor need you think to practice your beseeching look.”
“Thank you.” Which I mean. It has to be one of the few things they’re really at risk from.
Slow breath. I can almost figure this out.
“It’d just be shapeshifting, though, it’s not permanent, not the kind of change the examiners are looking for.” Permanent transition to a metaphysical substrate. Having a material body as art or social convenience.
Unicorn-me would qualify, if simiform-me wasn’t in there, but that’s not a hope of survival.
Maybe I shouldn’t ask Halt shapeshifting questions.
“That you don’t see me shapeshift doesn’t mean I don’t know how it works.” Halt’s still smiling.
“You are more accomplished than you might otherwise have been today, I can hardly object, Hyacinth wouldn’t object, there’s a line in the ethics standards concerning what we can do to help against what you might have found on your own. Grue didn’t do anything improper.”
Halt deliberately sounding definite, it might not just be about Grue handing me so much shapeshifting skill after Kind Lake.
The physical changes are stable, it’s not permanent, I could, well, not precisely reverse any of them, but I could undo them. Chloris couldn’t unify, Edgar couldn’t unhatch. I could, I intensely don’t want to, but I could, surrender the unicorn shape, even if that wasn’t shape shifting at all.
Dove’s body, the born one, burned. Dove has the ashes in a jar.
Constant’s never had a metabolic existence.
Thermodynamic irreversibility. Why there’s no going back.
I can do it, I can spread over the volume, I can spread all of me over the volume, ripples on the Creek, and come back, standing on the sheer bank.
I’d gone further downstream than I thought.
Halt looks entirely calm, is saying “Zora is entirely well, dear. Do sit on Pelōŕios as required.” to the empty air when I, well, condense, recondense, has to be one of those.
Poor Pelōŕios.
“He tries so hard to avoid risk.”
You have to pick risks, you have to, I must pay attention, but avoiding risk’s very short term. Random chance will take all your choices. I don’t get to add “unless you die first” anymore, not for planning purposes.
The Shape of Peace’s made out of third order abstractions, it’s difficult to perceive at all when you’re bound to it. Anchored on more abstractions, the Peace and the Law, not the people in Parliament, not really the persons of the Keepers, Keeper’s at least like an office, substitutable even if it’s really precisely you while you’ve got it.
Shouldn’t anchor on the rest of the team, not substitutable even if I knew how.
The Power diffuses, of course it diffuses, you’d be nearly invulnerable if it didn’t, name or nothing and you can change your name. Mulch’s right, geography’s no good.
Geologic processes aren’t any good, either, wrong time scale, much too diffuse, too easy to substitute for another history of probability, you could just vanish without anyone meaning to make you vanish.
All shape changing’s irreversible, can’t ever get back exactly where you were, but it’s not discontinuous as an experience, it’s just the process, just like life.
Even when life’s standing on the end of a sheer bank trying to figure out how to not ask Halt how to do something.
“Is this something you can just tell me about?”
“Yes,” Halt says, “but better to have the insight.”
If I scream, Death and Constant Strange Mayhem will show up to find out why. I won’t be able to think.
Biologic processes, oh, I’m such an idiot.
It’s not abstraction, it’s emergent. Abstractions are just labels, sometimes for real things. You want something emergent, because nobody’s going to be able to get rid of it.
“Is this like species?”
Halt’s head tips at me. Still no knitting, no tea. Whatever this is, it has a spectacular way to fail.
“We call groups of organisms species, but that’s just because we have to call them something. It’s real, species is a consequence of reproduction, you get differentiation just as soon as you get variation in the copying, alteration in descent, it’s really complicated, our labels are often wrong or too simple but the thing being labelled’s really there. The point’s to use the real thing, not the label.”
Halt smiles and says “Very much like species.”
If there’s life, there’s variation. It’s not life until it makes copies of itself, that’ll never be perfect. If there isn’t any life, I don’t care.
Stupid microcosm tree metaphors, world-trees, get you thinking about stability, the stability’s all wedges, temporary, it’s a lifespan thing, we’d, maybe I will, notice variation in trees if I live long enough.
“Rather hard to miss, Zora dear,” Halt says.
Have to keep the geometry variable, if I’m always diffuse I won’t always fit in the ward and that won’t work.
Tiny quirk of a smile from Halt.
Halt’s being intent, and it’s not bothering me. When did that happen?
“If I express my consistent patterns, my history of personality, my system of thought, using a diffuse set of states distributed over the metaphysic manifestation of variation in the processes of life, I get something that won’t fit in a compact ward.”
Halt says “Three dimensions?” quite gently.
Right. Seven, I can just about imagine seven, I can have a pentatope of volumes and convolve the volumes, don’t really need depth, brains are dendritic, the appearance of three dimensional structure’s mostly folding two, I can go increasingly local from all life down to something tiny.
“I’m going to be agreeing with Constant.” Everywhere and nowhere is the giveaway.
Halt nods. “Not that you could much escape the role.”
Don’t want to. Better food, for more people. Safer food, too.
Though safer’s mostly going to be Chloris.
Halt hands me a writing board, with actual neat blue-lined graph paper on it.
Don’t need a pen anymore, just thinking.
I use a pencil, have one, had one when I arrived, it feels better to leave something material. No purple ink, just this much.
Count all the points twice, just twice, more than twice gets into doubt. Make sure I’ve got the math right. It’s not like I have to calculate the volume, just noting the relationship of the spaces isn’t hard, I can use unit dimensions. Ask Halt. Halt makes a point of looking at it long enough for me to notice the duration.
Right at the edge of the water’s a pretty good place, really, there’s a few trees and a strip-garden over there, but reach out and reach out and reach out, even around Westcreek Town isn’t half peopled, the Tall Woods shines hopeful out of the geography of war and poison.
It’s, even with the careful math, not possible to visualize seven dimensions. Don’t have the brain, haven’t built it, four is getting practical but it’s tricky to extend like that and stay socially human. Seven would be too far, but I can treat this seven as four, because three of them are just shapes, scopes for shapes, material and metaphysical parts.
It’s a lot like building one of those four-faced tower clocks, really, it looks and looks like you have superfluous parts and then you need them all.
Halfway through I realize I’ve got a continuum from recoverable to durable, that the durable end’s pretty good and the recoverable end’s excellent, incredibly hard to find and rooted in a property of life, all life, the existence of the idea of life. Seven steps, well, it’s enough, I don’t expect a need for fine adjustments.
Seven’s a good number. Keeps me from thinking too much, I can just do this much, more would be trouble, no icosahedrons for me, less and I’d worry because there’s that point where the transformation falls off the ancestry, now I’ve always been someone who arose from emergent properties of abstractions.
Arose with two default shapes, even still.
Way downstream. Blurred all the way. Easy to rise up on wings, step out of the sky into myself. This isn’t shapeshifting, this is borrowing from the whole scope of life, potential life, all the shapes are there as things that might be, that I might be.
It would have been my whole set of metabolic potential, and it’s my social self, now. Most of me’s still diffuse.
Hadn’t realized how tense I was getting.
Halt’s waiting, quite patiently. I think it’s been a couple of hours. There’s a smooth dry river cobble holding down the graph paper sitting on the sheer bank.
“You didn’t have to reassemble me.” I try to say it with a smile. Do this wrong and you could go out like a light, and who can chase photons?
“Be as thou wert ere” Halt says, half a whisper, barely that, the thou has my true name in it, and sharpness sparkles over the graph paper and I feel just so slightly like I’ve been buried in cats.
Thermodynamically irreversible is supposed to mean something.
Halt twinkles at me, entirely amused, and offers a plate of sugar cookies.
It’s a special occasion, so I say thank you and take three.
The cup of tea, too.
Don’t feel different.
Halt smiles. “Nor should you.”
“Are these transitions more straightforward than they seem?” That, well, it wasn’t trivial, it was consequential, I was worried, but it just didn’t seem difficult to do.
“Suitability matters,” Halt says.
Yeah. We’ve all been doing things specific to our talent flavours, our existing skills.
“Many traditional forms of instruction,” Halt says, “were less flexible.”
More attrition, there would have to be more attrition. Strong filtering for particular talent-flavour clusters.
The Commonweal’s filtering by, well, peacefulness, call it that, instead of talent flavour.
“Is that part of the long-term argument?”
Halt nods. “Demonstrable utility.”
Tiny percentages again.
Take the tea cup, say thank you, it’s not lettuce root, it’s not the celebratory tea, I have no idea what this is. Tastes like being wide awake and unworried.
“Not especially safe for the solely embodied,” Halt says.
Don’t get distracted about growing some.
“It seems like we’re never especially safe.”
“Do you discuss this with your classmates?”
Discuss isn’t the right word.
“Anything I know, they know, at least if they’re interested. Dove says this is grand strategy and I’ve got the better mind for it, it’s not really different from growing a forest, one where you want an ongoing productive ecology.”
Slower. Vast. Has people in it.
“Do you want me to tell Dove to worry?”
Very much a real question, very much a calm voice, Halt’s trying hard not to scare me more than the subject already does.
“No. I don’t even want you to tell Dove to argue.”
“Argue?” Halt says, as though this was unexpected.
“You’re Halt, Dove accepts your authority. Arguing with Dove, it’s not even like stubborn, it’s getting the argument to start. Ed can do it, but Ed hates Dove being upset so much anything abstract’s inherently not worth it.”
Halt nods.
“Either someone kills me, I get enslaved, or the Commonweal’s strong enough to prevent that. I don’t know enough to help, yet, none of us do, nobody’s been shy about asking us to do stuff and nothing we’ve been asked has anything to do with … wider concerns.”
Four tiny sips of tea.
“The useful stuff is all around food and productivity.” Let’s just call participating in the wizard-team productivity.
“If you can believe yourself sufficiently safe,” Halt says.
Why believe when you can test.
EDGAR! WHERE AM I?
I’m ripples in the water of a lake up by Six Freshets, dotted across bacteria in a place Ed’s never been, doesn’t know, as diffuse as I get without slowing down.
One hundred and five seconds later, Death and Constant Strange Mayhem all right, sunlight sort of bends, step out of nothingness by the mill race, armed.
Zora? Dove says. They’re not utterly certain. Mostly, but not utterly.
I recondense beside them. Still have the teacup.
Teacup still has tea, it’s still warm, we really have to figure out how that works.
“Quantifying how hard I am to find.”
Absolutely identical eyebrow quirks from Dove and Chloris, they didn’t used to do that, you can see Edgar checking duration, Chloris gets it, they all have, like vinegar going into your tea, blip.
“Reassured?” Dove says, and I nod and say “Yes. Thank you very much. Should be there for dinner unless Halt.”
I get a grin and a grin and a still face, Ed’s figuring out how to see me now. Constant smiles gently and squeezes my shoulder.
Back beside Halt, sit down. Take a sip of tea. Accept another cookie.
“More than a hundred seconds. When,” and sort of fail to wave, no free hands.
They know my true name. The working link wasn’t down.
Best I can hope to do to have enough time to scream for help.
Help’s the important thing.
Halt’s nodding.
I don’t want to know how Halt found the last person organized like this.
Do want to sit here and finish my tea and let not being alive anymore catch up to me.
Halt starts knitting.
Knitting with needle ticking, which is turning into the most reassuring sound.
Home in plenty of time for dinner, getting back to the Round House is easy, we can all get there from anywhere.
Right through the ward, right through the Round House walls, Blossom made a point of mentioning that’s a much better habit than stopping outside.
It takes twenty minutes for the lad to stop shaking. Pelōŕios never complains when I do will-be-an-Independent things, really doesn’t think he’s permitted, can’t get the notion of social equals into his head. Happy that I’m harder to hurt, worried that I’ll vanish when I’m an Independent, really really bothered that the kinds of personal transformations we’ve been making are seen as proper.
“A way of death, and a way of death in myriads,” Pelōŕios says in the rough deep human voice that still seems surprised to hear itself. “Scarce thin-threaded victory.”
“Halt isn’t ruthless for fun.”
“Wonder much may I that thou shouldst notice ever.”
“It’s ruthless for us, not ruthless at us. Not the same thing.”
Which it isn’t. Halt’s always been very clear we have to be ruthless and start with ourselves, which isn’t wrong, but isn’t trying to make us. If knowing you’re going to fail and die isn’t enough reason, being afraid of Halt won’t help.
“Vanished thou, and Edgar was wide of gaze, and Chloris spake that dead wert not, and Dove came sudden there, all swifter than to tell.” This is quiet, so it rumbles a little, Pel’s good about not holding on too tightly. Not like I mind being held, or the nuzzling, even nuzzling for reassurance.
“Edgar saith then that Halt saith all was and wert well unto thee, twas but a practice of shapes diffuse.”
“It was.”
Don’t think that helps, most ways, with the stop shaking part of the process.
Having me there to hold on to works entirely, given a little time.
Chapter 56
Grue
“I can summon Halt, but not for paperwork.” Halt would be wroth, and stay wroth.
Doucelin waves the stack at me. “Were Halt ever to admit this a school, there would be a place I could leave these.”
These, the trailing edge of own-work projects and the declarations that go with changed species. The Whole Book has provision for a citizen who changes species, last used in the Year of Peace Seven. There’s a doctor struggling with pigment compounds, possibly a hoof clipping, please?
“Those brewers settled?”
Doucelin’s lips purse. “Half an hour.”
The kids met the brewers going to breakfast. Decided second-sitting was fine. Solved the housing problem just that fast.
“From the same collective that gave the kids excellent beer after the plague-fix.”
Doucelin’s sorting paper into piles. Noisily. No one else needs the talking-room today, Doucelin’s careful.
“Advocacy of illusory weather-shells has history.”
“History isn’t building regulations. Saying yes is fine, but.” Another ruffle of paper.
“Good answer for durability.” Wake taught them that ceramic-brick binding technique for the battle-standards. The Township Engineer, the Hale-gesith and Food-gesith Township house-wardens, all before their breakfasts, didn’t have an answer. “A hundred years with no maintenance,” “Halt taught us,” and watching a dirt-sketched layout of walls make itself out of dredge-spoil, similarly.
Eight brewers, good ones, which Westcreek Town needs ere the beer gets short.
All five who were hurt lived. They walk, talk, see, have faces, grow hale and begin to return to skill of hand. Not this year, and maybe none to brewing. Couldn’t ask about memories that first hour. All recall the wort-kettle splitting, the boiling tide across their eyes.
“It’s a good fix for claustrophobia.” Doucelin strives for fairness. Halt’s shelter-illusion isn’t perceptible from the inside. “It’s going to be warm. It will take twenty years to get all the forms attested.”
Regulations do not trust a lack of immediate collapse.
“These students sympathize with experiments.”
Doucelin hisses, setting down paper with blue edges.
“A conditional application for citizenship.”
“Pelōŕios isn’t interested if Zora doesn’t survive.”
Doucelin stops, nods once sharply. “Love is a strange thing.”
To which no Cryptic Amative is subject.
“Pelōŕios doesn’t value the Commonweal in the abstract.” Pelōŕios could give Dove stubborn lessons.
Doucelin sets out little round paper weights, clunk, clunk, two per pile of paper. “Zora has been the source of kindness.”
“Kindness with reach.”
There have been letters from many geans, saying, absent tact, “What did you do to our musicians?”
We put them in a room where someone skilled played a piano with hammers faced with abstracted air. Zagreus wants to try abstracted stone for the harp, so nothing moves but the strings.
“Musicians, clothing-collectives, wreaking-collectives put to making beautifully documented water filters that are more difficult than expected.” Doucelin’s voice makes clear the list could be longer.
“Blossom is selective about the shot-shop.” Five years of Spike, intermittent Halt, and a couple-three years of the kids learning how to communicate fixed design. What remains can keep up.
Has started to notice where they’re going, which won’t be today’s paperwork.
Doucelin looks briefly wrothful. “Blossom doesn’t answer the letters.”
There’s a pause, and another three piles of paper. “As it is well Blossom does not.” Doucelin waves at the last three. “Requests for prompt assistance.”
“To be considered pending.” I sound bitter.
“You passed the Shape of Peace.” Doucelin knows precisely what I am.
“I complain the kids are brave.”
Doucelin looks quizzical.
“They might not be. Duty, determination, simply not considering anything but the job they’re given, they don’t have a history of doing fear well. Nor prudence. They react with oh, a problem to weeds, to housing Broadthews, to an ancient incalculable vastness of malice, to a material shortage, to inappropriate erosion, sorcerous attack, it doesn’t make a difference.
“I’m not brave. I’m tangled up in consequences. I’m afraid, Laurel beat Halt, it’s possible, someone could have started their two thousand years of preparation two thousand years ago tomorrow, Dread River hell-things beat brigades, by grinding, but the hell-things are there and the Line isn’t. I’m just what some pre-eminent out of the Bad Old Days would enslave.”
Doucelin looks sympathetic.
“Don’t tell me not to borrow harm from the future.” Doucelin might.
“Those who put their faith in fire,” Doucelin says. “You are one of very few to whom that proverb might apply with positive force.”
“The Shape won’t. The Shape doesn’t insist on predictable, it took Block, it takes the intermittently mad and the erratic and the generally incompletely brilliant. It accepted Halt, somehow.” When the people who made the Commonweal had been born in the Bad Old Days, and expected great need.
“Halt’s had sorcerous servants before, generals, ministers, there’s an example back there somewhere for anything, twice. Halt’s telling strict truth, we need the help. The Shape hasn’t been asked to accept young and vast and terrible before.”
“One of the clothing-collectives that wrote about Zora’s project, the team lead said it might mean the collective had to dissolve. They have no least idea how to make up the business, they’re specialists, but the team lead still wanted three. And to know who to send design sketches to, for new appearance-beads.” Doucelin’s voice has lost all trace of irritation.
“Meaning people like the kids?”
“Meaning we need the help.” Doucelin waves at a wall empty of diagrams, graphs, equations, just plain white plaster above wood wainscoting. “A million people isn’t enough. We can perhaps grow in numbers swiftly enough, before what a million isn’t enough to make all of wears out.”
Everything that lasts for a hundred years on its own is a help.
“Know the main problem people had about Blossom?” Forty years after passing the Shape of Peace.
Doucelin nods. “Anybody inclined to obey sorcerers just did. Nothing to be done about it, nothing Blossom was doing, nothing Blossom could acceptably prevent.”
Don’t do what you think I want works, as a command. Bad for the sanity.
“Think the kids aren’t worse?” Creeks aren’t supposed to have any tendencies to obey sorcerers.
“That’s not the Power,” Doucelin says.
“The rule of sorcerers people want, the Shape won’t like that.”
“Sorcerers people are inclined to trust,” Doucelin says. “Maybe the Shape will see them that way.”
Doucelin’s afraid.
Chapter 57
Zora
Three days later Clerks Lester and Merovich are there at breakfast, complete with a single folder between them.
It’s a draft law, and we all sort of sigh.
“We’re not Independents yet,” Chloris says, quite firm, and Lester nods acknowledgement.
“As perhaps you may not be,” Lester says back solemn. “Yet shall you be, there is not then time. This is not something all to be decided by a few clerks.”
None of us can argue with that.
We all want to, it feels unlucky. Really we’re not Independents yet.
I read a page, pass it to Chloris, who passes it to Ed, who passes it to Blossom.
Dove goes very calm and starts making a model out of the system described in the law as Chloris and Ed read about it and Constant reads it both times through each of them. I can’t say “false mass,” or Blossom goes intense and rants, but the model moves like it has mass, there’s some sort of mock-inertia involved, but it doesn’t weigh anything more than will keep it from wafting off the table when someone opens the door.
It’s not a big model, not really complete to what’s likely to happen, it’s one wizard-team, a stock of work requests, a stock of other work teams, a flow of work requests trying to consume as much ability to work as fast as it can, stocks of money and obligation for the one thing-like-a-thorpe, Merovich has suggested larhus, a defined relationship between the larhus and the wizard-team, and five individual sorcerers who make up the wizard-team, each with a flow of costs. There’s costs for the larhus, costs for managing each flow, and a flow of taxes from the thing-like-a-thorpe.
There’s the flow of payments for work accomplished.
Lester and Merovich both get slightly twitchy when they realize the model’s adjustable, you can move things between set limits for all the parts. Clerks usually have to do this with a lot of clerks and passing paper, school talked about how some really stable models get built as gears or valves, but usually it’s done with paper.
Not sure there are any physical models for the Second Commonweal, a physical model wouldn’t be the first priority to build or move.
Dove’s good at system models.
Blossom sets the last page down, looks up, looks over at the clerks. “You’re going to have to tell Dove the usual delays.”
Those go in, it matters, timing controls feedback almost more than decisions, the school example is what would happen if the Geld-gesith expected your gean to pay taxes the moment the clerk writes down the amount owed, before anyone at your gean knows officially what that amount is.
The wizard-team goes on a carousel, switchable, the five of us, with the numbers from the last two years giving a plausible single year for us as Independents, the five of us and Blossom, Grue and me together, a hypothetical team of six, none over the average of the third modality, Wake alone, Halt alone, Blossom and Grue.
Dove wants to try us, Blossom, Grue, Wake, and Halt, and Blossom says No really firmly.
The clerks have got enough real numbers that we can use them for most of that, the hypothetical group’s maybe a little low.
I’m not any kind of surprised the model works as a device, but I am surprised it shows the law working. We’ll be able to hire entire collectives of gardeners to help out, we will almost have to, but we can stay inside the law. The mechanism works for Wake alone, or for Halt, not enough to support more than a house, but neither of them show signs of wanting more, and they have houses already. The precise mechanism by which an Independent pays their house-fee isn’t likely to be a worry.
Not that we could tell, really, but I think they’re both tired of palaces.
The hypothetical wizard-team, it’d take four or five of those to support a thing-like-a-thorpe, but that’s still fewer than the number of people with land-holding on most thorpes.
Blossom looks at all this, looks at Merovich, says “You won’t like this,” and slides capacity numbers at Dove.
The model picks up Blossom’s best guess at the five of us in a hundred years.
Turns, entirely fine, goes stable, entirely fine, until the money flows lock. Too high.
“It could be twice that,” Blossom says. “That wasn’t the high end of the projected range.”
Lester says, formally, “A law which makes the suggested larhus land tenure the sole exercise of a particular wizard-team will not be acceptable to Parliament.”
“Fixed prices,” Merovich says, in tones for pronouncing a curse. “The point is for the thorpe, the gean, the collective, the township, to make a good decision, to compare.”
We all nod.
I say “Make the income cap overt” and watch Merovich flinch. “We can’t make it by time, that breaks your prices, you’re only barely managing to keep things to equivalent efforts by somebody else, some of our work doesn’t have an alternative means. I know you want a neat proportional rule for the team share of the larhus income but proportions fail, the range is too broad. Just say that past four-fifths of a thane’s taxes, that’s it, it all goes to the Commonweal.”
Lester and Merovich are looking at me rather intently.
“Leaving out Halt and considering those Independents of the Second Commonweal,” I say, and throw graphs on the inside wall above the wainscotting.
“If you add in the us-and-Blossom-team version that’s already done substantial work,” and that everyone wants to forget about, “and start with the alchemists and namers and illusion-makers who are comfortable shifting fifty-gramme masses and couldn’t get past five kilogrammes in a direct working, who have to use rituals to accumulate enough Power to pass for Independents, you’re looking at how many orders of magnitude in the range?”
Not that a lot of people with talent like that try to pass for Independents, but some do, and they mostly make it.
Mass, not utility, but still. Mass is a tolerable proxy for a lot of useful things.
“The law permits but one in incomes,” Lester says, mostly looking at Merovich.
“The effort should relate to the result,” Merovich says. “Individuals should receive the reward of their labour.”
I replace the graphs with equations, not especially horrible ones, and examples, one with the equations and one with the income cap.
“The practical difference is that making people pore through a log table to calculate the precise number of micro-marks that will be ignored by the accounting conventions for rounding is just cruel.”
“Egalitarianism rests on an expectation of acknowledged effort as much as on a guarantee of material security,” Merovich says.
“Effective effort,” Dove says. “Life isn’t suddenly fair.”
“We’re not fair.” I don’t like thinking about this. “It’s not our virtue made us like this.”
Merovich looks less recalcitrant, maybe. Wake’s done a single slow nod. Lester wants to smile.
“Every bathing house in Westcreek Town has corundum soaking tubs,” Chloris says. “Done as favour-swaps.”
It would never do to say out loud that the favour back is not panicking over our presence.
Lester makes a very controlled “do go on” gesture, meeting Chloris’ eyes.
“People will be telling their children who made those for centuries,” Chloris says, voice soft and human. “Especially since we bound surface-cleaning charms into them.
“We’re not even slightly short of acknowledgement.” Chloris says it in the voice of Death, not the especially still one, as a thing incontrovertible in all the years of the world. The rest of us nod.
Merovich says “I must annotate this file,” really quietly, we don’t think we’re supposed to hear it, so we don’t.
Dove puts the income cap in, we run the model, it works, it would work for anybody capable of forming a wizard-team. A really big team might break it other ways, but we won’t likely get that. We’re not plausible. The year we get eight of Blossom won’t happen.
“We should consider ourselves well-treated were Parliament to pass such a law,” Dove and Blossom say together, and look across at each other and smile.
The model collapses into a three centimetre corundum marble in a titanium stand, utterly utilitarian except for one tiny feather curving over the clear corundum, rachis and barbs and barbules all there. The feather’s red as rubies because it is.
Dove hands the model to Merovich.
“On and off are thinking, the rest of it adjusts as a physical object.”
Chapter 58
Zora
I don’t like waiting for other people to decide things.
If I have to wait, sitting on the Round House roof’s smooth rise of meadow on the edge of autumn and looking north and east over all the ponds helps. Having Pelōŕios for a backrest helps, too, hypercursorial and warm and peaceful and asleep in meadow flowers that have never known a weed.
It’s not precisely purring, but unicorns murmur in their sleep.
“We’re not properly human, are we?”
Halt doesn’t stop knitting, but does look up. That’s just politeness, but I appreciate it a lot. Halt doesn’t have to be looking at you to see you, we all know that.
“It does rather depend on the definition you wish to use, Zora dear.” Halt knows I mean Creeks for “we,” I’m not properly human at all anymore. I can mist through the air and sneak up on my unicorn lover.
“Common descent is a mess.” Which isn’t the problem, not really. “Too much addition, too many certain cases of someone pulling in heredity from some other probability, too much tweaking.”
Halt’s knitting needles click on. You have to watch really closely to tell the sound isn’t as fast as the needles actually move.
“There are clusters, the Regulars have common descent with each other, the Elegants don’t, they’ve got common interventions, subsequent sorcerers copying some or all of what the first one had done. On not-completely-common substrates.”
Halt nods, the still-listening nod, if you didn’t know Halt you’d think the six needles going might mean not. Then you’d probably have to go lie down if you looked closely to figure out how all six were moving. We have a small bet about it, Dove and I think Halt has as many arms as Halt wants, I say up to eight, Dove says “wants,” Chloris thinks it’s extra dimensions, Ed says it’s reaching across an expanse of time, and that’s not the same as extra dimensions, still this time. Constant says hmm.
“There’s a lot of common chemistry, mechanisms, things like how bone gets made, lots and lots of common embryology.” This is hard to say. “Creeks don’t have that. We’re as much artifice as graul.”
“You more nearly have bones,” Halt says. “More creators, a selective combination of prior art.” Amendment, not a correction. It’s got really easy to tell the difference.
“One very skilled … editor, let’s say. Because the Cousins do have those common mechanisms.” Pelvic birth and all, which I don’t want to think about.
Halt nods again.
“Everything didn’t come from the Cousins or the labourers or the soldiers. At least a third of it’s new, not a new arrangement. Some of it’s probably a new implementation of an idea.” I have serious suspicions that our circulatory systems took the two-heart idea, rather than how it worked. The original-strain laborers tended to drop dead by thirty if we can trust old, old poetry at all.
“In those days,” Halt says, “one did not have to be concerned with distant persons so much as with neighbours.” The knitting needles move in a formal sort of way, reaching the end of a row isn’t noticeable most of the time. “Correspondence could be maintained.”
“So our necromantically-attested brilliant progenitor isn’t hypothetical, and the way we use the Power’s deliberate.” Not just an accident of heredity.
“Certainly deliberate,” Halt says. “The Power cannot be bred out, the selective disadvantage is too great, while the wild strain preferentially breeds persons of violent passions and little fellow-feeling.”
Halt sets the knitting down, not away, it doesn’t go back into the bag, just onto Halt’s lap. “Talent has tendencies, it does not follow rules, once it manifests.”
“Wood-lettuce root.”
Halt nods, not quite smiling.
“It’s not a food leash, it looks like a food leash but it’s all over Creek metabolism.” Food leashes aren’t integrated that well, they’re there to keep you from running. Wood-lettuce is everywhere in the Creeks, the plant isn’t a weed but it’s certainly robust. Can’t really say invasive, it’s a proper part of the ecosystem, six or seven species of butterfly have caterpillars that eat it.
Halt’s waiting.
If you figured out how to make the compounds we get from wood-lettuce occur metabolically, it wouldn’t change anything, we’d still like wood-lettuce, it wouldn’t even necessarily not look like a food-leash, the stuff is still poisonous to most everybody who isn’t us, Halt and Ed don’t count, graul don’t count, different mechanisms but the same basic reason that they can eat anything, I’m pretty sure Halt can eat ideas. Asking Ed about eating abstractions got a really thoughtful look and Halt’s spectral voice telling Ed not to experiment unsupervised.
So far as I know wood-lettuce is unknown outside the Creeks.
“We’ve got a developmental bias, it’s the same talent but it expresses differently?”
It’s really hard to maintain your trepidation about how stupid you’re sounding when you’re thinking “Why does Halt’s yarn swift have eyes?”
It responds well to being given a cookie, too.
It deserves its cookie, it was winding fast enough that there was a hum. The cookie, well, let’s say it was devoured, and the happy noises aren’t really squeaks. I think that’s the motion, it’s winding a ball almost as fast as it wound the hank on.
I respond well to cookies, too. Saying thank-you for the cookie’s completely reflexive.
Halt sometimes gives us really strange cookies, I’ve given librarians the names of some of the nut butters, trying to find out what they were, and after the second one I got asked in that polite but utterly firm way librarians use to tell them when it was a word I got from Halt, but the cookies are always good.
“You’re still growing, Zora dear,” Halt says, smiling.
The swift holds up a ball of yarn, and waits for Halt to take it. Didn’t see a snip, but I wouldn’t have to use enough Power to notice to cut yarn.
“The Power does not tolerate attempts to limit its expression.” I can’t say that in an entirely flat voice. Most of the studies reference pre-Commonweal events, they’re all very historical from my perspective, and Halt wrote two of them.
Every one of the studies describes extensively unpleasant events.
Halt’s got the collegial look. We’ve been seeing more of that this year. “The Power does not tolerate attempts to limit strength outside conditions of servitude. Alterations of flavour that tend to increase strength do not appear to offend.” Halt takes the third neat ball of yarn. The swift folds up and goes back into the knitting bag with a second cookie and happy chirping noises.
It’s difficult to think about this.
“Whatever it is was stable for four thousand years pre-Commonweal, maybe five.”
Halt nods.
“Just not having the tradition wouldn’t do that.” Someone would have figured something out. Even if they had to not cook their head, the art advances. We’re individually advancing really fast, but not all that much faster than Dove would have advanced anyway. There’s a relationship to talent scope, there’s a relationship to amounts of Power, personal and ambient, none of us are advancing as fast as the working link ought to as an entity, but there’s a relationship there, too, and an obvious acceleration.
“The greater expression among Creeks is achieved through what we might call an increase in permeability,” Halt says. “As a people, you are more likely to be strong, but you are also more likely to find that strength beyond your skill to contain.”
“Wreaking teams work because it’s ritual and slow and sort of externalized and not very much at once. Enchantments, binding-making, that’s all been selected for, a flame-thrower or a tagmat or anybody using a lot of Power’s killed themselves.” I don’t want this to be true, but it obviously is. And then the Commonweal came and brought us focuses. So everybody stopped learning the old rituals, those were difficult and dangerous and focuses were so much easier and we don’t live past eighty-five, those habits would have all been gone in a hundred years.
“Necessitating that a talent such as yours be trained entirely in external manipulation of the Power,” Halt says.
It’s not just that the external manipulation of the Power is better, it’s that the traditional way doesn’t work, wouldn’t work, because high permeability means leaks into your flesh. Brains are flesh, which Halt — 
“Implicitly hypothesized,” Halt says, impish. “Which is in truth all that might then be said to the required standard of evidence.”
Only now they’ve got us, if we make it, and Crane’s views on teaching Kynefrid.
“So the next Creek high-talent students can be overtly hypothesized.”
Halt nods.
“And properly detected. The traditional tests suppose too narrow a range of permeability and return false negatives when applied to Creeks.”
No one caught it. No one caught it because it’s common to make a servitor-species with constrained access to the Power, and a food-leash is what you do to your slaves. There are all those effective wreaking teams and there were almost never capable Independents in the Creeks, no need, we took care of ourselves or we thought we did, until Blossom noticed, Halt must have noticed, Three Platoon’s output curve.
“One Platoon as well,” Halt says.
“Is it going to do any long-term good?” I really have to define long-term if I’m talking to Halt, and the look I’m getting would be a reminder if I hadn’t had the thought.
“Creeks aren’t efficient, we’re big and we’re high output and our output of work for a quantity of food isn’t as great as the numbers of an efficient species the same food will support.”
Take a look at, well, descent, we don’t have very much history, you see lots of very capable species of people going extinct. You don’t see very many efficient species going extinct, the base stock for Elegants looks like it muddled along for a long time, some of the estimates are over fifty thousand years, picking up the modifications that show today in different times or places. Five thousand years is doing really well for a high-output species, because sooner or later you’re competing for food during a famine.
There were some, pre-Commonweal. The pre-Commonweal population was only sometimes as high as a hundred and fifty thousand, things have improved.
“Once they’ve got focuses to work with, Creeks are efficient, Zora dear.” Halt’s voice is entirely placid. “An unexpected consequence of the permeability.”
“And we made it through the five thousand years pre-Commonweal and pre-focuses just on sheer stubbornness?”
“Nearly enough,” Halt says. “The traditions of the Wapentake have a basis in fact.”
No pre-eminent sorcerers, and a society not run by the army. For five thousand years. Some of it has to be luck, but some of it had to be planning, too, to go on that astonishingly long.
Halt has this completely superfluous trick of looking at you through the refraction in a corner of their spectacle lenses. I think it’s only one lens at a time, and being able to focus their eyes like that isn’t anything most people could even consider trying to do.
“I’ve been thinking about species design, since I didn’t.”
Let’s just look way out over the ponds, where there’s seven swans like tiny shining models of themselves three kilometres away. Unicorn backrests aren’t ever going to be a widespread preference, but I think there is much about them to recommend.
“Creeks are rigidly dimorphic, you’d do that so you pay less in resources for mothers, so you can afford more capable combatants if you’re expecting some uneven family structure. You might do that just because you’ve got unexamined expectations, that’s how I carried over sexual dimorphism from a species I’ve never seen.”
“You did no harm,” Halt says. “Not even to the chances of the species being accepted among those inhabiting the Commonweal.”
Which is automatic, for naturally occurring people. No one’s going to decide I’m not people, or that Pelōŕios isn’t, but the paperwork is otherwise going to have a lot of trouble with the idea of anyone being bimorphic, the law expects a default shape even if you can shape-shift, and we’re not, and would have to attest we don’t, or at least not about this.
“I don’t know if I’m more worried about explaining to Mother or Mikka.”
“Nothing you need do today.” Halt’s smiling.
“And tomorrow or the next day the rest of us get through discussing refinery-wards with twenty or thirty people from the East Bank refinery project and then maybe we all die.”
“It does no harm for many to sincerely wish you shall all survive your examination,” Halt says.
I think, I really do.
“It’s how many who might be relieved if we don’t, or if I don’t. Turning myself into a part-time unicorn because I like to run isn’t obviously in the common interest.” Isn’t obviously not the way someone would act in the Bad Old Days. “Even if I have followed all the rules. The rules haven’t caught up with wizard-teams yet.”
“Does Pelōŕios know what you desire in a lover?”
“We’ve been learning.” Carefully. Joyously.
“In the old days, you’d never once have thought to leave any desire in Pelōŕios but to fulfill yours.” Halt says this as a thing beyond doubt.
I think I’m blinking. It, no, it’s factual, I can’t make any of that Halt’s biases.
Chapter 59
Edgar
“The Independent Fest has died, and with them several books,” Hyacinth says.
That turns into what happened to Fest — the fourth cruncher — and what “and with them several books” means.
We don’t have the whole Commonweal Library, not as it is, we hope it is, in the First Commonweal. We’ve got two regional libraries, the Creeks one in Westcreek Town and the below-the-escarpment one that got shipped, every book, into the Folded Hills, but that’s not complete, especially for new technical stuff and anything related to chemistry or the Power. There are thousands and thousands of books nowhere but in the minds of individual Independents. Pretty much any Independent, given some organic matter, can emit a book; it doesn’t have to be Halt’s trick of not needing any substance to produce a substantial book. There does need to be a place to put the books, inside an Independent is safer than the tent-roofed warehouse full of an insufficient number of water-resistant book chests that we’ve got, so the whole question had been let sit until there was a library.
Losing books, well, there’s a lot going on. But loss of books, in the sense of the last copy anywhere, anywhere we can reach, that’s failing the cause of civilization. The librarians are having none of it, and the clerks maybe less, Hyacinth is having more trouble with a clerkly face than I’ve ever seen Halt cause.
Desired capacity numbers, books and people and workspace, Hyacinth has those, and the surveyed location, Hyacinth has the stake numbers. An expectation that we wouldn’t need to be talked into it, Hyacinth didn’t have that. Hyacinth had a carefully prepared set of minimal helpful requirements, more or less a roof and walls sufficient unto keeping out the rain, wouldn’t, Hyacinth is very clear about this, need to be large enough for all the books to be useful; a third is enough, the book chests are enough for the rest. That would be a large help, Hyacinth says. Hyacinth has seen the work-sheds.
Dove makes some carefully noncommittal noises; we’ll give it a try, see what we can do, sure, right today, we’re here waiting for our teachers and Zora to get here, nothing else to do today. It will probably help with the nervousness.
Waiting for Zora to show up, not going to try it without Zora’s notion of interior details, that takes a couple hours but it goes to drainage study, finding the stakes, really little bronze markers inset in exposed granitic rock, and getting Chloris to write down every bad thing she can think of happening in or to a library.
Dove’s called two companies of the Fourth of the Twelfth, all that was there, down from Headwaters, asked for help with warding. We could, but don’t want to complicate things. One new thing at a time.
They don’t beat Zora’s time, but it’s close, a Part-Captain who goes by Tweed isn’t all that pleased by that, swift hooves of unicorns notwithstanding.
I think the bristle from the Line does something good for Pelōŕios, getting to win at something or being taken seriously, don’t know. Skin’s all nerves, but the desire to do a good job’s real.
Tweed, well, two company banners is a pretty good ward, we’re not expecting to need it, there’s no historical record of an angry fire elemental destroying anything other than the summoner, it’s not like Wake warded us, or the Tall Woods, the first time we did this.
Sometimes the elemental gets ornate about destroying their summoner. There’s a pretty well documented just pre-Commonweal case where the summoner took precisely a lunar month to actually die.
Not like I’m sure even Halt could stop an angry fire elemental.
So, well, a ward just in case. Don’t know what this will look like from the outside, and we are right next to Parliament.
The ritual, I shouldn’t say easy, we haven’t done it ourselves, but we all know it, take out all the protection and compulsion parts and any summoning’s uncomplicated.
The Line companies are going to eat lunch first, Tweed’s clear about that, so we grab something to eat and go down to the Galdor-gesith’s hostel to wash. Zora’s brought, well, sorcerer clothes. Can’t think of them as festival clothes, they’re not, no matter how formal and embroidered. Our gean laundry insisted Halt write down care instructions for the fibres, no one had seen anything like them before. Pretty sure the howdah did the embroidery, we have all carefully not asked.
Formal apprentice hats. Which is right, but also nothing to think about at any length.
Don’t want to think about how strange standing on bare rock in hose and light shoes feels. Apprentice sorcerer clothes, the skirts are knee-length and the six-panel over-vest’s a handspan shorter. The wire embroidery down the over-vest lapels gives it weight, so it’s not going anywhere, which is good, because it’s not cut to fasten. The over-robes are about as thick as mist, full-sleeved, and just sort of float around you. It’s shot fabric, somehow, all of us surrounded by our button-colours.
We must look very silly waving our arms and making sure everything moves properly. We’d look sillier making a mistake, and I suppose we might.
Still, five’s a good number for a ritual.
Hyacinth’s very formal giving me the list of requirements and a complete, proper, archival copy of the location survey, the one voted on and approved by Parliament. I think it’s a response to the clothes.
You do realize Hyacinth has no idea what we’re doing? Dove’s amused.
Hyacinth wants a library. It’s important, it’s for everybody. Zora says, Chloris agrees, I agree, it’s not like we’re not trying to get the job done well. Constant is curious about the fire elemental.
Chanting, we’re all better at it then we were, don’t have to walk circles with five of us, we can pass the chant around.
The white heat doesn’t seem as great. It is, I can tell it is, it’s just not as much of a surprise. The curiosity might be greater.
Security of knowledge, exchange of knowledge, stability of records, those all turn out to be really easy things to explain to a fire elemental. The idea that knowledge has mass, slow mass, and that the keepers of knowledge aren’t, in comparison to the total mass, very strong at all, that’s difficult.
Get the notion of knowledge stored by material symbols, the size limits of aesthetics and photons and the scale of eyes, get that into the discussion and it all makes sense, the idea of a pen fascinates the fire elemental utterly, that the whole ritual of preservation begins in matter, different kinds and mixtures of matter, paper, ink, the kinds of ink, the whole scope of what book means, what we’re trying to care for, the avoidance of the Power in libraries, the desired purity of matter, the elemental starts to feel like a kid with one more festival present than they expected. Chloris’ list, Zora’s hopeful thoughts about decor, Dove’s pure delight in fire, immaterial Constant’s fundamental sympathy for the constraints of matter, the resulting gloriously detailed structuring of fixed slow matter, all of that increases the fire elemental’s evident glee.
Eight floors, high ceilinged every one. Huge circular central lightwell. Ramps, broad ones, shallow ones, you do a circle and a half to go up a floor, there are two, double helix, level parts of the ramp to go off into the stacks, the switch to level’s a smooth transition on a curve, no book carts bumping flat, vast tall windows east and west, two hundred metres of north wall that’s a stained glass pattern in stylized quill pens, the bright light’s localized, you can keep the shelved books out of direct light, prisms, light pipes, any magical lights required can be kept on the outside of the building, there are spots for them to feed the light pipes, the whole building’s incredibly thorough about natural light. It’s got Zora’s regional plants by altitude across the whole Commonweal, all through the railings and door handles and wall paneling, there’s a huge periodic table mosaic with different values and more precision than the best the chemists had on the south wall over the third floor in the light well.
You could fit the Round House in that lightwell six times, three atop three.
Bottom floor facing north, it’s two floors underground if you look from the southern ground level, has a boat draw up from the little lake, large pond, rollers, big doors, full barge sized, you could pull one up from the water into the basement, winches and cables already there. If you look at the building from the south, outside at ground level, that wall’s a mosaic map of the Second Commonweal, done with some relief, the rivers are sapphire and the Creeks are blue garnet over gold.
“Mustn’t drop books in the water,” Dove says, smiling, looking at the barge ramp, holding, it’s dancing round her fingers, pure elemental fire, not an idea of fire, not actual burning, Dove’s asked it not to be, the impulse of making.
Don’t know why you’d put a barge in that lake, it’s not large and it doesn’t connect to anything. Someone or something dug it out of the rock, probably not a thousand years ago, but no Creeks were there to see and no one knows who did it.
The entryway has rows of coat hooks, drains, boot trays, mud-dessicating tile, washrooms, sinks, actual privies, there are four, the fourth floor in all four corners has obvious lunch and sitting rooms, the eighth floor is nothing but open study space around the lightwell, under a roof just as clear, spare and pretty but not an overwhelming exercise in art. Stairwells, the hale and hastening won’t have to take the slow ramp. Chloris is very pleased. Zora’s making an effort of social presence, there’s always one more fantastically detailed plant to notice. The labels are switchable Zora says, delighted. Botanists agree by generations, rarely longer.
Walking out the east door, the main exits are east and west and east is facing Parliament, a kilometre or so away along the ridge, there’s Blossom, and the Line companies, and what looks like most of Parliament.
The Line applauds. So do some of the members of Parliament.
Blossom’s patting Hyacinth on the shoulder. “Have to be careful what you ask the kids to do.”
Hyacinth’s formal clerk face is in place. I don’t know how.
Dove meets Blossom’s inquisitive look full on. “First thing we did, and Wake didn’t ward us. It just can’t be that dangerous.”
“Except for,” Blossom says, and Dove looks half a shade of exasperated and says “Ed did the talking.”
Who has worked once, keeps working, is the rule with fire elementals, so far as anyone knows.
This makes twice.
“It was a very happy elemental,” I say, as tactfully as I can manage, and Pelōŕios, human, standing behind Blossom and visibly having trouble not leaping to Zora, says something in Unicorn about butterflies that, from the facial expressions of Blossom and Hyacinth and four or five other people, really isn’t polite.
Zora has to work hard not to giggle.
“It’s solid, it’s safe,” Blossom says, and most of the group of clerks and librarians and five or six members of Parliament move past us, it’s a big entryway.
We head all the way outside, there aren’t any steps, there’s a really nice pavement, I suppose so it can be replaced, rather than wearing grooves in the rock, and stop where Blossom stopped, moving back a little. Zora flows up against Pelōŕios, who stops looking quietly distraught.
“Shouldn’t we do the plumbing?” Zora says, and Blossom’s head tips toward Hyacinth and says “See?”
Zora gets, we all get, a stern look with “No established sewage ponds. Other people will build the ponds.” Blossom’s firm voice.
“Quite soon,” Hyacinth says, looking up at the soaring subtle wall of windows.
“I really don’t have to worry about the floors taking the load?” Hyacinth’s personal voice.
Blossom’s head shakes. “You could stack that place to the roof with lead bricks, and it wouldn’t creak in an earthquake.”
I say “Books are composed of a variety of matter,” and Blossom grins at me.
“Even the Book of Halt doesn’t have lead covers.”
Lead would melt Zora says, and Hyacinth looks stern at our sudden snickering.
Blossom’s face smoothes back to formal. “I don’t know how to describe the construction of the library, the structure’s some sort of semi-metallic pseudoglass vaguely-ceramic, it’s all one piece, no cutting new doorways anywhere, and it’s about a quarter as strong as pure carbon chain.”
“Twenty times as strong as steel” Dove says to Hyacinth’s effort to recall what carbon chain might be.
“The technique doesn’t extend well, it really needs to be something unique, art, before the elemental will appreciate being asked.” Blossom’s tone certainly remembers where quelling lives.
“A material artifacts building would have to be done differently.” Hyacinth says that carefully, speculatively, and we all nod.
Could probably do a whole town as a thing. A whole living system in matter. Even more fascinating.
Dove’s nodding, Zora’s nodding, Chloris is imagining the town, and Blossom turns back to Hyacinth as says “Can we get a general note that the kids don’t get asked to build public structures without a Keeper present?”
“Not once they’re Independents,” Hyacinth says.
Tomorrow, if we’re not dead.
Chapter 60
Zora
Pelōŕios is actively quivering, it’s nothing I have any answer for. There’s been a good deal of formal paperwork, attestations that this is everything that needs attesting, Doucelin looking remote and formal in a heavy robe and their fylstan’s collar, Clerks Lester and Francis just as formal, various subsidiary clerks, it’s actively ceremonial.
No kind of reassuring, because none of this is the important part.
Not going to nag Pelōŕios about accepting citizenship anyway, we’ve had that argument. “Not always a practical unicorn” shouldn’t sound so strange in my head.
A usual class draws lots for examination order. We aren’t, it’s me, then Chloris, then Dove and Edgar and Constant together because otherwise, it’s been decided, Constant won’t be an Independent whenever Constant becomes distinct. So the link’s as down as we can get it, the examination can manage consonance but not the active link and it hurts less for us to shut the link down than to have the Shape of Peace suppress us.
Pelōŕios had snorted at that, when they told us yesterday.
The wait, it’s not deliberate but people have to carry attested copies of everything back of the barrier, it’s not a ward, it’s whatever the Shape of Peace does when invoked to examine candidates for the status of Independent. I have no perception through it, none of us have any perception through it.
Grue and Blossom come up, very formal in the same sort of sorcerer’s clothes I’m wearing, except for the hats. They’ve got Independent hats, with brims and no buttons. Independent buttons go somewhere on your collar. Grue squeezes my shoulder, doesn’t say anything. I manage to nod at Grue, and then again when Clerk Francis motions me forward.
Grue’s shifted into a unicorn shape, so poor stricken Pelōŕios has someone to lean on. Blossom’s got a hand on Pelōŕios’ neck, and that might help too.
I get one step and something, I think it’s Clerk Francis’ face, makes me look sideways, to where the rest of us are standing.
Dove’s wings are feathered things, golden, long, and pointed, hunting-shape for a killer falling swift from the sky. The tip of the left wing gleams wetly red, sunlight dipped in blood.
Chloris’ wings are every bit as spectral as Chloris. So are Spook’s, soft shrouding owl-wings speckled faintly green on Spook and evening green where a barn-owl’s would be brown on Chloris, who has kept the black and russet, something I just know because the side I see is entirely pale and shining.
Constant’s wings are sharp-edged parabolas of light with interference patterns intimating feathers.
Ed’s got a poor grasp of wings. It looks more like the fins you never want to find on fish, rayed with an ideal of permanence and webbed with darkness pulled up from under reality.
“You are all a dreadful influence,” is the right strange thing to say when I’m almost laughing.
I can turn and step back and rest my forehead on Pelōŕios’, under the horn, and run my hand once down the gleaming length of neck, Blossom’s hand lifting quietly out of the way.
All may yet be very well is all I can find to tell Pelōŕios, and then I can smile, and walk forward, and if the examiners don’t like butterfly wings in purple, white, and crimson, then they’re admitting to poor taste.
Pelōŕios finds no words, but the horn-glow brightens and brightens until I’m following my shadow across the manifest edges of the Shape of Peace.
There’s a table, with four people I’ve never seen before sitting behind it, none of them Creeks or sorcerers. There’s twenty people with a focus, next to a big crucible with ten kilogrammes of cold tungsten in it. There’s another four people standing well back, dolefully dressed because they’re here to remove the body when there’s need.
It makes me want to go unicorn, so they and everyone like them will always have to bring a winch hereafter. Not the frame of mind I ought to be in.
I attest I’m me. I attest that I will act solely out of my own present Power, skill, and resources, and take thirty careful seconds to melt the tungsten.
One of the people at the table nods, and makes a tick mark.
I can’t attest that I’ve made the metaphysical transition, it’s possible to be honestly mistaken about that. How they test that, without being sorcerers, and then I realize it has to be the Shape.
I go as much distribution of mist as I can in the available volume, and realize that’s the whole way because it’s not an especially three-dimensional barrier.
Greetings.
The Shape of Peace can talk.
Greetings. Only I sound flustered. They’d have to tell me the Shape talked for me to know what else I ought to say back, or where to say it to, this is all amorphous and I’m guessing.
Talk, and this feels somewhat odd.
A knowledge consequent of names.
This feels more than odd.
Why ought you to live?
I do live, there isn’t any ought. If you mean survive, survive this test, that ought to be a question of conduct, not of arguments.
Some strange pause.
It’s not my judgement of my conduct that answers for the Peace.
I emerge, bipedal, on my feet, and none of the others are there. Pelōŕios is, Grue and Blossom and Wake and Halt, but the rest of us aren’t.
“All in before any out,” Halt says in a still voice empty of feeling.
Five hundred years for Halt, to maybe get this far.
The test’s supposed to take half an hour, and that would put us at probably two hours all together, and it’s been three. I didn’t experience three.
Perceptual time’s a bit funny while the Shape’s looking through your head Grue says.
No one says anything while I go unicorn and go lean on Pelōŕios. Blossom pats my neck, moving out of the way.
Forty minutes later, Chloris emerges, condenses, looking cross.
The Shape of Peace sounded exactly like my mother. None of the teachers seem even a little surprised. There are commiserative expressions, and Pelōŕios goes bipedal just after I do and hugs me hugging Chloris.
Thanks.
Dove and Edgar and Constant don’t emerge after forty minutes, or an hour, or an hour and a half. Blossom’s head shakes, narrowly, when Grue’s snakes over Pelōŕios’ neck with an inquisitive look. Halt slowly looks less and less like something alive.
Wake doesn’t move, or breathe. Wake seems empty with waiting.
Dove and Edgar and Constant emerge, I watch Clerk Lester write this down, two hours and twenty three minutes after I do.
I’m sorry, Constant says. We got philosophical about tangibility.
There’s a lot of hugging. Blossom thumps Dove on the shoulders and cries, tears flashing into steam.
Don’t ever let anybody tell you a statistical expectation is the same thing as an observed fact.
“I may retire,” Clerk Francis says, in one of the pauses while the ink-barely-dry procedure for when to treat Dove-Edgar-and-Constant as a singular and when plural gets consulted. We’re all standing around in a clump doing our best to be coherent and patient at the same time.
Halt does something inquisitive.
“A forlorn unicorn,” Clerk Francis says. “When a forlorn unicorn is the least unsettling thing about examining a sorcery class, it’s time.”
Halt twinkles at Francis, purely pleased.
The last of the forms are simple, names adopted as Independents, nobody dithers, there’s the rendered ostrich lard again but this time it doesn’t hurt, it’s a recognition of a thing established, necessary to complete the long ritual of apprenticeship.
Pelōŕios takes three firm steps away from me when called, and gets through becoming a citizen with no more harm than an oily nose.
Grue, it’s almost reluctantly, goes not-a-unicorn after I’ve let go of Pelōŕios and he’s gone back to unicorn-shape. Not a time anyone’s going to complain of some kissing.
There’s a gathering glance, and the working link comes up, in the careful subtle scarcely-perceptible grownup version with seven independents. I can feel it tax Grue’s capacity for hope; Grue won’t want to stay connected all the time.
For the five of us, examination was the only lawful cause to remove us from the link. Any unlawful causes may not get time for regret, we don’t want to drop the link ever again, we don’t want to leave temporary assumptions in our structure.
Which we’d decided, but decided is a plan and settling into our lasting configuration is a comfort.
Though I may not tell Mikka.
Halt stands up, I still can’t tell where that chair goes, and produces a tray with small crystal goblets, each half-full with clear blue scarcely material contents.
Wake, Blossom, Grue, Rose, Dust, Shadow, Fire. Constant reaching into the material world for a goblet. Indrawn breath among the observers.
The tray goes away, leaving Halt with the last goblet.
“Grue, Rose, my dears?” Halt says.
Grue tips a hand at me.
“Our militant victory toast is Hold the field.” I can feel this great joy starting somewhere inside us, we’re alive, we did it, there’s a future. The people around us, our fellow-citizens, aren’t even flinching.
Halt nods, slow and solemn.
Not all my victory, not all ours, but my choice of toast.
“Tilled or stricken!” rings, and echoes, then everyone drinks.
I give Pelōŕios half my glass.
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